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ABSTRACT
Anzaldúa’s (1987, 2002) conceptual lens of “borderland spaces” can con-
tribute greatly to understanding the complexity of language teaching and
learning, in which individuals continually encounter, wrestle with and cross
borders of “language,” “culture,” “place,” and “identity” (Rutherford, 1990),
as well as affirm and reify them in complex and, in many cases, seemingly
conflicting ways. Building on and extending the growing body of research
on identity, the current special issue adds to the scholarly conversation on
identity in language education, with a focus on the multifaceted, fluid, and
performative nature of the negotiation of being and becoming in border-
land spaces characterized by movement, change, diversity, hybridity, and
tension, and intersectionality. The studies in this issue illustrate how multi-
lingual individuals perform their identities as they perpetuate, resist, patrol,
question, and/or challenge the ideologies that both give shape to and
reflect discursive and material spaces.
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Una lucha de fronteras/A struggle of borders
Because I, a mestiza,

continually walk out of one culture
and into another,

because I am in all cultures at the same time,
alma entre dos mundos, tres, cuatro,

me zumba la cabeza con lo contradictorio.
Estoy norteada por todas las voces que me hablan

simultaneamente.

Gloria Anzaldúa, en Borderlands/La Frontera/The new mestiza

Anzaldúa’s words seek to convey the intensity and complexity of her lived experiences as a self-
defined mestiza1 negotiating identity as an individual apprehending, identifying, negotiating, pro-
blematizing, grappling with, and traversing borders of being, becoming and belonging that are both
discursively and materially constructed. Identity negotiation is a subjective, political struggle over
positionality pertaining to “self” and “other”: to who individuals, and others around them, “are/are
not,” and “can” and/or “should” be or become (Rudolph, 2016; Rudolph, Yazan, & Rudolph, 2018.
See also Martin-Jones, Blackledge, & Creese, 2012). Individuals and groups delineate, patrol,
problematize and challenge borders of being and becoming, which may result in the affordance,

CONTACT Bedrettin Yazan byazan@ua.edu College of Education, The University of Alabama, 223B Bibb Graves Hall,
Box 870232, Tuscaloosa, AL 35487, USA.
1“In a constant state of mental nepantilism, an Aztec word meaning torn between ways, la mestiza is a product of the transfer of the
cultural and spiritual values of one group to another. Being tricultural, monolingual, bilingual, or multilingual, speaking a patois,
and in a state of perpetual transition, the mestiza faces the dilemma of the mixed breed: which collectivity does the daughter of
a darkskinned mother listen to? … Cradled in one culture, sandwiched between two cultures, straddling all three cultures and their
value systems, la mestiza undergoes a struggle of flesh, a struggle of borders, an inner war” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 78).
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limitation or stripping away of authority, resources, voice and agency (whether theirs or others’)
(Block, 2007, 2009; Gebhard & Willett, 2015; Gee, 2008; McCarty & May, 2017; Norton, 2013;
Norton & De Costa, 2018).

Wrestling with “cracks between worlds” (Anzaldúa, 2002), “sociocultural in-betweenness”
(Canagarajah, 2013) or “discursive faultlines” (Kramsch, 1998; Menard-Warwick, 2014), multilingual
individuals traverse borderland spaces in which they experience varying conflicts, contradictions, and
tensions of liminality as well as perform hybrid, complex, and multifaceted identities (Bhabha, 1992;
Higgins, 2015; Ishihara &Menard-Warwick, 2018; Rudolph, 2012, 2016). Such individuals live in a “vague
and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary… a constant state of
transition.… [and] cross over, pass over, or go through the confines of the ‘normal’” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 3).

The “borderland spaces” theorized and articulated by Anzaldúa (1987, 2002) are characterized by
movement, change, diversity, hybridity, and tension. We contend this lens contributes greatly to
apprehending the complexity of language teaching and learning, in which individuals continually
encounter, wrestle with and cross borders of “language,” “culture,” “place” and “identity”
(Rutherford, 1990), as well as affirm and reify them in complex and, in many cases, seemingly
conflicting ways. Borderlands are blurry overlapping areas of “shared influence” between these
“regions” lacking “clear edges” (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 38) and they are characterized by
ambiguity, duality, and intersectionality. Learning a new language involves experiencing such
borderland spaces in which language learners and teachers “juggle” languages and cultures
(Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 101). Through this “juggling” in cultural and linguistic practices, they experience
“border-crossings,” “in-betweenness” (Ramos, 2015; Rudolph, 2012), and a struggle of borders both
internally and externally (Anzaldúa, 1987). These borderland experiences include negotiating and
reimagining borders and play a significant role in the ways in which language learners and teachers
construct identities.

Earlier studies theorized and explored identity as “multiple, a site of struggle, and continually changing
over time and space” and identity negotiation as inseparable from language learning (Darvin & Norton,
2015, p. 45). They conceptualized and scrutinized identity in relation to such concepts as investment
(Norton Peirce, 1995), agency (Deters, 2011; Duff, 2012), legitimacy (Ramos & Sayer, 2017; Sayer, 2012),
emotions (Miyahara, 2015), and ideologies (Pavlenko&Blackledge, 2004). These existing conceptualizations
can be further expanded with the lens of borderland spaces and identities that captures the struggle
including tensions, contradictions, and conflicts between individuals and powers of borders and corre-
sponding ideologies. Building on and extending the growing body of research on identity, this issue
attempts to further investigate the complexities involved in the ways language learners, teachers, and
users interact with the social world and construct their identities through language. More specifically, this
issue contributes to the scholarly conversation on identity in language education, with a focus on the
multifaceted, fluid, and performative nature of the negotiation of being and becoming in borderland spaces
characterized by hybridity and intersectionality (though we acknowledge that individuals and groups
themselves may certainly not recognize or acknowledge such, when attending to their positionality or
that of others). The studies in this issue illustrate how individuals perform their identities as they
perpetuate, resist, patrol, question, and/or challenge the ideologies that both give shape to and reflect
discursive and material spaces.

This issue

The current issue brings together five articles that approach and examine borderland negotiations of
identity with various lenses employed in a diverse array of contexts. Katherine Christoffersen draws
from sociolinguistic interviews in The Corpus Bilingüe del Valle (CoBiVa) [Bilingual Corpus of the
Valley] (Christoffersen & Bessett, 2019) and examines three young adults’ identity negotiation in
relation to language ideologies in the Rio Grande Valley in south Texas. Christoffersen’s three-level
narrative analysis illustrates three young adults’ identities as they encounter “linguistic terrorism”
(Anzaldúa, 1987) and take on multiple and contradictory positionalities within borderland spaces.
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Mary Amanda Stewart and Alexandra Babino investigated three young self-identified Mexicana
students’ investment in being multilingual speakers, which is impacted by their identity positions,
ideologies, and capital. Stewart and Babino discuss the ways in which these women problematize and
challenge the essentializing and idealizing discourses in their educational contexts. Nicole Siffrinn and
Kathleen McGovern rely on Foucauldian constructs of discourse, power, and the subject, and explore
multilingual and multidialectal middle schoolers’ identity construction in a semester-long youth
participatory action research project. Siffrinn and McGovern’s analysis illustrates how these students
strategically adopted or resisted the positionings over the span of the project and enacted dynamic,
constantly-changing subject-positions in the ideological borderlands of the action research program.
Kongji Qin views the processes of language teaching and learning as spaces for identity negotiation and
moral positioning, and analyzes a routinized vocabulary activity with a small stories approach. Qin’s
analysis demonstrates that the language curriculum provides teachers and students with discursive
resources to perform identities to maintain or subvert dominant discourses of being in the language
classroom. Lastly, Paul McPherron and Kyle McIntosh analyze three cross-cultural memoirs, namely
Peter Hessler’s River Town, Elaine Mar’s Paper Daughter, and Binyavanga Wainaina’s One Day I Will
Write about This Place, to understand their instructional value to introduce students to the complex-
ities involved in border crossers’ identity negotiation. Pointing to the power of narratives in portraying
multilingual experiences and identities, McPherron and McIntosh assert that such memoirs can
support students’ critical reflections on ideologies at the micro, meso, and macro levels which multi-
lingual speakers perpetuate or resist as part of their ongoing identity negotiation within and across
borderlands. It is our hope that with these studies, the current special issue will contribute to further
complexifying the approaches to identity negotiation in language education.
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