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In recent years, multilingualism research has increasingly called for greater
inclusivity, urging scholars to move beyond traditional samples and to engage with
underrepresented groups and contexts. This paper responds to that call by
exploring the emotional dimensions of language use and learning, especially in
conditions shaped by migration, marginalization, and inequality. I examine how
multilinguals in different contexts, such as the Global North and Global South,
navigate daily emotional challenges, adopting coping strategies like avoidance or
resilience. These strategies not only reflect individual experiences but also shape
broader multilingual trajectories. Drawing on recent work in the psychology of
language learning, I highlight how positive emotions support engagement and well-
being, while structural and social vulnerabilities constrain them. The paper calls
for a shift in second language research that brings together psychological and
social approaches, in order to better understand the role of emotion in shaping
inclusive and representative multilingual experiences.

1 Introduction

Research on multilingualism has long focused on cognitive processes and
linguistic outcomes, often drawing on homogeneous groups of learners in formal
educational settings. However, recent scholarship has increasingly called for a
shift toward more inclusive, socially situated approaches that foreground the lived
realities of multilingual speakers, especially those navigating conditions shaped
by migration, marginalization, and inequality (Ortega 2019; Seving &
Anthonissen 2022). At the same time, there is a growing recognition that emotion
is not merely an individual variable but a socially and politically embedded
dimension of language learning and use.

This paper responds to these evolving agendas by focusing on the emotional
experiences of multilingualism as both a social and cognitive phenomenon. |
explore how emotions shape, and are shaped by, everyday encounters with
language in contexts of structural vulnerability. In particular, I examine how
multilingual speakers across different sociopolitical settings, such as the Global
North and Global South, experience and manage emotions such as anxiety, fear,
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pride, or resilience. These emotional responses are not incidental but
fundamentally tied to power, positionality, and the right to speak and be heard.

Crucially, I also address a growing dominance within applied linguistics
and second language acquisition (SLA) research: the increasing influence of
positive psychology. While the study of enjoyment, motivation, and emotional
well-being has offered valuable insights for psychology of language learning
(Dewaele & Maclntyre 2014), its frameworks often overlook the complex and
sometimes painful emotional landscapes of multilinguals living in precarious or
marginalized circumstances. In these contexts, negative emotions such as
frustration, grief, or anger are not signs of failure but integral to the multilingual
experience. Rather than treating such emotions as obstacles, this paper argues for
a paradigm that recognizes their legitimacy and explores how multilinguals
actively cope with and even draw strength from them.

To that end, this paper draws on two case studies: one situated in the Global
North and one in the Global South. They illustrate how multilingual speakers
navigate emotional challenges through strategies of avoidance, resistance, and
resilience. In doing so, I seek to contribute to a more inclusive understanding of
multilingualism that acknowledges vulnerability, emotion, and agency. The
implications of these cases are discussed in light of calls for epistemic inclusion,
wider cross-linguistic coverage (Kidd & Garcia 2022), and the integration of
social and psychological approaches to language learning.

2 Theoretical framing: Emotions, multilingualism, and inclusive
research

In recent years, the emotional dimensions of multilingualism have garnered
increasing scholarly attention, particularly through what has been termed the
affective or emotional turn in applied linguistics (Pavlenko 2013; Prior 2019).
This shift challenges earlier cognitive or structuralist frameworks by
foregrounding how emotions are not merely internal or individual phenomena,
but social, relational, and deeply intertwined with lived multilingual experiences.
Emotional responses such as grief over language loss, anxiety about speaking, or
pride in maintaining a heritage language are increasingly viewed as situated
within broader contexts of power, exclusion, and belonging (Seving & Dewacele,
in press).

While positive psychology has contributed valuable insights into how
emotions like enjoyment, pride, and motivation support multilingualism (Dewaele
& Maclntyre 2014), this approach often centers on relatively privileged learners
in Global North settings. Such a focus risks marginalizing those whose emotional
lives are shaped by precarity, migration, and systemic inequality. Instead of
viewing emotions like shame, fear, or withdrawal as purely negative or
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maladaptive, emerging work argues for their recognition as meaningful responses
to structural pressures and social hierarchies (Cook 2024; Seving & Anthonissen
2022). Emotional experiences in multilingual contexts are not just about learning
languages, they reflect ongoing negotiations of identity, legitimacy, and voice.

A key issue that arises in this context is epistemic inclusion: whose
emotions are considered valid data in multilingualism research, and whose
experiences are left out? As Seving and Dewaele (in press) argue, attention to
emotional well-being must also include questions of visibility, legitimacy, and
power. Emotions become a lens through which we can understand not only
individual coping strategies, but also the systemic inequalities embedded in
language 1deologies and educational policies. Understanding emotion in
multilingualism thus requires an intersectional and critical lens, one that attends
to whose vulnerabilities are made visible, and whose voices are heard or ignored.

This paper builds on recent critiques of sampling and linguistic bias in the
field. For example, Andringa and Godfroid (2020) note that most SLA studies
rely on university students, limiting the generalizability of findings. Similarly,
Kidd and Garcia (2022) call attention to the narrow linguistic focus of much
research, which privileges a small number of languages and leaves most of the
world’s linguistic diversity unexamined. As Seving and Dewaele (in press) stress,
these patterns are not neutral; they reinforce global hierarchies by systematically
excluding marginalized speakers and emotional contexts that fall outside of the
Global North norm.

To counter these limitations, this paper adopts a transdisciplinary and
inclusive perspective. It draws on psychological, sociolinguistic, and critical
research to examine how emotion, vulnerability, and resilience intersect in
multilingual lives across both the Global North and Global South. Importantly,
these terms are used not as geographical markers but rather as structural positions
within global power relations (Canagarajah 1999; Connell 2007; Pennycook
2007). The Global North often reflects institutional privilege and normative
research agendas, while the Global South includes not only underrepresented
regions but also displaced and marginalized populations within the North. A truly
inclusive emotional framework in multilingualism research must account for
these asymmetries and move beyond binary framings of positive versus negative
emotion.

By focusing on comparative case studies, this paper highlights the situated
nature of emotional experience in multilingual contexts. It argues that
multilingualism research must become more emotionally literate, more attuned to
the range of feelings that accompany language use, loss, and negotiation. Only
then can the field begin to address not just what multilinguals do, but how they
feel, and why that matters.
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3 Case studies: Emotion across contexts

This section presents two contrasting case studies to illustrate how emotions shape
and are shaped by multilingual experiences in contexts of inequality.

3.1 Case study 1: Turkish immigrants in the Netherlands

Turkish immigrants in the Netherlands offer a revealing case of how multilinguals
in the Global North experience and manage emotional struggles related to
language use. Two linked studies (Seving & Dewaele 2016; Seving & Backus
2017) document high levels of anxiety tied to both their heritage language,
Turkish, and the majority language, Dutch. These anxieties were not simply
reflections of linguistic limitations but deeply rooted in structural expectations,
such as the pressure to integrate, fear of negative judgment, and a desire to meet
competing community norms. Many participants reported feeling trapped
between cultural demands: “not Turkish enough” in the family, and “never Dutch
enough” in public life. These tensions created a persistent emotional strain in their
multilingual encounters.

Avoidance emerged as a key coping strategy, with participants consciously
withdrawing from multilingual interactions in order to protect themselves from
perceived judgment, humiliation, or exclusion. In some cases, this withdrawal
extended to family or community contexts, where linguistic insecurity triggered
emotional disengagement. Participants selectively limited their use of either
Dutch or Turkish depending on the domain, resulting in fragmented language
practices and emotional distancing from parts of their identity. Their reluctance
to engage was not simply about discomfort with speaking, but about the fear of
rejection and the pain of not belonging. This highlights how negative emotions
tied to language use are often shaped by systemic forces—ranging from
institutional assimilation pressures to community-based language ideologies—
that frame multilingualism as something to be perfected rather than negotiated.

Some participants adopted solitary forms of emotional regulation. They
rehearsed conversations in advance, relied on inner speech, or sought support
from close interlocutors to navigate tense interactions. However, these efforts
were often private and lacked the visible, relational, or playful strategies, such as
humor or collective resilience, seen in other contexts. As a result, the dominant
emotional experience remained one of internalized vulnerability, avoidance, and
muted voice. This case underscores that even in seemingly secure, well-resourced
environments, multilingualism can carry significant emotional costs when
structural demands for linguistic mastery and cultural loyalty remain unaddressed.
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3.2  Case study 2: Emotional resilience and humor as resistance in the
Global South

While much of the existing research on emotional dimensions of multilingualism
focuses on the Global North, it is essential to turn our attention to
underrepresented contexts in the Global South. One such case involves African
immigrant women in South Africa working in a highly multilingual yet socially
stratified service economy (Seving & Anthonissen 2023). These women navigate
linguistic hierarchies and racialized expectations in daily interactions with
customers, often under precarious employment conditions and constant
surveillance.

In contrast to the avoidance-based coping seen in the Global North, this case
illustrates how emotional engagement, rather than withdrawal, can become a form
of resilience in multilingual settings shaped by precarity and inequality. Despite
the burdens of linguistic insecurity, fear, and exclusion, these women do not
retreat from multilingual engagement. Instead, they demonstrate powerful
emotional resilience by drawing on emotional regulation strategies such as humor,
strategic politeness, and relational framing. One participant, Sandra, responded to
a hostile customer not with avoidance or confrontation but by smiling and saying,
“I am happy that you are my customer”, playfully referring to him as “brother” or
“papa”. Her use of warmth and familial terms created a buffer against linguistic
exclusion and reasserted her presence in the interaction. In psychological terms,
this represents a form of situation modification: transforming a potentially hostile
emotional encounter into a space for positive emotional alignment.

This example illustrates how language itself can become a tool for
emotional coping and subtle resistance. Rather than viewing emotion as an
individual trait or inner experience, the case foregrounds the relational and
performative aspects of emotional labor in multilingual workplaces. As the study
shows, emotional well-being in such contexts is not simply about reducing anxiety
or promoting positivity, it involves negotiating visibility, respect, and voice under
systemic inequality. Crucially, these women do not fall into the kind of “vicious
circle” often observed in Global North contexts (cf. Seving & Backus 2017),
where anxiety leads to language avoidance and social withdrawal. Instead, humor,
embodied confidence, and linguistic flexibility serve as counter-strategies,
allowing them to remain present, emotionally engaged, and socially connected.
Their stories shift the narrative of emotional vulnerability from one of silence or
fragility to one of active, embodied resistance.
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4 Discussion and implications

These two case studies offer contrasting yet complementary insights into how
emotional dynamics shape multilingual experiences in both the Global North and
Global South. They also underscore the importance of attending not only to
individual coping strategies but to the broader structural, relational, and
ideological conditions in which emotional responses to language use emerge.

The case of Turkish immigrants in the Netherlands highlights how
multilingualism can become emotionally burdensome when framed within rigid
expectations of integration, linguistic mastery, and dual cultural loyalty.
Avoidance of language use, as seen in that context, is not merely a psychological
response but a socially and politically conditioned one, linked to institutional
pressures and community norms that demand linguistic perfection. In contrast, the
South African example demonstrates how emotional resilience can manifest in
the face of precarity, through situated practices of humor, relational framing, and
strategic engagement. Here, multilingualism is not treated as a problem to solve
or a deficiency to overcome, but as a space for resistance, presence, and voice,
even in contexts of economic and racial inequality.

Together, these cases challenge any simplistic account of emotion in
multilingualism as something that can be reduced to individual traits like anxiety
or enjoyment. Rather than locating emotion solely within the speaker, they reveal
how emotional responses are shaped by power structures, linguistic hierarchies,
and relational dynamics. They also raise critical questions for the field: Whose
emotions are recognized in multilingualism research? Whose discomfort is
pathologized? And whose resilience is rendered invisible?

This brings us to a broader reflection on the recent turn to positive
psychology in SLA research. While the growing attention to emotion-related
concepts such as enjoyment, engagement, and well-being has opened new
avenues for research, it has also introduced certain limitations. The tendency to
foreground only positive affect can inadvertently marginalize those multilinguals
whose experiences are shaped by fear, loss, trauma, or disempowerment.
Emotional well-being cannot be divorced from structural conditions, and an
exclusive focus on positivity risks turning emotion into an individual performance
rather than a social condition.

Instead, what i1s needed is an inclusive emotional framework, one that
makes space for discomfort, conflict, ambivalence, and pain. Embracing this
fuller emotional spectrum requires us to challenge the assumption that positive
emotions are inherently better or more productive. In fact, as the cases show,
strategies such as avoidance or resistance may be deeply adaptive responses to
inequality or marginalization. Rather than encouraging speakers to suppress
negative emotions, multilingualism research and pedagogy should create
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environments where all emotions can be acknowledged, understood, and socially
negotiated.

This also has implications for how researchers themselves approach
emotional data. Kidd and Garcia (2022) remind us that the world’s more than
seven thousand languages offer rich insights into language acquisition. However,
as Christiansen et al. (2022) emphasize, expanding cross-linguistic coverage
alone is not sufficient. They argue for a more systematic, unified, and comparative
approach that values both well-studied and underrepresented languages, and that
situates findings within broader typological and social contexts. Similarly, I argue
that, by extension, emotion and multilingualism research must also engage with
both dominant and overlooked emotional experiences, and with the social,
linguistic, and affective relations in which they are embedded. Doing so would
help bridge the divide between psychological and sociolinguistic approaches and
support a more equitable vision of multilingualism.

Ortega (2018) calls for greater reflexivity in the field, urging researchers to
ask whose multilingualism is being studied, and why, and to consider
vulnerability and privilege as central topics rather than background variables. This
aligns with calls for epistemic inclusivity that challenge the dominance of
privileged learner profiles in multilingualism research. In this paper, I extend that
call by foregrounding the emotional dimensions of multilingualism, asking:
Whose emotional experiences are recognized, and whose are overlooked? SLA
research must consider whose multilingualism matters, and whose emotional
realities are made visible or erased in research. Ultimately, breaking the silence
around emotion in multilingualism means recognizing that emotion is not a side
effect of language learning but a constitutive part of it. It is through emotion that
speakers are included or excluded, empowered or silenced. And it is through
emotion that multilingualism becomes either a site of vulnerability or a space for
agency.
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