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Bourdieu’s approach to language 

Utterances receive their value (and their sense) only 
in their relation to a market, characterized by a 

particular law of price formation. The value of an 
utterance depends on the relation of power that is 

concretely established between the speakers’ 
linguistic competences, understood both as their 
capacity for production and as their capacity for 

appropriation and appreciation.   
(Bourdieu, Language & Symbolic Power 1991, p. 67) 



Bourdieu offers two possibilities 

• Linguistic normalisation, which is the 
establishment of a single speech variant in the 
position of a national language or dominant 
discourse within its field.  

• Linguistic negotiation, which occurs when 
several discourses with an equally valid claim 
to power compete within the same social field 
(Bourdieu’s field of options).  
 



In the Danish field of higher education 

A ”division of labour” between national Danish and 
global English has emerged because of: 
1. University leaders’ focus on their institutions’ 

role as stakeholders in a global knowledge 
economy 

2. A re-orientation of institutional language 
policies towards an acceptance of Danish and 
English as equally valid 

3. No political will to support a national language 
policy – compared to other Nordic countries, the 
Danish approach has been very laissez-faire.  
 



Empirical foundation 

• The analysis is based on interviews collected as part of 
an enquiry into lecturers’ experiences with 
international education.  

• Lecturers came from five different faculties, covering 
the areas of Engineering, Business Studies, Life Science, 
Social Science and Humanities. 

• Faculties differ in terms of their language policies, 
ranging from the use of English for select courses only 
to “English Only” strategies 

• The observations below mainly draw on data from two 
“English Only” faculties. 

 



Theme 1 – linguistic normalisation 

Normalisation = a push towards ”English Only” 

• The decision to convert courses or entire 
programs into English is made by managers 

• Little involvement of study boards; no 
dialogue between policy-makers and lecturers 

• ”You received a mail informing you that now 
you have to teach in English”. 

 

 



Example 

Now we have been in the somewhat special situation 
that we have had a head of department, who really is a 
cosmopolite, who has lived in Hong Kong for twenty 
years. . . . And he has no understanding that it may be a 
problem for some to teach in English. Add to that his 
style of management. This has really been something 
that has been sent out: this is the policy now and how 
it should be, and what they want from management. I 
think this is one of the things that has been difficult. 
(lecturer, business studies) 



Linguistic normalisation 

How the respondents see it 

• English has become the preferred medium for 
research; ”international” scholars will have to 
present and publish in English. 

• The demand that research be ”international” 
increases the pressure on the lecturers; how can 
you refuse teaching in your research language? 

• The lecturers are put in a position where a refusal 
to teach in English might involve a loss of social 
power & prestige; so, reluctantly, they accept. 

 

 



Theme 2 – linguistic negotiation  

In the interviews lecturers describe linguistic 
practices that may be characterised as bilingual: 

• Codeswitching in oral or written exams – to 
support students or because ”we are Danes” 

• Questions may be raised in Danish – and 
translated into English by the lecturers 

• Language of instruction: Danish if no 
international students are present. Because it 
is nice . . .  

 



Example 

Sometimes it happens that we have classes 
where there are only Danish students, and they 
mix [languages] a bit. Meaning that when the 
students present something, then, as a rule, 
they do so in English. But frequently the 
discussions are in Danish. Because we think – 
the students think so and I agree – that it is so 
strange to sit there and talk in English to Danish-
speakers. (lecturer, life science) 



Resistance? 

No real evidence that lecturers openly resist the 
implementation of ”English Only” but . . .  

• Informants note a general unwillingness among 
their local students to work in English 

• In several institutions students have convinced 
the study boards of their right to use Danish in 
oral and written exams 

• Should we regard student complaints about 
lecturers’ ”bad English” as an expression of a 
general resistance to internationalisation? 



 



Conclusions 

• The interviews suggest that management 
decisions to implement EMI has affected 
lecturers’ social power, turning ”good 
lecturers” into ”bad communicators”. 

• BUT even at ”English Only” institutions the 
process of normalisation is by no means 
complete. What lecturers describe is a reality 
of parallel language usage.  
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