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Programme

• Multilingual political situation in Switzerland
• Dominant language ideologies?
• recent reforms à competition among 

universities
• Instrumental promotional discourses in the 

reproduction of language ideologies
• Broader questions à multilingualism ties in 

with an increasing marketization of higher 
education



Guiding questions

• ... under what conditions is Swiss plurilingualism 
mobilised as a promotional resource in the 
context of tertiary education? 

• ... how do promotional discourses and university 
practices vary?

• What are the reasons for this variability? 

• And which tensions can we observe? 



What we will be focussing on…

• the political-economic situation of the 
Higher education system in 
Switzerland

• the functional role assigned to certain 
languages and dominant (language-) 
ideologies in times shaped by 
capitalist competition

• regional history and traditions



Universities and language regions in Switzerland
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Political-economic situation of the higher 
education system in Switzerland 

• More competition à competition seen as 
positive

• Shift from the financial support based on 
costs to the support based on achievement

“Das HFKG setzt in Verbindung mit dem kantonalen Hochschulkonkordat und der 
Zusammenarbeitsvereinbarung im Hochschulbereich zwischen Bund und 
Kantonen Artikel 63a der Bundesverfassung um. Nach diesem Verfassungsartikel 
sorgen Bund und Kantone gemeinsam für einen qualitativ hochstehenden, 
wettbewerbsfähigen und koordinierten Hochschulraum. Dieser umfasst die 
kantonalen Universitäten, die ETH, die Fachhochschulen inklusive der 
pädagogischen Hochschulen sowie andere Institutionen des Hochschulbereichs.“
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According to this constitutional article, the Confederation and the
cantons shall jointly ensure a high-quality, competitive and
coordinated higher education area. This includes the cantonal
universities, the Federal Institutes of Technology, the universities
of applied sciences including the universities of teacher education
and other institutions in the higher education sector.



Two new universities
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Functional role of language and dominant 
language ideologies

• Resource and instrument for work
• Means to address new markets à marker of 

distinction
• Capitalization
• Tertiary education: means for universities

and students and their marketing

[cf. Boutet 2008; Bourdieu 1979; Cameron 2000; Duchêne & Heller 2012; Heller 
2003; Kelly-Holmes 2006; Piller 2001; Spilker 2010; Irvine 1989; 

Urciuoli 2003, 2010; Martín Rojo & Del Percio 2019]



The region, its history and traditions

• from confession to tradition [cf. Altermatt 2009; Metzger 2010]

UC Fri-
bourg

UC Lu-
cerne



The region, its
history and 
traditions:
The Gotthard: 
from a path to a 
tunnel

[cf. Carbonazzi 1845; Ceschi & Mittler 2003; 
Mattioli & Ries 2000]

„Gotthardbahn map“ von Pechristener 2015
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Language dans des activités promotionnel



Language as the ‘marker of distinction’
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They pay off …
ehm . and Switzerland’s diversity is .. we would be happy to
represent Switzerland’s diversity amongst our students.. that is
for sure . we are happy and . and have a positive attitude
towards all students . but of course it is understandable that we
have from the French part of Switzerland . that the linguistic
border is a bigger barrier . the students there . they have other
alternatives in the French-speaking part of Switzerland . the
students from the Ticino do not have the same alternatives and
that is why it is worth offering specific measures to these
students\

[interview with marketing manager]



INT: And how come you have chosen to study law at UCS? You could have gone to 
other places. 
LA: I said to myself,law can be studied in different places also in the French-
speaking part of Switzerland, e.g. Lausanne and Fribourg if I am not wrong. 
INT: Yes.
ILA: From the very beginning, I excluded the French-speaking part because I said to 
myself my French is more or less ok. 
INT: Yes. 
ILA: It is similar to Italian and therefore let’s say, I can learn it in little time. German 
however is much more important and spoken by three quarters of Switzerland. And I 
am still struggling with German, thus, I prefer studying in German, so that my 
German gets better and I’ll have advantages for the future. 
INT: Yes.
ILA: That’s why Ichose German at UCS and this delegation came and 
the university is small and also quite close to the Ticino but this, I did not, I did not, I 
would also have gone to Basel, I don’t know. 
INT: Yes. 
ILA: Other places would have been fine for me too. But the fact that it’s small and 
closely supervised was more convincing for me. 

Veronica (Law student in Lucerne) 



INT: And how was it for you in the beginning?
STE: It was terribly difficult. I spent the evenings reading just one page
without getting anything. Some days at university, I would not have had a clue what
the lecture was about, I would go home and start reading in a book and still not 
understand what it was about. It was very difficult. 
INT: Um
STE: You have to be studious and keep going.
INT: Um
STE: You have to persevere, you have to do some reading after every
lesson, and after some time, you will improve by consequence. 



ILA: We organize events and dinner parties. It is a group of Ticinese students and of
students from Italy, in any case for all Italian-speaking students
INT: Yes
ILA: Living in central Switzerland.
INT: And what are you doing?
ILA: Well, we organize activities in order to unite ourselves but 
it is also a point of reference in the case someone would have problems to find an 
apartment. A place to stay. The association can offer some help. And maybe I don’t
know for example second-hand books. And in any case they support the Ticinese
who feels disoriented. It is a point of reference. 



To conclude…

• Tensions
• Partial accommodation
• ‚Who wins – and who loses?‘
• Swiss multilingualism?



THANKS A LOT FOR YOUR ATTENTION!
martina.zimmermann@phlu.ch
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