
Binding and Shifting: two concomitants to the global spread of faith and its languages 

Religions are intimately bound up in this age of globalisation, not only by spreading beyond their 

original locales, but also through their adherents migrating and taking their faith with them. This de-

territoralisation leads to multilingual encounters, whose shape are both influenced by official 

religious doctrines as well as developments on the ground within smaller, transnational faith 

communities. It is evident, therefore, that current drivers of globalisation have implications for 

religious practice. This is well documented in the work of Beyer (1994) and others (Hefner 1998; 

Karner & Aldridge 2004). Post-imperial Diasporas, to varying extents, were able to maintain their 

religious and linguistic practices by re-contextualising (and entextualising) these within newer, 

unfamiliar settings. More recently, the acceleration of human mobility and human communication 

technology (Appadurai 1991) is creating ever-more diverse and multi-directional settlements of 

peoples and individuals from a much wider variety of faith and language backgrounds in different 

parts of the world (Adogame & Shankar 2014). Much of this movement has been from East to West 

and from South to North though never exclusively with, for example, Ethiopian adherents of Judaism 

in Israel and the West Bank, Muslim Sufi Orders in Patagonia and New Age Christians in Africa. A 

more regular pattern is perhaps exemplified by Somali Muslims and Ethiopian Christians in the UK, 

Polish and Roma Catholics in Germany and South and Central American Christians in New York. 

These, of course, contrast markedly with the more settled patterns of migration that followed the 

break-up of empire in the middle of the last century.  

This panel is one of a series of panels/colloquia that have taken place in the past decade at various 

international conferences and symposia organised by members of the Sociology of Language and 

Religion (SLR) network. It will focus on two contrasting sociolinguistic manifestations of this 

globalising process – (a) the preservation and transformation (the ‘binding’) of faith-oriented 

language practices by separated and disparate individuals and their communities and (b) the 

accompanying generational language loss (the ‘shifting’) taking place in respect of language contact 

and processes of secularisation by others. 

Paper 1 

Andrey Rosowsky (University of Sheffield) 

‘The listeners can go either way’ – language shift and language revival among young British Muslims: 

the destructive and (re)creative dimensions of globalisation 

Within recent conceptualisations of globalisation (Roland Robertson, 1992;  and Arjun Appaduari 

1996), it is possible to understand religious practices as either sub-systemic forms of communication 

in themselves (along with economy, polity, education, science, for example, as subsystems in a 

functionally differentiated world) or as part of a general cultural ‘store’ from which other sub-

systems draw. According to the sociologist Beyer (1994), they do both, constituting ‘a social sphere 

that manifests both the sociocultural particular and the global universal’. The role of language in 

both possibilities is obvious. On the one hand, the language practices of both religious individuals and 

organisations retreat in the face of sub-systemic pressures from elsewhere (for example, language 

shift as a result of economic or political migration) contributing to cultural homogenisation, or ‘the 

universalisation of the particular’. On the other hand, sub-systems such as education and information 

technology have facilitated worldwide social networking and the revival of religious practices, 

including language ones with which they are associated, and give rise to instances of cultural 

heterogenisation, or ‘the particularisation of the universal’. Furthermore, alongside these two 

‘shifting’ and ‘binding’ concomitants of globalisation, we also witness the possibility of convergence 

of sub-systems (such as entertainment, technology and mass electronic communication) in creating 

newer forms of religio-linguistic practices. In this paper empirical data gathered from the 



sociolinguistic and religio-linguistic practices of young British Muslims will serve to exemplify all three 

of these sociolinguistic phenomena. 

Paper 2 

Christian Munch (University of Kiel, Germany) 

Reversing language shift in El Barrio: the arrival of new immigrants from Mexico and their 

influence on Spanish religious language practices in an ethnically Puerto Rican church 

Immigrant churches are among those public domains of language that preserve community and 

language use of immigrant minorities when immigrants themselves have long started using the 

majority language in most other domains of their daily lives, perhaps with exception of family or the 

home. Therefore, by the time language practices in the religous context fades away, usually little 

force is left within the community to reverse language shift, unless the influx of new immigrants 

occurs. 

Migration within the Americas makes for an important part of the global migration trails that have 

been changing societies around the world for the last decades. While migration from the spanish-

speaking south to the english-speaking north is much in the foreground of scholarly attention, the 

fact that Spanish is the dominant language south of the US-Mexican border generally dissimulates 

ethnic and linguistic contact among spanish-speaking migrants in the Americas. 

Against the background of New York City, I will describe the case of a Puerto Rican Church in El 

Barrio that had all but lost its use of Spanish in religious practice and community life. The recent 

influx of Mexican immigrants into Spanish Harlem, however, has reversed the process of language 

shift within this particular religious community and fully revived spanish-language religious practices 

of Puerto Ricans. 

This case study shows that processes of language shift can occur within such socially and ethnically 

confined spaces as the religious context of a single church. Moreover, it shows that with regard to 

linguistic minorities globalization may be studied as a phenomenon of micro-processes that allow 

minority language use and practices to subsist in unprecedented ways. 

Paper 3 

Yurni Irwati (National University of Singapore) 

Negotiating linguistic space in a mosque: language maintenance of low-wage Bangladeshi migrant 

workers’ in cosmopolitan Singapore 

While the notion of a cosmopolis entails citizens of diverse cultures accepting one another’s 

differences, Singapore’s brand of ‘cosmopolitanism’, despite its reliance on foreign labour in many 

sectors, perpetuate elitism and social exclusion where certain skills are privileged and valorised over 

others (Yeoh: 2433). With close to one million low-wage transient foreign workers in cosmopolitan 

Singapore, complex multilingual and multicultural negotiations in social institutions cannot be 

dismissed where these workers also face language and cultural displacements. Many Bangladeshi 

Muslims, however, find an accommodating space in mosques and choose to pray at mosques near 

their workplaces or dormitories, even though there are a few mosques with organized activities that 

cater mainly to Bengali-speaking congregants. Assyafaah Mosque in Sembawang sees a large 

number of such workers praying and volunteering, although its activities are conducted primarily in 

Malay, with some in English. On special occasions like Eid, separate prayer sessions with sermons in 

Bengali are held. Apart from this, there is no mention of Bengali or indication of its presence within 

the institution’s official website despite a sizeable number of Bangladeshi congregants who frequent 



the mosque since it was opened in 2004. The extent to which these workers are integrated into the 

larger Muslim community in the mosque while still maintaining their language practices in this 

institutional setting where Malay and English are privileged as official languages will be examined in 

this paper.  

Paper 4 

Brian Bennett (University of Niagra) 

Unicode: Standardizing Sacred Scripts 

Unicode is a computer technology that in theory allows for the encoding of all the writing systems of 

the world (Gillam 2003).  A certain tension is inherent in the project.  On the one hand, Unicode may 

help preserve the scriptal pluralism of the world and propagate the literary heritage of different faith 

communities across time and space.  On the other, it does so by squeezing scripts in all their semiotic 

richness into a standardizing and secularizing template supported by powerful corporations like 

Google, Apple, Microsoft, and Adobe (John 2013).  This paper examines the relationship between 

Unicode and the hieratic Church Slavonic script, the historic version of Cyrillic still used for 

ecclesiastical literature in Russia, Serbia, and elsewhere.  In traditional religious discourse, the ornate 

Slavonic alphabet is treated as a hierophany: the letterforms are vested with theological meaning 

and connected to the ‘mythistory’ of Orthodox Slavdom.  But when it comes to Unicode, this 

hierophanic discourse is displaced by a secular technological idiom.  The situation, however, is 

complicated.  For one thing, bits of religious discourse actually find their way into the some of the 

Unicode documentation.  Moreover, though religiously affiliated programmers and typographers 

have largely embraced Unicode and work to implement and fine-tune it, they also offer critiques and 

counter-proposals (e.g. Simmons, 2011-12: “Unicode Slavonic Font Manifesto”).  Thus, a close-up 

inspection of these Church Slavonic materials sheds light on some of the tensions and 

accommodations characteristic of the globalization of religio-linguistic practices.  

Paper 5 

Thor Sawin (Monterey Institute of International Studies) 

Recontextualising the faith: Navigating time and space scales to legitimate Evangelical Christianity 

Much recent contact across faith lines arises from economic and political migration from the global 

East/South to the West/North. Missionaries and faith workers, however, continue to undergo the 

reverse migration, seeking to disburse capital rather than to accrue it, and often expressly to spread 

their faith. For any proselytising religion, identification with and internalisation of the religion in a 

new local context hinges on the ability of its messengers to produce legitimacy - legitimacy created 

and maintained through linguistic means (Bucholz & Hall, 2005). As a global faith seeking to 

establish a new local centre (Blommaert, 2007) of authority, Evangelicalism is overshadowed by two 

more powerful ideological centres. On the one hand, legitimacy is produced through connecting to 

Christianity’s ancient and ongoing literary and academic history. This strategy is especially effective 

where Evangelicalism is positioned as a recent and heretical innovation, in historically Christian 

territories, or among adherents of other equally ancient faiths. Yet legitimacy is also effectively 

produced by linking Evangelicalism with the new authority centres of globalisation- English, informal 

language, global entertainment culture, social media and digital innovation. This paper analyses the 

linguistic performances of Evangelical Christians in Central European church services, outreach 

events, written texts, internet sites and social media interactions, in order to demonstrate the use of 

and tensions between language which is archaic or contemporary, and which is local or global. 

Polycentricity (Blommaert, 2007), superaddressees (Bakhtin, 1981), and performance schedules 

(Goffman, 1977) are used to model this tension, showing the mechanisms by which this balancing act 



can succeed and also backfire within the local religious ecosystem. These practices have implications 

for any religious community that pursues legitimacy both as a reflex of an ancient, continuous 

tradition and simultaneously as a discontinuity (Robbins, 2007) representing spontaneity, informality, 

and innovation. 

Discussants 

Tope Omoniyi (University of Roehampton) and Brook Bolander (Freiburg Research Institute for 

Advanced Studies), both researching in this area, will sum up the papers in the panel and identify 

common concerns and areas for future development. 

 


