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CHAPTER 1  

Epistemological and Theoretical Foundations 
in Language Policy and Planning: 

Introduction 

Abstract This introductory chapter reviews the historical development 
of the field of Language Policy and Planning (LPP), outlines the struc-
ture of the book, and introduces conceptual concerns and challenges that 
circulate throughout the chapters. The authors review the foundations 
of the field in classic language planning theory and examine the evolu-
tion of disciplinarily and interdisciplinary approaches. Chapters in the 
book examine (socio)linguistic foundations, critical empirical research, the 
public policy approach, modern corpus planning, LPP and technology, 
and language revitalisation. 

Keywords Language policy · Language planning · Epistemology · 
Theory 

1 An Interdisciplinary Field of Research 

Language policy and planning (LPP) is an interdisciplinary field, which 
relies on contributions from the humanities and social sciences, and 
thus demonstrates robust theoretical and epistemological diversity. While 
it emerged from sociolinguistics (Haugen 1964) and the sociology of 
language (Fishman 1972), LPP research is characterised by a marked
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multidisciplinarity and interdisciplinarity with researchers leveraging the 
theories and methods from their disciplinary homes to examine LPP 
documents, processes, and impacts. Examples include (socio)linguistics 
(Hult 2010), economics (Grin and Vaillancourt 2015; Gazzola and Wick-
ström 2016), political theory (May 2008; Sontag 2009), legal theory 
and analysis (Kochenov and de Varennes 2015), educational linguistics 
(Johnson 2013), and anthropology (Hornberger 1988). This multidisci-
plinarity was the motivation for the annual Multidisciplinary Approaches 
in Language Policy and Planning Conference founded in 2012 and 
convened by Thomas Ricento. As well, edited volumes by Hult and 
Johnson (2015),  and Grin et al.  (2022) represent diverse research 
methods and approaches in LPP, including chapters on political theory, 
legal theory, ethnography, corpus linguistics, economics, media studies, 
and demography (among others). 

Early language planning research in the 1960s and 1970s (some-
times called ‘classic LPP’) was marked by objectivism and a growing 
yet inchoate batch of theoretical and methodological tools (e.g., Rubin 
and Jernudd 1971). At that time, the goal of LPP was mainly to help 
policy makers standardise and modernise indigenous languages in post-
colonial settings and to select one or more official languages (typically the 
languages of the former colonial powers) to promote economic develop-
ment and nation building (Fishman et al. 1968; Fishman  1974). Solutions 
for language problems were the focus—for example, what status to grant 
colonial languages in postcolonial nations—and language planning frame-
works, models, and conceptualisations were developed and proposed. 
Language planning definitions focused on problem-solving and deliberate 
interventions. For example, Rubin and Jernudd (1971) argue  that  

language planning is deliberate language change; that is, changes in the 
system of language code or speaking or both that are planned by organi-
zations that are established for such purpose or given a mandate to fulfil 
such purpose. Language planning is focused on problem-solving and is 
characterised by the formulation and evaluation of alternatives for language 
problems to find the best (or optimal, most efficient) decision. (Rubin and 
Jernudd 1971, xvi, emphasis in the original) 

It was an experimental time in the field, with scholars relying on the tools 
from various disciplines to analyse language planning. As Fishman (1977: 
33) reflects, the primary aim of early language planning projects was
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to demonstrate “the feasibility of studying language planning processes” 
rather than testing specific hypotheses or evaluating the effectiveness of 
particular research methods. This early work engendered edited volumes 
like Language Problems of Developing Nations (Fishman et al. 1968), Can 
Language Be Planned? (Rubin and Jernudd 1971), Language Planning 
Processes (Rubin et al. 1977), and the foundation of the first journal in 
the field in 1969, i.e., La monda lingvo-problemo (“The world language 
problem” in Esperanto), which in 1977 was renamed Language Prob-
lems & Language Planning (and still exists under this name). Most of the 
contributions were conceptual proposals, descriptive accounts of language 
planning projects, strategies for implementing language planning, and 
historical investigations of particular contexts and communities. The goals 
and methods of early language planning research were influenced by an 
interest in excluding sociopolitical variables in the objective science of 
language planning. 

Responding to post-enlightenment objectivism, the focus on the 
rational individual, and the view of LPP as a technical and instrumental 
problem-solving task, Tollefson (1991) proposed the historical-structural 
approach, which incorporated critical social theory and introduced a 
different epistemological orientation to the field. Contrasted with earlier 
optimistic assumptions that language planning could solve language 
problems, Tollefson focused on how language planning led to systemic 
inequality. His critique of early language planning research, accompanied 
by an innovative new vision for LPP research, marked an epistemolog-
ical and theoretical turning point. A number of scholars have examined 
power issues hidden behind language policies that accompanied attempts 
at modernisation and economic development of developing countries 
(e.g., Phillipson 1992). Multiple publications have taken up this critical 
perspective, which is also a defining feature of the current iteration of the 
journal Language Policy. 

These contributions gave rise to Critical Language Policy (CLP), which 
is sometimes portrayed as neo-Marxist (Fishman 1994), since it relies 
on critical social theorists like Bourdieu (1977), Habermas (1973), and 
Giddens (1979), and/or postmodernists like Foucault (1972) (see Grin 
2022 for an overview of the differences and commonalities between these 
different approaches). Neo-Marxism and postmodern critical social theory 
focus on how power circulates in society, often outside of conscious 
human control, thus minimising the role of human agency in social 
processes. For example, Bourdieu argues that the agent is “not the
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producer and has no conscious mastery over their actions” (p. 79). 
Similarly, Foucault (1978: 95) argues that while counter-discourses are 
representative of the inevitability of resistance, “this resistance is never in a 
position of exteriority in relation to power”. Critiques of critical language 
policy scholarship (e.g., Ricento and Hornberger 1996), emphasise a 
more robust consideration of human agency in LPP processes. Further-
more, reacting to the monolithic determinism and hegemony in language 
policy creation, Hornberger (2005) focuses on how language policies play 
an important role in providing implementational and ideological spaces 
for multilingualism (cf. Fishman 1994). An empirical focus on how indi-
viduals create, interpret, and appropriate language policies across diverse 
contexts and levels of institutional authority helped engender an episte-
mological orientation that both accepted the impact of the researcher 
on the research context and based claims on empirical research of LPP 
processes. 

Johnson and Ricento (2013) describe the beginning of the 1990s 
as a third phase in the history of LPP research, which is characterised 
by an increasing reliance on discursive and ethnographic methodolog-
ical approaches (Barakos and Unger 2016; Pennycook 2006; Tollefson 
and Pérez Milans 2018; Wodak 2005). The development and the appli-
cation of ethnographic methods are notable during this phase, shifting 
the focus of language planning from the macro- to the meso- and micro-
levels, e.g., within specific speech communities. The ethnography of 
language policy reveals “the agents, contexts, and processes across the 
multiple layers of language policy creation, interpretation, and appropri-
ation” (Johnson 2013: 44). Contributions in this area often study the 
tensions and contradictions between the general objectives of a formal 
language policy and the observed practices on the ground, especially in 
education (see Hornberger and Johnson 2011; McCarty 2015). 

While Johnson and Ricento (2013) portray the different eras as 
“phases” in the evolution of LPP research (see also Lo Bianco 2010), 
in reality many different approaches evolved in tandem, both together 
and independently, including classic approaches, which continue to this 
day. Starting in the 1990s and increasingly since the 2000s, for example, 
a distinct research tradition with significant connections to early LPP 
scholarship was developed. Researchers from economics, rational choice 
theory, and public policy studies reintroduced, updated, and expanded 
concepts and tools from policy analysis into LPP (see Vaillancourt 1985; 
Pool 1991; Grin  2003; Wickström  2007; Gazzola 2014). This tradition
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questions the neo-Marxist argument that LPP is primarily or exclusively 
focused on the hegemonic promotion of the ruling class’s interests, and 
argues that official government-driven LPP can be democratic, diversity-
oriented, and aimed at reducing inequalities. This raises the question 
of what policy design theories and implementation instruments, as well 
as evaluation methods, are best suited to promote multilingualism and 
social justice, and how to assess the costs and the benefits of different 
LPP measures. For example, efforts to produce a national, compre-
hensive, multi-interest language policy to address language problems of 
minority and majority communities (as opposed to entrenching inequali-
ties) through a combination of bottom-up and top-down processes were 
done in Australia in the 1980s (Lo Bianco 1987). 

Another interesting development in the study of language policy 
during the last two decades is the result of political philosophers’ and 
political scientists’ work. Starting in the 1990s, but more intensively since 
the 2000s (e.g., Kymlicka and Patten 2003; Van Parijs 2011), political 
philosophers and theorists have focused on language in society and the 
corresponding policies. One focus within the debate has been the moral 
justifications underpinning language policy, especially in the area of the 
rights of linguistic minorities and equity in international communica-
tion. The debate among political philosophers has been structured along 
the liberal/multiculturalism divide—that is, following either the liberal 
tradition represented by philosophers such as John Rawls (1971), or the 
communitarian/multiculturalist tradition inspired by the work of thinkers 
such as Charles Taylor (1992). This research area is sometimes referred 
to as ‘linguistic justice’ (see Morales-Gálvez and Riera-Gil 2019; Alcalde  
2018; De Schutter 2007 for extensive reviews; see also Branchadell 2005 
for a discussion about the relationships between this strand of literature 
and research in LPP from a public policy perspective). The issue of power 
in language policy, in particular, is the object of an important tradition 
of papers published by political scientists interested in the politics of 
language (see Laponce 2006; Cardinal and Sonntag 2015; Kraus  2018; 
May 2011; Ives 2015). These contributions find their roots in research 
carried out by some major political scientists such as Karl Deutsch, Stein 
Rokkan, and Jean Laponce in the areas of multilingualism and linguistic 
diversity between the 1950s and 1980s (see Laponce 2004 for a survey). 

As a result, LPP has become not only multidisciplinary but also increas-
ingly interdisciplinary, or even transdisciplinary (Halliday 1990). The 
chapters in this book reflect this diversity, and they present some of the
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distinct theoretical and epistemological positions within LPP research, as 
well as some recent theoretical developments, notably at the intersection 
between LPP and information and communication technology. The book 
deliberately focuses on the contributions of academic research, but this of 
course does not mean denying the relevance of the theoretical and episte-
mological input of practitioners in language policy (a point to which we 
will return in the conclusions). 

Chapter 2 by Johnson considers the epistemological and theoret-
ical foundations of critical empirical approaches in LPP research, with 
particular attention to ethnography and discourse analysis. It traces early 
language planning research from the 1960s and 1970s to developments 
in the 1980s and 1990s that reflected a broader trend in sociolinguistics 
and the language sciences more generally, towards critical conceptual-
isations that focused on power in language and language learning. A 
growing critical perspective was, then, influential for a new generation of 
LPP scholars in the 2000s, 2010s, and 2020s who leveraged disciplinary 
research methodologies to study LPP processes. Much of this work has 
focused on how language policies impact educational opportunity and 
equity for speakers of minoritised and marginalised languages. Chapter 2 
considers the findings from ethnographic and discourse analytic studies 
and the value of these contributions to the field. Both the criticisms 
of critical approaches and the limitations of ethnography and discourse 
analysis are discussed. 

Chapter 3 by Gazzola presents and discusses the public policy approach 
to LPP. The chapter critically examines the idea according to which 
everyone (including single individuals) can make language policy, and it 
emphasises the differences between (individual) language practices and 
(public) language policy. It argues that the government (at different levels, 
from the local to the national, and even supranational) is the central 
agent in the language policy process. In the chapter, therefore, language 
policy is presented as a particular form of public policy that can be 
examined using the policy cycle model, which is the standard analytical 
framework in public policy studies. The model comprises several stages, 
namely the emergence of a language issue in society, followed by agenda-
setting, policy formulation and adoption, implementation, and finally 
evaluation. The chapter presents these five stages of the cycle, the rela-
tionships between them, and clarifies how the various disciplines involved 
in LPP can contribute to their study. It also presents some concepts 
that are central in the design of language policies, such as programme
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theory, policy instruments, and indicators. Finally, the chapter discusses 
the limits of the model. The chapter emphasises the pragmatic aspects of 
LPP and the need to engage with decision-makers’ practical concerns. In 
this sense, it contributes to restoring the theoretical and epistemological 
links between LPP research and public policy studies that have gradually 
weakened after the ‘critical turn’ in LPP. 

Chapter 4 by Gobbo advocates for a reconsideration of corpus plan-
ning in LPP research as an empirical testbed of the effectiveness of 
language policy actions and the feasibility of scenario formulations. The 
main argument is that any language policy eventually influences the mate-
riality of the languages involved, in particular minority languages, but also 
major languages in contact. Case studies should consider all the languages 
involved and what happens in their respective corpus, at least at the level 
of the lexicon, but also on the level of morphology and sometimes even 
phonology. The chapter illustrates the method of the levels of abstraction 
and the procedure to perform the epistemic analysis of LPP case studies, 
adapted respectively from the Philosophy of Information and Computer 
Ethics. Case studies of the (re)vitalisation of Esperanto and Hebrew are 
compared, which are offered as an example to illustrate the epistemolog-
ical standpoints, so as to avoid biases in formulating language policies, as 
best as possible. 

Chapter 5 by Leoni de León approaches the convergence of Natural 
Language Processing (NLP), Theoretical Linguistics (TL), and Language 
Policy and Planning (LPP). In order to take advantage of resources and 
opportunities, 30 fundamental questions are given on methodological 
and ethical matters which will help define the profile of any project and 
improve the chances of success. The attitudes, expectations, and needs 
of the language communities should be considered in any technolog-
ical language project, in order to offer better solutions. In recent years, 
the intertwining between language and technology has increased, and 
the presence of Information Technology is overwhelming. Therefore, it 
is important to be conscious that the advantages that technology offers 
for dominant languages cannot necessarily be successfully reproduced for 
minority or endangered languages. In addition, we must overcome the 
current situation in which standards are de facto defined by private entities 
following their own interest. As a consequence, the interest of language 
communities, especially minority languages and endangered languages, 
are not necessarily well served. The development of language applica-
tions requires the empowerment of the technology by the linguistic 
communities themselves.
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2 Language Policy and Language Planning 

Debated and debatable definitions proliferate throughout this book and, 
here, a discussion of language policy and language planning is necessary. 
The terms ‘language policy’ and ‘language planning’ are sometimes used 
as synonyms, but they have unique origins and evolutions. Haugen intro-
duced the term language planning in 1959, defining it as “the activity 
of preparing a normative orthography, grammar, and dictionary for the 
guidance of writers and speakers in a non-homogeneous speech commu-
nity” (Haugen 1959: 8). What Haugen describes here would become 
known as corpus planning which includes activities related to the manip-
ulation of the forms of a language. While many language planners and 
scholars focused on corpus planning, others studied how a society could 
best allocate functions and/or uses for particular languages, known as 
status planning, a distinction introduced by Kloss (1969). Cooper (1989) 
introduced the concept acquisition planning, which describes all attempts 
to capture language teaching and other educational activities designed to 
increase the users or uses of a language. 

Most would agree that language policy and language planning are 
closely related but different activities. Some argue that language planning 
subsumes language policy (Kaplan and Baldauf 1997), while others argue 
that language policy subsumes language planning (Schiffman 1996). The 
term ‘language planning’ is the first one to appear; however, the term 
‘language policy’—along with others ‘language management’—was intro-
duced to complement ‘language planning’, by those who thought the 
definitions unsatisfactory (Phillipson 1992: 86). Some authors argue that 
‘language planning’ addresses the internal changes of a language steered 
by conscious intervention, while ‘language policy’ is more concerned 
with the roles of language and its speakers in a given political, social, 
and cultural context (see Gobbo, this volume). Current research often 
combines the terms resulting in the acronym LPP. Experience in the 
field has revealed that both aspects—i.e., language policy and language 
planning—should be addressed in tandem in order for LPP efforts to 
be effective. Because of its heterogeneous origin, LPP has subsequently 
developed in non-linear ways along different theoretical and method-
ological approaches. Still, the order of the terms—language policy and 
planning or language planning and policy—probably indexes a prefer-
ence by the author in question. We argue that future research in LPP 
should be explicit about the epistemological foundation for particular
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research projects in order to maximise clarity, minimise misunderstand-
ings, and encourage cross-fertilisation across disciplines, so as to enlarge 
its epistemological horizon. 

3 Origins and Target Audience of the Book 

In 2017 and 2021, at the initiative of Michele Gazzola and Antonio 
Leoni de León, the Institute of Linguistic Research of the University of 
Costa Rica organised and funded a Summer School on Linguistic Policy, 
Language Planning and Evaluation. The event benefited also from the 
collaboration and the financial support of Esperantic Studies Foundation 
(http://esperantic.org). The authors gratefully thank both organisations 
for their support. 

The main purpose of the two editions of the summer school was to 
consolidate a space for the discussion and dissemination of current issues 
of language policy in Latin America, as well as to promote international 
scientific collaborations. There was a need to bring together researchers, 
teachers, students, and professionals from public institutions and non-
governmental organisations in the region. The historically opposing forces 
over several centuries and the different forms of intercommunity contact 
in Latin America have produced the current linguistic panorama, which 
combines the imposition of dominant languages, the resistance to persis-
tent attempts at repression, and linguistic and cultural miscegenation. In 
Hispanic linguistics, indeed, LPP has occupied an important place since 
the nineteenth century, in particular in relation to the efforts of the newly 
independent Latin American nations to promote their local Spanish vari-
eties as a means of marking each country’s singularities against the former 
colonial power, but at the same time claiming a pan-Hispanic identity.1 

1 The case of Mexico is particularly interesting (Cifuentes and Ros 1993). The linguistic 
policies of the nineteenth century were part of a much broader process in the building 
of national identities (Marcilhacy 2018). A fundamental figure in this sense is Andrés 
Bello, who through the publication of several grammatical works affirmed this spirit of 
independence and Hispanic union. It is not surprising, then, that language planning and 
language policy have been a recurring theme among Hispanic linguists and philologists, 
who have proposed, at various times, national and international standards for the Spanish 
language that have led to the recent pan-Hispanic trend of recognizing the pluricentrism 
of the Spanish language (Amorós-Negre and Prieto de los Mozos 2017; Blas Arroyo  
1998–1999; Moreno Fernández 1992).

http://esperantic.org
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The first edition of the summer school in 2017 covered general 
topics such as language policy evaluation, language planning in education, 
indigenous languages and language shift, sign languages, and constructed 
languages as an extreme form of language planning. At the conclusion 
of the event, given the depth and diversity of the topics, the invited 
instructors as well as the organisers, i.e., David Cassels Johnson, Federico 
Gobbo, Michele Gazzola, and Antonio Leoni de León, felt the need to 
share their views through a monograph that accounts for the diversity 
of perspectives and the complexity and dynamism of the LPP field, and 
to provide a short and accessible book deliberately designed for graduate 
and postgraduate students. This is how the present volume began to take 
shape, and we are delighted that the time has come for its publication. 
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CHAPTER 2  

Critical Empirical Approaches in Language 
Policy and Planning 

David Cassels Johnson 

Abstract This chapter considers the epistemological and theoretical 
foundations of critical empirical approaches in language policy and plan-
ning (LPP) research. Developments in the 1980s and 1990s reflected a 
broader trend in sociolinguistics, and the language sciences more gener-
ally, towards critical conceptualisations that focused on power in language, 
language learning, and language policy processes. This critical perspective 
was influential for a new generation of LPP scholars in the 2000s and 
2010s. Much of this work has focused on how language policies impact 
educational opportunity and equity for speakers of minority languages. 
After the historical overview of the epistemological and theoretical foun-
dations, this chapter considers findings from ethnographic and discourse 
analytic studies and the value of these contributions to the field. Finally, 
the chapter considers the future role of critical empirical approaches in 
the field of LPP. In particular, debates about agency and structure, the 
macro-micro dialectic as a theoretical took, and researcher positionality 
are considered, in the light of theoretical developments and empirical 
findings.
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1 Introduction 

This chapter considers the epistemological and theoretical foundations of 
critical empirical approaches in LPP research, with particular attention to 
ethnographic and discourse analytic traditions. Ricento (2000) organises  
the historical development of language policy and planning (LPP) into 
three phases: (1) the origins of the field and classic language planning 
research; (2) expanding frameworks in the 1980s, with the introduc-
tion of new disciplinary theories and methodologies; and (3) Critical 
Language Policy. In a re-examination of the field, Johnson and Ricento 
(2013) propose ethnography of language policy as central to a fourth 
phase of LPP research. This chapter follows that historical analysis but 
further explores the epistemological, theoretical, and empirical contribu-
tions and debates during this so-called fourth phase. Both the criticisms 
and limitations of critical approaches are discussed, and particularly influ-
ential contributions are highlighted. Finally, the chapter considers the 
future role of critical empirical approaches in the field and, in partic-
ular, its role in debates about agency and structure, the macro-micro 
dialectic, and researcher positionality. The chapter ends with an argu-
ment about the importance of a transdisciplinary approach going forward, 
which complements the foci discussed in the other chapters. 

2 Epistemological and Theoretical 

Foundations in Language Planning 

All research is grounded in an epistemological paradigm, even if not 
discussed or recognised explicitly in the research report. Epistemology 
is the branch of philosophy focused on the nature of knowledge and 
provides the philosophical foundation for the theoretical framework, 
methodology, and methods in a research project. Epistemological ques-
tions include: how do we come to know what we know? How do we ask 
and answer research questions? How can we be sure that our answers to 
those questions are accurate, valid, or valuable? 

The connections between the historical development of epistemolog-
ical positions and modern research methods are sometimes lost and,
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here, I consider the term “empirical” as it connects to historical devel-
opments and modern data collection. Empiricism, as a philosophy of 
science promoted by philosophers like John Locke, describes the posi-
tion that knowledge is developed through observation and experience. 
Innate ideas, religious and cultural traditions, metaphysical beliefs, and 
a priori assumptions are, therefore, not considered good evidence for 
answering research questions. Growing out of the more general intellec-
tual movement, Logical Empiricism was a philosophical movement that 
arose much later, in the early twentieth century, and while it was not 
defined by a unitary doctrine, there was a common concern with scientific 
methodology. It was preceded by, and closely connected to, Logical Posi-
tivism, an intellectual movement connected to scholars like Wittgenstein, 
which grew out of the general position of positivism, often associated 
with August Comte. Among all these movements, there is a focus on 
using scientific methods for the study of humanity, and in particular, 
applying research methods from the natural sciences to sociology. Comte, 
for example, rejected supernatural explanations, elevated empirical obser-
vation, and proposed a hierarchy of sciences, with mathematics at the 
top. As a research philosophy, positivism promotes universality in research 
methods and strict scientific guidelines, attempts to systematically control 
the variables in a study, and rejects metaphysical logic. However, as was 
the case during the time of its development, the term positivism is “better 
known through the enemies of that mode of thinking than through its 
friends” (Mill 1866) and, today, is often simply a term of abuse used 
by anti-positivist scholars. Furthermore, as Crotty (1998) argues, it is 
a mistake to equate Comte with a mathematical approach to research, 
controlled experimentation, or even positivism. While Comte used the 
term “positive science”, he did not envision himself as a positivist. Crotty 
sees the origins of positivism instead, in Francis Bacon. 

The emphasis on empirical data collection continues to dominate many 
research traditions across the academy, yet conceptions of “empirical” 
vary. For example, while there is sometimes a tendency to equate empir-
ical with data collection techniques found in the natural sciences or, even 
less accurately, as a synonym for “quantitative”, this conflicts with both 
historical and modern definitions. Certainly, experimental data are empir-
ical, but so are observations and interviews, for example. The term itself 
comes from the Greek word “experience”, reflecting its relationship to 
direct experience, as opposed to unobservable or theoretical justification. 
Nevertheless, while researcher intuition is not empirical evidence, there is
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wide recognition in the natural and social sciences that it plays a crucial 
role in the research process. Finally, while empirical data collection is often 
conflated with objectivity in data collection—and thus would exclude 
critical research traditions, for example—this is a debatable position. 

Divisions in, and descriptions of, epistemological orientations vary 
widely. For example, some argue that research traditions like positivism or 
postmodernism are epistemologies (Madison 2012), others consider them 
theoretical orientations (Crotty 1998), while others describe them as 
paradigms (Glesne 2016). Crotty (1998) proffers a helpful and influential 
framework, which distinguishes between only three major epistemological 
orientations that guide academic research—objectivism, constructionism, 
and subjectivism—out of which theoretical orientations like positivism 
and postmodernism fall. Objectivism is the belief that objects exist in the 
world as meaningful entities, independent of human consciousness; that 
is, they have meaning with or without a human observer, and it is the 
researcher’s mission to discover the inherent meaning. Subjectivism, on 
the other hand, argues the oppositive—objects have no meaning without 
a human observer, who imposes meaning onto the entity under consid-
eration. Lying in the middle, so to speak, is constructionism, which 
contends that meaning is developed out of the interaction between the 
human observer and that which is observed. Note that none of these 
positions refer to the existence of objects, because the nature of being 
(not knowledge) is an ontological question. Therefore, a rock on some 
distant planet may exist without a human observer (which is a realist onto-
logical position), but the subjectivist might still argue that the rock has 
no meaning without a human observer—these positions are not contra-
dictory. Of course, while referring to inanimate objects helps illustrate 
the philosophical positions, the questions become more difficult when we 
consider human beings as the “objects” under consideration. 

Some theoretical orientations and methodological traditions natu-
rally align with particular epistemologies. For example, positivism neatly 
aligns with objectivism. Yet, the evolution to post-positivism and the 
acceptance that the practice of scientific research is often influenced 
by the subjectivity of the researcher perhaps muddies the waters. For 
example, the ontologically bewildering double-slit experiment in quantum 
mechanics has led some to argue that quantum theory “should be inter-
preted in an observer-dependent way” (Proietti et al. 2019). Still, within 
post-positivist social science research, experimental studies with random 
assignment and generalisability are the gold standard. On the other hand, 
critical traditions like postmodernism reject modernist notions of what
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counts as “science”, and therefore, it is difficult to imagine a postmodern 
research project guided by objectivism. However, other research tradi-
tions have cut across the epistemological spectrum. For example, there is 
a strong history of objectivist ethnographic research, influenced by natu-
ralism in the biological sciences, in which the human observer attempts 
to unobtrusively observe the behaviour of others as a “fly on the wall” 
(Roman 1993). Even though the emphases in ethnographic projects 
have shifted over the years—with contemporary critical ethnographic 
approaches aligning with constructionism or subjectivism (e.g., Madison 
2012)—dilemmas in participant observation still remain a bedrock data 
collection challenge within ethnographic studies. 

As mentioned in the introduction, early language planning research 
in the 1960s and 1970s was grounded in objectivism and utilized a 
growing yet inchoate batch of methodological tools (e.g., Rubin and 
Jernudd 1971). Solutions for language problems were the focus—for 
example, what status to grant colonial languages in postcolonial nations— 
and language planning frameworks, models, and conceptualisations were 
developed. It was an experimental time in the field, with scholars lever-
aging discipline-specific tools to analyse language planning. This early 
work engendered edited volumes like Language Problems of Developing 
Nations (Fishman et al. 1968), Can Language Be Planned? (Rubin and 
Jernudd 1971), and Language Planning Processes (Rubin et al. 1977). 
Most of the contributions were conceptual proposals, descriptive accounts 
of language planning projects, theoretical proposals for language planning 
processes, and historical investigations of particular contexts and commu-
nities. The goals and methods of much early language planning research 
were influenced by an interest in excluding sociopolitical variables from 
the objective science of language planning. 

Along with the development of the journal La monda lingvo-problemo 
in 1969, which in 1977 was renamed Language Problems & Language 
Planning, an important development in the field was the introduction of 
the International Journal of the Sociology of Language (IJSL) in 1974, 
which featured LPP research. In the first issue, Joshua Fishman writes 
that the sociology of language, as a field, must apply linguistic theories to 
real-world issues and he stresses the ethical responsibility of researchers: 
“We…all have a responsibility — to the weak, to the poor, to the uned-
ucated, to the disadvantaged, to the discriminated, to the unpopular 
— to combine understanding, interpretation and application”. While early 
language planning research may have been influenced by objectivism,
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scholars like Fishman were still committed to an emancipatory research 
programme guided by tenants of social justice. The first article in the 
issue, also by Fishman, is an examination of language planning in Israel 
and, since then, the journal has been a crucial outlet for LPP research. 

3 Expanding Frameworks and Emphases 

Developments in LPP research in the 1980s reflected a broader trend 
in sociolinguistics and the language sciences more generally, towards 
critical conceptualisations that foregrounded social aspects of language 
acquisition, practices, and learning. Outside of linguistics, critical social 
theorists like Michel Foucault and Pierre Bourdieu developed influential 
proposals about the role of language and power in social structures, which 
impacted scholarship across disciplines. While these influences would most 
notably take form in Tollefson’s historical-structural approach (Tollefson 
1991), their inchoate impact began to be seen in earlier work. As the 
field developed, the objectivism that characterised early LPP scholar-
ship was called into question, a movement that was aligned with critical 
linguistics (Fowler et al. 1979), systemic functional linguistics (Halliday 
1978), and developments in sociolinguistics (Hymes 1964). For example, 
Cobarrubias (1983) argues that corpus and acquisition planning are not 
“philosophically neutral” (p. 41) because status planning is inextricably 
linked to the functions of language in social institutions such as education 
and religion, and, furthermore, the actions of language planners them-
selves are tied to ideological principles with social consequences for the 
populations they impact. 

Another essential contribution during the 1970s and 1980s comes 
from Arnold Leibowitz, a lawyer who examines English literacy and 
language policies and their impact on immigration, naturalisation, voting, 
and education in the U.S. (e.g., Leibowitz 1984). Foreshadowing the 
Critical Language Policy (CLP) approaches that would follow, Leibowitz 
reveals how language policy is a tool for discrimination, which provides 
a “palatable disguise for racist action” (p. 59). For example, the 1952 
Naturalization Act added a literacy requirement to the already established 
speaking requirement for U.S. citizenship, which, Leibowitz argues, codi-
fied the courts’ decisions that knowledge of English was necessary to 
prove assimilation and attachment to the constitution. Leibowitz further 
documents how the Know-Nothing Party was influential in convincing 
U.S. states to adopt a requirement for English literacy as a prerequisite for
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suffrage, which was used to prevent Black Americans from voting. This 
was recognised by the U.S. Supreme Court in the 1960 decision of the 
United States vs. Mississippi (1960), in which it was argued that literacy 
requirements were specifically designed to affect voting rights. Wiley 
(1999) notes that the work of Leibowitz presaged the CLP approaches 
that would follow. 

Other scholars considered language planning and policy as ideological 
processes. For example, Ruiz (1984) introduces an influential proposal, 
in which he lays out a tripartite set of orientations towards minority 
languages, which can take a language-as-problem, language-as-right, or 
language-as-resource orientation. Ruiz (1984: 2) characterises these ‘ori-
entations’ as “basic to language planning in that they delimit the ways 
we talk about language and language issues... they help to delimit the 
range of acceptable attitudes toward language, and to make certain atti-
tudes legitimate. In short orientations determine what is thinkable about 
language in society”. The idea that language policies can hegemonically 
normalise ways of thinking, being, and/or educating, while concomitantly 
delimiting others, is aligned with critical social arguments from Foucault 
(1978) and echoed within critical LPP scholarship. Ruiz’ arguments were 
indicative of a trend in the field, which was influenced by a movement 
away from objectivist research, that transcended individual disciplinary 
divisions and foregrounded power and inequality. Another example is the 
influential book Language Planning and Social Change, in which Cooper 
(1989) considers the sociopolitical impact of language planning, empha-
sising the possibility of social change: “Language planning, concerned 
with the management of change, is itself an instance of social change” 
(Cooper 1989: 164). Both Ruiz and Cooper foreshadowed the critical 
turn in LPP research, which would, in turn, influence a new generation of 
LPP scholars and set a decidedly different epistemological and theoretical 
course for the field. 

There was a growing emphasis in the 1980s on how language policy 
could be used for discrimination and a final note about Neville Alexander 
is appropriate. Alexander helped found the National Liberation Front in 
South Africa and spent ten years in Robben Island prison with Nelson 
Mandela. After his release in 1974, he focused on multilingual educa-
tion and linguistic human rights, founding the Project for the Study 
of Alternative Education in South Africa (PRAESA), which promotes 
multilingual education and language planning initiatives that promote 
the status of indigenous South African languages like isiXhosa. PRAESA
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has successfully combined activism with research, contributing to the 
National Language Policy Framework and the South African Languages 
Bill (1999–2004). In his own scholarship, Alexander (1989: 62–63) 
argues that, while South African language policy is a tool of discrimina-
tion, the alternative is language planning “from below”, which includes 
participation and consent by those affected by policy (students and 
parents) as well as a historical knowledge of past language planning and 
policy practices (i.e., what worked and what did not). I leave the final 
word with him: “Language policy can become an instrument to unify our 
people instead of being the instrument of division which, for the most 
part, it is today. We need to make a democratically conceived language 
policy an integral part of our programme for national unity and national 
liberation” (Alexander 1989: Preface). 

4 Critical Language Policy 

Early language planning research is criticised for being technocratic (Wiley 
1999: 18), positivist (Ricento 2000: 208), or naïve (Kaplan et al. 2000), 
and critiques focus on the assumption that objectivist language planning, 
purported to be divorced form sociopolitical forces, could be effectively 
deployed to solve language problems. The criticism of early language 
planning research—that it ignored the ideological and political nature of 
language planning; that it focused on individual decisions instead of social, 
political, and economic forces; that it was overtly and overly positivist 
or technocratic—reflected a more general intellectual movement towards 
approaches influenced by postmodernism, post-structuralism, and critical 
social theory. 

Tollefson was at the forefront of what Ricento (2000) describes as a 
third wave of LPP research, which is characterised by increasing attention 
to how language ideologies and discourses interact with LPP processes. 
Tollefson (1991) differentiates between what he calls the neo-classical 
approach to language planning and the historical-structural approach, 
which focuses on how historical and structural forces create and sustain 
systems of inequality. Tollefson (2016) portrays the historical-structural 
approach as part of a larger field of critical language studies, which 
foregrounds how relationships between language and power are created 
by sociocultural and sociolinguistic discourses (Fowler et al. 1979). 
Borrowing from Habermas (1973) and Foucault (1978), Tollefson 
(1991: 32, 35) proposes a new conceptualisation of language policy, 
describing it as “one mechanism by which the interests of dominant
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socio-political groups are maintained and the seeds of transformation 
developed…The historical-structural model presumes that plans that are 
successfully implemented will serve dominant class interests”. His critique 
of early language planning research, accompanied by an innovative new 
vision for language planning, was a watershed moment in the field and 
marked an epistemological and theoretical turning point, which would 
influence a new generation of LPP scholars. 

In subsequent publications, Tollefson (2002, 2006, 2012) outlines the 
“critical” in CLP research, which (1) is critical of neo-classical language 
planning research; (2) is influenced by critical theory; (3) emphasises 
the relationships among language, power, and inequality, which are held 
to be central concepts for understanding language and society; and (4) 
entails social activism. While many researchers have taken up the first three 
aspects of CLP, the fourth has received less attention. This is not because 
LPP researchers are not committed to social justice, but because research 
and activism are often separated in ways that reify objectivist epistemolo-
gies. Countering this, Tollefson argues that language policy researchers 
are not only responsible for illuminating social hierarchies and processes 
of power, but also for changing those structures. 

This demands a critical understanding of researcher subjectivity and 
positions the commitment to social justice as concomitant to, and 
reliant upon, a critical examination of interactions with participants: 
“[Critical language policy] researchers seek to develop a ‘critical method’ 
that includes a self-reflective examination of their relationship with the 
‘Others’ who are the focus of research” (Tollefson 2002: 4).  

While it was, and remains, influential (or perhaps because of its influ-
ence), the historical-structural approach has been criticised for being 
overly deterministic and underestimating the role of human agency 
(Ricento and Hornberger 1996), for not capturing language planning 
processes (Davis 1999), and for diminishing the potentially liberatory 
impact of language planning initiatives (Fishman 1994). Some of these 
criticisms are somewhat analogous to those levelled at critical social theory 
more generally, in which human agency appears to dissolve into dominant 
discourses that are all powerful and all consuming (Archer 2000). For 
example, while Foucault (1982) allows for “counter-discourses” in later 
writings, a consideration of human agency throughout his work is largely 
absent: any “resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to 
power” (Foucault 1978: 95). Discourse is both an effect and instrument 
of power, which has the ability to control human behaviour and thinking:
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Discourses are “practices that systematically form the object of which they 
speak” (Foucault 1978: 49). 

Within the critique of determinism proffered by Ricento and Horn-
berger (1996), they proposed the influential LPP onion metaphor to 
evoke the multiple layers through which language policy develops and 
they argue that LPP research has unsuccessfully accounted for activity 
in all layers. They emphasise the language policy power of the teacher, 
positioned at the centre of the onion, who exercises their power through 
pedagogical decisions—for example at one moment teachers may choose 
to incorporate multilingualism, positioning it as a resource, or they may 
choose not to, thereby closing potential spaces. Teachers are, therefore, 
not just policy implementers but policy makers (cf. Menken and García 
2010). “We suggest that LPP is a multi-layered construct, wherein essen-
tial LPP components – agents, levels, and processes of LPP – permeate 
and interact with each other in multiple and complex ways as they enact 
various types, approaches, and goals of LPP” (Ricento and Hornberger 
1996: 419–420). Expanding upon this a decade later, Hornberger and 
Johnson (2007) argue that the choices of educators are constrained 
by language policies, which tend to set boundaries on what is allowed 
and/or what is considered “normal”, but the line of power does not 
flow linearly from the pen of the policy’s signer to the choices of the 
teacher. The negotiation at each institutional level creates the opportu-
nity for reinterpretations and policy manipulation. Local educators are not 
helplessly caught in the ebb and flow of shifting ideologies in language 
policies—they help develop, maintain, and change that flow. 

In a separate line of critique, Fishman (1994: 96–97) warns against a 
myopic elevation of critical and ethnographic approaches to LPP research. 
The sanctification of ethnography and the “corresponding devilisation of 
other methods, smacks of Stalinism” and LPP research methods should be 
chosen based on “technically substantive rather than on trendy salvational 
grounds” (p. 97) (ostensibly portraying both ethnographic and critical 
approaches as “trendy”). 

Fishman (1994: 97) argues that language planning students, practi-
tioners, researchers, and theoreticians are responsible for creating a better 
sociocultural reality for all those whose lives are impacted by language 
planning. Furthermore, Fishman (1994: 98) argues that “neo-Marxist 
critics…of language planning…never seem to go beyond their critique 
as decisively or as productively as they state their critique”.
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In an introduction to his edited volume, in which he responds to some 
of the criticism of CLP, Tollefson (2012) characterises two competing 
research approaches as the historical-structural and the creative public-
sphere paradigms and argues that the distinction lies in the focus of the 
research, as opposed to some essential theoretical division. Indeed, much 
of the research epitomising the “empirical turn” relies on similar theoret-
ical foundations as CLP research (and often the theoretical foundation is 
CLP). So, while the two approaches do offer competing conceptualisa-
tions of language policy texts, discourses, and practices, they share many 
theoretical and epistemological orientations. 

5 Ethnography and Discourse Analysis 

An emerging critical perspective was influential for a new generation of 
LPP scholars in the 2000s, 2010s, and 2020s. Much of this work has 
focused on schools, emphasising how language policies impact educa-
tional equity for speakers of minoritised languages. At the beginning of 
the century, two journals were introduced to the field, which helped 
cement these growing interests in LPP research. For the introduction 
to the first issue of Current Issues in Language Planning, Kaplan et al. 
(2000) argue that the naivety of early LPP research was plagued by Euro-
centrism and a positivistic faith that “science” would solve the social 
and economic problems of former European colonies. They propose 
a systematic analysis that would consider “real language situations” in 
unrepresented or under-represented polities and promote an ecolog-
ical perspective, borrowing from Haugen’s (1972) ecology of language, 
which continues to guide many publications in CILP. Two years later, 
Language Policy was introduced, in which the editors, Spolsky and 
Shohamy (2002), emphasised “stronger theories” and “rigorous empirical 
studies” of cases, foreshadowing the definition that would be published 
in Spolsky’s book (2004), which emphasises practices, ideology, and 
management as three aspects of language policy within a speech commu-
nity. 

Much of the empirical turn in LPP research has been propelled by 
ethnographic studies of language education and classroom discourse. 
All three LPP journals—Language Problems and Language Planning, 
Current Issues in Language Planning, and  Language Policy—publish 
ethnographic and discourse analytic research although such manuscripts 
seem to be a more natural fit for Language Policy and, perhaps, CILP.
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The focus of LPLP remains “large-scale language issues”, while CILP 
focuses on LPP within polities, with special issues devoted to specific 
topics within the field. Individual articles “related to any area of language 
policy and planning” would include ethnographic and discourse analytic 
studies. A distinctive characteristic of Language Policy is its focus on both 
LPP research and educational policy and/or acquisition planning. 

Inspired by both CLP approaches and Hymes’ ethnography of 
communication, ethnographic research became an important tool for LPP 
research. Hornberger (1988), Davis (1994), King (2001), and McCarty 
(2002), for example, utilised ethnography to study LPP processes as 
they related to language maintenance and education for minoritised 
and indigenous language speakers. This body of research influenced and 
informed the ethnography of language policy, a research methodology 
that focuses on creation, interpretation, and appropriation of language 
policy texts and discourses across multiple levels and layers of LPP 
activity (Hornberger and Johnson 2007; Johnson 2009). Ethnographies 
of language policy are non-traditional in at least two important ways: first, 
the object of study is not a culture or a people, as would traditionally be 
the case, but a policy or policies. Second, traditional ethnographies are 
built on long-term participant observation among a particular commu-
nity or within a particular context, but ethnographies of language policy 
often require data collection across diverse contexts and speech communi-
ties. Nevertheless, multi-sited ethnographic research is useful for studying 
policy (Levinson and Sutton 2001) and, even though the focus is “pol-
icy”, human agents who are responsible for its creation, interpretation, 
and appropriation are always at the heart of ethnographic research. 
Ethnography has proven useful for uncovering LPP processes across very 
diverse contexts, a sampling of which includes language ideology and 
policy in Luxembourg (Davis 1999), bilingual education in Washington 
D.C. (Freeman 1998), indigenous language revitalisation in New Zealand 
(Hill and May 2011), linguistic landscapes and language ecologies in 
Sweden (Hult 2007), multilingual educational policy in Mozambique 
(Chimbutane 2011), and educational language policy in the Lao PDR 
(Cincotta-Segi 2009). 

Hornberger and Johnson (2007) discuss the ethnography of language 
policy as a method that can illuminate and inform multiple types of 
language planning (status, corpus, and acquisition), illuminate and inform 
language policy processes (creation, interpretation, and appropriation), 
marry a critical approach with a focus on educator agency, and examine
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connections across the various layers and levels of LPP activity. Johnson 
(2009) presents a heuristic for the scope of data collection in ethnography 
of language policy: 

1. Agents—include both the creators of the policy and those respon-
sible for policy interpretation and appropriation. 

2. Goals—refers to the intentions of the policy as stated in the policy 
text. 

3. Processes—creation, interpretation, and appropriation of policy text 
and discourse. 

4. Discourses that engender and perpetuate the policy—the discourses 
within and without the policy; i.e., the discourses (whether explicit 
or implicit) within the language policy texts, intertextual and inter-
discursive connections to other policy texts and discourses, and the 
discursive power of a particular policy. 

5. The dynamic social and historical contexts in which the policy 
exists—an ethnography of language policy is interested in the 
dynamic social, historical, and physical contexts in which language 
policies are created, interpreted, and appropriated. 

Sometimes separated from, but often combined with ethnographic and 
other qualitative research approaches, different forms of discourse analysis 
have been leveraged to illuminate language policy creation, interpreta-
tion, and negotiation. Traditions of discourse analysis have their own 
methodological history, representing different foci, questions, and epis-
temological orientations. For example, grounded in the work of Sacks 
and Schegloff (Sacks et al. 1974), conversation analysis (CA) focuses on 
the organised set of practices in the structure of human interaction. While 
CA attends closely to the interactional moves among conversation partici-
pants, critics have argued that the context in which the interaction occurs 
has not been a focus. Critical discourse analysis (CDA), on the other hand, 
places the social context, and particularly issues of power and inequality, 
as central to the analysis of the text. Scholars like Fairclough (2010) and  
Wodak (1996) have proposed analytic frameworks for making connections 
between texts and contexts, often establishing complex intertextual and 
interdiscursive paths between multiple levels of creation, interpretation, 
and recontextualisation. 

Discourse analysts who ground their work in linguistic anthropology 
(e.g., Wortham 2005; Agha  2003) also consider the context to be of 
tantamount importance, but distinguish their work from CDA by an
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in-depth, ethnographically-informed, understanding of the context (see 
Mortimer 2013). With a similar commitment to understanding local 
complexity, sociolinguistic ethnography (Pérez-Milans 2012) combines 
fine-grained discourse analysis with ethnographic data collection. Echoing 
Blommaert’s criticism of CDA, Pérez-Milans (2012: 63) argues that other 
discourse analytic approaches “have emphasised stable macro-societal 
processes which are taken for granted and projected on the discourse 
as background facts”. Instead, sociolinguistic ethnography attends to the 
links between local practices and macro-level social processes, neither of 
which are monolithic or static. 

Each of these discourse analytic traditions has been applied to LPP 
studies. Bonacina’s (2010) analysis of an induction classroom in France 
takes up Spolsky’s (2004) inclusion of “language practices” as an essential 
part of language policy. Utilising CA, Bonacina examines how code-
switching practices emerge as a norm of interaction within the classroom, 
forming what she calls a “practiced language policy”. Cincotta-Segi’s 
work (Cincotta-Segi 2009, 2011) on language policy and education in 
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) reveals how impacts 
of a language policy cannot necessarily be predicted based solely on the 
language of that policy or the perceived intentions of its authors. She 
combines ethnography and CDA to illuminate how the de jure inten-
tions of the state—as expressed through governmental policy and anal-
ysed within interviews with Ministry of Education officials—are marked 
by heterogeneity, and the interpretation and appropriation by teachers 
are equally multifarious. Cincotta-Segi’s research reveals the importance 
of considering the multiple intentions, ideologies, and discourses that 
engender policy text and discourse, as well as the multiple, unpredictable, 
and agentive forms of interpretation and appropriation unique to a partic-
ular context. Her analysis balances a critical focus on the power of 
language policy as a mechanism of hegemony (through CDA) with an 
understanding of the power of language policy agents (through ethnog-
raphy). Mortimer (2013: 67) draws upon linguistic anthropology to 
examine language policy as “a constellation of communicative events” 
in which linguistic signs and social meaning emerge and change. She 
incorporates speech chain analysis (Agha 2003) to trace a chain of 
communicative events that connect macro-level language policy with local 
educational practice in Paraguay. Mortimer traces two distinct meanings 
of what it means to speak Guaraní across diverse language policy texts, 
talk, and practices.
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6 Current Debates 

6.1 Structure and Agency 

An essential challenge facing LPP researchers is how to balance crit-
ical analyses of the power of policy (discourses) with an empirical 
understanding of the agency of policy actors. The conceptualisation of, 
and relationship between, structure and agency, is a central concern 
in social theory and these concepts are taken up by other disciplines 
including Public Health (Karlsen and Nazroo 2002), Education (Archer 
2002), Business (Gorton 2000), and environmental studies (McLaughlin 
and Dietz 2008). More recently, these concepts are featured in LPP 
research specifically, and applied and educational linguistics more gener-
ally. However, structure and agency are often underspecified or misiden-
tified as competing forces within a reductive dichotomous relationship 
wherein language policy is portrayed as the hegemonic structure while 
agency is described as a reaction to that structure, which takes the form 
of individual free will. Furthermore, agency is often used as a synonym 
for resistance. 

Presenting a more robust analysis, the application of structure and 
agency to LPP is featured in two collections of research—an edited 
volume by Glasgow and Bouchard (2019), and a special edition of 
CILP edited by Liddicoat and Taylor-Leech (2021). In their introduc-
tion, Glasgow and Bouchard (2019) propose a solution for balancing 
the tension between a theoretical focus on policy as structure/discourse 
and the emphasis on agency in the interpretation and appropriation of 
language policies. They argue that structure and agency do not have 
a dichotomous relationship but are mutually constitutive, dialectal, and 
dialogic and we “can discern echoes of each in both” (p. 49). A central 
tenet is the rejection of agency as (only) free will or unfettered decision 
making by language policy agents—even if free will is still a possibility— 
and a re-centring of agency as a process that is impacted by educational 
and economic inequality. A similar point is made by Blommaert (2005) 
who argues that conceptualisations of agency should not eliminate human 
creativity but situate it “in a wider frame of constraint…in the borderline 
zone of exiting hegemonies” (p. 99, 106). Similarly, in the introduc-
tion to the special issue of CILP, Liddicoat and Taylor-Leech (2021) 
review competing conceptualizations of structure and agency, including 
the critical realist perspective, which proposes that structure and agency
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are distinct phenomena, and the constructivist perspective, which is influ-
enced by Giddens (1979) and emphasizes the duality of structure and 
agency. Liddicoat and Taylor-Leech point out that LPP studies do not 
always make clear the way in which structure and agency are understood 
and used in the  research.  

Other influential publications that have considered the role of struc-
ture and agency within LPP processes include Menken and García’s 
(2010) edited volume Negotiating Language Policies in Schools: Educators 
as Policymakers, which prioritises this debate and, in their introduction, 
García and Menken (2010) argue that teachers are the final arbiters of 
language policy implementation. Expanding on this argument, Johnson 
and Johnson (2015) propose  that  language policy arbiters are individ-
uals who wield a disproportionate amount of LPP power relative to other 
individuals in a particular context. They argue that the heterogeneity of 
language policy texts, and the diversity of the sociolinguistic and sociocul-
tural contexts in which policies are interpreted and appropriated, creates 
opportunities for creative and unpredictable forms of interpretation and 
appropriation. Nevertheless, while emphasising the relative power of 
human agency, they also argue that some individuals get positioned as 
more powerful and this positioning tends to rely on traditional/dominant 
sociolinguistic and sociocultural hierarchies (Barakos 2016; Cincotta-Segi 
2009; Johnson 2012). 

It is tempting to equate structure with macro-level social 
processes/systems and agency with micro-level human behaviour, 
yet both macro- and micro-discourses, and both structure and agency, 
can emerge in a single discursive event or shape a single policy document. 
Policy texts, discourses, and practices are heterogeneous, and ideolo-
gies are multiply layered, and all can change from context to context 
over time. Discourse analytic techniques empirically uncover how LPP 
processes can lead to both social change (Mortimer 2013) and hegemony 
(Savski 2020). They contribute to a theory of social change within 
language policy processes, thus helping to develop critical theories for 
sociolinguistics more generally. They complicate well-established defini-
tions and conceptualisations, including the time-honoured macro-micro 
dialectic. It was necessary to borrow from other disciplines in the past, 
but a new wave of LPP research will help create theories and methods
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specific to the field and discursive approaches give the “critical” in Crit-
ical Language Policy some methodological teeth and empirical rendering 
(Barakos and Unger 2016). 

In LPP research, while structure and agency have been usefully 
combined with other theories within the field, the application of agency 
and structure in LPP research has tended to appropriate the dichotomous 
view of these concepts. In order for the potential of structure and agency 
to both further research and provide solutions and strategies in creating 
and implementing language policy, a more dynamic understanding of 
these concepts needs to be explored. In a forthcoming chapter, we 
outline five findings for LPP scholars to consider when applying these 
concepts (Johnson and Vernon, forthcoming): (1) structures are not 
necessarily immutable and research should consider both stability and 
change; (2) structures are both synchronic and diachronic and, therefore, 
research should consider the historical processes that engendered current 
social structures; (3) structure is both constraining and enabling and 
research should consider how language policy both normalises particular 
marginalising linguistic and sociolinguistic norms and sometimes cham-
pions multilingualism as a resource; (4) agency is not just individual free 
will, it includes collective activities; and (5) neither structure nor agency 
is necessarily intentional and can emerge by accident. 

6.2 Macro-Micro Dialectic 

There is general agreement in the field that language policy should be 
conceptualised and studied as multiply levelled or layered. Yet, criti-
cism has focused on monolithic and static depictions of the relationship 
between macro and micro because they do not account for the multiple 
constraints on social interaction that can change over time. Critics argue 
that research focusing on the micro tends to overestimate the individual’s 
ability for novel and seminal action (Wortham and Reyes 2015). Ques-
tioning and re-conceptualising the macro-micro dialectic is becoming an 
important feature within LPP research. While a layered understanding of 
context is implicit in the macro-micro distinction (especially when other 
“meso” layers are added), ideologies are also layered and can change. 
As Mortimer and Wortham (2015: 163) argue, “[I]nstead of connecting 
micro-level events to macro-level structures (e.g. connecting a classroom
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language practice to an official policy), we must explore heterogeneous 
domains and scales of social organisation relevant to understanding mean-
ingful social action”. Therefore, as Hult (2010) has argued, within any 
discursive event, there are many potential sociolinguistic scales at work, 
and the analyst identifies how the unique configuration of semiotic 
resources is made relevant within the interaction. Nevertheless, the benefit 
of replacing levels/layers with ‘scales’ is still being debated, especially in 
LPP research that must characterise physical contexts (as opposed to, or 
as well as, discursive contexts) and/or does not make use of discourse 
analytic techniques. 

Menken (2008) uses the term “arbiter” to characterise the power of 
teachers as the ultimate decision makers in how a policy is implemented. 
Johnson and Johnson (2015) expand on this notion and describe all indi-
viduals with potentially powerful influence on the language policy process 
as language policy arbiters. While LPP is a multi-layered process, and 
teachers may be the ultimate arbiters in classroom implementation of 
policy, language policy power is differentially allocated across, and within, 
educational institutions, contexts, and layers of language policy activity. 
For example, Johnson (2012) reveals how a change in one U.S. school 
district leadership position led to a drastic change in language policy for 
the entire district, transitioning from a focus on the value of bilingualism 
to an emphasis on acquisition of English. The power of the language 
policy arbiter is such that they have a singular impact on educational 
activities within the institutions and contexts they have contact with. 

6.3 Researcher Positionality 

Another important trend in LPP research is the focus on researcher 
positionality and subjectivity. While the term is less often defined, it 
has become accepted that language policy scholars are “critical” since 
so much of the research is focused on power and/or committed to 
social justice. Yet “activism” and “research” are often separated in ways 
that perpetuate divisions between participants and observers and reify 
objectivist epistemologies. De Costa (2014) argues that scholars should 
not only describe, critique, and transform discriminatory practices and 
social inequality, they should also maintain critical reflexivity regarding 
the position of the researcher. Similarly, in Lin’s (2015) interrogation 
of researcher epistemology in LPP, she argues that a critical perspective
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combines self-reflection of the researcher’s position in institutional hierar-
chies with an interrogation of how such institutional hierarchies produce 
and reproduce domination and subordination. According to Lin (2015: 
26), the goal of the researcher should be knowledge co-construction: “In 
the critical research paradigm, both the researcher and the researched are 
subjects of knowing and enter into a dialogue on equal footings”. Never-
theless, Lin highlights a historical weakness in critical research, which 
has impacted policy less often than positivist studies. The solution might 
be a “dialogue with different parties in each situated context in LPP” 
(p. 30), which recognises the strength in collaboration and acknowledges 
the limited nature of a single methodological position. 

One of the areas in which researchers can openly articulate their 
own positions and subjectivities is in the written report. Ramanathan 
(2006, 2011) compellingly grapples with her own ideological conflict in 
researching-texting practices and criticises LPP scholarship that presents 
its textual products in hermetically sealed ways—“a modus operandi 
that often leaves little room for addressing uncertainties and tensions 
in the researching-texting process” (Ramanathan 2011: 256). Instead, 
she emphasises that how we develop meaning in the texts we create is 
a process that should be rendered “porous, unstable, and changeable” 
(p. 247). Echoing Fishman’s (1994) critique, she argues that it is crucial 
to interrogate the ideological aspects of research as a social practice, while 
also permitting a way to “complexify the researcher’s voice” (p. 268). 
Similarly, Canagarajah and Stanley (2015: 41) argue genre conventions in 
academic writing make it challenging to give voice to minority commu-
nities, yet it is essential that LPP scholars push back against positivistic 
writing genres that attempt to synthesise research findings into gener-
alisable and monolithic “truths”: “Since the subjects exist in the report 
only through the voice of the researcher, there is a tendency for their 
complexity to be suppressed and their identity to be generalised (or 
essentialized)”. 

Consideration of ethics and advocacy in sociolinguistic research is 
nothing new. For example, Labov (1982) and Rickford (1999) have grap-
pled with the responsibility that language scholars have to the speech 
communities in which they collect data and both have actively promoted 
social justice efforts in courts, legislatures, and public discourse. Never-
theless, Labov has consistently separated research from advocacy. A new 
wave of LPP scholars is considering how to combine research with 
application, observation with action, and critique with advocacy. There
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is a growing sentiment, absent in earlier language planning research, 
that LPP scholars should also be active in language policy efforts, and 
these two activities—research and action—can be combined in theoret-
ically and methodologically robust ways, despite objectivist arguments 
to the contrary. Admittedly, this type of engagement may prove more 
compelling for qualitative researchers than those who specialise in surveys, 
economics, or demography. Furthermore, this type of engagement may 
imperil the position of LPP scholars who advise and consult on language 
planning activities, and need to retain the credibility imparted by scientific 
objectivity. Indeed, what is promoted here is a transdisciplinary approach 
that combines diverse theories, methods, and epistemologies to promote 
social justice in LPP documents, processes, and impacts. 

7 Critical Empirical Approaches 

and Social Justice: Concluding Thoughts 

By criticising LPP processes—and the institutions responsible for their 
enactment (like schools)—CLP has highlighted the continued minoritisa-
tion of historically marginalised people in schools and society. Kids who 
speak a non-dominant language or dialect, for example, still lack equal 
educational opportunity in schools, which is often the result of a combina-
tion of racism and language policy, emanating from what Rosa and Flores 
have referred to as raciolinguistic ideologies (Flores and Rosa 2015). 
Yet, in foregrounding the role of social justice in LPP processes, LPP 
research has also emphasised how LPP processes in schools and society 
can promote ideological and implementational spaces for historically 
marginalised languages and speakers of those languages. The potentially 
emancipatory impact is an essential contribution from Nancy Hornberger 
and Joshua Fishman, and the other authors in this book. What is clear is a 
balanced perspective and method are needed—which considers both the 
hegemonic impact and disempowering reality of LPP processes and the 
emancipatory possibilities. This requires us to move beyond macro-level 
critique to fieldwork and empirical action. This requires a transdisci-
plinary approach that transcends methods and techniques tethered to 
specific disciplines to solve LPP problems. Scholars from diverse epis-
temological, methodological, and theoretical backgrounds—linguistics, 
economists, educationists, political theorists, etc.—will all be needed.



2 CRITICAL EMPIRICAL APPROACHES IN LANGUAGE POLICY … 35

References 

Agha, A. (2003). The social life of cultural value. Language and Communication 
23, pp. 231–273. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0271-5309(03)00012-0 

Alexander, N. (1989). Language Policy and National Unity in South 
Africa/Azania. Cape Town: Buchu Books. 

Archer, M. (2000). Being Human: The Problem of Agency. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Archer, R. (2002). Education policy and realist social theory: Primary teachers, 
child-centered philosophy and the new managerialism. Routledge. 

Barakos, E. (2016). Language policy and governmentality in businesses in Wales: 
A continuum of empowerment and regulation. Multilingua, 34 (4), pp. 361– 
391. https://doi.org/10.1515/multi-2015-0007 

Barakos, E., and Unger, J. W. (Eds.). (2016). Discursive approaches to language 
policy. Palgrave Macmillan. 

Blommaert, J. (2005). Discourse: Key Topics in Sociolinguistics. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Bonacina, F. (2010). A conversation analytic approach to practiced language 
policies: The example of an induction classroom for newly-arrived immigrant 
children in France. Ph.D. Thesis. The University of Edinburgh. 

Bouchard, J., and Glasgow, G. P. (eds.) (2019). Agency in Language Policy and 
Planning: Critical Inquiries. London: Routledge. 

Canagarajah, S., and Stanley, P. (2015). Ethical considerations in language policy 
research. In F. M. Hult and D. C. Johnson (eds.), Research Methods in 
Language Policy and Planning: A Practical Guide. Malden: Wiley Blackwell. 

Chimbutane, F. (2011). Rethinking Bilingual Education in Postcolonial Contexts. 
Clevedon: Multilingual Matters. 

Cincotta-Segi, A. (2009). ‘The big ones swallow the small ones.’ Or do they? The 
language policy and practice of ethnic minority education in the Lao PDR: 
A case study from Nalae. Ph.D. Thesis. Canberra: The Australian National 
University. 

Cincotta-Segi, A. (2011). ‘The big ones swallow the small ones’. Or do they? 
Language-in-education policy and ethnic minority education in the Lao PDR. 
Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 32 (1), pp. 1–15. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2010.527343 

Cobarrubias, J. (1983). Ethical issues in status planning. In J. Cobarrubias and J. 
A. Fishman (eds.), Progress in Language Planning: International Perspectives, 
pp. 41–86. Berlin: Walter De Gruyter & Co. 

Cooper, R. L. (1989). Language Planning and Social Change. New  York:  
Cambridge University Press. 

Crotty, M. (1998). The Foundations of Social Research: Meaning and Perspective 
in the Research Process. London: Sage.

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0271-5309(03)00012-0
https://doi.org/10.1515/multi-2015-0007
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2010.527343


36 D. C. JOHNSON

Davis, K. (1994). Language planning in multilingual contexts: Policies, commu-
nities, and schools in Luxembourg. Philadelphia, PA: John Benjamins. 

Davis, K. A. (1999). Dynamics of indigenous language maintenance. In T. 
Huebner and K. A. Davis (eds.), Sociopolitical Perspectives on Language Policy 
and Planning in the USA, pp. 67–98. Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John 
Benjamins Publishing Company. 

De Costa, P. (2014). Making ethical decisions in an ethnographic study. TESOL 
Quarterly, 48 (2), pp. 413–422. https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.163 

Fairclough, N. (2010). Critical Discourse Analysis: The Critical Study of 
Language. 2nd Edition. Harlow, England: Pearson. 

Fishman, J. A. (1994). Critiques of language planning: A minority languages 
perspective. Journal of Multilingual & Multicultural Development, 15 (2–3),  
pp. 91–99. https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.1994.9994559 

Fishman, J., Ferguson, C. A., and Das Gupta, J. (eds.) (1968). Language 
Problems of Developing Nations. New  York: Wiley.  

Flores, N., and Rosa, J. (2015). Undoing appropriateness: Raciolinguistic ideolo-
gies and language diversity in education. Harvard Educational Review, 85 (2),  
pp. 149–171. 

Foucault, M. (1978). The History of Sexuality. New York: Random House. 
Foucault, M. (1982). The subject and power. Critical Inquiry, 8 (4), pp. 777– 

795. 
Fowler, R., Hodge, B., Kress, G., and Trew, T. (1979). Language and Control. 

London: Routlege and Kegan Paul. 
Freeman, R. D. (1998). Bilingual Education and Social Change. Clevedon: 

Multilingual Matters. 
García, O., and Menken, K. (2010). Stirring the onion: Educators and the 

dynamics of language Education policies (looking ahead). In K. Menken 
and O. García (eds.), Negotiating Language Policies in Schools: Educators as 
Policymakers, pp. 249–261. London and New York: Routledge. 

Giddens, A. (1979). Central Problems in Social Theory: Action, Structure and 
Contradiction in Social Analysis. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Glesne, C. (2016). Becoming Qualitative Researchers: An Introduction. New  
York: Pearson. 

Gorton, M. (2000). Overcoming the structure–agency divide in small business 
research. International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behavior & Research, 6 (5), 
pp. 276–292. 

Habermas, J. (1973). Theory and Practice. Boston, MA: Beacon Press. 
Halliday, M. A. K. (1978). Language as Social Semiotic. London: Edward Arnold. 
Haugen, E. (1972). The ecology of language. In A. S. Dil (ed.), The Ecology 

of Language: Essays by Einar Haugen, pp. 325–339. Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.163
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.1994.9994559


2 CRITICAL EMPIRICAL APPROACHES IN LANGUAGE POLICY … 37

Hill, R., and May, S. (2011). Exploring biliteracy in Māori-medium educa-
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CHAPTER 3  

Language Policy as Public Policy 

Michele Gazzola 

Abstract This chapter presents and discusses the public policy approach 
to language policy and planning (LPP). The chapter critically exam-
ines the idea according to which everyone (including single individuals) 
can make language policy, and it clarifies the differences between (indi-
vidual) language practices and (public) language policy. It argues that 
government (at different levels, from the local to the national, and even 
supranational) is the central, albeit of course not exclusive, agent in 
the language policy process. Language policy is therefore presented as 
a particular form of public policy that can be examined using the policy 
cycle model, which is the standard analytical framework in public policy 
studies. The model comprises several stages, namely the emergence of 
a language issue in society, followed by agenda-setting, policy formula-
tion and adoption, implementation, and finally evaluation. The chapter 
presents these five stages of the cycle and the relationships between them 
and clarifies how the various disciplines involved in LPP can contribute 
to their study. It presents some concepts that are central in the design
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of language policies, such as programme theory, policy instruments, and 
indicators. The chapter also discusses the limits of the model. It empha-
sises the political and pragmatic aspects of LPP, and the need to engage 
with decision makers’ practical concerns. In this sense, it contributes to 
restoring the theoretical and epistemological links between LPP research 
and public policy studies that have gradually weakened after the ‘critical 
turn’ in LPP. 

Keywords Language policy and planning · Public policy, policy cycle · 
Agenda-setting · Policy formulation and adoption · Policy 
implementation · Evaluation 

1 Introduction 

This chapter presents and discusses the public policy approach to language 
policy and planning (LPP). It reviews some central concepts in public 
policy studies, such as policy cycle, programme theory, policy instru-
ments, and indicators, and it explains how they can be applied to LPP. 
Although this contribution has been written primarily for an audience 
of applied linguists, sociolinguists, and decision-makers, it can also be 
useful for students in public policy and administration, political science, 
economics, and political philosophy who are interested in approaching 
LPP from this perspective. 

This contribution starts from the observation that language policy 
can be studied like other well-established forms of public policy/social 
policy in areas such as the environment, income support, transporta-
tion, education, or healthcare. From this perspective, language policy can 
be defined as a public policy aimed at addressing a social, economic, 
political or organisational issue related to the management of linguistic 
diversity in a given territory. Language policy, therefore, is a response 
by the government to an issue politically defined as collective in 
nature involving language or languages. While language policy obviously 
deals with language(s), it is “ultimately oriented towards non-linguistic 
ends” (Cooper 1989: 35). For example, the target of language policies 
protecting and promoting minority languages is not only language as 
such, but also (and more importantly) the community of speakers and
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the protection and promotion of their political and cultural rights to use 
the language in social life. 

This chapter contributes to restoring the theoretical and epistemolog-
ical links between LPP research and public policy studies, which have 
gradually weakened after the ‘critical and ethnographic turns’ in LPP (see 
Johnson, this volume). Although the importance of the public policy 
approach in LPP was already clear from the origins of the discipline 
(Rubin and Jernudd 1971), still too little attention in research has been 
paid to the operational and organisational aspects of LPP, including 
“the development, implementation, and evaluation of specific language 
policies” (Ricento 2005: 18). As Leigh Oakes observes, 

the critical and ethnographic turns have undeniably allowed LPP to make 
important theoretical and methodological advances. Nonetheless, as LPP 
has matured as a field of academic inquiry with its own intellectual objec-
tives and specialised vocabulary, it has arguably also drifted further away 
from the concerns of policymakers needing to make and justify choices 
about language. In order to help realise the transformative aspirations 
expressed especially by critical approaches to LPP, the field would do well 
to find ways to reconnect with these groups, to decrease, not increase, 
the gap between research and practice already noted in the pioneer years. 
The way forward lies perhaps not in a new turn so much as a return; 
or more specifically, a rediscovery of the field’s more pragmatic and 
outward-looking origins. (Oakes 2023, forthcoming) 

This chapter argues that to promote this ‘return’ to the pragmatic 
origins of LPP research, we do not need to adopt again the old 
approaches and theories of LPP from the 1960s–1970s (often defined 
as ‘technocratic’ by critical LPP scholars). Rather, it means to re-establish 
and deepen the epistemological and theoretical links with contemporary 
public policy studies. 

As already explained in the introduction to this book, language policy 
affects the structure (or corpus), the functions (or status), and the acqui-
sition of a language. This chapter focuses on the last two aspects of 
language planning (see Gobbo, this volume, for corpus planning), and it 
is organised as follows: Section 2 clarifies the epistemological and theoret-
ical implications of studying language policy as a public policy. Section 3 
presents the fundamental framework used in public policy studies to study 
public policies, that is, the policy cycle model, and it explains the extent 
to which the different disciplines involved in LPP can contribute to the 
understanding of each stage of the cycle. Section 4 completes the discus-
sion by examining the relationships between macro-level and meso-level
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language policies, as well as the relationships between LPP and other types 
of public policy. The last section concludes the chapter. 

2 Public Policy and Language Practices 

Knoepfel et al. define a public policy as “a series of intentionally coherent 
decisions or activities taken or carried out by different public—and some-
times private actors—, whose resources, institutional links and interests 
vary, with a view to resolving in a targeted manner a problem that is polit-
ically defined as collective in nature” (2007: 24). There are, of course, 
many alternative definitions of public policy in the literature, and it would 
be tedious to report them here. Instead, it is more interesting to concen-
trate on some common elements of the various definitions of public policy 
(see Howlett et al. 2020: 1–19). 

Firstly, the primary agent of public policy is the government , at  
different institutional levels, since it has the ability and the legitimacy 
to make authoritative collective decisions on behalf of citizens. This, of 
course, does not exclude private actors from playing a role in the policy 
process (see Sect. 3). It is important to recall that the term ‘govern-
ment’, in its broadest sense, refers to the institutional processes through 
which collective (and usually binding) decisions are made, and it is not 
necessarily restricted to ‘the government of the day’ in the sense of ‘the 
executive’ (Heywood 2019). Decisions made by local authorities, e.g., in 
the field of education, are also a relevant object of public policy studies. 
While in the early days of the discipline “LPP was understood primarily 
as the plans and policies formulated and implemented at the national 
level by ministries of education and similar state authorities” (Tollefson 
and Pérez Milans 2018: 7), more recent contributions include a broader 
range of institutional levels (from the local to the international), as well 
as several policy areas in which governments operate. Education is the 
obvious example, but there are many other areas such as healthcare, the 
integration of migrants into the labour market, the organisation of the 
public administration in officially multilingual countries, and the interna-
tional protection of intellectual property rights. Language policy, in some 
cases, is just the linguistic component of a broader social policy (more on 
this in the conclusions of this book). 

Secondly, policymaking is about making choices to do something or 
nothing to address a public problem/issue. If abstaining from doing 
something is a deliberate decision, then also ‘doing nothing’ is a public
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policy. One could notice some similarities between this aspect of public 
policy and earlier definitions of LPP as attempts to solve ‘language prob-
lems’ (see the introduction to this volume). As Johnson notes “early 
language planning research was dominated by objectivism. There were 
language problems to be solved … and solutions were proposed in the 
form of language planning frameworks, models, and conceptualizations” 
(Johnson 2018: 53). Solutions, of course, were proposed by ‘experts’. 
This approach is seen as ‘technocratic’ in critical LPP, because early LPP 
was influenced by an interest in excluding sociopolitical variables in the 
objective science of language planning (Johnson, this volume). This is 
not, however, the approach followed in public policy studies. As shown 
in  more detail in Sect.  4, the ‘public problems’ or issues to be addressed 
through public policy emerge precisely in and from the public debate, 
that is, in society, and they are subsequently constructed and framed in 
the political debate in the agenda-setting phase before the formulation of 
possible solutions takes place. As Rossi et al. note in their book Evalu-
ation, “social problems are not objective phenomena. Rather, they are 
social constructions involving assertions that certain conditions consti-
tute problems that require public attention and deliberate, organized 
intervention” (Rossi et al. 2019: 34). 

Thirdly, the content of a policy is made of a selection of goals and 
the means to achieve them. Public policy, therefore, is goal-oriented. This  
means that establishing logical connections between means and goals is an 
intrinsic component of policy design in any policy area, and not a specific 
feature of ‘technocratic’ approaches. Goals, however, are not technical— 
not necessarily at least (e.g., building a bridge)—since they are defined 
as a result of a political process. Finally, decisions are always made under 
constraints, and these constraints can be either technical (e.g., feasibility, 
state of knowledge) or political (e.g., norms, values and ideas). The level 
of constraints determines the capacity of the government to implement 
policies. 

While in classic LPP, as shown in the introduction to this book, 
language policy was clearly viewed as a type of public policy designed 
and implemented directly or indirectly by government, many of the 
following definitions of language policy encompass virtually any actor 
in society who, at any level, tries to influence the linguistic behaviour 
of other people. Kaplan and Baldauf, for example, argue that the term 
language planning encompasses “everything from government macro-
level national planning to group or individual micro-level planning”
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(1997: 27), including “unplanned” forms of language planning (Baldauf 
1994). 

One of the most important consequences of this shift has been that 
the distinction between policy and practices has gradually faded away. 
In his influential model, Spolsky (2012) argues that language policy is 
made up of three main components. The first is the ‘language practices’ 
of the members of the speech community, that is, the habitual pattern of 
selecting among the varieties that make up its linguistic repertoire (i.e., 
words, sounds, grammatical choices, as well as choices of registers). The 
second element is ‘beliefs’ about language and language use, that is, ideas 
about what appropriate language practices are. In other words, language 
beliefs are “language policy with the manager left out, what people think 
should be done” (Spolsky 2004: 14), while language practices are what 
people actually do. The third component of language policy in Spolsky’s 
definition is ‘language management’, that is, the efforts by some members 
of a speech community who have, or believe they have, authority over 
the other members to modify their linguistic practices. Anyone can be a 
language manager, from legislative assemblies writing a national constitu-
tion down to a family member trying to persuade others in the family to 
speak a heritage language (Spolsky 2004: 8).  

In a recently revised version of his theory, Spolsky (2019) introduces 
two components to the definition of language policy. The first one is ‘lan-
guage advocates’. Language advocates are individuals or groups who wish 
to alter other people’s practices without having the authority of language 
managers. Finally, he incorporates ‘self-management’ in the model, that 
is, “attempts of speakers to modify their own linguistic proficiency and 
repertoire” (2019: 326). Spolsky’s over-extended definition of language 
policy and its actors is consistent with Kaplan and Baldauf’s approach 
presented above. In recent years, the term language policy has been used 
to describe individuals’ choices as to which languages to use to commu-
nicate within the family (i.e., ‘family language policy’), in particular with 
children (see Caldas 2012; King and Fogle 2017 for an overview). 

The consequences of this gradual broadening of the definition of 
language policy, however, are not negligible. The semantic space of the 
term ‘language policy’ has been stretched to such an extent to embrace 
virtually anything people decide to do with languages. Therefore, it has 
become so vague as to decrease in usefulness, because it does not facil-
itate a clear differentiation between ‘policy’ proper and ‘practices’, and 
between the roles and decisions of different actors in the policy process.



3 LANGUAGE POLICY AS PUBLIC POLICY 47

It is well known that the term ‘policy’ in English (but not necessarily 
in other languages) has a broad meaning, that is, “a definite course or 
method of action selected from among alternatives and in light of given 
conditions to guide and determine present and future decisions” (Webster 
dictionary). In an organisational context, for example, ‘policy’ indicates 
the decisions and the guiding principles of the organisation in relation 
to a certain question. One can refer to the ‘baggage policy’ of an airline 
to refer to the decisions about the size and the weight of passengers’ 
baggage, or the ‘smoking policy’ of a train company, or the ‘privacy 
policy’ of a website. In this sense, it is roughly equivalent to ‘rules’ or ‘reg-
ulations’. This breadth of meaning, however, does not help in defining the 
boundaries of LPP with respect to other disciplines, in particular sociolin-
guistics. What are the differences and the boundaries between LPP and 
sociolinguistics if policies and practices are conflated? As Johnson (2013: 
23) correctly asks, what is not language policy, then? 

In the public policy approach to LPP, these differences are clearer. 
Individuals do not make ‘policies’; they take decisions which result in 
practices, and these practices are the focus of study of sociolinguistics.1 By 
contrast, a government’s decisions involving languages result in policies, 
and these are precisely the object of the study of a public policy approach 
to LPP. For example, a man who decides to reduce his consumption of 
cigarettes from 20 per day to just one because members of an association 
for the prevention of lung cancer convinced him to do so is not changing 
his ‘smoking policy’; he is just changing his habits and trying to quit 
smoking. Individuals’ practices include not only their routine behaviour 
(e.g., smoking), but also what they may do to change that behaviour (e.g., 
to quit smoking). From a public policy approach, the decisions of a father 
and a mother as to what languages to use or not use with their children at 
home are viewed as practices, actual individuals’ behaviour. Such individu-
als’ practices are simply the result of conscious decisions at the individual 
level (as opposed to purely impulsive reactions, e.g., dictated by imme-
diate danger or fear) that people who are able to reason make routinely 
in their lives. They are not comparable with an institutionalised political 
process that typically produces documents or guidelines and involves the 
action of government through a series of policy instruments.

1 For traditional approaches to sociolinguistics, I refer to Ammon et al. (2004), and 
Bayley et al. (2013). Poststructural approaches to the study of ‘language and society’ are 
presented in García et al. (2017). 
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Influencing people’s attitudes and behaviour is usually the target or the 
outcome of public policy, but it is not part of public policy itself. Clearly, 
there are strong relationships between LPP in the public policy approach 
and sociolinguistics (see Sect. 3). A sound understanding of individuals’ 
practices is crucial in order to plan policy, and the outcomes of a public 
policy are evaluated precisely in terms of their capacity to affect the evolu-
tion of individuals’ practices and representations. But the two things are 
epistemologically and theoretically different. 

Spolsky’s model, therefore, is certainly useful when studying the 
ecology of language in a community and characterising the role of 
various agents in influencing language change. It is not the most suitable, 
however, when examining public policies targeting languages. Studying 
LPP as a public policy means focusing on the action of the government 
in addressing language issues, identifying and explaining the different 
phases of the policy process and how these phases are related to each 
other. It also means examining how different types of actors influence 
the process that leads to government decisions, and what the impact is of 
non-discursive factors (e.g., the strength of the administrative apparatus of 
the state) on the policy process and on speakers’ attitudes and practices. 
Moreover, it requires an understanding of what the determinants of a 
good policy design are, and this involves the study of the different policy 
instruments that were designed or developed for the purpose of imple-
menting those policies (e.g., information campaign, financial incentives, 
and regulations), as well as the indicators used in monitoring language 
policy implementation. Finally, it requires the empirical study of the 
effects of policy on the evolution of people’s linguistic practices and repre-
sentations. This framework is better provided by the ‘policy cycle’ briefly 
presented in the next section. It enables the connection of the structure 
and actors through institutions, instruments, and the analysis of practices. 
A fully-fledged and more in-depth application of the policy cycle model 
to the study of LPP is contained in the various chapters of the Routledge 
Handbook of Language Policy and Planning (Gazzola, Grin et al. 2023, 
forthcoming), to which the reader can refer. 

3 The Policy Cycle Model 

The policy cycle is the standard heuristic framework/model employed 
to characterise and examine the different steps of the policy process,
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as well as the relationships between them.2 The policy cycle model 
presents policies as sequential parts or stages that correspond to applied 
problem-solving. These steps are (1) emergence of a collective issue, (2) 
agenda-setting, (3) consideration of policy options, (4) decision-making, 
(5) implementation, and (6) evaluation. Evaluation provides feedback on 
what has been done and the results obtained. It can lead to the successful 
conclusion of a policy if the problem has been solved, to a redefinition of 
the public policy itself, or to its eventual abandonment. In short, evalu-
ation can be the end point of a programme and at the same time a new 
starting point. 

There are some differences in the literature about the exact definition 
of each phase. Some contributions merge steps 3 and 4 into one single 
phase called ‘policy formulation and adoption’ (Mintrom and Williams 
2013; Knoepfel et al 2015), because, as Jann and Wegrich note, “a clear-
cut separation between formulation and decision-making is very often 
impossible” (Jann and Wegrich 2007: 48). This is the choice made in this 
chapter too. In other contributions, the first phase and the second phase 
are merged into ‘agenda-setting’ (Howlett et al. 2020), while introducing 
a separation between public (or systemic) agenda, i.e., the set of issues 
debated in the public space, and institutional (or formal) agenda, which 
instead is the policy agenda of government in the strict sense. This gives 
the circular flow chart shown in Fig. 1 that will be named the ‘language 
policy cycle’.3 

In order to avoid misplaced criticisms, it is important to clarify how this 
model can be used in LPP research and in practical language planning. 
The model has two main functions. First, it can be used by researchers 
to describe and analyse the language policy process, because it offers a 
systematic view of the different stages in the process leading from public 
and political debate to the design, implementation, and evaluation of 
language policy. The policy cycle framework “facilitates an understanding 
of a multidimensional process by disaggregating the complexity of the 
process into any number of stages and sub-stages, each of which can be

2 Jann and Wegrich (2007) review the most important criticisms to the model and the 
responses to these criticisms. 

3 The term ‘language policy cycle’ is used also in Canagarajah (2005: 157–158) to 
denote “the different stages of language planning, that is, before, during, and after imple-
mentation”. Canagarajah, therefore, adopts a generic definition of cycle which does not 
refer to the policy cycle model.
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(1) Emergence (or re-emergence) 
of awareness of a public issue to be 

solved in a given sociolinguistic, 
political, economic and cultural 

context 

(5) Evaluation 

(2) Agenda-Setting 

(4) Policy implementation and 
monitoring 

(3) Policy formulation and adoption 

Fig. 1 Language policy cycle

investigated alone or in terms of its relationship to any or all the other 
stages of the cycle” (Howlett et al. 2020: 12). In addition, it is versatile, 
because it can be used at different levels of policymaking, from the local to 
the international, and it facilitates comparative analyses. Finally, it is inclu-
sive, in the sense that it permits the examination of the intertwined roles 
of different actors, ideas, and organisations involved in language policy 
formulation, and not just governmental units formally charged with the 
task. 

It is important to emphasise that the model does not have the ambi-
tion to reflect actual policymaking precisely. Policymakers do not always 
address and solve public problems in this systematic and linear way; they 
can skip some steps. For example, some decisions are never implemented, 
and some choices may be made before the debate or the agenda-setting 
phase. What is presented in the policy cycle, therefore, is an abstract and 
ideal version of the policy process. The model does not prescribe that all 
phases should and will be followed, but simply that the policy process 
typically involves different stages, and that these stages can be studied on



3 LANGUAGE POLICY AS PUBLIC POLICY 51

their own or in relation to other stages. In sum, the model is useful to 
organise knowledge about the policy process, its actors, and outcomes. 

The second function of the model is to assist policymakers in actual 
language planning, by clarifying the phases and the challenges of the 
policy process. From this perspective, the model can be used as a prac-
tical guide, in particular in the stages of policy design, implementation, 
and evaluation. Recent examples of the application of this framework 
include UNESCO’s “Global action plan of the International Decade of 
Indigenous Languages 2022–2032” (UNESCO 2021), and the “Gen-
eral Language Policy Plan for the Friulian Language 2021–2025” of the 
Autonomous Region Friuli-Venezia Giulia in Italy (ARLeF 2021). 

3.1 Emergence of a Language Issue 

The emergence and awareness of a ‘language problem’ in society is the 
preliminary stage of the cycle. Today, we would say ‘issue’ or ‘ques-
tion’, instead of ‘problem’, since there is nothing intrinsically negative 
in linguistic diversity, but only social, political, or economic issues associ-
ated with its management.4 This phase refers to the public debate about 
languages in society in the broad sense of the term. The public debate can 
encompass different public and private actors including the media, asso-
ciations, employers, activists, and individual influencers. It can concern 
a question that is perceived by someone as problematic. For example, 
speakers of a minority language feel discriminated against and ask for 
public support for their language; the export industry complains about 
the lack of good skills in foreign languages; families in a region ask for 
more opportunities for pupils to learn second languages in schools; or 
human rights activists raise the issue of the social and linguistic integra-
tion of adult migrants. Hence, in the public approach to LPP, the social 
and political context in which new language policies are introduced is 
the departure point of the analysis, thereby overcoming one of the main 
criticisms of critical LPP scholars regarding classic language planning (see 
Martin-Jones and De Costa Cabral 2018: 72).

4 This does not mean that linguistic diversity has not been or cannot be interpreted this 
way. For example, linguistic diversity has been interpreted as something inherently prob-
lematic and impractical in the early stages of the decolonisation process (see introduction, 
this volume). 
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This phase is preliminary to the public policy proper because political 
and institutional actors have not yet taken a clear position on the issue 
in question. However, it is important to study if, how, and why a certain 
issue becomes the subject of public debate, in order to understand the 
origins and the context of language policies. In liberal democratic coun-
tries if an important linguistic issue emerges in society, it is likely that 
sooner or later some politicians will take an interest in it and try to trans-
late it into votes by promising to deal with it. In authoritarian countries, 
however, the public debate may be absent or heavily constrained. 

In LPP research, the study of this phase benefits from the inputs 
of various disciplines, including sociolinguistics, politics, law, history, 
economics, educational study, and philosophy. A broad perspective is 
indeed required to understand why and how a language question becomes 
a public issue. 

3.2 Agenda-Setting 

The term ‘agenda’ comes from the plural of the Latin word agendum 
(i.e., “something to be acted on”). Agenda-setting refers to the process 
by which public issues come to the attention of governments as something 
worth acting on. A public problem cannot be defined as such if it is not 
part of a political agenda. During this phase, public authorities debate and 
propose solutions to the language issue raised. This is a crucial phase of 
a language policy. In the public policy approach, as shown in Sect. 2, a  
language policy is such only if it involves the government (in the broad 
sense of the term, i.e., not only the central government, but also regional 
and local governments and public bodies). 

The agenda-setting phase is eminently political. The implication of 
this for LPP research is that studying agenda-setting means examining 
how and why a language policy question has been framed in a certain 
way, and why it has been placed on the agenda of questions that merit 
government’s attention. Whose interests have been manifested, overtly 
and covertly? What concepts and notions have been used, possibly coined 
in that debate? The study of discourse and ideology, therefore, is indis-
pensable to understand the issues at stake. Unsurprisingly, the analysis of 
political discourse and of policy texts is the object of substantive research 
in LPP, especially in discursive approaches to LPP (see Wodak 2005; 
Barakos and Unger 2016). The study of agenda-setting also benefits from
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contributions from political science (Cardinal and Sonntag 2015), as well 
as media studies and social psychology. 

3.3 Policy Formulation and Adoption 

Policy formulation and adoption are at the heart of language policy. Para-
doxically, this phase is one of the least studied in much of contemporary 
LPP research. In this stage, policymakers clarify the goals and means of a 
policy, how specific measures will deliver certain effects, for whom, under 
what conditions, at what material and symbolic costs, and delivering what 
kind of benefits. Policy formulation usually implies the elaboration of 
alternatives (including the status quo) to address the public issues at hand, 
and this is followed by the process of selecting of one of them (including 
doing nothing). The selection of the preferred course of action is simulta-
neously influenced by various contextual factors, including the degree of 
urgency and the type of complexity of the issues that the policy is expected 
to address. Actors involved in policy design and adoption are typically 
senior civil servants, senior advisors, and, of course, elected politicians 
who must make the final decisions. 

Policy formulation would require an entire chapter on its own. In this 
section, I focus on some key aspects in the design of language policy 
(‘policy design’), that is, the development of a programme theory, the 
selection of language policy instruments, and the design of a system of 
indicators. 

The programme theory. The programme theory of a public policy (or 
programme) is defined as 

the conception of what must be done to bring about the intended changes. 
As such it is the foundation on which every program rests […] Whether it 
is expressed in a detailed program plan and rationale or is only implicit in 
the program structure and activities, the program theory explains why the 
program does what it does and provides the rationale for expecting that 
doing so will achieve the desired outcome. (Rossi et al. 2019: 59–60) 

The programme theory is also known by different names, e.g., ‘theory 
of change’ or ‘logic model’. It is a theory about change because it spells 
out the expected cause-effect relationships between the policy input and 
its outcomes, that is, how means relate to goals. As noted in Sect. 2, the  
content of a policy is made of a selection of goals and of the means to
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achieve them. Recall that inputs are all means mobilised for the imple-
mentation of a policy, e.g., financial, human, and material resources. 
An output is the direct product of a policy, that is, what is funded 
and achieved (or realised) through the resources allocated to the policy. 
Outcomes or results are the final effects of a policy on the actors directly 
concerned. For example, the output of a policy aimed at promoting the 
usage of a minority language through the media is the number of hours 
of television broadcasting in the minority language, or the number of 
printed copies of a magazine. The outcome is measured in terms of 
speakers and actual language use, i.e., in terms of actual viewers of the 
TV programme and readers of the magazine. When the policy outcomes 
achieved correspond to the policy objectives, the policy is effective. 

The programme theory should not be understood as a rigid, techno-
cratic, deterministic, top-down policy plan that the decision-maker drops 
on the sociolinguistic reality from above, as sometimes has been mistak-
enly argued in critical LPP (see Martin-Jones and De Costa Cabral 2018 
for an overview). Rather, the programme theory is a working tool to 
prevent language policy from becoming a disconnected list of individual 
measures with undefined effects. Preparing a programme theory is not a 
mechanical exercise, its development interacts with political imperatives 
from governments, senior civil servants, and political parties, and it is 
influenced by path dependencies (Cardinal and Sonntag 2015) and policy 
legacies (Kraus 2018). It is compatible with ‘bottom-up approaches’ to 
public policy, as the experience of policy co-design has shown (Blomkamp 
2018). 

Assessing the programme theory of a language policy entails explaining 
how inputs are logically (or at least plausibly) connected with outputs and 
with outcomes, that is, how the language policy measures are expected to 
influence the evolution of the practices and attitudes of the target actors. 
A programme theory is a central part of any public policy because it 
should spell out the assumptions about how resources and activities will 
lead to expected results. As Rossi et al. note, 

if the program’s goals and objectives do not relate in a reasonable way to 
the social conditions the program is intended to improve, or the assump-
tions and expectations embodied in the program’s design do not represent 
a credible approach to bringing about that improvement, there is little 
prospect that the program will be effective. (Rossi et al. 2019: 60)
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While simplistic assumptions about people’s linguistic behaviour and 
representation should be avoided, “no major insight is gained by simply 
mentioning the fairly obvious fact that reality is complex and that the 
density of interconnections between processes is boundless” (Grin 2003a: 
42). 

In policy design, the best way to outline a programme theory is 
usually by working backwards, that is, starting from the objectives and 
then designing the path to achieve them given the resources available. 
The programme theory of a policy can be explicit if a language policy 
is overt, or implicit in covert language policies. Assessments of the 
programme theory of language policies can be found in Grin (2003b) 
for policies aimed at protecting and promoting minority languages, and 
Gazzola (2016b) for the promotion of multilingualism in the public 
administration. 

Policy instruments . Policy instruments are the concrete means “by 
which governments attempt to induce individuals and groups to make 
decisions and take actions compatible with public policies” (Schneider 
and Ingram 1990: 527, quoted in Landry and Varone 2005: 108). A 
public policy plan should define a combination of instruments that are 
suitable to achieve the policy goals. A distinction is usually made between 
four types of policy instruments, depending on the resource the govern-
ment uses (Howlett 2019). This follows the taxonomy developed by 
Christopher Hood (Hood 1986).5 The first resource is named ‘author-
ity’. This resource is used in direct regulations based on prohibitions, 
obligations, the granting of rights, and the application of sanctions. The 
second resource the government can mobilise is ‘treasury’. There are 
several examples of policy instruments based on the exploitation of this 
resource such as grants, subsidies, and taxes. Hood names the third 
resource ‘nodality’, and this refers to the fact that the government is 
a key nodal link in the policy network, and it can receive, disseminate, 
or hide information in accordance with its position in the informal and 
formal information channels of the network. There are different examples 
of policy instruments that use this resource, e.g., setting benchmarking, 
and organising information campaigns, or, on the other extreme, censor-
ship. The fourth resource consists of the organisational capacity of the 
public apparatus, which can provide goods and services directly (typically

5 The taxonomy is generally known by the acronym “NATO” for nodality, authority, 
treasury, and organisation. 
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via the public administration) or contract out to entities linked to it by 
contractual ties. 

In Gazzola (2021), I have defined ‘language policy instruments’ (LPI) 
as the set of policy instruments used in LPP, that is, the means by which 
governments deliberately attempt to influence the status, the acquisition, 
and the corpus of a language with a view to inducing individuals and 
groups to shift their linguistic practices and attitudes in a certain direc-
tion that is consistent with the objectives of a language policy. The direct 
language regulation of labels and commercial signs is an example of a 
language policy instrument using the ‘authority’ resource. Subsidising 
publications in a minority language is an example of a language policy 
instrument using treasury. An information campaign to reduce the stigma 
associated with the use of a minority language—e.g., informing speakers 
about the possibility of using it for official purposes—is an example of 
a policy instrument using the nodality resource. Bilingual front offices 
are a straightforward example of this language policy instrument using 
the resource ‘organisation’. The instruments of language policy, there-
fore, are by no means limited to legislative directives, and ‘command and 
control’-types of policy instruments. 

Usually, any language policy makes use of a complex set of LPI. A 
policy of promoting bilingualism in the public administration of a country 
or region, for example, may be employ instruments of a regulatory nature 
such as giving preference to candidates who have a certificate of knowl-
edge of both official languages (Gaspard 2019). A financial instrument 
such as the bilingualism bonus (i.e., an annual salary bonus for bilingual 
staff) is implemented in Canada, Belgium, Slovenia, and some regions 
in Northern Italy to promote language acquisition among civil servants 
(Maltais 2018; Mazzacani 2021). Free in-house language training for offi-
cials who must learn a co-official language is an organisational tool. An 
awareness-raising campaign to solicit applications for employment in the 
civil service from native speakers of a minority language is an example of 
a language policy instrument that uses an information-persuasive mode. 
For a discussion about language policy instruments from a comparative 
perspective, see Cardinal et al. (2015), Gazzola (2021), and Cardinal 
(2023, forthcoming). 

Indicator system. Indicators are a very important component of policy 
design. Without a system of indicators that translate data into meaningful 
information, we are not able to check whether the policy is developing
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as planned and is leading to the expected results. A system of indica-
tors requires a corresponding data collection system to populate them, 
e.g., via sociolinguistic surveys (see Dell’Aquila and Iannàccaro 2019 for a 
discussion of quantitative methods in sociolinguistic data collection). The 
information system of a language policy is defined as the set of indicators 
used and the procedures for collecting and processing data. A system of 
indicators must include input, output, and outcome indicators. The latter 
are the most common type of indicators because they refer to the objec-
tives of a language policy, e.g., promoting the knowledge and use of a 
language in society. 

A broad language policy usually requires a sufficiently comprehensive 
set of indicators that reflect and represent the different dimensions of the 
complex target variables, for example, linguistic vitality and language use. 
To date, to my knowledge, the most comprehensive language indicator 
system in the world is the Sistema d’Indicadors Lingüístics, SIL, produced 
by the Catalan regional government in Spain (Bruguera Soler et al. 2022). 

The methodology of indicator design consists of breaking down 
complex variables into a set of simpler dimensions that can eventually be 
translated into measurable indicators (see Gazzola and Grin 2017: 97– 
100 for details). The variable ‘language use’, for example, can, in turn, be 
broken down into ‘number of speakers’ and ‘frequency of use’ and these 
sub-variables can in turn be articulated into areas such as family, friends, 
work, and official uses (Iannàccaro and Dell’Aquila 2011). As Maggino 
and Zumbo note, 

the process of measurement in the social sciences requires a robust concep-
tual definition, a consistent collection of observations, and a consequent 
analysis of the relationship between observations and defined concepts. 
The measurement objective that relates concepts to reality is represented 
by indicators. From this perspective, an indicator is not a simple crude bit 
of statistical information but represents a measure organically connected to 
a conceptual model aimed at knowing different aspects of reality. (2012: 
202) 

In other words, indicators are not mere numbers; rather, they are 
measuring tools that acquire meaning within a given programme theory.6 

6 Indicators are the subject of a vast literature in the social sciences, see Land et al. 
(2012) for an introduction.



58 M. GAZZOLA

To conclude, the study of the third phase of the language policy 
cycle benefits from input from any relevant discipline in the social 
sciences and humanities that can help to examine existing policy plans 
or to assist decision-makers in the formulation of alternatives. The list 
includes applied linguistics, law, sociolinguistics, educational sciences, 
economics, public administration, political sociology, and information and 
communication technologies (see Leoni, this volume). 

3.4 Implementation 

The implementation phase refers to how governments put policies into 
effect. Implementation is the set of processes which, after formulation 
and adoption, are aimed at achieving the objectives of the language policy. 
The implementation produces outputs and outcomes. Policy implemen-
tation can involve the development of specific action plans to steer and 
manage the implementation of language policy. Such plans concretely 
indicate who should do what, when, and how. 

It would be misleading, however, to look at this phase as a mere execu-
tion of predetermined instructions. Firstly, implementers, in particular 
middle-level managers such as school principals and heads of units, often 
benefit from a certain degree of autonomy and flexibility in deciding how 
to administer policy in a concrete way. Secondly, the successful imple-
mentation of a public policy requires the cooperation and the direct 
involvement of various actors such as simple public servants, officers, 
teachers, and private actors or non-governmental organisations and associ-
ations to which the execution of the policy has been contracted out. These 
actors ultimately implement a language policy plan on the ground. An 
excellent programme can fail if due attention is not paid to the implemen-
tation procedures, to the training and empowerment of those involved, 
and to the clarity of communication and information flows between those 
who lead and those who implement the policy. The resistance of civil 
servants to policy implementation can hinder the success of a language 
policy (see Mévellec and Cardinal 2020 for a discussion). 

The study of the implementation phase of language policies is often 
the target of ethnographic studies in the field of LPP (see Johnson, this 
volume). Considerable attention has been given to the study of the actual 
practices employed during policy implementation, the ways in which 
actors interpret and appropriate policy plans, and to the potential tensions
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between such plans and their actual realisation, in particular in the class-
room and in the workplace (Hornberger and Johnson 2011; McCarty 
2015). 

The collection of data to monitor and control the implementation 
of the policy is called ‘monitoring’. Data can be employed to populate 
indicators. The study of this phase includes the examination of the prac-
tical conditions of implementation and its operationalisation. It requires 
that particular attention be paid to matters of organisation and delivery, 
because language policies are typically implemented through an institu-
tional system centred on public administration, often in interaction with 
other agents. 

3.5 Evaluation 

Evaluation refers to the processes by which the results of policies are 
assessed by governmental or societal actors. A range of disciplines is 
involved in the process of evaluation in addition to the sociolinguistic 
analysis of the language practices and representations of the members 
of policy target groups. Legal studies, for example, focus on the ex-
post formal evaluation of compliance of the policy with the legislation 
in force. Technical policy evaluation focuses on the retrospective analysis 
of problems in policy design and implementation, and on the empirical 
estimation of outcomes, benefits, and costs. Both qualitative and quan-
titative techniques can be useful in this respect. Using data collected 
during monitoring (and possibly other external sources), technical policy 
evaluation provides a final judgement on the policy based on some rele-
vant criteria. The most important ones are effectiveness, efficiency, and 
equity or fairness. Evaluating the effectiveness of a language policy means 
understanding whether and to what extent the set of objectives have 
been achieved. In this regard, it is important, if possible, to have reli-
able data and robust analytical tools and techniques to separate the 
effects of the policy from other concomitant causes (see Rossi et al. 2019 
for an overview). The criterion of efficiency (here interpreted as cost-
effectiveness) refers to the relationship between the results obtained and 
the resources employed. Assessing fairness, in the public policy approach, 
does not mean carrying out an ethical examination, but rather identifying 
the distributional consequences that the language policy has had for stake-
holders. An ex-post evaluation of the equity of a language policy plan 
in education, for example, could examine whether teaching a minority
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language in public education has been homogeneous or whether it has 
neglected certain groups; whether all pupils have benefited more or less 
equally from the lessons; or whether children from disadvantaged social 
and family backgrounds have had difficulties in accessing schools or online 
courses. 

In certain countries, the periodic technical evaluation of language 
policies is required by national or regional laws or regulations, see, for 
example, Art. 8 of the “Swiss Ordinance on the National Languages and 
Understanding between the Linguistic Communities” (Languages Ordi-
nance, LangO) and Art. 25 and 29 of the Regional Law 18/12/2007 
of the Italian Autonomous Region Friuli-Venezia Giulia (“Norms for the 
protection and the promotion of the Friulian language”). See also the 
sixth section of the Canadian “Policy on Official Languages”.7 

Evaluations can also be carried out by independent academics as part 
of their research. Papers in this area deal with a variety of cases, including 
policies aimed at supporting minority languages (Grin and Vaillancourt 
1999; Grin et al.  2003; Wickström  2007, 2021; Strassoldo 2016), the 
evaluation of the efficiency and fairness of language policy in multilin-
gual states (Pool 1991; Leblanc Desgagné and Vaillancourt 2016) and  
supranational organisations (Gazzola 2006, 2016a; Ginsburgh and Weber 
2011), or the impact of education reforms on the labour market and 
human capital formation (Cappellari and Di Paolo 2018; Ramachandran 
2017). For an overview of the literature, see Gazzola et al. (2016). 

4 Language Policy Levels and Public Policy Types 

It is worth discussing two questions that better locate the public policy 
approach to LPP in the relevant academic literature. The first concerns the 
level of analysis, that is, on the one hand the relationships between public 
language policy and, on the other hand, other forms of handling multilin-
gualism at the level of organisations. The second question is whether there 
are some general aspects that make language policy unique in comparison 
with other types of public policies. 

The term language policy is sometimes used to describe the decisions 
and regulations of private and public non-governmental organisations. 
Thus, the term ‘corporate language policy’ describes rules and guidelines

7 See https://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/pol/doc-eng.aspx?id=26160. 

https://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/pol/doc-eng.aspx?id=26160
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that are “developed specifically for a business organisation or a unit within 
an organisation, for example, the language policy of the customer service 
department of a company” (Sanden 2015: 1100). Language policy in 
higher education refers to the set of rules, decisions, and course of action 
adopted to deal with linguistic diversity in a university (see examples 
presented in Conceição 2020; Vila Moreno and Bretxa 2014). Note that 
I am not referring here to government language policy regarding higher 
education institutions, e.g., South Africa’s Language policy framework for 
public higher education institutions adopted in 2020 by the Department 
of Higher Education and Training.8 I am referring to how single univer-
sities deal with linguistic diversity in their various activities, including 
teaching, administration with students, dissemination of research results, 
and communication with the public. Language policy in the administra-
tion of higher education has become an important topic of research in the 
last decade, as a result of the process of ‘internationalisation’ of univer-
sities, which in practice has often entailed the replacement of national 
languages with English in both teaching and research (Conceição and 
Caruso 2022; Wilkinson and Gabriels 2021; Gazzola 2018; Maraschio 
and De Martino 2012; Hultgren et al.  2014). 

From a theoretical point of view, however, the language policy of 
corporations and organisations is not very different from other forms of 
internal regulations, e.g., personnel policies. Personnel policies establish 
internal rules, procedures, and guidelines for hiring employees, governing 
employee responsibilities, and dealing with employment problems, such 
as insubordination or discrimination. This type of policy is not a form of 
public policy but a corporate or organisational response to a certain need. 

In general, there are two aspects that distinguish governments’ 
language policy from the language policy of organisations, i.e., the scope 
of the policy and its instruments. Firstly, the range of language issues 
addressed in the government’s language policy is much broader than 
language policies at the level of corporations, non-profit organisations, 
and research institutions. Official language policy can pursue broad goals 
that, at least from the point of view of political actors who initiate and 
drive the policy process, are relevant at societal level (whether national 
or local). Relevant examples include establishing official bilingualism or 
multilingualism, promoting and supporting minority languages, teaching

8 See https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202011/43860gon1 
160.pdf. See also Ngcobo and Barnes (2021). 

https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202011/43860gon1160.pdf
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202011/43860gon1160.pdf
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foreign or second languages, integrating the language of adult migrants 
and refugees, and promoting a national language at international level. 
It is important to recall (see also Sect. 2) that the term ‘government’ 
does not solely encompass the central executive. The language policies 
of businesses and organisations, by contrast, have more focused and 
limited goals, and they are typically a by-product of decisions aimed 
at pursuing the core goals of the organisation (see Grin and Gazzola 
2013 for a discussion). For example, the business of businesses is busi-
ness, that is, pursuing profit. The statutory goals of a university (note, 
I am referring to individual universities not academia as a whole) are to 
produce and disseminate knowledge, and to attract students. Corporate 
language policy and the language policy of universities are functional to 
the achievement of these institutional goals. 

Secondly, the state can use a broader set of policy instruments that 
corporations or organisations simply do not have at their disposal. The 
most important one is the legitimate use of coercion. Government has 
the capacity to set laws, orders, and regulations and to enforce them 
through the police and tribunals. Government can levy taxes. By contrast, 
the scope and the set of interventions relating to language matters that 
corporations and organisations can develop are generally more limited, 
and are also constrained by existing laws and norms. 

The relationship between language policy at the macro-level (e.g., the 
national government’s official language policy) and the meso-level (e.g., 
corporate language policy) is a relevant and important subject in LPP 
research, and the reason for this lies in the complex interplay between 
the two levels. As Grin shows (2022), the complexity does not stem from 
the fact that language policy is ‘difficult’, but rather from the fact that 
the incentives and constraints faced by actors at the macro- and meso-
levels are not necessarily aligned, and, indeed, they might clearly diverge. 
For example, some private corporations and universities may have more 
to gain from linguistic uniformity (e.g., promoting the use of a lingua 
franca in business and research), while society as a whole has an interest 
in preserving and promoting the vitality and the use of the national/local 
languages in all domains of social life. 

I do not deny that private actors or individuals can undertake initiatives 
to plan a language, and that these initiatives can be influential. Lexicog-
raphers, for example, are involved in language planning by providing 
guidance regarding usage and perceived correctness. The creation of 
international auxiliary languages such as Esperanto or Interlingua is
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another example of extreme language planning (see Gobbo, this volume). 
These cases, however, usually are restricted to corpus planning. Single 
private citizens alone do not have the means to design and implement 
decisions that significantly affect the allocation of the functions pertaining 
to a language at the societal level. 

I conclude this section with some remarks about the specific nature of 
language policy as opposed to other forms of language policy. In policy 
studies, a distinction is often made between substantive and institutional 
policies. A substantive public policy aims at solving a problem politi-
cally defined as collective in nature, while an institutional public policy 
relates to the transformation of government organisation, e.g., a change 
in the structure of public offices or a re-organisation of human resources 
(Knoepfel et al. 2007). Institutional public policies aim at creating the 
conditions for the accomplishment of the tasks of the state, including 
the implementation of substantive policies. This distinction, however, is 
not always straightforward in LPP. While teaching foreign languages in 
schools to improve pupils’ skills is a clear example of substantive language 
policy, the choice of a set of official and working languages and the imple-
mentation of multilingualism in the public administration of a bilingual 
country have both substantive and institutional elements. 

A second important difference between language policy and other 
forms of public policy, such as the provision of unemployment benefits, 
public pensions schemes, or healthcare consists in the fact that there is no 
zero option in language policy. Although governments may claim it prac-
tices benign neglect with regard to religions, it cannot practise it with 
regard to languages because governments must decide on a language 
in which they will conduct their business (Kymlicka 1995; De Schutter 
2007). In legal and military domains (i.e., the army, police, courts, and 
prisons), as well as in public administration (i.e., tax office and the register, 
the language used on banknotes, and names of places), the govern-
ment exerts an exclusive competence, meaning that private actors are not 
allowed to provide goods and services unless they are regulated by the 
government. In other important domains of social life such as education 
and health care, government often plays a central role. Publicly provided 
services in these domains require the use of at least one language to be 
delivered. The choice of which languages to use, however, is not a neutral 
act in as much as the population of a territory speaks different native 
languages (May 2005). As a result of the pervasive role of government 
in modern societies, it is misleading to present LPP as being opposed
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to a laissez-faire stance on language matters (see Gazzola 2014 for a 
discussion). The correct distinction is only between different degrees of 
language policy intervention. 

5 Conclusions 

This chapter provides an introduction to the study of LPP from a 
public policy studies perspective. It presents the public policy approach 
to LPP and its relationship with other approaches in LPP research. It 
explains how the policy cycle model can be used both to study and 
to plan language policy. This model is suited to organise knowledge 
about the practice and the process of language planning, i.e., the design, 
implementation, and evaluation of language policies. 

It is desirable for LPP as a discipline to pay more attention to the theo-
retical and methodological contributions of policy sciences. Firstly, there 
is a clear demand for such expertise from public bodies called upon to 
plan, and implement and evaluate language policies. Secondly, as noted 
by Thomas Ricento (2005: 11), among others, in order to advocate 
specific policies or policy directions, scholars and decision-makers ought 
to be able to demonstrate empirically and conceptually the advantages 
and disadvantages of language policies as well as their distributive effects 
on the relevant groups of speakers. 
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CHAPTER 4  

Corpus at the Core: The Epistemology 
of Language Planning 

Federico Gobbo 

Abstract This chapter addresses the question of the specific epistemic 
role of language planning within language policy and planning (LPP) 
and in the larger field of applied linguistics. Drawing from the traditional 
distinction between internal and external linguistics, the core of language 
planning is found in the internal dimension of LPP. The empirical insights 
obtained by language planning permit avoiding the tragedy of inductivism 
on one side and the taxonomic fury on the other. In other words, when 
properly considering empirical data from language planning, the design 
of the corresponding language policies comes along solid lines so that 
no gross errors are found. The chapter illustrates the method of levels 
of abstraction, adapted from the Philosophy of Information, to guide 
the analysis of case studies, which is exemplified by the case study of 
Esperanto and Hebrew in comparison, focusing on the epistemological 
standpoints. The illustrated method shows the importance of inspecting 
the levels of abstraction, to be done independently from considerations of 
status, management, or policy. 
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1 Introduction 

This chapter aims to identify the contours of language planning in 
its entanglement with language policy, which underlines the expression 
language policy and planning (LPP). As the Introduction of this volume 
illustrates, LPP is a multifaceted endeavour that requires interdisciplinary 
fertilisation. The immediate consequence is that the theoretical founda-
tions of LPP do not form a coherent canon, but they change through the 
development of the discipline, from classic language planning research 
to the ethnographic turn (see Johnson and Ricento 2013; Johnson, 
this volume). The theoretical foundations of a discipline depend on its 
epistemological standpoint; in other words, where the limits of human 
understanding within the discipline itself are to be placed, keeping a scien-
tifically reasonable degree of confidence in its results. Without any doubt, 
LPP deals with (human) languages, and therefore, our departing point 
should be languages and their epistemological status. 

While the cognitive ability to learn languages is carved into our biology 
as a species (Tomasello 2009), which languages humans learn depend not 
from natural causes but rather from the social environment they are placed 
in. Since the foundation of linguistics as a modern discipline by Ferdi-
nand de Saussure and his Cours, published posthumously in 1916, a basic 
distinction in the discipline is internal vs external linguistics (I refer to the 
translation by de Saussure, 1959, Chapter V, p. 20): 

My definition of language presupposes the exclusion of everything that 
is outside its organism [sic] or system – in a word, of everything known 
as “external linguistics.” But external linguistics deals with many impor-
tant things […] First and foremost come all the points where linguistics 
borders on ethnology, all the relations that link the history of a language 
and the history of a race or civilization [sic]. Second come the relations 
between language and political history. Great historical events like the 
Roman conquest have an incalculable influence on a host of linguistics fact 
[…] An advanced state of civilization favors the development of special 
languages (juridical language, scientific terminology, etc.). Here we come 
to a third point: the relations between language and all sorts of institutions 
(the Church, the school, etc.). 

The main interest of linguistics since its foundation by Ferdinand de Saus-
sure was its internal part: according to this perspective, internal linguistics
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considers each language under scrutiny a self-standing object of anal-
ysis, and it explains the relations between language elements without 
referring to external factors. Although Saussure acknowledged that he 
neglected historical change in languages, presenting languages as abstract, 
static objects, essentially for pedagogic reasons, nonetheless his influence 
was so great that the different branches of external linguistics looking at 
languages from the outside, pointing out how external factors influence 
the internal development of languages—e.g., society, for sociolinguistics, 
ethnicity for ethnolinguistics—were left at the periphery of the discipline. 
As Bourdieu (1982: 8–9) put  it:  

The whole fate of modern linguistics was decided, in effect, by the 
inaugural move whereby Saussure separated “external linguistics” from 
“internal linguistics”, and, reserving the name of linguistics for this second 
discipline, excluded from it all forms of research that put a language in 
contact with the ethnology or political history of those who speak it, or 
the geography of the area where it is spoken, on the grounds that these 
factors would bring nothing to the knowledge of language taken in itself. 

From the point of view of language sciences, LPP is part of applied 
linguistics, and its field of investigation partly overlaps with sociolin-
guistics and ethnolinguistics in particular (Johnson 2013). However, 
LPP holds a specific epistemological view of language that cannot be 
reduced to the other branches of applied linguistics. In the following, 
I put forward an epistemologically clear foundation of the concept of 
language at the core of LPP. The main argument is the following: if 
we treat LPP as a purely external linguistic branch, we lose empirical 
data to sustain the effectiveness of the actions over the specific case 
study under scrutiny. In fact, external activities surrounding language 
use eventually impact concrete, actual use by its speakers—or signers, in 
the case of sign languages (on this level of abstraction, their respective 
epistemologies are the same). In other words, no LPP action leaves the 
materiality of the languages involved as they are, and the analysis of what 
happens to the languages gives proof of the degree of its effectiveness. 
An example is given by Corsican new speakers, who are locals reap-
propriating their language voluntarily, as adults, passing from linguistic 
insecurity to linguistic ease, where the Corsican language pragmatically 
fits in a multilingual repertoire, instead of aspiring to a standard given
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by native speakers (Jaffe 2015 on Corsican; Iannàccaro et al. 2018 on 
linguistic (un)ease). 

In order to sustain this main argument, I proceed as follows. 
Section 2 illustrates the problem, by articulating the terminological chaos 
surrounding LPP. The proposed foundation relies on the method of levels 
of abstraction, borrowed and adapted from Philosophy of Information 
(Floridi 2011), to guide the analysis of case studies. In particular, I argue 
that the method of levels of abstraction permits us to avoid the Scylla of 
the tragedy of inductivism on the one hand (Sect. 3) and the Charybdis 
of the taxonomic fury on the other (Sect. 4). In order to illustrate what 
proposed concretely, in Sect. 5 I put forward an exemplary case study: the 
(re)vitalisation of Esperanto and Hebrew in comparison. I will focus only 
on the epistemological standpoints behind the two processes, as exami-
nation in full of the two LPP strategies that led to their success is out 
of the scope of this volume. On the latter, I argue why—considering 
its internal linguistic dimension—the more transparent name should be 
Israeli, as advocated for instance by Zuckermann (2020). Both Esperanto 
and Israeli are successful stories as they gathered stable communities using 
them in speech, and in many domains of human life, they can be regarded 
as success stories of LPP. Also, the comparison illustrates why considering 
a two-language case study helps to understand analogies and difference 
more clearly than a one-language only. 

2 Some Cats Are Grey in the Dark: The 

Place of Language in Policy and Planning 

The epistemology of language planning is a topic seldom addressed in the 
literature, especially after the juxtaposition with language policy, which 
eventually led to the formula of LPP. Moreover, in general, critical views 
on the consequences for research and application of language planning 
put epistemology at the margin of the interests of linguists (exceptions 
being Ricento 2000; Hill 2010; Jernudd 2011; Nevkapil and Sherman 
2015). I argue that we need to reflect on the theoretical and epistemo-
logical issues of language planning, if we want to avoid the limitations 
of early language planning research, when sociopolitical variables were 
a priori excluded in the name of objectivism (see Introduction of this 
volume). In fact, the history of language planning dates from the 1950s; 
therefore, scholars have at their disposal plenty of data and case studies to 
let such a reflection be well grounded. Admittedly, in the early decades of
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language planning (1950–1980) in particular, many language planning 
endeavours turned out to be failures, in very different contexts, such 
as Europe and Asia (Baldauf et al. 2008). Two examples of language 
planning failures in Europe are Samnorsk and Limba Sarda Unificada, 
respectively, at the nation-state and regional levels. Samnorsk, also known 
as Pan-Norwegian, was a variety proposed to overcome the existence of 
two written language standards in Norway, in the period between 1915 
and 1964 (Jahr 2016); its destiny followed the political climate in the 
country, and ultimately, Samnorsk revealed to be an instrument to divide 
Norwegians instead of unifying them. On the other hand, Limba Sarda 
Unificada, or Unified Sardinian, was an attempt at enforcing a language 
standard introduced in 2001 in Sardinia (Italy), after the regional bill 
for the promotion of Sardinian language and culture in 1997. Being 
accused of inequality towards the varieties of the southern part of the 
island, it was then abandoned and replaced with a lighter, orthographic 
standard, Limba Sarda Comuna, or Common Sardinian, already in 2006 
(Lai 2018). Nowadays, both Samnorsk and Limba Sarda Unificada are 
of merely historical interest; however, in this context, the history of fail-
ures has a lot to teach language policy experts and language planners in 
particular. 

Ultimately, failure or success (see case study in Sect. 5) in language 
planning can be determined quite straightforwardly by answering the 
following question: is the proposed conscious change of the language 
under scrutiny widely used by the speech community targeted by the 
language planning itself, or is it rejected as ‘artificial’ and ‘constructed’? 
From an epistemological point of view, the former question presumes 
another one: how do we apply language planning successfully and avoid 
the failures of the past? At least, there seems to be a consensus among 
scholars, activists, and stakeholders on the importance of this question, 
which is relevant to all the languages that do not have the luxury of 
being standardised and ready for written and oral use in all domains, 
which are the majority of the languages of the world. In fact, according 
to Ethnologue (24th edition), there are currently 7,139 living languages, 
and 3,074 are “likely unwritten”; moreover, among the 4,065 languages 
which have developed a writing system, it is not clear if and how much 
it is in use by the respective speech communities (Eberhard et al. 2022). 
The absence or instability of a writing system is therefore a clear indicator 
of a scarce level of language planning.
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This chapter considers two arguments in finding the place of language 
planning within LPP. As presented in the Introduction, the main argu-
ment of this contribution is that the internal aspects of a language 
should not be overlooked in any LPP strategy, regardless of the languages 
involved. In fact, even the elite club of languages that have not only a 
stable writing system but also substantial literary histories and solid insti-
tutions are changed in their internal aspects, at least in their domains 
of use, which impacts their vocabulary. In other words, external actions 
on the languages in a given context always shape their form, material, 
and contact: it is advisable to take them into explicit consideration while 
designing the LPP strategy. The argument in support of the main argu-
ment is that we need to clarify the key terms in use to avoid terminological 
confusion and, in doing so, design better policies for planning languages. 
In the following part of this section, I start from the supporting argu-
ment, while the main argument will be illustrated in the following 
sections. 

LPP comprises both aspects of policy and language planning alike. 
Although there is general consensus among experts that policy and plan-
ning are intertwined, there is a lack of clarity on their boundaries, and 
therefore, it is difficult to identify their specific domains, which is reflected 
in the discussions among scholars on defining the contours of LPP in 
general (from the seminal Cooper [1989] to Baldauf [1994] until various 
contributions in Ricento [2006]) or language policy specifically (Johnson 
2003). In particular, starting from the language planning aspect, Horn-
berger (2006) proposes an integrated framework that individuates three 
levels of abstractions for LPP: status, acquisition, and corpus planning. 
This framework is the starting point of the analysis proposed below. It 
is important to underline the fact that other starting points are possible; 
this choice is justified because the three levels of abstraction are neat, 
clear, and uncontested by most scholars in the field. 

The most abstract level is status planning, which concerns the uses of 
the language in a given context, to maintain or enlarge the domains of 
use (function), reducing their stigma (in the worst case) or augmenting 
their prestige (in the best case). Status planning evidently overlaps with 
language policy in many aspects, as any effort in promoting a language 
as official eventually pertains to the public sphere, and ultimately the 
public policy of languages (see Gazzola, this volume, for a re-framing 
of language policy as part of public policy). Moreover, if we compare the 
standard model by Hornberger (2006) with the classic standard model of
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language planning by Cooper (1989), it becomes evident that the second 
level of abstraction of the latter, i.e., language acquisition, was included 
in status planning in the former. The extrapolation of acquisition is due 
to the recognition of its importance that became more evident the more 
research in LPP was conducted. 

The more research in LPP advanced, the more the role of the language 
users was revealed to be crucial for the success of any (public) policy on 
language. For this reason, LPP gives special attention to the two faces 
of language acquisition, i.e., language learning and teaching: after all, 
language use is just an abstraction of the practical activity of language 
users in action. In other words, there is no language use without language 
users, and the conundrum is in their linguistic choices. Putting the speaker 
at the centre of the analysis seems to be a smart move, and some experts in 
the field went along this line. For example, Spolsky (2004, 2009, 2019) 
put language ideologies and beliefs as a crucial part of language policy, 
arguing that they are the necessary motivation underpinning language 
acquisition efforts (see also Schiffman 1996). However, an epistemolog-
ical problem arises here: unlike language policy documents and practices, 
ideologies and beliefs are social constructs without direct data at disposal. 
In other words, ideologies and beliefs are not observable, as they live 
in the speaker’s mind; furthermore, speakers usually apply them merely 
unconsciously. In fact, for this reason, they can be elicited only indirectly, 
for instance via qualitative, semi-structured, interviews (Briggs 2008), or 
via questionnaires (Dollinger 2015). Indirectness is the strategy used to 
avoid or at least reduce the impact of the well-known observer’s paradox, 
which may hamper the epistemological solidity of the observables. As 
Labov (1972: 209) famously put it: “the aim of linguistic research in 
the community must be to found out how people talk when they are 
not being systematically observed: yet we can only obtain these data by 
systematic observation”. 

Unfortunately, this is not the only epistemological problem present 
in the literature so far; in particular, instability in terminology adds 
another layer of difficulty. The panorama of the scholarly literature is 
complicated even more by the term language management, introduced 
by Jernudd and Neustupný (1987) but popularised by Spolsky (2009). 
While LPP traditionally focuses on the public sphere, language manage-
ment is also applied in other spheres, such as multilingual families (e.g., 
Curdt-Christiansen and Lanza 2018) and workplaces such as multina-
tional corporations and global firms (see at least Mughan 2020; Tange
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and Lauring 2009). From a theoretical and epistemological perspective, 
this goes in the opposite direction of the standard model of LPP by Horn-
berger (2006), conflating status and acquisition planning again, coming 
back to the classic model by Cooper (1989), framing again status and 
corpus as two sides of the language planning coin. Instead, language 
management focuses on the metalinguistic activities, like the production 
of discourse about language in use, eventually comprising acquisition 
planning and part of status planning (see, for example, the passionate 
justification of Language Management Theory advocated by Nekvapil 
2007; however, Spolsky 2009 seems to consider ‘language management’ 
as a replacement for ‘language planning’ as a whole). Within this perspec-
tive of language management, language planning is framed as a series 
of steps—more precisely: noting, selection, adjustment, and implemen-
tation—of a problem-solving process. As Neustupný (1994: 50) clearly 
states: “any act of language planning should start with the considera-
tion of language problems as they appear in discourse, and the planning 
process should not be considered complete until the removal of the 
problems is implemented in discourse”. Nekvapil (2016) attempts to 
clarify and sum up what he calls the ‘language management approach’, 
describing it as one of the possible approaches in LPP, with particular 
attention to the contribution by Baldauf (2012). 

Language policy, language planning, and language management: this 
abundance of terms reflects a variety of theories, models, and frameworks, 
though not contradictory, that make the orientation difficult, regardless of 
whether interested readers and researchers are students, stakeholders, or 
scholars. For the purposes of epistemological clarity, it would not a helpful 
strategy to state that the three terms are ‘more or less synonymous’, which 
turns out to be a meaningless statement; therefore, it is important to 
clarify their analogies and differences, especially if a student or researcher 
approaches the literature for the first time. Analogously, it does not help 
to switch from language policy to language management and back—e.g., 
Spolsky (2019) puts language policy again in the title, in parenthesis, after 
language management. It is clear that the picture is complex, and some 
cats are grey in the dark. This contribution is not the venue to discuss all 
the differences in detail. Here, the aim is merely to highlight epistemic 
analogies and differences in the approaches and, more importantly, to 
offer a possible solution to this terminological chaos, giving to language 
planning a solid, small but firm, place that can be accepted by scholars 
beyond their different approaches.
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We can notice that, mostly, the ongoing conversations in the academe 
focus on the most abstract levels of abstraction of LPP, i.e., what Horn-
berger (2006) calls status and acquisition planning. On the contrary, 
corpus planning, which is the most specific and concrete level of abstrac-
tion in the discipline, is just left out. In a more precise wording, Migliorini 
(1957) called corpus planning, with a nice Italian coin, glottotecnica, 
which can be understood quite literally as language engineering, an 
expression fallen out of use. Thus, ‘glottotechnique’ is the collection of 
acts that aim to consciously shape the form and content of the language 
under scrutiny. Since the review on the current state of the art of LPP 
by Baldauf (2005), there was an appeal to distinguish macro-, meso-
, and micro-levels in language planning, arguing that corpus planning, 
or language engineering, should be part of micro-language planning. 
Although this perspective allows us to insert language engineering in 
the research agenda, it runs the risk of pushing language planners into 
the background, as their research results become very specific, connected 
with the case study only, with few possibilities left for generalisation 
beyond the concrete context of application—in other words, the tragedy 
of inductivism, as explained in the next section. 

I argue that the epistemology of language planning should put at the 
core of its specificity what Cooper (1989) and then Hornberger (2006) 
call corpus planning, which corresponds to Migliorini’s glottotechnique. 
In other words, language planning is—or it should be—the accurate 
description of its inner mechanics of change when steered by conscious 
intervention, informing the reception or perception of the language from 
the outside, whatever named status planning, language policy, or manage-
ment. Putting language engineering at the forefront immediately clashes 
with the organicist idea that languages are natural. Under the perspec-
tive of organicism, languages are part of what Aristotle’s view on biology 
comes under the name of bios, our “way of life” (Lennox 2010). There-
fore, they should fall under the Law of Nature (for an account of how 
historically organicism influences language sciences and linguistics, in 
particular, see Bonfiglio 2010, chapter 4). I argue that organicism is 
the philosophical standpoint according to which conscious intervention 
for languages is marginal in the realm of applied linguistics (I’ll come 
back on this point the discussion around Pei 1962 below). Still now, 
in the twenty-first century, language change falls mainly in the domain 
of spontaneity, i.e., caused only by the ‘natural’ use by speakers, who 
are not conscious of the changes they are implementing, and the role of
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linguists is to register changes, the more objectively as possible (see for 
instance the handbook edited by Chambers et al. 2001). Although it is 
undoubtedly true that the speech community of a language determines 
its change by using the language, it is also true that there are political or 
cultural leaders, or any other respected persons (such as writers or musi-
cians), whose language use influences others’, quite often via traditional 
or social media. In other words, all speakers are equal, but some are more 
equal than others, to paraphrase Orwell. Moreover, some users have the 
power (and the responsibility) to make decisions about the destinies of 
the language of their respective speech community; think, for example, 
about language academies, for the languages that have them. 

3 Back to Fundamentals: Avoiding 

the Tragedy of Inductivism 

Upon closer examination, languages are nothing but formidable abstrac-
tions: languages are no creation as there is no biological species called 
sylvestris vulgaris lingua, such as, for instance, Linnaeus’ felis sylvestris 
catus, i.e., the European wildcat. In other words, what we understand 
as language naming is a collection of mutually intelligible idiolects used 
by a human group that identifies itself—and it is identified externally—as 
a speech community. Let’s note, in passing, that, not by chance, this “has 
been a troubled term, caught in a number of methodological, epistemic 
and political cross-currents” (Rampton 2010: 274). In general, scholars 
focus on the macro-level—i.e., the change of the formal dimension of 
language status under scrutiny, which is the core of language policy, as 
illustrated before. On the other hand, to avoid helicopter views, other 
scholars dissect case studies of specific languages in concrete settings; in 
other words, they go to the micro-level. Sociolinguistic empirical data 
collected from case studies may offer in-depth analysis, but they may lead 
to risky simplifications to advance the discipline as a whole, unless clear 
theoretical frameworks are in place. This is the tragedy of inductivism: 
each case study is unique and special, with no hope for comparison. 

However, language planning offers a way to overcome this limita-
tion. If we abstract from the external dimensions of languages, already 
discussed in the previous section, what remains at the core of language 
identification is the dimension of distance; in other words, what Kloss 
(1967) called, in German, ‘Abstand’. From an epistemological perspec-
tive, the concept of Abstand entails that there are at least two languages at
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stake; consequently, language identification is not an immanent concept 
(i.e., about the inner characteristics of a definite language) but a rela-
tional concept, as it presumes the existence of two or more languages 
in comparison. In the first naïve but highly creative period of language 
planning pioneers, a fil rouge is easily found: case studies never involved 
language X in isolation, but always in relation to at least with language 
Y. Examples are Haugen (1962, 1966) and Tauli (1968) for the Scandi-
navian area, or the above-mentioned Kloss (1967), along with Weinreich 
(1953) and Fishman (1972), involved in the revitalisation of Yiddish. 

If we call language X ‘minority’, epistemologically, this entails the pres-
ence of a majority language Y against which language X is contrasted. 
In other words, a minority language is so because there is a majority 
language: consequently, the property of ‘minorityness’ is not an essen-
tial trait of language X but a relational concept involving X and Y as the 
majority counterpart. In order to be recognised as a minority language, 
X has to be identified by distance from Y, i.e., through Abstand. In some 
context, the distance is so high that no confusion is possible: exemplary 
X/Y pairs are Welsh/English in Wales, Azeri/Russian in Azerbaijan, and 
Quechua/Spanish in various areas of South America (for a profile of each 
aforementioned language, see Eberhard et al. 2022). I argue that robust 
case studies should never put under scrutiny language X in isolation, but 
always in the context of the life of its language users, which in general 
implies being in contact with language Y. After all, if we look at the 
history of humankind as a whole, monolingualism is a rare exception 
while multilingualism is the norm in everyday life in the vast majority 
of societies (see Edwards 1994). Thus, overcoming what is called since 
David Hume’s classic treaty A Treatise of Human Nature the tragedy of 
inductivism—where each case study is, like Leibniz’ monads, talking only 
to itself—passes through the introduction of the meso-level, which stays 
between the macro (language policy) and the micro (language scrutinised 
in their variation, in isolation). The meso-level considers the changes of 
all languages in a given context both in their inner dimension and in their 
mutual relations, with an attention apart to the conscious interventions 
on their respective corpora. For example, in the case of Piedmontese, a 
minority language in Northwest Italy, the expansion of its vocabulary 
to fit modern needs passes through the use of French for substantive 
derivational morphology to mark distance from Italian (Tosco 2012).
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The meso-level is now illustrated through the method of the levels of 
abstraction, borrowed from reflections on the epistemology of informa-
tion and Artificial Intelligence (Floridi 2011, 2008; van Leeuwen 2014). 
The aim of such an adaptation to the field of language planning is twofold. 
First, the method should give a conceptual toolbox for reflecting on the 
core of language planning (in the sense already clarified of Migliorini’s 
‘glottotechnique’). Second, it should explain how its consequences impact 
language planning as a whole. The central tenet of the Philosophy of 
Information is that information is a social construction; as language is one 
of the main vehicles of information, it is clear that language is a biolog-
ical product of our cognitive ability as a species that eventually becomes 
a social construction. Linguistic analysis starts with the description of 
raw data, de re, which are linguistic material as samples of language use, 
collected empirically during fieldwork—for example, revitalisation efforts 
of a minority language. The collection of empirical data is called Level of 
Organization (LoO): their analysis, e.g., phonological or lexical, depends 
on the model of reality offered by the theoretical framework that the 
linguist uses to form observable variables. They may be completely quan-
titative, such as language use data monitored by an office for national 
statistics (e.g., Stokes 2013), or entirely qualitative, such as video record-
ings of linguistic biographies produced by informants (e.g., Melo-Pfeifer 
and Chik 2020). For the purposes of this contribution, the degree of 
precision of the observables is not relevant; on the contrary, it is crucial 
to acknowledge that, once the variable is set, all the rest can be abstracted. 
The information is therefore hidden, not lost. After the analysis, the 
LoO becomes a proper Level of Abstraction (LoA), which is any collec-
tion of variables based on the empirical data: “one might think of the 
input of a LoA as consisting of the system under analysis, comprising 
a set  of  data; its output is a model of the system, comprising informa-
tion” (Floridi 2008: 315). The LoA allows the theory to investigate the 
system according to a certain model representing the observables, which 
eventually can be expressed via adaptations of the scheme of system-
level-model-structure (SLMS) by Floridi (2008). Figure 1 adapts the 
original Floridi’s model, when the system under scrutiny is linguistic and 
relational at the same time. In other words, from here, a ‘System of 
languages’ means that we are considering at least two language systems 
and measuring their Abstand, all the rest being abstracted, in particular 
the dimension of language policy (or management, for some authors 
presented above).



4 CORPUS AT THE CORE: THE EPISTEMOLOGY … 85

a system of 
languages 

analysed at 

attributed to 

LoA 

Structure 
identifies 

Model 

Theorygenerates 

Fig. 1 The method of levels of abstraction applied to language planning 

The combination of LoAs generates the model that identifies the struc-
ture of the analysed language systems; the whole process is identified as 
the theory of reference. Figure 1 describes the process of the method of 
LoAs, not the agents involved, but a LoA is useless if there is nobody 
to observe the variables. Moreover, observation per se may change the 
value of the observable variables, according to the position in the quanti-
tative–qualitative continuum. For this reason, the pairs of LoA/LoO are 
not enough to activate the method just illustrated, and therefore, a third 
aspect is needed, which is not represented in Fig. 1: the Level of Expla-
nation (LoE), which entails the purposes of the analysis of the case study, 
and “support(s) an epistemological approach, quite common in cognitive 
and computer science” (Floridi 2008: 319). It is important to note that 
the LoE comprises all the factors that stay in the eye of the beholder, and 
for this reason, they cannot be expressed in terms of observable variables. 
While in computer science LoEs may identify the perspective of end-users, 
programmers, or customers, in using a determinate software or service, in 
this context LoEs can identify the language beliefs, attitudes, and ideolo-
gies. For example, in applying SLSM to language policy and planning 
actions in a school, the LoEs will represent covert and overt beliefs, 
attitudes, and ideologies by the agents involved, such as school pupils, 
teachers, administration staff, and parents. Continuing the example, the 
raw data (LoO) may be school documents, video recordings of informal
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talks in the playground as well as in the classroom, and so forth. If the 
case studies involve more languages, as advocated in Sect. 4, the definition 
of the correspondent LoAs would gracefully take into account the details 
of the language varieties at stake, including code switching and mixing, 
if present, identifying the system of languages. In sum, the procedure 
of performing a language planning analysis should start from the corpus 
of the languages involved, forming a pile of LoAs, and examining the 
collected linguistic material per se (LoO) that models the linguistic infor-
mation identifying the structure of the system of languages under analysis. 
Structured linguistic information is not a mere collection of disentan-
gled materials anymore, but on the contrary a description of linguistic 
observables including their mutual relations, that informs the LPP experts 
(i.e., the LoEs, and therefore out of the language system, as they are not 
observable variables). It is here that we enter the realm of language policy, 
which includes large parts of what Hornberger (2006) organises under 
the rubric of status and acquisition planning. 

4 A Procedure to Tame the Taxonomic Fury 

Being abstractions, languages invite the multiplication of entities beyond 
necessity, paraphrasing Occam’s razor. I argue that the antidote to this 
risk is to analyse language systems in comparison. In general, societies are 
de facto multilingual: therefore, the starting point should be the core of 
language planning, defined before as corpus planning or glottotechnique. 
In practice, linguists should calculate the distance (Abstand, following 
Kloss 1967) of the two or more languages in the system of languages 
under scrutiny; such a calculation depends on the nature and quantity of 
the observables at disposal. The goal is to inform language policy experts 
adequately, before any other action to be taken. In other words, corpus 
planning should be done before any policy; otherwise, the policy runs the 
risk of relying on beliefs and ideologies (LoE) instead of observable vari-
ables (LoA) rooted in empirical data (LoO), de facto ignoring the reality 
of the system of languages. 

Following Kloss (1967), the notion of Abstand or distance pertains 
to internal linguistics, as it measures structural distance between two 
languages (which goes far beyond the lexicon, but involves the struc-
ture, such as word order, verbal system, or the presence of the definite 
article). After delineating the case study of two (or more) languages 
in the same territory, or context, for instance Frisian (X) and Dutch
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(Y) in Leeuwarden (e.g., Gorter et al. 2008), or Aboriginal languages 
in Australia (Xs) vis-à-vis English (Y; see Zuckermann 2020), it is still 
unclear how to proceed if Abstand is not properly taken into account. Of 
course, it is perfectly fine to keep the focus on language X in the minority-
majority dynamic; my point here is that, even if in perhaps a small part, the 
different balancing resulting from an LPP action affects both languages X 
and Y, as presumably in some domains Y will give space to X, unlike the 
situation before the LPP action takes place. 

In this section, I propose a procedure to perform the epistemic anal-
ysis of LPP case studies in five steps (0–4) adapted from the case-based 
approach in computer ethics put forward by Barger (2008). Initially, the 
linguist should regard the case study prima facie, before to start the anal-
ysis. Conventionally, I call it step 0. Quite often, the case study was raised 
to public attention, and a tangle of emotions, feelings, sentiments is inex-
tricably connected to it. In other words, the analyst should identify the 
degree of his or her involvement and establish the right distance before 
analysing the case study itself. It is important to collect opinions, atti-
tudes, and ideologies, even if inaccurate, unfair or politically incorrect, by 
the members of the speech communities as well as by others who are in 
contact with the languages under scrutiny. The notes taken in step 0 will 
be reprised while building scenarios (step 3, see below). On a first glance, 
this may seem to contradict the method of LoAs, as no observables are 
construed on these raw data. However, on the contrary, this step is often 
neglected, even by LPP experts, and failing to take prima facie reactions 
into account can distort the whole analysis (steps 1–4) with an implicit 
bias. One of the most frequent objections to LPP as a whole comes from 
descriptive linguists, who are genuinely convinced that linguistics should 
not enter the realm of judgement, as if they were chemists dealing with 
test tubes. However, some topics are recurrent and keen to partisanship— 
paradigmatically, the long-lasting debate on English in a ‘glocalised’ world 
(see Gobbo 2015). Already Mario Pei (1962) averted this paradigmatic 
shift and its dangers: 

The linguist should go beyond setting forth the facts of language as he sees 
them. Language is a human activity, and therefore subject to intelligent 
guidance and handling, even more than plagues, iron rails and chemical 
compounds. Language is primarily a human tool for human use. If blind 
forces have been allowed to shape that tool in the past, there is no reason 
why they should be allowed to continue to shape it in the future […] It is
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the linguist’s task, among others, to shape existing languages so that they 
may become better, finer, hardier tools for human use, and to try to evolve 
a form of communication that may eventually lead to world understanding, 
at first in the purely material sense of the word, later perhaps in that more 
spiritual, much abused, much misunderstood sense which may ultimately 
spell out a diminution of conflict, prejudice, hatred, intolerance and war. 
(Pei 1962: 137–138) 

Once emotional reactions and objections to the whole LPP efforts 
are collected, the analysis can start. Step 1 is the acquisition of infor-
mation to identify the current state of affairs. In the scheme of SLMS, 
step 1 aims to collect the raw data (LoOs) that emerge from fieldwork 
or existing literature. This seems to be straightforward, but in practice 
it is not: quite often, the data collected pertain to only one language in 
the multilingual context and neglect a whole bunch of data, which can 
potentially change the subsequent analysis. While dealing with the core 
of language planning, this means collecting real-use linguistic samples of 
all the languages involved, not only the one under the microscope. Some-
times the absence of correlation in the data is meaningful as well, as the 
analysis can proceed ad excludendum; in other words, the collection of 
raw data is normally larger than the dataset actually used in the definition 
of the observables (LoAs). In particular, agency identification is crucial: 
it is different if linguistic data are uttered by members of the speech 
communities, traditional or new speakers, policy agents, stakeholders, and 
so forth. Moreover, raw data comprise not only the brute data produced, 
but also the process that led to the formation of such data. Of course, 
it is also possible that some raw data are identified only partially, or that 
they are not available for the analysis, for a lot of different reasons. If 
collection does not lead to clear identifiable data, they should be marked 
as existent but opaque; thus, even if not considered, it should be pointed 
out that they actually exist, for subsequent research and advancement of 
knowledge in the given case study. 

Once raw data are collected and ordered in LoOs, the linguist passes 
to step 2, performing the analysis that forms the “LoAs correspond[ing] 
to different representations or views” (Floridi 2008: 311), that eventu-
ally identify structures—see the scheme SLMS in Fig. 1. If the observable 
variables are discrete, they can be ordered as a range of values, and they 
can be called gradients of abstractions (GoAs; Floridi 2008). At the other 
end of the spectrum, observable variables can be ordered only partially;
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mathematically, the models of partial ordering can be formulated in terms 
of (semi-)lattices (Burris and Sankappanavar 1981). At the extreme, qual-
itative observables are tag clouds, i.e., a collection of words pertaining 
the data, without any internal order. Whenever possible, is it better to 
formulate LoAs that permit at least a partial ordering, as the structure 
identified by the model results in clearer inspection and scrutiny, as well 
as comparison with other language systems. Step 3 looks at the relations 
between the previously identified LoAs, including agents, and predictable 
outcomes. Once step 3 is completed, the structure attributed to the 
language systems is ready for the last step, which concerns evaluation of 
the model just defined. 

Step 4, unlike the previous ones (0–3), is speculative, although 
grounded in the scheme SLMS just defined. In fact, step 4 is devoted to 
the formulation of scenarios. The aim is to formulate viable solutions to a 
new relationship between languages X and Y, evaluating possible outputs 
of the LPP action. For each LoA, one or more purposes should be identi-
fied, according to the agents involved, and their respective commitments. 
This is the moment in which the notes taken prima facie (step 0) turn 
out to be useful, as they double-check the correctness and completeness 
of the analysis done so far. Once all the pieces are put on the board, 
three scenarios are foreseeable: idealistic, minimalistic, and pragmatist, in 
this order. The idealistic scenario depicts the best possible solution, when 
(almost) all agents are satisfied about the new output. On the oppo-
site side, the minimalistic scenario describes an acceptable output that 
does preserve the most important shared objectives. The third scenario 
is formulated as a barycentre of the previous ones; in other words, it 
is a middle way where all language systems should profit at a certain 
extent and, therefore, all agents involved shall find a reasonable degree 
of satisfaction. 

5 Two Contact Languages: Esperanto 

and Hebrew (Israeli) in Comparison 

This section shows how the levels of explanation (LoEs) illustrate the epis-
temological standpoints behind LPP efforts. The comparison between the 
two languages illustrates the importance not to consider each language 
in isolation. Eventually, such a comparison leads the application of the 
method of levels of abstraction (LoAs) illustrated via the scheme SLMS 
above. For reasons of space, the procedure of the epistemic analysis of
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LPP case studies will focus on the preliminary step 0. The purpose is 
to show how the information obtained through ‘glottotechnique’, i.e., 
the analysis of the language corpus after successful processes of language 
engineering, changes the epistemological perspective. This is why at the 
end I call the language of Israel, instead of the more common ‘Modern 
Hebrew’, Israeli. 

The case study of the comparison between the LPP process that led 
respectively to Esperanto and Israeli was chosen under three criteria, 
which orient our levels of explanation (LoEs, as illustrated above): epis-
temological, genetic, and scholarly. The three criteria help us to establish 
step 0 in the procedure proposed in the previous section, i.e., the prima 
facie reactions. This helps the analyst and the readers understand the 
positioning of the analyst, so to avoid or at least minimise biases. The 
first criterion is epistemological. Both cases of Esperanto and Israeli are 
examples of extreme language planning, especially in its core, i.e., their 
respective glottotechniques in the corpus. The revitalisation of Hebrew is 
a spectacular success: ceased to be spoken as an everyday language when 
Jews adopted Aramaic in the second century CE, it remained a litur-
gical language until the process of revitalisation in the nineteenth century 
initiated by Ben Yehuda (Fellman 1973). On the other hand, Esperanto 
is the most successful planned language ever; launched as a project in 
1887, it succeeded in forming a community of practice that naturalised 
the language, up to the point of having family speakers; for a presentation 
of the reasons behind its relative success, see Blanke (2009). 

Since at least the classic Hagège (1985), linguists from the franco-
phone world, notably Calvet (1998), gave some attention to Esperanto in 
terms of its language policy scenario—i.e., possible output of LPP strate-
gies where Esperanto actively plays a role, alongside other languages—but 
they end with positions of realpolitik, arguing that while Esperanto is 
preferable to English as a global language, the latter became an Esperanto 
de facto (Hagège 2010). For these authors, the whole analysis was not 
rooted in empirical data of Esperanto-in-use, but pure speculation is based 
on beliefs and ideologies. However, it should be admitted that at least 
Calvet and Hagège, among few other linguists, gave Esperanto a chance, 
on paper, while the most common attitude is simply to ignore its exis-
tence. This attitude may have its roots in the prejudice against LPP as a 
whole, especially if the organicist paradigm is still in place, which ques-
tions the reality of Esperanto as a living language. This argument ad 
linguam happens even if linguists already in the early days of the past
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century discussed the phenomenon of planned languages (then still called 
‘artificial’) without any prejudice, most notably the inventor of the fortu-
nate expression ‘lingua franca’, Hugo Schuchardt (1909). As Pauli (1968: 
22) recalls: 

Schuchardt maintained as early as in 1904 that all artificial languages are 
more or less natural, and the natural languages are more or less artifi-
cial. Jespersen reiterated the same in 1929. This means that the difference 
between a “natural” and “artificial” language is only one of degree, i.e. in 
all ethnic languages there occur arbitrarily created elements. 

On the other hand, the revival of Hebrew, even if it shows striking simi-
larities—as well as evident differences—with the genesis of Esperanto, it 
is never questioned as a ‘real’ language, because of the existence of Israel. 
According to Zuckermann (2020, 2006), the revival of Hebrew even-
tually brought the genesis of Israeli, which is a contact language that 
guarantees “continuity not only of liturgical Hebrew, but also of the 
mother tongue(s) of the founder generation (mostly Yiddish)” (2020: 6).  
Naming the product of the revival of Hebrew ‘Israeli’ instead of ‘Modern 
Hebrew’ is justified by Zuckermann through a detailed and extended 
analysis of observable variables that typologically puts the language of 
Israel not as a direct continuation of the written language in the Hebrew 
Bible, but rather as a unique—and partially unexpected—output defined 
by the first generation of first-language users in the early years of Israel 
(see Zuckermann 2020, 2006 for details). Moreover, the phonology of 
the language shows considerable traits that corroborate this view as “the 
most interesting [and] the most accurate”, according to Pariente (2021). 
The internal analysis of the two languages in comparison shows that 
extensive knowledge of the language situation at stake, including the 
internal traits, is crucial to express grounded evaluations, especially in the 
formulation of language policies. 

The second criterion for the comparison between Esperanto and Israeli 
is the genetic level of explanation (LoE): the parallel between the genesis 
of the two languages. Zuckermann (2020: 164) even advocates that 
“future research should compare Revival Languages such as Hebrew, 
and artlangs (artistically-constructed languages) such as Quenya and 
Klingon”. However, the sociolinguistic situation of Esperanto is unique 
in the panorama of constructed, planned, or ‘artificial’ languages. While 
Klingon has a relatively long history of a community of enthusiasts, thanks
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to the Star Trek phenomenon, its semi-fluent speakers never went over a 
hundred, and there is no intergenerational transmission, inside or outside 
the family (Wahlgren 2021, 2004). On the contrary, Esperanto shows 
all the traits of a lively and living community for more than a century, 
whose classification is still a matter of discussion among specialists (Fians 
2021; Gobbo 2017; Stria  2015). More importantly, both Esperanto and 
Israeli show the following traits in their genesis: their respective language 
architects, Ludwik Lejzer Zamenhof and Ben Yehuda, were Ashkenazim 
from the Tsarist Empire, involved in the proto-Zionist movement, and 
well cultivated both in the traditional Hebrew and in the classic and 
modern European cultures (Tonkin 2015; Lindstedt 2009). Moreover, 
their native tongues were Yiddish and Russian, which greatly influenced 
the structural core of both languages. The influence of Yiddish, in partic-
ular—despite the effort by the founding father of the language of avoiding 
it—is the main argument put forward by Zuckermann (2020: 106) to call 
the language Israeli and not Modern Hebrew: “Israeli is distinct from its 
contributing parts. To use a chemical metaphor, it can be regarded as a 
compound or solution, rather than a mixture or suspension”. I argue that 
this chemical metaphor is valid for Esperanto as well. 

The genesis of both languages brings us gracefully to the third crite-
rion, which is scholarship in fashion. In particular, research on the 
comparison of revitalised and planned languages is scant—an exception 
being Romaine (2011)—while often the comparison is oddly brought 
towards creoles, even if the two phenomena, i.e., creoles and planned 
languages, have few traits in common. An example of this struggle is 
found in Gledhill (2000: 41–42): “Esperanto can be described as an 
artificial Creole… however, Esperanto has little in common with true 
Creoles… More realistically, Esperanto can be compared to languages 
which have been reviewed and extended for social or political reasons, 
such as Ivrit [another name for Israeli]”. While Marcialis (2011) and  
Lindstedt (2009) rightly point out the importance of the Slavic influence 
on Esperanto, its typological collocation puts it at the margins of the Stan-
dard Average European, but still inside its perimeter. Parkvall (2010: 72) 
measures the distance of the Esperanto languages system compared to a 
list of typical traits of European languages and concludes that “Esperanto 
is indeed more European in character than many of its advocates would 
have it, but probably less so than many of its opponents would have 
predicted”. Interestingly, it was also argued that (Israeli) Hebrew is a 
descendant from Yiddish and therefore by the end a Slavic language
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(Wexler 1990; see Fellman 1973 for a different view). As announced in 
the introduction to this chapter, we take the analysis of the structures of 
Esperanto and Israeli in all its layers (phonetics, phonology, morphology, 
syntax, lexicon, and phraseology) for granted, as the purpose of this 
chapter is purely epistemological and the case study only illustrative, not 
in full. While leaving the discussion of the genealogical and typological 
collocation of both languages out, we can say that the common ground 
across the different linguists is that both languages show a high level of 
hybridisation and therefore should be considered compound languages 
by contact. 

6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I showed how to disentangle language planning from the 
usual formula of language policy and planning with an argument based 
on its epistemology, which is based in a need for a solid description of 
language systems and the conscious intervention on its material at all 
layers, from phonetics to lexicon and phraseology. The (re)vitalisations 
respectively of Hebrew and Esperanto are vividly representative, as the 
they illustrate extreme cases of LPP actions where language planning is at 
its extreme. 

The importance of inspecting the LoAs should be done indepen-
dently from considerations of status, management, or policy. I argue 
that the core of language planning, i.e., the rigorous scrutiny of the 
underlying language engineering methods and techniques, should inform 
language policy experts, especially if not working linguists, in order to 
avoid gross errors without any linguistic ground, such as, in this case 
study “Esperanto is not European because it is a world language”, or “the 
language of Israel is pure Hebrew”. Migliorini’s (1957) concept of glot-
totechnique, i.e., language engineering, should be reprised and expanded. 
By using the method of the levels of abstraction designed within Philos-
ophy of Information, mainly by Floridi (2011, 2008), a solid case-based 
approach can put forward, adapting main results obtain in the field of 
Computer Ethics, in particular by Barger (2008). 

Case studies should take at least two language systems in compar-
ison, so to measure their distance in terms of Abstand, as defined by 
Kloss (1967). The aim of such a disentanglement is to correctly inform 
language policy experts about the reality of the system of languages in 
use through empirical data and levelled analysis. In this way, analysts
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external to the corpus—the core of language planning—whatever they 
define themselves in terms of language policy, management, or status and 
acquisition planning, will not run the risk of avoiding unrealistic expecta-
tions in the definitions of their actions, in particular in terms of scenario 
formulation. 
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CHAPTER 5  

The Relationship Between Language Policy 
and Planning, Theoretical Linguistics 
and Natural Language Processing 

Jorge Antonio Leoni de León 

Abstract This chapter approaches the convergence of Natural Language 
Processing (NLP), Theoretical Linguistics (TL), and Language Policy and 
Planning (LPP). In order to take advantage of resources and oppor-
tunities, 30 fundamental questions are given on methodological and 
ethical matters which will help define the profile of any project and 
improve the chances of success. The attitudes, expectations, and needs 
of the language communities should be considered in any technological 
language project, in order to offer better solutions. In past years, the inter-
twining between language and technology has increased, and the presence 
of Information Technology is overwhelming. Therefore, it is important 
to be conscious that the advantageous technological offer that exists 
in dominant languages, which also translates into a dominant position, 
cannot be successfully reproduced in minority or endangered languages. 
In addition, we must overcome the current situation in which standards 
are de facto defined by private entities following their own interest. As 
a consequence, the interest of language communities, especially minority 
languages and endangered languages, are not necessarily well served. The
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development of language applications requires the empowerment of the 
technology by the linguistic communities themselves. 

Keywords Natural language processing · Linguistics · Language 
applications · Theoretical linguistics · Language and technology · 
Language sovereignty 

1 Introduction 

Language Policy and Planning (LPP) research and practice should pay 
more attention to the rapid changes in technology and to their poten-
tial use in language revitalisation. During the 2020 pandemic caused by 
SARS-CoV-2, the conditions of isolation imposed accelerated the global 
digital and technological transformation already underway long before. 
The need to consider access to web services for all users and, ideally, in 
most languages has become evident. Natural Language Processing (NLP) 
is a multidisciplinary area, between linguistics and computer science (in 
particular Artificial Intelligence), dedicated to the creation of automated 
tools that allow computers to understand natural language (Charniak 
1984; Powers and Turk 1989; Jurafsky and Martin 2008; Manning and 
Schütze 1999; IBM  2020). For this reason, addressing the relationship 
between NLP, Theoretical Linguistics (TL), and Language Policy and 
Planning (LPP) requires us to go through a bit of the linguistic data of 
the web, given that, also as a result of this transition, we are experiencing 
the passage from systems based on standalone applications to environ-
ments in which online applications predominate. In a general way, we 
will call them web products. 

Indeed, the boundaries between software and web pages are beginning 
to blur in many cases. For example, software that used to be a standalone 
application can now be offered as a web application (either on a web page 
or on a mobile device, such as a mobile phone or tablet, which must be 
connected to the Internet in order to be used). In this sense, we have 
concrete examples in word processors that are now offered online with 
language localization, i.e., linguistically adapted to regions or countries, 
in a process that can involve a cultural adaptation, for a good number of 
languages.
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Google Docs1 and Microsoft 3652 Web applications are the most 
obvious examples of this evolution. Some web applications for mobile 
devices can be conceived as extensions of the browser installed by default 
on the device, but dedicated to a specific web domain (e.g., social 
networks). Paying more attention to this dimension of technology in LPP 
is important because, among other reasons that we will detail below, a 
significant role is played by commercial interests, in which web actors 
are fundamental, on the vitality and prestige of languages, the percep-
tion of them inside and outside the communities, and by the impulse that 
their use for practical purposes may imply. Software and the Internet have 
become (and they will increasingly be) important instruments in LPP. It 
is therefore important to better understand their nature, their role in LPP, 
and the theoretical and methodological questions that their use arises, in 
particular in language revitalisation and corpus planning. 

This leads us to consider the indisputable reality of the exponential 
increase of the Internet, and its constant growth, which extends to spheres 
of public and private life, unsuspected not so long ago, an evolution 
enhanced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Linguistically, we have experi-
enced the transition from a virtual space dominated, since its origin, 
by English to a cybernetic universe to which new languages are added 
every year. Although this change is underway, it does not imply that 
these languages are used to the same extent and in the same spheres 
as English. In this process, the dominant languages have benefited from 
greater representation, so that we have witnessed a progressive integra-
tion of the dominant languages (some of them former colonial languages) 
into the digital networks, long before the languages of their regions of 
influence. Gradually, other language communities have seen technolog-
ical alternatives appear in their languages in a process that is often beyond 
their control. 

The Internet has grown steadily since its inception and has evolved 
from a system for sharing static documents to a complex network of appli-
cations and data. In its origins, almost all the documents on the web were 
written in English, contrary to the current situation where a large number 
of languages are present. However, although the overall picture gives the 
impression of a multilingual web, the differences in quality and relevance 
are remarkable. English still dominates 60% of the web. This percentage

1 https://www.google.com/intl/en/docs/about/. 
2 https://www.microsoft.com. 

https://www.google.com/intl/en/docs/about/
https://www.microsoft.com
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leaves very little room for the rest of the world’s languages (approxi-
mately 7000). Most languages on the Internet account for less than 0.8% 
of documents, services, and applications. The former colonial languages, 
such as Spanish and French, were integrated into the Internet long before 
the languages of their respective areas of influence; they constitute what 
we call the dominant languages and have the highest percentages far 
below English. There is undoubtedly a multidirectional linguistic inequity 
on the web. 

Percentages can be misleading, because they lead to generalisations. 
Hence, considering aspects such as the size of the Internet, the relevance 
and quality of the data, we could come to the conclusion that English, 
in the first place, and the dominant languages, in the second place, enjoy 
even greater dominance on the web, far above the other languages. This 
aspect deserves a great deal of attention, and methodologies will undoubt-
edly have to be developed for a correct analysis. As far as the subject at 
hand is concerned, these data give us an idea of the extent of inequalities 
on the web in linguistic terms. 

A truly multilingual web, respectful of linguistic diversity and linguistic 
rights, requires the creation of resources and products that take into 
account the grammatical characteristics of each language and the particu-
larities and aspirations of the communities concerned. The very existence 
of language-based applications is a source of prestige; but, above all, it 
facilitates the improvement of access to services and information without 
this being overvalued. This type of information and services are better 
assimilated in the target community’s own language, being its exclusive 
availability in a foreign or imposed language, a form of exclusion and 
deterioration of the living conditions of the community. 

Computing has evolved in such a way that the boundary between web 
pages and applications, between data and the products developed from 
them, has begun to blur, by the very nature of the technologies used 
today, such as Machine learning, which is based on automated data extrac-
tion. Computer applications that were offered as autonomous software in 
their interaction, now require a constant connection, because they use 
resources that exceed the capabilities of a simple personal computer. This 
process of growth has had the effect of including more languages on the 
web with a consequent adjustment in the standards, defined by private 
entities, without this always implying an improvement in the quality or 
relevance of the information in the languages that have been added.
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This impulse is largely the result of commercial interests rather than 
an awareness of language rights and equity in terms of language policy.3 

Let us not lose sight of the fact that companies will prefer to offer prod-
ucts in profitable languages rather than in languages that really require 
developing their access to technological means. We are talking here about 
technology not only as a form of entertainment, but also as a means of 
improving living conditions. We should bear in mind that products and 
data play a role in imposing standards and procedures, but it is also true 
that products that are ill-suited to the needs of language communities will 
hardly be curiosities that will be of much use (see Gazzola, this volume). 
Still, for many underrepresented languages in computational products (we 
will call them ULCP from now on) having resources on the web is a 
form of prestige, but it would be better if it also allows for the creation 
of products that communities use; in this sense, it is also interesting to 
mention the relationship between Minority Languages and the Internet, 
regarding the Oslo Recommendations and the action against digital death 
(Jackson-Preece 2018). 

This chapter revolves around 30 fundamental questions and it is 
organised as follows. Section 2 takes on linguistics and the language 
problem, addressing the convergence of NLP, TL, and LPP in the 
twenty-first century. Section 3 describes the confluence between tech-
nology and language, on which 14 questions that every initiative must 
answer in order to offer products that respond to the needs of linguistic 
communities are raised. Section 4 addresses the disappearance of limits in 
technologies and their connection with language and industry, on which 
16 questions about fundamental issues that must be answered in any 
linguistic-technological proposal are advanced. Section 5 concludes. It is 
important to indicate that some references come from the written press 
and from non-academic sources and this is due to the frequent lack of 
support and attention from official media and some academic sectors that 
affect many linguistic communities around the world.

3 Although there are interest groups on Language Rights and Language Vitality that 
seek to involve minority languages in current technological development, such as COST 
Action LITHME (https://lithme.eu), these kinds of efforts are at their beginnings. 

https://lithme.eu
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2 Linguistics and the Language 

Problem in the Twenty-First Century 

The definition of TL is elusive. Determining its contours requires a posi-
tion that would divert us from our theme, and we do not intend here to 
decide one way or the other. For us, it is enough to assume the primor-
dial interest of TL with the fundamentals of language. It is important 
to keep in mind that TL encompasses a large number of sub-disciplines, 
some more technical than others, but all of them focused on language as 
a universal phenomenon and its expression in the set of languages of the 
world. This may give the impression of favouring an increasingly formal 
approach to language to the detriment of its social aspects. However, TL 
has been devoted to the description of a great number of languages, many 
of them disappeared, in its eagerness to apprehend the phenomenon of 
Language (Hale et al. 1992). TL is not only the repository of an impor-
tant technical knowledge and documentary heritage, but, as a result of its 
contact with linguistic communities in search of data, it has also accumu-
lated a great deal of experience in fieldwork, worthy of being taken into 
account in LPP and NLP. 

From a purely technical point of view, without going into deep details 
about the properties of language and its different manifestations, let 
us recall that for many languages TL research has made it possible to 
propose writing systems for several languages. For example, in the Mayan 
languages (Academia de las Lenguas Mayas de Guatemala, n.d.) and 
for Costa Rican indigenous languages, such as Bribri (Constenla Umaña 
1992; Wilson 1982). The Academy of Mayan Languages is an official 
entity of the Government of Guatemala. While it is true that the use 
of such systems has had varying degrees of success, each is the fruit of 
rigorous work that has required a thorough knowledge of the proper-
ties of a language and the creation of a bond of trust with members of 
the linguistic communities studied. The knowledge produced with respect 
to a language, in its purely formal interaction or in its everyday use, is 
undoubtedly valuable for a discipline that must follow a similar path. 
Hence, these experiences are extremely useful for the development of 
NLP proposals and for LPP, because the study of the characteristics of 
a language brings us into contact with linguistic communities that we will 
get to know better and understand more intimately their expectations.
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Writing systems are a basic communication method for NLP, so much 
so that even speech-based products require some level of written repre-
sentation.4 The way in which language communities interact with their 
writing systems is highly variable and presents particular challenges. A 
writing system has a form and rules that need to be known and possible 
to operate with (Bird 2018). A given language community may have 
one writing system and not use it, or it may have several competing 
writing systems (recall the case of Bosnian-Croatian-Montenegrin-Serbian 
(BCMS) where there are two alphabets in use, one Latin and one Cyrillic). 
It may also happen that the community uses an alphabet of a nearby 
language and that the orthography is not fixed, as in the case of Swiss 
German—or Schwyzerdütsch—which uses the alphabet of Hochdeutsch, 
but with several competing orthographies. 

We would like to be able to provide some kind of protocol or 
roadmap for how to act in cases as those described before, but that 
is not possible. However, we do want to point out the importance 
of every linguistic community being involved in the practical processes 
leading to the representation of their language, such as writing systems, 
which have a fundamental component in NLP and which also result in 
Language Planning proposals and Language Policy claims. After all, a 
writing system is the most identifiable visible element of a language. If 
we use a writing system in a computational product and it is not used by 
the linguistic community, the resulting application will be of little value, 
so understanding the role of such a system in linguistic life is neces-
sary. On the other hand, we can design a Language Planning strategy, 
but we should not do so without involving the community. As with 
the issues discussed above, the temptation to copy experiences, attitudes, 
and methods, particularly those based on the most influential languages, 
can result in proposals of no benefit. In this sense, an approach to TL 
knowledge and experience can improve any proposal, particularly if it is 
sociolinguistically grounded.

4 Originally, computer systems were based on the English alphabet. This was ASCII, an 
insufficient representation even for languages that use the Latin alphabet such as French 
and Spanish. The needs of languages other than English prompted the creation of Unicode 
(https://home.unicode.org), the current universal encoding standard. 

https://home.unicode.org
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3 Technology and Language 

The 2020 pandemic caused by SARS-CoV-2 acted as an accelerator of 
technological change. The isolation conditions boosted the digital and 
technological transformation. This aspect, which also needs to be taken 
into account, often involves a linguistic adaptation of computational prod-
ucts known as language localization (Esselink 2000). This adaptation is 
optional and is a way of adjusting products to make them more easily 
consumable in different regions. In digital terms, language localization 
aims, then, to better guarantee the distribution and use of computational 
products. In a lockdown situation like the one we lived in, that is to say 
in an isolation imposed as a first response to the pandemic, this process of 
adaptation was necessary to ensure the quality of services and commu-
nication; in particular, if we take into account that this technological 
transformation implied, in addition to a modification in the use of digital 
tools and resources, a change in social relations. 

From one day to the next, video conferencing, among other appli-
cations, became the space for social gatherings, birthdays, parties, and 
even funerals. It is not uncommon nowadays to have a doctor’s appoint-
ment or attend a class via video conference. Instant messaging applications 
came to compete with dynamic websites for buying and selling prod-
ucts. Payment methods were streamlined and the use of cash decreased 
to such an extent that it practically ceased to be necessary in many loca-
tions. The main aspects of this transformation that we can mention are: 
change in customer needs or expectations (this has consequences in the 
commercial relationships of each community), increase in remote working 
or collaboration, raise in customer demand for online purchasing and 
services, upsurge in use of advanced technologies in operations and in 
business decision making (LaBerge et al. 2020). While it is true that these 
concepts are mainly oriented towards commerce, we should extend them 
to areas such as public administration, education and health, to name a 
few. Undoubtedly, civil society organisations such as NGOs also faced 
similar challenges in terms of their daily tasks. 

As stated before, NLP is a multidisciplinary area dedicated to the 
creation of automated tools that allow computers to understand natural 
language. Unlike Computational Linguistics (CL), which is more inter-
ested in modelling natural language, NLP is more concerned in creating 
resources and tools that would facilitate the understanding of natural



5 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LANGUAGE POLICY … 109

languages by computational systems, independent of linguistic models for 
the human mind. 

The biggest difference between CL and NLP is reflected in the theoret-
ical vocation of CL and in the empirical methodologies of NLP (Llisterri 
2003). CL aspires to model human linguistic knowledge and answer 
theoretically the computational problems it poses. NLP builds linguistic 
applications, often statistically based. All of these applications are built 
with methods unrelated to the way humans process language. NLP seeks 
to solve concrete problems raised by CL (Periñán Pascual 2012), which 
take shape, for example, in data mining, speech recognition, and machine 
translation. That said, the two terms are often used interchangeably 
(Pustejovsky and Stubbs 2013). 

NLP has numerous applications in Academia, Science, Civil Society, 
Government, and Industry. The latter, for commercial reasons, seeks to 
make its investments profitable in the shortest possible time, hence the 
generation of resources and methods occupy a central position. 

Industry concerns can range from a simple translation of an application 
to a complete tool based on some degree of understanding of natural 
languages by computers. The growth of the web has had the effect of 
making web players aware of the desirability of offering language and 
regionally adapted products. In some ways, standards are set on the fly by 
private companies with global interests. It is not always possible to know 
which criteria prevail in the selection of languages for which they adapt 
their products. 

Perhaps the most notorious NLP technology is Machine Translation 
(MT). MT is a very competitive area in NLP. Google Translate5 is 
undoubtedly one of the best-known tools worldwide (Wu et al. 2016; 
Le and Schuster 2016). Google Translate allows you to translate texts 
between a large number of languages, which are selected by peers. The 
quality of the results varies according to several aspects; one of them is 
the selection of language pairs: a sentence will be better translated from 
French to English than its equivalent from Latin to Chinese. Google 
Translate is an online application, that is to say, it is not possible to instal 
it as a standalone software on a personal computer, and to use it you 
need to be connected to the internet. The reason for this is the amount 
of resources involved in a simple query, which is processed by data centres

5 http://translate.google.com. 

http://translate.google.com
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(server farms) that coordinate their resources to provide answers to users 
in the shortest time possible. 

The resources needed in NLP, according to the current state of the art, 
include the compilation of corpora, of the largest possible size (preferably 
in the order of tens of millions of words). A corpus is a collection of texts 
compiled for a specific linguistic purpose, whose content may be tagged 
in a very detailed way (e.g., in its morphosyntactic or semantic features), 
or it may consist of a series of elementary associated information such 
as date of compilation, subject, size, etc. This will depend, of course, on 
the purpose of the corpus. An error in the selection of the corpus or a 
corpus of insufficient size will have serious consequences on the results 
of its processing and on the suitability of the resulting product for the 
purposes for which it was created. 

In the area of medicine, for example, it is best to take into account 
the specialty in which an application will be used, so that the possibil-
ities can be restricted to a very specific domain. Corpora are specific 
to each language. There are corpora with the same content in several 
languages; these corpora are called parallel. In the case of Google Trans-
late, parallel corpora make it possible to establish links between paragraphs 
and sentences that are used to propose translations. From Bible transla-
tions, we can build a parallel corpus in a large number of languages,6 but 
it would be of little use for the translation of everyday texts, such as news, 
or specialised texts, such as engineering. 

In theory, the methods and algorithms applied to the processing of 
corpora are universal. That is, they are not language-specific. In practice, 
it has been shown that it is necessary to adjust methodologies (Casasola 
Murillo et al. 2017; Casasola Murillo and Leoni de León 2016), because 
the characteristics of a language may require greater adjustments than 
those used in the language in which the method was originally devel-
oped. For example, a language with a great morphological richness (such 
as Spanish) requires more particular attention for the treatment of its 
morphosyntax than a language with poor morphological characteristics 
(such as English). 

These remarks come on purpose, because in many occasions, the 
development processes of NLP applications for ULCP apply methods

6 A biblical corpus is also interesting, because it allows one to compare ancient versions. 
One example is the corpus of the Mediaeval Bible Project (http://www.bibliamedieval. 
es/BM/). 

http://www.bibliamedieval.es/BM/
http://www.bibliamedieval.es/BM/
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developed, in first instance, for English, without any kind of filter, both 
for the methods and algorithms, as well as for the compilation of corpora. 
The first impulse of many research and development teams is to use 
methods developed for English, applied to any other language, which can 
be a ULCP, for which results are not obtained with the same quality 
as for English. It is interesting to note the copying of procedures with a 
clear lack of attention to the characteristics of the target language. We will 
not delve into the consequences that this has in the development of NLP 
applications, but it is important to take it into account, because the same 
attitude and the same procedure are repeated when collecting corpora. 

ULCP do not always have the resources to produce linguistically sensi-
tive applications. We also know that their needs do not always match those 
of the dominant languages. The expectations of language communities 
can also be very different. In fact, this varies greatly from one commu-
nity to another. For example, in Costa Rican languages, a community 
of a language in the process of obsolescence, such as Boruca or Térraba 
(brörán t’rocuó), does not have the same needs or the same objectives as 
one of a language in resistance, such as Limón Creole English or Ngäbere, 
both from the point of view of educational and cultural needs, as well 
as the community’s knowledge of their language; moreover, access to 
basic services offered by the government requires a level of proficiency 
in Spanish in Costa Rican ULCP (Sánchez Avendaño 2013). 

It is not uncommon that, on private initiative, as an intellectual 
exercise, some actor outside a language community produces an appli-
cation in the language of the community, sometimes even mediated by 
the language of influence. For example, it could happen that instead 
of a monolingual online dictionary, a bilingual dictionary is proposed, 
producing the effect of resorting to a second language as an intermediary 
to access knowledge in the target language. The problem arises if this 
bilingual dictionary is aimed at a linguistic community without options in 
its own language; but it is different if it is proposed along the same lines 
as any bilingual dictionary, that is, as a way of accessing the lexicon from 
another language, which means that its audience is different. 

Another situation corresponds to the development of an application 
that will ultimately be only a curiosity. As a result, it will have little or 
no effect on the language community, because they will make little or no 
use of the product. Among the causes are that the language has not been 
used correctly or that the proposed product does not meet any specific 
need. In this case, the benefit is marginal; the language used or the target
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language will not be strengthened from it. It is important to point out 
that outside the communities, there may be an impact on the prestige of 
the language by having computational products and resources. However, 
it is not simply a matter of translating web products, but of adapting 
them to the needs, expectations, and possibilities of potential users. Such 
products should even evolve according to the use and transformations 
in the communities. In short, the methodology and algorithms require 
technical adjustments with respect to the target languages. But this is not 
the case with corpora, which are the point of contact with the reality of 
the languages. 

The underlying problem raised by the questions (1)–(14) is related to 
the frequent separation between the proposal of a linguistic application 
and the needs of the community to which it is addressed. In general, 
vulnerable language communities have limited resources to produce 
computational solutions in their language. In this sense, answering these 
questions is important in the revitalisation processes in order to opti-
mise the use of resources. Even though there are languages with few 
speakers that are not threatened, there are dialects or forms of linguistic 
expressions within the communities that are threatened. 

Let us remember that languages are not homogeneous entities, but are 
made up of a great variety of expressions of which some are preponderant. 
This is valid for any linguistic community. A priori, it is not possible to 
rule out that a language considered out of danger does not have a dialect 
or some form of expression that is in danger. We are not aware of LPP 
research addressing these questions, but we know that NLP initiatives 
for endangered languages often ignore the questions we pose, and this 
causes negative consequences for the projects and, sometimes, even for 
the language communities, who see valuable resources wasted. In this 
sense, we are calling the students, researchers, and decision makers to 
take into account the questions we offer for consideration. The interrela-
tionship between NLP and LPP is, above all, of an ethical nature and this 
is what the questions (1)–(14) point to: 

(1) What is the nature of corpora? 
(2) What is the purpose of the collection? 
(3) Under what conditions is corpus compiled? 
(4) Are community members aware of the use of their data? 
(5) What are the characteristics of the compiled corpora? 
(6) Is it advisable to anonymize the data?
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(7) Is the data really anonymous? 
(8) Is anonymity guaranteed? 
(9) What are the rights of the language community over the data 

collected? 
(10) Is the corpus for commercial purposes? If it is for commer-

cial purposes, does the community receive any compensation for 
providing their data? 

(11) Who owns the rights to the data? 
(12) What is the purpose of the applications developed from these 

corpora, and to what extent do they benefit the linguistic commu-
nity? 

(13) How does the language community participate in the collection 
process? 

(14) What is the participation of the linguistic community in the prod-
ucts derived from the exploitation of corpora and what are their 
rights and benefits with respect to them? 

As we have already pointed out, the process of corpus compilation is a 
fundamental stage in the research and development of NLP applications. 
Corpus collection is not a trivial activity, but an indispensable stage in the 
development of applications, which must be adjusted, as far as possible, 
to the linguistic reality of each language. In the case of under-resourced 
languages, several techniques have appeared in recent years to document 
them and develop NLP projects (Bird et al. 2014; Blokland et al.  2015; 
Goldhahn et al. 2016; Stüker et al.  2016; Cunliffe et al. 2021). These are 
languages for which written documentation is insufficient, as, for example, 
is the case for the Bribri language of Costa Rica, which has few written 
texts. 

Linguistic reality is better expressed through corpora than through ad 
hoc examples, as was the custom for many years. Now, the intensive use 
of corpora should not make us forget their nature and aims, as questions 
(1) and (2) point out. The purpose of a corpus may be to extract data 
related to specific domains, such as sport, law, or health. For this reason, 
the purpose and nature of corpora should be clear to those deciding to 
work with a given language. The process of building a corpus cannot, in 
principle, obviate the consent of the contributors, who should be aware 
of the collection process. Therefore (3), (4), and (5) aim to account for 
these aspects, which are not always possible to answer in an ideal way, 
in particular if one uses corpora collected by third parties, in which case
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it will be necessary to obtain as much information as possible about the 
origin of the data and the consent of the participants. 

Private data requires particular care, especially if it is health-related 
information, in which case it must be anonymised. For this, there 
are standards and tools (Li et al. 2011; Rumbold and Pierscionek 
2018; Chakravarthi et al. 2018). However, it always remains open to 
deanonymise a text (Nanavati et al. 2011; Gambs et al. 2014). If docu-
ments are geolocated, they are particularly vulnerable. Hence, questions 
(6) and (7) address this aspect, while question (8) requires, in addition, a 
specification of protocols so that third parties cannot deanonymise them 
or cannot gain access to the most sensitive information. This is extra work, 
but necessary. 

Language is a social phenomenon, hence even though data collection 
is done with individuals, it has an effect on a whole community. Language 
is both individual and shared knowledge. Question (9) takes this quality 
into account; the answer varies dramatically from one language commu-
nity to another and from one country to another. A small language 
community may want to retain some rights to the data, while others (the 
larger ones) do not consider this important. If a community participates 
in data collection, it can sometimes do so by nominating participants 
and will expect a concrete return. This may be a recognition of the 
collective effort, but there may also be other options that need to be spec-
ified, particularly if, as question (10) notes, the resulting products are for 
commercial purposes and there is an issue of compensation, the nature 
of which may not be financial. Consequently, questions (11) and (12) 
should have an unambiguous and clear answer for the participants and 
the consulted community. The answers to the questions in (13) and (14) 
require that the above questions have been considered by the interested 
parties. We do not, by any means, claim that the answers are the same for 
every situation, but it is very important to state them for deliberation. 

We consider that work in NLP with ULCP should be stimulated. There 
are many remarkable initiatives  (Bird et al.  2014; Bird  2018; Camacho 
Caballero and Zevallos Salazar 2020) and the research and development 
process itself leads us to postulate a scheme that considers the inter-
ests and sensitivities of all parties involved. After all, minority language 
speakers must be allowed access to create content and communicate by 
digital means in their own language as a basic right (Jackson-Preece 
2018). This requires a strong involvement of the community itself based
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on its needs, and not be the result of the unilateral action of some agent 
outside of it. 

A framework in which national or transnational companies set the de 
facto standards is not desirable, nor is it desirable to act as if all language 
communities had the same visions, expectations, needs, and capacity to 
act. A vision is needed that, without being relativistic, establishes the 
responsibilities and commitments of the participants, by which we mean 
language communities, developers, companies, the government, and civil 
society. Depending on the project, one or more of these last three actors 
may be absent. 

4 Language Use and Web Products 

The current linguistic situation on the Internet, without being ideal, 
corresponds to that of a multilingual global network, whose percent-
ages reveal an inequitable reality: 62.9% of the web pages are written 
in English; 7.3% in Russian; 3.8% in Turkish; 3.7% in Spanish; Persian, 
French, and German share 3.7%, 2.5%, and 2.0% respectively. The 
remaining percentage is divided by a large group of languages with a 
representation of less than 0.8% each (W3Techs 2021). Consequently, 
the amount of information they convey is actually small, and the number 
of languages represented on the web is low, especially if we take into 
account the total number of languages in the world, which is about 
7139 according to Ethnologue (Eberhard et al. 2021), a figure similar 
to the data from the University of Maryland’s Langscape project (Mary-
land Language Science Center 2018). If we check the numbers for videos 
on the YouTube platform, the situation changes a bit. There, English is 
used in 66.0% of the channels; Spanish, in 15.0%; Portuguese, Hindi, and 
Korean account for 7.0%, 5.0%, and 2% respectively. The remaining 5.0% 
is distributed among the other languages (Yang, n.d.). It is important to 
remark that a large number of people with low educational level prefer 
to consult videos online (for example, YouTube) instead of researching 
written sources, such as web pages, of any kind. With respect to English, 
the change is significant, particularly if we take into account that, although 
it continues to be the first language of use on the Internet, it no longer 
maintains 80% of the web content of the 90s (Young, n.d.). We could 
approach these data in various ways, but for our purposes, we will focus 
on contrasting them by number of speakers and Internet penetration by 
language (Table 1 from Internet World Stats).
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Note that figures in Table 1 are computed on the basis of a “zero-sum” 
approach. While many people are bilingual or multilingual, the source 
used in Table 1 assigns only one language per person in order to have 
all the language totals add up to the total world population. As Table 
1 shows, the main languages of the web, which generally correspond to 
the colonial languages, once again occupy the first places in number of 
users, penetration, growth and percentage of users according to world 
participation, in a way that does not correspond to the population data of 
their native speakers. For example, English is the mother tongue or the 
second language (to very different levels of proficiency) of a percentage 
between roughly 13 to 19% of the world’s population, that is, between 
1000 and 1500 billion speakers (for example, see Crystal 2006), although 
we know that this language accounts for 62.9% of the content of the web 
pages and 25.9% of the users of the network, a fact that will be relevant 
later on. These data are too general, so we must find the best way to 
interpret them in order to take advantage of them. This is a much more 
complicated task and requires us to resort to a series of criteria to clarify 
the picture. 

For this, we need to be familiar with the nature of the technologies that 
populate the Internet today, the use that linguistic communities make of 
them, and the linguistic factors that affect their use (consumption) and 
their creation, without the number of speakers necessarily being the most 
relevant factor. Within the linguistic factors, we find terminological differ-
ences between the dominant languages and the disadvantaged languages; 
it is not always possible to translate a textbook or even a song; on other 
occasions, it is not even advisable to translate a commercial text into a 
minority language, since, after all, the terms to be used are those of the 
dominant language or it could be that the translated version is not well 
understood by an important sector of the target linguistic community. 
Here, translatability and convenience are two key elements that vary from 
one community to another: while some communities of speakers want to 
see their language used in all spheres of life, others restrict its use and do 
not seek to expand or adapt their vocabulary. 

However, the data we have presented on languages and the web 
overgeneralise a reality that is complex. As stated before for questions (1)– 
(14), we should ask ourselves a series of guiding questions that will help us 
to find answers about the intertwining of NLP, TL, and LPP. While it is 
true that there is an imbalance in the relationship between the availability 
of web products by language and the users, considered according to their
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mother tongue, the way in which the data are frequently cited hides other 
facets of the problem. Thus, we can begin by asking the following series 
of questions, some of which, although obvious, are necessary: 

(15) Does English maintain its dominant position or has it slipped 
back? 

(16) Has the growth of the web allowed underrepresented languages 
to occupy new spaces? 

(17) Does every web product in English have to have an equivalent in 
other languages? 

(18) Does every web product in another language have to have an 
English equivalent? 

(19) Is all relevant information in English relevant in another language? 
(20) Is all relevant information in one language relevant in all other 

languages? 
(21) Do web products offered in multiple languages have the same 

quality and relevance? 
(22) What is the quantity and quality of information conveyed by 

languages that are underrepresented on the multilingual web? 
(23) Are web products used in the same way or for the same purposes? 
(24) Is the information relevant enough? 
(25) Do the numbers relating to the use of dominant languages on the 

web include non-native users of those languages? 
(26) What percentage of underrepresented language users use a 

language other than their own to create and consume web 
products, and with what level of understanding? 

(27) What percentage of speakers of underrepresented languages are 
able to use their own language to access web products? 

(28) Do web products in underrepresented languages meet the needs 
of their communities? 

(29) Should every language have information on the web? 
(30) Should all languages have the same web products? 

In the questions (15)–(30), we have used the term “underrepresented 
languages on the web”, it also implies the concept of ULCP. This 
concept covers created or consumed products, regardless of their plat-
form autonomy, i.e., whether they are standalone or online software, and 
refers to the set of languages with no or little presence on the Web. Let us
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remember, in this sense, the existence of languages with a large number 
of speakers, but with little presence on the Internet, such as Bengali, Viet-
namese, and Iranian Persian. It is important to point out that the work is 
not limited to endangered languages, the concept of ULCP also includes 
languages with a large number of speakers, but with few publications 
on the web, a situation that is also of sociolinguistic interest. Compu-
tational products include commercial products, but also include cultural 
or academic products, such as literature, videos, and corpora for research 
purposes. The diversification of the web has made it difficult to deter-
mine the nature of the offer when it comes to approaching the subject 
with a linguistic vision, since, as we have already pointed out, the differ-
ences between web products tend to blur, and access is often private or 
restricted. 

The questions (15)–(30) pose a profile of the Language Problem with 
respect to computational products to offer solutions based on language 
necessities and sensitivities. It is important to delve a little deeper into 
each of the questions. Thus, although it is true that the answer to (15) 
is affirmative, it is qualified by an apparent decline of English in the 
percentage of its audience (share), by dropping significantly to 60%; 
however, it cannot be affirmed, in any way, that there is a lack of rele-
vant information in that language. Consequently, the question in (16) 
remains open; a possible investigation to answer it should be posed in 
terms of the increase of the web and its characteristics (servers, applica-
tions, pages, discussion groups, etc.) and in what proportion the products 
are created in English and in other languages; most probably, we will find 
that the share corresponding to English decreases by natural effect and 
has a stable floor. These preliminary questions are closely related to LPP, 
since it is necessary to answer them in any NLP initiative, among other 
reasons, to produce successful projects that are sensitive to the needs of 
the linguistic communities with which it is planned to work. 

Questions (17), (18), (19), and (20) are fundamental, because, 
although the answer is, a priori, negative, there may be an overrepresen-
tation of English, given that it is assumed that the offer must be equal in 
each language, something that, at least, must be demonstrated, and that 
in practice is impossible, given that not all subjects have the necessary 
terminology in the ULCP (quantum mechanics or finance, for example), 
the opposite may also be true. These questions also shape the position 
and the attitudes we need to assume when researching language issues 
and computational applications.
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Data on language use in web products assume homogeneity of quality; 
in (21), we raise the issue of product quality, since if the quality is 
insufficient or if the supply is irrelevant, then those products will be 
hardly usable. Resource quality assessments have started to take course, 
for example, in Swahili and Amharic (Gelas et al. 2011). A well-known 
case is the Cebuano Language Wikipedia (Sinugboanon), which as of 15 
October 2021, had more than five million articles on living things, biolog-
ical species, cities, and communities, i.e., everything that could be easily 
transcribed from one Wikipedia language to another (Buchholz 2021; 
Lokhov 2021). Ninety-nine per cent of these articles were written by the 
Lsjbot7 bot (Wilson 2020; Manuel 2020). The case of Cebuano is not 
unique; it has also occurred in other languages. It is worth asking whether 
detailed articles in Cebuano about medicine, art, or engineering are not 
more important than long lists of cities. 

It is important to note that this method applied to the Cebuano 
Language was evidenced in the press and in blog posts, not in academic 
studies. To ignore, these sources would be to silence this phenomenon 
and probably the very situation of the Cebuano with respect to its 
presence in technological media. This situation is repeated with various 
ULCP, for example, in American indigenous languages cited below, such 
as Kaqchikel. Furthermore, the relevance of web page data to NLP lies in 
the fact that there is a connection between web publications, circulating 
information, and web applications, language-based or not. 

However, we should also not forget that the resources available in 
each language community are not comparable; now to claim that the 
Cebuano Wikipedia contains five million articles is impressive, but the 
articles, while valid, are not necessarily the most relevant from an ency-
clopaedic or a relevance point of view to a language community to 
which they are addressed. The Cebuano experience contrasts with the 
initiative for Kaqchikel and other Mayan languages of Guatemala on the 
same Wikipedia (Ortiz 2021), which aims to empower members of these 
linguistic communities to generate content in the country’s vernacular 
languages. Undoubtedly, as a result, Wikipedia pages in these languages 
will be more relevant than what a bot can produce from translations of 
foreign city or plant names. This initiative has been supported by several 
instances and even took place, virtually, a public activity, the Qach’ab’äl

7 A bot is a computer agent programmed for a specific task that performs it 
automatically; Lsjbot was intended for the automatic creation of Wikipedia articles. 
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pa k’amaya’l Encounter—our languages on the Internet,8 as part of 
the dissemination and incentive activities. Consequently, we see that the 
web products offered in various languages differ in terms of quality and 
relevance. 

The same example of Cebuano demonstrates the relevance of the ques-
tion posed in (22), which points to the availability of useful information 
and tools for language communities in their own language. The lack of 
relevant products may lead to the use of certain tools in a different way 
than they were intended (23); for example, a machine translation system, 
which is designed, in principle, to translate sentences, may be used as a 
multilingual dictionary, making its answers less accurate and more easily 
misleading, something that users are not always aware of. The relevance 
of the information is a crucial aspect that is taken up in question (24). 
It refers, in particular, to the quality of the information. Each linguistic 
community has the need and the right to relevant and quality information 
in its own language when accessing government instances or private web 
applications. 

Returning to the general data, it is easy to think that the data on 
the dominant languages hide many users who resort to them for lack of 
options in their own languages, an element pointed out by questions (25) 
and (26), a practice also present in languages that occupy the first posi-
tions, due to the fact that the offer of information is also unequal between 
them. We know that not all users are able to read in other languages, 
let alone produce content, the assimilation of which is a fundamental 
issue that goes beyond the scope of this chapter. A concrete example 
related to these questions can be found in the case of Mayan languages in 
Guatemala, which have a writing system that is only used by a minority of 
Mayan speakers, although there is a lack of data to give an accurate picture 
of the situation. The majority of professionals are educated at higher levels 
in Spanish, although it is true that, depending on the profession (such as 
medicine), they may have to be trained to express themselves in an indige-
nous language, which does not convey knowledge but rather exchanges 
with members of the communities in which they work. 

For this reason, in (27) we highlight, once again, the issue of the 
extent to which language-specific web products meet the requirements 
of language communities, according to their expectations and needs. On

8 https://cceguatemala.org/archivos/actividades/encuentro-lenguasindigenas. 

https://cceguatemala.org/archivos/actividades/encuentro-lenguasindigenas
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topics such as health, it is best to find information in one’s own language; 
if a speaker has to resort to a different language, the effectiveness of 
communication may be compromised. To a large extent, the lack of 
relevant information is explained by an inequality in the availability of 
resources with respect to the languages of influence, which create a disad-
vantageous situation for the ULCP that could produce serious negative 
effects, for example, in education and health. Finally, questions (28) and 
(29) close the series by rephrasing the same aspects of (17)–(20), but in 
the light of the previous questions. Answering them is important in any 
research and requires a clear idea of the technologies at play in order to 
better understand their impact on LPP technological processes. 

5 For Language Awareness: Conclusions 

A correct linguistic implementation of web products requires both a 
thorough understanding of the subtleties related to the functioning of 
a specific language within the communities where it is used, as well as the 
formal characteristics they possess. It is in this sense that NLP and LPP 
should consider the contributions of TL as a way to develop linguistically 
aware and relevant web products. The primary purpose of the Internet 
is to improve communications and efficiency by providing a range of 
services. 

While it is true that there is an awareness of multilingualism and NLP 
(Cracking the Language Barrier Federation 2018), there is still a need 
to consider more deeply the interaction with communities. Not only the 
fundamentals of a language are not enough, but the use and the expecta-
tions of applications within communities are equally important. For this 
reason, we posed the series of questions (1)–(30), which will help to 
define the profile of any project and improve the chances of success. 

Thus, the development of applications and the simple search for infor-
mation require the empowerment of the technology by the linguistic 
communities themselves, for which an appropriate educational process 
must be defined for each case. The scarcity of resources for many of the 
ULCP requires concerted development efforts in line with the expec-
tations and needs of the communities. For this reason, we hope that 
the questions raised in this chapter will allow for a better investment of 
resources.
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At present, it is not advisable to act in a vacuum, there is a vast 
accumulated scientific literature and experience that allows a better under-
standing of the processes at work at the technological, social, and 
linguistic levels. In this sense, the understanding, analysis, and descrip-
tion of languages, with consideration of their social dimensions, will serve 
as a bridge between technology, communities, engineering, and science 
for the benefit of linguistic ecology, but, above all, for a more effec-
tive communication of relevant information. It is, therefore, a proposal 
for linguistic equity that may well be reflected in standardisation and 
empowerment initiatives, based on the legitimate interests of the sectors 
involved, which will undoubtedly go beyond linguistics and technological 
applications in the near future. 
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CHAPTER 6  

Conclusions 

Abstract This chapter concludes the book by pointing out five issues 
that deserve more attention. The first issue is the necessity of researchers 
leveraging the epistemological and theoretical diversity within the field. 
The second issue is the study of the conditions under which LPP is effec-
tively able to influence language change, and the context in which such 
change occurs. The authors argue that more attention should be paid to 
the effects of the increasing role of the public sector in contemporary soci-
eties. The third issue calls for researchers in the field of LPP to be clear 
in their epistemological and methodological standpoints. The fourth issue 
is the recent massive use of information technologies for language-based 
applications, whose current proportions we are just beginning to estimate. 
A final issue is the difference between scholarship in and about LPP and 
actual, real-world LPP writing and implementation. A general question 
remains open: the identification of the epistemological limits of the field 
of LPP. 
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This book offers an introduction to some important theoretical and epis-
temological approaches in the research field of language policy and plan-
ning, while presenting some examples of application. Its aim, therefore, 
is not to provide an exhaustive overview of the diverse and fragmented 
field of research in LPP, nor to present a new theory. Rather, the aim 
is to stimulate our readers, in particular undergraduate and postgraduate 
students, to engage with the theoretical and epistemological diversity in 
LPP. In this spirit, we would like to conclude this book by pointing out 
five issues that deserve more attention in future research. 

The first issue is the necessity of researchers leveraging the episte-
mological and theoretical diversity within the field to study, advocate, 
and consult on language policy and planning activities. Such interdis-
ciplinarity has been a hallmark of the field and it continues to prove 
beneficial. While the field began as a specialisation within linguistics 
and sociolinguistics, it has since expanded as a focus within economics, 
education, anthropology, policy studies, political theory, and legal schol-
arship, among others. Halliday (1990) argues that “transdisciplinarity” 
is preferable to “interdisciplinarity” because it engenders new forms of 
activity that supersede disciplines to address themes, challenges, or prob-
lems in applied linguistics. Taken together, the chapters in this book 
suggest a path towards a transdisciplinary approach. As the field continues 
to ponder disciplinary diversity, we ask: how do we shift from making 
connections across disciplines to superseding disciplinary boundaries? A 
transdisciplinary approach can illuminate (1) the hegemonic impacts of 
monolingual language policies in schools and society, (2) the potential 
emancipatory impacts of multilingual language policies in schools and 
society, and (3) the tension between the ideological structures embedded 
within language policies and the agency of language policy arbiters, who 
interpret and appropriate policies in potentially creative and unpredictable 
ways. 

A second issue that deserves more attention is the study of the condi-
tions under which LPP is effectively able to influence language change, 
and the context in which such change occurs. At its core, LPP starts from 
the premise that deliberate collective action can modify language change, 
i.e., the evolution of the status, the acquisition, and corpus of a language. 
This view is not shared by all in the language sciences (recall that LPP is 
a rather peripheral area of research in the broad field of linguistics, and 
it is often considered to be a branch of macro-sociolinguistics, see Horn-
berger and McKay 2010). As Crystal notes, “many linguists have held
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the view that language change is a natural, spontaneous phenomenon, 
the result of underlying social and/or linguistic forces that it is impos-
sible or undesirable to tamper with. We should ‘leave our language 
alone’” (Crystal 2010: 366). The question that different researchers in 
LPP have raised, however, is whether it is really possible to “leave our 
language alone” (Kymlicka 1995; De Schutter 2007; Robichaud 2011; 
Gazzola 2014. See also Gazzola, this volume). First, all countries make 
choices about which languages the state apparatus uses for its functioning, 
spanning from the public administration to courts, from healthcare to 
public education. Provisions concerning language status, for instance, are 
contained in the constitutions of 125 of approximately 200 sovereign 
states (Marten 2016: 76). Language choices, however, can be implicit, 
and result in de facto language policies, e.g., using one or more domi-
nant languages in the various spheres of government intervention even 
in the absence of explicit norms. Implicit language policies too can influ-
ence language change, in particular the vitality of minority languages, e.g., 
by expanding or restricting their domains of use in all spheres of govern-
mental action. Language change never occurs in a vacuum, but always in a 
social and political environment that is characterised and influenced (also) 
by explicit or implicit language policies resulting from direct or indirect 
governmental action. 

At the same time, more attention in LPP studies should be paid to 
the effects of the increasing role of the public sector in our lives. The 
gradual expansion of the roles and tasks of government in the various 
spheres of collective living is one of the central characteristics of contem-
porary societies. The government (at any level, national, regional, local) 
is not only responsible for the minimal tasks that any collective organisa-
tion must implement, i.e., the registry and tax office, the administration 
of justice, the army, and the enforcement of law through police force. 
The government has many other tasks to fulfil in the modern ‘welfare 
state’ including the provision of public education, whose role in language 
policy and planning is crucial, healthcare, social assistance, and public 
employment services, to mention the most important ones (in some 
of these areas, agency can comprise not only the government but also 
private actors, and the church). For example, in 2019, before the Covid-
19 pandemic, the general government expenditures in OECD countries 
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development) averaged 
40.8% of the national Gross Domestic Product (GDP), ranging from 
24.2% in Ireland to 55.4% in France (OECD 2022). The most important
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item is social protection; that is, pensions, sickness and disability bene-
fits, and unemployment benefits (13.3% of GDP), followed by healthcare 
(7.9%). Further, OECD countries spend on average 5.1% of their GDP on 
education. It is hard to defend the point of view that government choices, 
no matter whether explicit or implicit, as to what languages to use in all 
these domains of social policy and in the delivery of collective goods do 
not have influence on language change and linguistic vitality. Language 
policy for the support of minority languages, therefore, cannot be sepa-
rated from the study of language use in the various areas of government 
intervention, and thus from the study of how to protect and promote 
minority languages in and through the structure of the public sector as 
a whole. As language policy can sometimes be a transversal dimension of 
social policy, more attention should be paid in LPP research to the study 
of how social policies work in the first place. 

A third issue calls for researchers in the field of LPP to be clear in 
their epistemological and methodological standpoints to ensure trustwor-
thiness, and to avoid or at least mitigate biases. While not generalisable, 
case study analyses can then be used as a source of comparison with 
other situations, if theoretical frameworks behind the empirical data are 
explicitly stated. Moreover, even if a case study can focus on a partic-
ular language, all the languages involved in the given context should be 
considered, especially in the phase of data collection. Multilingualism is 
the default situation in human societies; therefore, speakers have linguistic 
repertoires, which include a diversity of language varieties. As a result, if 
they choose to use one language in a domain, they are also choosing not 
to use all the other languages they have at their disposal. For this reason, 
case studies should consider the position of the language targeted in the 
LPP action in the larger context of all languages involved. 

A fourth issue is the massive use of information technologies for 
language-based applications is a recent phenomenon, whose current 
proportions we are just beginning to estimate. Only a fraction of the 
total number of languages in the world experiences such growth, while 
most of the rest of them remain virtually invisible to the information 
network. Therefore, we need to appeal to new methodologies and tools 
that take into account the contributions of theoretical and field linguistics 
in order to approach this reality. A good comprehension of the nature 
and challenges of the emerging technologies is becoming a fundamental 
knowledge. In addition, the influence of the offer of language-based 
products and the definition of standards and protocols by private actors
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(in particular the GAFAM1 ) are some elements that we must take into 
account and that are pending tasks. The creation of resources has a signif-
icant impact on the prestige of languages. The concentration of linguistic 
products and resources in a small number of languages has an impact that 
we still need to study. Finally, it is important to remember that leaving the 
initiative in private hands implies a loss of control of an essential element 
of all cultural heritage by the linguistic communities. 

A final issue that deserves attention is the potential differences between 
scholarship in and about LPP and actual, real-world LPP writing and 
implementation. It is desirable for LPP practice to be informed by sound 
theoretical and evidence-based research. At the same time, however, it is 
important to recognise that LPP practitioners (or policymakers) can be 
informed by their own respectable epistemological theories, approaches 
to change and innovation in language, and constraints. The acknowledge-
ment by scholars that practitioner perspectives are not necessarily a simple 
technical application of pre-defined instructions, but something guided 
and informed by theory, can enrich our understanding of LPP as a policy 
activity. 

A general question that remains open is the identification of the episte-
mological limits of the field of LPP. As we have seen in the introduction, 
contemporary LPP research is both multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary. 
This leads to a multiplicity of theoretical bases and approaches, which 
is a rich source of epistemological diversity, but at the same time leads 
to the paradox that there is no clear answer to the question about the 
methodological and theoretical foundations of LPP. This is not necessarily 
a shortcoming, as long as researchers are clear about their epistemolog-
ical foundation and the field encourages dialogue, both for deontological 
reasons and for clarity and usability of its results. We hope that this volume 
has illustrated that different methods, techniques, and approaches within 
potentially distinct disciplines can start from distant epistemological posi-
tions, but they can also achieve a transdisciplinary meeting to develop the 
field.

1 GAFAM is an acronym for “Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, Microsoft”, it implies 
all the web giants. 
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