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Multilingual Strategies of Negotiating English: 
From Conversation to Writing 

Suresh Canagarajah 

Research on the ways multilinguals negotiate English in contact situa 
tions has been progressing well (Firth and Wagner; Gramkow-Andersen; 

House; Meierkord). This research shows the problems with setting 
"native speaker" norms as the target for these interactions.1 The findings 

question the monolingualist assumptions we employ to analyze language 

acquisition and communicative competence in multilingual contexts. We 

realize that the language competence of multilinguals is qualitatively 
different from that of monolinguals. There is a search for new paradigms 
and models to explain the communicative practice of multilinguals (see 

Canagarajah, "Lingua Franca English"; Kramsch; Larsen-Freeman). 
While research on face-to-face conversational situations has advanced 

considerably, it has not been applied to writing contexts. The purpose of 

this article is to explore how multilinguals' modes of negotiating English in 

conversational encounters may explain the strategies they adopt in writing. 
Such an orientation may enable us to develop an emic (or insider) 

perspective on multilinguals' writing in English. While native speaker and 

monolingualist orientations impute deficiency to the unique strategies that 

multilinguals employ to work English, an emic perspective will help explain 
why multilinguals adopt the forms and conventions they do in their writing. 
Before undertaking this analysis, I will briefly review the findings from 
conversation research on multilingual ways of negotiating English. 

How does the Multilingual Negotiate English? 

I will highlight six key points on the ways in which multilinguals negotiate 
English: Multilinguals retain their linguistic distinctiveness in social 

jac 29.1-2 (2009) 
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encounters. They don't expect commonalities in form or convention. 

When a speaker ofNigerian English and Mexican English meet, they don't 
resort to adopting a common medium (British or American standard 

English, as some scholars have recommended?see Widdowson). Nor do 

they pressure each other to adopt the language belonging to one of them. 

They stick to their linguistic peculiarities and negotiate intelligibility through 
their difference. This practice goes against the linguistic commonsense 

that for meaningful communication people need uniform codes and 

conventions. What is more radical about this openness is that multilinguals 
are also prepared to negotiate what may be perceived as error from one 

participant's system of English. Indian linguist Khubchandani says that 

multilinguals have the capacity to make "deviations as the norm" (94). 

They negotiate ungrammatical and even unintelligible lexical items or 

grammatical and syntactic structures, and they adopt them as shared 

resources for communication. To accommodate this practice, we have to 

redefine "error" as those items one or both members of the interaction 

refuse to negotiate. Since multilinguals are open to negotiating difference, 
there are bound to be no errors in their communication. 

Multilinguals co-construct inter subjective norms for communi 

cation. What enables multilinguals to communicate across difference is 

that they instantaneously construct the norms and conventions that will 

operate during their conversation. What they achieve intersubjectively in 

one conversation may not help them in the next conversation with another 

set of multilinguals.Therefore, when the Nigerian and Mexican move on 

to talk to a Sri Lankan and Malaysian, respectively, they will co-construct 

with their new interlocutors the norms that wil 1 govern their interaction? 

i.e., norms that accommodate the resources and peculiarities each brings 
to the interaction. Multilinguals then don't depend on language as a 

preconstructed system that comes ready-made with forms and meanings. 
For them meanings and grammars are always emergent. As Gramkow 

Andersen puts it: "There is no consistency in form that goes beyond the 

participant level, i.e., each combination of interactants seems to negotiate 
and govern their own variety of lingua franca use in terms of proficiency 

level, use of code-mixing, degree of pidginization, etc." (108). 

Multilinguals communicate through hybrid codes. What emerges 
as this co-constructed medium may not have a self-contained or rigid 
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Suresh Canagarajah 19 

system unique to a language. Instead, the medium is a mixture of many 

different items. It might feature items from the first language of both 

speakers, the localized varieties of English they bring with them, reduced 
forms (pidginized) to facilitate conversation, and interlanguage 

(indiosyncratic approximations of the target language)?as Meierkord 

finds in her research. Since such language doesn't feature a consistent 

system, it is better to think of this language as a form of practice that 
doesn't rely on a standardized grammatical form for communication. 

Since the mix of items in diverse multilingual contact situations will further 

differ according to the combination of participants, the "English" charac 

terizing these contexts is fluid and unstable. Furthermore, for multilinguals 

languages are not discrete and separate. They are a continuum that can 

be accessed at will for different purposes. In this sense, languages don't 

interfere with one other in communication or competence; they serve as 

resources for one other. 

Multilinguals are consensus-oriented and supportive. There are 

many strategies multilinguals use to negotiate their difference through the 

mixture of codes they bring to the interaction, but the underlying principle 
behind these strategies is that they are generally more accommodating and 

less agonistic. Multilinguals devise strategies to help each other achieve 

their interests by working with each other positively to achieve intelligibil 

ity. A specific strategy that illustrates this orientation is one of the first 

strategies discovered in lingua franca situations by Alan Firth. He calls this 

the "let it pass" principle. What this means is that if an interlocutor 

comes across an item that she feels is incorrect or unintelligible, she 

moves on with the conversation rather than attempting to correct, 

judge, or walk away from the interaction. Through subsequent uses of 

the token, both interlocutors work out a meaning that enables them to 

succeed in their objectives. Because all tokens are negotiated for 

meaning, Seidlhoffer argues that there is rarely any miscommunication 

in the cases she has studied. It is theoretically impossible for there to be 
miscommunication when interlocutors are supportive and negotiate all 

items for meaning. 

Multilinguals exploit ecology for meaning making. Another strat 

egy multilinguals use to negotiate difference is to draw from a larger set 

of resources for interpretation and communication. Language compe 
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tence involves not just the rational faculty but other sensory dimensions as 

well. Multilinguals bring the physical environment, social context, gestures, 
and multimodal resources for communication. Khubchandani argues that 

they bring even intuition and extrasensory perception to infer meanings. In 

this sense, multilinguals exploit the richness of language, its multimodality, 
and the redundancy built into it to effectively communicate across 

difference. 

For multilinguals, language use and language learning are 

interconnected. For communication to work across such radical differ 

ences, it is important that acquisition and use go hand and hand. As 

speakers use English for contact purposes, a lot of learning takes place: 

i.e., they monitor the forms and conventions others bring; they learn to 

ascribe meanings to others' forms and conventions; they monitor their own 

form and convention to negotiate communication. Meeting different 

speakers from the vast, diffuse, virtual community of global English, one 

always has to learn a lot?and rapidly?as one decides which receptive 
and productive resources to adopt for a context. The lessons learned in one 

encounter may help to reconstruct the schema and monitor future 

communication of similar or different participants and contexts. Prior 

interactions help develop a critical language awareness, which speakers 
will employ to decode divergent codes and conventions. One cannot 

directly or mechanically apply the codes and conventions of a prior 
interaction to another. They have to be negotiated anew. In this sense, 

learning never stops as multilinguals negotiate English. If there is no 

language use without learning, there is also no language learning outside 

of use. Since there is no a priori grammar, the variable language system 
has to be encountered in actual use. The contexts of intercultural global 
communication are unpredictable, and the mix of participants and pur 

poses has to be encountered in real situations. Also, the strategies that 

enable negotiation are meaningless as knowledge or theory; they have to 

be constantly activated for their development. A language based on 

negotiation can be developed only through and in practice. 
We can illustrate the points above through a typical interaction among 

multilinguals. Firth and Wagner cite the extract below from a telephone 
conversation between a Danish cheese exporter (H) and an Egyptian 

importer (A): 
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1. A: we don't want the order after the cheese is uh::h blowing 

2. H: See, yes 

3. A: So I don't know what I can we can do uh with the order now. 

(.) What do you think we should do with this is all blowing Mister 

Hansen(0.7) 

4. H: I am not uh (0.7) blowing uh what uh, what is this uh too big 
or what? 

5. A: No the cheese is bad Mister Hansen (0.4) it is like (.) fermenting 
in the customs cool rooms 

6. H: Ah it's gone off 

7. A: Yes, it's gone off. (808) 

Initially, H adopts the "let it pass" principle to proceed with the conversa 

tion (in turn 2) though it becomes clear later (in 4) that he doesn't 
understand "blowing." I am told by native speaker scholars (Rod Ellis, 

personal communication) that "blown cheese" refers to over-fermented 

cheese. However, the term is rarely used in the progressive as "blowing." 
H is forced to ask for a clarification as A urges him to make a decision (in 

3). H's shipment might get cancelled. Even here, H is supportive as he 

himself offers an interpretation ("too big") to negotiate the meaning. The 

rephrasing A provides in 5 (joining the words "bad" and"fermenting") 

helps both to focus on the meaning. At this point (in 6), H offers another 
substitute for "blowing"?i.e., "gone off." Though this phrase is not as 

precise and technical as "blown cheese," there is uptake. This is the co 

constructed term that both will use for this notion hereafter. It is clear 

throughout that both A and H are focused on the functions they are here 
to achieve?i.e., the business transaction?not on making grammatically 

judgements. They negotiate their meaning without regard to what native 

speakers may use in these contexts. Though their sentences are not 

constructed grammatically, and their lexical items are used with idiosyn 
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cratic meaning, they achieve their social purposes through English. More 

importantly, we see that language use and language learning are taking 

place together. As they negotiate their social objectives through language, 

they also explore the semantic range of the language they are using and 

learn new words that serve their purposes. Thus they reconstruct 

meanings and words in their own terms and appropriate English language 
to suit their interests. 

Implications for Theorizing Competence 

To accommodate the type of language use and learning we see above, we 

have to retheorize multilingual competence. Since traditional orientations 

to multilingualism are influenced by monolingualist assumptions (see for a 
fuller discussion, Canagarajah "Lingua Franca English"), I like to term the 

new orientation to multilingualism emerging from current research on 

lingua franca English and multilingual encountersplurilingualism. How 

is plurilingual competence different from multilingualism? Societal multi 

lingualism refers to languages having their separate identities in (some 

times) separate areas of a geographical location. Individual multilingualism 

similarly refers to separate, whole, and advanced competence in the 

different languages one speaks?almost as if it constitutes two or three 

separate monolingualisms. Both notions of multilingualism keep languages 

segregated. Plurilingualism allows for the interaction and mutual influence 

of the languages in a more dynamic way. The difference can be clarified 

through the following diagram. Multilingual competence (including bilin 

gualism) can be presented as follows: 

LI L2 
-> -> 

This is a case of one language being added to another (in additive 

bilingualism), or supplanting another (in subtractivebilingualism). How 

ever, in plurilingual competence the directionality of influence is much 

more dynamic. Languages don't develop in a linear way, but could 

influence each other in a recursive manner. Parts of a language can 
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influence different competencies in a different language (i.e., spoken 
Tamil can influence written English). Also, the languages may influence 
each other's development positively, rather than causing negative interfer 

ence for the speakers. More importantly, the competence in the languages 
is integrated, not separated. In this sense, the different languages that 

constitute one's repertoire are part of a continuum, not segregated. These 

notions are conveyed in the following diagram: 

Figure adapted from Garcia 119. 

Influenced by such theoretical assumptions, plurilingual competence is 

being redefined in radically new ways. This redefinition is emerging 
gradually through the research of a few postcolonial scholars in recent 

years (Canagarajah, "Lingua Franca English"; Garcia; Khubchandani; 

Makoni). I highlight the central features emerging from these accounts. In 

plurilingual competence: 

a. Proficiency in languages is not conceptualized individually, with 

separate competencies developed for each language. What is 

emphasized is the repertoire?the way the different languages 
constitute an integrated competence; 

b. Equal or advanced proficiency is not expected in all the languages; 
c. Using different languages for distinct purposes qualifies as compe 

tence. One doesn't have to use all the languages involved as all 

purpose languages; 
d. Language competence is not treated in isolation but as a form of 

social practice and intercultural competence; 
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e. There is the recognition that speakers have the capacity to develop 
plurilingual competence by themselves (intuitively and through 
social practice), rather than depending on schools or formal means. 

Implications for Negotiating English 

In plurilingual competence, English may find accommodation in the 

repertoire of a multilingual, combining with his or her proficiency in one or 
more local languages. The person may not have any advanced proficiency 
in English, and yet may mix English words and grammatical structures into 

syntax from other languages (examples below). The English tokens may 
consist of borrowings, reduced forms (as in pidgin), and creative new 

constructions that may show the influence of other languages. The type 
of mixing will differ from speaker to speaker according to level of 

proficiency in English and according to language backgrounds. For 

example, speakers of language A and language B may speak to each other 

in a form of English mixed with their own first languages and marked by 
the influence of these languages. Without conforming to a single uniform 

code, the speakers will be able to negotiate their different Englishes for 

intelligibility and effective communication. Elsewhere, I have labeled this 

variety plurilingual English (PE hereafter; see Canagarajah, "Plurilingual"). 
PE is not an identifiable code or a systematized variety of English. It is a 

highly fluid and variable form of language practice. It is an intersubjective 

construct, in the manner of the multilingual encounters I have described 

above. 

This way of looking at the use of English is different from the now 
familiar concept of World Englishes (WE). WE deals with a highly 
systematized and stable variety of English in postcolonial communities. 

Though borrowings from local languages may be included in WE, there has 
to be a long tradition of using these borrowings, to the point where they've 
become systematized and part of the local English variety. However, in 

PE, English and local languages may be combined in idiosyncratic ways 
as it befits the speaker, context, and purpose. In this sense, while WE is 

a language of its own, PE is not. PE is a form of communicative practice, 
not a stable variety. Furthermore, while WE is restricted to postcolonial 
communities (or the "outer circle" communities which have developed 

This content downloaded from 146.96.24.209 on Mon, 07 Dec 2015 16:16:17 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Suresh Canagarajah 25 

these stable varieties since the colonial period), PE is found in all language 
contact situations (including the "expanding circle" communities which 

were not considered to have English varieties of their own). 
PE may be marked by extreme deviation in phonology, grammar, and 

semantics from the metropolitan and WE varieties. Often versions of PE 

have been called "uneducated" (i.e., uneducated varieties of "Indian" or 

"Sri Lankan English") to distinguish them from "standardized" forms of 

local English. In the South Asian region, they have also been called 

"Englishized Tamil" or "Englishized Hindi" to indicate their status as hybrid 
forms of language practice (see Canagarajah, "Political Economy"), 
different from WE varieties. A few linguists have already drawn attention 

to the exclusion of these popular forms of English mixing from the WE 

paradigm (see Parakrama; Canagarajah, Resisting; Pennycook). 
Blommaert treats these forms of mixing in Tanzania as "globalization from 

below," where elite languages are appropriated at the grassroots level 

("Situating"). Parakrama has drawn attention to the class bias that 

excludes PE in favor of educated varieties of WE. Consider an example 
from Bhatia and Ritchie, a printed warning in tobacco products in India: 

"Legal Warning: Chewing of tobacco is injorious to health" (801). 

Though this example appears in a printed text in a very public domain, the 

spelling of injorious will be negotiated by readers and interpreted in context 
without a prescriptive tendency of treating it as error or letting it affect 

intelligibility. This form of spelling may occur only in this one context and 

never be repeated again to become a stable form. Through the plurilingulist 

paradigm, we can appreciate the examples Min-Zhan Lu provides 
from Chinglish. We might consider Chinglish too as a variety of PE, 
constructed locally in relation to the local cultures and languages of the 

speakers. 
In this context, it is important to introduce another term that has been 

used to describe the communicative ability of plurilinguals?codemeshing 

(see Canagarajah, "Place of World Englishes"). PE is a form of 

codemeshing. However, codemeshing can involve languages other than 

English. Also, code meshing may accommodate multiple modalities of 

communication. It can involve a meshing of words with other visual 

symbols. As I have argued elsewhere, multilinguals have been meshing 
codes in their local regions for many centuries before the advent of English 
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during colonization (see Canagarajah, "Place of World Englishes"; 

"Plurilingual Tradition"). In the context of the theoretical framework I 
have presented above for plurilingualism, we can understand the value of 

this construct much better. We can clarify the distinction by comparing 

codemeshing with another term in linguistics, codeswitching. The latter 

term assumes that the languages involved in the alternation come from two 

different systems. Scholars of codeswitching argue that for one to 

codeswitch, he/she needs bilingual competence (Romaine). Also, 

codeswitching requires whole sale competence in both languages, not 

partial competence. Furthermore, to be rhetorically significant, the lan 

guages involved in the switch have to be distinct. It is this distinctiveness 
that distinguishes codeswitching from style shifting or code mixing. Also, 
codeswitching requires conscious rhetorical control. Indian linguist 
Annamalai gives the following examples from Tamil to show that the 
switches don't have different meanings or, rather, more than one structure 

can be used to convey the same meaning: 

1. nii ade reach-paNNamuDiymaa? 
Can you reach it? 

2. Onakku adu eTTumma? 
Is it reachable to you? i.e., Is it within your reach?" (176) 

Though example 1 involves a mixing and both versions involve different 

syntax structures, Annamalai argues they will be used interchangeably in 

the local context. The switches are unconscious, automatic, and don't add 

anything significant to the referential meaning. They are not motivated by 
differences in interlocutors or situations. Annamalai argues: "the mixing 
described here is not code switching, since the mixing takes place when 

[the variables] are constant" (177). Though there is no radical difference 
in referential meaning, however, there is considerable rhetorical differ 

ence. To sum up, plurilingual competence assumes that the languages 
involved in the repertoire of a multilingual are part of a single integrated 

system. The interchangeability of meanings suggests that the variable 

expressions are treated as part of an integrated system of communication. 

Multilinguals treat the languages involved in codemeshing as part of one 

continuum that can be accessed at will for their purposes. However, in 
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codeswitching, there is an assumption that there are two languages (from 
two different systems) involved in this discourse strategy. 

A term that captures this activity of plurilinguals is translanguaging. 
Garcia defines translanguaging thus: "Rather than focusing on the lan 

guage itself and how one or the other might relate to the way in which a 

monolingual standard is used and has been described, the concept of 

translanguaging makes obvious that there are no clear cut borders 

between the languages of bilinguals. What we have is a languaging 
continuum that is accessed" (47). For plurilingual communities, the 

multiple languages in their locality (including those imposed from outside) 
eventually constitute the same system. They are also open to one language 

influencing the shape and sound of the other. It is for this reason that what 

appear to be errors for some (blamed on interference from one language 
or the other) are legitimate uses for those who see the languages as 

mutually influencing one other. 

I must emphasize that the motivation for the term codemeshing comes 

to me from my own language groups and region in South Asia. Codemeshing 
is actually a translation of a literacy practice that has precolonial origins in 

my Tamil speaking community. The practice is called manipralava 

writing (literally, stringed beads; metaphorically, codemeshed). When 
Sanskrit was considered the elite language for religious and philosophical 
purposes, local scholars mixed Sanskrit with Tamil in their writing. This 

way, they both elevated the respectability of the vernacular and democ 

ratized Sanskrit (see Viswanathan). Nowadays Tamils mix mostly English 
in their writing, with similar social implications. Elsewhere, I have given 

examples from modern literary and academic writing to show how authors 

mesh codes in their texts. I emphasize the South Asian and precolonial 
influences on my treatment of codemeshing for several reasons. 

Codemeshing is also used by many scholars with different motivations. 

Young uses the term to describe how it resolves some of his personal 
dilemmas in communicating in English as an African American. Others 

scholars have coined similar terms to describe hybrid language practices 
and found inspiration from postmodern discourses (see Rampton' s notion 

of "crossing"; Gutierrez's notion of "third space"). However, it is 

important to realize that codemeshing is not a novel practice or a newly 
coined term. Other communities have used this term and practiced this 
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literacy from precolonial times. In addition to South Asia, we also have 

examples from South America (de Souza) and Africa (Makoni) on how 

languages are meshed for communication from before modernity and 

colonization. We should draw from multiple traditions and theoretical 

framings to develop this useful concept. 

Implications for Writing 

Though the multilingual negotiation of English has received scholarly 
attention in conversational situations, its status in writing is unclear. We 

can understand the resistance to accommodating PE in writing. Take for 

example Stephen Barbour. He first makes a powerful case for accepting 
diverse varieties of English in European academic communication. He 

chastises native speakers for insisting on their norms from multilingual 

speakers. However, Barbour goes on to argue that multilingual authors 

have to use the established varieties of British or American English for 

writing. He argues that since the rich paralinguistic cues of speaking are 

not available for interpreting writing, multilingual authors have to get the 

help of editors and translators to eliminate the localisms in their English. 
The lack of gestures, tone, and contextual details might be construed as 

reducing the possibilities for guessing meaning. Also, the lack of a face 

to-face communicative situation might be treated as limiting the possibili 
ties for negotiation. Underlying this argument is the view that writing 
should make its meaning self-evident, with little or no activity from the 

reader to negotiate meaning. This is an ideology of literacy, termed 

autonomous literacy by Brian Street, which is specific to particular 
communities. However, this is not the type of literacy practiced in 

multilingual communities. The practice of manipralava writing in South 

Asia and the kene/dami writing in Brazil (de Souza) show that multilinguals 
meshed codes and modalities in their writing, and readers negotiated them 

actively for meaning. Another orientation to literacy that inhibits negotia 
tion of texts is the limited temporal dimension of writing. Rather than 

locating meaning in a static product, we have to let the text speak through 
the multiple negotiations authors enter into with readers in different 

locations and times. Blommaert uses the term "constrained mobility" to 
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argue that "an analysis of processes of transfer needs to be based on an 

analysis of the different regimes of literacy through which the texts move" 

{Grassroots Literacy 194). 

Precisely because there are different traditions and practices of 

literacy and communication, it is important to understand how multilinguals 
write according to their own traditions. It is unfair to impose assumptions 
and models from monolingualist communication or autonomous literacy on 

the writing of multilinguals. Perhaps we can move towards a better 

understanding of diverse literacy traditions and communicative orienta 

tions and develop greater intercultural awareness if we understand 

multilingual text-making practices. In this article, I analyze the literacy 
narrative of a multilingual student from Saudi Arabia to interpret her ways 
of negotiating English. By showing how her text is constructed and what 

strategies she uses to make a place for PE, I interpret the role of 

plurilingual competence in writing. 
This literacy narrative comes from a course I taught for applied 

linguistics graduate students on the teaching of second language writing. 
The class was made up of roughly half Anglo/North American students 
and half foreign students (from China, Taiwan, Korea, Japan, the United 

Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia). An important assignment in the course 

was the development of a literacy narrative. The objective was to learn 

from our own literacy development so that we could develop useful 

pedagogies for our students. Each student's draft was read by his or her 

peers and instructor for critique and revision. What I didn't anticipate was 

the creative and codemeshed texts that emerged from this exercise. My 

prompt for this assignment and the sample narrative I provided (see 

Canagarajah, "Fortunate Traveler") didn't involve code meshing. My 

essay shuttled between narrative and argumentation, literacy in English 
and literacy in Tamil, but didn't mesh languages. We did study the practice 
of codemeshing in some of our readings for the course (notably Canagarajah, 
"Place of World Englishes"). However, the students developed this 

writing strategy over time as a community of peers. The breakthrough 
came from the writing of an Anglo-American student (whom I' 11 call Rita). 
She meshed texts from children's literature that were read to her by her 

parents when she was young and texts from the development of her 

literacy to construct an inter-textual narrative. When students saw the 
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creative potential of this strategy, they started experimenting in diverse 

ways. My willingness to engage with code meshed texts no doubt 

encouraged students to write this way. Seeing that their peers and 

instructor approved of these moves, the students attempted more complex 

strategies. 
In addition to the multiple drafts of their narrative, I enjoyed access to 

other forms of data informing this literacy narrative. The students kept a 

weekly journal of their responses to the readings and writings of them 

selves and others. Their contributions to the more formal activities related 

to the course are saved on Penn State's online instructional medium, 

Angel. Their commentary on the literacy narrative of their peers is 

available to me. The students answered surveys and interviews on their 

literacy development. In selected cases, as in the case of the author who 

wrote this narrative, I conducted a stimulated recall interview?i.e., I 

pointed to instances in the essay to query their attitudes, objectives, and 

expectations. In this essay, I am mostly focusing on an interpretation of the 

final draft of a literacy narrative, in the background of the other forms or 

data. Consent was obtained from students to quote from their data in this 

course. The literacy narrative is of Buthainah from Saudi Arabia. 

Buthainah's Literacy Narrative 

Buthainah's essay was one of the most striking, creative, and bold in its 

codemeshing. She uses her native Arabic in addition to her third language 
French in her essay. There are other interesting moves such as the use of 

certain visual resources, new idiomatic constructions in English, and new 

spelling and grammatical structures. Before I analyze these moves, I 

would like to start from a description of the ways Buthainah represents her 

literacy development and her background. I consider the content as 

already a strategic preparation of the reader for the bold moves she is 

undertaking linguistically and textually. 
Buthainah's theme in the narrative is that she was motivated to 

become multilingual and multiliterate because knowledge is freedom. She 

says in her pivotal second paragraph where she presents her thesis: 

"Throughout my literacy development, the desire to know overpowered 

This content downloaded from 146.96.24.209 on Mon, 07 Dec 2015 16:16:17 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Suresh Canagarajah 31 

my other desires and gave me strength as new challenges and new 

perspectives arose as I design, learn, produce, and critically think."2 This 

idea is also neatly encapsulated in her epigraph, an Arabic proverb that 

translates as: "Who fears climbing the mountains-Lives forever 

between the holes." This is the proverb her parents quoted to her when she 

was afraid to go to elementary school. She returns to this theme throughout 
her essay. In cases where she faced discrimination because of her 

linguistic status or she experienced disadvantage, she felt motivated to 

move on because knowledge is freedom. A case in point is during her 

learning of French. For a writing assignment, she used a new verb that she 

had learned from the Internet but that had not yet been taught in class. 

However, she was chastised by the instructor for using a form that had not 

been taught, and was asked to rewrite the essay without using it. 

Offended, she wonders in her narrative: "I felt that limiting the student 
to the knowledge gained from class was preposterous! What happened 
to the belief that learning goes beyond the skies? Unfortunately, 
instructors of foreign or second language do not know the harm this act 

may do." 

Indirectly, through this theme Buthainah seems to challenge the 

reader to also move beyond passive reading. She seems to be saying: "You 

have to challenge yourself to go beyond the obvious and easy, if you want 

to gain new knowledge and power." In fact, one of the boldest moves in 

this essay is that the aforementioned Arabic proverb serves not only as an 

epigraph but also as the title of her narrative. It is centered and bolded and, 
in the lack of any other title for this piece, seems to be intended as the title. 

It is translated only in the second paragraph, keeping the reader in 

suspense. It takes a bold reader to attempt alternate interpretations and 

then connect it to the theme when he or she sees the allusion in the second 

paragraph. 

Throughout her essay Buthainah represents herself as a "functional 

bilingual." She uses this term to distance herself from the ESL and 

remedial writing courses into which she was placed after she migrated to 

the U.S. with her parents. Adopting this term from applied linguistics, she 

defines this as: "language users who may have [a] few problems with 

English, but were beyond the realm of ESL." She goes on to relate this 

definition to the strengths she brings. After being placed in an ESL writing 
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classwhen she enters college, she adds an aside: "although my writing was 

good at that time ma sha Allah, I did not believe that it would be good 
enough in comparison to native speakers' writing [P.S. when I looked at 

my writings in that class, it was excellent for a freshman regardless of the 

fact that I was not a native speaker of English]." The term functional 

bilingual fits nicely with the orientation to plurilingualism. Buthainah 

acknowledges that she may not have the grammatical competence of the 

native speaker, but she has the communicative competence to function 

bilingually and achieve her interests in the repertoire of codes she brings 
with her. Also, though she may not have the comprehensive mastery of a 

language that native speakers may claim, she has enough competence to 

communicate in the registers and contexts she needs to. This self 

ascription is helpful for the reader to comprehend the essay in the 

appropriate way and not adopt unfair criteria. Buthainah is not denying 
that there might be idiosyncrasies in her grammar or idiom. However, 

what she is claiming for herself is creative and critical communication 

in a rhetorically effective text. She wants the reader to go beyond 

grammar and prescriptivism to consider the things she can do with 

multilingual words. She wants the reader to look beyond abstract 

knowledge or formal mastery to what one can do functionally with one's 

repertoire. 
Buthainah has a clear sense of the literacy trajectory in her life. At 

various points in her life, she prioritizes different needs and goals. She 

neatly sums up the trajectory she represents in her narrative mid way 

through her essay: "My experience learning English has interesting twists. 

In many different stages of my life, I had a different motivation. At the end 
of the road, however, knowledge became the key for freedom, ma sha 

Allah. When I started learning English, my biggest challenge was making 
dialogues because I wanted to develop friendships. Later on, my struggle 
was fitting in a new society. At the end of my journey, I tried to perfect 

my language, whether it was oral or written to fit the academic life I had." 

It is interesting that her motivation for literacy at the early stages was 

interpersonal and relationship oriented. She does have a time for gram 

matical accuracy at a later point in her trajectory, when she sees that form 

is valued in certain educational contexts. As her narrative proceeds, we 

find that her motivation changes oncemore when she gets to college. As 
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she chooses to major in English literature, she finds that her motivation 

changes: 

During that time, my struggles as a member of the 1.5 [generation] 

disappeared, while new challenges unique to my filed aroused. 
Critical thinking and 'whats anew argument' were important in my 
field. How can I make a new argument about a text that existed for 
more than 3 centuries? That became one of the challenges that faced 
me every time I open a book. Professors, meanwhile, rewarded the 

creativity of these arguments. 

It is perhaps this motivation that explains why she overlooks issues of form, 

mechanics, and correctness in the texts under consideration. Her motiva 

tion is to develop a critical perspective on her literacy development. 

Therefore, issues of form get secondary place. 
More importantly, Buthainah adopts her own strategies to satisfy her 

motivation when the formal educational institutions fail her. And this 

includes institutions in both Saudi Arabia and the U.S. Very early in her 

education, she finds memorization of Arabic alphabetic letters boring and 

difficult. However, her mother associates each alphabet with a pet she 

likes. The sensory resources she gets this way make her learning easier. 

Buthainah displays a strong appreciation of sensory stimuli in learning. 
When she is asked to memorize and pronounce the Quaranic verses 

correctly, a text that is too early for her to understand, she finds a different 

value out of the exercise. She appreciated the rhetoric and the aural effect 

of the poetry. She puts it pithily: "I may not read every chapter in the Quran 

correctly, but I learned how the chapters that we covered in first grade 

wonderfully read." This receptivity to sensory stimuli probably explains 

why Buthainah uses many visual symbols and uses words for their visual 

effect in her narrative. She invites an aesthetic and visual response as 

much as a rational decoding of her essay. 

Although she was to be introduced to English formally in the U.S. in 

high school, she was already exposed to codemeshing very early in her life 
in Saudi Arabia. She narrates: 

Every weekend, my extended family gathers at my grandmother's 
house. At that particular house, I learned some of my first few words 
of English. As my cousins gathered around in the backyard of the 
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house, my "cool" cousin with the name of Haya would teach us 

about her new Play Station video game. She would drop some 

English words now and then triggering my interest and capturing 
my sole attention. Recalling this memory raises the sense of 

nostalgia to where I was in relation to what I became. I wanted to be 

like her?she knew a way of communication that I did not compre 
hend. What she knew became mysterious to me. Words such as 

"book, yes, no, fine" and so on, were common in her vocabulary. 
. . . My cousin by no mean became my motivation for learning 

English! She, nonetheless, represents a powerful philosophy of 
who has the power. I believed that achieving that knowledge would 

give me an unpredicted new means of communication. I looked up 
to her because she knew something I did not know?and I wanted 

that knowledge regardless of whether it is English, Albanian, or 

French. 

In addition to the fact that codemeshing was sufficient to motivate her 
to learn English, we also see how it represents power in the local 

context. 

More importantly, interpersonal communication and social relation 

ships were the main motivations for Buthainah to learn languages, not the 

mastery of form or cognitive control over the medium. Remembering 
some of the cases of miscommunication, she says: 

This angered me, because this is one of many examples in which I 

could not express, explain, or defend myself. How can I communi 
cate if the language in common is foreign to me? I was trapped by 
the language I was so eager to learn. This was not the end of my 
troubles, however. ... As a student in the process of being an 

instructor, I feel that it is crucial to understand that students may 
suffer greatly when they cannot participate in class or make small 

talks. For me, my goal for first year is to be independent of any 
translator or the 'middle man' whenever I talked to my instructors 
or classmates. I hated having someone translating my thoughts and 

expressions because no one [I believe] knows how to say what I 

want to say better than me. Learning the language became the only 
mean to articulate my thoughts freely. Nevertheless, by the end 

of the year, I acquired a reasonable amount of vocabulary and 

expressions causing the act of self-expression much easier than 

before. 
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It is interesting that she wants to negotiate with people directly without the 
mediation of interpreters and translators. There is an equally strong 

interpersonal dimension in Buthainah's writing. There are many points 
where Buthainah addresses the reader directly. This intimate address may 
also be a way of drawing the reader more closely into negotiating the 

language and text as multilinguals always do. 

In literacy, again, Buthainah writes that she began to look for values 

that were not intended by the teacher, and she developed her own 

strategies for meeting her objectives. After she learned the Arabic 

alphabets by heart, she was asked to write words multiple times, probably 
to develop calligraphic skills. Buthainah says: 

I did not enjoy repetition?I still despise it even now. The best part 
about the assignments, however, took place when the teacher 
returns the notebooks with the encouraging feedbacks. For a first 

grader, I was excited about the fact that I can read! That is itself is 
a new knowledge. I felt accomplished and liberated that I can read 

by myself. Thus, having this personal message became my rewards 
for completing the assignments. The teacher did correct some of my 
mistakes, but she always wrote a beautiful comment at the end of 

the notebook. Some of her comments include 'May God grants you 
success' and 'May God guides you.' Although they might seem 

peculiar in American English, in Arabic they are extremely motivat 

ing and wonderful because of the shared values. 

While the writing of decontextualized words is what is expected by the 

teacher, Buthainah gets more out of reading the teachers's personal 
communication. When calligraphy is the objective of the lesson, Buthainah 

focuses on developing her interpretive skills. Through such resistant 

learning strategies, Buthainah develops an intercultural awareness of the 

different rhetorical possibilities in Arabic and English. 
Similarly, in reading, Buthainah writes that she didn't enjoy disembod 

ied analysis of form. She sought a more holistic response to the text. 

Recounting her high school ESL class, she says: 

Readings in class were traumatizing! Wonder why? The way the 
class read Romeo and Juliet in my class caused me to hate plays by 
Shakespeare to the point that I avoided any Shakespeare classes in 
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College [P.S. look at my transcript]. The class focused on literary 
devices and Shakespearian techniques and terms. In addition, there 
was a significant focus on self-instructed grammar and readings of 

simple texts. My reading assignments, even if I was the person to 

select them, did not posses any relative qualities of scholarly 

writing. 

Her response to the uninspiring pedagogy was to read "outside of the high 
school curriculum" even though the readings were beyond her compe 
tence level. She also gained a lot from the intercultural communication 

among her fellow ESL students. Talking about the ESL class in college 
(where she protests her placement), she goes on to value the culturally 
diverse student group in this class: "To me, the class did not seem like my 

typical ESL class as all of our discussions and small talks were in English 
causing it to seem like a regular mainstream class. In addition, like most 

of my classmates, I sounded like a native speaker of English causing me 

to fit in easily." Ironically, the cultural diversity in the ESL class created 
an opportunity for the students to treat English as the contact language and 

improve their communication abilities. 

A telling vignette on developing her own communicative and learning 
strategies occurs when she asks for the meaning of a profanity an Anglo 

American student had publicly uttered in her class. While the teacher and 

students have a heated debate about whether the word is appropriate and 

if free speech accommodates such usage, Buthainah interrupts the debate 

to ask for the meaning of the word. Predictably, the whole class ends up 

laughing when the word has to be interpreted. Buthainah then decides that 

she has to adopt a different strategy for negotiating the meanings of new 
words in contexts like this: "From that point on, I realized that if I wanted 
to know a meaning of a word, I would ask a nice person around me in the 

class privately =)." This is an illustration of how multilinguals develop 
negotiation strategies through trial and error. 

Throughout, Buthainah is critical of the ESL label attached to her. The 
classification only makes her more determined to develop her literate skills 

better. She writes: "I was determined to improve my writing in order to 

perform well in my English degree and liberate myself from 'you are not 

so good' title." She gains this confidence from her own awareness of her 

strengths: 
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I may sound and write like?or even better than?a native speaker, 
but I do not look like one. Many people would ground all second 

language learners together not knowing that this grouping may be 

negative to the learner especially those who are considered func 

tional bilinguals. Although the intentions of the advisor were 

positive, her suggestion portrays the hidden stereotypes in our 

society. However, the advisor did not know anything about me? 

thus; her suggestion would be the safest for a new international 
student like me. I find it troubling that because English is not my first 

language, people expected me to have problems and face challenges 
while writing in English. 

Her independence also comes out in the way she paces her own learning. 

Though the ESL track she is placed into has its own reductive and 
formalist curriculum, Buthainah devises her own learning trajectory in 

relation to her needs and priorities, as we saw earlier in her description 
of her trajectory. 

In the statement quoted above, Buthainah alludes to the reason she 

chose English literature as her major in college. This choice is perhaps the 

highest form of resistance to the labels of deficiency imputed to her by 
educational systems. She writes that everyone expects Asian students to 

be competent in the sciences or business studies, but not in English. She 

decides to resist that stereotype. Drawing inspiration from another Arabic 

scholar, whose verse she quotes as the epigraph to this section, she notes: 

"Ali bin Aby-Talib wrote a poem about knowledge achievers. He 

compared those who are alive with those who struggle to achieve new 

knowledge. Thus, I challenged people's beliefs with my parents' support 
and majored in English Literature at Penn State University the following 

year." The remarkable self-awareness she displays and the agency she 

exercises in her literacy development show that multilinguals have the 

intuitive capacity to develop plurilingual competence. Buthainah resists 

being constrained by labels.Motivated by monolingualist assumptions, her 

US high school and college administrators place her in ESL classes, 

denying her the intellectual challenge she desires. However, Buthainah is 

prepared to chart her own learning trajectory outside the tracking system 
of her schools. In fact, the practice of shuttling between languages and 

discourses seems to endow Buthainah with a critical language awareness 

that helps her take charge of her own literacy development. 
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We will now look at some of the unusual features of textual realization 

to consider Buthainah's writing strategies. The most striking feature is her 

use of Arabic verses to preface the themes of her sections. As we saw 

in the example of the first such usage earlier, Buthainah interprets them 

unobtrusively a couple of paragraphs into the section. Thus she forces us 

to keep guessing the meaning, almost mimicking the process by which 

multilinguals negotiate meanings in contact situations. The translation also 

comes in different forms. While the first occasion was a direct translation, 

in other cases it is a paraphrase of the idea or an allusion to connect with 

her experience. There are other intriguing features of this usage. Some 

times she ascribes the name of the poet/scholar in English (as in the case 

of one by Ali Bin Aby -Talib), others in Arabic (as in the case of OaeM). 
It appears as if she is giving us some clues to trace the quotation or guess 
the gist of the teaching when we know the name in English. More intriguing 
is the verse for the brief second section on joining the English Club for 
conversation practice and informal activities. Here, she doesn't translate 

or refer to it later. She offers no help. One has to only guess the meaning. 

But, perhaps, reaching an accurate translation is beside the point. In a 

stimulated recall interview, Buthainah mentioned: "Translating this poem 
would take so much of its value and providing a two sentence explanation 
will not do any justice for these few lines. The message of these lines is 

that who desires the best, need to work for it. He/she needs to stay up late 

working for it just like how divers have to search for the natural pearls. And 

those who try to get to the top and not work for it, they will waste their life 

getting nothing. I feel that these few lines that I wrote above about this 

poem do not give it any justice. Leaving it stand alone is more powerful." 
It is clear that this strategy is performative for Buthainah; she is not 

focused only on conveying meanings. Buthainah might also be indirectly 

inviting more interaction and negotiation with her to grapple with the 

meaning. Her peers too responded well to the performative nature of her 

writing and the temporal negotiation of the meaning. Tim, an Anglo 
American student, pointed out in his peer review that Buthainah might be 

simulating for native English speakers the experience of being confronted 

by words one doesn't understand. Or, as Rita mentioned in a post-course 

interview, she didn't worry about such instances because she knew she 

could ask Buthainah later in the class or that the meaning would come out 
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indirectly in some of the interactions that would occur in class discussions 

or activities. 

It is also possible that Buthainah is using these quotes purely for the 
visual effect. The quotes contribute to an Arabic ethos for this English text. 

In that sense, a rational understanding of the verses is not the main 

expectation. There are other such strategies Buthainah uses to develop a 

visual and aesthetic dimension to her text. She uses a motif to divide her 

sections:-<g>-<S>-<S> 
In my interview, Buthainah stated, "My reason for using this specific 

design is because they remind me of the Arabian and Islamic Architecture. 

And I am both Muslim and an Arab." She uses emoticons to reinforce her 

points: 

At that time, my dear reader, I have not learned English in school yet 
since English was required to seventh graders and beyond; and I 
was in sixth grade :). 

A ket-koot is a small chick in Arabic. At that time I had about seven 

chicks [P.S. couple of them died='(] 

She uses words as visual media sometimes: "'I doon't want to!' was my 

response to my parents request of enrolling me in a nearby preschool." 
Note the elongation of don 7. This is a visual representation of an auditory 
effect. She also uses italics more than usual for effect?as we have seen 

in the lines quoted earlier. Through all these strategies, Buthainah is calling 
for a more than cerebral response to her narrative and text. These visual 

symbols also constitute code meshing for Buthainah. She stated in her 

interview: "experiencing more than one language, we are able to express 
ourselves in different ways or the best way. So, symbols serve as another 

'language' that words may not be the best tool to express." 
There are other forms of language meshing less significant than the 

Arabic verses above. She uses the blessing, ma sha Alia, often. But, 

enigmatically, the expression is italicized at some points and not in other 

times. She also uses French in some places: 

In sixth grade, my instructor wanted to challenge the students, 
including moi, by having us write about Riyadh as the Arabian 

Capital for Culture. 
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Our first exposure to real English was at that airport. The man said 

beaucoup de choes that I could not understand. 

It is not clear what functions are served by the French mixing. The 

functions are certainly not cerebral. They seem to add a light humorous 

touch to the narrative. In the second case (i.e., beaucoup de choes), the 

phrase suggests the difficulty of words not being understood (for those 
who don't understand French). Buthainah stated in her interview that such 

meshing was intended to demonstrate her multilingual ethos. 

The frequent parenthetical address to the reader in the text is also very 
striking in Buthainah's essay. We have already seen many examples 
earlier. Consider a more problematic one: 

[My father] applied and, later, the IECP at Penn State University 

accepted him. When the paper works were complete, my family and 
I traveled from Saudi Arabia to United States by air plane [P.S. I 

wanted to travel on a camel, but they were all rented]. 

Such instances might be considered a digression according to the conven 

tions of academic and English writing. They don't display the careful and 
economical expression of thought valued in academic literacy. However, 

they mimic the strong oral tradition of communication by which Buthainah 

might be influenced. In fact, in such cultures texts are less linearly 

organized. (The narrative of Buthainah is also arranged in an episodic 

structure, through a montage of developing situations in her literacy 

trajectory.) It is also possible that Buthainah wants to communicate with 

the reader face to face through this strategy. In this sense, the text is 

influenced by her desire to treat language as a tool of direct interper 
sonal communication. In fact, this is one way she can encourage 
readers to negotiate the codemeshing in her text. This is made evident 

by the fact that she directly addresses the reader at many points in the 
text. Such cases might also strengthen the impression that she is 

treating writing as a medium for face-to-face communication with the 

reader?at least to the best extent she can, given the displacement in 

writing. 

Important for Buthainah's plurilingual ethos (especially in light of PE) 
are the places where there are idiomatic peculiarities in her prose. We 
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have already seen many instances in the quotations from her essay above. 

Consider, as another example, the opening paragraph: 

As I type each word in this literacy autobiography, storms of 

thoughts stampede to be considered and mentioned. Which expe 
riences should I value, which shall I consider, and which should I 

ignore. My literacy situation is unique as only a few number of 
students in the department share the same status. As I click the keys 
on the keyboard, an illustration of my literacy development shunt 
me to continue my ongoing learning adventure from my academic 

communities, my home, and my life experiences. 

The phrases that are highlighted might be considered affected. (This is 
what a group of Anglo-American graduate students told me when I had 

them analyze this essay.) These are certainly new uses of the English 

language, perhaps shaped by the linguistic and cultural influences Buthainah 

brings with her. These are also the effects of translanguaging. More 

importantly, multilingualswilleasilynegotiate the meaning and won'tmind 

the idiomatic deviations (which they will not notice, or even mind). 
Multilinguals may even find such idiomatic peculiarities creative and 

interesting. They may feel the same way about some cliches in the essay. 
Note the use of "adore" in the following statements: 

With all the experiences that I encountered, and will experiences, 
learning languages and learning about languages became a part of 

my life that I adore. 

I adore this poem for the powerful meaning it contains. 

When I asked what she felt about the view that native speakers may find 

these uses cliched, she said: CI would respond by saying that I have a 

different insight into this word [than] a monolingual native speaker of 

English because I am a multilingual. What the word 'adore' evolved to be 

is different from what it is to the native speaker. In addition, the context 

in which it is used may characterize the word as a cliche?but, in this 

context, I do not see it. Also, I honestly do not like to see the native 

speakers as the other. It feels odd to consider them that way in the 

question of "how THEY think." I do not understand why I feel that way 
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especially since it is very clear that I am "different" from the native 

speaker.' 

Perhaps it is from such a multilingual perspective that we can explain 
the frequent spelling and grammatical deviations in Buthainah's essay. In 

an essay we consider rhetorically effective in code meshing, we are 

compelled to ask whether there are any rhetorical meanings behind these 

deviations in lexical and grammatical usage. In favor of multilinguals, we 

must say that they will expecttheir fellow multilingual readers to negotiate 
these uses. From the context, it is not difficult to make out the meaning 
Buthainah wants to convey. Precise lexical usage, proper punctuation, and 

correct syntax structure (as defined by native speakers) have to be 

perceived differently in multilingual communication. These cases become 

problems only for those who might refuse to negotiate meaning with the 
writer. 

It is also possible that Buthainah is focusing more on issues of critical 

thinking, rhetorical effectiveness, and linguistic creativity, and giving less 

importance to issues of grammatical correctness. In fact, she made 

precisely this point about her current stage in the literacy trajectory. She 

mentions that after reaching college level education, she has been 
motivated to consider issues of critical thinking and novel moves in 

argumentation. More importantly, multilinguals focus more on achieving 
their interests in a functionalist sense and let grammar be taken care of as 

they negotiate their objectives. In other words, they are more focused on 

their objectives of communication, and not on correctness. It is significant 
that despite the occasional deviations in idiomaticity and form, Buthainah' s 

narrative displays a remarkable maturity of voice, critical thinking, and 

self-awareness in the essay. 
The highest manifestation of codemeshing in this essay occurs at a 

metaphorical and rhetorical level. The merging of the Arabic quotes with 

the struggles and achievements in English literacy raises some fascinating 

possibilities. It appears as if Arabic culture and literacy have motivated 

Buthainah to progress in English language and literacy. The Arabic verses 

are empowering sentiments that move her forward when she experiences 

discriminating labels and disempowering experiences in English educa 

tion. At a broader level, this textual realization proves that the first (and 

other) languages students bring with them need not be a negative 
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interference on their mastery of English language and literacy. The 

languages in the multilingual's repertoire can help in the development of 

each other. 

Conclusion (from an Etic Perspective) 

It is time now to broaden our perspective and ask some questions about 

the challenges Buthainah will face in communicating to the academic 

community to which this essay is addressed. Though the strategies 

adopted by Buthainah in this essay can be explained as having good 
justifications and perceived positively from the perspective of multilingual 

writers, we cannot ignore the fact that in the global and academic context 

her audience includes both multilinguals and native speakers. In fact, the 

native English speaking community wields a lot of power in setting the 
terms in which texts are read and judged, whether in English or other 

languages, in academic contexts. It is important, therefore, to adopt an etic 

perspective and interpret Buthainah's essay from a wider lens. 

While codemeshing has been presented positively in recent times, 
there are lot of questions that need to be addressed as we take this 

construct further. An important question is how to distinguish between 

grammatical mistakes and codemeshing. A rule of thumb for teachers is: 

unsystematic or careless uses are mistakes; systematic deviations from 

the "native" standard can be multilingual appropriations (and constitute 

WE). However, deviations can include emergent forms that are idiosyn 
cratic and personal to an author (resembling PE). Both WE and PE may 
be manifested in code meshing. In the context of a pluralized English, we 

should be open to accepting systematic/emergent deviations from the 

native speaker norm as constituting a new norm. Intentionality is an 

important way to distinguish between mistakes and code meshing. Having 
interviewed Buthainah on some of the enigmatic forms in the essay, I find 

that some of the grammatical deviations were unintended (i.e., mistakes). 

They are not of the same status as the intended uses of Arabic and French 

in the essay, which she defends in her interview comments. Should we 

chastise her for her mistakes (though we might accept her PE as 
codemeshed forms)? However, this is a more complex matter, and goes 
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beyond a yes/no answer. In face-to-face communication, multilinguals 
transform deviations into norms, as Khubchandani reminds us about 

plurilingual competence. Multilinguals renegotiate even accidental or 

unintended forms, appropriate them, and raise their status as a new 

intersubjective norm for communication. Nothing is excluded from nego 
tiation and appropriation. Furthermore, certain deviant forms may be 

motivated by social practice, habit, or intuition, which transcends intention 

ality. Therefore, though intentionality is a convenient way to distinguish 
between codemeshing and mistakes, some instances may still be ambigu 
ous. Mistakes lie in the eyes of the beholder?the eyes of people who 

refuse to negotiate and instead sit in judgment over other people's usage. 

Another distinction we may have to make is between rhetorically 
effective and ineffective forms of codemeshing. Not all codemeshing is of 

the same rhetorical or aesthetic status. It appears to me that the French 

words Buthainah uses are of less rhetorical significance. They in fact have 

an air of self-display, and they are limited in the functions they serve in the 

text. Similarly, some of the inflated forms of address to the reader appear 
too direct and obvious to me. Buthainah can communicate some of these 

ideas with greater subtlety. We have to consider the functionality of the 
codemeshed items in the full context of the rhetorical situation. However, 
we have to be careful, once again, in making easy distinctions as it is 

difficult to judge the effectiveness of items in diverse languages and 

cultures that don't belong to one's repertoire. 
In this regard, it is perhaps useful to create a rhetorical self conscious 

ness and language awareness in the writer herself. Though multilinguals 

already come with an advanced sense of language and inter-cultural 

awareness, decisions about rhetorical and aesthetic effectiveness have to 

be made all the time. The choices are subjective, relative, and difficult. 

Perhaps we can teach multilingual writers the issues they need to take into 

consideration as they decide the forms and levels of PE to include in their 
texts. For example, they can give greater effectiveness to their codemeshing 
if they can discriminate between the less conscious and less planned uses. 

We must remember that though code meshing comes naturally/spontane 

ously to multilinguals, writing proficiency and rhetorical effectiveness are 

learnt practices. Code meshing in writing can certainly be enhanced 

through sound teaching. 

This content downloaded from 146.96.24.209 on Mon, 07 Dec 2015 16:16:17 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Suresh Canagarajah 45 

More importantly, multilingual students have to remember that they 
are communicating to both multilinguals and monolinguals (including native 

speakers) in non-face-to-face writing. The audience is unpredictable in 

such communicative contexts. Therefore, students can't be satisfied with 

using multilingual negotiation strategies alone. They have to be aware that 

some of their readers are not going to negotiate to the same extent and in 

the same manner as their fellow multilinguals do. It is important, therefore, 

for multilingual students to develop strategies to communicate to non 

multilinguals as well (or to both monolinguals and multilinguals simulta 

neously). Knowing that some forms may not be negotiated by everyone, 
or even may be loaded with stigma, multilingual writers can either suppress 

these forms or prepare the reader better for them. Perhaps it is good for 

them to distinguish different forms of deviations?such as mistakes, WE, 

and PE. They may also learn to build in more redundancy in their writing 
so that readers may recover meanings through multiple affordances. Such 

strategies have been used well by postcolonial writers (such as Walcott or 

Soyinka) when they use Creole forms of English. 
Eventually, to give greater value to multilingual strategies of writing, 

we must expect changes from native speakers (non-multilinguals) as well. 

We can't expect multilinguals to make accommodations one-sidedly. In 

fact, this kind of unilateral accommodation may lead to the suppression of 

the creative and critical orientations multilinguals bring to English language 
and literacy. Therefore, it is important for both parties to make accommo 

dations to each other. There are signs that non-multilinguals and native 

speakers are becoming open to negotiate the text. The temporal dimension 

of the text is becoming more real. The types of multilingualism and 

multimodality characterizing writing in new media and the digital world call 
for greater openness to idiosyncracy, deviation, and diversity (Crystal). In 

the final analysis, multilingual writing cannot be appreciated or understood 

if autonomous literacy remains unchallenged. We have to question the 

suppression of multimodality, multilingualism, reader/writer negotiations, 
and the temporal dimension of texts in composition pedagogy. 

Pennsylvania State University 

University Park, Pennsylvania 
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Notes 

1.1 have discussed elsewhere the inappropriateness of terms like "native" 
and "normative" in regards to global English users. Since we don't have 

universally accepted alternatives for these labels, I am using the term "native 

speaker" in this article for the stereotypical monolingual Caucasian speaker of 

English who claims ownership over the language. 
2.1 am leaving intact the linguistic peculiarities in Buthainah's essay, as the 

point of this article is that such features will be negotiated for meaning by 
multilinguals. 
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