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Speech communities are “never homogeneous and hardly ever self-contained” (Weinreich 

1970:vii). In these volatile contexts where linguistic contact is the rule rather than the exception, 

every language user remains a language learner, confronted with the transient social meanings 

attached to language variation (Eckert 2019). This sociolinguistic learning in heterogeneous 

speech contexts is the focus of our thematic section, which aims to uncover how the social 

meaning  of contact-induced variation emerges and develops in bi- and multilingual speech 

communities. This way, our theme session will contribute to both sociolinguistics and contact 

linguistics. 

First, studies on the acquisition of sociolinguistic variation can benefit from a contact linguistic 

perspective. Researchers in this field have so far mainly studied how children acquire the social 

meaning of standard and vernacular in monolingual contexts (De Vogelaer & Toye 2017). In 

two ways, our thematic section complements this implicit priority: (1) by targeting more 

heterogeneous speech communities (bi-or multidialectal, bi- or multilingual and/or L2 speakers 

e.g. Kaiser2019); (2) by backgrounding the focus on standard/vernacular variation in favor of 

the contact-induced linguistic outcomes essential to heterogeneous speech contexts 

(Oxbury&DeLeeuw2020). 

Second, by scrutinizing the development of sociolinguistic variation in heterogeneous contexts, 

this thematic section likewise contributes to contact linguistic research. As social meaning has 

so far largely remained under the radar in studies targeting multilingual acquisition 

(Cornips2018), both methodological and theoretical challenges remain. Methodologically, we 

aim to present new ways of uncovering the social meaning awarded to contact-induced variation 

in developmental contexts (Miller2017). Theoretically, this thematic section foregrounds the 

role of (macro and micro) ideology and language planning in the development of contact-

induced variation and change (Berthele 2019). 

Together, these perspectives illustrate how the complex nature of bilingual communities can 

help enhance our general understanding of language variation as an intricate interplay between 

human faculty and sociolinguistic competence (Matras2009). 
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