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Global Englishes and the Semiotics
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Through Translingual and
Transmodal Practices

Sarah Josefine Schaefer*

School of Cultures, Languages and Area Studies, University of Nottingham, Nottingham, United Kingdom

Due to increasing mediatisation of societies and the global diffusion of English, previous
research has paid a great deal of attention to the use of English in contact with
other linguistic resources. Traditionally, the focus in studies on global Englishes is
predominantly on verbal resources, which are often examined in media corpora. The
recent paradigmatic shift towards a conceptualisation of language as a social practice,
however, also acknowledges other resources such as music, images and sounds as
part of semiotic assemblages in the process of meaning-making. This paper contributes
to this current debate and argues for a more holistic view on language illustrated by
examples of the use of global Englishes in German radio media texts. The examples show
the complexities of translingual and transmodal practices in mass media communication
and how English linguistic resources are deeply entangled with other semiotic resources
and thereby locally appropriated in semiotic assemblages to stimulate the listener’s visual
imagination and achieve communicative success in a non-visual medium.
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INTRODUCTION

When people think about language, they usually think of words and sentences in the form of oral
conversations or written texts. This prioritisation of the verbal aspects of communication is also
present in the study of English worldwide. The English language has been the centre of attention in
the field of World Englishes, which is mainly interested in the spread and development of varieties
of English across the globe (amongst others Kachru, 1985; Schneider, 2007; Mair, 2013; Onysko,
2016). In relation to the global dissemination of English linguistic resources, there is also research
on what is frequently called anglicisms, namely English words and phrases that are used in many
domains in localities of the expanding circle (Kachru, 1985) where English does not hold an official
status, such as in France, Italy, Spain and Germany (Picone, 1996; Onysko, 2007; Furiassi, 2010;
Pulcini et al., 2012; Andersen, 2015).

Recently, however, the predominant focus on verbal resources in the study of English worldwide
has come under criticism since, when we take a closer look at communication, there is a lot
more to say than what the focus on verbal language is able to reveal (see Pennycook, 2017, 2020;
Canagarajah, 2018a; Li, 2018). There are, for example, sounds, silence, music and gestures that
are language too since they are part of the semiotic practices we engage in. These modes, as they
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are called, are “socially shaped and culturally given semiotic
resource[s]” (Kress, 2010, p. 79) and contribute a great deal to
how we make meaning of the world and how we communicate
it. According to Canagarajah, “these broader semiotic resources
not only account for the meaning of words in an interaction,
they themselves contribute meanings that need to be taken into
account in order to explain intelligibility and communicative
success in specific interactions” (2018a, p. 806).

Researchers in critical sociolinguistics have therefore drawn
on the notion of multimodality as developed in social semiotics
and related fields (amongst others Van Leeuwen, 1999; Bateman,
2008; Kress, 2010; Burn, 2014; Stockl, 2016) to facilitate an
analysis of meaning-making that goes beyond verbal resources
in linguistic analyses and have at the same time developed
this concept further. Rather than viewing meaning-making
as a compilation of several, separate modes or independent
channels of meaning, as implied by the term “multimodal” (Van
Leeuwen, 1999; Kress, 2010), Pennycook (2007), for example,
has proposed the term transmodality to describe the fact that
verbal language does never occur in isolation but is always part
of an assemblage of several semiotic modes. In addition, unlike
the concept of multimodality, the notion of transmodality is
rooted in the perspective that Blommaert (2010) has referred to
as the sociolinguistics of mobility. In this paradigm, language
is viewed as consisting of mobile linguistic resources, and the
boundaries between individual “languages” are considered as
socially and politically constructed. A key argument within this
perspective is that we have to overcome the structuralist legacy
that is inherently part of concepts such as “multilingualism”
or “varieties of English,” which merely multiply the number of
bounded “languages” and thereby reify the monolithic concept
of language they originally have set out to supersede (cf. Kachru,
1985). The concept of transmodality therefore complements the
critical sociolinguistic concepts of translingualism (Canagarajah,
2013) and translanguaging (Creese and Blackledge, 2011;
Otheguy et al, 2015; Li, 2018), which state that people make
use of a repertoire of various semiotic resources rather than of
separate languages or varieties thereof. Such a holistic perspective
on language also requires a re-evaluation of the traditional
distinction between text and context since “features we may
have treated as part of context may constitute an assemblage
that is integral to meanings and communication” (Canagarajah,
2018b, p. 34). Taken together these critical concepts question the
separability of different modes of meaning-making and call for a
reconceptualisation of language as a trans-lingual, trans-semiotic
and trans-modal practice. Against this theoretical background,
Canagarajah (2013) and Pennycook (2007) use the term global
Englishes to highlight the need for focussing on local social
and cultural practices associated with the worldwide use of
mobile Englishes.

In the light of these recent developments around the
conceptualisation of language, this paper follows Canagarajah’s
(2018a) call to broaden the scope of analysis in research on
the worldwide use of English by including other modes besides
speech and writing but also by acknowledging the interaction
between English and other linguistic resources in analyses
of meaning-making. Taking Canagarajah’s (2018a) example of

the use of English in interpersonal workplace communication
between non-native speakers of English as a point of departure,
I will show that a translingual and transmodal perspective can
also help us to better understand how English linguistic resources
are embedded in the semiotic assemblages of representations of
events in mass media messages. While recent studies on global
Englishes in social media have already adopted translanguaging
and transmodality approaches (Sharma, 2012; Sultana and
Dovchin, 2017; Baker and Sangiamchit, 2019), the way journalists
use English linguistic resources as part of transmodal assemblages
to achieve communicative success in traditional mass media
messages has been largely overlooked in World Englishes and
anglicism research (amongst others Yang, 1990; Glahn, 2002;
Mesthrie, 2002; Adler, 2004; Zenner et al., 2012; Makalela,
2013; Lee, 2014; Gottlieb, 2015). I will focus on German radio
media in this paper since Germany is one of the localities in
the expanding circle where present-day dynamics of mobile
Englishes can be observed (Schneider, 2014; Onysko, 2016). The
German radio media are not only affected by global cultural flows
and the associated diffusion of English but are also part of the
dissemination processes of new words, mostly in the form of
anglicisms in Germany, as well as of Anglo-American popular
culture including music, trends and technological advances
(Schaefer, 2019, 2021a,b).

To compensate for radio’s lack of visual elements, radio
journalists rely on several auditory modes to produce meaning,
which are orchestrated in a complex acoustic mix of mainly
speech, music and sounds to grab the listeners’ attention and
to emulate a multisensory effect (Crisell, 1986; Shingler and
Wieringa, 1998; Miller, 2018). People listen to the radio in many
everyday contexts, such as at home, whilst driving or at the
shopping centre. Therefore, radio functions as a background
medium, and the components of a radio broadcast and how
the medium’s message is constructed to achieve communicative
success often go unnoticed. I will show that this auditory-only
medium reveals complex, transmodally composed meanings to
stimulate the audience’s imagination and to enable the listener to
“visualise” events reported on by journalists. These transmodally
composed meanings are worthy of our attention to improve our
understanding of the functions of English linguistic resources and
their local appropriation through their entanglement with other
semiotic resources in mass-mediated communication. For my
examples of radio texts, I draw on a large adult contemporary!
radio corpus containing 60h of radio morning show content,
which I compiled in 2016 as part of a larger, ongoing research
project on the use of English linguistic resources by German
radio journalists. While I focus on the embeddedness of English
linguistic resources in semiotic assemblages in the two examples
below, there are also other factors that shape the use of global
Englishes by German radio journalists, which I have elaborated
on in previous studies. These include broadly speaking, the
individual journalist (including his/her language perceptions)
(see Schaefer, 2021a), the media organisation (including radio
format, genre and domain) (see Schaefer, 2019, 2021a), the

! Adult contemporary stations target an audience between 25 and 49 years of age
and play mainstream pop-music.
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TABLE 1 | Foreign correspondent report.

Time (sec) Speech Music Sounds

43.3-45.9 C (studio): Aber alle haben nur auf ihn hier gewartet. Hip-hop music, live, French lyrics Ambient noises of crowd
[But everyone has just been waiting for him.]

46.0-50.0 F: David Guetta. Sa voix. [His voice.] David. Wow!

50.1-52.5 C (concert): | go crazy. Ich werd’ verrlckt. [l go crazy.] David Guetta.

52.6-54.8 F: David Guetta, the real David Guetta. Uh! Concert live music played in background

54.9-63.0 C (studio): David Guettas Heimspiel, der DJ ist ja gebUrtiger Pariser,

war eine Sensation. Unter dem Eiffelturm auftreten zu durfen, das
machte ihn schwer gltcklich.

[David Guetta’s home match, the DJ is a native Parisian, was a
sensation. To be able to perform beneath the Eiffel Tower made him
really happy.]

C correspondent (in studio or at concert); F French concertgoer.
German: standard font; English: bold; French: italics.
English translations in square brackets.

broadcasting system (public service vs. private radio stations) and
the global/cultural background (see Schaefer, 2021b).

SEMIOTIC ASSEMBLAGES ON GERMAN
RADIO

The first example from German radio that highlights the complex
interplay of modes and the role of English in this context is a
foreign correspondent’s report about a concert which took place
in the context of the 2016 European football championship in
France. The excerpt shown in Table 1 is taken from a report (90 s
in length) in which the correspondent shares his experiences of
the concert held in the fan area beneath the Eiffel Tower with the
radio station’s audience back in Germany. The report begins with
a description of the security checks necessary for concertgoers to
be admitted to the actual event, which contains several French
utterances played in the background and a French direct quote
of a concertgoer (translated into German by the correspondent).
These elements set the scene of the large-scale event at the Eiffel
Tower and are used by the journalist to create authenticity. The
excerpt from the journalistic piece in Table 1 shows how the
concert audience has experienced the highlight of the event, the
performance of the French DJ David Guetta.

As becomes evident from this example, the modes of sound,
speech and music interact to create an authentic representation
of the concert happenings and to allow the listener to generate
a visual image of the event. The report consists of narrative
parts recorded by the journalist in studio and of on-scene
recordings, which becomes evident to the listener through the
change in sound characteristics between the portable recorder
and the in-studio recording equipment. Throughout the report,
the atmosphere on location is upheld by ambient noises of the
large crowd at the concert and at times live music played in the
background. The correspondent takes on two distinct personae
in the report, which are also mirrored in his linguistic choices.
Through the voiceover narration recorded in studio, he acts as
an omniscient narrator, who addresses his radio audience and

comments on the happenings from an observer’s perspective
using past tense.

On location, however, the reporter’s role is more complex. In
contrast to his factual tone in the omniscient narration in studio,
the foreign correspondent’s word choice and voice at the scene
mirror the international setting and the cheering atmosphere
at the concert. His excitement for the appearance of the DJ is
expressed by the tone of his voice when he shouts “I go crazy. Ich
werd’ verriickt. David Guetta.” On location, the correspondent is
part of the crowd, therefore, a participant at the event interacting
with other concertgoers. This becomes evident from non-verbal
features such as the loudness and clarity of the voices of both the
journalist and a French concertgoer, in contrast to the ambient
sound of the crowd cheering at the concert, implying that the
two are interlocutors standing next to each other, addressing each
other. In their short conversation, the German correspondent
and the French spectator perform translanguaging by means of
the two interlocutors making use of their expanded language
repertoire in the form of English resources. In addition, what
is interesting to note here is that the utterance “I go crazy. Ich
werd’ verriickt. David Guetta” by the journalist indicates that
his message is not only a response to the French concertgoer’s
exclamation, but that the translation of I go crazy by the
correspondent is additionally directed at the radio audience at
home in Germany, allowing the listener to become part of the
excitement shared by the two concertgoers in conversation. The
journalist’s interactions at the scene therefore connect several
communicative levels. In addition to his role as a participant
of an international event on location, the correspondent moves
into the role of the reporter who caters for his radio audience’s
linguistic needs in terms of comprehensibility on a translocal
level. In line with the reporter’s dual role on location, the English
phrase I go crazy also has a dual function. On the one hand, it
is part of his translingual practice with the French concertgoer,
where the journalist makes use of shared English resources to
facilitate communication with his immediate surroundings at
the concert. On the other hand, it functions to symbolise the
international character of the event (in conjunction with the
French elements) for the radio station’s audience. This dual
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TABLE 2 | Promotion piece.

Time (sec) Speech Music Sounds
0.0-1.8 Station voice: Dieses Wochenende ist es... Rock music
[This weekend it is...] (light electric guitar riffs)
1.9-3.8 ... wieder so weit. Motorcycle start-up;
[... time again.] Idling engine
3.9-7.1 Auf geht’s zum groBen Motorradwochenende...
[Off to the big motorcycle weekend...]
7.2-13.2 ... in X. Der offizielle Start in die Bike-Saison 2016.
[... in X. The official start into the biking season 2016.] (final chord)
13.3-15.6 Am Samstag Motorradmarkt,... Rock music (electric
[On Saturday, motorcycle market,...] guitar solo, heavy
distortion)
156.7-18.0 ... Bike-Shows, groBes Familienprogramm... Cheering crowd Rewving motorcycle
[... bike shows, large family programme...] engine
18.1-24.2 ... und Live-Musik. Und Sonntag, die traditionelle
Motorradsternfahrt mit tausenden Bikes...
[...and live music. And on Sunday, the traditional
motorcycle rally with thousands of bikes...]
24.3-25.5 ... aus ganz X. Motorcycle passing
[... from all over X/]

English translations in square brackets. The pseudonym X is used for the radio station’s location for anonymisation purposes.

function of the English phrase only becomes evident through the
transmodal assemblage of verbal resources (i.e., the translation
for the German radio audience) and non-verbal features, as
mentioned above, creating an image of spatial proximity between
the two concertgoers.

This example reveals a complex orchestration of English
linguistic resources and other semiotic resources that acoustically
reconstructs the highlight of the international event for
the German target audience, stimulating the listener’s visual
imagination of the event and thereby connecting the local radio
audience to a more global context. It additionally demonstrates
that taking a closer look at these transmodal representations
of events in mass-mediated communication allows us to reveal
complex communicative functions of English linguistic resources
deeply entangled in semiotic ensembles that contribute to
achieving communicative success.

The second example from German radio shown in Table 2
is a promotion piece about an event sponsored by a radio
station in which English loanwords are used. I will focus on
the function of the English linguistic resource Bike, appearing
also in the compound nouns Bike-Saison “biking season” and
Bike-Show in the promotion piece, and how it is embedded in
the ensemble of semiotic modes. When we consider the lexical
meaning of Bike, the loanword is polysemous in German and can
refer to different classes of two-wheeled vehicles, namely bicycles
and motorcycles?. More specifically, it can be used to refer to
various types of these vehicles, such as mountain bikes, pedelecs,
superbikes and cruiser motorbikes. The actual meaning of the
term in this promotion piece and therefore the type of event

2see ‘Bike, in: DWDS - Digitales Worterbuch der deutschen Sprache, edited
by Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissenschaften. Available online at:
https://www.dwds.de/wb/Bike (accessed June 20, 2021).

advertised by the radio station only becomes evident through the
transmodal assemblage it is used in.

Let us first look at some further clues on the verbal level.
The use of the German word Motorrad “motorcycle” as modifier
of the compound noun Motorradwochenende “motorcycle
weekend” in the promotion piece gives some indications that the
event will centre around motorised vehicles, instead of bicycles.
However, even in combination the English and German linguistic
resources only give a rough idea of what the event is about since,
in this sense, they are both hypernyms for a class of vehicles,
which still leaves uncertainty regarding the type of motorcycles
the event centres around. The modes of sound and music close
this gap by creating an acoustic image, a soundscape so to speak,
of the event. The engine sounds accompanying the promotion
conjure up images of heavy choppers or cruisers which evoke
stereotypes associated with the American motorcycle brand
Harley Davidson or similar brands. This imagery is supported
by the rock music played in the background, which together
with the engine sounds rather conjures up German clichés
of American motorcycle ideology often related to US-specific
cultural concepts such as the Route 66 and the motion picture
Easy Rider, rather than to the Moto GP racing series. The English
linguistic resource Bike, therefore, functions in orchestration with
the stereotypic engine sounds and the rock music played in the
background to represent American biker ideology and lifestyle.
This imagery conveyed at the opening of the promotion piece
is additionally strengthened by the term Bike-Show, which in
this context relates the event to a particular type of motorcycle
competition originating in the USA.

What is interesting to note here, however, is that the sounds
of heavy chopper or cruiser bike engines and the rock music
played together with the information provided verbally to this
point may lead to a misinterpretation by the target audience
regarding the type of event promoted. The event is seemingly
portrayed as a meeting of this particular biker community
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only or at best motorcycle enthusiasts who share an interest
in American motorcycle culture more generally. To avoid such
unintended interpretations on behalf of the listener, the station
has included additional verbal clues by using the phrase grofSes
Familienprogramm “large family programme,” which reframes
the meaning of the promotion piece and the meaning of the
semiotic resources used to this point by portraying an event that
everyone who wants to have a good time can attend.

As this example shows, the actual function of the English word
Bike in this piece only becomes evident from the interplay of the
different modes of speech, music and sounds used to acoustically
represent this social event, which together provide a description
of the American atmosphere that the station’s audience can
expect to find when attending this particular event. This semiotic
ensemble, however, becomes reframed onto a local scale by
making clear on a verbal level through other linguistic resources
that this is an event adapted to a wide and at the same time
local audience. The meaning of the English loanword Bike in this
context is therefore co-constructed through its embeddedness in
an assemblage of the modes of music, speech and sound, which
together kindle a visual imagery of the event with the listener.

THE NEED FOR A CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE
ON MASS MEDIA LANGUAGE

As my examples from German radio content have shown, a
holistic, translingual and transmodal approach acknowledging
semiotic assemblages can widen our understanding of the
complex entanglements of English linguistic resources with other
semiotic resources and thereby of their local appropriation
in mass media content. In line with Canagarajah’s (2018a)
observations, the examples discussed in this paper have
furthermore revealed how these diverse semiotic resources are
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