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The Multilingual City

• Linguistic superdiversity in 
cities

• How do municipalities deal 
with this multilingualism? 

• Municipal level very important

Blommaert & Rampton, 2001; Backhaus, 2012; 
Skrandies, 2016
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Why The Hague?

• Third largest city
• Very diverse: >50% migration 

background
• Not included in previous studies
• Languages of The Hague (Em

Prof Ingrid Tieken-Boon van 
Ostade)

Cornips et al., 2018; Nortier et al., 2014; Tieken-Boon 
van Ostade, 2019
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The most segregated city in the Netherlands? 

Cornips et al., 2018; Den Haag in Cijfers, 2021
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Research questions and methodology

politics? 
(corpus analysis)

policies? 
(critical discourse analysis)

practice? 
(linguistic landscape analysis)

How does the municipality deal with multilingualism in their language…

Wodak, 2009
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Multilingualism in municipal language politics

• Municipal political documents 29 March 2018 – 9 May 2019

• 3,028,118 tokens and 76,060 types

• Corpus analysis
• search terms related to language and multilingualism (taal*, talen, *talig*)
• in which contexts do they occur (e.g. collocations)?

denhaag.raadsinformatie.nl; Fitzsimmons‐Doolan, 2015 
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Taal* (n=409): insufficient Dutch proficiency
Collocate translation Collocate R/L MI2 Frequency (coll.) Frequency (corpus)

learn leren R 17.5 75 217

Dutch nederlandse L 17.2 87 382

have a command of beheersen R 16.9 29 52

proficient machtig R 16.3 11 11

Arabic arabisch R 15.9 17 34

explained uitgelegd R 15.3 20 75

language competence taalbeheersing L 14.7 5 7

insufficient onvoldoende L 14.4 33 361

has a command of beheerst R 14.3 7 18

make an effort inspannen L 14.2 9 32

8



Taal* (n=409): insufficient Dutch proficiency
Collocate translation Collocate R/L MI2 Frequency (coll.) Frequency (corpus)

learn leren R 17.5 75 217

Dutch nederlandse L 17.2 87 382

have a command of beheersen R 16.9 29 52

proficient machtig R 16.3 11 11

Arabic arabisch R 15.9 17 34

explained uitgelegd R 15.3 20 75

language competence taalbeheersing L 14.7 5 7

insufficient onvoldoende L 14.4 33 361

has a command of beheerst R 14.3 7 18

make an effort inspannen L 14.2 9 32

“Do you agree with the VVD in The Hague that texts in
foreign languages [Arabic and Turkish] send off the wrong
message to people who should learn the Dutch language?”
(RIS300865, 30 October 2018, p. 2)
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More multilingual search terms

talen (n=18): controversial translations to e.g. Arabic and Turkish
• low SES residents (poverty, welfare benefits)

*talig* (n=30): positive about English
• tourists and high SES ‘expats’ 
• “[by translating statue signs to English] the artistic and cultural offer 

for expats is increased, and, furthermore, we make The Hague more 
attractive for English-speaking tourists.” (RIS300627, 2 October 2018 
by VVD, p. 7)

10



Multilingualism in municipal language policies

• Two policy documents:
• Coalition agreement
• Translation policy

• Adjusted critical discourse analysis following Wodak (2009)
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Translation policy

Dutch, unless…
• Life-threatening situation
• If people cannot (legally) be 

expected to know Dutch (e.g. 
Polish seasonal workers): only 
short translated summaries

• “should be formatted in such a 
way that one encourages the 
target group to get a better 
command of the Dutch 
language” (Den Haag, 2019, p. 2)

Exception
• “The basic rule ‘Dutch, unless…’ 

does not hold for expats/the 
international community in The 
Hague” (Den Haag, 2019, p. 1) 

• “In fact, it fits the municipal goals 
concerning city marketing and 
hospitality that we communicate 
in English with them as much as 
possible and – to a lesser extent –
in French as well.” (Den Haag, 
2019, p. 1)
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Multilingualism in practice: municipal signs

• Photographing every multilingual municipal sign in three multilingual 
neighbourhoods

• Linguistic Landscape Analysis of Gaiser & Matras (2016)
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In each 
neighbourhood, 
visiting similar areas:
• Shopping area
• Park
• Residential area
• Municipal public 

service office (2x)

Den Haag in Cijfers, 2021



19 multilingual mun. signs

52 multilingual mun. signs

4 multilingual mun. signs
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Tourists and ‘internationals’
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Prestige languages on municipal signs
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Included languages Frequency

Dutch 65
English 62
French 21
German 21
Mandarin 7
+ more infrequent languages



Discussion
National 

language: 
Dutch

Prestigious languages 
e.g. English, French, German 
(tourists, high SES ‘expats’)

Non-prestigious languages 
e.g. Arabic, Turkish, Polish 
(low SES, migrant workers)
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Discussion

• “linguistic integration and linguistic 
diversity can be fully compatible and 
complementary goals of [language 
policy and planning]” (Skrandies, p. 
125)

• New coalition, elections
• New municipal language politics, 

policies and practices with more 
room for multilingualism?
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Thank you so much!

a.m.m.thieme@uva.nl

mailto:a.m.m.thieme@uva.nl
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