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The topic of ‘politically correct’ language seems like a never-ending
source for political antagonism and public disputes. Ideological debates
on language use, and practices of correcting others language often
trigger strong emotions. Such issues also make relevant complex
questions about language use and its relation to social issues and
embodied experiences. This thesis engages with such questions as it
explores language political activism where it is seldom looked for:
among youth in their everyday school life.
   The studies presented in this thesis are concerned with senior high
school students’ efforts to navigate linguistic norms and language
ideological geographies in contemporary Sweden. Guided by the
traditions of child and youth studies and linguistic anthropology this
thesis explores language regimentation as it plays out in the everyday
lives of youth.
   The thesis contributes to the study of youth activism by underscoring
the interplay of a political socialization of youth and youth’s peer
language socialization. Thereby, the thesis demonstrates the key role
that politics of language and language ideology play in the lives of
youth.





Political corrections
Language activism and regimentation among high school youth
Henning Årman

Academic dissertation for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Child and Youth Studies at
Stockholm University to be publicly defended on Friday 15 October 2021 at 10.00 in hörsalen,
BUV 110, Frescati backe, Svante Arrhenius väg 21 A.

Abstract
This thesis is concerned with senior high school students’ language activism and their efforts to navigate linguistic norms
and language ideological geographies in contemporary Sweden. Guided by the traditions of child and youth studies (e.g.,
James & Prout, 1990) and linguistic anthropology (e.g., Bauman, 2003; Duranti, 1997), and inspired by the field of linguistic
landscape (e.g., Thurlow & Jaworski, 2011), this thesis explores language regimentation as it plays out in the everyday
lives of youth.

Study I addresses the affective dimensions of language activism and language socialization. Applying affective theory
(Ahmed, 2004; Sedgwick, 2003; Wetherell, 2012) enables an analysis of the workings of shame/pride in practices of verbal
hygiene (Cameron, 1995) at the high school. Study I shows that shame is pivotal in the processes of language activism at
the school, and explores how this activism, being an emancipatory project, produces both political subjectivities and new
linguistic normativities and hierarchies.

Study II draws on work on linguistic citizenship (Stroud, 2001, 2018) and graffiti as a semiotic mode (e.g., Cover,
2002; Karlander, 2019) in an analysis of bathroom graffiti. ‘Where are all the queers at the school?! I want to hug you’ was
scribbled on the door of one of the school toilets, and the scrawl sparked a discussion, unfolding on the door, on whether
‘queer’ should be regarded as an offensive slur or not. The study of the unfolding debate illustrates Butler’s (1991) point
about the difficulty of fixing the meaning of identity labels as they travel through discourse. Furthermore, the analytical
lens of turbulence (Cresswell and Martin, 2012) captures the interplay and entanglements of ordering and disordering in
students’ efforts to assert power over the terms that in turn define them.

Study III focuses on youths’ negotiations of who counts as an authentic speaker of the contemporary urban vernacular
(Rampton, 2015) ‘förortsslang’. The paper explores students’ resemiotizations (Iedema, 2003) and recontexualizations
(Bauman & Briggs, 1990) of US political activist discourse as they insert the notion of ‘cultural appropriation’ into the
linguistic landscape of their senior high school. This semiotic work is part of the production of a social space and a
local discursive regime that structures and polices behavior at the school, including linguistic practices. Drawing on the
circulating discourses on cultural appropriation, students articulate criticism of the way middle class youths at the school
appropriate the urban vernacular.

Taken together, these studies contribute to a body of research on youth’s lived experiences by investigating the social
workings of language policing and language regimentation among youth. In particular, this thesis contributes to the
study of youth activism by underscoring the interplay of a political socialization of youth (Yates & Youniss, 2006) and
language socialization (Aronsson, 2011; Jonsson, 2018; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986b). Furthermore, the thesis adds to the
long-standing discussion within youth studies on young subjects’ potential to act and assert power over issues that they
themselves find important in their everyday lives. The studies show the complexities of situated language activism and
offer a more nuanced picture of youth as agentive participants in language policy processes, but also as actors situated in a
nexus of forces that condition their subjectivities and thus their ability to act. The studies show that the activism under study
is entangled with processes of subjectification and that the youths’ language activism entails a struggle for an authentic
voice and the right to define how a progressive ideology should be materialized in everyday language. Thereby, the studies
demonstrate the key role that politics of language and language ideology play in the lives of youth.

Keywords: Youth studies, language activism, school ethnography, language policy, linguistic landscapes, language
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One. Introduction 

Slowly, and rather reluctantly, a class of first-year students exits the main 
doors of Bråviken senior high school. They tiptoe around puddles of water on 
the wet tarmac and the air is fresh from the early summer rain that fell in the 
morning. In front of the students in the schoolyard is an art exhibition made 
by third years. The paintings and installations make up an eclectic collection. 
Among the artworks are tampons dyed in red, a large cardboard poster with 
the text ‘Death is a social construction’ and a single red kick drum placed on 
the ground below a poster that calls upon the viewer to ‘Play your life!’ The 
first-year students glance at the artwork, but most of them pay the exhibition 
little attention. Simon, however, carefully scrutinizes every single piece. Just 
as he walks up to the table where the tampons are placed, someone starts 
playing the kick drum and I have to concentrate to hear what he has to say 
over the booming noise: ‘God, this makes me so tired,’ he comments with a 
sigh. ‘This is obligatory art at Bråviken, and not the least provocative.’ He 
goes on to explain how easy it would be to create debate and upset other 
students at this school with an art piece. ‘I can’t tell you if that would be a 
good thing in itself, but I can tell you it’s easy to provoke students at this 
school.’  

Picture 1: Simon inspecting the cardboard with the text: ‘Death is a social            
construction’. 

Simon’s reaction to the art comes as no surprise to me. I have heard him 
comment on the atmosphere at Bråviken high school before and I know him 
to be weary of the predictability of the students’ radicalism, and of what he 



2 

experiences as a political homogeneity. Not that he himself holds different 
political views, but he finds the conformity at the school rather dull. He does 
not think it is bad to use art to point to silences and taboos around 
menstruation, but it is the predictability of bloody tampons as a part of the 
exhibition that makes him roll his eyes as he continues over to the next 
installation.  

Later, I talk to Simon and his friends Adam, Niklas, and Tim over a cup of 
coffee and a vegan chocolate ball from the cafeteria. Tim is fiddling with his 
snus tub while Simon jokingly fantasizes about how to create truly 
provocative scenes at Bråviken. What could really provoke the other students? 
Acting like jocks, they say jokingly, that would absolutely create drama. ‘Yes, 
let’s do pushups in the hallway!’ they laugh.  

The atmosphere of the conversation becomes more serious when we start 
talking about the language used at the school. Adam remembers how it was 
when he first started at Bråviken: ‘When I came to this school, I had to think 
about what I said so I didn’t say anything wrong.’ He pauses to think, and 
continues: ‘But that was probably a good thing. It was hard as fuck for me in 
the beginning, but why would you use words that offend others, really? Like 
if I know that someone is hen [gender-neutral pronoun] then of course I respect 
that and use hen.’ Nodding in agreement, Simon chips in: ‘The right to define 
your own pronoun is so much more important than me being able to speak the 
way I am used to.’ Tim, continuing to fidget with his snuff box, also agrees. 
But at the same time, he is critical of the way other students can get absorbed 
in the language used at their school, instead of thinking about the political 
struggle outside ‘the little fantasy world of Bråviken’, the community where 
everyone is the same, and where everyone agrees that ‘hen’ is a good word.  

We continue to discuss the politics of language use at the school and Simon 
introduces the topic of slang. ‘Slang has become a joke now, like slang has 
never been a joke to me before,’ he explains seriously while leaning back, 
balancing his chair on two legs. He describes how people here at the inner-
city school react strangely when he uses slang. Words that he uses when 
hanging out with his friends in the outskirts of Stockholm where he lives are 
picked up completely differently here at the inner-city school. Adam agrees: 
‘Like when I use slang in class then there is always someone that laughs.’ So 
now they have themselves begun to use slang as a joke.  

I’m thinking of Alima, a first-year student in another class. She had a very 
different reaction when she came to the school and noted that ‘blue-eyed 
blondes with parents who are one hundred per cent Swedish’ used ‘her 
language’ here in the inner city. Just as Simon did, she reacted to the way 
students used slang ironically, as a joke. But instead of playing along in the 
joke, she found this deeply upsetting. What right did they have to make fun of 
the way she spoke? I heard her protest the use of slang in her class, calling it 
out as a form of cultural appropriation. However, one aspect of this theft of 
her language was indeed amusing to her. It was obvious that some students 
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had tried and failed to master the nuances of the slang. ‘It’s like looking at a 
small child trying to walk in high heels!’ Alima commented, smiling. 

Alima, Simon, and his friends are just a few of the students I met at 
Bråviken. They are youths from different parts of the city, with different ways 
of navigating the linguistic geographies of Stockholm, and with different 
stakes in the politics of language at their high school. At first sight one might 
wonder what kind of struggles over language, if any, can take place here, in 
‘the bubble’ so often described by students and teachers with words like 
‘inclusive’, ‘conscious’, ‘homogeneous’, or ‘politically correct’. A school 
where a word like ‘hen’ is a given, while ‘liberal’ is used as an insult. But that 
would be a mistake. On the contrary, those words describe a particularly fertile 
ground for intensive struggles over language.  

Many students were engaged with issues of anti-racism, feminism, and 
LGBTQ+ politics, and in their discussions, language use was often regarded 
as an important tool for social change. Their political debates reflected an 
understanding of everyday language as deeply political: as an arena where 
structural injustices are played out and reproduced. Understood in this way, as 
an active force in shaping ideas and subjectivities, language constitutes an 
important site for political struggle and the shaping of identity. This language 
ideological viewpoint is off course in no way unique to the students at 
Bråviken. This ontological assumption about the performative functions of 
language reflects larger shifts in how language is understood in relation to the 
political (Cameron, 1995; Kress, 2001). In Sweden, as elsewhere, scholars as 
well as political activists have turned their attention to how power operates in 
and through discourse (Milles et al., 2018; Wojahn, 2015; Young, 1997).  

In this situation, where language use is seen as pivotal to the reproduction 
of injustices, the stakes for speakers are high. This was also noticeable at 
Bråviken high school as students’ and teachers’ everyday language use was 
commented upon and criticized for reproducing problematic norms and 
creating exclusions. These political corrections of language took many 
different shapes and forms, and Bråviken thus constitutes an interesting 
context to study how youths navigate the linguistic norms produced by a 
language regimentation (Kroskrity, 2000) that are underpinned by an 
understanding of language as performative.  

Language activism at an inner-city high school 
Importantly, as suggested by the description of the school as ‘the bubble’ or 
‘homogenous’, the lines of conflict in negotiations over language that I 
observed at Bråviken did not run between progressive versus conservative or 
‘left’ versus ‘right’. Instead, the political discussions I witnessed were rather 
those of how to best embody, linguistically or otherwise, a shared commitment 
to a politics of equality and inclusion. As an example, the school hosted a 
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number of student associations with a political agenda: the feminist 
association, the LGBTQ association, and the Marxist association, but there 
certainly were no liberal or conservative associations. Niklas, mentioned 
above, told me how he had tried to start a social democratic association. But, 
according to him, their first meeting was attended by only five students from 
Bråviken, and they all came to disturb the meeting on the grounds that a social 
democratic take on politics was too liberal. So Niklas gave up on the idea.  

As uniform and excluding as this might sound, the school was just as often 
described to me as being a safe haven. This by students who had attended 
schools where there they had experienced how non-normative gender and 
sexual identities were stigmatized or where they were the only ones holding 
left-wing political views. When asking more activist students about the 
political homogeneity at the school, a standard answer would be that other 
schools are homogenous as well and that other political ideals dominate all the 
other schools. So they saw nothing wrong in making this single school a place 
where they could feel comfortable and included.  

And in this place-making, discussions over language played many shifting 
functions, for example as part of the creation of the ‘The little fantasy world 
of Bråviken’ as Tim labels the community of the school. Whatever the label, 
the idea of the school as a unique community with its own norms was 
recurrently referred to by students as well as the staff during my fieldwork, 
sometimes with great appreciation, and even thankfully. At other times, 
people talked about the community at the school more critically, or, like Tim, 
with a slightly ironic tone. In the first paper, I address the way language 
activism and linguistic norms played their part in the production of this 
community. The paper ‘Affects of verbal hygiene: The impact of language 
activism at a Swedish high school’ explores the affective dimensions (Ahmed, 
2004; Sedgwick, 2003; Wetherell, 2012) of language activism and shows how 
it served to produce a common ‘we’ that shared progressive values, as well as 
simultaneously creating delineations between those who knew how to embody 
this worldview in their speech, and those who did not.  

The second paper, ‘Order and turbulence in the bathroom – Youths’ 
negotiations of the meaning of ‘queer’, relates to Simon’s comment above 
about the right to define yourself. It explores students’ negotiations of what 
the term ‘queer’ really means, if it should be regarded as a slur, and 
importantly who has the right to decide. Using a scribbled conversation on the 
door of one of the school bathrooms as data, and inspired by the ongoing 
discussion in child and youth studies on youth agency, the paper engages with 
the question of the possibilities of fixing and controlling the meaning of words 
and identity labels.  

The third paper, ‘Speaking ‘the Other’?: Youths’ regimentation and 
policing of contemporary urban vernacular’, explores the issue that Simon, 
Adam, and Alima contemplate above. That is, how their use of slang is valued 
at Bråviken and how their language has changed since they first came to the 
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school. This topic – the mobility of young speakers and the shifting 
ideological meaning of their ways of speaking – is the focus of the third paper, 
in which we meet Alima, Felix, and others who react to the way ‘förortsslang’ 
is used at Bråviken. ‘Förortslang’ is one of many labels for the diverse 
linguistic practices that have originated on the periphery of Stockholm and 
that have become enregistered (Agha, 2007) as a way of speaking. The paper, 
‘Speaking “the Other”?: Youths’ regimentation and policing of contemporary 
urban vernacular’, concerns the sociolinguistic mobility (Blommaert, 2010) 
of young speakers as well as youth language – but importantly also the 
mobility of language ideological discourse, as it shows how a US activist 
discourse of cultural appropriation is invoked by the students as a way of 
making sense of the language practices they encounter.  

In this thesis, I give my attention to youths’ language activism – that is, 
their efforts to change the language used by their peers and teachers. But I also 
consider the way youths and teachers react to this activism and how they 
navigate the web of language normativities they encounter. Thus, this thesis 
engages with youths’ everyday struggles to makes sense of language in 
relation to identity, place, and power. 

The three papers that comprise the thesis engage with the students’ 
language activism from different perspectives. That is, a variety of thinking 
tools are used to unpack different aspects of the language activism at hand and 
each paper adds its own complementary insights on youths’ negotiations over 
language. Together, the broader set of theoretical and analytical concepts 
provides a more comprehensive analysis of the phenomena under 
consideration.  

The first paper uses affective theory (Ahmed, 2004; Sedgwick 2003; 
Wetherell, 2012) to explore the role of language activism in creating and 
distinguishing between social groups. The second paper considers the 
difficulty of defining and sustaining mastery over language and terms like 
‘queer’. Drawing on the concept of linguistic citizenship (Stroud 2004), the 
paper portrays youths as active participants in the everyday politics of 
language. Simultaneously, the paper shows youth linguistic agency as a 
relational phenomenon (Raithelhuber, 2016), complicating the way youth 
agency is treated in sociolinguistic research. The third study focuses on the 
mobility and spatiality of language in a study of students’ negotiations of who 
counts as an authentic speaker of the contemporary urban vernacular 
‘förortsslang’. 

Affects of language activism, youths’ agency and linguistic citizenship, as 
well as struggles for authentic voices are all integral parts of the negotiations 
of language under study. Taken together, the papers shed light on language 
activism as a thoroughly contextualized, embodied phenomenon. As a whole, 
the thesis underscores the importance of language in processes of youths’ 
political subjectification. Thus, the thesis addresses not only to academic 
debates, but also to ongoing public discussions on language activism.  
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Politically correct youth activists?  
‘Is one allowed to say midget or Indian?’ That is the start of a strongly worded 
debate article published in Dagens Nyheter, one of Sweden’s largest 
newspapers in 2020. The author, a linguist, questions the politically correct 
language policing that in his experience completely saturates the Swedish 
society. The Swedish language, he argues, is being distorted and obscured by 
an ‘increasingly aggressive language police’. And since he can present 
scientific evidence that language activism does not have an impact on ‘reality’, 
it is nothing more than ‘harassment’ that silences ‘ordinary Swedes’ who are 
afraid that they will use the wrong word and be labeled as homophobic or 
racist (Melin, 2020).  

Testifying to the public interest in issues of language activism, the debate 
article received numerous responses, from academics and also from 
representatives from Sweden’s government agency for language policy and 
language planning.  

To a Swedish public, this scene is recognizable. Debate on language 
activism and ‘political correctness’ is a recurrent phenomenon that, in 
different shapes and forms, keeps reappearing. The discussion, whether it 
unfolds on the opinion pages of a major newspaper or at a dinner table, can 
typically start with a statement similar to that of Melin’s; that the language 
policing has gone too far. Such conversations can sometimes turn into very 
specific discussions on what a word such as ‘Indian’ really means, and 
whether one should be allowed to use it or not. But the conversation can also 
evolve into a more abstract language philosophical and ontological discussion 
on the relationship between ‘language’ and ‘reality’.  

This thesis enters the conversation on politically motivated language 
activism from a slightly different perspective. Taking language activism to be 
a thoroughly embodied and contextualized phenomenon, this thesis moves 
beyond questions of the appropriateness of contentious words. Moreover, the 
thesis will not exclusively concern itself with ontological discussions on 
language and its functions in the social world. Instead, the thesis engages with 
the conversation on language activism by providing an ethnographically 
grounded analysis of how language activism unfolds in the messiness of social 
context. In the papers presented in this thesis there is no clear-cut struggle 
between proponents of language activism and their challengers. There are no 
such neat lines of conflict but instead an ‘everyday human muddle’ 
(Wetherell, 2013, p. 358) in which youths try to negotiate and navigate 
linguistic and social norms. Where Melin and others rhetorically conjure a 
dichotomy between ‘activists’ and ‘ordinary Swedes’, all participants in the 
study are understood as ‘ordinary Swedes’ that try to make sense of complex 
and power-invested questions of language in their everyday lives. And where 
some participants in debates on language activism would make claims to know 
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what some words really mean; this thesis shows how difficult it is to control 
or fix meaning.  

Taking such an approach, the thesis also enters into dialog with research on 
youths as citizens and the political socialization of youth. As Pérez Aronsson 
(2020, p. 48) points out, there are coexisting and somewhat contradictory 
narratives about youths as political actors. There has been, on the one hand, a 
concern about the political apathy among youths. At the same time, more 
activist youths are considered to engage in the wrong kind of activism. The 
debate on language activism is a case in point. An often-repeated argument is 
that an exaggerated focus on language has become a substitute for real 
political action. That is, the focus on language has replaced an activism that is 
not only symbolic, but that truly makes a difference1.  

In contrast to this, the analyses in this thesis highlight how negotiations of 
language, far from being only symbolic, are central in the formation of young 
political subjectivities. The negotiations of, and struggles over language under 
study constitute a form of language socialization (Aronsson, 2011; Schieffelin 
& Ochs, 1986a) where youth socialize each other in a process of developing 
political as well as social sensibilities and knowledge. The youth’s language 
negotiations are, as Schieffelin & Ochs (1986, p. 163) put it, both a 
‘[s]ocialization through the use of language and socialization to use language’.  

The language socialization under analysis is not a unidirectional process 
where culturally and politically knowledgeable students teach novices how to 
speak. Some students certainly regarded themselves as politically and 
linguistically more knowledgeable and did indeed try to school others in 
correct ways of using language. But rather than taking such assumptions at 
face value, this thesis is concerned with the very processes, semiotic and 
rhetorical, through which student’s construe themselves as knowledgeable and 
in a position to correct others’ language. Furthermore, the peer language 
socialization (Goodwin & Kyratzis, 2011) under study does not simply entail 
a one-way enculturation by a novice into a community. Studying language 
socialization also means studying the many different ways actors ‘take up, 
dismiss, or contest’ expectations on social and linguistic behavior (Duff & 
May, 2017, p. ix) and, importantly, how they gain competence in how 
language can be used by themselves and others to ‘index their positionalities 
within their social spheres’ (Duff & May, 2017, p. i).  

Whereas the field of language socialization is predominantly concerned 
with younger children (Duff & May, 2017), this thesis explores peer language 
socialization among youth. And whereas the recent literature on youth 
activism and youths’ political socialization (e.g. Bessant et al., 2021; Earl et 
al., 2017; Pickard & Bessant, 2018; Terriquez et al., 2020) lacks in-depth 
discussions on language, this thesis provides insights into the pivotal role of 
language in the shaping of youths’ political and activist selves. A linguistic 

 
1 See for example Don Kulick’s reply to Lars Melin in Dagens Nyheter 2020-01-16 
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anthropological perspective (e.g. Bauman, 2003; Gal, 1989; Wortham, 2008) 
insists that language, rather than being only one dimension of socialization, is 
primary in socialization processes (Kulick & Schieffelin, 2009, p. 350). 
Furthermore, language is regarded as key to the adequation, authentication, 
and authorization (Bucholtz & Hall, 2009, p. 383) of subjectivities and voices 
– i.e., it is key in the ideological processes of conjuring legitimate speaking 
subjects that are regarded as worth paying attention to. And, as Hymes (1996) 
points out, having one’s voice heard must be seen as fundamental to becoming 
a political subject. Hence, this thesis contributes to the discussion on youth 
activism by underscoring the interplay between a political socialization of 
youth (e.g. Yates & Youniss, 2006) and processes of language socialization 
(e.g., Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986).  

The negotiations over language portrayed in this thesis are understood as a 
form of language policy in action (McCarty, 2011). In the field of language 
policy, youth inhibit two radically different positions. The bulk of language 
policy research assumes youths to be the passive recipients of policy rather 
than active agents (i.e., in school contexts). And consequently, youths are not 
discussed at all as participants in the language policy processes under study. 
On the other hand, in some research, youths are conversely positioned as 
agentive activists that utilize an inherent agency to resist oppressive structures 
and fight for justice. Drawing on the long-standing theorizing on youth agency 
within the field of child and youth studies, this thesis problematizes both the 
erasure as well as the fetishization of youth agency within language policy 
research.  

Consequently, this thesis engages with the public and academic debates on 
language activism by complicating it, showing the many different functions 
language activism can serve in social context as it produces inclusions and 
exclusions, authenticated voices as well as silences, and new linguistic and 
social normativities.  

The analyses presented in the thesis are deeply context-specific. The 
culture and atmosphere at Bråviken high school distinguish it from many other 
schools in Sweden and Stockholm. As Simon, Alima, and the other students 
at Bråviken would attest, the high school had its own unique social atmosphere 
where political and ideological aspects of everyday life were emphasized, by 
students as well as teachers. The student artwork presented above, and the 
reactions to it, exemplify how students at Bråviken were instrumental in 
producing this context as well as how they reacted to and navigated the norms 
at Bråviken in shifting ways.  

The political debates and the regimentation of language taking place at 
Bråviken unfolded in ways that were context-specific. However, topics of 
political correctness, interpretive precedence (tolkningsföreträde), identity 
politics, cultural appropriation or opinion corridors (åsiktskorridor), were 
intensely debated in Sweden at the time of my fieldwork. The context at 
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Bråviken thus presented an opportunity to explore the way meta-comments on 
language came to enter the dynamics of these highly contested matters.  

I do not claim that Bråviken is unique among Stockholm schools in having 
these debates. The discussions unfolding at Bråviken would most likely be 
highly recognizable for students attending many other schools. However, to 
me, the discussions at Bråviken appeared as particularly condensed. 

Aim and research questions 
Guided by the traditions of child and youth studies (e.g. Alanen, 1988; 
Furlong, 2013; James & Prout, 1990) linguistic anthropology (e.g. Bauman, 
2003; Duranti, 1997; Gal, 1989), and inspired by the field of linguistic 
landscape (Jaworski & Thurlow, 2011; Scollon & Scollon, 2003; Shohamy & 
Gorter, 2009) this dissertation studies language activism and language 
regimentation in the everyday lives of youths. The overall aim of this 
dissertation is to study youths’ emplaced and multimodal negotiations of 
language and linguistic norms. More specifically, the thesis explores: 

 
1. Ideologies of language and discourses on race, sexuality, and gender as 

they are entextualized and resemiotized in youths’ language activism. 
2. Negotiations of language as a contextually situated practice. 
3. How intersecting social forces on different scales (e.g., affect, 

materiality, dominating discourses) create the conditions for discursive 
interventions. 

 
In the intersection of child and youth studies, linguistic anthropology and 
language policy research, the thesis contributes to debates within the 
respective fields. The thesis shows youth as active language-political agents, 
without romanticizing youth agency, and it highlights the role of language 
socialization (Aronsson, 2011; Jonsson, 2018; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986b) in 
the political socialization of youth (Yates & Youniss, 2006). In relation to 
academic and popular debates where language activism is often discussed as 
a decontextualized or abstract phenomenon, this thesis discusses struggles 
over language as a thoroughly embodied and situated practice and provides an 
ethnographically grounded analysis of politically motivated negotiations of 
language as they are played out in the everyday lives of youth.  

Outline of the thesis 
Following this introductory chapter, the second chapter explores the 
theoretical and methodological perspectives that provide the vantage point for 
this study of youth and language activism: that is, it gives a description of the 
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central theoretical underpinnings of a material ethnography of language 
(Stroud & Mpendukana, 2009, 2012).  

The third chapter discusses how the current thesis engages with and speaks 
back to relevant research – more specifically, research on language policy in 
action (e.g. Hornberger & Johnson, 2010; McCarty, 2011), on the spatiality of 
language activism (e.g. Jaworski & Thurlow, 2011), and on the affective facet 
of (language) activism (e.g. Ferrada et al., 2020; Milani, 2015). 

The fourth chapter describes the ethnographic methodology applied in the 
research process. This chapter includes an account of the fieldwork setting and 
practices, and of the analytical procedure applied after the end of the 
fieldwork, as well as a discussion on research ethics.  

In the fifth chapter, the findings are considered in a concluding discussion 
where I return to the issue of youth language activism as a form of language 
socialization that is pivotal to the shaping of young political subjectivities.  
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Two. A material ethnography of language 
activism 

The current thesis is grounded in three research traditions: linguistic 
anthropology, linguistic landscapes, and child and youth studies. 

Firstly, situated everyday language use is understood as an arena for 
political struggle and a key site where social life is discursively constituted 
and negotiated (Bauman, 2003; Stroud, 2001). From this follows the belief 
that the study of language and struggles over language must always be a study 
of socially contextualized and politically invested discursive practice. This 
assumption is fundamental to this thesis and shapes the research questions as 
well as the objects of study, and it is an understanding of language that finds 
its roots in the tradition of linguistic anthropology (e.g. Duranti, 1997).  

Secondly, during the fieldwork at Bråviken it became clear that the special 
atmosphere at the school as an ideological space needed to be taken into 
account in the analysis of the youth’s language activism. Here, the field of 
linguistic landscapes (e.g. Jaworski & Thurlow, 2011; Scollon & Scollon, 
2003; Shohamy & Ben-Rafael, 2015) offers a perspective that enables me to 
capture processes of spatialization and the creation of the specific social place 
of Bråviken high school with its norms of conduct and possible ways of being, 
and further, to show how such processes of place-making and subjectification 
were entangled in and inseparable from the students’ language regimentation 
and their efforts to speak with a legitimate voice.  

Thirdly, the tradition of child and youth studies (e.g. Alanen, 1988; 
Furlong, 2013; James & Prout, 1990) provides the foundation for a research 
project that centers on youth and their contemporary lived experiences. This 
broad and interdisciplinary field provides a research setting that is less 
dogmatic and enables a creative mixing of thinking tools and concepts. 
Furthermore, the current thesis is heavily influenced by the imperative found 
within the tradition of child and youth studies to emphasize young people’s 
perspectives on their own lives, and to engage critically with issues of power 
in the everyday lives of youths. 

Using these three traditions as stepping stones, the different papers then 
apply a broader set of concepts and perspectives from a material ethnography 
of language activism (Mpendukana & Stroud, 2018; Stroud & Mpendukana, 
2009, 2012).  
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Material ethnography 
Much of the data analyzed in this thesis is text or talk. Nonetheless, after years 
of theorization on the intersection of different forms of semiosis (e.g. Hodge 
& Kress, 1988; Jewitt, 2005; Saint-Martin, 1995) it has become standard 
within (ethnographic and/or critical) sociolinguistics to acknowledge that 
‘language always has to be realized through, and comes in the company of, 
other semiotic modes’ (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1998, p. 186). The current 
thesis constitutes an effort to do justice to this insight, and the text and talk 
under analysis are situated within a larger nexus of meaning-making practices. 
Furthermore, the studies presented in the thesis will not simply to add one or 
two semiotic modes to an analysis of text or talk. Whereas there is a tendency 
within sociolinguistics to treat non-verbal or embodied communication as 
‘secondary to language rather than as the sine qua non of language’ (Bucholtz 
& Hall, 2016, p. 174) ethnography holds the promise of a more nuanced, 
dynamic analysis that considers the materiality and complexities of situated 
multimodal semiotic practices. An approach that I believe realizes this 
promise is a material ethnography of language (Mpendukana & Stroud, 2018; 
Peck & Stroud, 2015; Stroud & Mpendukana, 2009, 2012) 

In their research on multilingualism, Sibonile Mpendukana and 
Christopher Stroud argue for of an ethnography of language that, in dialog 
with the field of linguistic landscapes, considers the multimodal flow of 
discourse across sites, the materiality of language, the interplay between 
language and space-making, and the sociopolitical contexts of language use. 
In their studies of the sociolinguistic geographies of post-apartheid South 
Africa, they sketch a framework for such a material ethnography of language 
(e.g. Mpendukana & Stroud, 2018; Stroud & Mpendukana, 2009). In the next 
section, I will present the key features of a material ethnography of language: 
that is, how a material ethnography entails: 1) an interest in the circulation of 
discourse between different sites and semiotic modes, 2) an analytical focus 
on constructions of space and how spaces become filled with symbolic 
meaning, 3) putting people and power relations at the center of analysis, 4) 
paying attention to the social workings of affect, and 5) a mixing of thinking 
tools that provides a possibility of juxtaposing theoretical perspectives and 
thus creating synergies. In the following, I discuss these features in relation to 
the studies in this dissertation. 

Discursive flows 
Firstly, a material ethnography of language is an ethnography of the flow of 
discourse across sites and semiotic modes. This means that it is built on an 
understanding of meaning-making practices as fundamentally multimodal: 
meaning is always created by the interplay of a range of semiotic modes (e.g. 
Jewitt, 2005; Machin & van Leeuwen, 2016). Therefore, a material 
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ethnographic take on youth language activism must consider how different 
forms of semiosis converge in acts of language regimentation via images, 
texts, color, talk, and gestures, all of which are communicative resources used 
when students discuss language use.  

Importantly, it also means that one needs to consider the circulation of 
discourse between different modes of expression where ‘signage [or talk, or 
non-verbal communication] is one form of linguistic recontextualization in a 
chain/network of resemiotizations across (economically differentiated) 
technologies, artifacts and spaces’ (Stroud & Mpendukana, 2009, p. 380). 
Whereas multimodal analyses are often oriented toward texts or images as 
finite snapshots when they unpack their complexities (e.g. Adami, 2015; 
Brookes et al., 2016), an attention to the mobilities of discourse highlights the 
meanings that are generated in a flow of recontextualizations. It is a way of 
acknowledging that the function of local meaning-making practices is 
contingent on intertextual links to other, previous meaning-making practices 
in other settings and that the meaning and function of communicative 
resources are dependent on their trajectories in discourse. Considering the 
circulation of discourse means recognizing that the historicity of discourse 
influences its function as it is deployed in communication (e.g. Blommaert, 
2013).  

To exemplify: in study III (Årman, 2018) I draw on Iedema’s (2001, 2003) 
notion of resemiotization as I analyze students’ regimentation of the urban 
vernacular ‘förortsslang’. As an analytical and theoretical notion, 
resemiotization captures the transposition of discourse between situations and 
modes of expression. It ‘is about how meaning-making shifts from context to 
context, from practice to practice, or from one stage of a practice to the next’ 
(Iedema, 2003, p. 41). In the study, Iedema’s concept is used to show how 
ideas of ‘cultural appropriation’ were circulated at Bråviken high school. 
Student activists put up posters that explained that some cultural expressions, 
like a bindi, should not be used as fashion statements or decorations by people 
that do not belong to the group from which this cultural expression originates. 
In the hallways were posters displaying still images from a YouTube clip in 
which the concept of cultural appropriation was explained, and the spoken 
discourse of the original clip was resemiotized into text on the poster. Other 
posters displayed instructions on how to engage with specific cultural 
expressions (e.g., the bindi). Using the notion of resemiotization, I show how 
the discourses on cultural appropriation traveled between semiotics and 
between social situations and were recontextualized in discussions on who 
could be a legitimate speaker of the urban vernacular ‘förortsslang’. With this 
focus on the mobility of discourse, resemiotization assists in underscoring 
how each act of ‘recontextualization adds to the “weight”, the institutional 
importance, the authority, in short, the “facticity”, of what is said and written’ 
(Iedema, 2003, p. 41). In the paper (Årman, 2018), it is argued that the 
intertextual links of the notion of cultural appropriation, as a concept 
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originating in a US activist context, added to the importance and authority of 
the notion as it was inserted into the debate over language use at the school. 
These intertextual links were made more salient through the students’ 
multimodal recontextualization of US activist discourse. The concept of 
resemiotization thus assists in operationalizing a material ethnographic 
perspective that calls for approaching the study of youth language activism 
and language regimentation in terms of ‘mobility rather than linguistic 
localization, where one would need to look at how multiple encodings of a 
discourse are transfigured across signage, contexts and languages’ (Stroud & 
Mpendukana, 2009, p. 381).  

Each semiotic mode has its own affordances and constraints (Kress & Van 
Leeuwen, 2006; Saint-Martin, 1995), which means that different modes like 
speech, writing, images, colors etc., offer different resources for meaning-
making. Moreover, in relation to this thesis and its interest in how the students’ 
metalinguistic activism shapes social relations, it is important to note that 
different modes also provide different ‘potentials for social shaping’ (Kress, 
2009, p. 81). I would argue that a material ethnography that aims to investigate 
the flows of discourse needs to move beyond the study of visual semiotics in 
the landscape and also study how emplaced discourse becomes circulated in 
everyday talk by the people inhabiting space. That is, it needs to acknowledge 
how meaning is produced through recontextualization and entextualization 
(Bauman & Briggs, 1990) between different modes with their different 
affordances. This is a perspective that highlights the ‘thingy-ness of texts’ and 
how ‘it travels from context to context and, as a result […] will enter into new 
differential orderings between textual artifacts and be surrounded by changed 
conditions of replication, response, uptake, commentary and explanation 
which may enhance, absorb, maintain or create difference’ (Slembrouck, 
2001, p. 45). 

Stroud and Mpendukana (2009, p. 382) also write that work from the 
perspective of a material ethnography ‘would benefit from exploring in detail 
how people take up, use, manage and discard, interact with and through, re-
contextualized media as they insert signs and artifacts into practices and 
ideologies of language construction in their everyday interaction’. Following 
this call, the datasets in study III (Årman, 2018) and study I (Årman, 2020) 
comprise both photos of the visual environment at the school, with its posters 
and notes, and naturally occurring talk and interviews with students and the 
teachers. Meanwhile, paper II (forth.) critically examines how the affordances 
of bathroom graffiti as a mode of communication are contingent on the social 
context at the high school and the norms for political debate established there.  

Thus, the attention to discursive flows assists in unpacking the intertextual 
links between the local metalinguistic activities (Agha, 2007) at Bråviken high 
school and activist discourse in other locations and contexts, for example the 
Black Lives Matter movement in the US (see Årman, 2018). Furthermore, a 
focus on discursive flows shows how these links are highlighted through the 
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students’ resemiotizations and are pivotal in the creation of an authentic 
speaker with an authoritative voice on the issue of language use at the school. 
By, for example, appropriating, as it were, the discourse of cultural 
appropriation from a US activist discourse and inserting it into Bråviken in 
Sweden to make sense of the use of ‘förortsslang’ there, youths find the 
thinking tools that enable them to articulate their experiences of linguistic 
injustices as well as the rhetorical means to conjure eligible and non-eligible 
speakers of ‘förortsslang’.  

Constructions of space 
Secondly, a material ethnography of language studies how spaces become 
filled with meaning through semiotic work. The past decades have seen an 
increasing interest in space and spatialization within the social sciences (e.g. 
Massey, 2005). The theoretical drive behind this is the insight that space, 
rather than being simply an objective, neutral, and passive backdrop, should 
be understood as subjective, lived, and exceedingly ideological (Warf & 
Arias, 2009, p. 3). A material ethnography of language considers this 
performative function of space and, importantly, how semiotic phenomena are 
part of the creation of a social and ideological place (Jaworski & Thurlow, 
2011; Lazar, 2018). A material ethnographic perspective thus highlights the 
mutually constitutive relations between language, space, and subjectivities 
(Vasconcelos Barboza & Borba, 2018).  

In this study of youth’s engagement with issues of language use, a material 
ethnographic perspective is adopted in an effort to do justice to the 
interconnections of semiotics, place-making, and subjectification. That is, in 
all three studies I consider how the youths creatively re-work and re-design 
the semiotic landscape (Jaworski & Thurlow, 2011) of the high school and 
how such processes of spatialization are part and parcel of the local language 
regimentation. However, it should be noted that this is an interest not in space 
per se, but in the ‘apprehension’ of place (Stroud et al., 2018) – that is, the 
experience of being in place and the way semiotized space enables and/or 
constrains certain subjectivities and social relations. Put differently, at the 
center of the studies is not space, but people’s emplaced practice of making 
sense of themselves and their language, and the ‘ways in which placedness is 
managed and negotiated with others as individuals craft their belonging-in-
place’ (Stroud et al., 2018, p. 1). The attention to how localized semiotics and 
the students’ multimodal discursive work sediment into a semiotic aggregate 
(Scollon & Scollon, 2003) does not mean that the studies are not 
fundamentally about people (e.g. Malinowski, 2018). Rather, this attention to 
how the layered and multimodal voices of the students conjure a particular 
social space stems from a view of the relation between subjectivities and space 
that acknowledges their mutual constitution. In other words, the analysis is 
based on the assumption that the young subjects inhabiting the high school do 
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not completely stand apart from the social location they observe (Warf & 
Arias, 2009) but that  

[s]peaking, writing, and other semiotic codes found in space index particular 
localities, orient us through different levels of territorial and societal 
stratification including identity claims, power relations, and their contestations 
(Thurlow and Jaworski 2011, p 8).  
 

As the studies show, perhaps most explicitly in study III (Årman, 2018), the 
students’ engagement with their material semiotic environment in the school 
turns the school into a specific social and political locus with specific 
expectations about behavior and meaning-making (Blommaert, 2013). This 
social space, like any location, ‘provide[s] the discourses and important 
reference points whereby people make sense of themselves and their 
relatedness to others in place’ (Peck et al., 2018, p. 2). Particularly in focus 
for this thesis is how the semiotic aggregate of the school, or the schoolscape 
(Gorter, 2018), enables some ways of speaking and puts constraints on others 
– or rather, how the conjured social space of the school provides the context 
in which language use enters a symbolic economy of meaning.  

People and power relations at the center of analysis 
 
Thirdly, a material ethnography of language places people and power relations 
at the center of analysis.  

It is a truism that ethnography is not a set of data-collecting techniques. 
Ethnography is a scientific apparatus encompassing ontological and 
epistemological standpoints (e.g. Heller, 2008) and, with its roots in 
anthropology, it is built on a humanist ontology where human relations are at 
the center of attention. Whereas some researchers interested in spatialized 
semiotics would claim that ‘space itself is the central object and concern’ 
(Blommaert, 2013, p. 2, italics in the original), I would argue that taking an 
ethnographic approach to emplaced language means putting people, their 
practices and relations, firmly at the core of the study.  

To apply an ethnographic view to language means prioritizing speech over 
linguistic code (Hymes, 1974), meaning that it is people’s use of language that 
is of interest. As Blommaert & Jie (2010, p. 8) put it: ‘Speech is language in 
which people have made investments – social, cultural, political, individual-
emotional ones’. From this it follows that an ethnographic take on language 
will be a take on the social workings of language in context (e.g. Copland & 
Creese, 2015), and ethnographic questions about language are always in some 
sense questions about how power operates in language use (Heller et al., 
2017). Writing within the tradition of child and youth studies, where the 
experiences of children and youth are put into high relief, further inspires an 
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analysis that puts social relations and the everyday lives of youth at the center 
of analysis. Within child and youth studies, ethnography has provided a 
method of capturing the perspectives of youth and the social and cultural 
contexts they inhabit, and of deepening the understanding of processes of 
socialization (e.g. Ambrose, 2016; Gradin Franzén, 2015), including language 
socialization (e.g. Åhlund, 2015; Aronsson, 2011; Cekaite & Evaldsson, 2017; 
Evaldsson & Cekaite, 2010; Jonsson, 2018).  

Hence, in analyzing the youths’ language activism from these vantage 
points, it has been my ambition to keep my focus on issues of power. 
Furthermore, placing power relations and subjectivities at the heart of analysis 
raises the issue of agency, and the papers in this thesis all explore ‘the 
relationship between subjectivities and other parts of social life, such as social 
structures, institutions or discourses’ (Coffey & Farrugia, 2014, p. 462). The 
discussion of young people’s agency is recurrent within child and youth 
studies and the studies in this thesis all speak to the issue of youth’s 
possibilities for acting on matters they find important in their own lives. 
Therefore, I will later return to the issue of agency and will describe how the 
perspectives found within child and youth studies can contribute to studies of 
language policy that involve youth.  

The social workings of affect 
 

In addition to this, the lens of material ethnography considers the emotive 
aspects of emplaced semiotics (Peck & Stroud, 2015; Stroud et al., 2018) – 
that is, the feeling of being in place and the lived experience of inhabiting 
semiotized space.  

An increasing interest in bodily experiences and a recognition of the central 
place of feelings in human social life has generated an ‘affective turn’ (Clough 
et al., 2007) in academia. As Reeser and Gottzén (2018) point out, this has 
produced a substantial body of theoretical and empirical studies. However, 
affective theory is in no way a monolith. On the contrary, there are heated 
debates on the ontological status of affect between those who regard affect as 
an unconsciously triggered somatic movement that is beyond, or rather before, 
discourse and cognition, and those who take a more discursive approach. The 
first position, represented by for example Massumi (2002) and Thrift (2004), 
emphasizes corporeal responses to stimuli rather than the subsequent 
expression and articulation of affect. Emotions, as they are expressed in 
discourse, are regarded as domesticized affects and as less interesting as they 
are the culturally learned and accepted way of coding and stabilizing the 
ineffable and visceral (Reeser & Gottzén, 2018, p. 149).  

The success and spread of this version of affective theory could partly be 
attributed to the way it has been presented as a way out of the ‘cul-de-sac’ of 
discourse theory (and performativity theory). In many ways justly, discourse 
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theory and performativity theory are described as foreclosing political agency 
and reducing it to ‘slippage’. Furthermore, critical versions of discourse 
studies hinder a more curious, open-minded approach as they are so well 
attuned to the debunking of ideologies or deconstruction of identity categories. 
Thus, the turn to the affective, it is argued, could present an ontological escape 
from this dead end as affect and emotion are pre-discursive and un-mediated. 
The turn to affect as non-representational can be understood as a reaction to 
the totalizing claims of discourse theory and an attempt to create a theoretical 
space from which to write more exploratively. 

On the other side of the debate, Wetherell (2012, 2013) argues that such an 
approach creates problematic dichotomies between bodily affect and emotions 
expressed in discourse, or between embodied dispositions versus cognition 
and consciousness. Discourse, Wetherell argues, then becomes equal to ‘the 
conscious, the planned, and the deliberate while affect is understood as 
automatic, the involuntary, and the non-representational’ (2013: 52, italics in 
original). Contrary to this, Wetherell theorizes affect as always enmeshed and 
imbricated in human meaning-making and discursive practice. Feelings, she 
writes, ‘are not expressed in discourse so much as completed in discourse’ 
(Wetherell, 2012, p. 24). This means that affect is not something lodged in 
individual minds and bodies, but a social force circulated and materialized in 
semiotic practice and social interaction (Køhler Mortensen & Milani, 2020). 
While followers of Massumi (2002) and Thrift (2004) would understand this 
articulation as a taming of affect into emotion and would thus deem it less 
interesting, Wetherell argues that the practice of articulating affect in socially 
recognizable forms is one of the ways affect becomes turned into a 
communicable ‘thing’ to be ‘mentally organized and publicly communicated, 
in ways that engage with and reproduce regimes and power relations’ 
(Wetherell, 2012, p. 24) and it is thus worthy of academic attention.  

Although this is not the place for a lengthy review of this debate, it is 
necessary to state that my work is firmly anchored in Wetherell’s theorizing 
of affective practice (Wetherell, 2012, 2013). The decision to take this position 
in the debate on affect stems from a reluctance to ontologically portray 
discourse as always intentional, clearly articulated, and ordered. As shown by 
Franzén et al. (2020) in their study of rape humor, a discursive approach can 
also engage with desires, taboos, and that which ‘cannot be expressed, told, or 
achieved in communication’ (Franzén et al., 2020, p. 4). Furthermore, the 
decision also stems from an epistemological and methodological commitment 
to analyzing that which is manifested semiotically. When working 
ethnographically, it is crucial to back up one’s analytical claims with 
observations. Thus, theorizing affect as that which cannot be articulated or 
manifested in semiosis creates methodological problems that I argue cannot 
be ignored. As Wetherell (2013, p. 356) writes: ‘fieldwork has reached an 
impasse when it formulates its object as unspeakable’.  
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Therefore, the analysis of the affective dimension of youth language 
activism draws heavily on Wetherell’s (2012, 2013) theorizing and assumes 
that ‘human affect is inextricably linked with meaning-making and with the 
semiotic (broadly defined) and the discursive’, so that it ‘is futile to try to pull 
them apart’ (Wetherell, 2012, p. 20). Furthermore, I combine Wetherell’s 
writing with the writing of Ahmed (2004) and Sedgwick (2003), as their 
thinking on affect allows me to capture the performative force of affective 
practice and its role in the process of a politicization of subjectivities (Ahmed, 
2004, p. 171).  

A mix of thinking tools 
This thesis comprises three papers published in academic journals. The three 
different papers use different sets of thinking tools in the analysis of the 
objects under study. This juxtaposition of a broader set of lenses in the study 
of youth language activism opens up the possibility of exploring what 
becomes visible when different approaches are used, and different aspects of 
the negotiations over language are emphasized.  

This kaleidoscopic take on the youth’s language activism is made possible 
by the experimental and creative nature of a material ethnographic 
perspective, as well as the breadth of the research traditions I claim as 
foundations for this thesis. These allow for experimentation with different 
concepts and perspectives. As Gorter and Cenoz (2020, p. 17) write with 
respect to linguistic landscapes: ‘The field does have fuzzy boundaries, it 
extends in many directions and there seems to be a productive space for a 
variety of theoretical approaches’. This is a strength in all three academic 
fields that constitute the foundation of this thesis, and this makes it possible to 
fine tune the analysis to address different facets of a phenomenon by applying 
a broader set of analytical tools. 

In the current thesis, this creative space is used to elucidate and highlight 
different facets of youths’ language activism. In study I, theorizing on 
language regimentation as verbal hygiene (Cameron, 1995) is combined with 
specific strands of affect theory (i.e., Ahmed, 2004; Sedgwick, 2003; 
Wetherell, 2012). In the second study, the notion of turbulence (Cresswell & 
Martin, 2012), with its roots in assemblage theory (De Landa, 2006), is used 
in combination with writing on citizenship (Isin, 2008). Finally, the third study 
relies heavily, as mentioned, on Iedema’s notion of resemiotization (Iedema, 
2001, 2003) and the theorizing of spatialization found within linguistic 
landscape studies (Jaworski & Thurlow, 2011; Scollon & Scollon, 2003). This 
sprawling take on youths’ language activism is the result of the 
interdisciplinary setting of child and youth studies, as well as the permissive 
and experimental nature of material ethnography. 

Material ethnography has also proven itself to be adaptable, in the sense 
that it can be applied to the study of a range of sociolinguistic phenomena – 
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from the processes of tattooing (Peck & Stroud, 2015) and multilingualism in 
post-apartheid South Africa (Stroud & Mpendukana, 2009, 2012) to South 
African student movements to decolonize universities (Mpendukana & 
Stroud, 2018). Similarly, this thesis uses material ethnography to address 
several strands of sociolinguistics, in an effort to produce knowledge on 
language activism that is relevant to the field of youth studies. The next 
chapter engages with these subfields of sociolinguistics and describes how the 
studies in this thesis contribute to each of them.  
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Three. Language activism 

I open my closet to grab some clothes but hesitate. As on so many other days, 
I am on my way to Bråviken. But today is not any other day, and I decide not 
to wear the white shirt I first thought of putting on. Today, wearing a white 
shirt could be seen as taking a political stance. As an ethnographer, I try not 
to position myself too much in relation to the youths’ political discussions. So, 
I choose an outfit that I think will be seen as neutral today: black chinos and a 
gray sweater over a checkered shirt. Neutral, but with just a little color.  

Entering the school and walking toward the aula, I can sense that the 
atmosphere is one of anticipation. Outside the aula the entire second-year 
cohort is waiting for the doors to open. With a few exceptions, they are all 
dressed in suits.  

Finally, the doors to the assembly hall open. A stream of students passes 
through the doorway and chatter fills the hall. In small groups, they take their 
places. On the aula stage, formally dressed students are making the final 
preparations: checking the microphone, organizing the list for the roll call, and 
placing some flowers on the speaker’s podium. Then the secretariat on the 
stage patiently waits for the student delegates to settle down so that the session 
can start. But they cannot wait too long because the assembly has got a planet 
to save.  

Today is the one day when all of the second year transforms into the UN 
assembly. Each year the school performs a model UN, and this year the 
climate crisis is on the agenda. Weeks of preparations culminate in the one-
day role play, where issues concerning the mitigation of, and adaptation to, 
the climate crisis will be hammered out in negotiations between the student 
delegates. The model UN project has absorbed almost all the students’ time in 
school in the previous weeks, as they have worked to prepare themselves in 
nearly all their subjects and lessons. In social science they have learned how 
the UN works and about the international politics of the climate crisis, and 
during English class they have worked on their speeches.  

But this year the students have made other preparations in addition to those 
that are part of the curriculum. The young delegates have had long discussions 
on what to wear and how to speak. The model UN used to be a colorful event 
as the delegates put quite a lot of effort into dressing up as representatives of 
their countries: Norwegians in lusekoftor, Mexicans in sombreros, or Indian 
delegates in saris. But last year the teachers were completely taken by surprise 
as almost all students came formally dressed. No funny mustaches, no fezes.  
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The teachers soon found out that this was prompted by a heated debate 
among the students on the issue of cultural appropriation. Some had protested 
that the way cultural attributes had been used had disrespectfully played into 
cultural stereotypes. As the other students wanted to be respectful, or just 
could not be bothered to enter into the debate, they all decided to dress the 
same, in formal clothing. This year too this discussion was very much present 
as the students prepared. There were conversations on what constitutes 
cultural appropriation, how one can use cultural attributes in a respectful way, 
and who has the right to define the difference. This year the teachers also 
initiated a discussion during classes for all of the second year to address the 
issue. 

In the end, just as last year, the students enter the assembly hall in formal 
clothes – except for the delegates of Samoa and a few others. The Samoan 
delegates are wearing snorkels and rubber boots. During the preparations, they 
have learned that no matter what actions are taken at this stage, their country 
will soon be mostly underwater.  

Clothing was not the only thing discussed among the students in the run-
up to the model UN. A particular phrase had also been brought to their 
attention. Traditionally, every delegate opens their speech with a formal 
phrase: ‘Honored general secretary, honored delegates, ladies and 
gentlemen…’ During the session at Bråviken, however, the speakers all 
refrained from addressing the delegates as ‘ladies and gentlemen’ out of 
respect for those students who do not define themselves within that binary.  

I also noted that language came to play another important role during the 
model UN. I had heard that students found it awkward to argue for climate 
policies that contrasted starkly with their own beliefs. Watching the 
performance of the delegates, I was struck that the delegates from the USA, 
the EU, and other parties that were less inclined to accept radical climate 
policies were also the ones to really get into character, as if to accentuate that 
these were not their personal views but the policies of the countries they 
represented. As they could not use clothes to help portray their characters, they 
used their way of speaking. By exaggerating the emotion in their voices they 
performed caricatures of stubborn, conservative politicians, and in this way 
distanced themselves from the views they expressed. For example, Maria, 
when she ended her address as the representative of the EU, stared at the 
delegates and stated in a very serious tone that ‘My name is Anna Kinberg 
Batra, thank you!’ (Anna Kindberg Batra is one of the top politicians in the 
conservative party Moderaterna) 

The situation at the model UN highlights how the language activism at 
Bråviken became entwined with other forms of activism, and also how 
language could be used to perform political stances in relation to the norms at 
the school. Clothes and language both entered the discussion of how a shared 
ideal of social inclusion should best be materialized in practice. Furthermore, 
the situation in which the students were to publicly represent countries and 
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cultures while also addressing the entire school brought these matters to a 
head. As it was part of their formal teaching and a basis for grading, the 
students had to perform a model UN to the teachers’ satisfaction. In addition, 
each student approaching the lectern to give their speech was literally put 
under a spotlight, and the gaze of their entire cohort was on them as they 
navigated the norms regarding clothes and language. Following the 
discussions and the attention brought to these issues, it would be impossible 
for students to claim ignorance. Therefore, any deviation from the norm would 
be a statement of sorts. Even if the model UN created a context where the 
norms of the school became particularly condensed, the political scrutiny of 
clothes or language was not unique to this situation. On the contrary, some 
youths at Bråviken explained how they felt their language was under scrutiny 
at all times and measured against the norms of inclusive language. I too felt 
the dissecting gaze of the students. And, as in the example of the UN assembly, 
it made me think twice about what clothes I wore and how I spoke.  
 
At the onset of my fieldwork at Bråviken, it was my belief that the object of 
study would primarily be language ideologies and language ideological 
negotiations surrounding the contemporary urban vernacular (Rampton, 2015) 
‘förortsslang’. This did become the theme for paper III (Årman, 2018). 
However, when working ethnographically it is unthinkable to let 
preconceptions dictate what topics to write on. Any research plan written 
ahead of fieldwork must work as a preliminary sketch to be reworked, as the 
research questions formulated in advance meet the realities in the field (e.g. 
Heller, 2008).  

At Bråviken high school, the negotiations of ‘förortsslang’ and the eligible 
speakers of the register (Agha, 2007) were indeed part of metalinguistic 
practices. However, other issues of language use were also of importance to 
the youths I met at the school. As described above, the students were 
themselves drawing language use into their ongoing debates on social justice 
issues. The omnipresence of politics at Bråviken and the students’ engagement 
with issues relating to gender and LGBTQ+ politics meant that questions of 
sexist, homophobic or transphobic language were recurrent as students 
commented on language use and promoted some ways of speaking over 
others. Therefore, as an ethnographer, I could not ignore the fact that my 
presumptions before entering the field were partly at odds with what the 
youths themselves found to be important issues of language in their lives, and 
to how they themselves understood language in relation to politics and their 
social world.  

Allowing the students’ own interests to guide the research process, I 
therefore decided to expand the scope of topics to include issues relating to 
language activism directed at transphobic and sexist language (Årman, 2020) 
and LGBTQ+ students’ efforts to define ‘queer’ (Årman, forth.). At first sight, 
the thesis therefore might appear to be eclectic and sprawling over a range of 
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topics. But the overarching theme is the students’ political activism as it 
becomes manifested in discussions and debates on how to materialize a 
progressive political worldview in everyday language use and the students’ 
efforts to change language use. The different issues under debate at the school, 
and the different topics covered in the three papers, are all examples of youths 
at Bråviken trying to make sense of language as a site for political struggle in 
relation to issues of importance to them.  
 
The youths’ engagement with language as described in the papers is 
underpinned by an understanding of everyday language as fraught with power. 
In this sense, the language ideological formations that shape the students’ 
activism dovetail with those found within the academic traditions of linguistic 
anthropology and critical sociolinguistics. The argument that language is 
never passive, never a neutral medium for communication, has been 
elaborated and demonstrated for some time within different strands of socially 
invested studies of language (e.g. Duranti, 1997; Fairclough, 1995; Gal, 1989; 
Hodge & Kress, 1988; Kulick, 1992). The research reveals that language is 
implicated, on many levels, in the production and reproduction of social 
hierarchies and inequalities – but also, importantly, in their contestation.  

As is evident in the papers that make up the present thesis, this fundamental 
assumption about language informs my own writing as well as the research 
that I draw inspiration from. As the youths’ engagement with the politics of 
language covered a range of issues of importance to them, the thesis draws 
inspiration from several strands of research where scholars have approached 
language use from a critical standpoint, exploring the workings of power in 
and through language.  

The present chapter constitutes an effort to engage in dialog with research 
from different strands that has informed and inspired the current thesis on 
youth language activism. The chapter is structured as follows: firstly, I put the 
current studies in relation to the field of language policy. Secondly, I elaborate 
on the spatiality of language activism and discuss the studies in relation to 
spatially interested sociolinguistics and the study of schoolscapes (Gorter, 
2018). Thirdly, I engage in a discussion on research on the affective facets of 
language activism.  

Language policy in action 
Following the idea that language policy exists in all levels of society and in 
many different forms (Cameron, 1995; McCarty, 2011), there has been an 
increased focus on language policy as a multilayered social process to be 
studied through ethnographic methods (e.g. Heller et al., 2017; Johnson, 2009, 
2011). Language policy is then not viewed as a ‘disembodied thing, but rather 
[as] a situated sociocultural process: the complex of practices, ideologies, 
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attitudes, and formal and informal mechanisms that influence people’s 
language choices in profound and pervasive everyday ways’ (McCarty, 2011, 
p. xii‒xiii). Hence, language policy studies encompass much more than the 
study of formal policy or language policies on the level of the state. A large 
body of language policy research focuses on language activism or related 
themes. However, no consolidated subfield of language activist research has 
been formed. 

In accord with other studies on language activism, the current thesis with 
its critical ethnographic approach could be placed under the broad rubric of 
language policy. However, I would also argue that in relation to the research 
on language policy and language activism, more specifically ethnographic 
research on language policy in practice (e.g., Hornberger & Johnson, 2010; 
Johnson, 2009; Martin-Jones & da Costa Cabral, 2018), the thesis expands the 
field by finding new analytical entry points and exploring new theoretical 
perspectives and thinking tools. Whereas language policy studies, as 
illustrated by the quotation above, are traditionally interested in language 
choice in multilingual settings, this thesis offers a somewhat different take on 
language policy. The appeal within child and youth studies of placing the 
experiences of children and youth at the core of the study (James et al., 1998), 
as well as conceptualizing children and youth as social agents that deserve to 
be studied in their own right (James, 2009), provides a new inroad to questions 
of language policy as a social practice in an institutional setting. In the case of 
this thesis, it has led to a shift in research focus as well as a problematization 
of the way young subjects are conceptualized within studies of language 
policy in education: more specifically, 1) a shift away from a focus on 
multilingualism and language choice, and 2) a problematization of students’ 
agency in language-political processes in educational settings.  

Beyond the politics of multilingualism 
Many of the researchers that critically engage with issues of language and 
language policy are interested in the politics of multilingualism on different 
societal levels (Pietikäinen, 2016). Whether the focus is on language in 
education (Jaffe, 2010), family language policy (Lanza, 2020), linguistic 
landscapes (Ferguson & Sidorova, 2018), minority language revitalization 
(Rindstedt & Aronsson, 2002), or other subjects, the setting is multilingual 
and the issue at hand is the management of multilingualism, language choice, 
and ethnic or national identity (Milani, 2014). The same is true when it comes 
to sociolinguistic accounts of language activism. Within traditional 
sociolinguistics, language activism has come to connote activism to promote 
the use and increase the status of a language or register. It is often understood 
as activism that intents to change language policy on an institutional level. 
Tellingly, when Combs & Penfield (2012) suggest a definition of language 
activism, it is ‘energetic action focused on language use in order to create, 
influence and change existing language policies’ (2012, p. 462), and they 



26 

continue to describe how language activists are thus people who ‘actively 
defend their right to venerate and freely use their languages in multiple, often 
public domains’ (p. 462). Following the lead of scholars like Joshua Fishman 
(1989, 1991), research on language activism is often itself activistic, with a 
commitment to the cause of linguistic and social justice (Bucholtz et al., 2014; 
Casillas et al., 2018; Ferrada et al., 2020; Huss, 2002; Jernudd et al., 1994; 
Nyika, 2008; Peltz, 2017).  

In contrast to this, this thesis does not emphasize language choice or 
multilingualism at the high school. In line with Blommaert et al., (2009, p. 
204), this study prioritizes ‘voice’ as an object of study, rather than ‘language’. 
This is not to say that multilingualism was not present or important in the 
dynamics of language at the school. The language activist discourse under 
study is not exclusively in Swedish. English is often used, and several 
analytical points are made about the function of English as it is deployed in 
the students’ language activism. In all papers the interplay between English 
and Swedish is considered in the analysis.  

In the analysis of the performativity of affect in trans activism (Årman, 
2020), it is argued that the use of English in the entextualization (Bauman & 
Briggs, 1990) of activist discourse functions to authenticate the text as it 
highlights the intertextual links to US transgender activism. As described in a 
previous section, the analysis is centered around a poster in the student 
cafeteria that called out different ways of speaking that could contribute to the 
exclusion of and discrimination against trans people. The title of the poster 
was in English and, drawing from Androutsopoulos (2012), it is argued that 
the use of English and its placement ‘on top’ functions to authenticate the rest 
of the message, written in Swedish. The use of English underlines the 
intertextual links to a global or US activist discourse, and such intertextual 
links, and the historicity of discourse, it is argued, are important aspects of the 
students’ meaning-making. The heteroglossic mixing of registers (Bachtin, 
1981) serves to validate the language ideological messages conveyed by the 
students. 

A similar point is made in the analysis of the students’ negotiations of who 
could be understood to be a legitimate speaker of a contemporary urban 
vernacular (Rampton, 2015). The use of English highlights the links to a US 
pop cultural context and US political discourse, and these links are pivotal to 
validifying the concept of cultural appropriation and its insertion into local 
language practices.  

Further, in the paper on the bathroom graffiti at the school and the debate 
on the term ‘queer’ that unfolds on a bathroom door (Årman, forth.), again, 
the process of recontextualizing US political discourse is at the center of the 
analysis. Here, it is argued that the students’ debate on whether the term 
‘queer’ should be regarded as an offensive slur is based on different 
understandings of what interpretive frame should be deployed. In a US 
context, the term carries an ‘abjected history’ of abuse (Butler, 1993, p. 223) 
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but also a history of appropriation, whereas the historical trajectory of the term 
in a Swedish context has a different logic. Again, we can see how the interplay 
between Swedish and English creates dynamics that have important effects on 
the language activist practices at the school.  

In this sense, the analysis is in no way inattentive to the relationship 
between different languages and the language ideological and performative 
functions they come to have as they are deployed in language activist practice. 
On the contrary, this relationship has a central position in all three studies, and 
importantly, the studies find inspiration in the strand of language policy that 
uses ethnographic methods to critically approach how questions of how 
inequality are played out in language policy processes on different societal 
scales in multilingual settings (e.g. Hornberger & Johnson, 2010; May, 1997; 
Stroud, 2001). This tradition has provided concepts and thinking tools that are 
applied in the analysis. For example, the concept ‘linguistic citizenship’ 
(Stroud, 2001) was formed to unpack the dynamics and politics of 
multilingualism and has also been applied to studying struggles over language 
in multilingual settings (Guissemo, 2018; Hames, 2017; Williams & Stroud, 
2017). However, as it is applied in the second study presented in this thesis 
(Årman forth.), the notion has shown itself to be productive in thinking about 
language activism beyond the management of discrete linguistic codes.  

The papers thus show that the critical ethnographic approach to language 
policy in practice, as well as analytical thinking tools developed for studying 
the language political negotiations in multilingual settings, can be productive 
beyond the study of multilingualism per se.  

Förortsslang, mobility, and the problematization of ‘happy hybridity’ 
Paper III (Årman, 2018) analyzes the regimentation of the contemporary 
urban vernacular ‘förortsslang’ and the negotiations concerning who counts 
as an eligible speaker of the register. As an analysis of the language ideologies 
surrounding ‘förortsslang’, this is a paper that to a greater extent than the other 
studies in the thesis overlaps with language policy research with a focus on 
multilingualism. Even though multilingualism or the management of different 
languages is not the primary focus, the study investigates how students 
navigate the language ideologies pertaining to ‘förortsslang’ and its social 
value and indexicalities. The term ‘förortsslang’, or alternatively 
‘rinkebysvenska’, denotes the linguistic practices of young Swedes in 
multilingual, urban settings (Jonsson et al., 2019).  

Reviewing the literature, one notices that the study of youth language has 
to a large extent been the study of linguistic practices among young speakers 
in linguistically diverse urban areas (e.g. Makukule & Brookes, 2020; Milani 
& Jonsson, 2012; Nortier & Svendsen, 2015; Rampton, 2006). At this social 
and geographical location, researchers have found fertile ground to study 
linguistic practices that can be attributed to the macro-trends of globalization; 
migration, the flow of cultural expressions, and market-liberal economics. In 
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Europe, sociolinguists’ interest was caught by the emergence of new linguistic 
practices among youths, and since the early 1980s the language of young 
speakers in multilingual areas has been thoroughly studied. The definition and 
the name of the phenomenon have varied, but Rampton (2015) proposes the 
term ‘contemporary urban vernacular’ (CUV) and describes it as a style  

that has emerged, is sustained and is felt to be distinctive in ethnically mixed 
urban neighborhoods shaped by immigration and class stratification, that is seen 
as connected-but-distinct from the locality’s migrant languages, its traditional 
non-standard dialect, its national standard and its adult second language speaker 
styles, as well as from the prestigious counter-standard styles (such as 
American Vernacular Black English) circulating in global popular culture, that 
is often widely noted and enregistered beyond its localities of origin, 
represented in media and popular culture as well as in the informal speech of 
people outside (Rampton, 2015, p. 39). 

 
As with the case of youth language, researchers have been keen to show that 
the use of CUV should not be understood as the result of disfluency in the 
majority language and that the speakers are competent language users (see 
Jaspers, 2016 for an important critique).  

It should be noted that the research on CUVs like Kebabnorsk in Norway 
(Aasheim, 1997), Kiezdeutsch in Germany (Androutsopoulos, 2001; Wiese, 
2006), Rinkebysvenska in Sweden (Kotsinas, 1988), Strattaal in the 
Netherlands (Appel, 1999; Cornips et al., 2015), and Verlan in France (Doran, 
2004) is itself inseparable from the ideological formation of these varieties. 
The academic process through which the languages of urban youths have been 
studied, labeled, and legitimized as varieties has been key to a process of 
enregisterment (Agha, 2007). In relation to this, one can reflect on how the 
academic study of such multilingual youth styles has come to affect how these 
styles are perceived and charged with ideological meanings.  

A trend in the study of CUVs is that they have for the most part been studied 
on urban peripheries. In Swedish studies, as well as outside of Sweden, data 
has been collected in areas of the city that are understood to be ground zero 
for the registers of multilingual youth (e.g. Boyd et al., 2015; Haglund, 2005; 
Jonsson, 2007; Kotsinas, 1988; Madsen, 2015; Wiltgren, 2014). Although this 
is a rational move for a researcher in search of rich material, it neglects the 
fact that language and speakers are mobile, and that the social value and 
meaning of linguistic resources are not static but shift as speakers move 
through different contexts. For example, CUV is certainly not only found on 
the periphery of Stockholm. Just as speakers are not sedentary but move 
through the city, linguistic resources have their own social and geographical 
trajectory and are deployed by speakers in different locations. This facet of 
CUV has been less explored (but see for example Botsis et al., 2020; Jonsson 
& Åhlund, 2020; Nørreby, 2017) and therefore paper III (Årman, 2018) 
considers the mobility and movement of speakers through social and 
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geographical space in the analysis of the regimentation of CUV at Bråviken, 
a school located in an upper middle class area of Stockholm.  

Put in relation to language policy research engaged in the dynamics of 
multilingualism, code-mixing, or the social life of youth registers, the study 
contributes by bearing out Otsuji & Pennycook’s (2010) critique of how 
linguistic ‘hybridity’ has come to be celebrated ‘as an unproblematic category 
of cultural diversity that somehow provides solutions to sociocultural relations 
and conflicts’ (Otsuji & Pennycook, 2010, p. 244). The paper problematizes 
an unreflective presupposition that the creative mixing of registers and 
languages, so often attributed to youth (Eckert, 1989), is in and of itself a 
positive thing, contributing to the social inclusion and empowerment of the 
speakers of non-majority registers or languages.  

Instead, guided by the students’ metalinguistic interventions, the paper 
shows how any language use, however playful, is vested with power and can 
potentially work to reinforce exclusionary structures. The use of ‘förortsslang’ 
by youths with a social background not typically associated with the register 
was probably not intended to mock or degrade the register or its speakers. On 
the contrary, the way words and expressions were picked up from 
‘förortsslang’ and inserted into the everyday language of the school suggests 
that students valued the register and used it as a resource for stylization 
(Coupland, 2007) and identity performance (Goffman, 1959). However, the 
use of a vocabulary emblematic of the vernacular only functions as a 
communicative resource because it is situated within a larger ideological 
economy of language. That is, the use of words emblematic of ‘förortsslang’ 
only functions as a resource for stylization because of its indexical links to 
stereotypical cultural models of speakers – models that are then reinforced and 
reproduced even by playful uses of ‘förortsslang’. The paper thus 
demonstrates the importance of problematizing the celebratory take on code-
mixing and hybridity that can be found within language policy studies of youth 
and diverse linguistic practices.  

Feminist language activism and language planning in Sweden 
Whereas the management of multilingual society has been at the center of 
language policy and language activist studies, less attention has been paid to 
language activism pertaining to issues of gender and sexuality. This is not to 
say that activism relating to these topics has not been studied with a focus on 
language or semiotics. In a Swedish setting, Milles (2011, 2019; Milles et al., 
2018) and Wojahn (2015) have written on feminist language activism and 
feminist language planning.  

Karin Milles has written extensively on the language ideologies and 
language planning activities surrounding feminist language planning in 
Sweden and the introduction of sexual political terms like ‘snippa’, a 
colloquial word for the female genitalia (Milles, 2011, 2021a); ‘slidkrans’ as 
a new word for ‘hymen’, replacing the traditionally used term ‘mödomshinna’ 
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(literally ‘membrane of virginity’) (Milles, 2011, 2021b; Milles et al., 2018); 
and ‘dyna’ for female erection and ‘klittra’ for female masturbation (Milles, 
2021b). Milles also studies debates in city councils following political 
initiatives promoting a feminist language policy (2017) as well as the 
introduction of ‘en’ as an indefinite impersonal pronoun ( 2019), showing the 
entanglements of language ideology and language policy debates with social 
positioning and identity work. In her work, Milles elucidates the language 
ideological situation in Sweden, arguing that the relatively strong consensus 
on the need for political change to attain gender equality provides an 
ideological context that facilitates proposals for making the language less 
sexist through introducing new terms (Milles, 2011).  

Wojahn’s (2015) study analyzes discussions on feminist language change 
in Sweden between 1960 and 2015, with a focus on how the relations between 
language and gender are understood by different actors engaged in the 
discussion. Wojahn, (2015) shows how the focus of language interventions 
shifted from challenging patriarchal norms in the 1960s, to challenging 
heteronormative concepts in the 1980s, to the present-day questioning of 
stable and binary gender categories by queer and trans activists.  

In relation to these studies, the current thesis adds further insights into 
language activism pertaining to gender and sexuality in Sweden by adopting 
an ethnographic perspective. Whereas Milles’ studies provide interesting 
insights into Swedish institutional feminist language planning (Milles, 2011) 
and political debates (Milles, 2017), and Wojahn, (2015) offers a historical 
perspective, the current thesis adds to our knowledge of the processes of 
language activism as it plays out in social contexts on the ground.  

In their study of the introduction and spread of ‘slidkrans’ as a new term 
for hymen, the authors rhetorically ask if ‘changing words lead[s] to change 
“in the real world” or [if] feminist efforts [should] be concentrated on other 
strategies’ (Milles et al., 2018, p. 926). They argue that ‘[c]oining and 
spreading knowledge of this new term seems to be an integral part of the 
ongoing feminist work against patriarchal views of female sexuality and 
sexual conduct and helps to change everyday knowledge about the hymen and 
in turn ideological ideas about female sexuality and agency’ (Milles et al., 
2018, p. 314). In regard to the question of the impact of language activism, the 
current thesis can provide a slightly different inroad through its critical 
ethnographic perspective. This complicates the very design of the question 
posed by Milles et al. (2018), in which linguistic change and linguistic 
activism are portrayed as somehow standing apart from ‘the real world’.  

The current thesis shows that language and language activism, as firmly 
embodied, spatialized phenomena, play out in the muddle of everyday life and 
human practice, and are thus far from taking place on a level of disembodied 
discourse. In a sense, the thesis is all about the ‘effects’ or impact of language 
activism, though it does not necessarily study whether it ‘works’ as the 
activists intend it to work – that is, by having a liberatory and emancipatory 
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function. This aspect is not neglected, but the studies also show other effects 
and facets of language activism as it is entangled with processes of 
subjectification, the formation of group identity, and the challenging of 
institutional hierarchies, for example. By providing a critical ethnographic 
perspective, the thesis thus complements the existing research on language 
activism in Sweden, as well as elsewhere.  

Youth agency in language policy research 
 
‘It’s like Nazism!’ It’s a teacher meeting and in small groups the teachers are 
talking about the political norms at the school. Emil is clearly upset over the 
more radical students’ activism and ways of talking about issues like structural 
racism, cultural appropriation and interpretive precedence
(tolkningsföreträde). The other teachers do not seem to react to Emil’s 
comparison between their student’s activism and Nazism but continue to 
discuss how to tackle the strict political normativities among the pupils. There 
is a concern among the teachers that students are afraid to voice opinions that 
differ from the norm, and that, as I too have noticed, the more activist students 
could simply dismiss opinions if they were voiced by someone who spoke 
from a privileged position. Moreover, some of the students are so well drilled 
in the activist rhetoric that teachers struggled when arguing back. At the 
teachers’ meeting it was suggested that perhaps the teachers should team up 
when issues of racism and cultural appropriation, interpretive precedence or 
trigger warnings were discussed in class. If they were two adults present, it 
was suggested, they could help each other out in the discussions with the 
students.  

In the discussion the teachers express not only a concern that some students 
struggle to make their voices heard, but that they too could find it difficult to 
uphold their authority in class when politically charged topics were on the 
agenda. And this disruption in the traditional generational order (Alanen, 
2009) and institutional hierarchies gave rise to a concerned discussion among 
the teachers on how to take back control of political discourse at the school. 
Not only to own a voice in the classroom, but also in an effort to create a more 
tolerant political culture at the school where students felt comfortable voicing 
their opinions.  
 
The following section will discuss the question of agency in sociolinguistic 
research on language policy and youth. As will be elaborated below, one can 
identify two contradictory trends within this body of research. On the one 
hand, youths are in many studies not acknowledged as agents in the language-
political processes unfolding around them, for example in schools. On the 
other hand, youths are portrayed in some research as agents in their own right, 
but only insofar as they resist and challenge problematic norms.  
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The scene at the teachers’ meeting shows that the youths at Bråviken indeed 
had the resources to challenge institutional and linguistic norms in 
fundamental ways. But instead of following the trend of celebrating youths’ 
agency as they resist or work against problematic structures and norms, this 
section will argue for a more dynamic way of understanding youth agency, 
where youth agency is described not only in terms of resistance but also as 
contributing to producing normativities, without for that matter accusing the 
activism of being equivalent to Nazism. 

 

Erasure or celebration? 
 
One important theoretical linchpin of child and youth studies is a view of 
children and youths as agentive subjects – that is, as ‘active in the construction 
of their own lives, the lives of those around them and of the societies in which 
they live’ (James & Prout, 1990a, p. 8). This might sound like a commonplace 
observation. However, research in the social sciences and humanities has 
traditionally been, and still in part is, biased toward a view of children and 
youth as inactive, as ‘the passive subjects of social structures and processes’ 
(James & Prout, 1990a, p. 8). This way of conceptualizing children and youth 
also has methodological ramifications as it renders them as objects to be 
studied rather than reflexive participants with voices worth listening to 
(Allison & Christensen, 2017; Halldén, 2003).  

Sociolinguistic research on language policy is no exception. Research on 
language policy in educational settings especially suffers from an erasure of 
children’s and youth’s agency. That is, children and youth are often portrayed 
as the receivers of language policy processes and adults’ language 
socialization. Youths themselves are seldom described as agentive actors in 
research on language policy and the sociopolitical struggles over language that 
impact the lives of youth (but see Bucholtz et al., 2018b). Instead, it is the state 
and its institutions (e.g. Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Takam & Fassé, 2020) 
or teachers (e.g. Amir & Musk, 2013; Cushing, 2020; Stritikus, 2002) that are 
described as invested with the capacity to influence the youths’ situation.  

On the whole, research with a specific focus on language activism suffers 
from a similar bias and erasure of youths as actors. The world portrayed in this 
research is usually a world where adults act, in their capacity as policymakers, 
teachers, activists, etc., whereas children and youths are affected by the 
actions. As described above, the management of multilingualism in society 
and the status and vitality of languages are at the center of the bulk of language 
activist research. In relation to these topics, children and youths are indeed 
described as of great importance, as the future speakers of languages or ‘as the 
last line of defense in indigenous-language maintenance’ (Wyman et al., 2013, 
p. 3). But they are traditionally positioned either as victims in a process of 
language shift or as problematic obstacles in the sense that they choose not to 
learn and speak the language that is in need of rescue (Wyman et al., 2013; 
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Zavala, 2019). Critical of this conventional way of positioning youth, scholars 
interested in language activism have begun exploring the way youth 
participate and are engaged in the politics of language. Building on, among 
other things, sociolinguistic writing that takes a more affirmative approach to 
youth as capable agents (e.g., Bucholtz, 2002; Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Eckert, 
1989; Jørgensen, 2008; Rampton, 1995, 2006), they explore other ways of 
portraying youth in relation to language policy and language activism (e.g., 
Albury, 2016; Hornberger & Swinehart, 2012; Lee et al., 2018; Pietikäinen & 
Pitkänen-Huhta, 2013). Instead of passive victims or obstacles to be 
overcome, youths are here considered as agents in their own right, invested 
with a capacity to act and create change. Often, this research explicitly sets 
out to demonstrate youths’ agency as language activists or co-researchers 
(e.g., Ferrada et al., 2020; Phyak & Bui, 2014)  

It should also be noted, however, that a more affirmative take on youth as 
agents has long been the premise of research within the neighboring field of 
language socialization (e.g., Aronsson & Rundström, 1989; Schieffelin & 
Ochs, 1986). Here, there is a long tradition of conceptualizing language 
socialization as a process of reciprocity, whereby not only does the adult 
socialize the child but, in any interaction, the child also and simultaneously 
socializes the adult (Kulick & Schieffelin, 2009). Building on such insights, 
researchers interested in the informal language policy practices in families 
have recognized the active role children play in metalinguistic discussions and 
in the formation and implementation of these policies (Fogle & King, 2013). 
Thus, family language policy research has been attentive to children’s and 
youths’ active participation in processes of language policy and language 
socialization (Johnsen, 2021; Kheirkhah & Cekaite, 2018; Lanza & Lomeu 
Gomes, 2020).  

The importance of the shift within language policy, toward an affirmative 
take on youth agency, should not be underestimated. The previous erasure of 
youth as active participants in ideological struggles over language was truly 
problematic. However, in more recent research that highlights youth as actors, 
agency is at times undertheorized and problematically treated as a given. Thus, 
insights into youth agency stemming from the long, and still ongoing, debate 
within child and youth studies on youth resistance and agency can 
productively inform language policy research insofar as they can contribute to 
a more nuanced and substantiated understanding of young actors’ potential to 
affect, and be active co-constructors of, the cultural contexts they inhabit. The 
following problematization should not be taken as a criticism of the 
commitment of researchers to acknowledge and highlight youth as agents. On 
the contrary, to engage in a dialog with the research is to recognize the 
importance of this shift and to support it by further exploring how to 
conceptualize youth agency within language policy research.  
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Agency versus structure? 
Agency is often conceptualized as something that youth have or possess, only 
for this capacity to act, this free will, to be circumvented, blocked, or distorted 
by social or sociocultural structures beyond their control, for example class, 
structural racism, and institutional or generational orders (Coffey & Farrugia, 
2014). Agency is thus conceptualized as always in opposition to structures. In 
addition, as Raithelhuber (2016, p. 102) writes: ‘[m]etaphorically speaking, 
agency is located relatively permanently in one body and thus lies hidden in 
one head until it originates action’.  

However, as researchers in child and youth studies have pointed out, this 
conventional understanding needs to be scrutinized more closely. Firstly, on 
an ontological level, it builds on a dualism between individual/society or 
agency/structure that presupposes ‘a rational, pre-discursive, internally 
coherent, acting subject’ (Raby, 2005, p. 155). That is, it suggests that there is 
an already formed subject that in turn is ‘acted upon’ by forces that impose 
constraints on this subject and its possibility of acting according to its free 
will. However, this modernistic take on subjectivity does not sit well with the 
ontological premises of a critical sociolinguistics (Heller et al., 2017; Jonsson 
et al., 2019; Milani, 2015) that regards identity and subjectivity to be 
intersubjectively constructed, and that argues that ‘identity is best viewed as 
the emergent product rather than the pre-existing source of linguistic and other 
semiotic practices and therefore as fundamentally a social and cultural 
phenomenon’ (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 588). If one takes seriously the 
ramifications of the ontological premise that identity and subjectification are 
ongoing and relational processes whereby the subject itself comes into being 
in and through systems of power relations and discourse, then agency cannot 
be described or operationalized in research as an inherent quality of youth. 
Rather, agency comes into being in the ongoing process of subjectification as 
‘a social and interactional phenomenon brought about through the relationship 
between entities, actions, and effects’ (Casillas et al., 2018, p. 4). Rather than 
regarding structural forces and power as acting on a coherent subject, limiting 
its agency, such forces are the very conditions for subjectivity and the 
possibility to act and resist.  

This understanding of agency informs the studies in this thesis and can be 
exemplified by the analysis of students’ policing of the use of the urban 
vernacular ‘förortsslang’ at the school and their discussion of this as a form of 
cultural appropriation (Årman, 2018). The paper illustrates the discursive 
work required to produce a language ideological regime where some students 
can speak with authority on the issue of the use of ‘förortsslang’ at the high 
school and others cannot. The paper studies how the students are ‘utilizing 
discourse to construe resources for action’ (Hanell & Salö 2017, s. 159). It is 
an illustration of the interplay and mutually constitutive nature of space and 
subjectivities as it highlights how the students’ engagement with the visual 
environment at the school works to produce a specific social locus and 
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possible ways of being. It shows that the possibility of agentic behavior is not 
an inherent or essential trait residing within social actors. Instead, the agency 
manifested in the language-political processes under analysis is brought about 
through processes of spatialization and subjectification.  

Youth agency, resistance, and researcher normativity 
Within the conventional paradigm of agency vs. structure, youths’ subversive 
actions and their resistance to structures become the very proof of the 
immanent agency of youth. As Coffey & Farrugia (2014, p. 464) put it in their 
critical discussion on youth agency: ‘Agency is positioned as a force which 
resides within young people as subjects, and which is demonstrated through 
resistance to social forces that are related to structures’. Whereas earlier 
research on language policy and political struggles over language has erased 
youth agency, the opposite can be said of the research that wants to redress 
this problem. In recognizing the truly problematic erasure of youth as agents 
in earlier work, demonstrating youth agency becomes an objective in its own 
right. This takes the form of describing youths’ actions as they resist the social 
structures that constrain them (Raithelhuber, 2016) or, as the sociolinguists 
Bucholtz et al., (2018, p. 2) describe their research on youth, race and 
language, of examining ‘the practices of individual and collective youth 
agency that challenge and dismantle power’.  

On a methodological level, the dualism of agency vs structure generates a 
problematic situation where the researcher must try to reduce social action to 
either agency or structure. If agency is theorized as opposed to structures, 
manifested in intentional actions that work ‘against the grain of existing 
structural constraint’ (Coffey & Farrugia, 2014, p. 465) then what about all 
those social actions that do not resist or destabilize powerful structures? How 
does the researcher understand, for example, youths performing identities that 
are not understood as subversive, or youths choosing not to participate in the 
researcher’s project of critique? Should such performances be attributed to 
social structures and deemed un-agentic?  

This question is closely linked to the normative commitments of the 
researchers. In recent writing on youth and language policy/language 
activism, there has been a (justifiable) ethical commitment to critiquing 
linguistic injustices that youths experience. For example, Casillas et al. (2018, 
p. 10) write that ‘sociolinguistic justice’ is central to their research project’s 
‘goal of supporting young people as they stand against policies, practices, and 
ideologies that deny them linguistic self-determination’. There is no denying 
that the research stemming from the program in question produces valuable 
knowledge of the linguistic injustices and discrimination that youths are 
subjected to. However, one could ask whether this focus on resistance and 
subversion produces an understanding of some youths as agentic and others 
as not.  

Coffey & Farrugia (2014, p. 462) argue that in ethically engaged research 
involving youth ‘certain kinds of identities and actions [are] defined in 
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advance as agentic in accordance with the political commitments of the 
researcher’. Youths are then described as agentic if they intentionally resist 
the ‘policies, practices and ideologies’ that the researcher has identified 
beforehand as standing in the way of linguistic justice and denying youths the 
possibility of becoming everything they can be. Youths that do not resist are 
less interesting to analyze. Research interested in the voices and perspectives 
of children and youths favors the young subject that speaks clearly and 
confirms the political values of the researcher, while the youths that are less 
articulate or perhaps disagree are disregarded (Pérez Aronsson, 2020).  

This risk of ‘playing favorites’ in research on youth is problematic in and 
of itself. However, it is also important to acknowledge that ‘resistance’ to 
power is never such a straightforward thing. One important insight from youth 
studies and studies on youth culture is that practices and cultural expressions 
that at first sight could be labeled as resistant or subversive, also serve the 
function of reproducing social inequalities and the structures that uphold them 
(Gonick, 2006; S. Hall & Jefferson, 1976; McRobbie, 1980; Pérez Aronsson, 
2020; Raby, 2005; Willis, 1977). Following from a productive view of power 
(Foucault, 1980b), resistance ‘is not against power, but imbricated within it’ 
(Raby, 2005, p. 161). Domination and resistance are always entangled in each 
other, and power itself, whether it is hegemonic or subversive, is fragmented 
and unpredictable (Raby 2005). Therefore, it is impossible to sort actions into 
clear-cut boxes of agentic or not. It is instead important to recognize the 
nuances and multifunctionality of activism, which (re)produces normativities 
at the same time that it works to transgress and liberate. This recognition does 
not necessarily criticize the actions, but it produces a better understanding of 
how language activism works.  

Importantly, to take youth agency seriously is to acknowledge that agency 
can manifest itself in actions that do not conform to the political commitments 
of the researcher. This entails analyzing and showing the not-so-liberatory acts 
of youth, or the not-so-transgressive facets of language activism – and, for that 
matter, to make the less activistic and more compliant youths visible in the 
research, rather than repeating a one-sided image of youth as always being in 
the avantgarde of culture and politics.  

Empowering youth?  
Closely related to questions of agency, power, and resistance is the question 
of the researcher’s position vis-à-vis the ‘researched’ and wider social 
injustices. There is a long tradition within sociolinguistics of addressing issues 
of linguistic inequality and highlighting discrimination by researching it. 
Furthermore, moving beyond a positivistic ideal of the neutral observer, 
researchers engage more actively in the social contexts they study not only to 
promote changes on the level of policy, but also to encourage social change 
on the ground (Bucholtz et al., 2014, 2018b).  
  Cameron et al., (1993) promote ‘empowering research’, that is, ‘research 
done on, for and with social subjects’ (Cameron et al., 1993, p. 87). 
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Empowering research, they argue, is hardly something that can be defined in 
advance: ‘[t]he more a researcher recognizes the complexities of power that 
exist both among her informants and in her own relationship with them, the 
less easy she will find it to formulate a simple agenda for empowerment’ 
(Cameron et al., 1993). It is instead a process that entails a critical reflection 
on ontological assumptions about power and its relation to knowledge 
production, how and by whom the participants are being represented, and the 
social position of the researcher. This reflection is combined with an ambition 
to provoke social change, and also to ‘chang[e] everyone involved in it, 
providing, not only for researchers but also for their informants, the possibility 
of constructing new insights and understandings’ (Cameron et al., 1993, p. 
94).  

In reference to this, Bucholtz et al. (2014) argue for a research committed 
to ‘sociolinguistic justice’, meaning that sociolinguistic research should strive 
toward ‘self-determination for linguistically subordinated individuals and 
groups in sociopolitical struggles over language’ (Bucholtz et al., 2014, p. 
145). It is stressed that it is important to provide youths ‘with access to tools 
that will give them […] insight into their linguistic lives’ and that ‘young 
people are fully capable of making original research contributions and of 
instigating sociopolitical change, if they are simply given the chance to do so’ 
(Bucholtz et al., 2014, p. 145). However, in their seminal paper on 
‘sociolinguistic justice’, as well as in later texts, the authors abstain from using 
the term ‘empowering’ suggested by Cameron et al. (1993, p. 94), arguing that 
this term risks erasing the linguistic expertise of youth, their agency, and the 
fact that they have at least us much to teach the researchers as the researchers 
have to teach them (Bucholtz et al., 2014, p. 149; 2016; 2018a, p. 10).  

Bucholtz et al. (2018b, p. 167) write: ‘our goal is not youth empowerment, 
which presupposes an asymmetrical distribution of power and knowledge, but 
rather accompaniment, which involves joint activity and mutual learning 
among all participants’. Moving beyond a neoliberal conception of 
empowering or liberatory research, they aim to highlight the youth’s own 
capabilities to act and own a voice in issues of linguistic racism and inequality, 
and to show that the agency manifested in the youths’ language activism in 
their analysis originates from the youths themselves, not from the encounter 
with an empowering research team (Ferrada et al., 2020, p. 91). 

Within traditional and more positivistic research on language in society, 
the issue of the relation between researcher and the researched was articulated 
as an ‘observer’s paradox’ (Labov, 1978): it was pointed out that informants 
talk differently from how they normally would if they are aware that they are 
being observed. This became a methodological problem to be solved and 
sociolinguists developed different methods to elicit ‘pure’, ‘uncorrupted’ data. 
In a sense, this ideal of the ‘uncontaminated’ makes its reappearance in the 
search for youth agency in the research presented above. That is, the ideal is 
to find and portray youth agency as emanating from youths themselves, and 
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absolutely not from any tampering by the researchers. Simultaneously, the 
research process, as it is described, entails the practices of ‘fostering’ and 
‘nurturing young people’s affective agency’ (Ferrada et al., 2020, p. 92) and 
‘efforts to sustain the languages and cultures of the young people’ (Bucholtz 
et al., 2018a, p. 11). The research program as a whole aims ‘to foster a critical, 
action-oriented perspective on transforming oppressive sociolinguistic 
conditions (Casillas et al., 2018, p. 72), and the program ‘supports young 
people’s construction of powerful identities for themselves’ (Bucholtz et al., 
2014, p. 149). The aim seems to be both to work with youths to foster, nurture, 
and support their agency, and to demonstrate youth agency as something that 
exclusively originates from the youths themselves.  

The aim to be involved in the lives of youths and support them in their 
efforts to challenge racist and discriminatory linguistic ideologies is 
commendable. Critical sociolinguistic research has fortunately abandoned the 
positivistic ideal of the researcher as a neutral observer standing apart from 
the social processes observed for a more active engagement with the people 
taking part in research (Cameron et al., 1993; Copland, 2019; Heller, 2008). 
The aim to make the actions and agency of youth visible in sociolinguistic 
research is equally important, but perhaps one should also acknowledge that 
the research process impacts the youths’ potential and will to act. Recognizing 
this would not necessarily mean that one automatically returns to a 
problematic view of the capable research expert and the incapable young 
novice, or that one subscribes to a view of power as something that some 
individuals or groups can possess more or less of, and that is redistributed 
through empowerment. On the contrary, theorizing power and agency as 
described above, as relational and inseparable from processes of 
subjectification (Coffey & Farrugia, 2014; Raby, 2005; Raithelhuber, 2016), 
urges the researcher not to shy away from the questions of how the research 
process in itself is part of an ongoing production of subjectivities, legitimizing 
some ways of being and acting and not others. 

In relation to this discussion, the research process in the current PhD project 
differs considerably from the one described by Bucholtz et al. (2014) and 
Casillas et al. (2018) in the sense that I, as a participant observer, did not 
actively encourage or foster any political activism among the youths. Taking 
a much more passive approach, I observed and discussed the language 
activism taking place without my direct involvement at Bråviken high school.  

This does in no way mean that I regard the students at Bråviken to be more 
agentive than the youths who were part of the research project described by 
Bucholtz et al. (2014) and Casillas et al. (2018). Nor do I regard their agency 
to be more ‘uncorrupted’. Instead, paper II (Årman, forth.) explicitly 
problematizes the celebratory take on agency often found within language-
political research. More specifically, the paper enters into dialog with the 
literature on linguistic citizenship (Stroud, 2001, 2018; Williams & Stroud, 
2017). The analysis of students’ scribbles on a bathroom door and their efforts 



39 

to define the word ‘queer’ illustrates the difficulty of sustaining mastery over 
discourse – and, importantly, it is argued that the agency to perform acts of 
linguistic citizenship cannot be taken as a given. Instead, the paper shows how 
the students’ struggle ‘for the “right” to interpret others’ actions or to have 
one’s own interpretation adopted by others’ (Parish & Hall, 2020, p. 3) is 
situated in a nexus of forces that simultaneously enables and constrains the 
students’ metalinguistic activities. Any attempt to perform meaningful action 
entails a negotiation of such forces. Thus, the paper argues for an analysis that 
is sensitized to how agency is produced relationally and by interconnected 
social and material forces.  

To summarize, this thesis contributes to scholarship by highlighting youth 
as agents, something that has long been absent from research on language 
activism and language policy in educational settings. However, I would argue 
that it is equally important to problematize the way researchers tend to treat 
the active, politically ‘woke’, resistant youth as their favorite subject to study. 
In their ambition to find and display youth agency, they run the risk of erasing 
other ways of being young. In writing the current thesis it has been my 
ambition to present a variety of voices in relation to the negotiation of 
language. Rather than a single focus on activist voices, the thesis also presents 
the reactions to language activism from a range of local stakeholders. In the 
next section I will elaborate further on how issues of power, normativity and 
resistance are explored in the thesis in relation to the local practices at 
Bråviken high school.  

Normativities and power at Bråviken 
At the very start of the fieldwork, I sit down with a group of students in the 
school’s cafeteria. They are working on an assignment in social sciences and 
are trying to set up an interview with students from another senior high school 
in the inner city. But the principal at the other school declines, and Elvira, 
Niklas, and the others starts joking that this is just because they are students 
at Bråviken. ‘They are afraid that we will ask questions like WHAT DO YOU 
THINK ABOUT FEMINISM!?’ Elvira exclaims laughing. But they are only 
partly joking. When I ask them, they really do think that they are refused their 
interviews because of the reputation of Bråviken as a left-wing school. This 
sets off a discussion on the political norms at Bråviken. While the other 
classmates work on their assignments, Sandra and Niklas seem more 
interested in talking about the social atmosphere at Bråviken with me, and we 
engage in a longer conversation.  

Henning: But are there a lot of different opinions represented in your 
class? Are there ever political discussions?  

Sandra:  No, and that’s a shame. 
Henning: Does everyone agree? Or don’t you want to contradict- 
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Picture 2: Sticker on a student locker. The text ‘nöff nöff’ (oink oink) is made to 
graphically resemble the logo of the conservative party, Moderaterna. 

The short extract from our conversation can exemplify how students 
experienced the school’s political discourse as homogenic and that it was 
difficult to articulate non-conforming political views in class. Sandra’s 
comment that some students are very articulate when talking about political 
issues points to the fact that not all students felt that they possessed the proper 
linguistic or rhetorical resources to own a voice in the debates. Furthermore, 
the story about the sticker is a very concrete example on the rigorous political 
normativities at Bråviken high school experienced by the students. The 
negotiations on language use that are the topic of this dissertation are played 
out in this context and discursive regime, and also part of shaping it. In relation 
to the discussions on power, agency and resistance above, I will therefore here 

Niklas: Noo! 
Sandra: I don’t think that everyone agrees but there are those who are 

very articulate and who have the correct opinions according to 
the norm at the school, then perhaps you won’t say anything 
because you don’t want to risk being like-  

Niklas: No because you can’t be bothered, you don’t want to do it 
because then those people might tell their friends at the school 
then you get like, in a way, called out and labeled, or like, it has 
happened.  

Henning: How? What happens then? 
Sandra: Everyone knows what students are right-wing if they have 

voiced their opinions. Then like, there are like stickers on their 
locker. 

Henning: That they put there themselves?  
Niklas: No, that others have put there. 
Sandra: Like it says ’oink oink’. 
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expand on the way I have approached the power-fraught practices of language 
activism at Bråviken.  
 
A normative analysis of antinormative activism?  
 
During the fieldwork it was clear that the antinormative projects at the school 
generated their own normativities and that the ongoing political debates 
strictly regimented ways of being at Bråviken. Many students, including those 
who would themselves take part in different forms of political discussions or 
activism, would at times voice their weariness of the politically correct ways 
of being, or point to the excluding nature of the social atmosphere at Bråviken. 
Thus, the issue of how to critically engage with (in the sense of addressing 
issues of power in the analysis) these antinormative practices has been present 
throughout the entire research process. 

Within critical research it has been common to find and critique 
problematic norms such as heteronormativity. As Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 
(1997) argues, research can become ‘a drama of exposure’ where the 
researcher’s aim is to unveil problematic norms or ideologies that lie hidden 
in texts or practices. And judgment over these ‘constellations of power’ 
becomes the ‘exemplary act of critique’ (Butler, 2004, p. 305). Within 
sociolinguistics this ‘emancipatory critique’ (Pietikäinen, 2016) has taken 
different forms where critical discourse analysis (CDA) is perhaps most 
prominent. In a critical discussion on the CDA paradigm in linguistics, 
Blommaert (2005, p. 25) argues that from a CDA perspective, ‘[i]t is not 
enough to uncover the social dimensions of language use. These dimensions 
are the object of moral and political evaluation and analyzing them should 
have effects in society: empowering the powerless, giving voices to the 
voiceless, exposing power abuse, and mobilizing people to remedy social 
wrongs’ (Blommaert, 2005, p. 25). Eva Illouz has described such research as 
a ‘Zorro sociology’ where the researcher, just like the hero, ‘unmask[s] 
villains and re-establish[es] justice’ (Russian, 2019). And in relation to queer 
theory, Wiegman & Wilson (2015, p. 10) describe how antinormativity has 
become the defining feature of a queer theoretical framework.  

Wiegman & Wilson (2015) discuss the antinormative imperative in queer 
theory and as Hall et al., (2019, p. 482) note, they contend ‘that the underlying 
antinormative positioning of queer theory has itself become a normative 
benchmark, one against which both scholarly and political projects are 
measured and evaluated’. And Wiegman & Wilson (2015, p. 10) ask what 
‘objects of study, analytic perspectives, and understanding of politics might 
emerge if we suspend antinormativity’s axiomatic centrality?’ What would 
happen if antinormativity was not the driving force of analysis? They do not 
intend to provide a resolution to such questions, nor to establish a new 
paradigm for critical writing. However, their text inspires a rethinking and 
revaluation of one of the most central tenets in queer theoretical research, as 
well as in other critical paradigms.  
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In such a revaluation of a scholarly approach to normativity, Hall et al., 
(2019, p. 485) argue that there is a ‘need to avoid overly simplistic 
dichotomies between what is ‘normative’ and what is ‘antinormative’, and 
instead to illustrate the various strategies individuals adopt to negotiate 
multiple, dynamic, overlapping, and, at times, contradictory normativities’. 
This means that the analysis should not focus on how subjects’ revolt against 
normativities, but how they move athwart, or crossways in a larger system of 
normativities (see also Blommaert et al., 2009). Norms are then not taken to 
be a singularity: ‘the measurements, comparisons, adjudications, and 
regulations that generate the average man do so not in relation to a 
compulsory, uniform standard, but through an expansive relationality among 
and within individuals, across and within groups’ (Wiegman & Wilson, 2015, 
p. 15). Norms are relational and negotiated, and as Hall et al., (2019) point 
out, sociocultural linguistics and linguistic anthropological research have 
proven to be well equipped to illustrate the negotiations and complexities of 
normativities across different scales.  

And where Hall et al., (2019) apply Wiegman & Wilson’s (2015, p. 15) 
spacial metaphor of athwart to argue that the agents under study do not 
necessarily struggle against norms but navigate them crossways, I think this 
metaphor could also be used to think about how we as researchers position 
ourselves, and conduct research in relation to the normativities we identify. In 
my reading of Wiegman & Wilson (2015), their text inspires researchers to 
revise their own antinormative stance and ask what it would mean for the 
research project if it was seen as working crossways rather than against the 
normativities under study? In the case of this thesis, it could mean to curb the 
critical reflex that wants to make the identification and critiquing of 
normativities the primary objective of the research project.  

Importantly, I would argue that a less (anti)normative stance as a researcher 
does not mean shying away from issues of power. On the contrary, power is 
at the center of analysis in all three papers. As I elaborate above in relation to 
issues of agency and resistance, the discussion of power in this thesis is 
heavily influenced by a Foucauldian tradition where power is ‘considered as 
a productive network that runs through the whole social body, much more than 
as a negative instance whose function is repression’ (Foucault, 1980a, p. 119). 
More specifically, it means that I have focused on the power invested 
processes that work to produce some speakers as legitimate and authentic, and 
others not. This could be described as an ‘ethnographic critique’ (Pietikäinen, 
2016); that is, a study with a focus on social issues and social relations that 
does not start with a priori assumptions of power relations, dominance, and 
strategies on how to achieve emancipation, but is an exploration of ‘what 
counts as knowledge in a particular time and place, according to what criteria, 
and decided by whom (Pietikäinen, 2016, p. 270). 

And, in line with the post-structuralist emphasis that ‘there is no binary and 
all-encompassing opposition between rulers and ruled at the root of power 
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relations’ (Foucault, 1980b, p. 94), I have not tried to show how specific actors 
wield power over others, but instead have paid attention to how power 
operates and is manifested in many different and changing ways in the 
ongoing negotiations of how to embody shared social norms in language use, 
and how the negotiation of language is producing social delineations, 
authentic voices and speaking positions, and also a social and agentive space 
where some ways of being and speaking are legitimized and others are not.  

An alternative way of approaching issues of power in the analysis would 
be to take a clear moral stance in relation to the political projects at the school. 
It is not difficult to imagine the celebratory analysis on youths’ resistance 
against heteronormativity as they struggle to make the school into an inclusive 
space for those who identify as queer, non-binary, or trans. Such an analysis 
would focus on students who expressed relief at finally finding a place where 
they could feel comfortable and at home. On the other hand, it is also possible 
to picture an analysis that more straightforwardly critiques the youth’s 
political projects, unveiling the normativity of antinormativity as the activism 
also generated exclusions. This analysis would focus on the rigorous social 
pressure on the students to commit to specific ethical and political values and 
the experiences or fears of social exclusion voiced by students.  

Such approaches would in no way be unwarranted, but I have refrained 
from portraying the activism as either/or in the papers. This decision also 
relates to the question of the level of analysis and my reluctance to make this 
thesis into a comment in the debates I study. 

The critical researcher who approaches the everyday life at Bråviken with 
the agenda of finding and critiquing, for example, heteronormativity in the 
everyday life of high school youths, would be in the company of like-minded 
youths, i.e., youths who were already articulating pertinent critique of 
heteronormative discourses and practices they encounter in the school context.  

In such a context, one possible focus for a antinormative research project 
would be to scrutinize the activism to identify problematic aspects: feminist 
activism might exclude trans people; the anti-racist discourses at the school 
erase the way class structures racism in Sweden; the student’s activism is part 
of the lifestylization and commodification of politics in a neoliberal society; 
the homogeneity at the school meant that it was difficult to voice political 
views that deviated from the norm. These are just a few possible entry points. 
Again, such critique was already articulated by the students and teachers 
themselves. At Bråviken there was an ongoing conversation on the benefits 
and downsides of different forms of social critique and, importantly, a 
constant struggle for a speaking position from where it was possible to critique 
other ways of being political. An analysis that focuses on, for example, the 
imperialistic aspect of the appropriation of US political discourses or trans-
excluding feminism would risk becoming a contribution to the ongoing 
political debate at the school, not a comment on it.  

Furthermore, the negotiations over language entailed a struggle to speak 
with authority and the analysis in the current thesis focuses on 
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recontextualizations and resemiotizations of discourse that enabled 
participants in political discussions to own a voice. As described elsewhere in 
this thesis, intertextual links to US activist and academic discourse were a 
resource in this struggle to claim a speaking position at Bråviken. Such 
practices are not very different from writing a thesis. I too, recontextualize 
discourse to produce a legitimate text. I too create intertextual links to a US 
academic and activist context when writing. Was I then to engage with the 
activism at Bråviken by criticizing it and entering the debate on the same level 
as my participants I would enter a language game that I would undoubtedly 
win. In relation to the participants, I am holding all the cards: not only do I 
have this game as my occupation, but I am also in the position of representing 
their side of the argument. Besides not being very interesting, such a game 
would be fixed.  

So, I have struggled to write critique that moves beyond ‘fault-finding’ 
(Williams, 1976, p. 60) and that is on another level, or rather ‘besides’ the 
discussions on political activism that I encountered at Bråviken. Thus, 
theoretical choices and how I conceptualize power relates to the question of 
the level of analysis and my reluctance to make this thesis into an argument 
for either side in the language debates I study. Again, other analytical and 
theoretical choices would not necessarily be wrong but would lead to other 
types of analysis and possibly more normative conclusions. In relation to the 
youths’ struggle to make sense of politics, identity and language at Bråviken, 
I found that a less normative and more hesitant (Kofoed & Staunæs, 2015) 
stance would produce a more apt analysis.  

Although committed to a linguistic anthropological perspective, the 
different papers all engage with the language negotiations from different 
vantage points. In regards to theory, paper I (Årman, 2020) introduces theories 
of affect (Ahmed, 2004; Sedgwick, 2003; Wetherell, 2012) as a lens through 
which to analyze local negotiations over language; paper II (Årman, forth.) 
finds its theoretical roots in assemblage theory (De Landa, 2006); and the 
analyses in the third paper (Årman, 2018) draw on theories of space and 
spatialization (Jaworski & Thurlow, 2011; Scollon & Scollon, 2003; Soja, 
2011). The use of a heterogenic set of perspectives stems from an ambition to 
explore what becomes visible when approaching the language activism from 
different vantage points. Instead of deciding beforehand the analytical points 
to make and what normativities or injustices to criticize, the different 
perspectives applied in the different papers have guided me toward more 
explorative writing where the end point of analysis and the critical punch has 
not been decided beforehand. Continuing with the spatial metaphors, this 
ambition can be seen as a ‘[a] commitment to mobile positioning’ (Haraway, 
1988, p. 585). However, as Haraway points out, mobility does not mean 
researchers are released from accountability for the knowledge produced: ‘one 
cannot relocate in any possible vantage point without being accountable for 
that movement. Vision is always a question of the power to see - and perhaps 
of the violence implicit in our visualizing practices’ (Haraway, 1988, p. 585). 
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And this section is an attempt to argue for the theoretical and analytical 
choices made in regard to issues of power and how it is conceptualized and 
discussed in the papers, choices that have rendered some aspects of the power-
invested practices of language activism visible and others not (see also Heller, 
2008). In the section on ethics, I will further expand on the question of the 
researcher’s privilege to make such choices and to represent the people and 
practices under study.  

Voices of resistance? 
As mentioned, there has been an ambition throughout the research project to 
highlight different perspectives and voices in relation to negotiations over 
language. In relation to this, one could ask if the papers present any voices of 
resistance. Are there any acts of defiance in relation to the language 
regimentation under study? 

Firstly, when theorizing power as is done in this thesis, it is difficult to 
define a clear-cut partition between acts of domination and resistance. Thus, 
as the papers describe and analyze the many different ways youths at Bråviken 
negotiated the norms and political regimentations, they do not do this in terms 
of resistance. However, considerable attention is given to how students reacted 
to, and navigated the norms expressed and produced in the language activism.  

I do not wish to portray the student body as consisting merely of two 
groups, ‘the activists’ and ‘regular students’, as this does not reflect the way I 
experienced the social dynamics at Bråviken at the time of the fieldwork. I did 
not conduct any surveys at the school and cannot with any specificity talk 
about how many in the student body would describe themselves as activists or 
politically invested. My experiences in the field, however, lead me to believe 
that many students indeed were interested in politics and issues of social and 
environmental sustainability, even if they perhaps would not describe 
themselves as ‘activists’. It then becomes difficult to talk about ‘regular’ 
students as if the students reacting to the language activism described in the 
papers themselves were apolitical. The analysis is based on an assumption that 
there are no static and fixed student identities like ‘activist’ or ‘regular’. 
Instead, these are identities that are contextually produced and negotiated in 
interaction (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005).  

Yet students that themselves were less prone to call other students out for 
problematic speech, are indeed represented in the papers. Most notably in 
paper I (Årman, 2020), in which the affective facet of student’s language 
activism is in focus. The paper demonstrates the multilayered nature of 
language activism and how the performative function of affect (Ahmed, 2004; 
Sedgwick, 2003) is central to the potency of the activism. Apart from the 
initial example of language activism, the paper exclusively discusses teachers’ 
and students’ reactions to the ongoing activism. Building on interviews with 
people who themselves were not the most active in language policing, the 
paper shows how the activism, while giving a voice to some students, 
simultaneously produced new normativities and silences. And even though I 



46 

am reluctant to describe them in the analysis as acts of resistance, the example 
of laughing at the language regimentation while being among friends, as Moa 
does, could be seen as one way of distancing oneself from the language 
policing and producing a shared understanding of it as laughable. Similarly, 
in paper II, (Årman, forth.) the erasure of the queer scribble is one way of 
engaging with the language debate without being forced into either one of the 
neat identity positions that is conjured in the graffiti discussion. Such a move 
could also possibly be described as ‘resistance’ to the normativities and the 
regimentation of identities that follows from the student activism. 
Furthermore, even though it may be easy to interpret them as such, none of 
the students portrayed in this ‘kappa’, except Alima described in the 
introduction, were known for calling out others’ problematic speech.  

Therefore, I would argue that ‘resistance’ is highly present throughout the 
thesis. However, the negotiation over language between the different 
stakeholders at Bråviken does not let itself be so easily described as a struggle 
between clearly defined antagonistic groups, nor for that matter, a struggle 
against a set of fixed and hegemonic normativities. As elaborated above, 
normativities are relational and negotiated. In any social setting there are 
networks of normativities, and any political project will produce its own 
normativities, even if it is labeled as antinormative. And, again, the thesis 
focuses on negotiation of local normativities and how the youths navigate 
athwart (Wiegman & Wilson 2015) the expectations on linguistic behavior, 
rather than describing the negotiations as resistance against normativities.  

The domination of US activist discourse 
One recurrent theme in the analysis of the student’s language regimentation at 
Bråviken is the domination of US activist discourse. The language ideological 
interplay between Swedish and English is pivotal to the language activism 
under analysis. The analysis also shows how concepts like cultural 
appropriation travel from a US pop cultural context and enable new ways of 
imagining linguistic and social relations in a Swedish context.  

Recontextualizing (Bauman & Briggs, 1990) and resemiotizing (Iedema, 
2003) US activist discourse is also analyzed as key in the struggle to speak 
with authority on linguistic and social issues. Inspired by Bakhtin’s (1981, 
1986) theorizing on the heteroglossic voice I show how the student’s speech 
is filled with authority and meaning by the intertextual links to a mainly US 
activist discourse. And in relation to the discussion on power it is clear that 
the appropriation of US activist discourse produced legitimation and authority 
in the context of Bråviken.  

I also heard students make the argument that the influx of US activist 
discourse constitutes a form of cultural imperialism. For example, in the 
discussions on how to dress at the model UN described above, students would 
point out that the formal dress assumed to be the neutral alternative is actually 
in no way a neutral way of dressing. Contrary, the fact that the whole school 
dressed in formal clothing was just as problematic as any form of cultural 
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appropriation, they argued, as it would mean the total dominance of a 
European or Western way of dressing.  

Similarly, it is possible to problematize the way that the US context worked 
as a benchmark for political activism. For example, inserting concepts and 
thinking tools from a US context to understand Swedish politics of race could 
work to level important criticism against the hegemonic ideology of color-
blind anti-racism in Sweden (Hübinette & Lundström, 2011), and an idea of 
Swedish exceptionalism (e.g. Habel, 2011; Pérez Aronsson, 2020). However, 
the dominance of the discursive formations stemming from a US political, pop 
cultural, and academic, setting displaces other possible ways of being political 
and of articulating political issues in Sweden. And a direct import of the 
discourse of, for example, Black Lives Matter, risks erasing important 
differences in political histories of race between the US and Sweden. The 
political organization around the racial categories that are salient in a US 
context can also have the potential to obfuscate racial political struggles in 
Sweden. The Sami struggles for recognition and repatriation, for example, are 
inseparable from questions of ethnicity, race and Swedish colonial history 
(Westberg, 2021). But the history of race relations and the racial categories in 
a US context is not always appropriate for articulating the political situation 
for the indigenous population in Sweden today. Again, in relation to the 
discussion above, the analysis does not intend to show whether the import of 
US activist discourse is ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Rather, the analysis shows the power 
invested practices of recontextualization and the authority it produces.  

Here one can also mention the overlaps between the political discourse at 
Bråviken and how issues of race, gender equality and LGBTQ+ politics are 
discussed within academia in Sweden. Many of the ways of understanding 
political issues at Bråviken are also found in academic writing in Sweden. And 
just as one could problematize how politics in the US became the paragon for 
politics at Bråviken, it is equally justified to discuss the same bias in academia. 
Much work, including my own, leans heavily on the writings of academics 
active in a US context. Thus, I am also part of the chain of recontextualization 
that renders some ways of thinking about politics more visible than others (See 
for example Chakrabarty, 1992; Comaroff & Comaroff, 2012; Grosfoguel, 
2015 for a discussion on academic colonialism. And Salö, 2016 for a 
discussion on the role of English in Swedish academia)  
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Activist spaces 
 

 

 
Picture 3: Poster with the text: ‘At our place straights are welcome too!’ and the 
scribble: ‘This is the worst thing I’ve seen!’ 
 
One morning as I enter Bråviken high school I am met by a poster on the front 
door. It portrays a man and a woman cuddling, accompanied by a text spelling 
out: ‘At our place straights are welcome too!’ As I walk through the school 
toward the teachers’ office where I keep my research equipment, I notice more 
copies of the poster in different parts of the building. On one of them, someone 
has scrawled: ‘This is the worst thing I’ve seen!’  

Puzzled by the message and unsure of how to interpret it, I raise the issue 
of the posters with some students as they are hanging out in a classroom during 
recess. I ask them if they can help me interpret the poster. ‘They are so great!’ 
Nike comments, and William chips in, ‘It’s satire.’ He and Nike explain the 
joke as they understand it. It’s a play on the fact that it is usually gay people 
that are ‘welcome too’ in contexts where heterosexuality is the norm. The 
poster turns that on its head and assumes that straight people are the ones who 
need to be accepted and included at Bråviken. It’s at the same time an ironic 
comment on the recurring discussion that Bråviken is unwelcoming to people 
who do not fit the alternative norm at the school. As we talk, several other 
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students join us. Jenny, who missed the first part of the chat, understands that 
we’re talking about the posters and gives her more literal interpretation. She 
is happy to see that she too is welcomed at the school: ‘I don’t know how 
many conversations I’ve had here at Bråviken where I’ve been forced to 
justify being straight! Like, why do you like boys, they are gross?!’ As Jenny 
is talking, Nike, who had quite a different reading of the poster, gives me a 
look as if to tell me that she finds Jenny’s interpretation odd and a bit amusing. 
I return the look. ‘Oh, you think so?’ Nike sniggers to Jenny.  

Afterwards I pondered why I returned Nike’s look, thus confirming to her 
that I agreed with her position, and that I also found Jenny’s a bit naïve. My 
reaction came almost as a reflex and as I was returning Nike’s look, I 
confirmed that the two of us had understood something that Jenny had not. 
With that small wink to Nike, I had crossed over the line from being more of 
an observer of the students’ political socialization to actively taking part in the 
process. Through this socialization, different stances toward the political 
discourse at Bråviken generated different social groups, and distinctions 
between ‘the woke’ and those who lacked political knowledge and wit. As I 
did not want to take any sides during the fieldwork, I felt that I had failed in 
this situation. But the episode can also stand as an example of the politicization 
of space at Bråviken. At the time of entering the school, I was interpellated by 
the political discourse manifested in the (possibly ironic) poster. Because of 
the omnipresence of such discourse, it becomes impossible to stay at Bråviken 
without relating to the different ongoing political struggles taking place there. 
Furthermore, what stance you take in relation to this discourse will be part of 
the definition of who you are in this social place. This included me as a visiting 
researcher too. My wink to Nike revealed my own desire to position myself 
as knowledgeable, ‘woke’, and a legitimate subject at this specific social 
location.  

This and other experiences during the fieldwork made me interested in the 
intersection of language activism, space, and subjectivity. As described above, 
space and spatialization became a central theme in the thesis. This section will 
explore how the current study relates to sociolinguistic research that in 
different ways engages with the question of space and emplaced discourse.  

Emplaced discourse  
Within the study of language in society, a growing interest in space has 
manifested itself in the study of ‘linguistic landscapes’ or ‘semiotic 
landscapes’ (Thurlow & Jaworski, 2011). The veritable explosion of studies 
of ‘signs in place’ (Scollon & Scollon, 2003) is an indication that new 
conceptualizations of space have been much needed, and the recently 
established academic journal Linguistic Landscapes is a sign that the field is 
taking shape in its own right (Shohamy & Ben-Rafael, 2015).  
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The research on linguistic landscape has undergone rapid development. In 
earlier stages, researchers identified which languages were present or absent 
in public spaces, in what form and for what purpose. Researchers asked 
questions like: What language/s are represented and what language/s are not? 
Does the city’s linguistic landscape reflect the multilingualism of its denizens? 
Here, linguistic landscape researchers found an inroad to studying the 
language ideologies circulating on different levels of society and their relation 
to linguistic practices on the ground. (Shohamy, 2015, p. 1) writes:  

for LL [linguistic landscape] researchers, language in public spaces is not 
arbitrary and random; rather, they attempt to explore these systematic patterns 
in the relationship between LL and society, people, politics, ideology, 
economics, policy, class and identities, multilingualism, multimodalities and to 
describe and analyze various forms of representation.  

 
While recognizing that analyzing the representation of languages in public 
space was productive, some researchers found the emphasis on ‘systematic 
patterns’ discouraging. The practice of mechanically counting instantiations 
of languages only brought the analysis so far. It also presented the researcher 
with methodological questions such as: What counts as a language? What 
counts as a sign? And even more peculiar questions like: What about a text 
printed on a plastic bag – is that part of the local linguistic landscape? As a 
consequence, researchers tried to push the study of linguistic landscapes from 
quantitative mappings of visual languages in public space toward a more 
qualitative analysis of emplaced semiotics, language ideologies, and social 
place-making. Combining insights from a wide range of thinkers and 
academic traditions, researchers found ways of sharpening the thinking tools 
used to unpack the complex relationship between language, ideology, space, 
and subjectivity. What the researchers have in common is that they take the, 
in some sense rudimentary, position that context cannot be bracketed out in 
the study of discourse; that meaning-making practices are always in some 
respects localized and thus should be analyzed as such; and that social 
semiotic phenomena are part of the creation of social and ideological space. 
Emplaced signage –for example, traffic signs – orients people toward a set of 
rights and obligations at a particular place (Blommaert, 2013). As Thurlow 
and Jaworski (2011) note:  

Speaking, writing, and other semiotic codes found in space index particular 
localities, orient us through different levels of territorial and societal 
stratification including identity claims, power relations, and their contestations 
(Thurlow & Jaworski, 2011, p. 8). 

 
Being in a process of congealing and without disciplinary dogmas, the study 
of linguistic landscapes has been an experimental laboratory of sorts, where 
researchers creatively try out new and different ways of approaching the study 
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of semiotics in public space (Malinowski, 2020). One advantage of the 
linguistic landscape perspective is that it has proven to be compatible with 
insights and resources from a wide range of theoretical perspectives, and 
researchers have used the thinking tools of linguistic landscapes as they 
experiment with new ways of imagining, analyzing, and understanding their 
objects of study.  

One growing subfield within linguistic landscapes is the study of the ‘the 
physical and social setting in which teaching and learning take place’ (Brown, 
2005, p. 79), that is, the study of the linguistic landscape in schools, or 
schoolscapes. Because it is concerned with the emplaced discourse at a school, 
as well as the language ideologies that are manifested there, this study could 
be placed under the rubric of schoolscape studies. However, as discussed 
below, the current thesis broadens the research interests of schoolscape 
studies, and also introduces a more dynamic conceptualization of space, 
discourse, subjectivity, and their mutual constitution.  

Schoolscapes and the spatial politics of sexuality 
As a subfield of linguistic landscapes, the research on schoolscapes has to a 
large extent been concerned with the language ideologies that are manifested 
in the emplaced semiotics in schools, with a focus on the privileging of some 
language in relation to others (Menken et al., 2018, p. 104) As Pakarinen & 
Björklund (2018, p. 5) write: ‘[t]he focus of the previous studies has often 
been the balance between the majority and minority language(s)’. In addition 
to mapping the languages on display and discussing the relation between the 
visible languages and the language practices among pupils, or the school 
curriculum, several studies consider the possible impact on learning processes 
and how the linguistic landscape in the school could be an integral part of 
pedagogical practice (e.g. Dressler, 2015; Malinowski, 2015a; Szabó & 
Troyer, 2020). Other studies also highlight that engaging in discussions on the 
linguistic landscape at a school with educators and students as well as parents 
could serve to raise awareness of issues of linguistic inequality, colonial 
histories, and the erasure of multilingualism (e.g. Sterzuk, 2020).  

The present study overlaps in many ways with studies of schoolscapes. 
First, there is the rudimentary fact that the three papers are ethnographic 
studies of the linguistic landscape at a school, Bråviken, and they also owe a 
substantial part of their theoretical machinery to the qualitative tradition of 
linguistic/semiotic landscape studies. If schoolscape studies are defined as the 
study of ‘the school-based environment where place and text, both written 
(graphic) and oral, constitute, reproduce, and transform language ideologies’, 
a definition by Brown, (2011, p. 282) often cited in the literature, then this 
current study could be said to fall under the rubric of schoolscapes.  

However, when surveying the field, it becomes clear that the research 
interests of this thesis go beyond what is currently studied within the field of 
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schoolscapes. In order to label this a study of a schoolscape, the subfield 
would need to expand beyond the study of multilingualism to also include an 
interest in the workings of gender and sexuality in the semiotics of schools. 
The ‘queering’ that has taken place within linguistic landscape studies 
following Milani’s seminal paper ‘Sexed signs – queering the scenery’ (2014) 
has not seemed to trickle down to the subfield of schoolscapes. To borrow the 
phrasing of Milani as he criticizes linguistic landscape research: schoolscape 
‘scholarship has largely ignored – erased even – gender and sexuality, two 
important axes of power along which public spaces are structured, understood, 
negotiated and contested (Milani, 2014, p. 201).  

Paper I (Årman, 2020) and paper II (Årman, forth.) center on student 
language activism pertaining to gender and sexuality. These studies draw 
inspiration from work by scholars that engage with issues of space in relation 
to language, gender, and sexuality. As Milani (2016) points out, traditional 
sociolinguistics has treated space as an independent variable to explain 
linguistic variation, whereas post-structuralist theorizing questions this static 
notion of space and instead urges an exploration of how social space is 
constructed. Spatiality then enters the dynamic of language, gender, and 
sexuality, not as an explanation of linguistic behavior but as part of the 
‘mutually constitutive relations among public signage, subjects and spaces’ 
(Vasconcelos Barboza & Borba, 2018, p. 261). From this vantage point, the 
production of place becomes inseparable from the production of gendered and 
sexual subjectivities. Within the study of language, gender, and sexuality, this 
engagement with space, and the project of de-essentializing and de-
ontologizing it (Vasconcelos Barboza & Borba, 2018), has shown itself to be 
productive and has fostered research on a wide range of topics (King, 2013; 
Koller, 2015; Lane, 2018; Milani, 2013, 2018; Piller, 2011; Woolley, 2017; 
Zebracki & Milani, 2017) 

As previously mentioned, deeply influential for the current study is 
Milani’s (2014) exploration of the ‘banal sexed signs’ that are ubiquitous to 
public space and that reproduce normative ideologies of gender and sexuality. 
Drawing on Billig’s (1995) conceptualization of ‘banal nationalism’ and 
Baker’s (2008) notion of ‘sexed text’, Milani (2014) explores the public 
semiotic aggregates whose mundanity makes them easy to overlook but also 
allows them to enact the most elusive forms of ideology, shaping the 
understanding of gendered subjectivities. Similarly, Vasconcelos Barboza & 
Borba (2018) understand the graffiti in a bathroom on a university campus as 
banal sexed signs that naturalize cisheteronorms in public space. Vasconcelos 
Barboza & Borba (2018) move beyond the analysis of cisheteronormative 
semiotics and also capture how they are challenged and renegotiated as people 
engage with the graffiti, reworking it and altering the meanings conveyed. By 
underlining that indexicality is never straightforward but that any sign can 
point toward a multitude of meanings, and by showing that interventions in 
the semiotic landscape mobilize different indexicalities and possible readings 
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of the graffiti, their study has been very inspirational for my own study of how 
the students at Bråviken use the bathroom as a site for the negotiation of the 
meaning of gendered sexual identities (Årman forth.). Importantly, 
Vasconcelos Barboza & Borba (2018) also consider the temporal dimension 
of graffiti and thus pave the way for explorations of how space and identity 
are negotiated through an ongoing contestation of meaning, as in Årman 
(forth.), where the students return to the bathroom to elaborate on their 
arguments and negotiate the meaning of the graffiti and the meaning of 
‘queer’. Thus, bringing this research on the intersection of space, language, 
gender, and sexuality into the study of schoolscapes serves to fill a significant 
blind spot in the field.  

Furthermore, the discussion above on the way this thesis expands the study 
of language policy in schools is in many ways applicable here too, as the focus 
of schoolscape studies is also firmly centered on the management of 
multilingualism. Moreover, whereas the agency of teachers (Dressler, 2015) 
and parents (Szabó & Troyer, 2020) has been discussed, there is room for a 
discussion on how the agency of children and youth is conceptualized within 
the field.  

In concord with the present thesis, several schoolscape studies work with a 
multimodal set of data, combining photos of the visual environment with 
spoken discourse (e.g. Dressler, 2015; Pakarinen & Björklund, 2018; Szabó 
& Troyer, 2020). However, the bulk of these studies use interview data to 
capture how the schoolscape is perceived by students or teachers. They offer 
an analysis of ‘schoolscape-related interaction’ (Szabó & Troyer, 2020, p. 2), 
meaning that the spoken discourse analyzed comprises comments on the signs 
and texts in the school (but see for example Jakonen, 2018). My own material 
ethnographic approach (Mpendukana & Stroud, 2018; Stroud & Mpendukana, 
2012) to the studies of the schoolscape at Bråviken prompts an analysis that, 
rather than dwelling on comments on the visual environment, looks to the 
circulation of discourse through different modes as meanings are produced 
through recontextualization and resemiotization. The papers in the current 
thesis consider the ideological interplay between semiotic modes in the 
Bråviken schoolscape when students use the affordances of image, written 
text, and speech in their language activism.  
  Another theme in schoolscape studies that is made relevant in the three 
papers of the thesis is the idea that ‘a schoolscape is a key means of 
transmitting cultural orientations’ (Laihonen & Tódor, 2017, p. 376) and that 
the schoolscape can be the site where a ‘hidden curriculum’ is materialized 
(Laihonen & Szabó, 2018). In Laihonen & Szabó’s (2018) and Laihonen & 
Tódor’s (2017) approach, this means that the symbols and languages on 
display in schools are regarded as being part of an ideological cultural 
schooling that runs parallel to the official, overt educational goals as 
formulated in the curriculum. Their studies of schoolscapes in the Hungarian 
region of Szekerland in Romania show a rehungarization of educational 
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spaces, which ‘meant replacing the centrally imposed symbols of Ceausescu’s 
dictatorship with signs displaying local Szekler traditions and authenticity as 
well as the symbols of the Catholic Church’ (Laihonen & Tódor, 2017, p. 
376). Whereas Laihonen and Szabó’s (2018) focus on national identity differs 
from the focus in the current thesis, the theme of parallel schooling and an 
alternative curriculum manifested in the multimodal landscape of the school 
is also visible in the analysis of language activism at Bråviken.  

In contrast to Laihonen & Szabó’s (2018) and Laihonen & Tódor’s (2017) 
studies, the parallel curriculum at Bråviken that is highlighted in analysis is 
not that of the state or school officials, but rather the students’ practices of 
schooling each other in matters of anti-racism, feminism, queer politics, and, 
importantly, the art of debating. Both paper II (Årman, forth.) and paper III 
(Årman, 2018) explicitly make the point that the students are engaged in a 
teaching project that runs parallel to the official curriculum at Bråviken. This 
idea that everyday life in school entails learning processes far beyond the 
scope of the official curriculum is in no sense new (e.g. Broady, 1998; Willis, 
1977; Woolley, 2017). However, the studies of Laihonen & Szabó (2018) and 
Laihonen & Tódor (2017), as well as those presented in this thesis, underscore 
the importance of looking beyond the formally articulated intended learning 
outcomes and acknowledging the importance of the informal learning 
processes that are present in any educational setting. Furthermore, exploring 
the schoolscapes through a material ethnographic lens can serve as an inroad 
to discussing such parallel schooling, its relation to the official curriculum, 
who controls its content, and how students relate to it.  

To conclude, this current thesis broadens the field of schoolscape studies 
by introducing the topic of gender and sexualities, expanding its theoretical 
foundations through a more dynamic conceptualization of language, space, 
and subjectivity, and bringing into view the question of youths as actors in 
processes of spatialization in school contexts.  

Affects of language activism 
David, Lina, Evelina and I are talking at a café during a break. I asked them 
to sit down with me for a talk and they took the opportunity to show me their 
favorite café. They are classmates, as well as good friends. I had noticed that 
for the most part students were the ones that took the initiative to uphold rules 
of how to speak at Bråviken, and I raised this at the café. David, Lina and 
Evelina then started talking about how the different teachers reacted to the 
language norms. Bo, a middle-aged man, is their form teacher and Erik is their 
civics teacher.  
 
Lina (laughs): Like Bo he’s kind of cute. It’s kind of cute actually 
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Evelina:  I think some teachers like Bo kind of pick this stuff up 
But like Erik I think it’s his own initiative 

Lina:  Yes Erik feels really conscious and like  
Evelina: It’s probably his own initiative to use ‘en’ and ‘hen’ and 

stuff 
David:  But Bo really tries. Like he wants to he you know he tries 
Evelina:  Yes that’s probably true. He listens to how we talk and 

picks it up while Erik it’s more that he himself- 
Lina:  -it feels like he has already been schooled you know 
Evelina:  Exactly! He decided himself but Bo tries you know to be 

like kind to everyone 
 [Omitted lines] 
Evelina:  Yes but it’s so fun when he goes like: ‘he or she OR 

HEN’  
Lina (laughs): Yes I mean it’s so cute when he adds that stuff sometimes 

 
In paper I (Årman, 2020) the affective dimensions of the youths’ language 
activism are explored. More specifically, the paper explores acts of calling out 
problematic language and focuses on the circulation and performative force 
of shame. Given this focus, the paper might give the impression that shame 
and feelings of guilt were dominant in relation to language activism at 
Bråviken. However, the language activism and discussions on linguistic 
norms at Bråviken did of course relate to affects in multiple and shifting ways, 
as in the exchange above where David, Lina, and Evelina display feelings of 
almost patronizing affection for their form teacher, Bo, who, as a middle-aged 
man, tries to keep up with the linguistic norms of the students. When present 
in his classes, I noted that Bo at times stopped or corrected himself so as not 
to exclude non-binary students or misgender anyone. In the eyes of David, 
Lina, and Evelina, these slips and self-corrections do not trigger 
disappointment or anger. Instead, they are cute, funny, and generate laughter. 
Bo is described as a sweet person who really tries; he gets an A for effort, so 
to speak. This short exchange exemplifies how the transgression of linguistic 
norms could generate a wide range of affective responses and how affect and 
emotions were entangled in shifting ways in language activism and language 
norms at Bråviken. It also highlights the inversion of institutional hierarchies 
where it is the students that teach the adults how to speak properly, unless the 
adults ‘ha[ve] already been schooled’ by someone else.  
 
In an earlier section I gave a brief account of how affective theory is deployed 
in the current study. In this section I will return to the topic of affect to discuss 
how affect theory has informed studies of language policy and language 
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activism and in what way this study contributes to the conversation on the 
affective facet of everyday politics of language.  

As described above, the affective turn (Clough et al., 2007) has deeply 
impacted the humanities and social sciences. However, in sociolinguistic 
research, the affective aspects of language policy and language activism 
remain largely unexplored. This may seem odd considering the highly emotive 
popular debate on language activism. Furthermore, the unfolding debate on 
injurious speech, political correctness, and censorship in society is to a high 
degree a discussion on the role of emotions in relation to the political. This is 
because experiences of being targeted by dehumanizing and marginalizing 
speech are fundamentally embodied and subjective. Whereas the dynamics of 
affect in LGBTQ+ activism have been highlighted (e.g. Milani, 2015; Milani 
et al., 2018), and affect theory has been used to inform studies of language, 
gender, and sexuality (e.g. Køhler Mortensen & Milani, 2020; Leap, 2018; 
Milani & Køhler Mortensen, 2021), there are still few studies that explicitly 
bring affective theory into dialog with language activism. One important 
exception is the work done within the SKILLS program headed by Mary 
Bucholtz (e.g. Bucholtz et al., 2014; Casillas et al., 2018; Ferrada et al., 2020).  

SKILLS is a long-running program with the aim of fostering sociolinguistic 
and educational justice in Santa Barbara County, California (Bucholtz et al., 
2014, 2018a). Designed as a collaboration between local schools and 
academia, it has produced a large number of studies on the topics of humor, 
race, and language (Corella, 2018), teachers’ language ideologies (Love-
Nichols, 2018), youth agency and sociolinguistic change (Bucholtz et al., 
2018b), and, importantly, studies on language activism among youth that 
highlight the role of affect (Casillas et al., 2018; Ferrada et al., 2020; Rys, 
2018).  

These last studies’ engagement with emotions and affect stems from an 
understanding of sociolinguistic struggles as deeply affective phenomena. 
Youths’ struggles for linguistic self-determination and raciolinguistic 
equality, they argue, are a deeply emotional and embodied experience (Rys, 
2018). Thus, to regard youth as disembodied ‘thinking machines’ would be to 
disqualify central aspects of youth’s linguistic struggles (Bucholtz et al., 
2018a). Furthermore, as they show empirically, there are hegemonic popular 
discourses that frame emotions as individualized and depoliticized. Rys 
(2018) shows how youths draw upon such cultural models to dismiss other 
participants in a seminar series on language and race. The issues discussed in 
the seminar series generated strong emotions and, through analyzing 
interviews conducted after the seminars, Rys (2018) shows how some 
regarded the emotions as getting in the way of the actual agenda of the 
seminar. Emotion was thus portrayed as something that must be overcome in 
order to be able to proceed to actual politics. As Rys (2018, p. 37) puts it: 
‘Because these hegemonic discourses individualize and depoliticize emotion, 
they can be used to argue that emotion is not simply irrelevant to the struggle 
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for justice but, rather, actively works against it’. Contrary to this, research in 
the SKILLS project understands emotion as fundamental to political 
progression.  

Similarly to the current thesis, the project understands affect not as 
detached from cognition and discourse, but as a social and relational as well 
as cognitive phenomenon. Hence, the SKILLS authors’ writing on affect in 
relation to language activism to a large extent overlaps with how the issue is 
approached in the current thesis. However, when comparing their 
operationalization of affective theory to the way it is applied in paper I, there 
is one important difference that could be highlighted. My discussion of this 
below aids in elucidating the function that affective theory can have in relation 
to a critical sociolinguistics that is concerned with power and social injustices.  

The ambivalence of affect 
A quotation from Rys (2018, p. 33) can serve as a starting point for the 
discussion:  

The analyses I present in this chapter engage with the multiple connotations of 
the phrase just emotions. The first connotation of just emotions reflects the idea 
of emotions as trivial or irrelevant: ‘merely’ emotions or ‘only’ emotions. I 
argue that dominant ways of talking about emotion reinforce an understanding 
of emotion as individual, apolitical, and race- and gender-neutral. By framing 
emotion as a private and ahistorical psychological sensation, students 
depoliticized emotion and dismissed its rhetorical and creative capabilities. The 
second connotation of just emotions interrogates what it would mean to develop 
‘just emotions,’ that is, emotions oriented toward and in pursuit of justice. 

 
In an elegant play on the different connotations of ‘just emotions’, Rys 
differentiates in her chapter between a view of emotions as irrelevant in 
political discussions and a more affirmative take on the political as always 
emotional. Insofar as affective theory aids us in grappling with emotions and 
treats them as more than the unimportant ‘debris’ of social interaction (Milani 
& Køhler Mortensen, 2021), I find it to be a fruitful approach. However, the 
second connotation of ‘just emotions’ mentioned in the quotation also points 
toward a distinction between emotions as either fair, moral, and righteous or 
not. Rys argues for a ‘pursuit of just emotions, social and transformative 
emotions that recognize histories of minoritized populations, cultivate these 
groups’ feelings of belonging and ownership over language, and 
fundamentally change relations of power within policy and discourse’ (Rys, 
2018, p. 42). Formulated in this way, affective theory becomes absorbed into 
a critical sociolinguistic framework fine-tuned to teasing out and exposing 
problematic discourses. This, I would argue, carries a risk of affect simply 
becoming a new arena to critically scrutinize, with an aim of sorting emotions 
into categories of either bad and problematic or good and emancipatory. 
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Conversely, I would argue that affective theory holds the promise of a 
different way of writing critically on sociolinguistic issues.  

Inspired by Sedgwick’s and others’ (e.g. Latour, 2004) discussion on 
critical writing, I engaged with affective theory with the aim of using the 
framework to write more exploratively and curb the critical reflexes that are 
in some sense built into a critical sociolinguistic paradigm (see the discussion 
above). That means moving beyond any dichotomies of just or unjust 
emotions and rather considering the ambivalence of affect. Instead of labeling 
some affective stances as righteous and others not, a more explorative analysis 
would consider the unpredictability and shifting functionality of affect. An 
affective lens would then allow for a ‘more nuanced understanding of 
meaning-making practices’ (Milani & Køhler Mortensen, 2021, p. 450). In my 
own paper (Årman, 2020), I have combined Ahmed’s (2004), Sedgwick’s 
(2003), and Sally Munt’s (2007) writing to allow me to take a less normative 
stance toward the social practices I study. As mentioned, shame plays the 
central role in the analysis. But, building on Ahmed (2004), Munt (2007), and 
Sedgwick (2003), I argue that shame should not only be considered a negative 
emotion that reinscribes social norms, but that it also has other political 
potential (See also Køhler Mortensen & Milani, 2020 for a discussion on the 
political potential of shame). As Milani (2015) shows in his analysis of 
protests at Johannesburg Pride, shame can also be used as a strategy to 
destabilize, challenge, and speak back to power. Acknowledging this 
ambivalence and the many different functions affect plays in social interaction 
and political activism enables an analysis that goes beyond clear-cut 
categories of good and bad emotions, toward an analysis that does not have a 
moral judgment as the end point – without losing sight of the workings of 
power.  

Affective resources  
The language activism portrayed in the thesis revolves to a large extent around 
issues of sexuality and gender. Whereas language policy research still tends 
to overlook affective theory, critical sociolinguistic research on sexuality and 
gender has engaged in a discussion of the role of affect (e.g. Leap, 2018). In 
this context, Milani and Køhler Mortensen (2021, p. 461) raise the issue of 
access to affective meaning-making resources, arguing that this is an 
important topic for further research on affect, semiotics, and sexuality. This is 
also a central theme in paper I (Årman, 2020), albeit not explicitly discussed.  

An important argument in the paper is that the students’ language activism 
worked to create a sense of belonging to a community that shared progressive 
values, and that the performativity of affect played an important part in this. 
When students called each other out for using language that was understood 
as problematic, this could at first sight be seen as a way of creating a boundary 
between the students that knew how to embody a progressive world view in 
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speech and the students who did not. But as Sedgwick (2003, p. 37) points 
out, ‘shame both derives from and aims toward sociability’. The act of 
shaming other students for their problematic language use presupposes that all 
students share a common political ideal but that some just lack the knowledge 
and linguistic resources to live up to this ideal. Thus, shame operates to 
confirm a shared set of values, and in parallel to delineate between groups of 
students, simultaneously working to create a sense of belonging between them 
(Ahmed, 2004). In this dynamic, the access to linguistic/affective resources 
plays an important role. Being in possession of specific linguistic resources 
had a decisive impact on students’ position in this affective nexus of 
pride/shame. A case in point was the use of ‘en’ (comparable to ‘one’) as a 
generic pronoun instead of the traditionally used ‘man’, which some students 
understood to be sexist. When I discussed the use of ‘en’ with the students, 
they all agreed that it was difficult to change from ‘man’ to ‘en’ in speech. In 
writing it was easier and some students described how they used strategies 
like using the function ‘replace all’ in their text editing program to change all 
instances of ‘man’ to ‘en’. However, only a few students and teachers had 
mastered using ‘en’ in their everyday speech. Being in possession of this 
linguistic resource had an important impact on one’s ability to own a voice 
considered worth listening to. Hence, paper I (Årman, 2020) contributes to the 
study of affect in relation to language, gender, and sexuality by bringing 
attention to the distribution of linguistic/affective resources in everyday 
discourse.  
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Four. Back to school 

This dissertation is based on six months of fieldwork in an inner-city senior 
high school in Stockholm. In this chapter, the ethnographic fieldwork is 
described as an educational process, followed by details about the fieldwork, 
the collection of different forms of data, and the analytical procedure. There 
is also a closing discussion on ethical issues.  

Fieldwork in/as education 
The notion of ‘ethnography’ has become something of a floating signifier 
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Ingold, 2014). Used in a range of disciplines 
as an umbrella label for qualitative methods and/or conflated with the notion 
of ‘fieldwork’, the term ‘ethnography’ runs the risk of being deprived of the 
specificity needed for it to be valuable in describing a research process. 
Therefore, as I claim to draw from the knowledge and methodological 
considerations that the tradition of ethnography provides, a more detailed 
description of how my study is informed by ethnography is warranted.  

This study is part of a larger body of socially oriented language research 
within the field of child and youth studies (Åhlund, 2015; Aronsson, 2020; 
Jonsson, 2013; Kheirkhah & Cekaite, 2018), and my choice of fieldwork 
methods stems from a set of ontological and epistemological assumptions 
about what language is and how it relates to a social and material world. The 
theoretical framework of a material ethnography has been discussed above 
and, in this section, I will comment on the methodological implications of such 
assumptions and the practicalities of fieldwork.  

Tim Ingold straightforwardly states that ‘to practice participant observation 
is also to undergo an education’ (Ingold, 2014, p. 388), insisting that 
conducting fieldwork can never be reduced to a method of eliciting ‘data’. 
Instead, Ingold suggests, it is a practice of exposure. Conducting fieldwork 
and being an attentive participant observer thus means exposing oneself to 
new ways of thinking about the research object and being willing to let the 
research practice itself, and the encounters in the field, shape and re-shape the 
questions being asked. The researcher conducting participant observation will 
engage with the social world, interact with knowledgeable social actors, and 
inevitably co-construct the phenomenon she or he has set out to study. 
Consequently, researcher reflexivity is a necessity when conducting 
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participant observation. One aspect of a reflexive practice (Atkinson, 2015) is 
for the researcher to confront her or his own subject position in the field: in 
relation to the people with whom you share your days in the field; in relation 
to the object you set out to study; in relation to the ‘mangle of practice’ 
(Pickering, 1995) that is research. This is an educational process. Given this 
pivotal facet of fieldwork, the more instrumental descriptions of fieldwork 
often found in the field of linguistics (Copland & Creese, 2015; Sakel & 
Everett, 2012) do not capture my own experiences. Ingold’s (2014) depiction 
of fieldwork as an education fits better as a description of my process. In the 
following, I will elaborate on the educational process that was my fieldwork.  

Before my study began there certainly was a high school, but there was no 
‘field’. Following Atkinson (2015), I argue that ‘the field’ I am to describe in 
this section was created as I set out to conduct my fieldwork. I will use the 
terms ‘field’ and ‘fieldwork’ accordingly, and acknowledge that the field 
cannot be defined as a pre-existing and neatly bounded ‘speech community’ 
or pre-defined geographical site. The field I created in my research practice 
was more fluid, although my fieldwork did orbit around a specific location: 
the senior high school in Stockholm that I call Bråviken. Bråviken was 
selected as a site for the fieldwork because of its relatively high educational 
status and its location in the inner city. In this section I will describe the setting 
in more detail. But to justify the choice of Bråviken, I first need to zoom out 
and briefly sketch historical changes in the Swedish educational system.  

Education, social mobility, and urban sociolinguistic 
geographies 
During the last three decades, Sweden has seen a paradigmatic shift in 
educational policy. Historically, the educational system, with its mandatory 
nine years of schooling, was regarded as a cornerstone of the Swedish welfare 
state, leveling social inequalities by offering equal education regardless of 
which school students attended or where the school was located (Bunar & 
Sernhede, 2013). This education system was considered an essential part of a 
welfare system that tried to mitigate class stratification through collective 
measures. However, it should be noted that despite this ideological 
underpinning and these political aims, the schools were still marked by social 
stratification. School success in senior high school strongly correlated with 
students’ social background (Fjellman, 2019). Through a series of political 
reforms initiated in the 1990s, the Swedish educational system has become 
one of the most market-liberal in the world. The changes in the educational 
system mirror an ideological shift where education has gone from being 
understood as a ‘public good’ to a ‘private good’ (Englund, 1996). In the 
present system, social mobility is framed as the responsibility of the 
individual, dependent on the individual’s ability to navigate the educational 
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system. Schools run by the municipality, private enterprise, and foundations 
all compete in a single school market where students are free to choose the 
school they find the most attractive. One of the central arguments forwarded 
by the proponents of this way of organizing the educational system is as 
follows: The freedom to choose a school means that able students can leave a 
problematic social context and attend an attractive school where they are given 
the possibility of living up to their full potential, creating a positive life 
trajectory (Larsson, 2019).  

At the time of writing, pupils in the city of Stockholm are free to apply to 
any senior high school in the city, regardless of whether or not the high school 
is located in the municipality in which they live. The admission is often based 
on grades; it does not take into account whether the pupil lives in the vicinity 
of the school or not. This has resulted in a flow of students commuting every 
day through the city to attend attractive schools – and the majority of the most 
attractive schools are located in the inner city (Forsberg, 2015; Larsson, 2019; 
see also Johansson & Hammarén, 2011 for a discussion on suburban youths’ 
experiences of attending an inner city school). 

In theory, the choices in the school market are based on academic quality, 
meaning that students and parents choose schools that have competent 
teachers, innovative pedagogical profiles, and so forth. Yet in practice, the 
choices are also based on factors that have less to do with didactics or 
pedagogy. Students and parents choose schools that can provide access to 
desirable social networks and, not least, the possibility of acquiring a desirable 
way of speaking (Bunar & Sernhede, 2013). In Stockholm, high schools in the 
inner city are perceived to be places where ‘proper Swedish’ is spoken. This 
is reportedly one important reason why youths living in the suburbs apply for 
schools in the inner city (Bunar, 2011; Bunar & Kallstenius, 2006; Kallstenius, 
2010; Runfors, 2003).  

Consequently, as the students move through the city, commuting to inner-
city schools, they move through a stratified sociolinguistic space with 
different expectations about behavior, including linguistic behavior. The 
inner-city schools are associated with a coveted standard Swedish, and they 
are also places where students with different linguistic backgrounds and 
linguistic repertoires meet.  

The entanglement of language ideology and geographical imagination is 
also reflected in the students’ own descriptions of their educational journeys. 
Jonsson (2015) shows the prominent role played by language ideologies in 
students’ narratives of school success and movement from city periphery to 
city center. Inner-city schools in Stockholm therefore offer an interesting 
milieu for researchers interested in the symbolic economy of language and its 
impact on the lives of urban youth in contemporary Sweden. As mentioned 
earlier, scholars studying youth and language in Sweden have to a large extent 
been collecting their data on the city periphery (Åhlund & Aronsson, 2015, 
2015; Haglund, 2005; Jonsson, 2007; Kahlin, 2008; Wiltgren, 2014; but see 
Bellander, 2010).  
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Getting access 
The first step toward entering the field was getting the study design thoroughly 
scrutinized for possible ethical considerations. The study design was first 
reviewed by senior researchers at the Department of Child and Youth Studies, 
Stockholm University. Due to the young age of the participants, it was decided 
that the design needed approval by the Regional Ethical Review Board 
(regionala etikprövningsnämnden i Stockholm). Once the board had reviewed 
and approved the project, I was ready to make contact with high schools fitting 
my requirements.  

I contacted the principal of Bråviken and received a positive response to 
my request to visit the school and present myself. A couple of weeks later, I 
stood in the lunchroom during the staff’s weekly meeting and introduced my 
research project and myself. The teachers listened and asked me relevant and 
well-informed questions. We decided that the staff should be given a chance 
to digest the information and discuss whether to grant me access to the school 
or not. This also gave me time to reflect on whether the high school met my 
expectations and requirements.  

One of the teachers at the school, Petter, contacted me and invited me to 
join him and his closest team of colleagues during their teaching. Although 
my first contact with the school was with the headmaster, Petter could be 
understood as the primary gatekeeper. He generously invited me in, 
introduced me to colleagues, and helped me with a series of practical issues. 
However, getting my access granted by the teachers at the school was only a 
necessary first step. The next task was meeting with the students and getting 
their informed approval.  

One could notice how the institutional and generational hierarchies of a 
high school shaped my journey into the field. When the study was scrutinized 
for ethical considerations, it was hardly the teachers’ integrity that was 
deemed at risk. It was the fact that some participants were adolescents that 
was considered potentially problematic. Nonetheless, at this early stage of my 
research, the adults at Bråviken did the primary gatekeeping. When I later 
entered the classrooms for the first time to meet with the students, I arrived as 
a person that had been inspected and cleared by the students’ teachers. 
Accessing the everyday lives of the students was in this way facilitated by the 
fact that the teachers legitimized my presence from the very start, giving me, 
and my research, credibility.  

Petter invited me to meet with several classes, to whom I introduced myself 
and my research project. The students were at this stage informed that I was 
primarily interested in youths’ attitudes to, and meta-comments on, questions 
of language and identity. I informed them that participation was voluntary, 
and that they could choose to withdraw from participation at any time, even if 
they had signed the consent form. My role as participant observer was 
explained, and I described how my recordings and texts would be processed 
and archived. The students and their teachers were also given an opportunity 
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to ask me questions about the project. They were then asked to read and sign 
the consent form.2 This procedure was used throughout the fieldwork, as I was 
introduced to new classes or groups of students.  

On the issue of informed consent, the sociolinguist Mary Bucholtz (2011) 
describes how, during her fieldwork at a high school, she was initially 
reluctant to be too specific and detailed when describing her project to the 
students at the school. Bucholtz was interested in the construction of whiteness 
and argues that giving too much information about her research interests 
would have made the students extremely self-conscious. On the other hand, 
she writes, she did not want to deceive her informants about her purposes. She 
came to balance this by gradually becoming more and more specific about her 
research interest as she got to know the students. Along similar lines, I initially 
tried to describe my project and answer the students’ questions truthfully 
without using too much academic jargon or being overly specific about my 
research interests. This was not principally motivated by a fear that the 
students would become self-conscious. Rather, I would argue that this was the 
only way I could avoid being deceitful, due to the fact that my research focus 
at that time was still fairly open (See Wästerfors, 2019). As my research 
questions evolved and I got to know the participants better, I became more 
comfortable about discussing my project in more depth with students and staff.  

In the field  
After meeting with the students in three classes, I decided to start my 
fieldwork by following only one of the classes during their school days. This 
choice was partly based on the response from the students. The adolescents in 
the class I chose to follow were positive about participating. It was also 
motivated by my fears that the fieldwork would be much too fragmented if I 
were to divide my attention between more than one class. During my 
fieldwork at the school, this group of students and their teachers became the 
people that I spent the most time with.  

I started my fieldwork in May, spending several days every week at the 
school. The semester ended in June, and I returned to the high school in 
August, just as the students did. During the fieldwork I was also introduced to 
other students and teachers. That is how I came to join more student groups, 
other than the mentioned first-year class, in teaching activities and during 
breaks. For example, it happened more than once that, after having introduced 
myself to a teacher in the lunchroom, I got an invitation to join her or him 
during a teaching session. I accepted such invitations as long as they were 
logistically possible. My acceptance was partly motivated by a desire to 
deepen my ethnographic knowledge of the high school and its students and 
staff. But joining other teachers and students in their activities also meant 

 
2 See appendix B.  
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gaining opportunities to listen in on discussions on topics especially relevant 
to my research project. Being interested in students’ meta-commentary on 
issues of language use, I welcomed invitations from teachers asking me to join 
their lessons on sociolinguistics or other related topics. By observing and 
recording during teaching sessions in a larger set of classes, I gained richer 
material to work with. 

Bråviken high school is an institution. The majority of the people spending 
their days at the school can be categorized as ‘student’, ‘teacher’, ‘student 
counselor’, or another social category shaped by institutional practices. 
‘Researcher’ is not one of these. It is not one of the common categories with 
pre-defined expectations about how to act and behave in the school. Being a 
trained teacher, and of course also having had the experience of being a high 
school student as an adolescent, I had to find a new role in the school. 
Naturally, creating a place for me at the school was not a solo project. The 
people I met all had their expectations of me, presupposing the social alliances 
I would make and how I would position myself within the social structure of 
the high school. Sometimes, teachers wanted me to comment on the content 
of a lesson or asked if I had seen a particular student who was suspected of 
skipping school. It also happened that the students jokingly commented that I 
would tell the headmaster when I witnessed them doing something that they 
perceived to be breaking the rules. I had to try to make clear to the teachers 
that my research interest was not of a didactic nature and that I preferred not 
to comment on the way they taught their classes. To both students and 
teachers, I emphasized that I would not report students’ behavior to the 
teachers. To my understanding, the students came to trust me as someone who 
would not snoop on them on behalf of the teachers.  

Several times during the fieldwork the students did, however, joke about 
me being a spy. Playful as this joke was, the nature of the imagined infiltration, 
were telling of Bråviken high school: In the students’ fantasy, I was an 
infiltrator sent to spy on them by right-wing groups. In the next section I will 
elaborate on how this narrative mirrored the discursive regime at the school.  

A political social space 
Niklas, Elvira, and Beata are hanging out in the student cafeteria. Niklas is 
fiddling with a paper napkin. It almost catches fire as he plays with it above a 
candle placed on the table. ‘What if you start a fire?!’ Elvira jokingly warns 
him, as her attention is drawn to some scribbles on the table close to where the 
candle is standing. She notices some anarchist symbols, a star with the symbol 
of the hammer and sickle, and also a drawing of Santa Claus. ‘What have we 
got here?’ Niklas asks. Elvira laughs as she reads the small text written next 
to Santa out loud. ‘Santa is a communist!’ Niklas joins in the laughter: 
‘Welcome to Bråviken!’ he shouts.  
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Just like any high school, Bråviken is full of images and signs: student-made 
posters in hallways, stickers on the lockers, paintings and photos from art 
projects and more. Yet as you enter Bråviken, it does not take long to notice 
that this is not the average high school (if there ever was such a thing). The 
themes of the posters, artwork, and stickers at Bråviken give you a not-too-
subtle hint that there is something special about this particular school. 

One could not enter the school without noticing the political messages on 
display, and the students of course commented upon and interacted with the 
pictures and texts in the semiotic landscape of the school – as, in the scene 
above, did Niklas, who found the communist Santa to be a humorous example 
of the particular discursive regime at Bråviken.  

Political discourse was truly always present at Bråviken. Whether on 
display on posters or articulated in discussions, it permeated life at the school. 
Not even close to all the adolescents attending Bråviken, or the teachers and 
staff working there, were political activists. But neither the students nor 
teachers spending their days at the school could avoid recognizing that issues 
of gender equality, queer rights, anti-racism, environmental protection, and 
social equality were common interests for many students. It was a defining 
feature of the school, and explicitly political discourse seeped into the 
minutiae of everyday life. Naturally, there were as many ways to relate to the 
ongoing political discussions at Bråviken as there were people spending their 
days at the school. But it was nonetheless always there, regimenting meaning-
making practices and subjectivities.  

The geographical location of the school is also important in regard to the 
discursive regime. The school is located on the island of Södermalm, and this 
district of Stockholm has itself become something of a byword in political 
debate in Sweden. Södermalm is used as an emblem of political correctness, 
hipsters, and a political establishment detached from the reality of ordinary 
Swedes. Such discourses of place of course also had implications for the 
adolescents spending their days in the district. Some students expressed pride 
in being Södermalm-dwellers, while others positioned themselves in 
opposition to Södermalm. The school’s geographical location on Södermalm, 
as well as the students’ places of residence in relation to Södermalm, were 
recurring subjects in discussions and conversations.  

Choosing school 
In the initial stages of the process, the research questions were centered on 
language ideologies surrounding the contemporary urban vernacular 
(Rampton, 2015) ‘förortssvenska’. As most research on this register had been 
conducted in the outskirts of major cities, I wanted to make contact with senior 
high schools in the inner city. I sent requests to several schools in Stockholm 
and Bråviken was one of the schools that responded positively. Bråviken 
suited my purposes, and after an initial visit to the school I decided to go ahead 
and ask the staff and students for permission to conduct fieldwork there.  
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Hence, Bråviken was not chosen as a site for fieldwork because of the 
profile of the school and the rumors surrounding the school as a place for left-
wing students. It was mainly chosen because of its geographical location and 
relatively high status. As described above, the social context at Bråviken did 
however fundamentally impact the analytical focus of the thesis. Letting the 
analysis be guided by the topics that was recurrent in students’ and staffs’ 
meta-commentary on language the focus shifted from studying only language 
ideologies surrounding ‘förortsslang’ to issues of language in relation to 
sexual identity.  

Context is key in linguistic anthropological research (Duranti, 1997). And 
the social context at Bråviken produced its own specific language practices, 
evaluations of language use, and linguistic norms. The analyses in the thesis 
are therefore deeply context-dependent and I do not argue that Bråviken is 
representative of schools in Stockholm, or in Sweden for that matter. Any such 
claims of representability and generalizability would go against the theoretical 
framework on which this thesis is built. I do however argue that the analyses 
presented in the thesis are not only relevant to understanding the local 
practices at this specific school, but that they can shed light on similar debates 
on language in other locations and other societal scales.  

Youths’ activism as an asset? 
‘Commodity creep’ is a term used by Mukherjee & Banet-Weiser (2012) when 
discussing the marketization of human existence in the era of neoliberalism. 
Along with other scholars (Richardson, 2015; Stolle & Micheletti, 2013) they 
argue that a neoliberal hegemony renders political stances and activism 
marketable and ‘[a]s the neoliberal moment is witness to ever-sharper 
delineations of the marketplace as constitutive of our political imaginaries, our 
identities, rights, and ideologies are ever more precisely formulated within the 
logics of consumption and commodification rather than in opposition to them’ 
(Mukherjee & Banet-Weiser, 2012, p. 8-9). Scholars have discussed this 
phenomenon in relation to sexuality (Evans, 1993), feminism (Prügl, 2015; 
Repo, 2020), LGBTQ+ politics (Comer, forth.), and transsexual identity 
(David, 2017). And closely related is the discussion on ‘lifestylization’ of 
sexuality and sexual politics (Bell and Binnie 2000) and the popularization 
and normalization of youth’s subversive subcultures (Hebdige, 1979). 

There are many possible entry points to discuss how politics at Bråviken 
high school are immersed in and shaped by a global flow of marketized 
politics. One facet of the activism at Bråviken that is hinted at in the papers is 
the part student activism played in the branding of the high school in an 
increasingly privatized and marketized educational system.  

The youths’ investment in political issues and its expression in classroom 
debates, posters in the hallways and extra curricula activities made the school 
stand out in relation to other schools. And according to students I talked to, 
the school did have a reputation for being ‘left-wing’. This profile attracted 
some students and deterred others. Studies have shown that the school’s 
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reputation is an important factor when youths choose schools in Stockholm 
(Ambrose, 2016). Larsson (2019) shows that rumors, reputation and hearsay 
about the social atmosphere at the school, including political homogeneity, 
can be both stigmatizing but also an asset for the schools. In this way, the 
students’ political activities were absorbed into the market logic of the 
Swedish educational system and can be seen as a way for the school to carve 
out its share on the deregulated school market of Stockholm.  

Participant observation, ethnographic chats and other research 
practices  
My research practices can be described as informed by the traditions of 
linguistic anthropology (Duranti, 1997; Gal, 2006; Wortham, 2008) and 
linguistic ethnography (Creese, 2008; Rampton, 2007).  

Much of my time was spent in the classroom, where I often sat at the back 
of the room with my notebook or moved around the room in order to join the 
students in their study groups. During lessons, breaks, and lunches I tried to 
spend as much time with the students as I could, taking notes in my notebook. 
I recorded naturally occurring interaction in the school’s classrooms and 
hallways, but I also followed groups of students on excursions throughout the 
city as the teachers gave them extramural assignments. Following the practice 
of other researchers (e.g. Jonsson, 2015; Madsen, 2015), I occasionally gave 
a recording device to the students, asking them to record themselves.  

I also carried a camera that I used to take photos in and of the school, but I 
tried to avoid taking photos of the students, as I had promised to anonymize 
them. Nonetheless, at times students asked me to take their picture, which I 
complied with. My priority, however, was to take pictures of the setting and 
material ‘sociolinguistic landscape’ (Blommaert, 2013) of the school, as well 
as of other spaces in the city that my informants moved through.  

Throughout the fieldwork, I engaged in conversations with the students and 
staff. These conversations were not structured as interviews, but they were 
part of my learning process in the field. Since my recording device was turned 
on most of the time I was at the school, these interactions were also recorded. 
Other times I invited a group of students to sit down with me and talk about 
things I noticed and that I wanted their perspective on. Selleck (2013) uses the 
term ‘ethnographic chats’ to describe such interactions between researcher 
and participants that evolve more dynamically than would a structured 
interview.  

Alignments 
Tim approaches me in the hallway. He tells me that he has something to give 
me. He holds out his hand and shows me a small metal pin in the shape of a 
star in black and red. Tim and I had discussed politics earlier and he had then 
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told me that he was syndicalist. He had also been interested in how I defined 
myself politically when I was his age, and I told him that I labeled myself a 
syndicalist too. This is what prompts him to give me the gift a couple of days 
later. I appreciated that Tim remembered our talk and that he bothered to bring 
me the pin. As he presents it to me, I accept: ‘Thank you!’ And during the 
writing of the thesis, the pin has been placed at my working station in the 
office, testifying to the importance I have given Tim’s small gesture of 
acceptance and commonality.  
 
Working ethnographically means ‘subjecting yourself, your own body and 
your own personality, and your own social situation’ (Goffman, 1989, p. 125) 
to the context where you conduct fieldwork. And so, did I. This meant that my 
own personality, my previous life experiences, and my bodily features were 
brought into the social dynamics in the field and also affected my fieldwork 
in fundamental ways. Conducting participant observation, one is never just a 
researcher (Siekkinen, 2021). As the episode above exemplifies, when 
participating in the practices at Bråviken and interacting with students and 
teachers, many other facets of my history, experiences and personality shaped 
the relationships I formed. Who I am certainly influenced things like whom I 
joined in the cafeteria during lunch break, and which teachers were 
comfortable to invite me to join their classes.  

As Ottemo (2015) writes, it is challenging to approach the question of how 
different personal traits affected the research practices, the data collected, and 
thus the final research output. It is difficult to assess this with any analytical 
distance. However, it is critical to recognize that ethnography is a reflexive 
practice, in the sense that ´[r]eflexivity is the condition whereby any social 
research inevitably helps to constitute the phenomenon under investigation’ 
(Atkinson, 2015, p. 26). And it means that the accounts I construct cannot be 
separated from my own social position but are ‘rooted in my historically and 
socially situated subjectivity’ (Heller, 2008, p. 251).  

Although acutely relevant in ethnographic research, I would argue that this 
is the premise for all social research (e.g. Haraway, 1988). There is no such 
thing as a disembodied researcher with a ‘gaze from nowhere’. Academic 
knowledge production is always an embodied and situated practice and 
researchers are ‘answerable for what we learn how to see’ (Haraway, 1988, p. 
581-583). 

This self-reflexive section is not intended to be an effort to ‘improve the 
objectivism’ (Ottemo, 2015, p. 102) of my research. Neither is it an attempt 
to ‘green light’ (Dyer, 1997) my research on youths’ LGBTQ+, anti-racist, 
and feminist activism by confessing my own privileges (see Pérez Aronsson, 
2020 for a discussion). However, my political commitments (that have not 
changed radically, since I was Tim’s age) as well other aspects of my 
personality and life experiences unquestionably impacted how I navigated the 
social context at Bråviken, as well as how I perceived, and was perceived by 
the participants. For example I could with credibility laugh off the students’ 
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fantasies of me being a right-wing infiltrator. An infiltrator perhaps, or a ‘fink’ 
(Goffman, 1989), but not right-wing.  

Consequently, my personal traits opened doors during the fieldwork. The 
fact that I could be honest about my own political ideals and that they 
overlapped with the discursive regime at the school helped in establishing 
trust. At the same time, my personal characteristics also closed doors. For 
example, I asked the feminist student association if I could join them during a 
meeting where they were to discuss cultural appropriation. But the organizers 
preferred that I did not, since they were afraid that some attendees might be 
less willing to speak were I to be there. Perhaps my own background and 
personal traits affected how much time I spent in contexts like the feminist 
association meetings. I am not arguing here that my fieldwork was shaped 
primarily by the decisions made by different gatekeepers that would have 
acted differently if I could be ascribed to other categories relating to sex, race 
or age, for example. I would rather claim that such factors have shaped my 
own life trajectory and that my personal experiences in turn shaped the way I 
navigated the context at Bråviken. With a different background I perhaps 
would have paid more attention to other phenomena at the school than I did, 
built other relationships, and then would not have been such a stranger to the 
chairman of the feminist association when I asked her if I could attend their 
meeting.  

As Goffman (1989) points out, the researcher will always have to choose 
affiliations in the fieldwork. Entering the field, you have ‘to find out what the 
various classes of individuals are that are involved in the place. You’ve got to 
then decide which class you’re going to study’ (Goffman, 1989, p. 128). In 
Goffman’s talk, ‘class’ refers to social category, but in my case class also 
referred to school class. Early on I needed to decide what group of students 
should be asked to participate in the study. As described above, the initial 
choices were to a large extent based on the opportunities presented to me, and 
what group of students I perceived as most keen on participating, or rather, 
the class where I met the least skepticism.  

Goffman (1989, p. 128) continues: [o]nce you do that you’ve got to find 
out about the internal cleavages within the class, and then decide which 
internal cleavage you’re going to accept as your own’. In the school class I 
initially followed there were different and shifting social constellations with 
some students more politically articulate and outspoken then others. Some 
groups were also more accepting of me, while others were uninterested or 
even showed that they preferred to be left alone. I noted that the students in 
the class took notice of and commented on whom or what social group I 
approached and recorded. As I worried that my presence would affect the 
social dynamic in the class, I raised the issue with one of the teachers who 
pertinently responded, ‘do not overestimate your significance in the life of 
these youths’.  

But even if my affiliations in class did not in any fundamental way affect 
the social dynamics, they affected whom I talked to and recorded and 
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consequently whose voices and what perspectives were presented to me. 
Being aware of this I did try to be socially mobile rather than following 
Goffman’s (1989) advice of making the social cleavages in the class into my 
own. This meant that I spent time with different social groups in the class, and 
at a later stage, in other classes I met. This strategy might have had the 
advantage of giving me a broader spectrum of voices and perspectives. On the 
other hand, had I chosen, consequently, to join one of the social groups and 
make them my primary informants, the relationships could have developed to 
become more trusting.  

Joining many different people and social groups in their life at Bråviken, I 
got to observe different ways of engaging with language politics at Bråviken. 
There were those who were more active in practices of language 
regimentation, while others were less prone to calling out problematic 
language use. Even though different students and staff had different ways of 
relating to the context of Bråviken, it is important to note that it would be a 
mistake to label some students as ‘activist’ and others not. Such 
categorizations are too static. As discussed previously, students could move 
in and out of different political and activist stances and identities depending 
on the social context and the topics under discussion (e.g., Bucholtz & Hall, 
2005).  

Online and offline spaces 
Being born in the late nineties, the adolescents at the school could be described 
as ‘digital natives’ (Prensky, 2001). It’s a truism that technological shifts 
ineluctably alter the communicative patterns of youth (Bellander, 2010), and 
in everyday life at the school, online activities and communication were 
natural and given. Many students used laptops or smartphones to make notes 
and write assignments, and these were also used for activities that were not 
related to schoolwork – like chatting on social media. This possibility of 
communicating without drawing the attention of the teacher was surely 
valuable for the students but it created problems for me as I was trying to 
understand what was going on in the classroom. I discussed this with some 
students, who were amenable to letting me see and record their online 
conversations.  

Nonetheless, I decided not to set out to capture the students’ online 
communication. This decision was due to two main difficulties concerned 
with expanding the scope of the data collection. First, it was challenging to 
find a suitable way of extracting the interaction from the online platforms. 
Second, I had not included such research practices in either the description of 
my study design that was approved by the regional board for ethics vetting, or 
on the consent form signed by the students. The step from observing and 
recording offline behavior to recording and publishing communication 
elicited from an online context would entail new and important ethical 
considerations (Markham et al., 2012). 
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However difficult to capture, the online context could not be totally 
disregarded. As shown in study III, the flow of discursive resources between 
online and offline spaces was an important aspect of the regimenting of 
language in the high school. I therefore did ask questions about the students’ 
online behavior during ethnographic chats, and I occasionally took pictures of 
the screens of the students’ computers and phones. I also saved and cataloged, 
for instance, newspaper articles, web pages, and Twitter threads by public 
figures when I deemed them relevant to deepening my understanding of the 
language regimentation at the high school. Blommaert, Dong, and Jie (2010) 
describe ethnographers’ habit of picking up objects like booklets, flyers, 
newspapers, and so forth during fieldwork, as they attempt to get as rich a 
picture of the environment as possible. This is akin to what I did with online 
resources. I collected many different things online that I found relevant to 
understanding the environment.  

Analytical procedure  
It has recurrently been noted that the analysis of fieldwork data is not 
something that starts once the fieldwork is completed. Rather, one can argue 
that analysis is pervasive, and that there is no clear boundary between ‘during’ 
and ‘after’ fieldwork in regard to the analytical process. Much interpretation 
is surely done in the field, as the researcher makes sense of what is observed 
(Blommaert et al., 2010). Fieldwork is always ‘irreducibly saturated with 
ideas’ (Atkinson, 2015, p. 58). That is, the field is interpreted in accordance 
with the researcher’s theoretical vantage points, and the fieldwork practices 
are guided by theoretical assumptions. This study is no different. My 
fieldwork practices and ongoing analysis were informed by the theoretical 
perspectives and research interests presented above. However, the study’s 
research questions, and analytical focus were also reworked, altered, and 
allowed to slowly take shape during my learning process in the field, as well 
as during the processing of fieldwork data.  

Processing fieldwork data  
The recordings, photos, web clips, and field notes were all cataloged in NVivo. 
NVivo is a piece of software for qualitative analysis that allows the researcher 
to store and process data using one single program, and it offers a range of 
analytical tools. In this current project, the program was mainly used to 
catalog, store, and code the material. Important advantages of the program, 
which made it a suitable tool for organizing fieldwork data in this research 
project, are its capacity to store and process multimodal data, to link 
transcriptions to audio files, and also to enable coding directly in the audio 
files. Photos (approximately 980), audio recordings of naturally occurring 
talk, ethnographic chats, and interviews (approximately 165 hours), field 
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notes from the six-month-long fieldwork, screenshots of web pages, and so 
forth were imported to NVivo, where I also carried out initial coding. 
Informed by my ethnographical knowledge, the initial classification was 
largely descriptive. I coded audio recordings, transcripts, and field notes using 
categories like ‘urban vernacular’ and ‘trigger warnings’. The coding process 
was mainly an attempt to create an accessible ‘archive of research’ 
(Blommaert et al., 2010) and to obtain an initial overview of the material. The 
coding later guided the selection of cases used in the studies. Transcription is 
also an essential part of an analytical process and should not be understood as 
only a preparatory stage (Ochs, 1979). Rough transcriptions were done in 
NVivo, while ExpressScribe was used for more detailed transcriptions. 
Interactional sequences selected for closer analysis were transcribed with 
inspiration from Richards’ (2003) transcription conventions. In the final 
product, the transcriptions in the papers are detailed representations of the 
recorded speech while the rough transcriptions in this text are built on both 
recordings and field notes.  

Ethical considerations 
‘Here you go!’ Without looking at me, Adam returns his consent form to me. 
I notice that he has signed it without reading a single line of the text that I so 
carefully worded: the text that explains the conditions for the students’ 
participation in the study, how they can at any time decide to withdraw their 
consent and not take part any longer, how the data will be stored, and so on. 

According to the formal ethical guidelines, it is of course important that the 
participants read the form before signing it and fully understand what they are 
committing to when granting me the right to enter their lives as a participant 
observer. Being new to ethnographic fieldwork, I was very careful not to 
deviate from good ethical research practice as it was described in the 
guidelines of Stockholm University and by the Regional Ethical Review 
Board that had approved my ethics application. In a situation that was new 
and confusing to me, their clear-cut rules on how to behave ethically as an 
ethnographer felt like solid ground. In the early stages of my project and the 
fieldwork, I therefore prioritized formal aspects of ethics and meticulously 
followed the institutionalized procedures around ethics clearance, informed 
consent, and the processing and safe-keeping of recordings and field notes 
(Vetenskapsrådet, 2011). Therefore, as Adam returned the consent form 
without reading it, I reacted. 

‘No, no! You have to read it!’ I explain to him. ‘You have to know what 
you are signing.’ Simon now stops whatever he is doing on the computer and 
turns to look at me with a puzzled face: ‘Do you read everything you sign on 
your phone or on the internet?’ I do not, of course, and I tell him so. ‘Alright 
then, here you go!’ Adam says and again hands me the consent form he just 
signed, returning to his work at the computer.  
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I began this chapter by describing the fieldwork as an educational process. 
An important aspect of this learning process revolved around the issue of 
ethics. Indisputably important as the formal codes of conduct are, other ethical 
considerations also came to occupy my mind as my project evolved. When I 
entered the field, the approval of the ethics board felt reassuring. But the 
problems of writing an ethics application by filling in a pre-defined form, and 
doing so before having engaged with the context of the fieldwork at hand, 
became more noticeable as my relationships in the field developed.  

In line with Copland (2019), I would argue that ‘ethics creep’ (Haggerty, 
2004) has created a peculiar situation for researchers in the social sciences that 
use ethnographic methods (See also Simpson, 2011; Wästerfors, 2019). 
Haggerty (2004) uses the term to discuss the formalization and centralization 
of the management of ethics in the social sciences. It is ‘a dual process 
whereby the regulatory system is expanding outward to incorporate a host of 
new activities and institutions, while at the same time intensifying the 
regulation of activities deemed to fall within its ambit’ (Haggerty, 2004, p. 
391).  

This creates a situation in which ethics clearance for a project is granted by 
a centralized ethics board without deeper knowledge of the project or the 
research setting, based on a research plan formulated before the ethnographic 
fieldwork starts. But as Copland (2019) writes, the nature of ethnographic 
fieldwork means that many of the ethical issues cannot be foreseen. As my 
project progressed, the ethical issues discussed in my application to the ethics 
board felt increasingly unconnected to the realities of fieldwork – or rather, 
the promises made in the application on which my ethics clearance rested 
became obstacles to my research practice. The episode above, where Adam 
agreed to take part in the study without bothering to find out what his 
participation would entail, can stand as an example of one of the problems that 
manifested themselves when the description of my research practices in the 
application for ethics clearance met with the realities of fieldwork: that is, the 
problems of consent forms.  

All participants in the study signed a consent form. However, this did come 
with a price. A high school is a busy place and students hang out in all kinds 
of constellations. It was easy keeping track of whom I recorded during classes 
when I had asked the whole student group for their consent. It became more 
difficult as I joined students during recess and met them after school hours. 
Focused as I was on the formal aspects, I was initially very careful to present 
everyone I recorded with a form to read and sign. However, this transformed 
the atmosphere of what could have been an informal chat. As Haggerty (2004, 
p. 404) writes, ‘when used in the context of ethnographies, participant 
observation, or exploratory interviews, consent forms seem alien, unduly 
formal, and occasionally unworkable’, and they transform ‘encounters that are 
routinely more informal and exploratory into unnecessarily official and 
legalistic exchanges’. After a while, I therefore avoided interrupting ongoing 
conversations with any fiddling with consent forms or lengthy descriptions of 
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my project. Instead, I sought to do that afterwards when the timing was better. 
However, this in turn created strange scenes in which I confusingly hurried 
around the school in search of particular students I might have recorded – and 
even stranger scenes as I caught up with the students with a consent form and, 
out of breath, tried to explain to them that I would indeed keep the 15-second 
recording of them talking about the food in the cafeteria in a fireproof vault at 
the Department of Child and Youth Studies, and tried to convince them that 
this was important information for them to know as participants in the study 
(see Wästerfors, 2019 for a problematization of the informed consent).  

Frictions arose when the realities of fieldwork met the neat description of 
my planned research activities in the application for ethical approval. The 
more subtle ethical dilemmas that emerge when the researcher spends time 
with stakeholders is not taken into consideration in the process of ethics 
clearance based on pre-defined forms and committees that review the project 
based on ethical norms rooted in other scientific branches, e.g. clinical medical 
experiments (Wästerfors, 2019). The formal process of going through an 
ethics clearance also shaped the way I myself thought about ethical issues. But 
eventually, as the fieldwork continued, less formal ethical considerations also 
came to occupy my mind. Therefore, in the following I will reflect on the issue 
of power asymmetries between me and the participants, political alignments, 
and the question of how the participants are represented. 

Power asymmetries  
The teachers and students at Bråviken generously invited me to take part in 
their everyday life at school and during fieldwork. I got to know some students 
and teachers better than others, but all my relationships in the field were built 
on the same basic power asymmetry. An ethnographic study designed like 
mine is in some sense a ‘hit and run act’ (Pink, 2007) where the researcher is 
holding all the cards in relation to the participants. However transparent the 
researcher tries to be, it is still a fact that it is the researcher’s privilege as a 
writer to produce representations of people and practices that will be 
scrutinized and exposed to moral judgments.  

In line with Bartholdsson (2008), I want to stress that this responsibility of 
representation is mine and mine alone. I also concur with Heller (2008) when 
she dismisses the view of ethnographic writing as a project of ‘giving voice’ 
to the participants. Rather, writing ethnographically ‘is about providing an 
illuminating account for which the researcher is solely responsible’ (Heller, 
2008, p. 251; see also Kulick, 2019 for a discussion). 

As mentioned, the students all had different approaches to the idea of the 
‘political bubble’ of Bråviken. In this dissertation, there is not enough space 
to do justice to all the interesting and intelligent people who commented on 
the social climate at the school, or the issues discussed in the studies presented 
here. I have, however, been guided by an ambition to let the different papers 
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reflect the complexity of the issues at hand and the diverse ways in which 
students approached them. Furthermore, the individual actors described in this 
dissertation are in themselves less interesting. It is not my intention to make 
moral judgments on the individual participants. Rather, I want to highlight and 
examine the larger discursive formations and societal phenomena that frame 
the participants’ actions and make them intelligible.  

Adding to the power asymmetry is the fact that despite the researcher’s 
efforts to inform the participants, it is unlikely that the participants’ 
understanding of the study fully coincides with the researcher’s (Pink, 2007). 
The researcher will, for example, be much more knowledgeable about the 
theoretical framework that will be used to understand the events taking place 
during the fieldwork. Moreover, the researcher has experience of the academic 
context in which the study will be read and understood. As noted above, my 
ambition was to have open communication with the staff and students about 
my project. When new ideas emerged and I came to be interested in new 
aspects of language regimentation at the school, I asked the teachers to give 
me a couple of minutes to speak to the students to inform them of the new 
directions that my study might take. Yet, this does not change the fundamental 
asymmetry built into the methodology. Furthermore, as Blommaert (2013, p. 
25) points out, the ‘sharedness’ experienced during fieldwork, when 
researcher and informant share time and space, is replaced by a 
‘unidirectional, textual relationship in which the ethnographer is no longer an 
interlocutor alongside the informant, but a detached, “objective” voice who 
does not talk with the interlocutor but about him or her’. As experiences during 
fieldwork enter the ‘genre-machines of academic writing’ (Blommaert 2013, 
p. 25), the sharedness gives way to a scientific representation and much of the 
messiness and complexity of everyday experience is filtered out. 

That’s private! 
One student’s comment during a lunch break highlights another problematic 
aspect of my field relations: namely, how much personal information I should 
reveal to the students I met in the field. During lunch, the student asked me 
what drugs I had tried and how old I was when I first had sex. I simply refused 
to answer and tried to laugh it off. She replied, only half-jokingly, that she 
thought it strange that I expected them to reveal personal information about 
themselves but refused to do the same myself. Pondering this, I came up with 
a suggestion to the student. I would answer their questions about my personal 
life if they were the sorts of questions that I might possibly ask them in return, 
as part of my research practice. This meant that I answered students and 
teachers who asked me questions about my personal life regarding where I 
lived, what high school I had attended, if I was married, whom I voted for in 
the previous election, and so forth. This also meant that I still refused to 
answer more intimate questions that I did not expect the students to talk about 
while I was present.  
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The fact that students asked me about my political alignments is a facet of 
the school climate discussed above. Inserting myself into the social space of  
Bråviken, I too was interpellated as a political subject. I was asked questions 
about both my current political views and what political label I would use to 
describe myself when I was their age. Refusing to answer such questions 
would, I believe, have resulted in a less trusting relationship between me and 
the participants. I also argue that it would have been difficult to avoid 
positioning myself politically even if I tried. As I note above, one could not 
take part in the practices at Bråviken without having one’s actions or 
utterances interpreted within the local discursive regime, where the political 
was always present.  

Bråviken? 
Bråviken is a pseudonym for the high school where the fieldwork was 
conducted. The real name of the school will of course not be revealed by me. 
However, Stockholm is a small city and the island of Södermalm is even 
smaller. It could therefore seem problematic that the papers state that Bråviken 
is situated on the island of Södermalm in Stockholm. Additionally, the 
ethnographic portrait of the school eliminates other possible candidates, and 
for those who are familiar with the senior high schools on Södermalm, there 
are just a few schools left that fit the description given of Bråviken. In relation 
to this, the issue of confidentiality has been raised as the project has been 
presented at research seminars. Therefore, I will briefly present here the 
ethical considerations taken regarding the contextual information given about 
Bråviken in the thesis.  
     Firstly, my priority has been to ensure that the participating students are 
anonymized. Given that there are several schools that fit the description of 
Bråviken; that I do not specify at what time the fieldwork took place; that 
pseudonyms are used for the participants; and that at times I also excluded or 
even altered personal details deemed irrelevant to the analysis, it becomes 
impossible to trace the participating students for outsiders.  
     Relating to this, I would argue that this thesis is only in part an 
ethnographic text. I conducted ethnographic fieldwork, but the analysis is 
presented in papers published in academic journals, rather than in the form of 
a monograph. Academic papers do not provide enough space for the thickness 
of traditional ethnographic writing. From this follows that the current thesis 
does not present any in-depth descriptions of the participants. There are no 
‘main characters’ for the readers to familiarize themselves with. And the 
information provided on the individual participants represented in the thesis 
is limited, meaning that they are difficult to identify even for the participants 
in the study.  
    Secondly, if a school ethnographer withholds information about the school 
it becomes ‘a more ‘general’ place—a school that ‘could be any school’ 
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(Walford, 2005, p. 90) and this would imply a generalizability of the findings 
that is problematic. The phenomenon analyzed in this thesis is highly context-
dependent and I do not want to portray them otherwise.  

For an international audience, the practices at Bråviken must be put into a 
larger social and geographical context to make sense. Comments from 
reviewers on the papers have been a constant reminder of this. The individual 
papers submitted to an international journal were returned with a request for 
more contextual information on the school and the students. Thus, contextual 
information has been provided up to the point where it is ethically defensible 
and also matches the description of the research project given to the 
participants. In the papers, I then added a footnote that explains that further 
contextual information cannot be given as I am obliged to adhere to the ethical 
rules regarding participant anonymization.  

Anonymization is taken for granted as part of research ethics. However, the 
ideals of anonymization and whom it really serves is worth discussing. To 
begin with, one must ask if total anonymization of a research site is at all truly 
possible. As the school ethnographer provides contextual information about 
the research site and so many people at the school are aware of the presence 
of the researcher it would not be too difficult for a good journalist, for 
example, to make a few phone calls and find out what school is hidden behind 
the pseudonym (Walford, 2005). The promise of anonymity then becomes 
ethically questionable. And it functions more to facilitate access to the 
research site rather than protecting the institution from any harm potentially 
associated with recognition. In light of this, is it perhaps more ethical to 
‘constrain our promises’ (Snyder, 2002, p. 77) and, like for example Larsson 
(2019), name the schools that are involved in research? 

As explained above I have struggled to strike a balance between 
anonymization of the school and writing relevant, contextualized analyses. 
Acknowledging the difficulties of giving full anonymity to a place and an 
institution, I will continue to use the Bråviken pseudonym throughout the text. 
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Five. Concluding discussion 

‘Are you here to study how politically correctly we speak?’ one student 
jokingly asked as I introduced myself and my research. It is perhaps telling 
that this is what first comes to her mind when she hears that a researcher is 
interested in studying language use at her school. That the school was a place 
for the politically correct, for good or for bad, was a dominant self-image at 
Bråviken. And as described above, topics relating to the students’ politically 
motivated corrections of language also became the theme of this thesis, 
although I initially started my fieldwork with a slightly different research 
agenda.  

But I would argue that this thesis is not a study of how politically correctly 
the students at Bråviken spoke. Rather than setting out to describe students’ 
language use, the object of study is instead processes of language 
regimentation and language policing. That is, it is not a study of politically 
correct language, but an exploration of political corrections of language. And 
importantly, it is a study of youths’ navigation and negotiations of linguistic 
norms in a setting where the ideological nature of language was foregrounded.  

Furthermore, the aim of the thesis is of course to use the particular 
negotiations of language unfolding at the particular site of Bråviken senior 
high school to engage in a more general academic conversation on youth’s 
political struggles over language. In this concluding section I will discuss how 
this thesis enters such a discussion and how it can contribute. To do so, I will 
return to the public debate on language policing and political correctness in 
Sweden presented in the introduction as this debate raises issues that can be 
used as an inroad to discuss some of the key findings and themes in the current 
thesis.  
 
Firstly, the debate raised the issue of the legitimacy of language activism as 
‘real political activism’ and the question of whether language activism 
‘works’?  

Politically correct language policing is nothing but harassment, writes 
Melin (2020) in the article that spurred the debate. The manipulations of 
language performed by the language police do not work, he argues, in the 
sense that it does not ‘change the world’. As a researcher in cognitive 
linguistics, he claims that there is no scientific evidence that language use has 
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any significant impact on the way people perceive reality, regardless of what 
the ‘so called social constructivists’ say.  

This categorical dismissal was in turn criticised by other participants in the 
debate, for example, the anthropologist Don Kulick (2020) who confessed to 
having ‘sold his soul’ to the ‘inconvenient sect’ of social constructivism and 
thus argued for another perspective on the relation between language and 
social life. Kulick did however criticize the way Swedes have become so 
concerned with speaking politically correctly that we lose focus on right 
political and ethical action. There is a risk, Kulick argued, that the act of 
correcting someone else’s problematic language use becomes a substitute for 
political action on other arenas. This was also an argument that I heard at 
Bråviken: ‘Talk is cheap’, as Tim put it. And his friends would agree that 
policing others’ language is not the same thing as taking part in real activism 
such as demonstrations or civil disobedience.  

In relation to this discussion on the legitimacy and potency of language 
activism this thesis can contribute by showing how negotiations over language 
‘work’ in a social context, not by answering the oversimplified question of 
whether language activism works in the terms described by Melin and other 
critics, that is, whether there is a direct correlation between using a new term 
and changes in how a phenomenon is perceived. Instead, by exploring 
negotiations over language as a contextualized and embodied practice, the 
analyses in this thesis show how language activism is part of the production 
of social space, delineations between social groups, political subjectivities, 
feelings of belonging and exclusion, and more. From a linguistic 
anthropological perspective (Bauman, 2003; Duranti, 1997), this is the level 
at which language (activism) works. The negotiations over language and 
metalinguistic debates under study are ideological and power invested and will 
always ‘work’. That is, they work in the sense that struggles over language 
always impact the distribution of agency and voice as some normativities are 
challenged and other normativities are produced in their place. This thesis 
shows that debates over language are not a decontextualized phenomenon but 
are always played out in a specific social setting and have an impact on 
peoples’ lives in complex and shifting ways. In this way, language activism 
will indeed always ‘change the world’ to paraphrase Melin (2020). 

Hence, this thesis adds to the public debate by approaching from a slightly 
different angle the questions of if and how language activism works. A 
language anthropological approach to a question of how language activism 
works also provides an opportunity to add to the academic conversation on 
youth and political subjectivities.  

One aspect of how language activism ‘works’ is that the language activism 
under study is part in the socialization of young political subjectivities. The 
thesis focuses on the central role of language in the political socialization of 
youth. It thus addresses a facet of youth political activism and socialization 
that has been overlooked in youth research. Whereas language is touched upon 
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occasionally (e.g. Jenkins, 2016), there is a noticeable lack of in-depth 
discussions on language in recent literature on youth activism and youth 
political socialization (e.g. Bessant et al., 2021; Earl et al., 2017; Pickard & 
Bessant, 2018; Terriquez et al., 2020). In light of this, the current thesis 
provides insights into the pivotal role of language in the shaping of youths’ 
political and activist selves.  

Following a tradition in child and youth studies of attending to the voices 
of youth and regarding youth to be agents capable of transformative actions, 
the analyses emphasize how youth socialize each other. Whereas some earlier 
research on youth activism has been built on a deficit model, depicting youth 
as primarily socialized into being political actors by adults (see Earl et al., 
2017 for an overview), this thesis follows the call from scholars of youth 
political socialization (e.g. Gordon & Taft, 2011; Youniss et al., 2002) to 
investigate peer socialization among youth.  

Importantly, the papers do not provide an analysis of straightforward 
language socialization processes through which students achieve a 
communicative competence (Hymes, 1964) in an activist context. Such 
processes are complemented by an analysis of the students’ language activism 
as a struggle for meaning (Parish & Hall, 2020) which serves to reconfigure 
the local linguistic economy. Put differently, the analyses do not emphasize 
processes where speakers acquire linguistic skills, like learning the meaning 
of ‘cis’ (a cis person is a person whose gender identity matches the sex that 
the person was assigned at birth) and how to deploy it in interaction. Instead, 
the analyses highlight youth’s negotiations and struggles over the meanings 
of language, for example what ‘queer’ really means (Årman forth.) or the 
indexicalities of ‘förortsslang’ (Årman, 2018). In this process, subjectivities 
and identities are shaped and reformed and this political struggle over 
language cannot be separated from the formation of political subjectivities, as 
is exemplified by the case of Alima in paper III (Årman, 2018). Alima draws 
on the circulating semiotic resources about cultural appropriation to 
emphasize the political facets of the use of ‘förortsslang’ at the school. In the 
process, she also positions herself as a stakeholder in the debate. From this 
position of interpretive precedence (tolkningsföreträde), she can renegotiate 
the meaning attached to ‘förortsslang’. Similarly, in paper II, the negotiation 
of what ‘queer’ means entails a negotiation of who is an eligible queer speaker. 
The discussion builds on, and negotiates, delineations between the queer and 
non-queer subject – delineations that impact students’ right to take part in the 
political discussion unfolding on the bathroom door. 

Hence, by showing the workings of language activism as it is played out in 
everyday life, this thesis can contribute to long-standing conversations on 
language socialization and political socialization of youth.  
 
Secondly, several texts in the debate on language activism mentioned in the 
introduction conjure the categories ‘ordinary people’ and ‘language activists’ 
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as if they were two essentially different groups. This thesis shows that such a 
dichotomy does not stand up to closer scrutiny. In line with Cameron (1995) 
the papers show that struggles over language and normative metalinguistic 
commentary take place in many different forms, in all societal arenas, and 
involve many different actors. Cameron (1995) points out that we are all 
‘verbal hygienists’. That is, commenting on and correcting each other’s 
language is a common practice. And instead of a dichotomy between the 
‘activists’ and ‘ordinary people’ I would describe all the participants in the 
study, activists or not, as ‘ordinary people’; ordinary people who are trying to 
make sense of complex questions of language, identity, and power. 

The analysis in this thesis underscores the semiotic work that produces 
authentic activist voices that can speak with authority on issues of language. 
Instead of presupposing ‘language activist’ as a fixed and stable identity, the 
analysis focuses on youths’ struggle for agency in language issues of 
importance to them. Here, the thesis enters into dialog with sociolinguistic 
research on language activism and language policy as practice (Ferrada et al., 
2020; McCarty, 2011). Combining the perspectives of child and youth studies 
with research on language policy and language activism also highlights blind 
spots in these bodies of research.  

One of the main arguments in this thesis is that the study of language 
politics and language activism needs to engage more thoroughly and 
consciously with the role of youth in political struggles over language. 
Research needs to acknowledge youth as agents in language-political 
processes, without for that matter treating their agency as a given. Instead, 
language activist research needs to find a more nuanced way of 
conceptualizing youth agency. In dialog with research on youth agency (e.g. 
Coffey & Farrugia, 2014; Raby, 2005), this thesis represents an effort to 
problematize the way youth and youth agency are treated in sociolinguistic 
research.  

 
Thirdly, in the public debate on language activism one can hear claims about 
what certain words really mean, and that language activism represents just 
vain attempts to manipulate the true meaning of words. From this perspective 
it is argued that language is best left alone as interventions just risk obscuring 
the natural order of things.  

Building on a linguistic anthropological view of language as a 
contextualized phenomenon, the analysis shows the highly ideological 
functions of language. Particularly paper II (Årman, forth.) zooms in on 
negotiations and struggles over meaning and exemplifies the impossibility of 
determining and fixate meaning (e.g. Butler 1991). The paper illustrates how 
language always attains meaning in context and the naivety in the claims of 
the ‘true’ meaning of words that are sometimes heard in the public debate.  
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Finally, in the public debate commented on in the introduction, the initial 
article introduced an issue that none of the following contributions to the 
debate picked up on, namely, the normativities produced by the language 
activism. It was claimed that language policing makes ‘ordinary Swedes’ fall 
silent as they are afraid to misspeak and be labeled as homophobic, sexist or 
racist. It is perhaps telling that this is not commented upon by other 
participants in the debate. Acknowledging the normativity of antinormativity 
disturbs the neat lines of conflict between a supposedly liberatory project of 
challenging problematic norms encoded in language and a conservative 
resistance to this progressive movement. Here, I think this thesis can 
contribute by considering the strict norms produced by language activism, 
without for that matter reducing other functions that language activism can 
play.  

Again, the issue of normativities cannot be discussed on the terms 
presented in the debate article as I take the category of ‘ordinary Swedes’ to 
encompass all participants in the study. However, a central theme in the thesis 
is the normativities produced by the youths’ language regimentation and how 
youths navigate such linguistic norms.  

Positioned in the intersection of child and youth studies and linguistic 
anthropology this study is well situated to address such issues. The debate on 
youth agency within child and youth studies, and the belief that youth should 
be taken seriously as political actors in their own right lays the groundwork 
for a study that does not give a one-sided portrait of youth as fighting power 
and resisting problematic linguistic norms. Like any social agent, youth are 
navigating and negotiating a web of normativities. In this process youth are 
also co-creators of norms. 

As Cameron (1995, p. 163) states ‘there is no language without 
normativity’ and the papers all address linguistic normativity in different 
ways. Importantly, the thesis explores the normativity of antinormativity (Hall 
et al., 2019; Wiegman & Wilson, 2015), showing how the efforts to challenge 
heteronormativity, linguistic racism or transphobia in turn produced new and 
strict norms for language use, norms that also gave rise to fears of social 
exclusion and a weariness over having one’s language constantly scrutinized.  

In relation to the public debate, I think it is important to acknowledge this 
aspect of language activism, and perhaps blur the neat lines of conflict that are 
conjured in the debate.  
 
Language is a site for political struggle (Stroud, 2001). This is an assumption 
that both shapes the negotiations of language presented in this thesis as well 
as the current analysis of them.  

In the students’ commitment to anti-racism, feminism, and LGBTQ+ 
rights, language was understood as an arena for political struggle, and their 
debates reflect an understanding of language as being more than a neutral tool 
communication. In the negotiations over language, everyday language use was 
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seen as invested with power and a site where structural injustices are both 
played out and reproduced, but also challenged.  

This is an ontological position on language that reflects larger shifts in how 
language is conceptualized, where scholars as well as activists have turned 
their attention to power as it operates in and through discourse (e.g. Cameron, 
1995; Kress, 2001). The debates on language use at Bråviken high school thus 
constitute an interesting site to study the workings of language activism that 
is underpinned by an understanding of language that in many ways dovetails 
with that found in critical sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology and much 
of the work done within the field of child and youth studies.  

With ethnographic methods, this thesis engages with the issue of language 
activism and language policy as a thoroughly contextualized and embodied 
phenomenon. It explores how ideologies of language and discourses on race, 
sexuality, and gender are entextualized and resemiotized in youth’s language 
activism. Furthermore, the analysis takes into account how intersecting social 
forces on different scales (e.g., affect, materiality, dominating discourses) 
create the conditions for the youths’ discursive interventions and debates over 
language.  

Importantly, the analysis is not an evaluation to determine if language 
activism works. The analysis is an exploration of how language activism 
works, in the sense of looking at the social impact the debates on language 
have as they both challenge as well as produce normativity, but also in the 
sense of studying the semiotic and rhetorical work to produce a legitimate 
activist voice that the activism entails.  

Without treating youth agency as a given, this thesis shows youth as 
capable language-political actors that actively struggle to navigate and shape 
expectations on language behavior.  
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Sammanfattning på svenska 

Kan ordet ”queer” förstås som nedsättande? Är det ok att prata ”förortsslang” 
som ett skämt? Hur ska man egentligen prata om man vill vara inkluderande? 
Om man inte vet, är det bäst att vara tyst under klassrumsdiskussionerna då? 
Och kanske framförallt, vem har rätt att avgöra sånt här? Detta är exempel på 
frågor som förhandlades av ungdomarna på Bråvikens gymnasieskola i 
Stockholm. Deras diskussioner om språk och politik står i centrum för denna 
sammanläggningsavhandling. Avhandlingen består av tre delstudier som 
belyser olika aspekter av ungdomarnas metakommentarer på 
språkanvändning.  

Ungdomarnas diskussioner om fenomen som könsneutrala pronomen och 
språklig kulturell appropriering speglar en syn på språk som en viktig politisk 
arena. En arena där orättvisor och exkluderande normer reproduceras, men där 
de också kan ifrågasättas och motverkas. Det är en syn på språk och en 
språkideologisk hållning som återspeglar en förändring i hur relationen mellan 
språk och politik förstås (Kress, 2001). Både aktivister och akademiker har 
under en längre tid intresserat sig för språkanvändning som maktutövning (e.g. 
Cameron, 1995; Milles, 2021; Young, 1997).  

Ungdomarnas diskussioner blir här intressanta för att utforska hur unga 
navigerar de språkliga normer som skapas av en språkaktivism som bygger på 
en syn på språk som performativt och omöjligt att separera från frågor om 
makt. Även om språkaktivismen i sig tar en central plats i analyserna så 
handlar avhandlingen till minst lika stor del om hur unga förhåller sig till 
språkaktivismen och de sociala och språkliga normer som den producerar.  
 
Syftet med avhandlingen är att utforska ungas multimodala förhandlingar om 
språk och studierna belyser:  
 

1. Hur språkideologi och diskurser kring ras, sexualitet och kön 
manifesteras i ungas språkaktivism. 

2. Förhandlingar om språk som en kontextuellt situerad praktik  
3. Hur affektiva praktiker, materialitet, och dominerande diskurser skapar 

förutsättningar för språkinterventioner. 
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Studierna 
Studie I, tar ett bredare grepp om språkaktivism som social praktik. Studien 
berör hur de ungas språkaktivism både utmanar normer och samtidigt 
producerar nya normativiteter.  

Med utgångspunkt i Ahmeds (2004), Sedgwicks (2003) och Wetherells, 
(2012) teoretiserande av affekt behandlar artikeln Affects of verbal hygiene: 
the impact of language activism at a Swedish high school (Årman, 2020) skam 
i relation till språkaktivism. Skam förstås i artikelns som en performativ kraft 
(Ahmed, 2004; Munt, 2007). Det vill säga, artikeln intresserar sig inte för 
skam i egenskap av något som elever eller lärares känner inombords, utan för 
vad skam gör genom affektiva praktiker (Wetherell, 2013). Skam förstås 
vidare som en i grunden social emotion. Som Ahmed (2004) påpekar behöver 
vi någon annans blick på oss för att skämmas och denna blick kan inte komma 
från vem som helst. Det krävs att den utvärderande blicken kommer från 
någon som vi känner en viss närhet till, någon som delar våra ideal om vad 
som är värt att skämmas för. Således förutsätter skam också en gemenskap. 
Denna ambivalenta egenskap hos skam står i centrum för artikelns analyser av 
språkaktivism, som har som syfte att skapa ett inkluderande rum för HBTQ+-
personer.  

I artikeln argumenteras det för att språkaktivismen producerar ett ’vi’ 
bestående av de som besitter rätt språkliga verktyg för att tala på ett 
inkluderande sätt. Ett ’vi’ som också har rätt att berätta och skola ’er andra’ 
på skolan hur ni bör använda språk. Men samtidigt förutsätts också ett 
gemensamt ’vi’ där bägge dessa grupper ingår. Ett vi som delar förhoppningen 
om att skolan ska vara en plats där alla ska känna sig välkomna oavsett 
könsidentitet eller sexualitet. Genom att studera språkaktivism som en affektiv 
praktik (Wetherell, 2012, 2013) fångar artikeln ambivalensen i språkaktivism 
som något som både ifrågasätter normer men som också producerar 
gränsdragningar mellan sociala grupper och skapar nya normativiteter.  
 
Studie II, Order and Turbulence in the Bathroom – Youths’ Negotiations of 
the Meaning of ‘Queer’ (Årman forth.) analyserar elevernas klotter på en av 
skolans toaletter. En klottrad uppmaning om att queera elever ska ge sig till 
känna för att få en kram sätter igång en diskussion på toalettdörren om vad 
queer egentligen betyder. Och huruvida queer kan förstås som ett nedsättande 
skällsord. Deltagarna i diskussionen har olika åsikter om vilken tolkningsram 
som ska användas när betydelsen av begreppet ska bestämmas. De lägger 
bland annat olika vikt vid begreppets historia som slur i en amerikansk 
kontext.  

För att visa på svårigheterna med att fixera vad ett ord egentligen betyder 
används Cresswells och Martins (2012) metafor ’turbulens’. Analysen visar 
att det i den klottrade diskussionen pågår en kamp som inte enbart handlar om 
ordets betydelse utan som lika mycket är en kamp om vem som har rätten att 
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bestämma vilken tolkningsram som bör användas. För att göra sin röst hörd 
på toalettväggen måste eleverna som deltar i diskussionen förhålla sig till flera 
olika kontextuella faktorer som påverkar huruvida deras inlägg i diskussionen 
förstås som legitimt. Deltagarna måste navigera 1) den taxonomi av 
identitetskategorier som görs relevanta i diskussionen på toalettdörren, 2) de 
möjligheter till meningsskapande som modaliteterna i toalettklotter erbjuder 
och 3) den diskursiva regimen och debattklimatet på skolan.  

I den offentliga diskussionen om språkaktivism hörs ibland påståenden om 
vad vissa ord egentligen betyder och att de därför antingen får eller inte får 
användas. I relation till detta illustrerar artikeln Butlers (1991) poäng om 
omöjligheten att kontrollera och låsa fast språkets betydelser, och hur 
diskussioner om språkliga betydelser inte kan separeras från frågor om 
identitet och makt.  

I en mer akademisk diskussion om ungas agens i språkpolitisk forskning 
bidrar artikeln med en problematisering av hur unga framställs i forskningen. 
Artikeln beskriver den språkliga förhandlingen som en form av lingvistiskt 
medborgarskap (Stroud, 2001). Det vill säga att förhandlingarna om queer blir 
en arena för talare att själva engagera sig för språkpolitiska frågor som har 
konsekvenser för dem i deras vardag. I förhandlingen produceras också talarna 
som politiska subjekt som har rätt att bli tilltalade och förstådda som delaktiga 
i språkpolitiska processer. Däremot problematiserar artikeln den stundtals 
förenklade synen på agens som återspeglas i forskning om lingvistiskt 
medborgarskap (e.g., Williams & Stroud, 2017). I analysen förstås inte 
diskussionen på toalettdörren som ett uttryck för en inneboende agens hos 
unga. Istället analyseras den språkliga förhandlingen som en kamp om rätten 
att fixera språkliga tolkningsramar (Parish & Hall, 2020) och agens förstås 
som något instabilt, kontextuellt situerat och ett relationellt fenomen som 
skapas i mötet mellan individer, institutioner, praktiker och semiotiska 
modaliteter (Raithelhuber, 2016).  
 
I studie III, Speaking ‘the Other’?: Youths' regimentation and policing of 
contemporary urban vernacular (Årman, 2018), är elevernas förhandlingar 
om vem som har rätt att använda ’förortsslang’ på skolan i centrum. Med 
utgångspunkt i att språk och talare är rörliga (e.g Blommaert, 2010) beskriver 
studien de diskussioner som uppstår när både språk och talare rör sig från 
Stockholms ytterstad till innerstaden. I artikeln möter vi elever som protesterar 
mot hur förortsslangen används av ’innerstadsungdomar’ på ett ironiskt eller 
skämtsamt sätt.  

På skolan pågick vid tillfället en intensiv diskussion om kulturell 
appropriering (Matthes, 2016). Diskussionerna handlade ofta om var 
gränserna för kulturell appropriering går men också om vem som har rätten 
att avgöra detta. Vem som har tolkningsföreträde. Även om gränsdragningar 
diskuterades fanns det en dominerande syn på appropriering som något i 
grunden problematiskt. Kulturell approrpiering som koncept kom också att 
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färga samtal om språkanvändning på skolan då elever beskrev användningen 
av ’förortsslang’ som en form av kulturell appropriering. Genom att använda 
kulturell appropriering som ett språkideologiskt koncept skapades ett 
kraftfullt retoriskt verktyg för språklig intervention.  

Artikeln belyser hur resemiotisering (Iedema, 2003) av amerikansk 
aktivistisk diskurs producerar en kontext där kulturell appropriering kan 
användas som koncept för att förstå språkanvändning. Genom ett pågående 
semiotiskt arbete producerar ungdomarna en plats där det blir begripligt att 
anklaga någon för språklig kulturell appropriering. Analysen lyfter fram att 
sådana platsskapande praktiker i sig fungerar som en form av språkaktivism. 
Eller som en förutsättning för en språkaktivism som bygger på andra 
diskursiva figurer än de språkliberala idéer om språk och språkväxling som 
dominerat i Sverige.  

Givet att vi vet att diskussioner om förortsslangen fungerar som en arena 
för att förhandla om relationer mellan svenskhet och invandrarskap (Jonsson, 
2018; Milani & Jonsson, 2011; Stroud, 2004), så visar artikeln på hur nya 
aktivistdiskurser utmanar den dominerande färgblinda antirasismen i Sverige. 

I skärningspunkten mellan traditioner 
De tre artiklarna behandlar olika aspekter av ungas språkaktivism och 
språkliga förhandlingar. Men de har gemensamt att de alla är författade i 
skärningspunkten mellan en barn- och ungdomsvetenskap (e.g. Alanen, 1988; 
Furlong, 2013; James & Prout, 1990) och lingvistisk antropologi (e.g. Gal, 
2006; Irvine, 1989). Dessutom är studierna teoretiskt och metodologiskt 
inspirerade av studiet av lingvistiska landskap (Jaworski & Thurlow, 2011; 
Scollon & Scollon, 2003) inom sociolingvistik och flerspråkighetsforskning. 
Genom att kombinera barn- och ungdomsvetenskapliga perspektiv med 
lingvistisk antropologi i en studie av ungas språkideologiska förhandlingar 
kan avhandlingen bidra i en dialog med respektive fält. 

Ett barn- och ungdomsvetenskapligt bidrag till språkpolitisk 
forskning 
Inom barn- och ungdomsvetenskaplig tradition läggs stor vikt vid att lyfta 
fram barn och ungas egna erfarenheter och perspektiv samt att erkänna barn 
och unga som aktörer som har kapacitet att påverka sin omgivning och 
livssituation. Samt att barn och unga bör studeras i sin egen rätt snarare än i 
egenskap av blivande vuxna. Genom att anlägga ett barn- och 
ungdomsvetenskapligt perspektiv på studiet av språkaktivism lyfter 
avhandlingen fram unga som språkpolitiska aktörer.  

I sociolingvistisk forskning som rör språkaktivism (e.g. Ferrada et al., 
2020) och språkpolitik som lokal praktik (McCarty, 2011) går det att urskilja 
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två något motsägelsefulla trender. Å ena sidan finns det en tendens inom 
språkpolitisk forskning att förbise unga som språkpolitiska aktörer. I många 
studier av språkpolitik i kontexter där unga befinner sig, till exempel skolor, 
beskrivs unga enbart som mottagare av språkpolitik, inte som språkpolitiska 
aktörer. Istället är det myndigheter eller skolan som institution (e.g. 
Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Takam & Fassé, 2020), alternativt lärare (e.g. 
Amir & Musk, 2013; Cushing, 2020; Stritikus, 2002) som beskrivs som aktiva 
deltagare i de språkpolitiska processerna. Å andra sidan finns det forskning 
där unga istället framträder som nästan exceptionellt kapabla. I bemärkelsen 
att de gör aktivt motstånd mot till exempel rasistiska språkideologier (e.g. 
Ferrada et al., 2020). I denna forskning framträder också den politiskt 
medvetna unga som gör aktivt motstånd mot problematiska språkideologier 
som något av ett favoritsubjekt medan det tycks mindre intressant att 
porträttera de unga som inte är språkaktivister.  

Att kombinera barn- och ungdomsvetenskapliga perspektiv med 
språkpolitisk forskning ger en möjlighet att nyansera denna bild av ungas 
deltagande i språkpolitiska och språkideologiska processer. Inom barn- och 
ungdomsvetenskap har diskussionen om ungas agens pågått länge (e.g. Coffey 
& Farrugia, 2014; James, 2009; Raithelhuber, 2016) och det samtalet kan 
användas för att bidra till en mer komplex bild av unga som språkpolitiska 
subjekt och aktörer. Det finns en ambition med den här avhandlingen att visa 
på att ungas språkaktivism kan ha flera olika funktioner. Samtidigt som den 
problematiserar normer är den också en form av maktutövning och producerar 
sina egna normativiteter och sociala gränsdragningar. Och istället för att 
enbart fokusera på språkaktivismen i sig finns en ambition att även låta 
ungdomars olika sätt att förhålla sig till språkdiskussionerna och 
språknormerna också få utrymme i avhandlingen.  

Lingvistisk antropologi fokuserar språkets roll i ungas politiska 
socialisering 
Den lingvistisk antropologiska ansatsen (Gal, 2006; Irvine, 1989) i 
avhandlingen innebär att förhandlingarna om språk studeras som en 
kontextuellt situerad praktik. Därigenom flyttas fokus från språk som ett 
abstrakt system till språkanvändning som socialt handlande. Ett lingvistiskt 
antropologiskt perspektiv på ungas förhandlingar om språk erbjuder en 
möjlighet att fördjupa diskussionen om språkets roll i ungas politiska 
socialisering och ungas aktivism.  

Språkaktivismen och förhandlingarna om språk och politik bland de unga 
på skolan utgör en form av språksocialisering (Aronsson, 2011; Schieffelin & 
Ochs, 1986a). Ungdomarna socialiserar varandra (Goodwin & Kyratzis, 2011) 
i ett aktivistiskt språkbruk och utvecklar politiska, sociala och språkliga 
kunskaper och färdigheter. Det är en socialisering som sker språkligt samtidigt 
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som det är en socialisering i att just använda språk (Schieffelin & Ochs 1986, 
p. 163).  

Samtidigt är det viktigt att komma ihåg att språksocialiseringen som den 
beskrivs i avhandlingen på inget sätt är en envägsprocess där de talare med 
större erfarenhet av aktivistiskt språk skolar elever som ännu inte tillägnat sig 
ett ’korrekt’ språkbruk. Även om elever kunde anse sig vara mer kunniga, 
besitta språkliga resurser och anse sig ha rätten att korrigera andras språk och 
lära dem hur inkluderande språkanvändning ser ut, så tar inte denna 
avhandling sådana antaganden som utgångspunkt. Istället är analysen riktad 
mot de semiotiska, retoriska och sociala processer som gav att vissa elever 
kunde tala med auktoritet om frågor som rör språkbruk.  

Dessutom visar analyserna på hur olika aktörer reagerar på, förhandlar och 
ibland ifrågasätter normativa förväntningar på deras språkbruk. Centralt är 
också en aspekt av språksocialisering som handlar om hur unga utvecklar en 
förståelse för hur språk kan användas för att indexera olika sociala positioner 
i deras sociala sammanhang (Duff & May, 2017, p. i).   

Ett lingvistiskt antropologiskt perspektiv på språkaktivism och en 
förståelse av språkliga förhandlingar som en form av språksocialisation ger 
möjlighet att peka på språkets centrala roll i ungas politiska socialisering.  

Inom forskning som rör ungas politiska aktivism och politiska socialisering 
(e.g. Bessant et al., 2021; Earl et al., 2017; Pickard & Bessant, 2018; Terriquez 
et al., 2020) saknas en mer djupgående diskussion om språkets roll i dessa 
processer. Här kan avhandlingen bidra med att visa på den centrala roll som 
språk spelar i formandet av unga som politiska och aktivistiska subjekt. 
Utifrån ett lingvistiskt antropologiskt perspektiv förstås språk inte bara som 
en dimension av flera, utan som helt central i socialiseringsprocesser. Som 
(Bucholtz & Hall, 2009) påpekar är språket helt avgörande i legitimering av 
subjekt och röster. Med andra ord, språk är helt centralt i de ideologiska 
processer som producerar legitima talare som anses äga en röst värd att lyssna 
på. Att äga en röst värd att lyssna på är en helt fundamental grund för politisk 
subjektivitet. 
 
Språk är alltid situerat i en social kontext. Som en lång tradition av lingvistisk 
antropologisk forskning visar kan språkanvändning i social kontext aldrig 
separeras från frågor om makt. Den etnografiska ansatsen i den här 
avhandlingen erbjuder en möjlighet att studera språkaktivism och 
diskussioner om språk utan att reducera språk, språkanvändning och 
språkideologiska debatter till abstrakta fenomen. Genom att följa unga i deras 
vardag visar avhandlingen hur unga förhandlar svåra frågor om språk, makt 
och identitet. Avhandlingen ger en bild av unga som aktiva och kompetenta 
språkpolitiska aktörer och bidrar med en analys av språkaktivism som ett 
kontextuellt och förkroppsligat fenomen.  
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Picture 1: Simon inspecting the cardboard with the text: ‘Death is a social            
construction’. ......................................................................................... 1 

Picture 2: Sticker on a student locker. The text ‘nöff nöff’ (oink oink) is made 
to graphically resemble the logo of the conservative party, Moderaterna.
 ............................................................................................................ 40 

Picture 3: Poster with the text: ‘At our place straights are welcome too!’ and 
the scribble: ‘This is the worst thing I’ve seen!’ ................................... 48 
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Appendix B. Consent form  

 
TILL ELEVER 
 
Hej, 
 
Jag heter Henning Årman och är doktorand vid Barn och 
ungdomsvetenskapliga institutionen vid Stockholms universitet. Jag ska just 
påbörja ett forskningsprojekt om språkanvändning och identitet bland 
gymnasieelever. Jag är intresserad av användningen av slang eller 
kamratspråk, men också av vad som skolan och elever definierar som bra 
eller fint språk, exempelvis en ”bra svenska” eller ”god engelska”.   
 
Jag skriver mer om projektet och vad det innebär att delta i studien i 
nedanstående text. Där får du också en fråga om att delta i studien. Det är 
helt frivilligt att vara med och endast den som samtycker till att delta 
kommer att ingå. 
  
Om ni har ytterligare frågor kan ni också kontakta mig på mail eller telefon, 
eller se vilken slags forskning som bedrivs på min institution genom att 
besöka institutionens hemsida: www.buv.su.se 
 
 
Med vänliga hälsningar 
 
Henning Årman 
henning.arman@buv.su.se 
 
Telefon, dagtid: 0709 815018 
 
Vill du delta i ett forskningsprojekt om språkanvändning, slang och 
språknorm i gymnasieskolan? 
 
Bakgrund och syfte 
 
Följande projekt intresserar sig för identitet och språkanvändning bland 
gymnasieelever. Jag är intresserad av gymnasieungdomars samtal under 
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lektioner och raster och jag har ett särskilt intresse för användningen av 
slang eller andra språkliga stilar som används bland vänner. Jag undersöker 
också vad skolan och elever definierar som bra språk eller språk med hög 
status, exempelvis en ”bra svenska” eller en ”god engelska”. Därutöver är 
jag intresserade av språkets betydelse för identitetsskapande och känsla av 
tillhörighet med olika plaster eller grupper. Detta är en studie om vad man 
gör i sättet att prata, och hur de språkliga stilar man använder i sin vardag 
uppfattas av omgivningen.  
 
Förfrågan om deltagande  
 
Härmed tillfrågas du om att medverka i studien. Du tillfrågas eftersom du 
går vid den skola som valts ut i projektet. Skolan valdes för att den lockar 
många sökande elever och har ett gott rykte.  
 
Hur går studien till? 
 
Under vårterminen XXXX följer jag med i undervisningen som deltagande 
observatör. Jag tar anteckningar om händelser och aktiviteter, och spelar in 
vanlig kommunikation under lektioner och raster. De elever som önskar 
kommer även att få låna bandspelare för att spela in sin egen kommunikation 
med kamrater under lektioner eller raster. Jag kommer också att i viss 
utsträckning fotografera skolans miljöer, med fokus på lokalerna snarare än 
elever.  
Under höstterminen XXXX kommer jag återigen att följa med i 
undervisningen. I detta skede kan du också komma att tillfrågas om att låta 
mig följa med dig efter skoltid, på fritiden, på de platser och vid de tillfällen 
som du själv väljer ut. Då kommer jag att ta anteckningar och spela in 
naturligt förekommande samtal som tidigare i skolan. Under denna del 
kommer du också intervjuas av forskaren som ställer frågor om exempelvis 
ditt skolval, om din språkanvändning, om din uppfattning av bra och dåligt 
språk.  
 
Vilka är riskerna med att delta? 
 
Om du väljer att delta kommer en del av dina vardagliga samtal att spelas in. 
Det finns en risk att det uppfattas som känsligt - exempelvis att lärare eller 
kamrater ska läsa om vad du sagt. Det kan också uppelvas som känsligt att 
en forskare ska analysera din språkanvändning. Därför vidtas några viktiga 
åtgärder: Omedelbart vid första utskriften av det inspelade materialet 
kommer alla namn på personer bytas ut för att göra alla deltagare anonyma, 
och bara den som gett sitt skriftliga samtycke till det, kommer att 
dokumenteras.  
Under höstterminen kan forskaren be om lov att få följa med dig på platser 
efter skolan, under din fritid. Det kan uppfattas som mer personligt och en 
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risk för integriteteten. Därför är det bara du själv som avgör de platser, 
sammahang, tidpunkter och andra personer i din omgivning som passar bäst 
att forskaren följer med och får träffa. Forskaren besöker bara dessa tillfällen 
och sammanhang. Alla de nya personer som då deltar i studien kommer att 
informeras om projektet innan datainsamling påbörjas. Endast de som ger 
sitt samtycke till att delta, kommer att ingå i studien. 
 
Finns det några fördelar av att vara med?   
 
En möjlig fördel med att delta i projektet är att bli uppmärksammad för dina 
erfarenheter och perspektiv. Tidigare forskning har visat att just möjligheten 
att en forskare följer elever under en längre tid, och har möjlighete att lyssna 
på unga under en längre intervju, kan uppskattas av många. 
 
Hantering av insamlad data  
 
Kommunikation i vardagen och under intervjuer kommer att dokumenteras 
med hjälp av bandinspelning, och därefter skrivas ut. Allt material behandlas 
och förvaras på ett sätt så att ingen obehörig kan ta del av dem, inlåst i ett 
stöldsäkert skåp, vid Stockholms universitet. Alla namn på personer och 
skolor byts ut omedelbart vid utskriften. Även detaljer om sammanhang kan 
komma att bytas ut, för att försvåra ett igenkännande av de utbytta namnen. 
Ingen har tillgång till deltagarnas verkliga namn, efter att materialet skrivits 
ut, och det kommer inte finnas någon form av lista över deltagare eller annat 
personregister. Ansvarig för alla uppgifter är Henning Årman och ytterst 
Stockholms universitet.  
 
Hur får forskningsdeltagaren information om studiens resultat? 
 
Alla deltagare kommer att erbjudas de artiklar och texter som skrivs om 
projektet. 
 
Frivillighet 
 
Bara om du ger skriftligt samtycke till att delta, kommer du att ingå i 
studien. Du har rätt att när som helst, utan särskild förklaring, avbryta din 
medverkan.  
 
Ansvariga 
 

Ansvarig forskare är Henning Årman. Telefon dagtid: 0709 815018, E-post:  
 
Huvudman för projektet är prefekt Ann- Christin Cederborg, e-post : ann-
christin.cederborg@buv.su.se 
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Samtyckesformulär  
 
Jag har informerats om forskningsprojektet som beskrivs i texten ovan. Jag 
har fått tillfälle att ställa frågor, fått dem besvarade och samtycker härmed 
till att delta i studien. 
 
 
 
 
 
Underskrift      Ort och datum  
 
 
Namnförtydligande 
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TILL LÄRARE 
Vill du delta i ett forskningsprojekt om språkanvändning, slang och 
språknorm i gymnasieskolan? 
 
 
Bakgrund och syfte 
 
Följande projekt intresserar sig för identitet och språkanvändning bland 
gymnasieelever. Vi är intresserade av gymnasieungdomars samtal under 
lektioner och raster och vi har ett särskilt intresse för användningen av slang 
eller andra språkliga stilar som används bland vänner. Vi undersöker vad 
skolan och elever definierar som bra språk eller språk med hög status, 
exempelvis en ”bra svenska” eller en ”god engelska”. Vi är också 
intresserade av språkets betydelse för identitetsskapande och känsla av 
tillhörighet med olika plaster eller grupper. Detta är en studie om vad man 
gör i sättet att prata, och hur de språkliga stilar man använder i sin vardag 
uppfattas av omgivningen. Studien följer gymnasieelever, boende i olika 
delar av Stockholms inner och ytterstad, som har gemensamt att de möts i 
skolan.  
 
Förfrågan om deltagande  
 
Härmed tillfrågas du om att medverka i studien. Du tillfrågas eftersom du är 
undervisande lärare för elever som vi följer i studien. Skolan valdes för att 
den lockar många sökande elever och har ett gott rykte, inte minst vad gäller 
de språkkunskaper som förmedlas i undervisningen.  
 
 
Hur går studien till? 
 
Under den första delen, under vårterminen XXXX följer forskaren med i 
undervisningen som deltagande observatör, för att ta anteckningar om 
händelser och aktiviteter, och för att spela in vanlig kommunikation under 
lektioner och raster på bandspelare. De elever som önskar kommer även få 
låna bandspelare för att spela in sin egen kommunikation med kamrater 
under lektioner eller raster. Jag kommer också att i viss utsträckning 
fotografera skolans miljöer, med fokus på lokalerna snarare än elever. 
Under den andra delen, under höstterminen XXXX, kan eleverna komma att 
tillfrågas om att låta forskaren följa med dem efter skoltid, på fritiden, på de 
platser och vid de tillfällen som de själv väljer ut. Forskaren intervjuar 
eleven, tar anteckningar och spelar in naturligt förekommande samtal.  
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Vilka är riskerna med att delta? 
 
Om du väljer att delta kommer en del av din undervisning och dina 
vardagliga samtal i klassrummet att spelas in. Det finns en risk att det 
uppfattas som känsligt att dokumenteras på detta sätt. Det kan också 
uppelvas som känsligt att läsa forskarens analys av samtal från 
klassrumsvardagen. Därför vidtas några viktiga åtgärder: Omedelbart vid 
första utskriften av det inspelade materialet kommer alla namn på personer 
att bytas ut för att göra alla deltagare anonyma, vid känsliga data kan samma 
person ges flera olika aliasnamn för att ytterligare reducera risken för ett 
internt igenkännande.  Bara den som gett sitt skriftliga samtycke till det 
kommer att dokumenteras.  
 
Finns det några fördelar av att vara med?   
 
En möjlig fördel med att delta i projektet är att bli uppmärksammad för sina 
perspektiv på ämnet om ungas språk och språkliga normer. Alla 
publikationer som skrivs i projektet kommer att skickas till de deltagare som 
så önskar, och ett deltagande i projektet kan därigenom ge möjlighet till 
pedagogisk reflektion. 
 
Hantering av insamlad data  
 
Kommunikation i vardagen och under intervjuer kommer att dokumenteras 
med hjälp av bandinspelning, och därefter skrivas ut. Allt material behandlas 
och förvaras på ett sätt så att ingen obehörig kan ta del av dem, inlåst i ett 
stöldsäkert skåp, vid Stockholms universitet. Alla namn på personer och 
skolor byts ut omedelbart vid utskriften. Även detaljer om sammanhang kan 
komma att bytas ut, för att försvåra ett igenkännande av de utbytta namnen. 
Ingen har tillgång till deltagarnas verkliga namn, efter att materialet skrivits 
ut, och det kommer inte finnas någon form av lista över deltagare eller annat 
personregister. Ansvarig för alla uppgifter är Henning Årman och ytterst 
Stockholms universitet.  
 
Hur får forskningsdeltagaren information om studiens resultat? 
 
Alla deltagare kommer erbjudas de artiklar och texter som skrivs om 
projektet. 
 
Frivillighet 
 
Bara om du ger skriftligt samtycke att delta, kommer du ingå i studien. Du 
har rätt att när som helst, utan särskild förklaring, avbryta din medverkan.  
 
Ansvariga 
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Ansvarig forskare för projektet är Henning Årman. Telefon dagtid: 
0709815018, E-post: Henning.arman@buv.su.se 
 
Huvudman för projektet är prefekt Ann- Christin Cederborg, e-post : ann-
christin.cederborg@buv.su.se 
 
 
Samtyckesformulär Lärare  
 
Jag har informerats om forskningsprojektet som beskrivs i texten ovan. Jag 
har fått tillfälle att ställa frågor, fått dem besvarade och samtycker härmed 
till att delta i studien. 
 
 
 
 
 
Underskrift      Ort och datum  
 
 
Namnförtydligande 
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TILLKOMMANDE INFORMANTER  
 
Vill du delta i ett forskningsprojekt om språkanvändning, slang och 
språknorm i gymnasieskolan? 
 
 
Bakgrund och syfte 
 
Följande projekt intresserar sig för identitet och språkanvändning bland 
gymnasieelever. Vi är intresserade av gymnasieungdomars samtal under 
lektioner och raster och vi har ett särskilt intresse för användningen av slang 
eller andra språkliga stilar som används bland vänner. Vi undersöker vad 
skolan och elever definierar som bra språk eller språk med hög status, 
exempelvis en ”bra svenska” eller en ”god engelska”. Vi är också 
intresserade av språkets betydelse för identitetsskapande och känsla av 
tillhörighet med olika plaster eller grupper. Detta är en studie om vad man 
gör i sättet att prata, och hur de språkliga stilar man använder i sin vardag 
uppfattas av omgivningen. Studien följer gymnasieelever, boende i olika 
delar av Stockholms inner- och ytterstad, som har gemensamt att de möts i 
skolan.  
 
Förfrågan om deltagande  
 
Vi följer ca 30 elever under deras skoldag och under fritiden. I skolan följer 
vi också lärare, och under fritiden träffar vi på vänner, bekanta, 
familjemedlemmar m fl till eleverna. Härmed tillfrågas du om att medverka i 
studien, eftersom du är en av de personer som en elev presenterat oss för.  
 
Hur går studien till? 
 
Under den första delen, under vårterminen XXXX följer forskaren med i 
undervisningen som deltagande observatör, för att ta anteckningar om 
händelser och aktiviteter, och för att spela in vanlig kommunikation under 
lektioner och raster på bandspelare. De elever som önskar kommer även få 
låna bandspelare för att spela in sin egen kommunikation med kamrater 
under lektioner eller raster. Jag kommer också att i viss utsträckning 
fotografera skolans miljöer, med fokus på lokalerna snarare än elever. 
Under den andra delen, under höstterminen XXXX, kan eleverna komma att 
tillfrågas om att låta forskaren följa med dem efter skoltid, på fritiden, på de 
platser och vid de tillfällen som de själv väljer ut. Forskaren intervjuar 
eleven, tar anteckningar och spelar in naturligt förekommande samtal. 
Anledningen att du får frågan om medverkan i projektet är att du är en av 
dem som eleven har presenterat oss för, i detta delprojekt. 
 
Vilka är riskerna med att delta? 
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Om du väljer att delta kommer en del vardagliga samtal som du deltar i med 
eleven vi följer att spelas in. Det finns en risk att det uppfattas som känsligt 
att dokumenteras på detta sätt. Det kan också uppelvas som känsligt att läsa 
forskarens analys av samtal från sådana samtal. Därför vidtas några viktiga 
åtgärder: Omedelbart vid första utskriften av det inspelade materialet 
kommer alla namn på personer att bytas ut för att göra alla deltagare 
anonyma, vid känsliga data kan samma person ges flera olika anonymiserade 
namn för att ytterligare reducera risken för ett internt igenkännande.  Bara 
den som gett sitt skriftliga samtycke till det kommer att dokumenteras.  
 
Finns det några fördelar av att vara med?   
 
En möjlig fördel med att delta i projektet är att bli uppmärksammad för sina 
erfarenheter och perspektiv på ämnet sitt eget och andras språk och språkliga 
normer.  
 
Hantering av insamlad data  
 
Data kommer att dokumenteras med hjälp av bandinspelning, och därefter 
skrivas ut. Allt material behandlas och förvaras på ett sätt så att ingen 
obehörig kan ta del av dem, inlåst i ett stöldsäkert skåp, vid Stockholms 
universitet. Alla namn på personer och skolor byts ut omedelbart vid 
utskriften.  Även detaljer om sammanhang kan komma att bytas ut, för att 
försvåra ett igenkännande av de utbytta namnen. Ingen har tillgång till 
deltagarnas verkliga namn, efter att materialet skrivits ut, och det kommer 
inte finnas någon form av lista över deltagare eller annat personregister. 
Ansvarig för alla uppgifter är Rickard Jonsson och ytterst Stockholms 
universitet.  
 
Hur får forskningsdeltagaren information om studiens resultat? 
 
Alla deltagare kommer erbjudas de artiklar och texter som skrivs om 
projektet. 
 
Frivillighet 
 
Bara om du ger skriftligt samtycke att delta, kommer du ingå i studien. Du 
har rätt att när som helst, utan särskild förklaring, avbryta din medverkan.  
 
Ansvariga 
 
Ansvarig forskare för projektet är Henning Årman. Telefon dagtid: 0709 
815018, E-post: Henning.arman@buv.su.se 
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Huvudman för projektet är prefekt Ann- Christin Cederborg, e-post : ann-
christin.cederborg@buv.su.se 
 
 
Samtyckesformulär tillkommande informanter 
 
 
Jag har informerats om forskningsprojektet som beskrivs i texten ovan. Jag 
har fått tillfälle att ställa frågor, fått dem besvarade och samtycker härmed 
till att delta i studien. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Underskrift      Ort och datum  
 
 
Namnförtydligande 
 
 
 


