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Introduction  

The publication of The Handbook of Translanguaging represents a defining moment in the 

maturation of translanguaging as a theoretical framework within applied linguistics and 

multilingual education. Edited by Li Wei, Prem Phyak, Jerry Won Lee, and Ofelia García — 

four of the field's most influential scholars — the volume assembles 33 chapters by an 

internationally diverse range of contributors, spanning theoretical foundations, educational 

contexts, and connections to digital communication, the arts, race, gender, disability, and 

decoloniality. The handbook arrives at a moment of considerable intellectual energy and 

contestation: translanguaging has grown from a Welsh-medium classroom strategy (Lewis et 

al., 2012) into one of the most cited and politically charged frameworks in contemporary 

language studies, attracting both enthusiastic adoption and substantive critique regarding its 

theoretical coherence and political claims (Jaspers, 2018; MacSwan, 2017). The volume 

simultaneously functions as a state-of-the-art survey of the field, a theoretical intervention 

sharpening the framework's core claims, and a political manifesto situating translanguaging 

within the global project of epistemic decolonization. This review evaluates how successfully 

it achieves each function. 

Theoretical Consolidation: The Decolonial Turn 

The handbook's most consequential contribution is its consolidation of translanguaging as a 

decolonial political project rather than a classroom management technique.  Chapter 1 

establishes three governing principles — decoloniality, fluid simultaneity, and multimodalities 

— as the volume's theoretical foundation, framing the entire enterprise as a dismantling of 

the colonial logic embedded in named languages. Chapter 6 develops this argument 

linguistically, demonstrating that named languages such as English or Spanish are 

sociocultural and political inventions rather than grammatical realities, building on the 

influential unitary repertoire framework established in the peer-reviewed literature (Otheguy 

et al., 2015, 2019). Chapter 7 extends this through a raciolinguistics lens, showing that the 
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pathologization of racialized speakers' language practices cannot be addressed without 

confronting the intersection of language ideology with race and colonialism. 

This decolonial framing generates significant theoretical payoffs across the volume. Chapter 

8 develops the Translanguaging Triad — resistance, decoloniality, and transformative praxis 

— positioning translanguaging in the Global South as a form of epistemic resistance rather 

than a pedagogical option. Chapter 19 situates Indigenous African language revitalization in 

South African higher education as a condition of epistemic justice, not cultural preservation. 

Two chapters push translanguaging's conceptual boundaries in particularly productive 

directions: Chapter 2 draws on Whitehead's process philosophy and Ilyenkov's concept of the 

thinking body to argue that meaning-making is a dynamic whole-body transactional process 

rather than a cognitive operation, offering translanguaging access to resources from ecological 

psychology and biosemiotics. Chapter 3 proposes waterscape epistemologies and a wet 

ontology that replaces terrestrial border metaphors with oceanic metaphors of flow and 

permeability — a move that, whether read as theory or provocation, performs the important 

work of defamiliarizing naturalized assumptions about language. 

Translanguaging in Educational Contexts: Evidence, Tensions, and Transformative 

Potential 

The handbook's educational section is its most empirically grounded and policy-relevant 

contribution, covering bilingual education, literacy, English Medium Instruction (EMI), foreign 

language learning, community schools, Indigenous language revitalization, Deaf education, 

disability, and assessment. Several chapters make particularly significant contributions to 

the evidence base. Chapter 19 documents through the UCT Whiteboard Project how isiXhosa-

English translanguaging enabled mathematics students to access abstract concepts and 

develop collaborative intellectual engagement that English-only instruction had failed to 

produce — extending existing evidence (Makalela, 2015; Infante & Licona, 2021) into higher 

education with direct implications for language-of-instruction policy in African universities. 

Chapter 18 argues compellingly that Māori language revitalization must be understood as 

trauma-informed work, attending to the intergenerational affective wounds of colonial 

language suppression in ways that formal linguistic instruction alone cannot address — an 

argument that deserves wider uptake in the revitalization literature. 

Chapter 21 makes an ethically urgent contribution by insisting that the unitary repertoire 

encompasses all communicative acts, including stimming and gestural modalities classified 

as disordered, radically expanding translanguaging's scope to include speakers most 

systematically excluded from both multilingual education and mainstream scholarship. Their 

formulation — if we reduce practices to parts, we also reduce the people who use those 

practices into parts — is among the volume's most important ethical statements. The 

educational chapters collectively illuminate a central tension between translanguaging as 

decolonial transformation and as institutional accommodation. Chapter 13 documents how 

functional translanguaging spaces at the classroom micro-level remain encased within macro-

level language-separation ideologies. Chapter 33 theorizes this tension through the distinction 
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between soft translanguaging — practices that oil monolingual institutional machinery 

without challenging it — and hard translanguaging — practices that embarrass 

monolingualism and demand accountability. This distinction is theoretically important, but 

the handbook does not fully resolve the practical question of how educators in under-

resourced, policy-constrained Global South contexts can sustain hard translanguaging 

without institutional punishment. 

Expanding the Horizon: Multimodality, Digital Worlds, and Social Justice 

The handbook's third part ambitiously extends translanguaging toward a general social theory 

of meaning-making. Chapter 10 introduces transmodalities and transpositioning as 

frameworks for analyzing meaning-making in contexts of radical cultural, linguistic, and 

digital diversity — an insight that material objects carry their own directive force and that 

communication's arc extends across the full trajectory of production, travel, reception, and 

negotiation offers tools that neither multimodality theory nor translanguaging theory alone 

had captured. Chapter 28 provides timely evidence that while digital platforms enable new 

forms of translanguaging identity construction, their embedded linguistic hierarchies and 

algorithmic systems systematically disadvantage multilingual users from the Global South — 

a finding with significant implications for educational technology. Chapter 32 contributes a 

theoretically innovative chapter introducing transraciality as a parallel concept to 

translanguaging, connecting it to Critical Multiracial Theory and showing how monoracism 

— the insistence on singular racial categories — mirrors monoglossic language ideology. Their 

proposals for radical listening and Critical Raciolinguistic Awareness in classrooms point 

toward an important research agenda at the intersection of translanguaging and Multiracial 

studies. 

Critical Assessment: Three Unresolved Tensions 

Intellectual honesty requires acknowledging three productive tensions the handbook leaves 

unresolved. First, methodological adequacy: Chapter 11 rightly observes that translanguaging 

is largely invisible in transcripts — the most consequential translanguaging often occurs 

before utterance, in cognitive and social processes that leave no textual trace — yet the 

chapter offers productive methodological directions (ethnographic, arts-based, participatory) 

without fully developed solutions. Chapter 12’s compelling critique of institutional ethics 

frameworks as colonial instruments similarly stops short of providing concrete guidance for 

navigating real ethics requirements while enacting the microethical commitments he 

advocates. Second, universalizability: the volume's theoretical framework — the unitary 

repertoire, the colonial invention of named languages, the decolonial project — is applied with 

considerable confidence across conditions as radically different as rural Nepal, South African 

universities, Deaf education, and Irish traditional music. While many chapters attend 

carefully to local specificity, the introductory framework would benefit from an explicit 

account of how its three governing principles are calibrated across such divergent contexts 

without overgeneralizing. Third, the theory-practice gap: the handbook is admirably clear that 

treating translanguaging as merely a classroom technique risks domesticating its political 
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edge, but the educational practice chapters sometimes struggle to show how the decolonial 

theoretical framework concretely informs Monday morning classroom decisions — a limitation 

characteristic of critical applied linguistics more broadly, but one that represents the field's 

most urgent practical challenge. 

Conclusion 

The Handbook of Translanguaging is an intellectually ambitious, politically committed, and 

theoretically rich volume that will shape the field's development for years to come. Its 

consolidation of translanguaging as a decolonial framework — connecting classroom language 

practices to colonial history, racial hierarchy, and the global political economy of language — 

makes it impossible, after this volume, to treat translanguaging as a pedagogical strategy 

without confronting the political stakes of that reduction. Its theoretical innovations — the 

organicist-processual account of languaging, the waterscape epistemologies framework, the 

Translanguaging Triad, transmodalities and transpositioning, and the hard/soft 

translanguaging distinction — advance the field's conceptual vocabulary in ways that open 

productive new research directions. Its educational chapters provide the most comprehensive 

global survey currently available of translanguaging research, with particular strength in 

Global South contexts that remain underrepresented in mainstream applied linguistics 

journals. For researchers, it is essential reading. For educators and policymakers, it is a 

challenging and necessary invitation to reconsider what language, learning, and justice 

require of our institutions. 
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