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Introduction

The construct of ideology entails “a set of representations, views, practices, and discourses that are associated with particular symbolic values, and with differential positions of power within society or any institution” (Bourdieu 1991, cited in Miller, 2003, p.181). Viewing language as symbolic capital which can be defined as resources available to an individual through accumulated prestige, honour, and recognition and resemble worth within a particular society or culture and can be converted into economic and social capital, enables us to comprehend how languages and linguistic practices are accorded value in different social contexts. Pavlenko (2002) maintains that this view allows us “to examine the discursive construction and functioning of language and to link individual attitudes and belief systems to larger societal processes” (p.286). According to Jaffe (2009, cited in De Costa, 2011), language ideologies relate to “a wide range of phenomena that include: (1) ideas about the nature of language itself; (2) the values and meanings attached to particular codes; (3) hierarchies of linguistic value; and (4) the way that specific linguistic codes are connected to identities and stances” (p.349). Woolard (1998) highlights that language ideologies can be categorised into macro language ideologies that focus on broader notions such as standardisation, language nationalism, bilingualism, and language revitalisation and micro language ideologies depicted through implicit constructs created by speakers in particular instances of discourse. Language ideologies are expressed through talk about language and reflected in patterns of language use as learners negotiate the meaning and are influenced by macro- and micro-political factors which collude to impact language learning (Woolard, 1998; De Costa, 2011).

Ideology, particularly language ideology, has started to draw attention in the spheres of English as a Second Language (ESL), Second Language Acquisition (SLA), and English Language Teaching (ELT). The poststructuralist perspectives of language learning reconceptualise second language learning as second language socialisation, validating second language acquisition as a fundamentally social process of internalising the norms and ideologies of a particular community of practice (Pavlenko, 2002). With the growing acknowledgement of language learning as a social process which accepts the dynamic social relations of power and positioning in heterogeneous second language learning contexts, ideologies operative in language learning contexts—either explicitly or implicitly—have been studied vis-à-vis their mediatory work in second language learning and use (Darvin & Norton, 2015; De Costa, 2010; Kubota, 1998; Razfar & Rumennap, 2012). Moreover, De Costa (2011) argues that the construct of language ideology can be used to extend the contextual approach (Barcelos 2003, cited in De Costa, 2011) to learner beliefs whereby learner beliefs in a given context are reconceptualised as learner ideologies. In this backdrop, learning and using English as a second language is perceived as a social process mediated by language ideologies implicit and explicit in the social learning context, learner ideologies, relations or power, and positioning of the English language and English speakers.  

The use of English for communicative purposes among Sri Lankan state university students has long been a topic of concern. It is generally observed that these undergraduates do not often use English despite their institutional demands of reading for a Bachelor’s degree in English as well as their years of English education by the national English programme. Observations of contradictions highlighting their (in)capabilities to speak English with some degree of disinclination, combined with the institutional requirements to study in English, have paved the way for the present paper. This is part of a broader study that aims at exploring the undergraduates’ relationship with English that contributes to the reticence typically observed in ELT classrooms as well as the ambivalence towards using English commonly depicted in remarks such as “But we don’t use English much.” This paper examines the language ideologies of speaking English held by a group of first-year undergraduates, as borne out in discussions on using English at a state university in Sri Lanka. 

METHODOLOGY

The larger study from which the present paper reports was carried out in a leading state university in the Western Province of Sri Lanka. Via a narrative case study approach, the study was carried out with seven first-year undergraduates of two profession-oriented degree programmes offered by one academic department. The narrative case study design was chosen to gain an in-depth understanding into the relationship between the participants and English in order to explore the reticence and ambivalence in using English in the context under study. The participants were selected using purposeful sampling, combined with the two strategies of intensity sampling and maximum variation sampling. The data in the form of narratives were collected using identity portraits and narrative interviews, and were analysed using the thematic method of narrative exploration. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Ideologies about speaking in English expressed by the respondents, although with seeming variations, can be discussed in terms of ideologies about the general act of speaking English, and ideologies about using English for real-life communication in the context under study.

A) Ideologies about the general act of speaking English: Evoking negative feelings, signifying social status, and desiring perfection

In the narratives of the present study, the general act of speaking English is associated with an array of negative sentiments such as being ‘unfamiliar’, ‘strange’, ‘nervous’, ‘fearful’, ‘uncomfortable’, and ‘intimidating’. It is also linked to ‘embarrassment’ and ‘losing face in front of peers’. These sentiments, freely written as keywords and phrases, governed the identity portraits of all the respondents, excluding those by two participants whose portraits expressed the general comfortability of using English anywhere except in the university. The other five respondents claim that speaking English is generally discomforting owing to the array of negative feelings associated with it.

The act of speaking English is primarily associated with two dominant sentiments: fear and embarrassment. Remarks such as “I’m afraid to speak English” and “I’m embarrassed others might laugh at me” are shared among the respondents who are uncomfortable in using English. Emerging not only from the psychological factors of fear and embarrassment, these remarks indicate sociological aspects of how English speaking may evoke a fear of making mistakes, leading to overt or covert forms of humiliation. What is noteworthy about these interpretations is the fact that the very respondents who express such remarks have not personally experienced public humiliation at the expense of making mistakes while using English. Instead, almost all of them had speculations of such social humiliation, negatively shaping their language ideologies about speaking English in a social context. What is implied here is a presence of social tensions English speaking may generate, and these can be understood by the purist language ideologies in the post-colonial Sri Lankan society, where making ‘mistakes’ in English speaking may label one a speaker of ‘broken English’ or ‘not-pot English’, a variety of Sri Lankan English spoken by the common masses (Gunesekera, 2005). The extent to which fear and embarrassment evoked by English language use could be shaped by a desire to use it with “authenticity and authority” can be summed up in the respondent remarks of “[We] will use English when we completely learn it” (“ඉංග්‍රීසි කතා කරනවා හොඳට පුළුවන් උනාම”), which also implies a futuristic connotation attached to mastering English speaking skills and using English for everyday communication. 

Further, most respondents believe that English speaking has to be error-free with perfect grammar and vocabulary. For example, another participant says, “When I sometimes speak English, Miss, I get stuck. I don’t know much grammar. Words don’t come out. So, I don’t think I can speak English”. This indicates an ideology of speaking English being equivalent to having a rich vocabulary and sound knowledge in grammar so that one will be able to speak English without any interference. A third participant also bears a similar idea and adds:

I think English speaking has to come with that everyday-English-speaking-like accent. I try to get this accent. I think I can speak with this accent when I speak on a familiar topic, like ‘Myself’, but when I speak on a different, a somewhat unfamiliar topic, then I have to make an effort to remember vocabulary and also use things like passive voice. Then, it’s challenging to get that accent. 

This example sheds light on a typical, maybe the most popular, English speaking activity in a Sri Lankan English classroom, ‘self-introduction’, where a student introduces himself/herself. What the student tries to articulate here about ‘an everyday-English-speaking-like accent’ is indicative of people’s attitudes towards the accent in speaking English, and how others may position English speakers judging by this accent and how proficient and comfortable one is in speaking English. This example implies an ideology of speaking English ‘perfectly’ is also associated with an accent, although not necessarily British or American, as it would be typically assumed. According to these ideologies, speaking English involves being accurate with mistake-free grammar, apt vocabulary flown continually, advanced sentence structures, and an accent. This purist ideology towards English could be due to the post-colonial ideology commonly noted in Sri Lanka, deriving from the supremacy linked to English and also due to representations of Eastern cultural attributes of the need to be ‘right’ and ‘perfect’ (Liu & Littlewood, 1997 & Jones, 1999, cited in Cheng, 2000).

Furthermore, English speaking is linked to powerful connotations around how one perceives oneself and one’s identity. A participant’s comment on his identity portrait “I feel like I’m blind”, captures how powerless he feels when speaking English. Blindness has powerful implications of being handicapped and experiencing perceived hindrance, abandonment, and helplessness, all of which are caused or triggered by the use of English. Similarly, another powerful comment in an identity portrait, “I am a little man when I speak English”, evokes the powerlessness associated with using English. It also indicates how speaking English transforms him into someone less of a man, bringing a gendered aspect to the issue. These remarks capture the crippling feeling evoked by speaking English that ultimately implies the oppression felt by having to use the English language and the negative effect on the respondents’ sense of selves or their identities. This remark highlights a contradiction as regards the general discourse around English being used to indicate power and supremacy. 

B) Ideologies about using English in the context: Yielding ‘capital’ only within the mandatory academic scope and coping with contextual hegemony that aligns English use with ‘showing off’

In the present context, English is not the preferred language for communication. However, students are sometimes required to use English for explicit utilitarian purposes centred on academic needs such as making presentations and facing viva voce. The narratives highlight that the students use English only when the context necessitates its use, and more importantly, ‘if and when’ everyone else uses it. A majority of the respondents claim that they ‘manage’ their English in these occasions as the required amount of English use is specific and restrained. While this hints at how English does not convey ‘capital’ outside the obligatory academic sphere, it also highlights the negative connotations associated with English language use beyond the academic sphere in this context.

The use of English seems to be primarily shaped by the ideologies evident in this context that align English use with deliberate attempts to ‘show off’. In this context, it is generally viewed as an act of ‘showing supremacy’, ‘showing off’ one’s socioeconomic status or knowledge, or, ‘trying to be posh’, which could be owing to the language ideologies about English belonging to a specific social class. For example, a participant’s remark, “I feel sorry about those who use it to indicate social status,” hints at the fact that speaking in English is viewed as a means of depicting one’s socioeconomic status. Speaking English is thus considered ‘an act of displaying snobbishness’, ‘a means of attempting to be posh’, and ‘an act of showing off one’s social rank and power.’ English in Sri Lanka, according to Kandiah (1984), is a primary tool of power and dominance, implying a social division between the people who have access to the capital offered by English and those who do not.
Moreover, another respondent says that English use gets strangely noticed in the campus environment, and it is a reason for him not to use English. He says:
I’m generally comfortable to use English but, I’m comfortable only if the other person speaks English. Here, on campus, there’s no push to speak English and people sort of look at you differently [if you use English]. I don’t want people to think I’m showing off. There are students who are not bothered by it, but I am. I feel embarrassed when I get strangely noticed.
Remarks of this nature affirm the sub-cultural hegemony in the context that shapes students’ ideologies about English that consequently discourages its use. English-speaking students are labelled and ostracised, and therefore, as a strategy to avoid the labelling of ‘showing off’, the respondents claim that they use English only when everyone uses it as well as when it is already used in in-group communication. 
conclusions/RECOMMENDATIONS

The study concludes that English use is affected by its discursive positioning of English in the context as well as the broader language ideologies related to English speaking in Sri Lanka, which have shaped the micro learner ideologies about using English. The study highlights that the post-colonial ideologies towards English as a language of superiority and privilege are still in effect in this context, along with the subcultural hegemony of the Sinhala-speaking majority. Unequal power relations between the Sinhala-speaking majority and the English-speaking minority seem to position English speaking negatively, affecting the English use of the undergraduates. This study recommends ELT practitioners to consider the social contexts in which learning takes place and explore the social settings in which their students are members of, in order to understand reticence and ambivalence observed in ELT classrooms. 
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