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Five Foucauldian postulates for rethinking language and power 

Luisa Martín Rojo 
Universidad Autónoma de Madrid 

 
 

Abstract 
 
This paper examines the extent to which shifts in the understanding of power within a 
poststructuralist frame require researchers to re-examine the relationships between language 
and power. In the light of notions of power developed in and after Foucault's seminal work, 
this paper shows how new research questions and objects of study are emerging for 
sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology, discourse analysis, and applied linguistics, among 
other research fields. The paper focuses on five postulates about power, and on the conditions 
that research on power and language should fulfill to address them. Starting with a critique of 
earlier approaches which tend to localize power in the State (eg. linguistic policies), the paper 
examines how more recent critical approaches in sociolinguistics and discourse analysis have  
prepared the ground for a more fluid and dynamic understanding of the microphysics of power 
and language. But despite of these contributions, fundamental problems remain largely 
unaddressed. To go a step further, the paper explores the main mechanisms through which the 
production of knowledge about languages takes place, and their disciplinary effects on 
speakers and their linguistic ‘‘conduct’’. Power technologies such as normalization, 
governmentality and subjectivation are examined and applied to speakers’ trajectories and 
practices.   

 
Key words: power, language, microphysics, critical sociolinguistics, critical discourse analysis, 
normalization, governmentality and subjectivation 

 
 
1.  Introduction 
 
This paper examines the extent to which shifts in the understanding of power within a 
poststructuralist frame are compelling researchers to re-examine the relationships between 
language and power. In the light of notions of power such as those developed in and after 
Foucault's seminal work, this paper shows how new research questions and objects of study 
are emerging for sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology, discourse analysis, and applied 
linguistics, among other research fields.  

This paper will examine in depth what the implications of the changes in our 
understanding of power are in relation to language. In order to give an idea of the difficulty 
but also the interest of this task, I first try to show some of the implications of the current 
postulates of power. Firstly, if, as Foucault’s work shows (1978: 92-95), power is not 
concentrated in a single place, such as the state apparatus, but it is, instead, ubiquitous and at 
once visible and invisible, present and hidden, research cannot focus merely on state policies, 
institutional regimes, and the discourses of the elites, but should rather focus on a multiplicity 
of nodal points and/or relations in which power is exercised.  

Secondly, if power is not a thing or substance but a network of relations (Foucault, 1978: 
92-95), and if no-one, strictly speaking, has an official right to power and, as a result, power 
is not always exercised in a single direction, with some people on one side and some on the 
other, it will be difficult to ascertain who holds power in a precise sense. As we find out when 
we approach power, it is easier to identify who lacks power (Foucault, 1977b: 213), or even 
who becomes empowered and depowered within a particular context or conflict. In fact, 
Foucault’s notion of a microphysics of power means that power is not only experienced but it 
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is also exercised in a myriad of social encounters in which participants have to define who has 
access to the management of power resources and technologies.  

Thirdly, if power is repressive and/or destructive, but productive too, since it produces 
knowledge (about the individual, illness, penalties, languages, etc.) and action (such as 
resistance), as researchers we have to study the multiple sources of knowledge and their 
power effects, including the knowledge produced about language by our own academic 
disciplines. Thus, it should be of great interest to examine the knowledge evoked in speakers’ 
categorization and assessment, and in the regulation of their language practices.  

Fourthly, besides looking into how power relations are negotiated and settled, we need to 
understand how “power reaches into the very grain of individuals, touches their bodies and 
inserts itself into their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning processes and everyday 
lives”. (Foucault, 1980: 39) In this respect, not many studies have tacked the technologies of 
power and how they are applied in relation to language and speakers, when many authors 
consider we are experiencing a transformation related to the way power is exercised 
(Rampton, 2014; Fraser, 2003). If forms of power are mutable, we have to explore those 
changes.  

Finally, whenever there is a power relation, there is a possibility of resistance, ‘and yet, or 
rather consequently, this resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to power’ 
(Foucault, 1978: 95). If power must be understood as an asymmetrical set of relations in 
which there exist a multiplicity of nodal points or relations, this multiplicity necessarily 
entails also the possibility of resistance at each node. Thus, in this paper I take the forms of 
resistance against different forms of power as a starting point to understand power relations1 
in which language is somehow involved, in order to examine how power is exercised in the 
linguistic sphere, by whom and by what means (Foucault, 1982: 211).  

From this point onward, I will focus on these five postulates about power and on the 
conditions research on power in relation to language should fulfill if it is to take into account 
those assumptions. In Section Two of this paper I will apply the first and the second 
postulates to a critique of earlier approaches which, in their study of language and discourse, 
mainly focused on power as localized in government and the State and in elite sectors of 
society. In fact, over the last decades, a critical perspective in sociolinguistics has also 
challenged this localized view of power, and the study of the network of power relations from 
top to bottom, but also to a certain extent, from bottom to top and laterally at different levels 
of the social body. In this section, I also refer to Critical Discourse Analysis, which made a 
significant contribution, showing how the production of knowledge takes place through 
discourse and how these social representations of social events and groups, social class, 
ethnicity and gender, are connected to a particular status quo. In spite of this contribution, in 
accordance with the third postulate, CDA has mainly focused on the production of circulation 
of elite discourses through media or in political discourses. As a result, CDA leaves 
unexplained how these discourses are reproduced, assumed, challenged and defeated by 
individuals and groups, how through these discourses power reaches into the very grain of 
individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself into their actions and attitudes,. In Section 
Three, I present what I consider a second step in a deep understanding of power in relation to 
language within this frame; in particular, I will study the management of power relations in 
everyday encounters and their imbrication with other types of relationships (economic 
processes, knowledge relationships, gender, ethnic relation, among others). Bearing in mind 
the first and the second postulates, I will focus on the unequal distribution of symbolic 
resources, which empowers and disempowers social agents, reducing their possibilities of social 
mobility and compromising their position in the production of knowledge, and the possibilities 
of resistance. In Section Four, I examine the power mechanism I consider most significant in 
                                                        
1 In this text I follow a Foucauldian approach focused on power relations from the antagonistic reactions it 
produces, and on the contestation of specific objects and impositions of power on subjects.  
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producing disciplinary effects on speakers and on their linguistic ‘‘conduct’’. Considering all 
the current postulates about power, I will refer to those mechanisms through which the 
exercise of power in relation to language takes place, that is, normalization, governmentality 
and subjectivation. Finally, despite the advances in our understanding of power in relation to 
language evidenced in this paper, we still face many challenges, which are examined in 
Section Five, where I review some key unsolved questions and present some concluding 
remarks.  

 
 

2.  The first step in disclosing power and language relations: From localized power to a 
multiplicity of nodal points 
 
 
One of the main advances in this disclosing of the productive relation between power and 
language was the critical examination, made by sociolinguistics in the second half of the 20th 
century, of the role played by the deep-rooted language ideologies of early modernity, such as 
the ideologies of monolingualism and standardisation in producing a state of ‘domination’, 
that is a massive, crystalized and universalizing form of power at the level of the entire body 
of society (see, for the distinction between power relations and domination, Foucault, 1983: 
226). In fact, the identification of language, culture and territory, which is taken as the basis 
for the construction of the national identities that legitimize a nation state, blocked a field of 
relations of power, rendering them impassive and invariable and preventing “all reversibility 
of movement – by means of instruments which can become economic as well as political or 
military” (Foucault, 1984: 114).  

The deep-rooted belief that a state must have a single language then laid the foundation of 
the liberal nation state during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries supplanted the former 
regime (Hobsbawm, 1992; Grillo, 1989; Pujolar, 2011), and questioned the legitimacy of 
other varieties different from the standard, as well as other languages (e.g. local languages 
within colonial processes, minority languages in multilingual nation-states). Beneath that 
ideology there are at least two underlying ideological components. The first is political: the 
use and prevalence of a single language brings nations cohesion. The second is social: the 
prevalence of a single language makes access to all spheres of social life easier for the whole 
social body. Over the last decades both previous statements have become increasingly 
controversial, and pervasive, and have been denounced by sociolinguists, who question, the 
imposition of a unified national language as a condition of equality and social integration (see 
May 2004). The spread of these two ideological components has led to the exportation  of the 
monolingual state model all over the world –as often denounced  by  postcolonial and 
indigenous movements today- (see, among others, Okechukwu and Afoaku, 2005), as well as 
to the homogenization of diversity and the unification of the linguistic national market.  

Related to both processes –– state construction and linguistic homogenization –– the 
effects of power can be easily identified (Bourdieu, 1991; Heller, 2002; Duchene, 2008; 
Moyer and Martín Rojo, 2007).  Imposing a language is always a form of domination, and it 
has meant, in many occasions, that a particular language has become a symbol of the power of 
the state over the different social classes, regions and nationalities, colonies, etc. This 
imposition, which at times has gone as far as to involve bloodshed, has brought about social 
discrimination and the extinction of languages. We know that the imposition of a language or 
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language variety for many speakers has involved disciplining, even to the extent of corporal 
punishment, in some schools across the world2.   

However, very often the description of this process we, as experts, undertake, is very close 
to a previous understanding of power, concentrated in a single place, such as the state 
apparatus, and exercised from top to bottom. Such understanding ends up being, nevertheless, 
misleading. Firstly, because the massive, crystalized and universalizing form of power we 
find in these cases goes far beyond a mere concentration of power in the state apparatus, and 
is instead distributed and permeating the entire body of society, with the intervention of a 
multiplicity of social actors. For instance, if we examine in this light the processes called 
diglossia which was considered a neutral functional distribution of languages, what we will 
see now is a domination process, mediated by a linguistic regime, which impedes the 
participation and blocks the access of an important part of the population to socially 
significant social spheres. For example, in the case of Mexico, the imposed pervasive 
established use of Spanish language in the field of justice restricts access to justice for 
members of indigenous communities, as the UN Special Rapporteur has attested, given the 
absence of interpreters to enable indigenous people to understand proceedings in local courts 
and the lack of sensitivity displayed by the court system regarding the legal tradition of 
indigenous communities (Mexico, 2003: 5). And, in Guatemala, one of the most frequent 
complaints made to the UN Special Rapporteur is that courts prohibit the use of indigenous 
language in judicial proceedings, even when both parties to the litigation are indigenous (see, 
for both countries, Faundez’s work, 2010: 93). Thus, in both countries members of indigenous 
communities who face trial often do not understand the charges brought against them. As a 
result, many cases have been denounced by civil rights organizations in the south of Mexico 
of women who have been convicted after signing confessions they did not understand due to 
illiteracy and/or unfamiliarity with the official language (Shadow Report to the Committee on 
the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, 2012).  

Thus, we cannot capture the intensity and extension of these processes focusing 
exclusively on state policies and regulations. As Bourdieu says (1991: 50), the unification of 
the market is ‘always exerted through a whole set of specific institutions and mechanisms, of 
which the specifically linguistic policy of the state and even the over interventions of  
pressure groups form only the most superficial aspect.’ Bourdieu stressed the role of schools 
in the devaluation of linguistic varieties other than the legitimate language. However, a 
careful examination of this role shows that it entails not only the introduction of educational 
qualification but the (re)production of knowledge about language, linguistic competences and 
skills, etc. (for instance, knowledge that dismisses some varieties as dialects or slang), which 
introduces a principle of asymmetry among speakers, and among languages. Critical 
sociolinguistics has more recently shown, in this and other similar conflicts, that the 
imposition of a language (the national or the colonial language) is only possible though the 
reproductive effect of a thousand encounters which take place in different social domains. 
This reproduction results in the marginalisation of those speakers for which access to a 
language variety is not made easy and who therefore have difficulty accessing public services, 
greatly limiting their possibilities of social mobility (in Duchene, Moyer, and Roberts, 2014 a 
plurality of examples across the world are analysed). Thus, in examples such as the previous 
one of Mexico, colonial domination has imposed a repertory of dominant languages, which 
                                                        
2 There are many testimonies all over the world, and also academic reactions against those punishments. In 2014, 
at the time I was writing this paper, newspapers reported different cases. In Luxembourg, Portuguese workers 
denounced that children are being punished and separated from the group if they speak Portuguese in some 
kindergartens and "maison relais" (http://www.wort.lu/en/luxembourg/shocking-luxembourg-expose-children-
punished-for-speaking-portuguese-in-kindergarten-maison-relais-5458e9a7b9b3988708082cb4); while  
Bwesigye bwa Mwesigire denounces different modes of punishment in Uganda, where the most common is 
wearing a dirty sack until the offender meets someone else speaking their mother tongue and then s/he could 
pass the sack on to him/her (September 17, 2014).  

http://www.wort.lu/en/luxembourg/shocking-luxembourg-expose-children-punished-for-speaking-portuguese-in-kindergarten-maison-relais-5458e9a7b9b3988708082cb4
http://www.wort.lu/en/luxembourg/shocking-luxembourg-expose-children-punished-for-speaking-portuguese-in-kindergarten-maison-relais-5458e9a7b9b3988708082cb4
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are valued as languages of culture, and languages of instruction at the colonies, but also at the 
metropolis. From this theoretical stance, this process of domination is also active in situations 
faced by migrants or refugees when linguistic support and translation services are not 
available (see, among others, Piller, 2011; Jacquemet, 2014; Codó, 2008;  Kurbers and Spotti, 
2015).  

From this perspective, the situation of domination appears as a very complex and 
crystalized network of power relations, in which the possibilities of reversals are very much 
restricted. This understanding can give us new insights on liberation and the struggles for 
liberation, and contributes to avoiding a second misleading effect of an understanding of 
power concentrated in the power of the State. Thus, research on linguicide and linguistic 
endangerment, which are part of the struggles of liberation, as are language revitalization 
movements (see Philipson, 1992; Skuttnab-Kangas, 2000; Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson, 
1995; Phillipson, 2009), if it focuses its action on states and regulation, could be inefficient or 
even have undesired side-effects. As Heller has critically observed, the same linguistic 
minorities who have often challenged the domination produced by the unequal distribution of 
linguistic resources, do not challenge the principles and language ideologies on which this 
domination is based. And as Duchene and Heller (2007) show in their critical review of the 
expert discourse on language, these attempts could paradoxically reinforce essentialist views 
on identity, in which language is still seen as a distinctive and constitutive element in the 
construction of ethnic and national identities.  

In fact, for the revitalization of a language it is not sufficient to challenge a situation of 
linguistic domination based on a colonial order, as in the example from Mexico. A 
decolonizing attempt requires the production and legitimation of new discourses, which 
recognize the contexts of colonization and raise awareness of the colonized knowledge, 
including linguistic hierarchies and values, which affirm reformulated individual and 
collective identities, among other complex processes (see for instance, Mignolo and Escobar 
2009). (See in Section Four the example of the Zapatista movement in the autonomous 
communities in the south of Mexico)  

During the 90s, Critical Discourse Analysis [CDA] contributed to the study of how power, 
knowledge and discourse are imbricated. In fact, this trend has successfully contributed to the 
micro-analysis of how social representations are built through discourse, in connection with 
the analysis of the broader socio-political and historical context in which the discursive 
practices are embedded (Fairclough  & Wodak, 1997). However, the view on power, in Critical 
Studies, is also localised in the State, in the Administration and in elite sectors of society. Thus. 
in bringing out the linguistic resources and discursive strategies used to construct social 
categories and their social representation, the perspective applied is mainly top to bottom and 
not as performed in a substrate of force relations. It also focused on bringing out self-
categorization processes (i.e. assimilation, comparison and boundary work), as well as the 
polarization between ‘us and them’ and the exogenous attribution to social categories. In 
addition, besides these strategies of construction of categorization and otherness, researchers 
in discourse studies have focused on how these representations are naturalized and legitimized 
in discourse (Martín Rojo and van Dijk, 1997). Some of the hegemonic discursive 
representations of social actors and groups (such as genders, students, immigrants, Arabs and 
Europeans and so forth), bias their perception by others and themselves, and intervene in their 
own (and in others’) identity building processes (see normalization in Section Three for a 
deep understanding of these processes).  

 However, recognizing resistances to linguistic inequality, hierarchization, linguistic 
domination and exclusion, essentialization and stereotyping, and the processes which they 
oppose does not always allow us to understand what mechanisms of power are at play, or to 
understand how these instances of social and discursive domination take place. Therefore, the 
interest does not only lie in determining whether given discourses generate biased or 
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simplistic representations of persons, groups, events or identities and how the elites spread 
those discourses in the media, which has been the priority research goal for CDA. It is also 
interesting to observe how power forges asymmetries in everyday encounters and how it is 
precisely there where these representations and the knowledge they generate become 
naturalized, but are also where they are disputed (see, Section 4.1).  

Similarly, if we focus only on laws and policies, we shall be reproducing a conception of 
power as a force concentrated in the state that is exercised from top to bottom and not as 
performed in a substrate of force relations (Foucault, 1978: 93). The imposition of 
monolingualism and the standard variety of a language is not only explicable from the state 
apparatus. To understand how these power mechanisms operate, trickle down and are 
transmitted, we should discover the assemblages (or ‘agencements’), that is, the processes of 
‘agencing’3, in which different constituent elements (such as discourses, institutions, 
regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, etc.), intersect, fold 
together and transform themselves and each other  (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987). We reach a 
more accurate vision of these assemblages when we observe how linguistic and other policies 
are played out in everyday practices and encounters within institutions (medicine, education, 
law, welfare) as localized sites where the state constructs and regulates citizens’ practices, 
who reproduce or resist this regulation.      

In the following sections, I provide an in-depth analysis of the management of power 
relations and the technologies of power through  asymmetrical everyday encounters, in order 
to gain a better understanding of how power is exercised in the linguistic sphere, by whom 
and by what means.  

 
 

3. The second step: The management of power relations in interaction and the unequal 
distribution of resources  
 
In accordance with five postulates of power, interactions can be seen as the main locus of 
power and resistance, as we will see in the next section. Recently, several authors have 
precisely  recognised the contribution of Gumperz to a fluid understanding of power relations, 
‘in which power resides not on opposing blocks but in myriad asymmetrical everyday 
encounters’ (Jacquemet, 2014: 201; also pointed out by Heller [2014]). This has paved the 
way towards understanding how power operates, and not merely to attesting power and 
demonstrating its existence. Furthermore, Rampton (2014) sees Gumperz and interactional 
sociolinguistics as approaches which can provide the Foucauldian agenda with a microscope, 
sharpening its empirical grasp of how ‘power reaches into the very grain of individuals’  
(Foucault, 1980: 39).  

Returning to the previous example of diglossia, schools are one of the more significant 
institutions through which ‘ideal standard language’ (Lippi-Green, 1997), which excludes 
vernaculars or other geographically based varieties (Bourdieu,1991). While the goal of 
producing homogeneous citizens with equal life chance opportunities through education is 
still upheld in theory by teachers and educational institutions, what prevails in schools is a 
diversity of languages, behaviours, cultures and social groups that are formally unrecognized 
and even actively suppressed during day-to-day instructional processes (see, among others, 
Heller and Martin-Jones, 2001; Martín Rojo, 2010, 2013). Thus, if we wonder how a 
monolingual and a standard rule is implemented within an institution such as a school, we 
must necessarily focus the analysis on the places where power is exercised and the exact way 
in which this occurs, such as by establishing requirements to use a specific language variety 
within the lessons, or through continuous corrections, and commands/instructions to students 

                                                        
3  Bogue, 2007: 145-146 – an active bringing-into-existence of its own agency. 
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to ‘say it right’ or ‘say it in the language of the school’. In fact, ethnographic sociolinguistics 
has often revealed how not only the administration, but also teachers and students, consider 
the emphasis on normative linguistic behaviour part of the role of school in the regulation of 
differences, and a strategy for guaranteeing social inclusion (see for example, Martín Rojo, 
2010, for the presentation of monolingualism in Spanish as an advantage for newcomers’ 
integration in Madrid Schools). As I discuss in the next section (section 4.1.), only through 
the ‘assemblage’, in which different constituent elements intersect and fold together in daily 
practices and in face-to-face interactions, could a principle of asymmetry among the students 
and teachers be established and the impact on social relations examined.  

The following example, extracted from the research I led on multilingual schools in 
Madrid, and recorded in a Madrid secondary school, in a programme of Spanish as a Second 
language for newcomers, can help us clarify how power relations are managed in everyday 
encounters. Traditionally within sociolinguistics, the exercise of power in school is 
understood as the effect of the assessment of linguistic and cultural differences. From the so-
called difference hypothesis, the unequal status of individuals and groups is projected on the 
assessment of their linguistic capacities and performance, in such a manner that those who are 
‘different’ are valued as not competent, leading to invidious predictions regarding their 
potential success or failure (Labov, 1972; Bernstein, 1975; Erickson, 1987, 2004 for a more 
interactional and critical approach). In this line, the normalizing, socio-political role played by 
schools within the structures of class domination has been highlighted (Willis, 1977) by 
focusing on the wholesale negative appraisal by educators of non-standard linguistic and 
cultural features that occur in the speech of minority groups. 

However, if we look carefully to the following example, we will see that the existence of 
these educational differences is not an objective fact, nor is it prior to the interaction itself, but 
it is rather built and assessed at the same time, and even legitimized through it. This 
assessment is part of a process of distribution of economic and symbolic resources, which is 
mediated by the power to act that every participant enjoys and can reach within the interaction.  
In fact, a detailed analysis of daily encounters in institutional settings shows how social 
agents struggle for resources. Through these struggles, agents try to reproduce, challenge or 
resist the patterns of distribution. I draw on the concepts of capitalization and decapitalization  
(Martín Rojo, 2010, based on Bourdieu’s notion of the convertibility of different forms of 
capital and social distribution [1986]) to study the roles participants have in the production and 
distribution of resources in everyday practices, in education, but also in other institutional 
settings. Capitalization and decapitalization refer to acts of conferring and withholding 
symbolic capital —such as students’ failure in the following example to give value to their 
own previous schooling, languages and knowledge— through interactional practices. 

In this example, two students with a Moroccan background (Fatima and Nadia) are in the 
classroom with Alicia and Juan, teachers at this programme, and Esther, the ethnographer 
from our team. They talk with the researcher about their visit to the Initial Professional 
Training Programme, in hairdressing (this is why they refer to chemicals and chemical 
knowledge). These visits are part of the orientation these students receive to decide how to 
carry on with their studies and how to define their academic trajectories. In this extract, they 
are discussing the difficulty they find in the secondary education vocational programme 
compared with mainstream classes, and what exactly these students find more ‘difficult ’. 
Fatima starts talking about her impression of the vocational programme (called PCPI). 
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Extract 1 (090423AE_A-J) 
 
Participants:  Fátima: student;  Alicia: teacher; Juan: teacher; Esther: researcher; Nadia: 
student  
 
Turn Line Partici

pant 

Spanish English version 

1 1 Fatima pero es muy difícil profe but it’s very difficult 
teacher 

2 2 

3 

Alicia ya // bueno / es muy 

difícil / eehh& 
yeah // well/ it is 

very difficult / eehh& 

3 4 

5 

Fatima &me parece bien / peroo / 

es muy difícil& 
&I think it is fine / 

buuut/ it is very 

difficult& 

4 6 

7 

8 

9 

Alicia & pero / ¿y aquí en el 

instituto cuántos libros 

hay que estudiar? // es 

decir / es más / DURO= 

& but / and here in the 

school how many books 

do you have to study? 

// I mean/ it’s/ 
HARDER= 

5 10  {Fatima tose} {Fatima coughs} 

 

6 11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

 =tercero / cuarto de la 

ESO / que el PCPI 

[{programa de formación 

profesional}]/ ¿o no / 

Juan? 

=third /fourth year of 

ESO / than the PCPI 

[{Initial professional 

training programme}]  / 

isn’t it / Juan? 
7 16 Juan [sí / mucho más] [yes / much harder] 

8 17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

Alicia [si es que lo curioso] es 

que están diciendo que el 

PCPI es muy duro // les 

parece que hay que 

estudiar mucho / pero 

aquí más 

[the funny thing is] is 

that they’re saying 
that the PCPI is very 

hard // they think they 

have to study a lot / 

but here it’s harder 
9 23  (2”) (2”) 

10 24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

Esther ¿pero qué es lo que os 

parece difícil a vosotras 

/ chicas? / ¿estudiar   

oo- / o entender / las 

cosas que estudiáis? 

(¿qué es?)º 

but what is it that 

seems difficult to you 

all / girls? / studying 

 oor- / or 

understanding / the 

things you study? (what 

is it?)º 

11 30  (1,5”) 
 

(1,5”) 
 

12 31 Fatima Estudiar Studying 

13 32 Esther estu[diar] study[ing] 

14 33  [{Fatima se ríe}] [{Fatima laughs}] 

15 34 Juan [¿estu]diar o entender 

las cosas? 

studying or 

understanding things? 
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16 35 Fatima entenderlo & understanding it & 

17 36 Juan & y estudiarlas también & and studying them too 

18 37 Nadia las [dos] both [of them] 

19 38 Esther [(las dos)º] [(both)º] 

20 39 

40 

41 

42 

43 

Alicia [hom]bre / yo creo que es 

por la dificultad que 

tienen paraa / estudiar / 

también / ¿no? // ¿sabes 

/ lo que te digo? 

[we]ll / I think it is 

because of the 

difficulty they have 

iin / studying / too / 

don’t they? // you know 
/ what I mean? 

21 44 Esther ¿qué tipo de dificultad? 

& 

what kind of 

difficulty? & 

22 45 

46 

47 

48 

Alicia & eehh / pues tanto p- / 

por el / idioma / como 

por la falta de base / 

las dos cosas 

& eer / well so much- / 

because of the / 

language / and the lack 

of basic knowledge/ 

both things 

23 49 

50 

51 

52 

Esther & pero ellas han 

estudiado en Marruecos / 

¿no? // habéis estado en 

la es- 

& but they’ve studied 
in Morocco / haven’t 
they? // have you been 

in the sch -/ 

24 53 Juan [sí] [yes] 

25 54 

55 

Esther [en el] colegio y en el 

insti[tuto] en Marruecos 

/ ¿no?= 

[in the] school and in 

the [high] school in 

Morocco / haven’t you?= 
26 56 Alumnas 

/ 
Student
s 

[sí] [yes] 

27 57 

58 

59 

60 

Esther =y tenéis costumbre de 

estudiar / porque allí 

también se estudia mucho 

/ [¿eehh?] 

=and you’re used to 
studying / because over 

there you also study a 

lot / [don’t you?] 
28 61 Nadia [(ah sí sí)º] [(ah yes yes)º] 

29 62 Esther ¿no? don’t you? 

30 63 Alicia [sí / pero por ejemplo  

=] 

[yes / but for example 

 =] 

31 64 

65 

Nadia [en Marruecos creo que 

más que aquí] 

[in Morocco I think we 

study more than here] 

32 66 

67 

Alicia                             

[=Fatima está yendoo-] 

                          

[=Fatima is goingg-] 

33 68 

69 

Esther [se estudia más que aquí] [they study more than 

here] 

34 70 Nadia (sí)º (yes)º 

35 71 

72 

Alicia ¿que se estudia más que 

aquí? & 

that they study more 

than here? & 

36 73 Nadia & sí & yes 
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In this example, we can see that what matters is the unequal social position in the 
interaction, and not the cultural or linguistic differences per se. The teacher, Alicia, 
contradicts and constructs Fatima in her first turns (2, 4, 6 and 8) as lacking reason: ‘yes it’s 
difficult, but here it’s harder’ (especially in 2 and 4). Then she turns to the other teacher 
present in this conversation for confirmation (in turn 6: ‘isn’t it / Juan?’), and then she 
switches the pronoun of her previous addressee, and instead of ‘you’, the students become a 
‘they’, a third person in plural (in turn 8): ‘[the funny thing is] is that they’re saying that the 
PCPI is very hard // they think they have to study a lot / but here it’s harder’. So ‘they’ –– the 
students present in the classroom, i.e. Fatima and Nadia –– become bystanders in 
conversation while Alicia is talking (Alcalá and Martín Rojo, 2010). Counselling practices 
take place in this case, as in other similar cases studied by Erickson and Shultz (1982), within 
a frame in which asymmetries in the participation framework and in the management of 
interaction are prevalent. Students’ voices are taken off or taken on by those participants 
legitimated in the conversation flow (through power relations), and they are judged as 
unreasonable or incredible. Simultaneously, an assessment of their capacities and of the 
education in Morocco is imposed. Nadia, empowered by the researcher’s question decides to 
give her opinion in turn 31: ‘[in Morocco I think we study more than here]’. Alicia overlaps 
this intervention trying to lead the conversation flow, by changing the topic; however, Esther 
repeats Nadia’s intervention in order to make it explicit again. Nadia approves Esther’s 
intervention in a low voice first: ‘(yes)º’. But then, when Alicia asks: ‘that they study more 
than here?’ (turn 35), showing her scepticism and how incredible what Nadia said is for her, 
the student seems to feel empowered and answers in a higher tone of voice: ‘yes’ (Alcalá & 
Martín Rojo, 2010). 

Thus, it is precisely the management of power relations in this interaction that produces 
the difference and associates some knowledge to it. At least one of the participants with a 
more powerful institutional role disempowers the students. Thus, during the course of the 
interaction, the students are constructed as lacking: ‘(1) access to the possibility of self-
representation or representing others (turn level); (2) a legitimated voice, as well as credibility, 
reason or decision (interaction level); and (3) institutional authority and possibilities for 
moving up the social ladder (socio-institutional level)’ (Alcalá & Martín Rojo, 2010). The 
articulation at the three levels leads to the disempowerment of the students, and the 
empowerment of the teachers as representatives of the institution.  
       The analysis of the management of power also shows that what is at stake is not simply a 
dissimilar assessment of their linguistic competence and performance, but a complex process 
of distribution of the linguistic and social resources necessary for educational integration and 
social mobility. Thus, in the fragment we are examining, it is not only about the prior 
education and linguistic competence of the students not being valued and, therefore, being 
advised to go into a professional programme with a low level of consideration. What happens, 
instead, is that this ‘recommendation’ limits their possibility of having an educational 
trajectory that would provide them with other resources (academic titles, teaching in other 
languages, etc.) which would enable them to access better regarded and better paid jobs. So 
this exchange is a main locus for power, where some young girls are minoritized, their 
resistance is silenced, their exclusion is justified due to their ‘deficits’, but especially, they are 
prevented from accessing or ‘gaining’ more resources or capitals.  

Focusing our analysis on interaction has shown us a multiplicity of ‘relations of force’ and 
prevented us from locating power in the state apparatus. In this example, power is not always 
exercised in a single direction; different participants can reach different positions, amplifying 
or reducing their possibilities of resistance. But, in addition, it shows how power relations in 
everyday encounters are fully imbricated with other types of relationships (economic processes, 
knowledge relationships, gender, ethnic relations, among others). The exercise of power is 
integrated in a mode of production and distribution of resources and also produces knowledge 
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on social agents and on the processes in which they are involved (education, immigration, 
etc.). Lastly, the exercise of power favours, or encourages, certain practices, for instance in 
the case analysed above, educational tracking.  

Thus, in order to take into account the five postulates about power presented in this paper, 
our research has to be framed within the relation between discourse, knowledge and power. 
As we have seen in the analysed fragment, students cannot achieve a position in interaction 
from where they can produce an alternative representation of themselves, their educational 
background and their competences. But what is crucial in terms of power relations is that this 
representation that undervalues them is taken as true. Thus, their lack of power would not be 
situational but rather it would reproduce in other moments within and outside school. Thus, 
what is at stake is not a matter of representation of a pre-existing object, nor even of creating 
through discourse an object that does not exist. Rather, what is at stake is a set of practices, 
discursive or not, that makes something enter the ‘game of truth and falsehood’ (regardless of 
its form, i.e., moral reflection, scientific knowledge, political analysis, etc.) (Foucault 1994, 
vol. IV: 670).   Discourse then becomes a type of action, and becomes inextricably involved 
in the exercise of power relations, and in the production of discourses that legitimate the 
forms of power. 

The analysis of this and similar encounters reveals the ‘micro-physics’ of power (Foucault, 
1977a) through the unequal distribution of capital; these kinds of struggles for capital are 
becoming crucial to survive in global capitalism (see section four). However, we need to go 
further in our understanding of how power is exercised in the linguistic sphere, and by what 
means. 

 
 

4. An unavoidable task: The analysis of the technologies of power 
 
One of the key and still unanswered questions is how power reaches into the very grain of 
individuals, and inserts itself into their actions and linguistic attitudes, and practices. In order 
to answer this question, in this section I examine the means and in particular those processes 
designed to shape the linguistic behaviour of population (Rose, 1999), and individuals’ 
subjectivities. I call them technologies of power, and I include among them any institution 
that shapes behaviour, such as prisons or schools, and any concept that is considered the 
‘normal’ or ‘natural’ way of doing things (4.1.). In this section I also study the new forms of 
governmentality linked to neoliberalism and the role of language in current societies (4.2). 
Finally, in order to understand how the impact of both technologies shapes individuals’ 
subjectivities, I refer to the process of subjectivation (see also 4.2)  
 
 
4.1. Linguistic normalization  
 
Despite its potential interest, there has not yet been a genealogy in linguistic thought that 
shows in detail how and in what circumstances languages and  speakers came to be defined as 
objects of study (that is, how they were ‘objectivated’) and to what extent the production of 
scientific discourses has contributed to a hierarchization of linguistic varieties (legitimate 
languages vs. other varieties), to establishing a space of differentiation between normality and 
abnormality (e.g. between parallel monolingualism [Heller, 2001] and hybridized language),  
and to made explicit the norms of adequacy. 

In this sense, more studies are needed showing the genealogy of the rise and consolidation 
of the deep-rooted belief that a state must have a single language that laid the foundation of 
the monolingual nation state and questioned the legitimacy of other varieties different from 
the standard, as well as other languages (e.g. local languages within colonial processes, 
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minority languages in multilingual nation-states). In recent decades some outstanding 
contributions have been made in different geopolitical areas. For instance, only recently the 
postcolonial linguistic construction of national and pan-Hispanic identities in Spain and Latin 
America has been examined by authors such as del Valle (Del Valle, 2007). Spain’s 
contemporary language policies and geopolitical interests in Latin America have been also 
studied by del Valle (2002), while, Moreno Cabrera’s work explains the cumulative 
production of the ideologies and myths of Spanish linguistic nationalism, stressing the role of 
linguistics and language academies in this production (Moreno Cabrera 2015). Both authors 
show how globalized capitalism is reinforcing the linguistic hegemony of Spanish.  

Less recent is the recognition of the role of prescriptive studies on linguistic norms and 
variation in the recreation of the ‘good language’ and the ‘competent speaker;’ and in 
affirming the deviant nature of speakers of non-standard languages, and their ‘incorrect’ and 
‘deformed’ practices, such as mixing languages, by speakers lacking competence.  

In relation to language, two normalizing effects of this objectivation process of language 
and speakers stand out. First, there is the result of a negative view of linguistic differentiation, 
which introduces a ‘value-giving measure’, and draws the line between normal and abnormal 
linguistic forms; between normal and abnormal social dialects; between legitimate (healthy) 
and illegitimate (destructive) linguistic tendencies (homogenization vs. heterogeneity). In 
short, the traditional approach to language variation and linguistic practices normalizes. And 
second, it allows a process of appropriation of discourse to take place –– only legitimate 
forces and legitimate social groups have a right to a language. Minorities like Roma in Spain 
or Berbers in Morocco, and social and dissenting groups, do not; what they speak/have 
instead is a dialect or dangerous and evil ‘jargon’ (Martín Rojo, 1997b).  
 Despite linguistics itself, and in particular sociolinguistics, having included in their 
agenda the task of problematizing this knowledge, the truth is that the configuration of the 
concept of abnormality in linguistic variation and in practices such as linguistic hybridation is 
still deeply rooted in our societies. These linguistic ideologies are often rooted in a nineteenth 
century view of society (especially, social Darwinism and evolutionist theories): social order 
depends on the balance between a process of differentiation and a process of integration or 
control. On the basis of this view, we find a radical distinction between the legitimate forces of 
order (society, integration, control, normality), and the illegitimate forces of disorder (tension, 
illegitimate violence, abnormality). Social order and languages were considered to be a very 
fragile entity, threatened by social differences and changes: difference was a permanent cause of 
disorder, as changes are always a source of tension (Martín Rojo, 1997b). A contemporary 
example of the survival of this knowledge was seen recently when the Real Academia 
Española included the following definition of ‘Espanglish’: ‘(from Eng. Spanglish, a fusion of 
Spanish ‘español’ and *English ‘inglés’) ↑ariety of speech of some Hispanic groups in the 
United States of America where lexical and grammatical elements of Spanish and English are 
mixed and deformed’. Only the pressure of researchers such as Ana Celia Zentella and José 
del Valle (with the support of the Social Justice Task Force of the Society for Linguistic 
Anthropology) have managed to modify this definition.   

The imposition of a monolingual standard, which establishes a single language of use 
within institutions and rejects the practices in which speakers use (often creatively) different 
resources from their linguistic repertoires, has always been discriminatory given the 
multilingual reality, de facto if not in law, of most nation-states.  

We can understand now the difficulties that the revitalisation of a language entails, 
particularly in the challenges of knowledge produced by disciplines, and the production of 
alternative theories and ideologies. One particularly critical and reflective attempt of linguistic 
decolonization is provided by the Zapatista movement in the autonomous communities in the 
south of Mexico where a bilingual and independent education programme has been 
implemented, as part of their search for an alternative form of economic development and 
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which allows the community to learn in their own languages, and for education to be 
culturally relevant (Gómez Lara, 2011; see also Baronet, 2009). The analysis of this and 
other similar movements in Latin America shows critical discourse awareness and a deep 
understanding of how discrediting and delegitimizing representations of languages, cultures and 
communities have been built and circulate through discourse in colonial and postcolonial 
regimes, and the extent to which these discourses are deeply rooted in European episteme.  

Besides this postcolonial scenario, the imposition of monolingual standards is particularly 
striking as the increased mobility and diasporic trajectories of many speakers contribute to the 
polyglot forms of their linguistic repertoires, which encourages increased hybridization 
practices and translanguaging (García and Li Wei, 2014; Blackledge and Creese, 2014; 
Blommaert and Backus, 2013) as well as the emergence of new identities. The maintenance of 
linguistic ideologies in institutional settings, such as the ideologies of monolingualism and 
standardization in schools (see Martín Rojo, 2010: 221-260, for an overview), entails not 
valuing the languages spoken by many students, and the rejection of heteroglossic speech 
practices. The weakening of nation-states may be opening spaces, such as communication 
through new technologies and social networks, so that these practices of resistance to 
monolingual norms and separation of languages acquire more visibility (Blommaert, 2010; 
Rampton, 1995). Despite this, in the spaces where an institutional order is imposed, the norms 
regulating them are maintained.  

Concurrently with the weakening of nation-states and the opening of spaces for 
multilingual practices, new forms of governmentality are emerging within our current 
neoliberal context (see 4.3).  In relation to the objectivation of the speaker, more research is 
also needed to re-examine the emergence of the native and non-native distinction (which is 
not simply an artificial construct) and its normalizing effects on speakers. As Bonfiglio shows 
(2007; 2013) the enracination of language and its configuration within the matrix of race and 
ethnicity was born with nationalism in the early modern period, and it was ‘articulated in the 
apparently innocent kinship metaphors of maternality and nativity, as well as in the ideology 
of a natural connection between national character and national geography’ (2013: 56). These 
organic metaphors, taken from body and nature to construct the myths of imagined congenital 
communities, still persist today. Their effects also persist in relation to the condition of 
citizenship, since many present-day examinations for citizenship include language tests, in 
which applicants must align with the stipulated model of a native speaker. As a result of this 
objectivation, ‘native speakers’ are constructed as both a model and the authority. The 
examination (for example, the assessment of speakers’ competences in schools) is a method 
of control that involves hierarchical observation and normalizing judgment, and combines 
into a unified whole ‘the deployment of force and the establishment of truth’ (Foucault, 
1977a: 184). It both elicits the truth about those who undergo the examination (tells what they 
know or what is their level of language) and controls their linguistic behaviour (by forcing 
them to study or directing them to special courses or programmes). Thus, the introduction of 
the concept and those in connection to it (native vs. foreign; native vs. non-native; quasi-
native; native vs. learner; native vs. second language speaker) could have a clear impact on 
speakers’ trajectories. By analysing speakers’ trajectories and life stories it would be possible 
to reveal the distinct operations that the hierarchization of languages and speakerness models 
brings into play: it links individual language practices to a whole which immediately becomes 
a field for comparison; it differentiates individuals from one another; it measures in 
quantitative terms and hierarchizes linguistic competence and performance, linguistic levels, 
and the ‘nature’ of individuals in terms of value; it introduces, through this ‘value-assigning 
measurement’, the constraints of a conformity that must be achieved4. In order to understand 
the power effect of this knowledge, categories and linguistic ideologies, and their impact on 
                                                        
4 In fact, the use of the concept follows a now established concern about political inequalities within EFL (for 
example, Canagarajah, 1999; Pennycook, 1994). 

http://eltj.oxfordjournals.org/content/60/4/385.full#ref-10
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linguistic behaviour and in speakers’ self-esteem we need to examine two more technologies 
of power.  
 
 
4.2.   Governmentality and subjectivation  
 
The question that remains to be answered is how the knowledge produced by linguistic 
disciplines about language and speakers ends up regulating the behaviour of individuals and 
the population in general. In order to answer this question, we can apply Foucault’s concept 
of governmentality which refers to ‘the conduct of conduct’ and ranges from the governing of 
others in all aspects of life to the governing of the self (Foucault, 1982; see also 2000). This 
concept involves the regulation of populations through multiple institutions and technologies 
in society.  

One clear example of this regulation is how the logic of the market currently shapes the 
management of linguistic trajectories, the discourse about linguistic competences and skills, 
and correlatively institutions’ linguistic regimentations, and speakers’ linguistic practices. The 
involvement of language in a globalized new economy, as a source of symbolic added value, 
and as a mode of management of global networks, implies an increasing frequency of 
discourses that celebrate multilingualism and present the increase of linguistic competencies 
and skills as a requirement of our times that would guarantee insertion and mobility in the job 
market (Duchêne and Heller, 2012; Duchêne, 2011). These social and economic 
transformations lead to a particular form of governmentality. Flores (2013) considers that 
these new forms of governmentality parallel the production of a neoliberal subject that fits the 
political and economic context of our current sociohistorical period—in particular, the desire 
for flexible workers and lifelong learners to perform service-oriented and technological jobs 
as part of a post-Fordist political economy. These parallels indicate a need for a more critical 
treatment of the concept of plurilingualism to avoid complicity with the promotion of a covert 
neoliberal agenda. 

As Urla (2012) notes, under neoliberalism, the logics and discourse for managing social 
life, and in this case linguistic trajectories, on the one hand, and the logics and discourse of 
the market, on the other, have fused (see, especially, Rose, 1999). This change takes place 
precisely at a time where jobs have become precarious, inequality has risen, and struggles for 
resources have increased (Standing, 2011; Fraser, 2003). In this context, the new discourses 
of language commodification –– and the production of knowledge about languages, 
competencies, the market, etc.  –– have a clear impact on speakers.  Subjects respond to this 
pressure trying to meet market demands, increasing their linguistic competencies, demanding 
bilingual teaching courses and programmes, and paying for certificates that accredit linguistic 
training and education; all these responses lead to greater revenues for the language industry. 
As former inequalities, prejudices and social hierarchies are still active and even amplified in 
many apparently liberal societies today, and in spite of increased demands for linguistic 
competence, access to linguistic capital is not guaranteed (Martin Rojo, in preparation). 
Linguistic competence and skills do not guarantee access to a better job (Duchêne, 2011). 
Most jobs on offer do not require all those linguistic credentials (Standing ,2011).  To present 
the learning of languages as preparing people for jobs is to set up tensions and frustrations 
that will give way to disillusion. Considering this, increasing linguistic demands could be 
seen as a gatekeeping mechanism (Erickson and Shultz, 1982) that does not give but rather 
constrains access to key educational, employment, legal, and political fields, among others.   

Thus, speakers’ self-regulation is also connected to the increasing demands for linguistic 
competences. In the following example of an interview with a student of Romanian origin 
(Iona), successfully studying at a university in Madrid, we observe this self-regulation in the 
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ways of using language to avoid discrimination or to increase social and economic mobility5. 
The interviewee focuses on her linguistic trajectory and her ‘new-speaker’ status. 
 
Extract 2 
 
Lilia 1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

DO you think so? - because I have to say that I don’t 
realise, (.) I don’t have such a refined ear so as to (.) 
detect exactly the differences in pronunciation, (.) but 

(.) you- (.) you feel that today you speak perfectly, 

with a Spanish accent? An accent from here? 

Ioana 6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

(00:15:23) Well, I think so. I have certainly put all my 

effort and all my strength in achieving that. (h) But I 

don’t know, I mean generally people, when I say to them, 
after they have known me for some time, I say, 'hey,  I’m 
Romanian'. (.) They are normally like (.) mmm very 

surprised. ((laughter)) Because they don’t expect it. (.) 
And they say 'no but you can’t tell at all' (.) however, 
I have had cases where people have said 'ah, right, that 

explains, I could tell there was something odd about your 

accent'. (.) So I don’t really know what to think anymore 
((laughter))= 

Lilia 16 

17 

18 

Why do you say categorically 'I have put so much (.) e:h 

effort in achieving that '. Why has this been so 

important for you.= 

Ioana 19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

I don’t know, the fact is I did make a big effort and I 
don’t know why really, I mean, I so wanted to learn to 
speak it well, (hh) I don’t know, perhaps it was fear of 
being rejected, fear of marginalised, I mean, (hh) I 

thought I don’t want to: I don’t want to go through what 
other people go through, who spend three years here and 

don’t know how to speak, can’t understand, people 
laughing at them, (.) maybe that was it, all of which I 

didn’t go through: that discrimination in that sense, but 
(.) perhaps I was afraid of (.) that. 

 
Lilia, the interviewer, poses a first question that already establishes an unattainable goal, 

‘to speak perfectly’, which is nonetheless shared by the interviewee. For both, their term of 
reference is the standard variety and passing for a native speaker, which seems to indicate that 
nation-state models of personhood have not disappeared under neoliberalism, but are still 
active for diasporic speakers.  In the second question, we see how the interviewer has detected 
the disciplining effort and asks Iona to give reasons for it. In the interviewee’s answer, again, 
we find the demand of ‘speaking well’, and how the knowledge of a hierarchy of speakers and 
competencies has been internalized. Her effort has been invested out of fear of rejection and 
of reproducing the experience of people who spend time in Spain without speaking. This 
shows a superposition of experiences and knowledge regarding dominant language ideologies 
and immigration. This example shows clearly the permeability of the subject that reproduces 
the norm internally. Later on in the interview she explains how she put the greatest effort into 
the pronunciation of the Spanish ‘zed’:  ‘It was a goal for me to learn how to pronounce the 
zed. Once I learned that, it was as if I had achieved everything. (.) And it took me about a 

                                                        
5  Data from the research project ‘New speakers, new identities: Linguistic practices and ideologies in the post-
national era’ (NEOPHON; ref. FFI2011 24781) financed by the Spanish Ministerio de Economía y 
Competitividad  within the  Plan Nacional de I+D+I 2008- 2011. 
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year’. This reflects how she has incorporated this as an index that local speakers use to try to 
distinguish local speakers from non-local speakers. All this has an effect on practices.  

The modes of objectivation thus become modes of subjectivation and are used by the person 
for understanding themselves, becoming ways of understanding of the individual (Martín Rojo, 
1997a). Thus, human beings recognise themselves as subjects, constitute themselves as objects 
of knowledge for themselves: they are driven to examine themselves, decipher themselves. 
Subjectivity is the way in which subjects turn the experience of themselves into a truth game 
with themselves; and in that game, the legitimated and dominant discourses internalized by 
individuals play an essential role, provided that they appropriate them in the understanding of 
themselves. This is not merely a question of whether linguistic norms and ideologies are 
accepted or rejected, but also of how, when they are internalized by individuals, they impact 
the construction of subjectivity.  Taking into account the role of subjectivation we may ask 
ourselves what could happen if individuals internalize normalizing discourses which 
undermine them as competent and legitimate speakers; could these speakers lower their social 
and educational expectations or even self-exclude themselves from significant social fields? 
Could the internalization of this ideology compel non-native speakers to censor themselves, 
or to place their linguistic practices within an evaluative frame, and to derogate their own 
linguistic practices?  

We have some noteworthy testimonies of the internalization of these ideologies and of the 
resistance produced.  Chicana feminist scholar Anzaldúa (1987) describes how the 
assimilationist pressure to speak English without an accent, together with the shame felt in 
speaking Spanish, amounts to a taming of the tongue, to a disciplining and denigration of the 
subject which can only be escaped by proudly expressing a hybrid language, a mestizo 
language blending Spanish and English. This denigration of the subject is reflected in the 
verses of the Nuyorican poet Tato Laviera in ‘My Graduation Speech,’ ‘Ay, Virgin Mary, I 
cannot speak!’ Experiences such as those of Anzaldúa and Laviera have been mirrored by 
other authors in geopolitical areas dominated by the spirit of colonialism. Derrida (1996) 
discusses those for whom the use of French, the only language they knew, was equivalent to a 
dispossession, to speaking the language of the colonizer. And this is even more so in bilingual 
situations, as the one referred to by Fanon (1952), for whom the adoption of the language of 
the colonizers was like wearing a white mask over black skin. 

The construction of subjectivity can be grasped by analyzing the discourses produced by 
‘non-native speakers’. Shame (in the sense of Howard, 1995 and Scheff, 2000) for not having 
achieved enough proficiency, for not being able to speak as a ‘native’ (Relaño, 2014) can be 
pervasive. In fact, linguistic norms are enforced through the calculated administration of 
shame. However, discourses also reveal various kinds of resistance: pride in the ‘native’ 
language, hybridized practices and ‘passing for a native speaker’ of one or more languages. 
As a consequence, speakers could discursively present themselves as ‘split subjects’ who 
reflect the tension between power (that is, exclusion and delegitimization, if they fail to sound 
as a ‘‘native speaker’’) and desire for the acceptance and legitimation of their own languages 
and ways of speaking.   

 
 

4.  Concluding remarks and review of key points 
 
This paper has examined the extent to which shifts in the understanding of power within a 
poststructuralist frame are compelling researchers to re-examine the relationships between 
language and power. In the light of notions of power like Foucault’s, this paper has examined 
the new research questions and objects of study that are emerging. In exploring the relations 
between power and language, I have also tried to answer the questions concerning who 
exercises power, in what sphere, and by what means. Ultimately, answering these questions is 
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the first step in the reversal of power and the initiation of new struggles against existing forms 
of power.  

Throughout these pages, we have seen the extent to which in order to avoid a simplified 
vision where power appears as a monopoly of the state, exercised from top to bottom, and to 
capture the complexity of power relationships, according to the five postulates I summarised 
following a Foucauldian approach, it is necessary to frame the study of power in the flow of 
interaction, in all institutions and outside them. Likewise, to capture the generating or productive 
nature of power, it is necessary to study its relationship with discourse and knowledge. From 
there, some of the technologies of power have been brought to light, such as normalization, 
through objectivation and subjectivation, and governmentality. Thus, the exercise of power has 
been framed within other types of relationships (economic processes, knowledge relationships, 
gender, ethnic relation, among others), and has been integrated in a mode of production and 
distribution of resources. At the same time, it produces knowledge about the language and the 
models of speakerhood that promote self-regulation practices among speakers (for instance, 
self demanding requirements to learn a specific language or to adopt a particular accent). In 
other domains, such as ethnic and gender relations or sexuality, several groups (for example 
young people, women, ethnic groups, LGBTs) have acted against forms of domination and 
constraint, responding to a form of power that links individuals with their identity, transforming 
them and constraining them as subjects. But in the linguistic domain, the effects of linguistic 
policies, the knowledge produced by disciplines and linguistic ideologies and norms, questioning 
the status of speakers, their competency and their qualification, haven’t been  yet fully examined 
yet. As a result, struggles against these forms of constraint are still incipient.  

In order to go a step further, we have explored the main mechanisms through which 
production of knowledge about languages take place, and their disciplinary effects on 
speakers and on their linguistic ’conduct’. Finally, we have examined the power mechanisms, 
such as normalization, governmentality and subjectivation and how they are applied to 
speakers’ trajectories and practices. Thus, studying the forms of neoliberal governmentality, 
associated with the commodification of languages allow us to better understand the current 
forms of control of the population and of behaviour. And the role that language training plays 
as an instrument for increasing competency and competitiveness, and filling the void of the 
long periods without employment in a precarious job market. At the same time, the opposition 
between native and non-native speaker is not a valid instrument to describe people’s 
experiences in a context of increasing social mobility and diversity of contemporary societies. 
The analysis of the internalization of the native-speaker model can contribute to increase 
speakers’ reflexivity and to learn how to resist domination mechanisms associated with this 
model and promote self-oriented, liberating techniques.  
 

----------------------- 
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