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Abstract 
Taking into consideration Bourdieu’s theories on language and symbolic power, the 
current study aims to examine how English speakers in Sweden use language in 
different settings, at work and outside of work, to determine if language ideologies can 
be perceived or identified. The method chosen for investigating this was language 
portraits and semi-structured interviews. Three participants, university staff at an 
English-speaking department, drew two language portraits each and performed a semi-
structured interview. The study showed that there might be a hierarchy of languages 
apparent both at the workplace and outside, where proficiency in Swedish might be 
what dictates the reason of exclusion being perceived by the participants.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Even though Swedish is the official language in Sweden, English still holds a 
dominating role in Swedish society where many people are often exposed to English in 
many different forms. Starting from elementary school grade one, students are taught 
English as a part of the curriculum, among other subjects like Swedish and 
mathematics. Having English taught in schools in Sweden is determined by the Swedish 
National Agency of Education (Skolverket) with the motivation that “having knowledge 
of several different languages can provide new perspectives on the surrounding world 
…” and that “[t]he English language surrounds us in our daily lives […]” (Skolverket, 
2018, p.34). Just as the Swedish National Agency of Education pointed out, spoken and 
written English has made its way into Swedish mainstream society in many areas and 
fields. Nowadays, there are many films, music, movies, and tv-shows that feature 
English as the main spoken language. Similarly, different job titles often contain 
English words (senior supervisor, program manager, project manager etc.), many slang 
words, expressions, and phrases have made their way into the spoken language, and 
advertisement campaigns frequently also use English terms when promoting products 
(Sylvén, 2019, p.5). There are even some who claim that English should be adopted as 
an L2 in Sweden, rather than a foreign language (Sylvén, 2019, p.5-6). 

Using language portraits as a method, this study aims to investigate the linguistic 
repertoire of English speakers in Sweden at their workplace and outside of their 
workplace. Taking into consideration the high status the English language has in 
Sweden and Swedish society, this study will examine how language ideologies 
(hierarchies and other forms of attitudes connecting to language and identity) can be 
perceived within two different areas (at work and outside of work) for English speakers 
in Sweden. Studies regarding different minority languages and language variations in 
regard to attitudes have previously been carried out by Stroud (2004), Milani (2013) and 
Karrebæk (2013), to name a few. Instead of focusing on minority languages or language 
variations, the current study will examine high proficiency users of English in Sweden 
with regard to language ideologies. The choice to focus on high proficiency English 
users was made in order to investigate if attitudes connected to a language with a high 
status can be observed. The theoretical background for this study will be based on 
Bourdieu’s theories of language and symbolic power.  
 

1.2 Aims and research question 

The aim of this study is to use language portraits to investigate how language and 
identity are perceived by English speakers, both native and non-native speakers, who 
mainly use English at their work at a university in Sweden to see if any language 
ideologies and/or hierarchies within language usages can be identified. For that purpose, 
and in order to investigate this topic, the study will focus on the following three 
research questions: 
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1. How do English speakers in Sweden perceive their language and identity at their 
workplace? 
2. How do English speakers in Sweden perceive their language and identity outside of 
their workplace? 
3. Are there any differences among their perceptions and what is the reason for that? 
 
2. Literature review 

2.1 Bourdieu’s theoretical framework 

When talking about language and language usage in different contexts, Bourdieu 
explains that earlier linguistic researchers often considered normative linguistic 
practices as a model of correct usage without taking into consideration the social-
historical conditions and/or contexts that determine whether a particular set of language 
practices becomes more dominant and legitimate compared to another (Bourdieu, 1991, 
p.5). An example can be seen when looking at historical colonial contexts where a 
particular language can be viewed as dominant or victorious, leaving other linguistic 
practices, language, or dialects subordinated to this victorious language (Bourdieu, 
1991, p.5). Linguistics often overlooks underlying pre-constructed sets of historical 
conditions that determine whether a language can be perceived as legitimate and gain 
the status of being an “official” language in a particular context or country, which 
Bourdieu sets out to try and explain using various methods and theories (Bourdieu, 
1991, p.5).  

Bourdieu’s theories of language suggest an approach that begins by taking into 
consideration a handful of terms (just to name a few that are relevant for this study) he 
calls ‘habitus’, ‘market’ (or field), and ‘capital’. These terms are borrowed from 
economics and use a similar language but should not be confused with pure economics. 
Bourdieu uses them to analyze forms of interactions, not economical transactions 
(Bourdieu, 1991, p.15). The following passage will aim to explain a few of the terms 
that are deemed most relevant for this study.  

 One central notion and key concept to Bourdieu’s theories is called habitus. 
Bourdieu explains that habitus is closely related to dispositions. Dispositions can guide 
agents to behave, act and react in a particular way that generates practices, perceptions 
and attitudes (Bourdieu, 1991, p.12). Within the concept of habitus, and within 
dispositions specifically, there are several features that we can identify: there are 
inculcated, structured, durable, generative and transposable dispositions (Bourdieu, 
1991, p.12). Inculcated refers to dispositions that are developed throughout one’s life 
and that play a role from early childhood where an example of inclinations regarding 
children and learning of table manners is used (for instance the rules that say you should 
sit up straight, not eat with your mouth full, and so on). These are, according to 
Bourdieu, being deployed early in life which in turn makes the performance second 
nature (Bourdieu, 1991, p.12). Dispositions are also structured and reflect the social 
situations the person inhabits, is a part of, and has acquired them from (Bourdieu, 1991, 
p.12). An example Bourdieu explains is that similarities and differences between 
different social statuses will be recognized and reflected within the habitus, for instance, 
someone from a working-class background will most likely not adhere to the same 
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social dispositions when compared to a person who is brought up in a middle- or higher-
class environment (Bourdieu, 1991, p.12). The structured dispositions can also be 
durable, meaning they are deep-rooted within the body of the individual and function in 
such a way that they “endure through the life history of the individual, operating in a 
way that is pre-conscious and hence not readily amenable to conscious reflection and 
modification” (Bourdieu, 1991, p.13). The dispositions can also be generative and 
transposable which means that they are able to generate practices and perceptions in 
another field that they did not originate from (Bourdieu, 1991, p.12).  

With those in mind, habitus can be used to explain how individuals can act and 
respond in different daily routines throughout their live, but Bourdieu explains that 
when individuals act, they always act in regard to different social contexts or settings 
(Bourdieu, 1991, p.13-14). When talking about different social contexts and settings, 
the term ‘field’ or ‘market’, and the term ‘capital’ is used. With the term market, 
Bourdieu is talking about a space of positions and how different forms of “capital” 
(resources) are used to determine their interrelations (Bourdieu, 1991, p.14). The term 
capital can be explained as consisting of both symbolic and material resources that can 
come in many different forms. Bourdieu makes a distinction between ‘economic capital’ 
(that consists of material wealth, for example current form of currencies, money, stocks 
properties, shares, etc), ‘cultural capital’ (for example knowledge, skills, different forms 
of acquisitions, both cultural and other kinds, and educational knowledge) and 
‘symbolic capital’ (what is described as honor or accumulated prestige) (Bourdieu, 
1991, p.14). Lastly, Bourdieu points out that a field often shows a struggle between 
different forms of capital and their distribution (when individuals propose an alteration 
between the forms of capital, i.e. a certain forms gaining more ground compared to 
another) and that these struggles will consist of people with differing aims and agendas 
- those who want to preserve the status quo and those who aim to change it (Bourdieu, 
1991, p.14) 

In Sweden, languages can be considered as a cultural capital with different 
languages having a different value on a market. When comparing languages, Swedish 
can be considered as having the most capital while English also has solid grounding. A 
study on habitus and how English is used in academic circles at a Swedish university, 
with regards to Bourdieu’s theories and language ideologies, was carried out by Salö 
(2015) and showed that English seemed to have a higher status in terms of publications 
which were written in that language compared to publications written in another 
language. In this case, a specific language can be attributed a specific capital given a 
specific market (field) and can either be valued more highly (more “worth” in the sense 
that it is used more widely or considered higher and/or better to know in some regard) 
or be valued less (maybe a language not used much or a language that is considered less 
socially accepted, informal or not accepted in society at large). Any other languages 
would then, probably, have less capital within this particular field. 
 
2.2 Language ideologies 

According to Weber and Horner (2012, p.16) language ideologies are connected to 
beliefs that people have and they are a topic often researched within linguistic 
anthropology and sociolinguistics. Krotsky also describes language ideologies in a 
similar way as beliefs, feelings, and conceptions about language structure that is used 
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when categorizing different individual speakers (2010, cited in Karrebæk, 2013, p.357). 
Gee (Gee, 2005, cited in Weber & Horner, 2012, p.16) explains that language ideologies 
usually involve simplifications that can be used to inflict harm upon other people by 
ways of unfair, dismissive, or derogatory assumptions (Weber & Horner, 2012, p.16). 
Similarly, Gal and Woolard (cited in Stroud, 2004, p.198) describe language ideologies 
as “cultural conceptions of the nature, form and purpose of language, and 
communicative behavior as an enactment of collective order”. This is further explained 
as a way in which cultural images of the speakers are represented as ideologies through 
different linguistic practices and features (Stroud, 2004, p.198).  

Language ideologies can be divided into different categories and most of these are 
related to each other and often complement one another (Weber & Horner, 2012, p.16). 
In the following paragraphs, a few ideologies will be explained.  

The hierarchy of languages is a language ideology and belief that languages, 
dialects, or different variations of language usage, or linguistic practices, can be divided, 
subdivided and organized into a hierarchical structure where certain languages are given 
higher status than others (Weber & Horner, 2012, p.16). Dialects are often perceived as 
lower on the hierarchy than “languages” (Weber & Horner, 2012, p.16). Certain 
languages are also looked up to and are perceived as being “higher” on the hierarchy 
than others, these tend to be languages that are associated with the term “national 
languages” or “official languages” (Weber & Horner, 2012, p.16).  

The standard language ideology is based on the idea that a language is 
homogenous by nature and exists only as an entity by itself (Weber & Horner, 2012, 
p.17). According to this ideology there is an underlying assumption regarding language 
standardization that is often connected to socio-political developments, making this 
ideology more connected to politics of state-making, rather than there being a 
supposedly inherent superiority between language variations (Weber & Horner, 2012, 
p.17).  

The one nation- one language ideology consists of the notion that language and 
territory share a close bond. According to this ideology, an important factor is the close 
connection between language and national identity that is crucial for this ideology 
(Weber & Horner, 2012, p.18). This ideology is based on eighteenth and nineteenth 
century discourses of European nation-states’ modernity which in turns seem to be 
based on German philosopher Johan Gottfried von Herder’s thoughts and ideas of a 
nation having its own characteristics which is expressed via that nation’s specific 
language (Auer, 2005, p.406 in Weber & Horner, 2012, p.18). According to Auer 
(Weber & Horner, 2012, p.18) this ideology assumes a ‘natural’ connection between a 
country and its language which he therefore explains as an essentialist ideology.  

The mother tongue ideology is based on the idea that an individual has one and 
only one “mother tongue” and is closely related to the one nation- one language 
ideology (Weber & Horner, 2012, p.18). Taking this ideology into consideration can 
lead to many generalizations about individuals based on just the language they use. An 
example of this can be seen in the following sentence: “the mother tongue of 
Luxembourgers is Luxembourgish” (Weber & Horner, 2012, p.18). This sentence 
makes a generalization about the people of Luxembourg which perceives them as 
having only one mother tongue and that that language should be Luxembourgish 
(Weber & Horner, 2012, p.18). A problem with this ideology is that it enforces a view 
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of the world as monolingual, which according to Holliday (2005, in Weber & Horner, 
2012, p.18) is incorrect and should be the opposite, namely because it seems that the 
world is moving towards multilingualism being widely accepted.  

Studies within this field have shown that language ideologies can be noticed in 
many societies and countries around the world and can be manifested in both 
subconscious and conscious behavior. Stroud (2004) examined language ideologies 
regarding Rinkeby Swedish and its usage, viewing them from a Bourdieuean 
perspective. The study showed that language ideologies, in the form of deviation from 
what is called standardized speech, can be manifested in Sweden in a Swedish suburb 
where it was used as a means of marginalizing a certain group of people, mainly 
foreigners who immigrated to Sweden. Another study examined how language 
ideologies in Singapore (with focus on English) are manifested and perceived, showing 
that some language ideologies can act as “power-inflected” tools, meaning they have 
influence over decisions on education and social tension, which in turn is shown to have 
influence on choices of linguistic practices and language usage as well (Curdt-
Christiansen, 2016, p.694-695). The results of this study showed that there is a 
contradiction between language ideologies and practices, and practices and expectations 
based on language usage (Curdt-Christiansen, 2016, p.706-707). 
 
2.3 Language portraits 

Busch (2018) presents the theoretical and methodological considerations of language 
portraits which form the theoretical and methodological background of this study.  

Language portraits are drawings, outlining a body silhouette, which participants 
are asked to fill out (see figure 1 under language portraits in the method section) which 
will be used as a graphical representation of the individual’s linguistic repertoire 
(Busch, 2018, p.2). The idea of language portraits is based on Gumperz’s (1960, in 
Busch, 2012, p.2) notion of a linguistic repertoire – a sociolinguistic concept he 
developed and would initially call ‘verbal repertoire’. Verbal repertoire is a notion that 
is linked to particular speech communities that Gumperz explains as different ways of 
formulating messages which provide the speaker with different options in everyday 
speech that the speaker can choose based on the meaning they intend to convey (Busch 
2012, p.2).   

According to Busch (2018), language portraits have been used as a method in 
schools and other educational institutes for more than 25 years when talking about 
language reflection in connection to linguistic repertoires. In recent years, language 
portraits have been shown to be effective when discussing lived experiences of 
language. In the beginning, the process was used to stimulate reflections based on 
visualizations where the participants were asked to draw a body silhouette (sometimes a 
life-sized silhouette) which were later used in discussions regarding themes such as 
health, trauma, social inequality, political advocacy, migration, community 
development, and education (Busch, 2018, p.3). During the 1990s, studies regarding 
language portraits became more prevalent due to the growing interest of body mapping 
as a creative method (Busch, 2018, p.3). Early work with language portraits can be 
found in the German journal Grundschulzeitschrift, where two students were asked to 
color code their languages and their feelings and ideas associated to them, and in 
another study carried out by Krumm & Jenkins (2001, cited in Busch, 2018) (which 
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made language portraits more widespread) that aimed to explain how language and 
language-learning is tied to emotions (Busch, 2018, p.3). More recent work with 
language portraits can be found in Busch (2012), where language portraits were used as 
a multi-modal method when talking about language, super-diversity and 
poststructuralism, and in Busch (2015), which set out to explain how linguistic 
repertoires could be used to demonstrate and explore the connection between language 
ideologies and linguistic repertoires while taking a biographical approach depicting a 
schoolgirl’s move from a school in the country to a school in the city.  
 
3. Methodology 

3.1 Language portraits 

The participants of this study were asked to draw their own language portrait (as seen in 
figure 1) and color-code their different languages with different parts of the body on the 
template given to them in order to examine their linguistic repertoires during the 
interview. The colors were used to indicate what language they use (by the color 
chosen) and also how they use the specific language connected to the color (indicating 
on what part of their body they put that specific color). If, for instance, one person only 
uses spoken German at work, then that person might draw the German language with 
the color green as a mouth on the silhouette.  Before the participants started drawing, I 
briefly explained how other people who have previously done this study had drawn their 
portraits while also showing how different participants in other studies had drawn their 
portraits. Great care was taken when explaining and showing previous portraits so as to 
not interfere and/or steer the participants in drawing the portraits in any specific way.  

Adapting the method of previous studies, the current study had the participants 
draw two different portraits, one that contained their language(s) and usage at their 
workplace and one that contained their language(s) and usage outside of their 
workplace. The choice to complete two portraits was made in order to more easily 
compare the two different areas in which the participants will explain how their 
language usage varies. If the participants believe that their portraits are the same for 
both of these areas, then they are free to submit only one portrait for both. Another 
difference between this study and previous studies is that this study aimed to only 
conduct one meeting with the participants (during which they will first draw the 
portraits and then complete a tape-recorded interview) compared to previous studies 
with language portraits where the participants first drew their portraits during one 
meeting and then did the interview during the second meeting (Kuster & Demeulder, 
2019). The choice to do both the interview and the drawings at the same time was due 
to time constraints and the limited scope of the study.  
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Figure 1. Silhouette for the participants to fill out1 
 

 
 
3.2 Interviews and transcription 

The tape-recorded interviews varied in length from the shortest being 29:30 minutes and 
the longest being 40:14 minutes. The language portraits initially done by the 
participants were used as prompts/material when talking about their language(s) and 
choices of coloring during the tape-recorded interview. Since the aim of this research is 
to consider how language, identity and language ideologies can be perceived, the choice 
was made to conduct interviews over other methods of gathering data. This choice was 
based on the fact that, according to Mackey and Gass (2016), interviews can be a useful 
tool when examining something that is not directly observable. Similarly, Codó (2008, 
p.159) states that interviews can be useful when gathering information on bilingual 
language users’ views on language practices, values, and attitudes towards languages.  

The interviews were semi-structured in form, which allowed the participants 
flexibility and freedom in answering questions (Groom & Littlemore, 2012, p.63). The 
participants were also allowed to speak using any language they preferred (so long as it 
was one that I was able to understand) in order to make it easier for the participants to 
feel more relaxed and unconstrained when performing the interview and answering my 
questions (Codó, 2008, p.166). Lastly, the interview questions were organized with an 
attempt to go from general to specific in order to minimize influence on the 
respondents’ opinions (Codó, 2008, p.168). The questions were also designed based on 
Codó’s (2008, p.167-168) thoughts and ideas for how to phrase and organize interview 
questions. These are (to name a few) that yes/no questions should be avoided and that 
sensitive questions should be saved for the middle part of the interview (Codó. 2008, 
p.167-168). 

Since the focus of the study is on context rather than conversation analyses, the 
transcription will not include specifics and details of language usage but will instead 
focus on what is called a broad transcription using conventional transcription techniques 
(Mackey and Gass, 2016, p.113-115).  Due to the length of the interviews, only certain 
parts will be included in the analysis of the data. These will be parts that are deemed to 
“most strongly relate to the research question” (Groom & Littlemore, 2012, p.63). 

                                                      
1 Taken from http://heteroglossia.net/Sprachportraet.123.0.html 
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3.3 Participants 

When selecting participants for this study, several factors were taken into consideration. 
Since the aim of the study is to examine English speakers at the university level in 
Sweden, the search for participants was limited to fit those criteria. The participants had 
to a) work at a predominantly English-speaking university and b) use English daily in 
their work. For that purpose, when sending emails and handing out information 
regarding the study, only those participants who were deemed to fit the criteria stated 
above were contacted in order to participate in the study.  
 
3.4 Ethical considerations 

When reviewing the method and the choices made in regard to ethical considerations, 
several points based on research ethical principles within the humanities and sciences, 
taken from Vetenskapsrådet (2002) were taken into consideration. Participants were 
informed about the project via an initial e-mail contact (see Appendix B). Information 
regarding the project was also given before the interview. Participants were all informed 
of the purpose of the research, the length of the study, what type of information would 
be gathered about them and for what purpose it would be used, and that they had the 
right, at any time during the study, to opt out and have their data destroyed (Lanza, 
2008, p.85). When presenting the data from the interviews and the language portraits, 
the participants’ names have been replaced with a pseudonym. Before conducting the 
interview, all participants were asked to sign a consent form (see Appendix A) which 
details the key points of what participating in the study implies. No interviews were 
carried without a consent form being signed by the participants. 
 
3.5 Limitations 

In this section, some limitations that might affect the data will be presented. When 
doing qualitative studies, researchers might find it difficult to get participants to easily 
voice sensitive data containing their values, norms, attitudes etc. and gather explicit data 
(Codó, 2008, p.162). One way to solve this could be to have the interview performed 
while video-taping the participants. In certain cases, doing a video recording might have 
been more useful, due to the fact that certain cues and/or facial or body movements 
cannot be attained when doing an audio only interview. The choice to do only audio 
recordings was, on the other hand, made due to the length of the study not being too 
long and due to the fact that most people feel more comfortable doing an audio only 
interview, compared to a video recorded interview.  

 For the purpose of this study, as many participants as possible would be ideal. 
The current study interviewed three different people, which was sufficient in order to 
gain a general notion of English speakers’ attitudes towards language and language 
usage, but it is not enough to make any larger claims in the field. For that purpose, 
many more participants would be needed. 
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4. Language portraits and interviews 

4.1 Sarah’s language portrait 

 

 
Sarah’s language portrait paints the picture of a bilingual person with few differences 
between the portraits. Sarah works at an English department at a university in Sweden 
and she has drawn four languages on each of the portraits. These are French, Swedish, 
German, and English. Her native language is English, but she mentions that she also 
uses Swedish just as much and that it would be really hard to figure out which of those 
two languages she uses the most nowadays. She has placed German and French in her 
third position stating that she mostly uses theses languages at home but also uses them 
for work occasionally. Sarah has three children who all attend a German-speaking 
school and also take French.  

At work, Sarah says she mainly uses English when speaking with her students and 
colleagues, but she also mentions that she is surrounded by Swedish and also uses that 
language a lot. Sarah explains that at her workplace she places high value on Swedish, 
even though she works at an English department, explaining that some people who 
work there do not know the language and that it can be difficult for them.  
 

I haven’t experienced that people have any kind of like “oh she doesn’t speak 
English very well”. I think there’s a great tolerance for kind of any proficiency. 
There’s even tolerance for any kind of proficiency in Swedish as long as there is 
an indication that someone is trying to learn Swedish and wants to take part in 
work activities in Swedish. 

 
The quote above also demonstrates that she feels there is an acceptance and tolerance 
for any kind of proficiency as long as there is a will to learn and take part in Swedish 
activities. This view on languages can be seen on her language portrait drawn for work, 
where Swedish and English share what seems to be an equally large part of her head and 
mouth. She explains that she also writes everything from notes to an entire book and 
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that she mainly uses English for this, but also Swedish and sometimes even French or 
German. This can also be seen on her work portrait on her hands where English takes a 
larger portion. 

Outside of work, Sarah explains that she uses many languages in different 
situations. At home she uses English, Swedish, German, and French as well, due to her 
children attending schools where German and French is being taught. On both of the 
portraits she attributes her usage of the languages in regard to different situations and 
contexts. At home she helps her children with homework which can sometimes be in 
French or German, which is why the hands are shown to be more balanced in terms of 
colors between the home and workplace portrait. Another difference between the 
portraits is that the portrait for outside of work has her eyes filled in with different 
colors. Sarah explains that the reason for that is because at home she tries watching TV 
in Swedish, but sometimes also French, with her children. She explains it as a way of 
actively seeking the language.  

Something else to take note of is one particular situation where Sarah explains 
having used English in a way that discouraged other people from speaking English with 
her. At that moment, which was a moment outside of the work, Sarah had a discussion 
with a group of people who continuously switched from Swedish to English when 
speaking with her. She felt her attempts to speak Swedish were not being 
acknowledged, due to her lack of knowledge of Swedish, so she decided to speak 
English with them using a much more advanced vocabulary and knowledge of the 
language that only a native speaker or someone with extensive knowledge of the 
language could. She explains that she did it because her attempts at speaking Swedish 
were not being welcomed. 
 
 
4.2 David’s language portrait 

 
David works at an English department at a university in Sweden. David’s portraits show 
a major difference in language usage outside of his work place and at work. At his 
work-related portrait, David has drawn five different languages that he explains he uses 
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to varying degree. These are English, Spanish, French, Italian, and Swedish. Outside of 
work, David has only drawn three languages- Spanish, English, and Swedish. He 
explains that he speaks Spanish at a native level and that he speaks English at a very 
high proficiency due to his work and effort. He is not proficient at all in Swedish, but he 
is getting better. He used to be good at French but not anymore. Lastly, he speaks Italian 
but not very much, he picked it up with ease due to knowing Spanish.  David explains 
that he pictures languages taking up literal physical space on his body and that he, as of 
right now, does not have much space for French anymore “specially with the Swedish 
pressing down at the other”, he explains.  

David uses English when at work, as represented with the color blue on his 
language portrait. Swedish is also used but to a much smaller extent, when working 
with administrative duties and the bureaucratic side of work. The Swedish language is 
represented with the color yellow and sits on top of his head: 
 

There is a touch of Swedish, which, you know, my command of Swedish is very 
limited but, you know. The bureaucratic side of things at work means that it’s 
always there, on top of things. But the grasp is very superficial at the same time so 
that accounts for the yellow there. 

 
For David, Swedish takes a role in the form for bureaucracy which he explains as 
“pressing down on him” in a more or less forceful way. David himself says that he is 
Spanish, and that Spanish is not a language he uses at work but that it inevitably does 
imply certain attitudes and ways of thinking. David has represented his Spanish in the 
color red which is drawn specifically on his hands on the work portrait. He explains that 
there is something characteristic with the way he uses gestures during work that he 
attributes to his Spanish culture. Red is also seen deep within his chest on his work 
portrait which he explains as always being there at the center of certain thought 
processes, attitudes and routines. When asked if he believes there are any language 
ideologies he can identify at his workplace, he says that there are not any here due to his 
workplace being a bit peculiar. He explains that since he doesn’t work in a Swedish 
department, but an English one, that makes his workplace exotic by definition. “Before 
coming here, I worked in a totally multi-national English department at [city] and 
everybody was from all over the place basically. So, we’re all foreigners even like. And 
there’s that element here too”.  

Outside of work, the portraits show a difference in language usage which can 
clearly be seen when comparing them. On his non-work-related portrait, the color blue, 
which indicate his English use, only seems to cover about a third of the silhouette and 
does not hold a major position anymore. He speaks Spanish at home when he does his 
parenting duties and in general uses Spanish much more compared to English outside of 
work. The color yellow still represents his Swedish and is placed on the top of his head 
for both his work portrait and his non-work portrait. David explains that it is still 
equally superficial and that he does not use it much. He explains that he might feel more 
exposed to the language though, which is why the non-work portrait has a thicker 
yellow line on his head. Language hierarchies appear more clearly outside of work. He 
says that it is the small things which can limit one’s interactions if you lack full 
proficiency in Swedish. David explains that “you can, of course, and you do interact, 
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right, but there’s always the awkwardness, that things are not entirely fluent. Not 
entirely natural. So maybe there is some kind of exclusion that sort of presupposes a 
hierarchy, you know. You’re at a different level, a different rank of a ladder, maybe.” 
He goes on to explain that what he is feeling is never explicit or aggressive and that 
most people do try and accommodate him with his particularities but that there 
nonetheless is something akin to a hierarchy that he perceives.  
 
 
4.3 Amelie’s language portrait 

 
Amelie works at an English department at a university in Sweden and at a folkhögskola 
(Further Education College). At the Further Education College Amelie works as a 
teacher in English. Amelie’s language portrait that she drew for work contains two 
languages, English, and Swedish. For outside of work she has drawn three languages, 
Igbo, English, and Swedish. Amelie states that she is very proficient in English because 
it is her first language and that she has expert knowledge in the language due to her 
work. When it comes to Swedish, she said that she is not so proficient in the language. 
She can read and write it more than she can speak it. She speaks Igbo very well but 
seldom seeks out people to speak it. Her husband also speaks Igbo but since he speaks 
another dialect than Amelie, they seldom speak Igbo with each other. Her husband is 
also a graduate in English so both of them are most comfortable speaking English at 
home. The major difference between the portraits is that Igbo is drawn on the portrait at 
home on the mouth of the silhouette and on the fingers. Igbo is painted using the color 
green. Amelie explains that the reason for choosing the color green is because she 
associates that color with food. English is represented with the color pink and is present 
on both her portraits. Amelie explains that she chose that color because that is a color 
that she likes. “I like very bright colors and it dominates, my English dominates my 
expression at home with my family”. For her Swedish she has chosen the color yellow. 
The choice of yellow as a color was made because of the Swedish flag which Amelie 
identifies with the language. She has also painted her raised hand in a bit of yellow 
because sometimes she would say “hej, hej” (hello in Swedish) when greeting her 
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daughter. One of the legs is drawn with yellow in it because sometimes she says “hejdå” 
(bye in Swedish) when she is going out.  

Amelie explains that she has two different work places (she works as a teacher at 
a Further Education College and at an English department at a university) and that she 
uses English and Swedish at both of them. When she attends meetings at the Further 
Education College, she tries to use Swedish as much as possible and when talking with 
colleagues. She does this because her colleagues feel more comfortable speaking 
Swedish:  
 

Like before folkskola when we have a meeting or when I’m talking with my 
colleagues, I try to use Swedish because they feel more comfortable with 
Swedish. 

 
At her work at the English department she only uses English. Amelie’s portrait indicates 
this as well, seeing as only the two languages (English, represented in pink, and 
Swedish, represented in yellow) appear on her portrait for work.  

Amelie has drawn three languages on her portrait representing her language usage 
outside of work. These are: English, Swedish, and Igbo. The major difference between 
the two portraits is that Igbo is drawn on the portrait at home on the mouth of the 
silhouette and on the fingers. Igbo is painted using the color green, which Amelie states 
is associated with cooking and with food. “I cook with my hands and I think about food 
when I’m cooking and then I eat with my fingers. I also eat with my mouth. So, I have 
drawn the one at home with the color green with Igbo that represents the activities that I 
do in the language”. Amelie explains that the reason for choosing the color green is 
because they often eat vegetables at home, and she associates that color with food as 
well. She uses Igbo specifically when talking with older people from her culture and 
who share that language with her, for example her parents. The reason for speaking Igbo 
is explained by Amelie as a way to show her parents that she has not forgotten the 
language. She also explains that she feels closer to her parents when speaking Igbo with 
them, even though they speak and understand English as well. She explains that the 
hierarchy for her as a person is English, meaning that English her first and most used 
language. 

When asked if she had ever felt excluded because of her language usage Amelie 
states it happens both at work and outside of work. At work at the university she had 
encountered some situations during meetings at the department where her colleagues 
have used Swedish: “And then someone would say ‘I’m going to speak in Swedish so 
maybe somebody can interpret to you?’”. When confronted with that the person would 
sometimes switch back to English. “It’s never been an issue, but I still understand this 
person feels more comfortable in the language- in speaking their first language.”, 
Amelie says. Outside of work it is not uncommon for a similar situation to happen, and 
when she confronts people about it, they often respond with the argument that because 
we live in Sweden, we should speak Swedish, which Amelie agrees on. When asked 
how that made her feel she responded with the following: 
 

It made me feel like I’m not smart, actually. If someone says to you “you’ve been 
here for three months”, “you’ve been here for six months”, you should be able to 
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speak the language. It makes me wonder “am I dumb?”. It’s not a very good 
feeling. It wasn’t. 
 
When talking about language hierarchies, Amelie explained that Swedish often 

takes precedence over other languages at the English department. Only the courses she 
takes are in English but all the work around that, for example administrative work, is 
done in Swedish. She explains that the hierarchy for her as a person is English. Outside 
of her workplace she talked about how languages are used in her home. For the most 
part, English also takes precedent in that case as well.  
 
5. Discussion and analysis 

The following section will discuss the results of the language portraits and interviews in 
an attempt to tie these in with the research questions presented at section 1.2. The 
results will be discussed with regard to language ideologies and Bourdieu’s theoretical 
framework.  
 
5.1 English speakers and language usage at work 

When discussing how the different participants perceive their languages connected to 
their identity at their workplace, a few differences in perception among the participants 
can be noticed. Language usage at work is limited to mostly Swedish and English. For 
all three participants there seems to be a general understanding that Swedish is valued 
higher than other languages, even though the work is almost exclusively carried out 
using English (except for certain administrative duties, as explained by Amelie and 
David). English holds a high academic value, which the participants agree on, and the 
language is essential for doing work at their department but there still seem to be 
situations when conflicts arise over which language one should use.  

When considering these situations and language ideologies with Bourdieu’s 
theories in mind, several points of interest arise. If we consider Swedish in terms of 
cultural capital, then the argument can be made that Swedish holds a high value on the 
market at the workplace. Similarly, the people who possess this capital can then, more 
or less, make larger claims on the market, while people who hold less capital cannot. 
Given the way English interacts with Swedish society, situations where conflicts over 
what language to use might be what is being experienced by the participants. Some 
similarities can be seen between these situations and the ones explained in the study by 
Curdt-Christiansen (2016), where opposing language ideologies dictate language usage. 
For David and Amelie, who are not as proficient in Swedish, having experienced 
negative situations in regard to language usage might be based on the fact that their 
language capital is not suited for that particular market, which in turn might manifest 
the notion of conflicting language ideologies being at play. The conflict seems to be that 
while English is valued highly at their workplace and in academic careers, as seen in 
Salö (2015), there is still a notion of Swedish having just as much value, even though 
they would not be able to carry out their work without high proficiency in English. 
English being especially good for academic careers is something all participants agree 
on, as seen in the following quote from Sarah: 
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English is also important because that’s how, at least from the academic 
perspective. That’s how you make the most impact in terms of research. It is if 
your research is published in English and can reach the widest audience so that is 
really valued here. 

 
These conflicting notions might be the reason for negotiations as to what language 
should take precedence at an English department in Sweden, which might explain 
Amelie’s experience when people excluded her from taking part in meetings. David 
explains similar feelings when talking about Swedish in connection to the bureaucratic 
point of view. Sarah, having high proficiency in Swedish, does not report these issues. 

There might also be moments where experiences similar to what Bourdieu calls 
the struggle between the distribution of capital, where one party might be concerned 
with preserving the status quo, in connection with the one nation- one language 
ideology, might appear. This notion can be seen when considering the proficiency of 
Swedish the participants have and how it impacts certain aspects of their lives. This 
might also explain why Amelie was treated as she was during her department meetings. 
Amelie herself seems to also confirm this notion when explaining that she agrees that in 
Sweden you should speak Swedish, as seen in the following quote:  
 

Yeah, I agree with that. I agree with that perfectly, but I don’t think that people 
should be forced. Especially if I don’t need it to work. I’m working in that place 
not because I speak Swedish but because I’m teaching people to speak English. It 
shouldn’t have been a tool for measuring how smart or how bright [you are], 
because people can be very bright in another language. They are not able to speak 
in your language yet. 

 
This goes to show the influence Swedish has and to what extent it has on her work as an 
English teacher and at an English department.  
 
 
5.2 English speakers and language usage outside of work 

Language usage outside of work showed clearer differences when looking at David’s 
and Amelie’s portraits. Sarah’s languages and language usage were generally the same 
with minor changes to accommodate her helping her children with homework in another 
language. 

For David, Spanish is used more and assumes a larger part of his portrait outside 
of work. David himself also explains that he is Spanish and that the cultural codes 
inhibiting him do imply certain attitudes and ways of thinking which might be 
connected to the exclusion he explains feeling outside of work. He explains that he 
believes that language is learned in connection to a cultural profile/identity: 
 

I do think you learn a language with a certain cultural profile, a certain cultural 
identity and that’s the way I did it, maybe not for everyone. My English is very 
English. It’s connected to certain experiences like being in England, going to 
England and learning. Even the pragmatics surrounding the language like the 
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acquisition processes and the performance in the language, that plays a certain 
role. 

 
 
This quote places emphasis on language and culture, and language and identity, which 
can be interpreted as identity being manifested via language. Having lower proficiency 
in Swedish seems to indicate there being a lower connection to the cultural identity of 
the language spoken, which can be viewed as thoughts related to language ideologies 
and reasons for attitudes being perceived. Cultural codes inhibiting certain aspects can 
also be explained when looking at dispositions in connection to habitus (Bourdieu, 
1991, p11-13). Given the way dispositions can be used to explain behavior in a given 
situation or field, David’s previous dispositions (his cultural codes, as he explains) 
might not be compatible within this specific field. This, in connection to him having a 
lower cultural capital (with regard to the Swedish language especially) might make him 
less suitable in this particular field, which might be the reason for various language 
ideologies or attitudes being experienced. Him experiencing fewer negative 
confrontations compared to Amelie might be due to the fact that David speaks other 
European languages, making his cultural capital in that regard, better suited for this 
particular market. 

In Amelie’s case, there are moments where situations related to the mother tongue 
ideology and the one nation- one language ideology can be noticed. This can be seen in 
her language choice when using Igbo and her receiving comments about her lack of 
proficiency in Swedish.  

The major difference in her language usage is the inclusion of Igbo that she uses 
outside of work when talking with older people from her culture and her parents, even 
though they know English. Amelie’s explanation that she feels closer to her family 
when using Igbo perpetuates the notion of language and identity being connected. 
Bourdieu’s (1991) thoughts about dispositions being structured in the sense that they 
reflect the social situation inhabiting the person and guiding agents to behave in a 
certain way, can be applied here. Given a situation where talking Igbo is preferred, the 
cultural capital that language occupies can be considered more valuable in the sense that 
it makes Amelie feel closer to the people she talks with. In some sense these situations 
might also perpetuate the notion of specific languages being connected to specific 
nations, which are thoughts related to the mother tongue ideology (Weber & Horner, 
2012, p.18). An interesting observation can however be made when looking at Amelie’s 
choice of language with her husband. Even though she explains Igbo having high value 
for her, she does not use it with her husband. This choice seems to be in contrast to her 
communicative practices and shows the complexity of Igbo in connection to identity 
and its use in Sweden. 

Another situation to note that also perpetuates the notion of one nation- one 
language ideology can be noticed when examining the situations where Amelie’s 
Swedish was being commented on in a negative sense. In those situations, there appear 
to be moments where Swedish is being used as a tool for exclusion and in a negative 
sense, indicating that there is a hierarchy among languages in Sweden. These thoughts 
also relate to the notion of language hierarchies being apparent (Weber & Horner, 2012, 
p.16).  
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Sarah explains encountering a similar situation where her suggestions to speak 
Swedish were ignored in favor of English. In that situation she explains having used 
English in a way that discouraged people from speaking it with her. This particular 
situation seems to indicate that there is a struggle between what language should be 
used in that particular moment in a similar sense as the situation when conflicting 
language ideologies were discussed earlier and seems to be connected to proficiency in 
Swedish. Other than that specific situation, she does not explain any other situations of 
exclusion being connected to her proficiency in Swedish.  

 
5.3 Reasons for there being a difference 

The interviews and language portraits showed that language ideologies can be perceived 
and manifested in different forms both at the participants’ workplace and outside of 
their workplace and seem to depend on language usage and identity. The following 
section aims to explain the difference in these situations. 

In many of these cases the feeling of exclusion appears to be related to proficiency 
in Swedish. This might explain why Sarah, who is proficient in Swedish, does not report 
feeling the same sense of exclusion at work. Outside of work, she reports feeling it 
much less compared to David and Amelie. Sarah having many European languages at 
her disposal, and being highly proficient in Swedish, might also be the reason for these 
situations being perceived in that certain way, meaning her cultural capital might make 
it easier for her to operate in this specific market, in comparison to David and Amelie. 
Since Swedish holds a higher value than English in many regards, proficiency in 
Swedish seems to be tied to the exclusion being experienced by the different 
participants. Many of the conflicts and/or feelings of exclusion seem to stem from the 
fact that their Swedish proficiency is not high enough. This can be noted when 
examining how Amelie is treated at her meetings and outside work, in David’s feelings 
of exclusion, and how Sarah (who is most proficient) reports feelings of exclusion to a 
lesser extent. 
 
6. Conclusion and further research  

6.1 Conclusion 

Considering the high status English has in Sweden, as explained in Sylvén (2019) and in 
academic careers (Salö, 2015), and that this study examined a Swedish university and 
staff at an English department, the participants explain feeling a sense of exclusion that 
might be connected to lack of proficiency in Swedish. For this study, participants who 
are highly proficient in English were chosen in order to investigate what language 
ideologies can be identified in an international, highly educated, English-speaking 
workplace. The language portraits combined with the interviews made it easier to 
visualize the difference of language usage among the participants. The study concludes 
that there is a perceived difference among exclusion and language ideologies being 
experienced between the participants. Taking into account Bourdieu’s theoretical 
framework and language ideologies, this study argues that lack of proficiency in 
Swedish might be the reason for exclusion being felt to varying degrees between the 
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participants, although many more participants and data are needed in order to make a 
more definitive claim. 
 
6.2 Further research  

In many regards, the language portraits have made it easier to visualize the difference of 
language usage between the individuals but there are still many areas in which these 
kinds of studies could be improved upon. Having the participant paint the portraits 
alone, without any time constraints or other distractions, especially if the plan is to have 
participants draw two different portraits, would maybe yield more interesting and 
thoroughly drawn language portraits as well as give the participants time to consider the 
questions that might arise- questions that might need some consideration and time in 
order to gain a better explanation. On the other hand, having participants not prepare 
extensively might produce more “natural” answers which in itself might be worthwhile 
data also.  

Another thing to consider for improvements is the number of participants. For the 
current purpose, the number of participants was acceptable, but only for making general 
statements in a very broad sense. In order to get a clearer picture of English speakers’ 
situation in Sweden, more participants are required. Comparing the usage of native and 
non-native speakers of English might also be of interest when doing a study like this.  
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Appendix B – Consent form 

 
 

 
 
Please read the following points and to give consent, sign the paper below: 
 
I have taken part in the study and the information about its purpose, the method, and length of 
the study.  
All information will be used only for research purposes and will be stored confidentially. 
General information about your language usage, age, gender and workplace will be gathered. 
Two hand drawn language portraits will be gathered and used analysis. 
A tape-recorded interview will be carried out. 
Participation in the study is voluntary and all information is anonymized. 
You are free to opt-out of the study at any time during the process.  
 
 
By signing this form, you consent to your information being used according the information 
written above.  
 
 
_____________________________________ _______________ 
Participants name    Date  
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Appendix C – Interview questions 

Interview questions for the study on language ideologies with language portraits 
 
General about the portraits and language abilities 
How many languages have you drawn? 
Why did you draw the languages the way that you did? Why did you draw x there? 
Why did you choose the colors the way that you did?  
Do the different colors mean anything different to you? 
How proficient would you say you are at the languages drawn? 
Do you have a favorite language? 
Do you believe some languages are more useful to know than others? Why? 
 
Language and ideologies 
Have you ever used a specific language in order to fit in more with a group? 
When and why?  
How did that make you feel? 
 
Have you ever used a specific language to exclude someone from a conversation?  
When and how? 
How did that make you feel? 
Have you ever felt excluded because of your language usage? 
When and how? 
How did that make you feel? 
 
Do you believe there are language hierarchies?  
Are there any you can identify at your workplace? 
How does that make you feel? 
Are there any you can identify outside of your workplace? 
How does that make you feel? 
 
Language and identity 
What language do you use when you are thinking? 
Can that language change depending on the situation or place that you are at? 
How does that make you feel? 
 
What language do you use when you are happy or excited? 
Is it often the same language?  
What language do you use when you are sad or angry? 
Is it the same language always?  
 
What language are you most comfortable to use when speaking with someone?  
Can that change depending on who you are speaking too? (at work maybe English but what 
about English outside of work?) 
What language are you least comfortable to speak? 
Can that change depending on who you are speaking too? 
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