Globalization, Gender and Multilingualism

1. Introduction

When one of the authors of this chapter, Ingrid Piller, was an 11-year-old
high school student in Germany in the late 1970s, students could choose the
second foreign language they were going to study (the first one being Eng-
lish). The choice was between French and Latin. The advice that our teachers,
older students, family, and friends gave us focused on the considerations that
Latin, which supposedly trains logical thinking, was better suited to aca-
demic high achievers, whereas French, which obviously has the advantage of
being a living language, was considered more “practical”. Furthermore, stu-
dents who were considering a university education were advised to take
Latin because most university degrees in Germany at that time had a Latin
requirement. Whether as a consequence of this advice, or for other reasons,
the French and Latin streams became clearly gendered. Girls overwhelm-
ingly took French, and boys overwhelmingly took Latin. I was one of only
four girls in the Latin stream, in a class that must have numbered between 20
and 30 students.

The overall consequences of this choice were that, on the whole, women
from that time and place, with their proficiency in German, English, and
French, were more multilingual when they graduated from high school than
their male peers, who were proficient in German and English only. Those
who had chosen Latin could certainly read and translate Latin, but their Latin
training had focused less on language skills and more on rhetorical theory,
law, politics, military strategy, and social theory as it related to the Roman
Empire. Furthermore, they had the Latinum certificate, an indispensable re-
quirement for university study in fields as diverse as medicine, law, natural
sciences, and arts and humanities. In hindsight, the ideologies about French
and Latin that I encountered as an 11-year-old were one of many points dur-
ing my education at which boys were directed towards professional careers
and girls were directed towards service sector jobs. The relationship between
linguistic ideologies and gendered life trajectories in this case may seem
rather indirect, but it is real nonetheless.

It is the aim of the present chapter to examine the interrelationship be-
tween ideologies of multilingualism and gender. The study of multilingual-
ism, second language learning and gender is a relatively new but vibrant and
expanding field (Davis & Skilton-Sylvester 2004, Langman 2004), to which
we have substantially contributed (Pavlenko 2001, 2004, Pavlenko, Black-
ledge, Piller & Teutsch-Dwyer 2001, Piller & Pavlenko 2004, Norton & Pav-
lenko 2004, Pavlenko & Piller in press).




This paper is organized as follows: we will start with a brief clarification
of how we use the term multilingualism before we move on to a detailed
examination of multilingualism and gender. Like many feminists we regard
work and family - that is economic production and social reproduction - as
the key areas where gender is produced and reproduced (Grob & Rothmann
2005). Consequently, we will structure our examination around gender in
multilingual employment and domestic sites - sites that crucially intersect
and overlap, and sites that have been subject to enormous changes in recent
years, as part of developments that can broadly be termed as globalization.
Globalization has been described as consisting of flows (Appadurai 1990) -
flows of goods, capital, communication, and people. Many of these flows
throw people of widely different linguistic and cultural backgrounds into
contact, be it the flows of information and mass media, or be it actual people

flows as in migration and tourism.

2.  Bilingualism and multilingualism

Our use of the terms ”bilingualism” and “multilingualism” is inclusive, and
we use them to refer to the use of two or more languages on a regular basis,
irrespective of proficiency and age of acquisition. However, we consider it
important to distinguish between different types of bi- and multilingualism.
It is often assumed that “bilingualism = bilingualism” no matter what the
languages involved. However, such a view cannot explain why some forms
of bilingualism are highly valued (e.g., bilingualism in German and English
in Germany) while others are seen as problematic (e.g., in the same German
context, bilingualism in Turkish and German). We therefore follow De
Swaan’s (2001) analysis of the world language system and distinguish be-
tween three different types of languages! resulting in different types of multi-
lingualism. It is useful to distinguish between “English”, “majority
languages” and “minority languages”. “Majority languages” in our under-
standing are languages that have the official backing of a nation state, and
are ideologically associated with full citizenship in a nation state (e.g., Ger-
man in Germany). “Minority languages” do not enjoy such a privileged rela-
tionship with the state, and are often negatively associated with full
citizenship (e.g., Turkish in Germany). For the purposes of our discussion it
is of little consequence whether a given minority language has the backing of
a nation state elsewhere or not (e.g., we consider Turkish, which is a national
language in Turkey, as much a minority language in Germany as Kurdish,
which does not enjoy national language status anywhere in the world). Simi-
larly, we do not find it necessary to distinguish between indigenous minority

1 De Swaan (2001) distinguishes between five different types of languages but for the pur-
poses of this paper reference to three will suffice.
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languages (e.g., Sorbian in Germany) and migrant minority languages (e.g.,
Turkish in Germanyy).

English, as the “hypercentral” (De Swaan 2001) language of globalization,
is best placed in a separate category because it is used and highly prized
internationally. In contexts where English is a national language (USA, UK,
etc.) it is more than a “majority language” because it has a much wider reach,
and in contexts where it is a migrant language it would be inappropriate to
pretend that it is just another “minority language” - as is of course evidenced
by the fact that migrant English speakers are usually not considered migrants
at all, but “expatriates”. Furthermore, English is so widely learned as an ad-
ditional language through schooling, and used as a lingua franca of interna-
tional communication in domains as diverse as academia, business,
diplomacy, and tourism that the distinction between “minority” and “major-
ity” simply does not apply.

3.  Gender and multilingualism in employment

We draw on the work of the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1991) in
considering language, and specifically multilingual skills, as a form of sym-
bolic capital that can be transformed into economic and social capital in the
multilingual marketplace. The way in which the ability to transform linguis-
tic capital into economic capital is gendered is clearly demonstrated in a
study by Frangois Grin (2001), an economist studying the economic value of
English in Switzerland. In a quantitative study of a sample of around 2,000
Swiss residents, this researcher found that men who are highly proficient in
English reported an average monthly income of CHF 7,636. By contrast, the
average monthly income of women who are highly proficient in English was
CHF 4,096. Apart from the shocking difference in net earning, there is an-
other gender difference: for men, their earnings rise progressively from “no”
proficiency in English, via “low” and “basic” to “fluent”, i.e. the most profi-
cient speakers of English are rewarded the most. By contrast, for women
there is a progressive rise only from “no” via “low” to “basic”, but no further
incremental gain is associated with “fluent” proficiency. As the author ex-
plains, this non-linearity is due to the fact that proficient female speakers are
more likely to work part-time than their male peers. However, the effect
remains even when full-time equivalent earnings are calculated. Clearly,
Swiss women who are highly proficient in English are less successful in con-
verting their linguistic capital into economic capital than their male peers.

In order to model the relationship between gender, multilingualism and
employment it is useful to distinguish between different types of work. A
crucial difference is, of course, the one that holds between paid and unpaid
work - a difference that has long been a gender default line, with paid work
being more easily accessible to men, and unpaid work - such as subsistence
farming, household work, child-rearing and other forms of care work - being
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women'’s work. We will discuss the ways in which multilingualism can end
up as unpaid women’s work in Section 4.2. In most societies around the
world, paid work is no longer the exclusive domain of men, and women are
as likely as men to take up paid employment. However, crucial differences
remain in the type of work that is being taken up. Somewhat crudely, we find
it useful to distinguish between three different types of employment because
they can be associated with distinct patterns of gendered multilingualism:
these are (1) the primary extraction and productive jobs of the “old” eco-
nomic order, (2) the service jobs of the “new” economic order, and (3) paid
reproductive work. We will discuss the ways in which multilingualism and
gender intersect in each of these arrangements in turn.

31  Gendered bilingualism in the “old” economic order

Gender and bilingualism were first put together in research in the 1970s and
1980s with the emergence of language and Gender Studies. The pioneers of
the field - researchers such as Susan Gal (1978), Jane Hill (1987) or Brigitte
Schlieben-Lange (1977) - were concerned with bilingualism in minority
communities whose economic base was agriculture, primary extraction, and
production, and which assigned work in these areas to men and reproductive
work to women. In such contexts, men may encounter more opportunities to
become bilingual in the majority language, since more chances for interac-
tions in the majority language exist outside the subsistence farm and/or
home. Indigenous women in Latin America, for instance, are often less likely
than their male peers to be bilingual in Spanish (e.g., Hill 1987, Spedding
1994). Hill (1987) studied the use of Spanish and Mexicano, or Nahuatl, in
rural communities in the region of the Malinche Volcano in Mexico. Women
in this community had less access to education than men and spoke less
Spanish. As a result, it was difficult for them to join the paid labor force, for
which the use of Spanish was crucial, and they had limited opportunities to
practice whatever Spanish they knew. Often, a vicious circle emerges in
which limited proficiency in the majority language limits access to (non-
domestic) paid employment, which, in turn, limits interactional opportunities
in the majority language.

A further twist is added by the emergence of English as a language that is
prized even higher than Spanish (Nifio-Murcia 2003). This Peruvian study
suggests that rural Peruvians imagine English as the road to a better life.
They are aware that Peruvian cities are not offering them better chances be-
cause they will be seen as inferior, racialized Quechua speakers. The same
awareness does not extend to what it means to be a Latino immigrant in the
United States, though. Consequently, learning English takes on a greater
significance than learning Spanish because English is imagined to provide
the means of escape from the harsh conditions of life in rural Peru.

Minority women often relate their bleak social and economic situation to
their use of the minority language. Consequently, they may be ready to
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spearhead language shift to the majority language if they have the opportu-
nity. This pattern was first demonstrated by Gal (1978) in her work on the
bilingual town of Oberwart in Austria. In the minority Hungarian commu-
nity there, young women led the shift towards German. They were moti-
vated by a symbolic link between German and industrial work that was
becoming available at the time. For these peasant women, German-speaking
factory work represented a significant improvement over the drudgery of
Hungarian-speaking peasant life. McDonald (1994) reports similar findings
for Breton peasant women for whom language shift from Breton to French
represented a symbolic journey “from cow-shit to finery”. At the time of the
research, young women moved away from rural Brittany in droves, in search
of a better life in the urban centers.

In sum, in “old” economy contexts the link between employment, gender
and bilingualism is indirect: the job opportunities available to minority
communities are agricultural and working class jobs, and minority women
find themselves in a doubly marginalized position: they are disadvantaged as
minority members, and as women. Minority women “misrecognize” - in
Bourdieu’s (1991) term - language as the cause of their oppression and lim-
ited prospects, and consider language shift as a way to improve their em-
ployment prospects, and their economic and social prospects more generally.

3.2  Gendered language work in the “new” economic order

The processes of urbanization that researchers such as Susan Gal and Maryon
McDonald observed in the 1970s and 1980s of course continue unabated.
However, some rural minority communities and particularly women in these
communities have been able to turn their languages into a commodity: the
commodity being, ironically, a marker of authenticity in tourism contexts. A
good example for this process is provided by Nushu (or Nii Shu), the
women'’s script used by women in China’s Hunan province. Often used as a
textbook example of the only “women’s language” in the world, this script
was traditionally used as a secret language by “sworn sisters” to lament the
hardships of having to leave one’s birth family at marriage. As the lot of
women improved with the Chinese Revolution, including access to literacy in
the standard Chinese script, Nushu fell into disuse. However, today there is a
significant tourist market for Nushu, with a language school open only to
women in Jianyong City. Jianyong has emerged as an important destination
for cultural tourism, and souvenirs include Nushu embroidery and other
language-related artefacts: “tourists and academics come to hear the women
sing, sew and write”. A Nushu museum, sponsored by Hong Kong
entrepreneurs and the Ford Foundation, will open in 2007 (Watts 2005).2 A
similar commodification of minority languages as signifiers of authenticity in
tourism and a substantial participation of women in these projects is obvious

2 See also the Wikipedia entry on Nushu at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nushu (08.07.
2006).
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in cultural and heritage tourist destinations from around the world, even if it
has received only limited sociolinguistic attention to date (but see Heller,
2005, for a notable exception).

Multilingual skills are even more obviously commodified in other forms
of language work, i.e. any form of labor where the work that is remunerated
is linguistic (e.g., language teachers, translators and interpreters, call center
staff). The language workforce is heavily feminized. Communication styles
that are valued in these job are those that have traditionally been considered
“female speech styles”, as Deborah Cameron (2000a, b, 2005) has repeatedly
shown in her work in relation to monolingual English-speaking call centers.
About two thirds of call center workers in European and North American call
centers are young women, recruited “on account of presumed ‘feminine’
characteristics, primarily aptitude for communication and personal skills”
(Glucksmann 2004). The evidence from multilingual language work, be it
English teachers in Germany (Gohrisch 1998) or call center workers in Can-
ada (Roy 2003, Heller 2005), points in the same direction: it is a heavily fem-
inized industry.

However, we do not regard this feminization of multilingual language
work a cause for celebration: most language workers, like most service work-
ers generally, work in casual, part-time, relatively poorly paid jobs with little
job security (Massey 2004). Indeed, as Heller (2003) demonstrates with refer-
ence to bilingual service workers in Canada, their career prospects may be
more limited than those of their monolingual peers because the organization
of workplaces is such that it ensures that bilingual staff will remain in posi-
tions where their multilingual skills are most useful, namely in “front-line”
service work. Language work fits in well with typical female biographies: its
casual nature makes it possible to combine work with “family”, i.e. unpaid
reproductive work (see Section 4).

In sum, recent decades have been characterized by fundamental changes
in the economic order. These changes have heavily impacted on gender and
multilingualism, both independently and in interaction. When minority lan-
guages were tied to authenticity, minority women often ended up less multi-
lingual than their male peers, their monolingualism making them in effect
“living symbols of tradition” (Cameron 1992). The road to economic ad-
vancement under the “old” economic order included the journey from mono-
or bilingualism in the minority language to monolingualism in the majority
language. The new economic order, of which tourism is a central sector, and
where “authenticity” now comes with a price tag, has meant that minority
communities, and particularly minority women, have sometimes been able to
find economic value in putting their minority language on sale. In the new
economic order, the road to economic advancement therefore includes the
journey from mono- or bilingualism in the minority language to multilin-
gualism in the minority language, the majority language, and English - it is
impossible to sell your commodified language to the tourists if you cannot
communicate with them, and English is the language of choice for tourist-
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host communication internationally. Additionally, a host of language-related
job opportunities has emerged for minority as well as majority women that
call for multilingual skills - job opportunities that are heavily feminized, i.e.
casual, part-time, junjor, relatively poorly paid, and with little job security.
However, whatever the shortcomings of language work may be, there is
another feminized job sector that is significantly more exploitative, and to
which we will now turn.

3.3  Paid reproductive work

Global Woman: Nannies, Maids, and Sex Workers in the New Economy
(Ehrenreich & Hochschild 2002) is the title of an illuminating book about the
profound impact globalization has had on gender relations worldwide. As a
consequence of the so-called “structural adjustment measures” imposed by
the World Bank and related bodies, the gap between rich and poor has fur-
ther widened on this globe. The fact of ever-increasing inequality is well-
documented (Munck 2005) despite the rhetoric that often heralds globaliza-
tion as a form of development aid. At the same time that the economic pres-
sures on families in the global South? increase, the global media bring images
of consumerism to almost every household in the world, in a kind a “mate-
rial striptease” (Ehrenreich & Hochschild 2002).

One of the consequences of neoliberal economic regimes in conjunction
with the iconization of consumerism is that women, more than ever before,
are on the move. In the late 1990s, the number of migrant women equaled the
number of migrant men for the first time in recorded history (ibid.). Female
migratory flows mainly originate in South-East Asia, Latin America, and
Africa, and are directed towards Europe, the Gulf States, and North America.
The overwhelming majority of these “new” female economic migrants do
typical “women’s work”, i.e. reproductive work such as domestic work, child
care and elder care, as well as sex work. Indeed the booming mail-order
bride industry can be considered part of the same phenomenon (Piller, in
press a). These women are linked in what has come to be described as “global
care chains” - where, for instance, an affluent North American dual-income
couple hires a live-in nanny from the Philippines to care for their children.
This woman from a middle-class background has to leave her own children
behind in the Philippines, and hires another woman, an internal migrant
from a rural area in the Philippines to care for them. This woman in turn has
left her own care responsibilities behind, typically as unpaid work for her
mother, mother-in-law, sister, or another female relative. The need for repro-
ductive workers has re-emerged in the global North not because women
there have taken up paid work outside the home (see above) but rather be-
cause men there have NOT taken up unpaid work in the home (Blair-Loy &
Jacobs 2003). For many women in the global North migrant reproductive

3 The terms “global North” and “global South” follow the usage of the Brandt Report, as has
become the norm in globalization and development studies.







