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Abstract

New forms of mobility presuppose a technological factor that frames it as ‘topological proximity,” regardless of the nature
of the mobile agent (human being, robot ware, animal, virus, digital object). The appeal of the so-called linguas francas
is especially evident in human beings showing high propensity to move, i.e., motility. They are usually associated with
transnational communication in multilingual settings, linguistic justice, and globalization. Paradoxically, such global lan-
guages foster mobility, but, at the same time, they may hinder social inclusion in the hosting society, especially for people
in mobility. The article compares English as a lingua franca and Esperanto in the European context, putting together the
linguistic hierarchy of transnational communication (Gobbo, 2015) and the notion of linguistic unease, used to assess
sociolinguistic justice (lannaccaro, Gobbo, & Dell’Aquila, 2018). The analysis shows that the sense of belonging of their
respective speakers influences social inclusion in different ways. More in general, the article frames the linguistic dimen-
sion of social inclusion in terms of linguistic ease, proposing a scale suitable for the analysis of European contexts.
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1. Introduction

Humanity is currently facing the greatest challenges of
urbanization in its whole history. According to the United
Nations Population Fund, more than half of the world
population will live in global cities by 2030. The increase
of urbanization raises opportunities (such as econom-
ic well-being) and simultaneously raises problems (such
as social inequality). However, the existing literature on
this topic lacks clarity regarding the role played by tech-
nology in re-defining topological proximity. In fact, the
pervasiveness of ICTs eventually blurs the distinction
between reality and virtuality. In sharp contrast with

Marg Augé’s concept of non-places, Lussault (2017) talks
about hyper-places, where dimensions of real and virtu-
al locality co-exist. Hyper-places exist at the same time
locally and globally, and this means that what happens
there has repercussions in all dimensions in their topo-
logical proximity. An example of this is Times Square,
which is local (place in New York), national (within the
USA) and global: A demonstration held there reaches a
different audience according to other parts of the world,
e.g., Paris, Tokyo, Dubai. In other terms, what happens
collectively in a hyper-place influences not only the local
space but also and mainly the connected hyper-places,
re-defining the concept of human geography. The world
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did become neither ‘flat’ nor ‘liquid, i.e., a supposed
homogeneous isotropic space, but on the contrary its
topology is more complex than ever. For instance, there
are now digital divides, connection gaps as well as infor-
mation highways.

What does it mean to be close, under the emic
perspective of a (human) agent? Basically, proximity is
defined by the kind of information that can be accessed
by the agent. Houtkamp (2018, 2020) argues that motil-
ity, i.e., the propensity to move to a new country, is
predictive of actual behavior with reasonable accuracy.
In terms of language attitudes, if | am from country X and
| want to move to country Y, it is probable that | would
look for digital resources about the national language(s)
of country Y before the physical move even occurs. Most
analysts, for instance Lussault (2017), are in agreement
that mobility cannot be limited to the physical act, trans-
port and logistics. In particular, mobility is a factor regard-
less of the nature of the mobile agent: human being,
robot ware, animal, virus, digital object, etc. However,
this essentialist vision conceives agents as completely
independent according to their nature, while in many
cases they are not: For instance, many human agents
carry digital agents with them most of the same time,
as they constantly transmit information, mainly through
mobile devices.

In other words, most of the human population does
no longer live purely in a real world, as phones and simi-
lar devices, even if not actively engaged with them, con-
stantly put them online and offline at the same time,
i.e., onlife (Floridi, 2015). Even the anthropic environ-
ment where we live is more and more shaped in order
to accommodate the needs of ICTs—for instance, think
about domotics. On the other hand, scholarly literature
reflecting on this hyperconnected world rarely takes into
account how much language choices impact the propen-
sity to move.

2. Two Global Languages in Comparison: English
and Esperanto

This article explores the issue of complex linguistic diversi-
ty in the choice of using global languages, such as English
and Esperanto, and the consequences on the notion of
lingua franca, and how it influences social inclusion in an
onlife world. Two fundamental dimensions in the design
of public policies aiming in managing linguistic diversity
should be considered: mobility and social inclusion. Grin
et al. (2018) show that the academic discourse around
the interplay between mobility and social inclusion has
been fragmented across disciplines for too long and call
for more in-depth and coherent analyses. In particular,
the role of languages as indicators is still underestimated
as an indicator of social inclusion and is currently under
scrutiny from a variety of angles. In order to illustrate our
argument, which is mainly theoretical, we will refer to the
European context only in general terms: Case study analy-
ses in concrete settings are left as further work.

One of the clearest phenomena associated with glob-
alization is the globalization of languages (Steger, 2003,
p. 72). Where communities are no longer characterized
by shared primary socialization nor by a common native
language, Seidlhofer (2009, p. 39), for instance, argues
that the need for a lingua franca is growing. However,
situations may differ greatly depending on the situation
and place in the world, therefore we need to analyze
their linguistic panoramas in their complexity. Such facts
make us rely on the concept of complex linguistic diver-
sity described by Kraus (2012, p. 13) as follows: Complex
linguistic diversity is:

Meant to come to grips with a constellation in
which cultural [and linguistic aspects], identities and
social cleavages overlap and intertwine in manifold
ways...[pointing] at a social and political context in
which diversity has become a multidimensional and
fluid phenomenon.

Thus, complex linguistic diversity is tackled in terms of
independent linguistic layers, each one serving a spe-
cific purpose, but both in terms of mobility and social
inclusion (Mardcz, 2014). Paradoxically, global languages,
with their promise of fostering mobility may ultimately
impact social inclusion in the hosting society.

Hllmbauer, Bohringer, and Seidlhofer (2008, p. 27)
define the concept of a lingua franca as a language that
acts as a bridge between persons who share neither a
common native tongue, nor acommon (national) culture,
and for whom the lingua franca is the chosen foreign
language of communication. According to the definition
presented above, such a definition usually implies that a
lingua franca is also a global language. Strictly speaking,
a lingua franca should be the neutral language involved
in communication with speakers that are not familiar
with each other’s languages. The adjective ‘neutral’ here,
which renders ‘franca’ as in ‘free,’ is essential: The lan-
guage should belong to none of the speakers involved
in communication. When native and non-native multilin-
gual interaction is involved, it would be better to speak
of a ‘vehicular language,” in the case of English but not
only. However, we will refer to this variant as a lingua
franca in the remainder of the argumentation. We com-
pare a variant of English functioning as a lingua franca
(Jenkins, 2014; Seidlhofer, 2011) and Esperanto, in order
to illustrate our discussion on the linguistic dimension of
social inclusion.

2.1. English as a Lingua Franca

The spread of English at a global level after the fall of
USSR and the end of the Cold War did not get unno-
ticed. Pennycook (2017) identifies and discusses the
three main paradigms found in the literature that ana-
lyze the position of English vis-a-vis the other languages
in a given multilingual context: the Circle model of World
Englishes (since at least Kachru, 1992); linguistic imperi-
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alism (since at least Phillipson, 1992); English as a lingua
franca (ELF; see at least Seidlhofer, 2011). Let us discuss
ELF in more detail.

The definition of globalization covers these key
qualities, including world-wide cultural homogeniza-
tion, migration, foreign language learning and tourism,
Internet and international scientific publications. Apart
from the number of declining languages, there is some
consensus on the growing global significance of a few
set of languages over all the others, particularly English,
Chinese and Spanish. Commentators stress the power
of the Anglo-American culture industry to make English
the global lingua franca of the 21st century. This lingua
franca has been labeled ELF (Jenkins, 2014, pp. 39-40;
Seidlhofer, 2011, p. 16). Crystal (2004, p. 40) already
depicted the situation that started to emerge in the early
years of the new millennium as follows:

The situation is unprecedented, with more people
using English in more places than at any time in
the language’s history, and unpredictable, with the
forces promoting linguistic identity and intelligibility
competing with each other in unexpected ways. For
those who have to work professionally with English,
accordingly, it is a very difficult time. After all, there
has never been such a period of rapid and fun-
damental change since the explosions of develop-
ment that hit the language in the Middle Ages and
the Renaissance.

Seidlhofer (2009, p. 48, emphasis by the authors) identi-
fies as main features of ELF “its characteristic variability,
hybridity and fluidity.” Jenkins, on the other hand, advo-
cates for:

The legitimate appropriation of the English language
by its majority expanding circle users [by definition,
non-native], together with whatever diversity and
hybridity suited their own purposes rather than the
purposes of inner circle speakers. (Jenkins, 2014,
pp. 39-40, emphasis by the authors)

Based mainly on Jenkins (2006, 2014), Hilmbauer et al.
(2008), Seidlhofer (2009, 2011), Hilmbauer (2009), and
Maracz (2018), we argue that hybridity entails three con-
sequences on ELF that impact social inclusion.

First, on an individual level, ELF is seen as a flexi-
ble mode of intercultural communication rather than a
fixed code (Maracz, 2018, pp. 102-103), showing as fun-
damental traits variability, hybridity and fluidity. In oth-
er words, it is negotiated and individually shaped by its
users according to the needs of the situation, in which
effectiveness of communication rules over correct gram-
matical usage. It can potentially take any form and can
potentially fulfil any function. Ultimately, this is deter-
mined by accommodative strategies typically character-
ized by plurilingual elements and the emergence of new
patterns of lexical elements and grammar.

Second, on a group level, ELF is supposed to integrate
all speakers, including native speakers. There are more
ELF speakers—and more interactions among them—
than native speakers of English. The group of users is
not fixed but scattered. In other words, instead of form-
ing a speech community or a community of practice,
which defines itself through ELF, speakers using ELF rely
on a pragmatic and situational basis, possibly with no
face-to-face interaction. It is a matter of research in what
sense ELF is associated with a new linguistic global identi-
ty instead of the old ethnic identity; in particular, the rel-
evance of the society where ELF is used cannot be under-
estimated and should be taken into account in order to
understand its impact (Gobbo, 2015).

Third, on a more general level, ELF appears in dif-
ferent forms because it fosters an intercultural mode,
combining the cultural background of English-speaking
countries with other lingua-cultural backgrounds and
their interplay. In Europe, ELF has become an essential
component of multilingual contexts in general and of
Europeans’ plurilingual repertoires in particular. These
key qualities of ELF discussed above most strikingly illus-
trate the hybrid nature of ELF, i.e., it appears in an inter-
cultural context, it has no standard code and it is affected
by different lingua-cultural backgrounds and their inter-
play. ELF constantly relates to other languages in the
sense that it is ever-changing within the multilingual con-
texts in which it is found. Influences of other languages
are a natural and crucial characteristic of ELF at all lin-
guistic levels, i.e., phonological, morphological, syntacti-
cal, lexical and pragmatic (Hilmbauer et al., 2008, p. 29).
Jenkins (2006, p. 140) refers to these native language
influences as “bilingual resources.” Hence, these first lan-
guage interactions on ELF involves communicative strate-
gies such as the exploitation of parallel structures in
different L1s, code-switching techniques, intercompre-
hension, and so on, may be universal, i.e., language-
independent (Hilmbauer et al., 2008, p. 32). Much of the
linguistic research in the field of ELF takes these linguistic
strategies into account.

The functional motivation of ELF makes it impossi-
ble to elaborate on a standard code, for languages are
unstable, always in flux, react to outer circumstances and
conditions (see Jenkins, 2006; Jenkins, Cogo, & Dewey,
2011, pp. 283-284). If a language spreads particularly
wide, and fast and it is confronted with massive language
contact it will also change fast. According to their advo-
cates, this functional motivation of ELF yields hybridiza-
tion comparable to pidginization and creolization which
are well-documented instances of hybrid language cre-
ation. However, studies on pidgins and creoles show that
the colonial and post-colonial contexts in which pidgins
emerge and creoles develop are radically different in
comparison to the onlife world we are living in today
(as illustrated above; for onlife see Floridi, 2015), there-
fore their respective linguistic phenomena are different
indeed. In particular, the technological factor fosters lan-
guage use in written form much more than before, espe-
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cially using non-standard graphization (for English see
Crystal, 2008).

We argue that the onlife world is radically differ-
ent, and therefore that it cannot be compared to the
old colonial contexts where pidgins emerged. According
to Jenkins and collaborators, ELF is occupying a “third
space” between two further language variants of English
(Jenkins, 2006, p. 155), including English as a native lan-
guage and English as a foreign language, that is a tar-
get language with a standard code for non-native speak-
ers of English. However, eventually Jenkins et al. (2011)
and Jenkins (2014) find empirical evidence of such ‘third
space’ mainly in two specific domains, i.e., academia
and business, where it leads to consequences in lan-
guage teaching and acquisition. Eventually, even the pro-
ponents of ELF admit that it is only used in a restricted
number of settings.

The question arises what the position of ELF is with-
in Europe, a continent that has been historically char-
acterized by linguistic diversity, where major languages
such as English, French, Spanish played a crucial role in
colonialism. In the history of European multilingualism
and the use of communication languages, i.e., so-called
linguas francas, by speakers with a different mother
tongue have been changing over time. Most probably ELF
will not be sufficient to cover all the communicational
settings, as it seems to work only in domain-specific set-
tings; therefore, further language resources are required
in order to cope with the complexity of multilingual set-
tings found across the continent. At present, this linguis-
tic diversity of Europe is supported by the EU’s language
policy facilitating the practice of multilingualism at all
tiers of governance.

The position of ELF in a multilingual Europe is not that
strong as it is generally perceived. It is true that ELF or
a European variant of it has made an important expan-
sion in that it is used more frequently than German or
French as a lingua franca. Although, German has the high-
est number of speakers, i.e., 16 percent of the popula-
tion, only 11 percent of the total speakers of the EU know
German as a foreign language, that is 27 percent in total.
English is used most commonly in the EU with 13 per-
cent native speakers and 38 percent foreign speakers, in
total 51 percent. French is the third frequently spoken
language in the EU, namely 12 percent native speakers
and 12 percent foreign speakers, that is 24 percent in
total (Directorate-General for Communication, 2012; we
use the terms ‘native speakers,” ‘mother tongue’ and ‘for-
eign language’ as they are used in the Eurobarometer,
even if they are social constructions made up to estab-
lish the nation-state after the Treaty of Westphalia and in
particular during Romanticism; see Bonfiglio, 2013, 2010;
Myhill, 2006).

Some commentators are worried that ELF seems to
endanger the vitality of other European languages as
vehicular languages. In an article summarizing this prob-
lem, Seidlhofer, Breiteneder, and Pitzl (2006, p. 8) admit:
“This situation is obviously problematic. The need for a

common means of communication is in potential conflict
with the ideals of societal multilingualism and individual
plurilingualism.” The authors distinguish two major types
of communicative situations in which English serves as:

A direct mediator between participants in a discourse
that would otherwise have to rely on translation or a
third party....The current role of English in Europe is
thus characterized by the fact that the language has
become a lingua franca, a language of wider commu-
nication, and that it has entered the continent in two
directions as it were, top-down by fulfilling functions
in various professional domains and, simultaneously,
bottom-up by being encountered and used by speak-
ers from all levels of society in practically all walks of
life. (Seidlhofer et al., 2006, p. 5)

Itis in situations of the first type that the employment of
English subjects, the participants to the norms of a native
like competence will be relevant: conversations with
natives, international conferences with participation of
native speakers, English-as-foreign language instruction-
al contexts of various kinds, and so forth. But there is also
the usage of English in ‘informal settings’ as a vehicle
of communication among groups of non-native partici-
pants, as a lingua francain a strict sense. In this type lies—
according to Seidlhofer et al. (2006)—the basis for the
genesis of new varieties of English which are ‘endonor-
mative,” with rules of communication of their own right.
Undoubtedly, the respective source languages of the
non-natives can be seen as reflected in the usage of ELF.
In this sense, one speaks of ‘Englishes. But it would
“seem premature to ask questions about the degree to
which English as a lingua franca in Europe can be regard-
ed as an actual variety, i.e., Euro-English in any mean-
ingful sense” (Seidlhofer et al., 2006, p. 21). In sum, we
argue that, while playing a role as a domain-specific com-
munication strategy, ELF will not be the ultimate solution
to manage Europe’s multilingual realities.

In the case of ELF, hybridity consists in the emergence
of various variants of English across the world, that do
not rely on the distribution of British or American norms
and standards. Thus, there are no firm norms associat-
ed with ELF as the interferences of the native tongues
of speakers of ELF are present all over the place in vari-
ous transient forms, hindering the process of ‘endonor-
mation’ mentioned above. Hence, there are as much
varieties of such Englishes as the communicative situ-
ations that are even extrapolated. What the speakers
of ELF have in common is that they rely on a common
set of accommodation and communication strategies,
which are actually found in many other linguistic con-
texts involving non-native speakers, regardless of the lan-
guage involved (Maracz, 2018, pp. 102-103).

Most of the discussion in the literature behind the
feasibility of the expression ‘lingua franca’ questions the
position of native speakers. In particular, on the one
hand, native speakers are targeted as being in a posi-
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tion of unfair advantage. On the other hand, what ‘native
speakers’ exactly means is often unclear, especially in
the case of early bilingual speakers (see Sorace, 2004),
and in the case of ‘new speakers,” emerging in language
revitalization programs of minority languages (O’Rourke,
Pujolar, & Ramallo, 2015).

In the essentialist view that English is a lingua fran-
ca tout court, English natives are questioned as such.
In such a view, English does not belong to any specific
group and therefore it is global and free (‘franca’). On the
contrary, under an anti-essentialist view, the question of
‘nativeness’ is solved in emic vs etic terms: Even multi-
lingual societies per se challenge the etic, objective, exis-
tence of native speakers, on the other hand the institu-
tions devoted to keep the prestigious role of linguistic
norm high—in the case of English, a good example is
the British Council—are not diminishing their leading
role, quite the contrary. From an emic, subjective, point
of view, the normative register of a language is usually
paired with the prototypical monolingual speaker. In oth-
er words, native speakers are identified as the gatekeep-
ers of the linguistic norm.

Within this second view, the expression ‘lingua fran-
ca’ becomes more of a fluid set of strategies of linguistic
accommodation where native speakers (in the emic per-
spective of the agents’ judgement) are not present, and
therefore non-native speakers feel free to use language
contact strategies to make themselves understood, going
across the boundaries set by the normative register.
However, such a strategy is volatile, as sooner or later the
situation will involve either a shift to a formal register or
the direct involvement of native speakers, and then the
‘magic of freedom’ in using ELF suddenly vanishes.

2.2. Esperanto as a Lingua Franca and the Question
of Nativeness

Itis interesting to notice that the path Esperanto is going
through is reversed in many aspects. Since its launch-
ing as Zamenhof’s language project in 1887, Esperanto
was conceived as a truly lingua franca for international
communication, not being attached to a particular group
of people but belonging—at least according to its main-
stream ideology—to the whole world (Gobbo, 2017).
From a typological point of view, it is a contact language
between the three main language families of Europe:
Romance, Germanic and Slavic. Moreover, it borrows
some features from Ancient Greek and Latin. On a deep
level, e.g., phonological, Esperanto seems to be more
influenced by Slavic languages, in particular Russian and
Polish (Lindstedt, 2009; Marcialis, 2011). On the other
hand, on a surface level, e.g., lexical, Esperanto shows
a predominance of Latin and Latinate roots (Gledhill,
2000). This delicate equilibrium is stable thanks to a
small but clear set of morphological rules fixed by its
launcher Zamenhof (1905) that formed the boundaries
of language variation in the crucial years of the estab-
lishment of the community of practice, from the first

World Esperanto Congress (1905) until Zamenhof’s pass-
ing in 1917. It is important to underline the fact that
Esperanto succeeded in becoming a living language, even
if its linguistic sources are highly heterogeneous thanks
to existence of such norms, as they guarantee mutual
understanding among Esperanto speakers from different
backgrounds and therefore they are the rails that per-
mit anybody to be included in the Esperanto community,
if desired.

This is very different from the concept of ‘hybridi-
ty’ carried out as a crucial feature of ELF. In the case of
Esperanto, ‘endonormation’ is guaranteed by language
planning of its core features. In fact, Zamenhof fixed the
rules of the core features while leaving a certain amount
of freedom in how to expand the vocabulary according
to needs that change across time and context, in order
to foster the use in as many domains as possible. In sum,
we argue that it is not the absence of rules that guaran-
tees mutual understanding in transnational communica-
tion but on the contrary their presence: Esperanto is a
living proof of that.

It is without any doubt that Esperanto speakers in
many cases show a strong degree of loyalty to their
adopted language, as they feel it as a part of their identity
(Fiedler, 2006, p. 76). If their language loyalty is very high,
they may choose to use the language within the family,
traditionally the most conservative domain in terms of
language loyalty and identity (see Corsetti, 1996; Fiedler,
2012; Lindstedt, 2010). The existence of ‘denaskismo’
has been regarded as an argument against Esperanto,
which goes as follows: If there are native speakers of
Esperanto, then this language is no more internation-
al and neutral because it belongs to a kind of pseudo-
people. In the remainder of this section we are going to
explain why ‘denaskismo,” at least in its current form, is
no threat to Esperanto as a lingua franca.

First of all, it is important to note that people grow-
ing up using Esperanto are not ‘native’ speakers stricto
sensu, as no monolingual Esperanto speaker ever existed.
Esperanto is always found in multilingual contexts, as
there is no existing country of ‘Esperantoland’ in which
monolingual first speakers of Esperanto use the language
as their main mean of communication in their daily
aspects of social life, and it never has been. In particu-
lar, Esperanto families always speak at least the language
of the hosting society, and not rarely and at least an addi-
tional language is present in the respective repertoires of
family members. This means that Esperanto is never the
strongest language in bilingualism, as the society outside
the family domain—most notably at schools in the case
of children—uses other languages.

However, it is true that from the emic perspec-
tive, family speakers resemble certain traits of stan-
dard ‘nativeness, because Esperanto is acquired ‘nat-
urally/ ‘from the cradle/ The sociolinguistic profile of
the Esperanto speakers illustrated by Caligaris (2016),
although limited in scope, shows that such speakers tend
to have different language attitudes than the rest of
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the Esperanto speaking population, which justifies their
treatment as a separate subgroup. Moreover, non-family
speakers have polarized opinions towards them, either
very positive (the majority) or totally negative (a fierce
minority). Another important fact is that Esperanto fam-
ilies are still a tiny minority of the total population.
The majority of the scholars in the field estimate approx-
imately 1,000 family speakers on 100,000 active and
passive Esperanto speakers worldwide (Lindstedt, 2010).
An interest in forming stable couples of Esperanto speak-
ers seems to be growing, and in such cases speaking
Esperanto to the possible future children is at least con-
sidered an option (Caligaris, 2016). However, we would
need longitudinal studies to confirm such attitude with
more robust data. What is absolute certain is that, so far,
there is no village or settling where Esperanto families
want to live as a stable community in the sense of a ‘small
world apart.’

Esperanto family members, as all other Esperanto
speakers, live many fundamental parts of their every-
day lives—such as grocery shopping, gas getting, going
to the doctor or the lawyer, or paying taxes—outside
the Esperanto reality. Moreover, what Esperanto fami-
ly speakers lack in order to be considered native speak-
ers tout court languages is an authoritative role: They
do play no special role in keeping and developing the
normative register and the process of standardization.
In this respect, they resemble more ‘new speakers’
of lesser-used languages after successful revitalization
programs, as illustrated and discussed by Jaffe (2015).
Anecdotical evidence via participant’s observation by
one of the authors suggests that not all family speak-
ers are fluent in Esperanto and some of them show
non-standard traits in their idiolect; unfortunately, there
is no reliable empirical research to corroborate this evi-
dence in more stable terms. In sum, their ‘nativeness’
is more an appealing metaphor for many Esperantists in
order to reinforce their language loyalty: Family speakers
are an argument arguing for Esperanto becoming a ‘nor-
mal’ language, whatever that means, as Esperanto is still
contested as being a full-fledged language, in spite of its
empirical reality as a living language.

Astori (2016) proposes to frame the Esperanto com-
munity as a kind of nation, as it shows some traits simi-
lar to the Deaf community where members’ origins are
far less important than the fact of being Esperantist/Deaf,
both being transnational identities (for a recent account
of the latter see Leigh & O’Brien, 2019). Is there really
an ‘Esperantohood’ similar to Deafhood? We argue that,
whatever the similarities, there are fundamental differ-
ences as well: Most strikingly, there is no issue of hearing
and orality at stake in the case of Esperanto, unlike the
case of the Deafhood. Moreover, ideologies of sign lan-
guage revitalization show different dimensions that are
very specific of sign languages and are not easily appli-
cable to spoken languages, Esperanto included. Such
dimensions include: intergenerational transmission, rep-
resentation, language shift, new signers and documenta-

tion (Snoddon & De Meulder, 2020). This proposal shows
that the debate on the Esperanto identity is still open.
We will now take a standpoint in relation to the dimen-
sion of social inclusion.

In conclusion, even if some Esperanto speakers argue
for being a ‘kind of’ nation, stressing out their special-
ty, the Esperanto community of practice keeps important
characters of genuine internationality, general openness
towards any non-discriminatory ideology, and, above
all, non-ethnicity. Consequently, anybody is welcome to
join this worldwide community, regardless of ethnicity,
nationality, religion, sexual orientation and other soci-
ological variables, which is why it should not be treat-
ed as a Gemeinschaft, i.e., a speech community stricto
sensu, but a community of practice. For this reason, we
argue that, in terms of lingua franca use, Esperanto is
much more inclusive than English, as the illustration of
the role of their respective ‘native speakers’ have shown.
In this respect, Esperanto should be given preference as
a lingua franca for the norms, and standard, the lack of
hybridity and native speakers will result into social inclu-
sion, as we will show in the next sections.

2.3. The Paradoxes of English and Esperanto as Linguas
Francas: Language Prestige and Social Inclusion

If we look at English and Esperanto as linguas francas in
comparison to each other, we find opposite and some-
how complementary paths in their respective language
ideologies. In the case of English, there is a tension
between the territories where English clearly belongs,
starting from England, and its further use in the rest of
the world, because of its global spread, which ultimately
challenges the status of English native speakers up to the
point of putting in question the existence of an ethnic-
neutral variety (the so-called ELF) in terms of feasibili-
ty. In the case of Esperanto, its contemporary sociolin-
guistic reality, which shows a firm vitality but limited in
numbers, is shifting its language representation from an
original ethnic-neutral language by definition to the emic
representation of Esperantists as a kind of minority, as if
speakers form a ‘pseudo-nation’ or ‘quasi-people’; how-
ever, such claim seems to lack objective validity, as we
have seen in Section 2.2 (see also discussion in Gobbo,
2017). Moreover, as argued in Section 2.1, on ELF is a
variant of English that does not possess any explicit stat-
ed norms and standards. This means that ELF is a flex-
ible variant of English, ever-changing and accommodat-
ing all the times to a new linguistic environment display
a set of linguistic hybridity. Most importantly, whenever
native speakers of English participate in ELF communica-
tive events, their de facto authority impede social inclu-
sion, if not leading to social exclusion.

Gobbo (2015) applies Calvet’s (2006) hierarchy of lan-
guage prestige in the context of transnational commu-
nication, in other terms all the contexts where partici-
pants in the communication are non-native, i.e., there is
no speaker who can claim ownership or special author-
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ity on the language in use. Such use of the linguistic
medium as a transient lingua franca, i.e., following the
non-essentialist views already presented in the previous
section, may be applied in principle to any language:
international, super-national, national or sub-national.
An example of the latter case is the situation where
two migrants in Catalonia choose to use their Catalan
learning varieties (interlanguages, starting from Selinker,
1972) instead of Spanish; their language choice signals
their will to be included in the Catalonian society, regard-
less of their proficiency. Interestingly, Caligaris (2016)
shows that Esperanto may play a similar role in the eyes
of some of its speakers. In other words, analogously to
many minoritized languages, in general Esperanto has a
very high prestige among its speakers (emic perspective)
and a very low prestige outside (etic perspective), often
being contested because of its ‘artificial’ origin. This is
reflected in its peculiar position in its digital presence:
Unlike most other lesser-used languages, which suffer
the digital language divide (Soria, 2016), Esperanto is rel-
atively in a good position. For instance, its Wikipedia is
relatively good, both in quantity and in quality, Facebook
users may enjoy the interface in the language, and many
Esperanto e-books may be purchased via major sellers.
If we apply the Digital Vitality Language Scale by Ceberio
Berger, Gurrutxaga Hernaiz, Soria, Russo, and Quochi
(2018), Esperanto positions itself at least as developing,
with some domains definitely vital. A detailed application
of such scale to Esperanto would require another article
and therefore it is left as a further direction of research.
For the purposes of this article, it suffices to note that the
position of Esperanto is relatively strong for a lesser-used
language, and such positioning eventually reinforces the
opportunities in learning the language through digital
technologies, eventually fostering mobility.

3. Linguistic Unease and Social Inclusion

The survey on linguistic justice by Alcalde (2018) shows
that Esperanto forces us to think again on an effective
modelling for linguistic justice that takes into account
both mobility (in every form: potential, i.e., motility,
and actual; traditional and onlife), and social inclusion.
lannaccaro et al. (2018) stress the importance of an ana-
lytic description of the repertoire of speakers following
certain parameters, in order to assess the power rela-

tions between groups in a given society reflected in their
language choice, which lead to the introduction of the
notion sociolinguistic justice in the ongoing discussion
in the literature of linguistic justice. For this purpose,
the individuation of linguistic unease is crucial in assess-
ing sociolinguistic justice, which functions as a predic-
tive indicator of the degree of inclusion in a given social
context. A word apart should be devoted to the notion
of Wunschsprache, literally ‘language of desire,” indicat-
ing that language that does not belong to the mem-
bers of the given speech community, but nonetheless
has high social prestige being the point of reference of
an idealized society taken as a model to follow. In gen-
eral, Wunschsprachen are either international or super-
national languages such as English or Standard German.

Most discourse around linguas francas in general and
English in particular underlines the role played by the
Wunschsprache, to the detriment of the role played by
other languages in use, and in particular by the high
variety of the in-group code. In many contexts across
Europe such a standardized code was (re)defined dur-
ing the second half of the past century. Some exam-
ples are: neostandard for Italian, Algemeen Beschaafd
Nederlands for Dutch, Hochdeutsch for German and so
on. On the level of national inclusion, the mastery of
standardized codes guarantees an adequate social inclu-
sion, drastically reducing linguistic unease in most rele-
vant situations of societal life. An exception is the situ-
ation in German-speaking Switzerland, where the main
in-group code is not the high variety but Swiss German.
Table 1 shows the role played by codes, i.e., varieties of
languages, in respect to social inclusion, which is valid in
most European contexts.

In a given society, codes that foster social inclusion
are labeled in-group. The high variety corresponds in
many contexts with the standardized form, which is used
in most formal situations, such as filing a request to a
public officer, or asking a question to a teacher in a pub-
lic school. Failing to master the high variety may lead to
difficult situations, but paradoxically it is the mastering of
the low variety that guarantees the support of the social
network in informal situations. The low variety could be
a dialect of the national language or a completely differ-
entlanguage, e.g., a non-contested regional and minority
language. Feeling uncomfortable with the low varieties
hinders social inclusion, as the speaker does not ‘belong

Table 1. The scale of linguistic unease and social inclusion in European contexts.

Level Position in social inclusion Relevant languages in the repertoire
1 strong social inclusion, leading position all in-group codes + Wunschsprache
0 adequate social inclusion all in-group codes
-1 unease in formal situations high variety of in-group codes
-2 unease in in-group situations low variety of in-group codes
-3 out-grouped, respected Wunschsprache (in-group codes)
-4 out-grouped, severe other codes (no in-group, no Wunschsprache)

Source: Original elaboration of Gobbo and Alcalde (2016).
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to us’; this may also happen in the case of compatriots
moving in a different region of the same country, as their
low variety differs from the one used by the locals.

Wunschsprachen may or may not foster social inclu-
sion: in the first case (strong social inclusion; level: 1),
they are like the cherry on the cake, strengthening an
already unproblematic position guaranteed by the mas-
tering of the in-group codes; in the second case (respect-
ed out-grouping; level: —3), such puts its speaker into
a distinct bubble, perhaps a luxury one, but still a bub-
ble, where no consistent contact exists with the hosting
society except for very practical needs. The global expan-
sion of English makes it a Wunschsprachen in many soci-
eties in the world, as it is often associated with pres-
tige and power; the point is that the Wunschsprache
should be recognized as such not only by the speak-
er but by the hosting society as well. For this reason,
Esperanto is a peculiar case study: in fact, it plays the role
of the Wunschprache for most of its speakers, who asso-
ciate positive values to the language—for instance, being
‘easy’ to learn, ‘logical,” and so on. However, most people
in most societies across the world not only do not mas-
ter it but they may even know nothing about it at all, so
it is rubricated as an ‘other’ code, i.e., a language that
does not foster in-grouping nor give any apart prestige
in using it.

In spite of not belonging to any hosting society in par-
ticular, Esperanto may increase the motility, i.e., the incli-
nation to move in that hosting society, especially while
planning or setting the first steps there. In fact, the strong
level of language loyalty among Esperanto speakers and
their language ideology in practice gives the people in
mobility a privileged access to these nationals who speak
Esperanto who would be willing to be intercultural medi-
ators with the newcomer. The prototypical Esperanto
speaker in mobility will check the existence of language
fellows living in the target destination as a way to rein-
force its Esperanto network abroad as well as having
a local ready to act as intercultural mediator with the
hosting society. Anecdotical evidence made via a semi-
structured interview shows that, for example, an Italian
Esperanto young lady finding a job in Bratislava will most
probably have the support of the local Slovak Esperanto
community and therefore her motility to accept such a
job position will increase a lot thanks to the presence
of a relatively relevant community of Esperanto speak-
ers there. In other words, Esperanto may play the role of
reducing linguistic unease, i.e., reducing the inadequacy
of the speaker in mastering the linguistic needs, especial-
ly of the high variety code.

The presence of teachers in general and language
teachers in particular in the Esperanto community seem
to be relevant, even if there are no longitudinal stud-
ies on that so far (for the early period see Garvia, 2015;
for a recent fieldwork see Caligaris, 2016). A hypothesis
may be that Esperanto becomes the language of instruc-
tion of the high variety of the newcomer in the hosting
society, so to reduce linguistic unease to an acceptable

level (level: —1), especially if the target language is not
so strong to have material for second-language learning
ready off the shelf. More empirical research is needed to
confirm or confute such a hypothesis.

We argue that in terms of fostering social inclusion
English and Esperanto as linguas francas are very differ-
ent. The limit of the literature advocating for ELF as the
main ‘solution’ to multilingual contexts consider only the
positive case where ELF is part of a repertoire, which
includes the codes necessary for social inclusion in the
hosting society (level: 1) while they do not consider the
respected but out-grouping situation when such codes
are absent (level: —2). Of course, the prestige of English in
many societies at least guarantees being respected; the
total ignorance of any language which is somehow rele-
vant in the hosting society brings the unavoidable conse-
quence of being severely cut out from the hosting society
(level: —4). This latter situation should be avoided at any
cost. Empirical evidence shows that because of its regu-
larity a productive level of Esperanto can be acquired in
a relatively short time, therefore it seems to be a good
investment in increasing motility to all the parts of the
world where there is a presence of Esperanto speakers.

4. Conclusion

Languages play an important role in analyzing societies
in general and their respective modalities of social inclu-
sion, in particular in reducing linguistic unease. In this
article, we have given our contribution of their role in
social inclusion. In particular, a relevant part of the lit-
erature focuses on the role played by linguas francas in
general and by ELF in particular. However, such empha-
sis can lead to the risk of losing sight, as the societal lin-
guistic repertoire of a given society plays a role in social
inclusion, and that is not only considering the English lan-
guage. In particular, the instable character of ELF, due
to its hybridity and lack of normative standardization, as
illustrated above, puts it as a valid solution to be used
only for specific domains that generally pertain the high
strata of the society, such as academia and internation-
al business.

We argue that, even if it is lesser-used, Esperanto has
the intrinsic characteristics of being more apt for the role
of lingua franca, it having a solid established norm that
at the same time permits a good level of freedom in the
lexical choices and general use. Moreover, in the case
of Esperanto, there is no special group that may claim
special authority on such normative standards (even
not family users), unlike the case of English, where the
role of native speakers should not be underestimated.
Therefore, without considerations of power imbalance,
under the perspective of fairness, Esperanto is more suit-
able over English in playing the role of lingua franca.
Of course, the situation could change if Esperanto would
be in use in considerable numbers in specific areas of the
world, acquiring a territory, such as the EU. However, this
is matter of speculation. In addition to that, we have pre-
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sented a model that helps tackling situations of complex
linguistic diversity that may be found across Europe, sug-
gesting directions in designing adequate language poli-
cies fostering social inclusion as a whole.
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