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Introduction

Subject

The increase of immigration that happened in Portugal in recent years has mainly been made
up of Brazilian citizens. They constitute the largest foreign community in the country and are
the largest number of international students enrolled in Portuguese universities. Portugal and
Brazil are both members of the Community of Portuguese Language Countries (CPLP), an
organisation built around diverse ties (historical, cultural...) between Portuguese-speaking
nations. Despite this shared language, Brazilians remain among the most exposed immigrant
groups exposed to discriminatory experiences in Portuguese society. And universities, while
presented as inclusive/ multicultural environments, can also reproduce social hierarchy linked
to language, and societal belonging. And, while Brazilian students migrate to Portugal
already speaking the language, the sole fact of sharing a language is not a prevention
guarantee against being perceived as an outsider. Factors like accent and lexical differences in
settings predominantly centered around European Portuguese may still shape perception of
academic competence or societal belonging. Additionally, a European Union-funded project
reflects the growing relevance of accent-based discrimination : the CIRCE project. This
project aims to address accentism as one of the most resistant forms of discrimination in
Europe. In this project, Universities were presented as both actors of reproduction and
challenge of linguistic prejudices.

In such, the experience of academic and social environments viewed through the prism of
linguistic differences and hierarchies motivated this study, and made clearer the need to

investigate the experiences of Brazilian students in Portugal within a postcolonial context.

Problem Formulation

Despite Brazilian students migrating to Portugal due to the shared language, the existence of
this shared language is not guaranteeing the elimination of experience of exclusion within
Portuguese academic spaces. Indeed, in postcolonial contexts, language can be a way of
defining who is perceived differently, or who is perceived as legitimately belonging in that
society. In this context, the existing relationship between Brazilian Portuguese and European

Portuguese has been shaped, on a historical level, by linguistic hierarchies, often unequal.
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Within this hierarchy, certain accents and forms of speech are socially considered to possess
greater prestige or just being more “correct”. These hierarchies can influence everyday
interactions for Brazilian students in Portuguese universities and shape how they experience
their integration into academic life. Furthermore, as universities tend to be environments
where speech is deeply tied to the perception of one’s competence, accent can become a
marker of distinction, even if the core communication is not impacted by it. The reactions or
comments about the Brazilian students' vocabulary or the expectations that those students
should adapt to the norms of European Portuguese may contribute to feelings of exclusion
that need exploring. These existing dynamics, because they are normalised, need to be
explored further than explicit forms of discrimination. In such, it is necessary to analyse as
well the everyday practices through which linguistic differences become socially meaningful.
And, as the experiences between students may vary, questions about if accent-based and
global linguistic discrimination should be understood as a result of individual attitudes or as
part of broader practices rise.

Hence, this research aims to explore how Brazilian students make sense of their linguistic
experiences within Portuguese universities and to understand to what extent the shared
Portuguese language is a facilitator of inclusion, but also discrimination shaped by
postcolonial linguistic hierarchies. Through a postcolonial perspective, it will examine how
linguistic hierarchies connected to Portugal’s colonial history may continue to shape
contemporary academic interactions and influence the integration of Brazilian students within

Portuguese universities. In such, this subject will explore the following questions:

How does the shared Portuguese language impact the experience of Brazilians in
Portuguese academia settings?

To fully answer this question, it seems essential to answer to those sub-questions:

- Does the shared Portuguese language facilitate Brazilian students’ integration into
Portuguese academia

- How do Portuguese universities contribute to the reproduction of linguistic hierarchies
in postcolonial academic contexts?

- To what extent does linguistic discrimination such as accent-based discrimination

reinforce feelings of foreignness and exclusion?
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Methodology

Data collection: qualitative research through interviews

To address this aim, I employed a qualitative research method based on semi-structured

interviews with seven Brazilian students.

Gender Age Major studied
Annex 1: Jasmine Woman 27 Psychology
Annex 2: Maria Woman 24 International Relations
Annex 3: Pilar Woman 23 Economics
Annex 4: Paulo Man 25 Chemical Engineering
Annex 5: Raul Man 24 Business management and

tourism

Annex 6: Ema Woman 29 Psychology
Annex 7: Laura Woman 22 Sociology

Figure 1: Interviewee's details

Qualitative approach through semi structured interviews

I chose to interview Brazilian students as Brazilians are the largest Portuguese-speaking
group in the world, and Brazilian students are a big part of the financial development of
Portuguese Universities. My preference for interviews can be justified by the fact that every
Brazilian student enrolled in a Portuguese university will have a different experience in
Portugal, as there are many factors to consider, such as the process of finding accommodation
and the relationships they develop there. Within the university, they also establish different
relationships with professors and colleagues, alongside their day-to-day interactions with
other international students and locals. I also recognise that socio-economic situation, gender,
and race may influence their stay in Portugal. Qualitative interviews therefore allow me to
gather data about the interviewees’ personal experiences through their responses to my

questions. By providing open-ended questions, I can ensure that these different subjects are
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explored without relying on a rigid script. My goal is to understand the impact of accent in
their stay in Portugal, and I therefore use my research question as a guiding line throughout
the interviews.

I thus conducted semi-structured interviews that allowed me to acquire detailed answers from
interviewees, while giving them the freedom to expand on their experiences and enabling me
to apply follow-up questions whenever relevant to deepen my understanding of linguistic
discrimination. I decided to use the semi-structured interview method mainly because it
enabled me to improvise follow-up questions based on the interviewee’s responses (Polit &
Beck, 2010), creating space for new topics to emerge according to participants’ testimonies.
Since my goal was to collect similar types of information from different interviewees,
providing participants with guidance on what to talk about was only one of my concerns (Gill
et al.,, 2008; Holloway & Wheeler, 2010). Another concern was formulating an interview
guide that would allow me to gain a better understanding of the research topic. In this way,
interviewees could choose to discuss the incidents they considered most relevant, articulating
them in their preferred wording and order (Amado & Ferreira, 2014).

The main advantage of employing semi-structured interviews for a study on the experiences
of foreign students adapting to a new country and culture is that this method provides both
structure and flexibility. Unlike a completely unstructured interview, I elaborated an
interview guide containing the key topics and concepts relevant to answering my research
question. However, unlike a structured interview, I was able to use open-ended questions that
allowed participants to introduce new perspectives or shift the direction of the interview.
When this occurred, I redirected the conversation towards the relevant themes through
structuring questions. I also followed Kvale’s (1996) suggestions regarding interview
questions, particularly specifying and interpreting questions, in order to encourage richer and
more detailed answers (Bryman, 2012, pp. 469—498).

The development of my interview guide ensured that I could apply open questions about the
specific phenomenon and concepts identified through previous literature, while
simultaneously acquiring in-depth information from interviewees’ testimonies about
linguistic discrimination. As Bryman argues, the emphasis in this type of interview is on how
participants frame and understand the issues and events discussed during the interview. Even
though the theories and previous literature I analysed allowed me to develop a script,
interviewees’ responses brought to light different points of view and allowed me to connect
factors that 1 had not previously considered. To prepare for the interviews, I reviewed

previous literature and similar case studies that adopted the same semi-structured interview
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approach, which helped me identify the essential topics to include in my questions and collect
verifiable data.

The decision to conduct semi-structured interviews was also driven by the need to observe
how linguistic discrimination emerges in the day-to-day lives of international students living
in Portugal, each with their own perceptions of discriminatory attitudes and their own
strategies for navigating these challenges. Recognising that discrimination occurs
simultaneously at the individual, institutional, and cultural levels, I considered it essential to
interview foreign citizens in order to understand how they interpret the negative attitudes they
may experience in the host country. This approach allowed me access to specific life
experiences and interviewees’ interpretations of both the challenges and benefits associated
with studying in Portugal, insights that I consider crucial for expanding my understanding of
the phenomenon after analysing secondary data. Given that previous studies provided
theoretical and structural explanations of discrimination, I employed semi-structured
interviews to complement this theoretical foundation with individual-level perceptions of
discrimination towards international students. The literature review therefore allowed me to
connect key concepts and socio-historical events with concrete testimonies concerning the
integration processes of students from a former Portuguese colony.

I also drew insights from qualitative phenomenological research techniques, as my aim was
to understand the meaning and impact that linguistic discrimination has on Brazilian students.
This approach obliges the researcher to reflect on possible biases and prejudices. Considering
that my study examines the post-colonial relationship between Portuguese and Brazilians in
an academic setting, I found it pivotal to adopt a technique that acknowledges my position as
a Portuguese citizen and helps me remain aware of possible biases that could limit my
research. This positionality also helped foster a relationship of trust with interviewees, as I
recognise that discussing discrimination with someone from the same nationality as possible
perpetrators may be intimidating. Heidegger (1962) outlined the necessity for researchers to
understand their own “situatedness” in order to develop an understanding of others.

For the selection of interview participants, I employed purposive sampling, which involves
strategically choosing individuals who are directly relevant to the research problem (Bekele
& Ago, 2022). Participants had to be Brazilian citizens currently enrolled in a Portuguese
university or who had completed their studies within the last five years. I selected this
timeframe because it aligns with the period in which Portugal saw a 200% increase in
reported hate crimes (de Lima, 2025). Gender was also considered important, as previous

literature highlighted significant differences between the experiences of Brazilian men and
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women in Portugal. I believe linguistic discrimination should be understood as an
intersectional phenomenon stemming from a colonial history in which gender, race, and class
were intertwined in the development of systems that placed colonised women in an inferior

status to both colonised men and white women.

Data analysis

To properly analyse the data in settings of qualitative analysis, this study will employ the
thematic analysis approach of Braun and Clarke. This method is defined as a qualitative
method that relies on identifying and interpreting patterns of meaning across a range of data.
How Brazilian students interpret and make sense of what they experience within Portuguese
academia in relation to language discrimination is what makes the use of thematic analysis so
relevant for this study. Indeed, the project explores the multiple experiences of the students,
and thematic analysis allows for providing set steps to discover themes across a set of
qualitative data. The conduction of thematic analysis consists, for this study, in extracting
core themes that could be distinguished between and within transcripts. As thematic analysis
should be understood as a flexible method within qualitative research, it is also a great
method for this project as the analysis is informed by a post-colonial framework that
approaches language in diverse prisms. Thus, thematic analysis allows for the research to
engage the participants’ experience while keeping the historical and sociopolitical context of
the relationship between Portugal and Brazil. As postcolonialist theory is essential to this
project, a research design allowing for a full role of this theory was needed. And, as Braun
and Clarke reject the idea that the themes appear, and rather argue that the themes are
developed through the researcher’s engagement with the data, thematic analysis fits the
project greatly. On a practical level, Braun and Clarke developed 6 steps to thematic analysis
that allows for the link in between the different materials collected for the data. The steps
include familiarisation with the data, the generation of initial codes, the search for themes,
their review, defining and naming them and producing the final report. This is extremely
valuable for this research, as the data will be collected from interviews. Indeed, the
systematic structure that thematic analysis brings enables the researcher to work closely with
the answers of the interviewees while identifying recurrent patterns and shared meanings
across the dataset. In such, this method of data analysis allows for a comprehensive approach
on how participants experience the Portuguese universities while allowing us to observe the

data through the prism of postcolonial theory.
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Ethical considerations

As this project requires reflection on a number of diverse ethical issues, as it deals with
personal experiences, and as the research focuses on the experiences of Brazilian students in
Portugal, it was important to make sure that the participants felt respected throughout the
process. As such, all interviews were conducted with full consent, and participants were
informed about the goals of the research in which they participated. They also got informed
about the fact that they could withdraw from the research at any time. Furthermore, in an
attempt to protect their privacy, pseudonyms were used to remove all identifying details. This
was of importance as participants shared uncomfortable experiences related to discriminatory
practices. Reflexivity is also a big part of my project. The data and analysis of it is especially
relevant to me as a Portuguese master's student enrolled in an English taught programme
while living abroad, in a country where I do not speak the official language of. In some ways,
my experience helped me to understand some of the feelings shared during the interviews. At
the same time, I am aware that my experience is different from those of the participants, and
this required me to remain critical during the analysis. My nationality also played a role in
how I approached the topic. As Portugal, my country, is the context of the analysis, I had to
remain fully aware of the relationship between Portugal and Brazil. In such, I also had to
remember to what extent colonial legacies can influence my own perception. Throughout the
research, | tried to pay attention to the language used within the research itself. It was
important to not frame the accents in any negative way, and to reflect on the depiction of the

accents to best understand linguistic hierarchies.

Theory

Postcolonialism

Given that the aim of this research is to explore the presence of linguistic discrimination
within Portuguese society, and that immigrants from former Portuguese colonies are among
the most affected by discriminatory attitudes, I adopted a post-colonial analytical framework.
This framework understands linguistic discrimination or accent-based discrimination as a
colonial residue of the Portuguese Empire, that like many other colonial empires used

language as a central mechanism of domination by systematically erasing indigenous
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languages and imposing the Portuguese language as the monolingual standard. From this
perspective, the contemporary stigmatization of populations from Portuguese-speaking
countries based on accent and lexical variation can be analysed as a lingering effect of the
linguistic hierarchies among Portuguese speakers, shaping to this day the interactions
between colonizer and colonized. Thus, linguistic discrimination is addressed in post-colonial
studies not as an isolated or strictly interpersonal phenomenon associated with migratory
movements but as a social phenomenon embedded in enduring colonial hierarchies.

From a post-colonial framework, the transatlantic migration movements connecting Portugal
and the formerly colonized nations, that once started with the forced movements of enslaved
Africans from Africa toward colonized Brazil in the 16th century, are now addressed as a
system of Reciprocal migration across the Lusophone world, with Brazil, on one hand, being
the main destination of Portuguese migrations from the mid-nineteenth century to the 1950s
and continuing to welcome Portuguese citizens in search of economic opportunities to this
day (Rosales and Pereira, 2020).

Although these communities maintain strong historical and cultural ties with Portugal and the
migration fluxes across these nations have long been normalized, they continue to be
perceived as “others”. This perception is rooted in colonial power dynamics, as most of these
people had their cultures and languages erased and were forced to adjust to the language and
ways of life of the colonizer, following racial and ethnic hierarchies based on Eurocentric
ideology (Severo and Makoni, 2020).

While Portugal and Brazil today present their relationship as a strategic partnership grounded
in diplomatic cooperation, economic integration, educational exchange and the formal
recognition of equal status between the two people, this postcolonial relationship has been
built by a rhetoric of fraternity and historical connectedness that binds the
Portuguese-speaking communities across Africa, Latin-America and Asia (Feldman-Bianco,
2001). The Lusophone community, described by Fernando Arena, as a cultural and political
project through which the former Portuguese empire was reimagined around narratives of
“common historical, linguistic and cultural bonds” as an attempt of Portugal to regain some
geopolitical relevance after the decolonization process by rebuilding their relationships with
their former colonies, that depended on their connection to Portugal to integrate the new
world order built on a global economy. Postcolonial scholars have been examining how these
narratives of cultural proximity with the former colonies can mask enduring asymmetrical
power relations that position immigrants from former colonies as more than foreigners but

not similar enough to be fully accepted. Feldman-Bianco reflects on how the postcolonial

10
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representations of Brazilians and their culture have been simultaneously shifting between
intimacy and hierarchy. While the idea of a common language facilitates Brazilian mobility to
Portugal, it also reproduces linguistic and cultural hierarchies that maintain Portugal as the
‘center’ of the Lusophone community and European Portuguese as the most legitimate
linguistic variation.

Homi K. Bhabha conceptualizes the relationship between former colonizer and colonized as
fundamentally ambivalent, as the former imperial nations continue to be economically and
culturally hegemonic while the peripheral nations continue to depend on the western nations’
demand for migrant labour, trade and transnational mobility to boost their economic
opportunities.

The former imperial nations are still in charge to characterize the subaltern populations,
creating a highly ambiguous relationship in which the hegemonic Nation oscillates between
describing the dominated populations as culturally close due to their colonial past and
immigration movements and as foreigners that cannot adapt to the western culture and need
to have their access to the country limited to protect the Nation’s socio-economic well-being.
The colonial subject is described as “almost the same, but not quite” which justifies the
contradictory narratives throughout the last decades in Portugal, that encourages strong
diplomatic and economic ties with Brazil, at the same time that categorizes these immigrants
between necessary commodities and the unwanted citizens, that usually have a weaker
education and financial power and are seen as a threat to the society (Fedmann-Bianco,
2001).

Furthermore, Quijano makes a very important distinction between colonialism as the political
order that was dismantled after centuries of European domination over non-european
populations through the systematical appropriation of territories and exploitation and
Coloniality, which is the continuation of the asymmetrical relations of power in a postcolonial
modern world-system that framed the colonized subject as inferior and inferior in opposition
to the European settlers associated with rationality and civilization. For this postcolonial
author, the new global structure of power continues to be divided between a hegemonic
Global North that maintains an unequal control of labour, natural resources, capital,
technology, and systems of knowledge, and a subordinated Global South frequently
associated with peripheral economies and relations of dependency towards western
economies and models of legitimacy. Thus, while formerly colonized nations achieved
political independence western societies and their languages, political institutions and

educational systems continue to be constructed as the dominant standards of civilization
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within the modern world-system. That’s why postcolonial scholars argue that many societies
of the Global South remain inserted within asymmetrical relations of dependency towards
western societies, often with their former metropole to have access to not only economic
opportunities but social mobility and academic prestige as well, which explains the migration
patterns between Brazil and Portugal (Quijano, 2020). In this sense, colonialism should not
be understood as a finished historical reality but as an enduring structure of power that

continues to marginalize peripheral epistemologies and experiences (Boaventura, 2014).

Knowledge

Boaventura de Sousa Santos stated in his book ‘Knowledge Born in the Struggle’ that, once
greater cultural diversity and social heterogeneity have been achieved within the student
body, other dimensions of discrimination are exposed, such as the ethnocultural and epistemic
discrimination that can occur if the curriculums and syllabus remain unchanged. Ethnic
discrimination can be especially damaging if the people that hold these ethnic prejudices have
the power to influence others’ experiences and life chances, a power that comes naturally to
university professors who are determining actors in students’ educational journeys (Gillborn,
2003). This influence is not limited to everyday classroom interactions, considering that
professors can also shape other key academic milestones, such as evaluation results or
research opportunities. Consequently, if these ethnocultural biases remain unchallenged, this
authority can reproduce unequal outcomes that affect not only students’ performance but also
their sense of academic belonging and how they view their own academic potential. That’s
why the next step to decolonize the university should involve transforming university
governance itself, ensuring that discriminatory attitudes are investigated regardless of the
perpetrator’s position. Alongside this, it’s also essential to decolonize the content and
learning methods, which remain heavily shaped by ethnocentrism. This transformational
dimension should be accompanied by historical revision. According to Christou (2007) the
national history curricula tend to propagate a nation’s desirable vision of itself and minimize
any references to its “dark pages in history”. The importance of rewriting history in a
post-colonial world is not only to boost the necessary social changes in the colonizers’
societies but also because the colonized have been historically forced to have their own
history written by the victors (Sousa, p.191).

Without such changes, the syllabus of European universities risks continuing to present

history exclusively from the perspective of the colonizers, while marginalizing the
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experiences, knowledge and narratives of those who were dominated. This is why Boaventura
argues that, for any decolonization process to be truly effective, we must acknowledge that
“decolonizing interventions in the university always occur amid some turbulence” (Santos,
2018, p.222).

In other words, it is precisely by exposing discriminatory attitudes and challenging the
curriculums that we disrupt the colonial power structures that continue to shape the lives of
foreign students, both within academic institutions and beyond them. Thus, such turbulence is
not only inevitable but essential to enable universities to break away from entrenched
colonial hierarchies and to become spaces that do more than acknowledging cultural
diversity. Decolonizing the university involves promoting genuine openness towards
linguistic and cultural variations while affirming the legitimacy of these epistemologies.
Therefore, European universities will only be able to reflect the pluralistic, multilingual and

multicultural European identity after revising their history

Education

Even though the circulation of students from other Portuguese-speaking nations is frequently
encouraged within Portuguese universities as part of broader projects of Lusophone
cooperation and transnational academic mobility (Iorio, 2021). On the other hand, the same
historical and linguistic proximity that facilitates these academic exchanges may also
contribute to differential forms of treatment within these institutions. Postcolonial scholars
within the lusophone community have been examining how coloniality may survive in
academic spaces through the persistence of asymmetrical relations of linguistic and
epistemologic legitimacy within the academia (Carone et al., 2025). As Bela Feldman-Bianco
argues, Lusophone relations continue to be structured through the simultaneous production of
sameness and difference, revealing how narratives of common identity and cultural proximity
may coexist with hierarchy and exclusion. This perspective closely indicates that a common
identity and cultural proximity can coexist with hierarchy and exclusion in these interactions.
Boaventura de Sousa Santos has produced extensive research about contemporary
universities remaining entangled with colonial power structures and epistemological
domination, making languages, forms of knowledge and modes of expression a marker of the
inclusion of students with a different linguistic and cultural background in academia is often
described as a conditional inclusion, as their institutional acceptance continues to depend on

their adaptation to the dominant Portuguese linguistic, cultural and epistemological norms.
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Postcolonial theorists have been studying the persistence of asymmetrical relations of
legitimacy within academia (Carone et al., 2025). While promoting cultural and linguistic
diversity is seen as a very important step to overcome what Boaventura de Sousa Santos
conceptualized as Coloniality of Knowledge, adding diversity is insufficient if the eurocentric
structures of power remain unchanged (S4,2021). Boaventura argues that the western
institutions continue to occupy privileged positions within the global hierarchy of knowledge
production. The considerable number of students from former Portuguese colonies that
continue to migrate to Portugal in search of academic prestige and professional credibility
demonstrate how the western systems of knowledge and educational institutions continue to
operate as the dominant references of academic legitimacy and intellectual authority long
after the decolonization process (Santos, 2018). Postcolonial scholars such as Santos
understand universities as hierarchical spaces that may marginalize peripheral epistemologies
and experiences. Through concepts such as the cognitive empire and epistemologies of the
south the author argues that the inclusion of these students are limited if these structures of
power are not challenged. In this sense, the presence of these students in Portuguese
academia does not necessarily imply epistemological equality if academic success, linguistic
legitimacy and job prospects continue to be measured according to their proximity to western
institutions. As Bhabha theorizes through the idea of colonial mimicry, formerly colonized
populations may become accepted within dominant institutions as “almost the same, but not
quite (Bhabha, 1994), as these cultural differences are tolerated only insofar as it remains
compatible with the dominant linguistic norms. Within this framework, Portuguese academia
can be seen as a space in which coloniality survives if the presence of international students
from other Lusophone nations is welcomed without dismantling the asymmetrical structures
of power that made Portugal the cultural and linguistic metropole during portuguese
imperialism (Pinto, 2020). Thus, while giving visibility to Southern epistemologies and
historically dominated populations, decolonizing academia is only possible if the linguistic
hierarchies and epistemological delegitimization is challenged. The recognition of Portuguese
as a pluricentric language is not sufficient to prevent linguistic prejudices in the academia if
it’s still expected of these students to adapt to the dominant Portuguese linguistic patterns

(Pinto, 2021).

14



Rita Cacavo Master s thesis

Language

Post-colonial scholars have been reflecting on the impact that keeping the colonizer’s
language can have on the colonized individual self-image. The long duration of Latin
America’s colonization by the Portuguese and the Spanish empires have lasted so long that
they managed to erase almost completely the civilizations that were there before.

Tagore was a great critique of the colonial system of education in India. He stated that this
education left the colonized people as “mental cripples” in desperate need of the creation of
both curricula and teachers that would teach in the languages of India. As a matter of fact, the
colonization of India by the British and the Portuguese has inspired extremely interesting
works in the field of postcolonialism and sociolinguistics, especially because of the
hegemonic role that the English language still upholds in the globalized world. The colonial
erasure of languages has been theorized by several authors, including Fanon that stated that
“we, the colonized people, developed an idiom and a vocabulary that was alien to us since we
either abandoned our own schema or allowed it to atrophy” (Fanon, 1967, 63). Cunha,
considered as the father of the anticolonial struggle against Portuguese colonialism in Goa
stated that systematic colonial state policy led to the erasure of the culture memory of Goans,
which would ultimately make them become denationalized, as people that were forced to lose
connection with their intellectual and cultural heritage (Souza, p.185). Even though language
was only one of the many other identitarian traits that the colonized people were forced to
abandon, for Tagore (1996) the use of European languages by many colonized nations is a
consequence of a colonial educational system that trained the dominated people to borrow
and not produce. One can say that the colonial educational system aimed to “doom” the
colonized to go through life by simply “borrowing” the culture of the colonized way after the
end of colonialism. While it’s extremely hard to retrieve ancient languages and dialects,
questioning the intellectual dominance of the Global North can bring us one step closer to
decolonizing the universities. The linguistic discrimination that occurs in European
universities is undeniably a consequence of the colonial educational policies but the diversity
of cultures that these institutions currently uphold aims to break the cycle of homogenization
of knowledge and cultures. The variety of accents spoken by people that share the same
language is in a way the end of the colonial necessity to combat cultural diversity to keep
their own cultural identity and ways of life as the culture in power.

The idea that the speakers of the variation of a language can be marginalized and compared to

the “native speakers” of Indo-Europeans languages has been discussed under the term
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accentism or accent-based discrimination (Tupas and Rubdy, 2015; Dovchin and Dryen,
2022). Linguistic discrimination in international education institutions can appear as the
expectation of foreign individuals to conform to the linguistic norms and practices of the
dominant culture, under the penalty of being conferred an unequal status and resources (Page,
2023). It seems that even though universities have been asserting themselves as beacons of
multiculturalism in our globalized world, native speakerism is still expected from
international and immigrant student populations (De Costa, 2020). These discriminatory
actions are particularly complex when they target a student from an old colony living in the
country that formerly colonized his homeland. In that case, it’s pivotal to draw from
post-colonial studies that denunciate the Eurocentric ideals present to this day in universities.

As Abdala Junior (2012) stated, speaking about eurocentrism should not be about the quality
of European knowledge but the imperialist claim that their knowledge is universal and
superior to the subaltern one. After the freedom of the former European colonies and the rise
of several new independent nations, the decolonization process should now focus on the
decolonization of knowledge by bringing into the light the southern voices that have been
purposefully erased in what Quijano described as the Coloniality of the Knowledge.
Linguicism manifests as a product of the colonial necessity to standardize a language,
transforming it as a universal sign of dominance over the colonised that now have their
identity reshaped to fit in their colonizers culture. The obliteration of cultural differences and
homogenization of the world (Menezes, 2007) occurred under a Eurocentric ideal that
claimed that the Anglo-European Nations, as the most “advanced of the human species”
should take on a ‘civilizational mission' dividing the globe in two: the global North, the
imposers of their languages and the global South, the subalterns that had their languages and
cultures silenced (Spivak, 1995). By describing coloniality as the remnants of colonialism in
a post-colonial global society, when a Brazilian student has his Portuguese proficiency
questioned in a Portuguese university, he’s forced to perceive himself through the eyes of the
dominants that operate under the claim that there’s one right and wrong way to speak their
common language, denying the worth and validity of Portuguese linguistic varieties..

While linguicism is easier to pick on towards ethnolinguistic minorities that don’t share the
same linguistic background with, the accentism that international students suffer while
studying in a country with the same official language as them is mostly implicit: covert
accentism. This type of social exclusion is done “in a silent way “by members of the
dominant society by reacting to their accented speech with intolerance and impatience

(Lippi-green, 2011; Dovchin, 2020). There’s plenty of research focused on native English
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speakers and the “othering” of the speakers of its variations, however the power dynamics
and hierarchies appear in other speaking communities. I’ll focus on the CPLP community
(Community of Portuguese Language Countries) founded in 1996, most specifically the
interactions between Brazilian students studying in Portugal and Portuguese natives. If the
colonial past seems to be centuries away in Brazil, there’s an everlasting consequence that
links these two people: Portuguese as the common official language.

Post-colonial studies call the premeditated erasure of knowledge from the south as the

Coloniality of Knowledge (insert author, talk about Quijano, coloniality of power).

Accentism

Hegarty (2020) describes ‘accentism’ as the phenomenon that occurs between individuals
belonging to preexisting social groups who treat others differently based on categories that
emerge in the act of speaking. The author explains that accent is informative because it is a
“difference that makes a difference” (Hegarty, 2020, p.176). Accentism implies that
individuals may face linguistic-based discrimination linked to their non-standard accent, as
well as their linguistic and social background, nationality and country of origin (Orelus,
2016). This differential treatment happens because it is through these linguistic variations that
certain groups can categorize individuals according to stereotypes and prejudices associated
with their nationality. These prejudices are partly the result of historical power relations and
hierarchical imbalances, which are particularly complex between former colonizing and
colonized nations (Sliwa et al., 2024, p.1470).

In the case of Portugal, over three centuries, the Brazilian people were forced to abandon
their language and adopt Portuguese, which culminated in the establishment of Portuguese as
the official language of the nation-state. Although independent, Brazil continues to use the
language of its former colonizer. In my study, accentism occurs when Brazilian individuals
have their linguistic abilities undervalued and questioned in comparison with European
Portuguese, the standard language variety of the Lusophone world. The devaluation of
Brazilian accented-speech can be so severe to the point that some Portuguese may consider
the European Portuguese to be the ‘correct’ form, referring to the Brazilian accent as the
‘Brazilian language’ and suggesting that it should not be used in Portugal or in Portuguese
institutions such as universities (Iorio and Nogueira, 2019). In this context, the modus
operandi of the Portuguese universities, as institutions that should embody tolerance and

cultural diversity, must be analysed from a postcolonial perspective. This perspective
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recognises that the decolonization of education is necessary to achieve genuine cultural
diversity, where no cultures or epistemologies are considered superior to others. In such,
postcolonial theory is helpful to interrogate the universalization of western epistemologies
and explore how to resituate this colonial centeredness, bringing southern voices to the light
(Shome & Hedge, 2020, Zhang, 2021, p. 488).

Gluszek and Dovidio (2010) hypothesize that nonnative speakers are likely to encounter
negative experiences because they may be discriminated against based on their accent and
face difficulties in communication (Derwig, 2003). Indeed, data from a survey answered by
these speakers indicate that 55% of the respondents perceive their accent as a problem in
communication (Derwig & Rossiter, 2002). In other words, they consider their accent as a
potential source of misunderstanding or exclusion when interacting with others, particularly
native speakers (Moyer, 2004).

Hence, I'll address accentism among speakers of the same language as a consequence of
colonialism, since Portuguese was historically imposed on the Brazilian people, and their
accent now functions as a marker of otherness. This dynamic is particularly damaging in
hierarchical settings such as universities, where coloniality in academia may frame these
accent variations “as a determining criterion of academic performance” (Kumaravadivelu,
2016, p.79). It thus becomes necessary to decolonise epistemology, especially when “western
ways of languaging” continue to be used to justify discrimination within the educational

system (Zhang, 2021, p.490).

Context

Historical context

Even after achieving independence in 1822, Brazil and its new Imperial regime remained
organized under a similar colonialist logic of elimination, exploitation and assimilation that
enabled the settlers to obtain and maintain the territory in the first place (Wolfe, 2006, p.402).
Barickman (1995) provided an important record of the acculturation techniques imposed on
the indigenous people by the Portuguese Crown, such as the imposition of the language on
the children and their forced displacement to the plantations, where they were exploited and
kept in appalling socioeconomic conditions, deprived of land. These techniques were
designed not only to sustain the colonial economy but also to indoctrinate them and disrupt

their way of life. It is important to reiterate that, throughout these centuries of forced labour
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and exploitation of Brazilian natural resources, the indigenous groups united forces with
runaway slaves several times to organize rebellions and prevent further exploitation. After the
declaration of independence, the Brazilian elites, mostly with European backgrounds,
continued to control the land and profit from marginalized groups. Once efforts to abolish
slavery began to disrupt their economy, the state turned to the indigenous people of Brazil as
their new workforce. They were labelled as ‘orphans’ who needed to be under state
protection to be educated. This education consisted mostly in compulsory labour as an effort
to emancipate them in line with European notions of socioeconomic subsistence.

The dispute over land between indigenous people and the emerging 19th-century Brazilian
imperial state was referred to as the “Indian question”. By the 1850s, the initial policy of
extermination began to shift toward an integrationist approach that aimed to incorporate
Indian labour and “free” indigenous lands for exploitation by Brazilian and immigrant settlers
(Otero, 2003, p. 253). To secure the continuation of the supply of the free labour, the
Brazilian Empire implemented immigration policies designed to attract European settlers to
occupy the public lands and work them through family-based agriculture.

These policies sought not only to populate and develop ‘problematic regions’ covered by
virgin forests inhabited by Indigenous communities but also to consolidate control over the
national territory that was being disputed by foreign nations. The frequent claim that these
immigrants would be settling on empty or unexplored lands exposes the exploitation logic of
the Brazilian Empire, which viewed the entire national territory as state property to be
economically exploited. By depicting these lands as available for agricultural development,
the Empire legitimized the dispossession of indigenous peoples and denied their right to
inhabit and sustain themselves from their lands.

The total abolition of slavery in Brazil occurred in 1888 under the ‘Lei Aurea’ (Golden Law)
enacted by Princess Isabel one year before the dissolution of the monarchy (Barman, 2002).
Prior to the abolition, the cessation of the transatlantic slave trade had already begun to
threaten the stability of Brazil’s plantation economy. This created an urgent need to secure the
continued supply of free labour, leading to the establishment of companies responsible for
“importing” European colonists, who became the new form of labour merchandise in
exchange for free land granted to them and their families (Seyferth, 2011, p.361). The author
further observes that although some members of the Brazilian elite expressed concern about
the potential tensions that granting land to foreigners could cause, the perceived necessity to
colonize unexplored territories with “civilized” Europeans prevailed. It’s also important to

point out that the discussions surrounding the abolition of slavery were deeply marked by
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racist ideologies such as the belief in the biological inferiority of “uncivilized Africans”
(Rocha, 1918). Notably, the distinction between white European immigrants, regarded as
“civilized” settlers, and enslaved Africans and Indigenous people, portrayed as inferior
groups in need of civilizational instruction, became one of the most enduring legacies of

ethnocentrism ideals during the Portuguese colonization.

Political context

At the initial stage of developing my problem formulation, I reviewed the existing literature
to assess how my research could contribute to the discussion of discrimination in Portuguese
society. This review included not only academic studies and their findings, but also statistical
data published by European-level institutions and the Portuguese government. Additionally,
reports from non-profit organizations created to support minorities and prevent discrimination
provided valuable insights into how these discriminatory practices are perceived and
experienced in practice.

The latest data indicate a widespread awareness and prevalence of discriminatory practices in
Portugal. According to Statistics Portugal (2023) almost two thirds of the Portuguese
population (65.1%) believes that discrimination exists in the country, while 16.1% have
personally experienced it and 35.9% have witnessed such acts. According to the Portuguese
police, reported hate crimes have risen by 200% over the last five years (de Lima, 2025).

A surface-level review of Portugal’s anti-discrimination legislation was essential for shaping
this research, particularly in light of the country’s obligations as a member of the European
Union to prevent and address discrimination in all its forms. In this context, it was important
to confirm that the Law No. 93/2017, which prohibits both direct and indirect discrimination
on the basis of racial or ethnic origin, colour, nationality, ancestry or territory of origin
applies to all residents in the country and not just Portuguese citizens (Lopes & Vicente,
2025, pp.25-39). Hence, I will study discrimination as a social phenomenon with judicial
consequences regardless of the nationality of the victims. This confirmation was particularly
relevant given the focus of this research on foreigners, as it allowed me to approach
discrimination as a social phenomenon with concrete legal consequences that extend beyond
citizenship. Understanding how Portuguese people define, regulate, and respond to
discrimination helped me analyse the perceptions of discrimination among immigrants.

The most recent European Commission’s Non-Discrimination country report highlights that,

although the Portuguese constitutional framework prohibits the creation of racist or fascist
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political parties, the radical far-right party CHEGA has not only emerged but is experiencing
a rapid electoral growth. CHEGA'’S parliamentary representation increased from 12 seats in
2022 to 50 seats in 2024, disrupting a political landscape that was historically dominated by
two mainstream parties (Lopes & Vicente, 2025, p.6). This report made it necessary to draw
insights from past literature exploring the role of this new party as a legitimizing actor for the
rise of intolerance and exclusionary discourses. CHEGA has framed itself as a nationalist
“anti-system party” that wants to “return Portugal to the Portuguese” portraying the
Portuguese as oppressed and endangered by the ethnic-minorities living in Portugal, used as
scapegoats for the recent economic and political crisis (Wodak, 2015). The party justifies its
strong anti-immigration policies through patriotic motivations framing multiculturalism as a
threat to Portugal’s cultural heritage (Prior & Andrade, 2025). In terms of CHEGA’s
persistent hate speech targeting Portuguese minority groups, particularly the Roma
population and Black communities, there’s evidence that they incorporate a far-right political
ideology rooted in exclusion to achieve cultural homogeneity, a necessary characteristic to
maintain social cohesion and protect their national identity (Mudde, 2004). By constructing
an ‘us versus them’ narrative based on collective prejudices and stereotypes, these politicians
foment fear and hatred against the outgroups, categorized as the foreigners or non-natives
according to their race, ethnicity, religion, or language (Wodak, 2015). Amid this
politicization of discriminatory sentiments in Portuguese society, non-profit organizations
have actively intervened to ensure that CHEGA faces criminal investigations and sanctions
for promoting discrimination (SOS Racismo, 2025; Casa do Brasil de Lisboa, 2025, p.15).

Pereira and Costa-Lopes (2010) examined political strategies employed across several
European countries to fuel anti-immigration sentiments. They argue that immigrants are
frequently portrayed as imminent threats to the lifestyles, values, and national identities of the
native populations. In this framing, immigrants are constructed as direct competitors for
scarce resources, particularly employment and housing. There is a mobilization of
stereotype-based representations of immigrants to legitimize prejudice and normalize
negative attitudes towards these particular groups. Thus, higher levels of prejudice against
foreigners are normally associated with a stronger opposition to immigration (Pereira &
Costa-Lopes, 2010, p.1247). Considering that in the last five years, the number of immigrants
has nearly doubled, currently representing approximately 10% of the entire Portuguese
population (Directorate-General for Migration and Home affairs, 2024) it is important to

situate this phenomenon in a logic of increased immigration in Portugal.
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To identify which immigrant groups are most vulnerable to discrimination in Portugal, I
analysed the most recent report made on Portugal by the Commission against Racism and
Intolerance (ECRI). The report concludes that, out of approximately one million resident
immigrants living in Portugal in 2023, 30% of them reported having experienced
discrimination. Among these groups, Brazilian residents reported the highest prevalence of
discrimination, with 54,7% indicating experiences of discrimination, followed by immigrants
originating from Portuguese-speaking African countries (33%). What is particularly relevant
for this research is that both groups share the Portuguese language and a common colonial

past.

Educational context

Not only Brazilians immigrants are currently the largest foreign community in the country
(SEF, 2015) they have also been the highest number of international students enrolled in
Portuguese universities in the last few years, making more than 32% of the total number of
students in international mobility (Iorio and Fonseca, 2018). These dynamics are especially
visible in academic settings, as European universities have been historically marked by a
Eurocentric hegemony of knowledge in the colonial times and are now positioning
themselves as hubs of multiculturalism, tolerance and diversity in light of the pluralistic,
multilingual and multicultural European identity. As a matter of fact, the European Union is
funding the CIRCE project that aims to raise awareness to accent discrimination present in
educational settings in Portugal, among other European countries, which motivated me to
know more about the integration of Brazilian students in the University of Coimbra.

Brazilian citizens account for 40% of the foreign citizens living in Portugal (Expresso, 2023).
While there has been a migration flux between the two nations since Brazil was colonized in
the 16th century, their presence in Portugal is still accompanied by a significant rise in
xenophobic incidents aimed at them, with reports increasing by 505% in the last decade
(Mauricio, 2023). It's within this context that I chose to focus my research on the
contemporary relations between host societies and immigrants through a socio-historical lens
of former colonisers and colonised populations (Vala et al., 2008). I became particularly
interested in how the citizens from former Portuguese colonies are treated as Portuguese
speakers with non-standard accents, and how these linguistic variations can influence their
social and academic integration in Portugal (Sliwa et al., 2024). I will be operating the

concepts of Accent-based discrimination (accentism) or Linguistic discrimination
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(linguicism) which address the differential treatment of individuals based on their language
abilities, dialect or accent (Awal, 2023) to analyse the experiences of Brazilian students living
in Portugal. Hence, my focus on Brazilian citizens is not only justified because they are one
of the main nationalities of immigrants in Portugal but also because they represent the highest
number of international students enrolled in Portuguese universities. but they’re also a former

Portuguese colony that achieved their independence one century before the African ones.

Analysis

Linguistic hierarchies in the Portuguese academia

The shared Portuguese language, as revealed in the interviews, does not eliminate the feeling
of exclusion felt by Brazilian students within Portuguese universities. Linguistic differences
such as accent, or different vocabulary words, can be a marker through which Brazilian
students may be positioned as outsiders. Several participants reported day to day classroom
interactions where, as soon as their accent was recognised, the professor corrected them. This
made them restrain their active participation in class to avoid comments that would make
them feel humiliated. In this sense, the interviews support the argument regarding the
presence of linguistic hierarchies in academic institutions in a postcolonial relationship
between Brazilian and Portuguese citizens. Jasmine explained that professors, and other
university staff, reacted to her speech with a “certain disdain” and that people looked at her
“from a position of superiority”(Annex 1, 12:29-15:09). Moreover, she also described how
professors tended to interrupt her questions in class to comment on her accent rather than
actually reflect on the content of her answers: “about 90% of the time, this teacher would first
comment on my accent before answering me” and that they “pretended not to understand” her
(Annex 1, 12:29-15:09). These reactions, from the professors, suggest that linguistic
differences can operate as a symbolic distinction between legitimate and illegitimate speakers
of Portuguese. Although Brazilians and Portuguese share a language, the behavior of
professors reinforces the hegemony of European Portuguese in academic settings that not
only suggest that these students should adapt their vocabulary but they also put in question if
the Brazilian Portuguese variety is valid. These interactions can be understood through
Fanon’s idea that colonial relations are built on the construction of superiority and inferiority.
The colonizer positions himself as civilized and superior, while the colonized are represented

as inferior: “The feeling of inferiority is the correlate to the European’s feeling of superiority”
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(Fanon, 1968, p.93). These comments are not necessarily perceived by the interviewees as
openly hostile acts of prejudice but as everyday practices that reinforce the colonial mentality
that positioned the colonized subjects and culturally and epistemologically subordinate to
Portuguese norms. In this sense, the reactions of the professors reinforces the idea that even
though the nations pride themselves on their educational exchanges, European Portuguese
constitutes to be the legitimate language of the academia, while the Brazilian variation is
framed as inadequate in institutional spaces.

On the same note, Pilar’s testimony also points to linguistic hierarchies within academia, with
some generational nuance. Pilar notes that, after moving to Porto the older professors would
“often belittle Brazilians for the way they speak”(Annex 3, 12:16-13:13), whereas her
younger professors were “much more open to Brazilians and foreigner students in
general,”(Annex 3, 12:16-13:13). As such, although linguistic prejudices are widely
experienced and often of the same nature, they are not static and may increasingly be
challenged within contemporary academic contexts. However, the fact that she felt the need
to erase some of the aspects of her linguistic identity to be able to improve on an academic
level shows how some of the professors are responsible for the enduring influence of
linguistic hierarchies. Indeed, the perception of oneself is of big importance when navigating
higher education settings, as their social settings are key for the continuation or abrogation of
discrimination patterns.

This contrast suggests a possible generational division in the acceptance of Brazilian
Portuguese in Portuguese society. The participants frequently associated younger generations,
such as their university colleagues as more open to linguistic and cultural diversity, partly due
to their exposure to the global media and consumption of Brazilian culture. In contrast, older
generations occupying positions of institutional authority, such as their professors or work
colleagues have carried out discriminatory attitudes as an effort to reinforce European
Portuguese as the only legitimate variety to be used within educational spaces.A
discriminatory attitude such as this one can also help to shine light in the power relations
associated with the effort to uphold the European language as the most formal and
professional variety. The younger generations that are extremely tolerant to cultural
differences due to their global media consumption and digital culture, while the older
generations in positions of power continue to reinforce European Portuguese linguistic norms
as the most appropriate in academic spaces. Besides feeling humiliated because her teacher
was implicitly questioning her own linguistic legitimacy as a Brazilian speaker, Jasmine also

feared that if the children began associating her accent and vocabulary with something with
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something ‘incorrect or inappropriate’, they might also start to perceive her as less competent
and worthy of respect as their psychologist and a figure of authority in the classroom.
However, she also emphasized how she felt extremely grateful when her boss intervened and
defended the legitimacy of her accent in front of the children as she would have never been
able to do something about this as this professor was one of the oldest and most respected in
the school and she continued to respect her very much even though she had these
discriminatory attitudes. Jasmine considers that this older teacher was the exception as she
was aware that the school that she worked at was extremely tolerant of cultural differences
and developed constant efforts to integrate the different backgrounds and nationalities of their

students.

The approach taken when coming across the brazilian accent can also be complemented by
the correction of lexical terms, and not just the accent. For instance, Jasmine explained
having been publicly humiliated by a professor after using the verb “botar”. In European
Portuguese, this verb is only used to talk about chickens laying eggs. In Brazilian Portuguese,
it can also be used for the action of putting an object somewhere. During a classroom
interaction, the professor replied to Jasmine’s sentence “Eu ja botei o nome no negocio” by
saying: “The one that puts the egg is the chicken, are you a chicken?” (Annex 1,
15:09-16:11). This correction, in public, turned this lexical variation into a display of
hierarchy within the classroom, between two already socially unequal parties. In this way,
this correction functioned as symbolic domination, as the importance of this interaction did
not reside solely on the correction itself but also in the unequal power relation in which it
occurred. Indeed, Jasmine explained that she was already feeling like she was in a
“vulnerable position” and that the teacher combined “fighting with me with making me feel
dumb and ridiculous in front of the whole class” (Annex 1, 15:09—-16:11). The authority, held
by the professor, framed European Portuguese as the correct version of the language while
infantilizing Brazilian Portuguese. Hence, this can be seen as what postcolonial theorists
frame as the normalization of dominant linguistic standards that present themselves as
superior.

And those corrections and relationships of power are not without their consequences.
Jasmine’s interview revealed that those experiences directly impact the behavior of Brazilian
students -and students in general- within academic environments. She explicitly connects the
reactions to her accents with feelings that she was not taken seriously when asking questions

in her own class.She explained that “it seems like they don’t want to take me seriously, but it
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was a class, | was asking a serious question” (Annex 1, 12:29-15:09). In such, linguistic
discrimination, within a space where speech seems to be so strongly connected to perceptions
of competence, becomes capable of influencing participation -and thus, integration- itself. By
the same mechanism, it frames the classroom as a social space heavily influenced by
linguistic hierarchies, a non-neutral space capable of excluding what it considers as an
academically illegitimate voice.

However, some contrast is brought by an interviewee. Maria’s testimony frames her academic
environment as welcoming. She explains that her major, International Relations, acted as a
shield from discrimination, as a sort of “big bubble compared to other courses” and that her
professors were “very open minded” (Annex 2, 5:05-6:01). Unlike Jasmine, she did not have
the experience of explicit discrimination within the classroom. But her interview still shows
that the linguistic discrimination persists within institutional spaces, especially in university
administrative services. She explains that in those services, her accent and lexical terms shift
the perception of her in the eyes of the representatives and workers of the institution. At the
same time, she notes that Brazilian students in Lisbon and Porto “really had to adapt,
especially the conjugation of verbs” (Annex 2, 10:00-11:15). With this, Maria shows us that
linguistic adaptation is necessary in less welcoming environments. She also states that “the
moment you start talking, they look at you differently, they look at you as a Brazilian
woman” (Annex 2, 5:05-6:01). In such, the Brazilian accent immediately functions as an
activation of stereotypical perceptions associated with nationality, but also gender. And this
experience broadens the linguistic discrimination from isolated individuals to whole groups,
as she states that the staff saw her as “just another Brazilian” (Annex 2, 5:05-6:01).

Her experience also shows us that the university, in Portugal, can not be understood as a fully
homogeneous institution. On one hand, some academic spaces protect from discrimination
and even promote inclusivity; on the other hand, some sectors persist in reproducing
exclusionary practices. However, single cases or acts of explicit discrimination are not the
only components or contributors of feelings of marginalization, as even when explicit
hostility is absent, lack of attention from the institutional organisation can contribute to
feelings of marginalization. This more subtle form of exclusion resides in everyday practices
through which linguistic differences become socially meaningful, beyond over acts of
discrimination and/or exclusion.

In parallel, Maria’s interview shows that having supportive academic environments can
shape how students perceive these experiences. When she experienced discrimination, she

explains that she “never really cared much about it” because she possessed a strong social
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network and did not experience discrimination in her studies (Annex 2, 10:00-11:15). Other
interviews also show this lack of institutional support from the universities to their students
from Brazil. Indeed, spaces for discussing discriminations were created by the students
themselves without any University support or initiative. However, some organizations still
tried to address this issue: for instance, Lauraidentified “APEB” as one of the few
organizations that was addressing xenophobia and advocating for Brazilian students (Annex
7, 13:50—-15:48). Similarly, Esther explained that during her years studying in Coimbra, there
were no structures, on an institutional level, through which students from Brazil could report
linguistic discrimination or even seek general support (Annex 1, 20:59-21:57). Paulo’s
experience also reinforces this feeling of being left alone by the institutions and universities.
He experienced a tangible act of xenophobia, an act that was made by an overly xenophobic
professor. The professor stated that Brazilians should study literature before engineering
because they could not speak Portuguese (Annex 4, 2:30-3:50). And, even if Paulo tried to
take steps with this incident by reporting it to the University, he explained that no
consequences followed the report of this incident. And, even if the professor apologised, it
was about the fact that Paulo was feeling offended rather than having a proper
acknowledgement of the xenophobic nature of his statement. This protection of the authority
figure that is the professor really shows a lack of institutional accountability when it comes to

handling events related to linguistic discrimination.

Pilar’s interview further shows to which extent linguistic hierarchies can become internalized
by the students themselves. Although no professor publicly asked her to adopt ways that
correspond to European Portuguese, she explained that professors criticized writing forms
corresponding to Brazilian ways and repeatedly pointed out that certain Brazilian verb
structures “shouldn’t be used” (Annex 3, 05:45-07:17). Over time, she ‘“changed to
Portuguese from Portugal totally” as she firmly believed that keeping any indicators of
Brazilian Portuguese could negatively affect her grades, and her integration within the
Portuguese academia context (Annex 3, 05:45-07:17). Her statement that adaptation was
necessary as xenophobic professors could be “reminded that I was Brazilian while correcting
my exams” (Annex 3, 05:45-07:17) deepens the understanding, and the extent, on how
linguistic differences are reinforced by the unbalanced power dynamics within the classroom.
This process of adaptation can be interpreted through the prism of Quijano’s concept of

coloniality of power, where cultural norms that are dominant continue to define and frame
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which forms of expression are considered legitimate. European Portuguese is seen as the
prestigious linguistic norm that is associated with intelligence and competence, while
Brazilian Portuguese becomes framed as inadequate in those higher education spaces that are
universities. Pilar’s testimony illustrates well how the pressure that emerges from this can
lead students to modify their speech in order to gain acceptance in such spaces. Although
Pilar reflects that as an older adult, she no longer knows whether she would have engaged in
such an intense process of linguistic assimilation, she maintains that at the time adapting to
the european portuguese syntax, pronunciation and lexicon appeared to be the only possible
strategy for avoiding academic rejection. For this student, it was clear that the universities she
attended disseminate European Portuguese as the standard linguistic norm with correctness
and competence. Therefore, as a speaker of a non-standard Portuguese variety she concludes
that “you either adapt or you suffer the consequences” (Annex 3, 12:16-13:13). This
adaptation process can be seen as a performative strategy to not only access academic
institutions but to have a better chance at achieving academic recognition if she modifies her
accent and written expression. According to Fanon, “to speak is to exist for the other” so
when the formerly colonized individuals use the colonizer’s language, they may perceive
themselves and their social position through the colonizer’s worldview, where proximity to
dominant linguistic and cultural norms becomes associated with social mobility and greater

academic success.

As such, Brazilian Portuguese was frequently described by the participants as being
perceived as less appropriate or legitimate than European Portuguese, particularly within
academic and institutional contexts. Although most interviewees were aware of the linguistic
agreements between Portugal and Brazil as well as the efforts of Portuguese universities to
attract Brazilian and other international students, they nevertheless repeatedly experienced
professors and institutional staff correcting their oral Portuguese expression. These students
perceived these constant correction practices not as genuine attempts to facilitate
communication but instead, these interactions were interpreted as symbolic demonstrations of
how colonial asymmetrical dynamics continue to shape the integration of Brazilian students

within Portuguese society and academia.
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Colonial othering and brazilian representation

Maria connected the discriminatory attitudes she experienced during her stay in Portugal as
more than isolated expressions of prejudices but as manifestations of postcolonial power
dynamics fomented by Portuguese individuals that consider themselves culturally and
linguistically superior to the people they once colonized. This interpretation is particularly
significant when analysed alongside the highly criticized discourse of ‘Luso-tropicalism’.
Following the independence of the last Portuguese colonies in Africa, the idea of a
Lusophone community emerged as a way of reconstructing Portugal’s relationship with its
former colonies through the celebration of a supposedly shared language, culture and
historical proximity. However, this discourse cannot be separated from the Luso-tropicalist
ideology developed by the Brazilian Gilberto Freyre in the 1950s. He framed Portuguese
colonialism as uniquely benevolent and multicultural, portraying the Portuguese presence in
Brazil as not a primarily violent and oppressive colonial project but as the creation of a
shared Lusophone civilization that united the colonized and colonizers through
miscegenation, a shared culture and the Portuguese language. There are obvious implications
of presenting Portuguese as the creators of a world through the domination of nations like
Brazil, as it reinforces the idea that they are responsible for a big part of the Brazilian culture,
language and civilization. This narrative can affect the contemporary perceptions of Brazilian

students in Portugal as less equal and legitimate compared to Portuguese students.

Just like many of the colonial languages, European Portuguese is perceived as the standard
variety of the language as opposed to the varieties spoken in former colonies, which are
frequently portrayed as less professional, formal and academically appropriate. This leads to
a delegitimization of Brazilian Portuguese speakers within academic settings, which not only
is discriminatory but contradicts their approval in the Portuguese universities which should
imply that they are equipped to study there. Thus, the deliberate delegitimization of
Brazilians can be seen as an effort of postcolonial communities themselves to maintain the

status of their language (Zeng et al., 2023).

Maria recognizes the enduring impact of colonial civilizing rhetoric that frames Portugal as
the provider of cultural and intellectual development, while Brazil is positioned as indebted

to their historical ties to Europe. Therefore, their access to Portuguese universities can be
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seen as a continuation of Portugal’s civilising role. Maria argued that some Portuguese
consider that Portugal brought “civilization” to Brazil (Annex 2, 7:42-9:12). On a similar
note, Paulo also argued that the Portuguese society still romanticises its colonial past, and
also presents colonization as a source of national pride, doing a complete omission of
historical violence (Annex 4, 6:00—7:30). In this framework, correcting Brazilian Portuguese

is synonymous with a symbolic reinforcement of colonial authority.

Maria’s interview also demonstrated that the existing linguistic discrimination is deeply tied
to broader hierarchies, of a colonial nature. Indeed, she interpreted the devaluation of
Brazilian Portuguese as going hand in hand with Portugal's colonial relationship with Brazil.
As a justification to this claim, she argued that many Portuguese people are continuing their
perception of former colonies as being inferior on a cultural level; and see themselves as
having brought “civilization” to Brazil (Annex 2, 7:42-9:12). On a similar note, Paulo also
argued that the Portuguese society still romanticises its colonial past, and also presents
colonization as a source of national pride, doing a complete omission of historical violence
(Annex 4, 6:00-7:30). In this framework, correcting Brazilian Portuguese is synonymous

with a symbolic reinforcement of colonial authority.

And this dynamic was connected by some participants to the interview to the socioeconomic
position Portugal holds in Europe. Paulo argued that the weaker status of Portugal’s economic
status inside the European Union may contribute to the need for asserting a feeling of
superiority on former colonies.(Annex 4, 6:30-7:45). On the same note, Maria similarly
suggested that the hostile Portuguese people hold against Brazilians reflects an attempt to
distinguish Portugal from the “inferior” global south and to frame the country as part of
richer countries, despite the fact that Portugal holds a peripheral economic position within the
EU. (Annex 2, 25:03-26:29). In such, this aligns to the postcolonial argument that hierarchies
established during colonialism are still shaping modern social interaction, even after the

official collapse of the colonial empire.

There is a clear association between the participants’ experiences of linguistic correction and
a persistent colonial imaginary present in the Portuguese society that frames Portuguese
people as the legitimate authorities over the “correct” use of the Portuguese language. Several
interviewees interpret these dynamics as rooted in Portugal’s colonial history, particularly
because the Portuguese language was imposed on the native Brazilian populations over the

destruction of their own dialects and cultural identity as a mechanism of domination and
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assimilation. While most of them showed that they’re aware of all of the linguistic
agreements between the two countries and the efforts of both host countries to attract
international students in their universities, they were all exposed to situations in which the
professors understood them but still corrected their Portuguese. This means that no matter
how discriminatory the comments were in the classroom, they all perceive this constant
correction practices as a symbolical reinforcement of a linguistic hierarchy, in which
European Portuguese speakers still claim some sort of authority over the correct use of the
Portuguese Language as the former colonizers that “gave them” their language. There’s an
evident lack of reflection on how colonialism used languages to assert power and culturally
assimilate the native populations by enforcing the European languages as the only accepted
language in most institutional spaces in the colonies, leading to a systematic exclusion of all
of the non-Portuguese speakers at the time that lead to the erasure of most native dialects in
Brazil.

In educational settings, teachers often occupy positions of linguistic authority, being
responsible for educating students according to what is institutionally recognized as the
‘correct’ language use. However, defining what constitutes the “correct” use of a language is
particularly complex considering that Portuguese encompasses more than one official
linguistic variety. The Portuguese Ministry of Education has stated that students whose
mother tongue is Brazilian Portuguese should not be penalized for using their linguistic
variety correctly in school contexts (Leiria et al., 2005). Nevertheless, there are no formal
guidelines on how teachers should integrate these students within the curricula structured
around standard European Portuguese norms. By granting this significant amount of
autonomy to the teachers to determine what constitutes the “appropriate” use of Brazilian
Portuguese within Portuguese classrooms, it becomes more difficult to identify linguistic and
challenge prejudices in these spaces (Carone et al., 2025). There’s a clear othering of these
students by grouping them all together and assuming that all of them are linguistically
deficient and because of this are academically unprepared to attend these classes alongside
other Portuguese speakers.These dynamics reveal a broader lack of institutional preparedness
to accommodate linguistic diversity within Lusophone educational spaces, despite
universities simultaneously promoting the internationalization of Portuguese higher education
and actively recruiting Brazilian students, showing a deeper logic of coloniality. Indeed, in
the logic of linguistic hierarchies and this pattern of “I speak Portuguese, you speak
Brazilian”, there’s a recognition of the concept of ‘Brasileirismo’ used by some professors

that justify giving lower grades to some of the Brazilian students interviewed due to their
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accent, both in oral presentations and written exams. This characterization, that might have
more or less serious consequences to the speakers of this minority Portuguese variety suggest
that students that speak this minority Portuguese variety might not only be forced to change
their vocabulary as Jasmine witnessed but these lexical differences can lead to the total

rejection of Brazilian speakers as individuals belonging to the lusophone community.

Intersectional experiences of linguistic discrimination

Those linguistic hierarchies can not, however, be distinguished from race and appearance.
Indeed, some participants acknowledged that being white and possessing European features
protected them, partially, from discrimination, or at least until they spoke. For example, Pilar
explicitly stated that she was perceived as Portuguese because of her appearance and only
became identifiable as Brazilian once she started to talk. (Annex 3, 1:30-2:40). Similarly,
Paulo compared his experience to his past experience in the Netherlands, where he was
perceived as European because he is white, whereas in Portugal he became racialized as
Brazilian once identified through accent (Annex 4, 4:00-5:00). So the accent itself became a
racial marker within Portuguese society that works regardless of physical appearance. Maria
talked about the fact that Black students from Portuguese-speaking nations are identifiable as
outsiders, even before speaking (contrary to some Brazilians) and thus experience exclusion
differently and sometimes more intensely (Annex 2, 27:56-29:14). Hence, participants
recognized that the factor of perceived race intensifies these experiences for Black Brazilians
and most African students. As such, the Brazilian identity in Portugal and the experience of

that identity can not be imagined separately from racial hierarchies.

Gender is another dimension of discrimination within linguistic experiences. Liz’s interviews
show that being perceived as a Brazilian woman is frequently sexualised in European social
circles that are related to Universities. She describes having to hide any clues of her
nationality in her interactions with men as Brazilian women are often victims of sexual
stereotypes. (Annex 7, 5:57-7:39). One of her examples involved mockery after a Portuguese
couple realised that she was Brazilian after her friend announced them. While Liz’s friend
failed to recognize the misogynistic implications of the interaction at first, Laura immediately
recognised the aspects of the stereotype being activated (Annex 7, 6:29-7:39). Laura also

argues that in her experience, women, rather than men, are often the reproducer of those
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stereotypes. She described a narrative in which Portuguese women portrayed Brazilian
women as threats that “steal husbands” (Annex 7, 7:40-10:00). And, even though this
narrative is not immediately tied to accent and linguistic hierarchies, those stereotypes get
attached to the accent, as perception of nationality through the accent frames the person with
the accent as potential representation of the stereotypes linked to the Brazilian identity.
Hence, colonial and patriarchal stereotypes surrounding Brazilian femininity have become
normalized in the bigger social discourse. Hence, Brazilian women are not only positioned as
foreigners, on the same level as Brazilian men, but also as hypersexualized bodies whose
presence can be framed as morally destabilizing; framing the existing linguistic hierarchies in
sexist hierarchies. And those stereotypes have very concrete consequences on the
interviewee’s everyday life. The existence of those stereotypes made Laura intentionally
avoid getting involved in romantic relationships with Portuguese men, as she feared being
objectified and had bad experiences (Annex 7, 13:50-16:55).While at first she believed that
her fears might be exaggerated, she then experienced situations that she was fearing to go
through, with objectification of her nationality. This shows how patriarchal the stereotypes
that reinforce the discriminatory experiences lived through language can be, and how much

those discriminatory aspects enter deeper aspects of one’s identity.

Moreover, the linguistic hierarchies existing in Portugal towards Brazilian students are
reinforced by other factors than gender. Indeed, several interviewees observed that the
younger professors tended to be more open to the accent than the older generations. Pilar
explained that her younger professors from Porto appeared significantly more open to
Brazilian students than the older members of the Faculty (Annex 3, 2:22-4:07). Paulo
contrasted, in the same way, that the rigid hierarchies of Coimbra, an old institution, were less
horizontal and collaborative than the other academic culture that he later encountered in the
Netherlands (Annex 4, 4:30-5:50). These comparisons show us that colonial and linguistic

hierarchies are not static and may be challenged in younger academic environments.

Those experiences are not without long-term consequences, as they greatly hindered the
interviewee's views and relationship with Portugal. Many interviewees initially arrived with
positive expectations based on the shared language and a perceived cultural proximity
between the two countries, Brazil and Portugal. But over time, the repetition of the
experiences of exclusion drastically and durably transformed these perceptions. For instance,

Maria stated that, by the end of her university journey, she no longer wished to stay in
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Portugal as she was exhausted from feeling unwelcome in the country (Annex 2,
12:36-14:20). Pilar also explained that, even though she loves Portugal as a country and feels
connected to it on an emotional level, ultimately left as she was tired of living in what she
described as a constant and redundant performance of adaptation (Annex 3, 5:00-6:20). And
this experience of Portugal also contrasts with their experiences in other European countries,
where they felt that they were treated as international students rather than solely Brazilians.
For instance, Maria explained that Spain was significantly more welcoming than Portugal
despite not having the shared language like in Portugal. Indeed, she explains having never
been mocked based on her accent there (Annex 2, 16:33-21:54). In the same way, Paulo
explained that while xenophobia is still existing in the Netherlands, he did not feel
specifically targeted as a Brazilian during his time there, very differently than when he was in
Portugal. Moreover, Esther reflected on her years in Portugal and came to the conclusion that
her years of academic devaluation, even subtle, contributed to her feeling insecure about her
intellectual capacities (Annex 1, 0:03-2:22). She argued that always hearing implicit
messages that Brazilians were less competent affected her confidence as a student and future

professional; and this experience framed discrimination as operating on the inside.

Adaptation and Conditional Belonging

Jasmine emphasized how she felt extremely grateful when her boss intervened and defended
the legitimacy of her accent in front of the children as she would have never been able to do
something about this as this professor was one of the oldest and most respected in the school
and she continued to respect her very much even though she had these discriminatory
attitudes. Jasmine considers that this older teacher was the exception as she was aware that
the school that she worked at was extremely tolerant of cultural differences and developed
constant efforts to integrate the different backgrounds and nationalities of their students.
Jasmine’s reflections on her internship as a psychologist in a primary school reveal an
important contrast between the institutional efforts to reinforce European Portuguese as the
only linguistically legitimate variety within educational spaces and the ways the children
perceive and interact with the Brazilian Portuguese accent. While the participant described
feeling welcomed by the students she worked with, “who loved the way she spoke” and often
connected with her through their shared familiarity with Brazilian internet slang and memes,
she also recalled feeling undermined by an older teacher who repeatedly corrected the

children in front of her whenever they used Brazilian Portuguese vocabulary.
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It was widely mentioned by most of the interviewees that Brazilian Portuguese was perceived
less appropriate than European Portuguese. This Portuguese variation  differs in
pronunciation, vocabulary and orthography and while most of the interviewees recognise that
they incorporated a lot of Portuguese words in their day to day vocabulary, especially in
public services, they feel that their accent functions as a quick symbol of differentiation that
influences how people respond to them in all sorts of social interactions. They report a high
variety of possible reactions that the Brazilian accent can trigger but they all agree that their
interactions with Portuguese citizens usually start with a verbal recognition that they “catch”
their non standard portuguese accent.

Jasmine’s interview revealed that those experiences directly impact the behavior of Brazilian
students -and students in general- within academic environments. She explicitly connects the
reactions to her accents with feelings that she was not taken seriously when asking questions
in her own class.She explained that “it seems like they don’t want to take me seriously, but it
was a class, | was asking a serious question” (Annex 1, 12:29-15:09). In such, linguistic
discrimination, within a space where speech seems to be so strongly connected to perceptions
of competence, becomes capable of influencing participation -and thus, integration- itself. By
the same mechanism, it frames the classroom as a social space heavily influenced by
linguistic hierarchies, a non-neutral space capable of excluding what it considers as an
academically illegitimate voice.

However, some contrast is brought by an interviewee. Maria’s testimony frames her academic
environment as welcoming. She explains that her major, International Relations, acted as a
shield from discrimination, as a sort of “big bubble compared to other courses” and that her
professors were “very open minded” (Annex 2, 5:05-6:01). Unlike Jasmine, she did not have
the experience of explicit discrimination within the classroom. But her interview still shows
that the linguistic discrimination persists within institutional spaces, especially in university
administrative services. She explains that in those services, her accent and lexical terms shift
the perception of her in the eyes of the representatives and workers of the institution. At the
same time, she notes that Brazilian students in Lisbon and Porto “really had to adapt,
especially the conjugation of verbs” (Annex 2, 10:00—11:15). With this, Maria shows us that
linguistic adaptation is necessary in less welcoming environments. She also states that “the
moment you start talking, they look at you differently, they look at you as a Brazilian
woman” (Annex 2, 5:05-6:01). In such, the Brazilian accent immediately functions as an
activation of stereotypical perceptions associated with nationality, but also gender. And this

experience broadens the linguistic discrimination from isolated individuals to whole groups,
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as she states that the staff saw her as “just another Brazilian” (Annex 2, 5:05-6:01).

Her experience also shows us that the university, in Portugal, can not be understood as a fully
homogeneous institution. On one hand, some academic spaces protect from discrimination
and even promote inclusivity; on the other hand, some sectors persist in reproducing
exclusionary practices. Maria’s resistance to linguistic assimilation is also shaped by her
experience as an International Relations bachelor student in the University of Coimbra,
where she was exposed to a multicultural curriculum that critically studies colonialism and
acknowledges the western epistemic domination that continues to delegitimize non-European
knowledges and languages. While other participants described linguistic adaptation
strategies, Maria frames the preservation of her Brazilian accent throughout her stay in
Portugal as an “act of resistance”, by consciously rejecting the colonial linguistic hierarchies
that continue to define European Portuguese as the most legitimate variation within the
Lusophone community. In this sense, Maria demonstrates an awareness of Quijano’s
conceptualization of coloniality of power, in which Portuguese colonialism continued to
culturally dominate the formerly colonized nations as the European Portuguese continues to
be considered to be the most appropriate in institutional spaces. In this sense, the colonial
project relied on the imposition of their language and cultural norms as a systematical
repression that permanently shapes how colonized subjects perceived themselves through the
worldview of the colonizer. These norms have historically positioned Portugal as the cultural
and civilization center of the Lusophone world, portraying the subaltern populations as less
advanced societies lacking legitimate culture and language. This connects to Quijano’s
coloniality of power, which argues that the end of formal political domination did not
dismantle the power structures that established European cultures as the universal standards
of civilization and knowledge production. Thus, her faculty may have functioned as a space
of validation and reaffirmation of her Brazilian identity. By refusing to make minor changes
linguistic adjustments, such as replacing a letter in the word juice: “suco” with “sumo”, even
after being directly corrected, Maria rejects the cultural and linguistic hierarchies that
continue to shape Luso-Brazilian interactions in institucional spaces (Annex 2, 9:13—-12:35).
At the same time, this resistance came with a great mental load and required effort, on an
emotional level. She described the fact that she had to become more “direct” and assertive in
everyday interactions to avoid being dismissed or treated in a disrespectful manner. The
subtle linguistic corrections reflect the enduring stereotypes within Portuguese society that
portray Brazilians as less serious and educated, therefore in need of linguistic correction. In

this context, Brazilian students are required to constantly negotiate belonging and recognition
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in institutional spaces that remain shaped by colonial representation of the Brazilian
population. These ongoing “identity negotiations” through adaptation to the dominant culture
and self-expression through the preservation of a non-standard accent come with a great
mental load and emotional labour (Rosales & Pereira, 2020). In mobility exchanges within
the Lusophone community, immigrants might struggle to balance the pressure to conform to
Portuguese culture and the desire to maintain their cultural identity. In Maria’s case, everyday
linguistic interactions in public spaces reflect the enduring stereotypes within Portuguese
society that portray Brazilians as less serious and educated and therefore in need of linguistic
correction. Maria’s experience as somehow academically integrated but socially excluded
involves a continuous back and forth between self-preservation, that comes through adapting
to the European Portuguese linguistic norms and self-expression achieved through the
maintenance of her non-standard Portuguese accent. This demonstrates the role of a common
language in a postcolonial word as both a mechanism of cultural integration and a marker of
social exclusion.

However, single cases or acts of explicit discrimination are not the only components or
contributors of feelings of marginalization, as even when explicit hostility is absent, lack of
attention from the institutional organisation can contribute to feelings of marginalization.
This more subtle form of exclusion resides in everyday practices through which linguistic
differences become socially meaningful, beyond over acts of discrimination and/or exclusion.
In parallel, Maria’s interview shows that having supportive academic environments can
shape how students perceive these experiences. When she experienced discrimination, she
explains that she “never really cared much about it” because she possessed a strong social
network and did not experience discrimination in her studies (Annex 2, 10:00-11:15). Other
interviews also show this lack of institutional support from the universities to their students
from Brazil. Indeed, spaces for discussing discriminations were created by the students
themselves without any University support or initiative. However, some organizations still
tried to address this issue: for instance, Laura identified “APEB” as one of the few
organizations that was addressing xenophobia and advocating for Brazilian students (Annex
7, 13:50-15:48). Similarly, Esther explained that during her years studying in Coimbra, there
were no structures, on an institutional level, through which students from Brazil could report
linguistic discrimination or even seek general support (Annex 1, 20:59-21:57). Paulo’s
experience also reinforces this feeling of being left alone by the institutions and universities.
He experienced a tangible act of xenophobia, an act that was made by an overly xenophobic

professor. The professor stated that Brazilians should study literature before engineering
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because they could not speak Portuguese (Annex 4, 2:30-3:50). And, even if Paulo tried to
take steps with this incident by reporting it to the University, he explained that no
consequences followed the report of this incident. And, even if the professor apologised, it
was about the fact that Paulo was feeling offended rather than having a proper
acknowledgement of the xenophobic nature of his statement. This protection of the authority
figure that is the professor really shows a lack of institutional accountability when it comes to

handling events related to linguistic discrimination.

Pilar’s interview further shows to which extent linguistic hierarchies can become internalized
by the students themselves. Although no professor publicly asked her to adopt ways that
correspond to European Portuguese, she explained that professors criticized writing forms
corresponding to Brazilian ways and repeatedly pointed out that certain Brazilian verb
structures “shouldn’t be used” (Annex 3, 05:45-07:17). Over time, she ‘“changed to
Portuguese from Portugal totally” as she firmly believed that keeping any indicators of
Brazilian Portuguese could negatively affect her grades, and her integration within the
Portuguese academia context (Annex 3, 05:45-07:17). Her statement that adaptation was
necessary as xenophobic professors could be “reminded that I was Brazilian while correcting
my exams” (Annex 3, 05:45-07:17) deepens the understanding, and the extent, on how
linguistic differences are reinforced by the unbalanced power dynamics within the classroom.
This process of adaptation can be interpreted through the prism of Quijano’s concept of
coloniality of power, where cultural norms that are dominant continue to define and frame
which forms of expression are considered legitimate. European Portuguese is seen as the
prestigious linguistic norm that is associated with intelligence and competence, while
Brazilian Portuguese becomes framed as inadequate in those higher education spaces that are
universities. Pilar’s testimony illustrates well how the pressure that emerges from this can
lead students to modify their speech in order to gain acceptance in such spaces. Although
Pilar reflects that as an older adult, she no longer knows whether she would have engaged in
such an intense process of linguistic assimilation, she maintains that at the time adapting to
the european portuguese syntax, pronunciation and lexicon appeared to be the only possible
strategy for avoiding academic rejection. For this student, it was clear that the universities she
attended disseminate European Portuguese as the standard linguistic norm with correctness
and competence. Therefore, as a speaker of a non-standard Portuguese variety she concludes
that “you either adapt or you suffer the consequences” (Annex 3, 12:16—13:13). This

adaptation process can be seen as a performative strategy to not only access western
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academic institutions but to have a better chance at achieving academic recognition if she
modifies her accent and written expression. According to Fanon, “to speak is to exist for the
other” so when the formerly colonized individuals use the colonizer’s language, they may
perceive themselves and their social position through the colonizer’s worldview, where
proximity to dominant linguistic and cultural norms becomes associated with social mobility

and greater academic success.

At the same time, not all participants chose assimilation. Maria described that she maintained
her Brazilian accent and vocabulary as a form of resistance against linguistic hierarchy
present within the Portuguese Universities. She explained that she refused to replace words,
as a way to keep her identities. This was illustrated by the refusal to change words such as
“suco” with “sumo”, and this even when corrected, as she felt that maintaining her identity as
a Brazilian through linguistic tools was important on a political level. (Annex 2,
9:13-12:35). Yet, even in her case, this resistance came with a great mental load and required
effort, on an emotional level. She described the fact that she needed to assert herself more
aggressively in everyday interactions, just to avoid being dismissed or treated in a
disrespectful manner. This shows that maintaining Brazilian linguistic identity in Portugal is a
constant process that requires mental resources, and is characterized by a continuous
negotiation, or back-and-forth, between the need for self-preservation and the act, often

political, of self-expression.

Discussion: Ambivalent Inclusion within the Lusophone Space

One of the major findings from this study is how important contradictions exist in the
contemporary relationship between Portugal and Brazil, in Lusophone academic spaces. The
visible presence of Brazilian students in Portuguese Universities does not make them immune
from an ambivalent inclusion.

What stands out the most from the interviews is a paradoxical admiration for Brazilian
culture, that coexists with clear boundaries regarding where and how these culture symbols
are considered acceptable within Portuguese society. The celebration of Brazilian music, art,
culinary traditions and online slang functions simultaneously as a mechanism of cultural
proximity and social control. Several participants described how Portuguese youth frequently
used these references to “break the ice” and signal familiarity with Brazil, reinforcing the

idea of a shared Lusophone identity. However, the interviews also reveal that the same
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cultural markers can quickly become associated with stereotypes of informality and lack of
professionalism once Brazilian students enter institutional spaces. Still, those very
expressions praised in songs or online can turn into indicators of linguistic difference and
accentuators of a feeling of not belonging once inside classrooms or official spaces. Being a
Brazilian student in Portugal fits well, as long as it stays playful and entertaining. The
moment Brazilian students are navigating in academic spaces, discomfort shows up. Hence,
there is some acceptance for Brazilians, as long as the students follow unspoken rules about
how much Brazil is too much.

The mentioned brotherhood between Portugal and Brazil shapes how correction or language
policing get seen. When someone mocks an accent, it slips by as fun instead of bias. As
shared words do not always mean shared standing, the laughs in lectures created by laughing
comments on one’s approach to pronunciation or vocabulary hide deeper divides. People said
such moments can pass without challenge on campuses.

What stands out next is how class and money shape experiences differently than expected.
Though these Brazilian learners come from more advantaged backgrounds, their move to
Portugal isn’t common among most Brazilians, as it takes savings few have in Brazil.
Institutions like Coimbra seek them deliberately, as those students bring in much more
income per student than locals do. Because of this, schools depend on Brazilian students'
presence financially. Yet, even with that influence, interviewees reported being seen through
narrow lenses, lenses based on the stereotypes of Brazilian migrants in Portugal: poor, or
sometimes even reduced to exaggerated ideas about sexuality. So while campuses treat them
as assets in budget terms, Portuguese students and teachers can treat them as if they
correspond to the stereotypes. This marks a clash between the financial situation in which
they are in, and their perceived socio-economic space in the society. In this situation, a gap
opens up: one where economic worth doesn’t erase colonial stereotypes. As such, when
looking at Brazilian migration, being well-off socially doesn’t always shield students from
feeling left out from academic and social settings in subtle ways. Some noticed their
advantage right away, knowing full well that studying in Portugal opened doors most back
home could never reach. Yet even with those benefits, once they started speaking, everything
shifted, and their accent changed how people perceived them, no matter their financial role in
the income of the universities or economic situation in Brazil. For white Brazilians especially,
blending in worked fine until conversation began. This shows that speech and its perception

marks the identity of Brazilian students.
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The existence of a large Brazilian community in Portugal serves as a safe environment in
which friendships and social networks composed primarily of other Brazilians can make
these students endure exclusion from institutional spaces by providing them a Brazilian
subculture that mitigates the effects of conditional belonging. Thus, some Brazilian students
showed how they built their own sense of place inside Portugal's university walls which often
does not include being in the same circles as Portuguese citizens. However, they still
consider their educational experience as a provider of a bigger support than in the Portuguese
job market, which they consider extremely hard to access. Surprisingly, even when faced with
unfair treatment abroad, many Brazilian students still see Portugal as a worthwhile place to
study. Several mentioned how earning a degree from Portugal carries weight back home, at
work and in social circles. Because of this, the Portuguese Universities keep their high status
in the eyes of Brazilian students.

Another important finding is that most of the participants are aware of their economic
privilege and social status in Brazil, which they link to their European ancestry as most of
them have European last names or even a double nationality. Though challenges exist, the
choice to endure them hints at deeper patterns. As such, this vision of Portuguese Universities
also reinforces post-colonial patterns, as it frames the European standard as the most
prestigious, which can also reinforce the vision of European Portuguese as superior in
University spaces, and most social spaces.

Not quite on the outside, never completely inside, never fully belonging : that’s where
Brazilian students feel Portugal’s academic world. Inclusion from sharing a language does
not prevent from being seen as the “other” because of accents and lexical differences.
Language is central in their experience, as Brazilian students are not seen as being totally
foreigners, due to the shared language, but not as totally belonging, due to the differences in

that same shared language.

Conclusion

The interviews challenged the dominant narrative that surrounds the Lusophone unity and
brotherhood between Portugal and Brazil. Cultural and political discourse tend to frame the
shared language as an evidence of closeness between the two nations, but participants to the
interviews described, often repeatedly, how sharing a language is the reason and a mechanism

through which they are framed as different and not fully belonging. The facilitation of student
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exchange from Brazil to Portugal makes Brazilian students expect familiarity through the
language and some aspects of the culture, but their variety of Portuguese, and more
specifically the reactions to their variety of Portuguese often marks them as illegitimate in
university spaces. A difference in words and accent places them as the “other”, and becomes
the key marker of their perceived identities. In such, Brazilian students often go beyond being
passive recipients of discrimination. Some develop strategies of adaptation while others
modify their accent and change their writing style to not be recognized as Brazilian.
Furthermore, some students, refusing those strategies, maintained using the Brazilian
linguistic forms as an act of symbolic resistance, or created strong Brazilian communities
within University spaces that compensated for the institutional failure of Universities.
Modern universities and the production of knowledge in academia continues to operate
through asymmetrical linguistic hierarchies in which European Portuguese often occupies the
hegemonic position associated with prestige, correctness and epistemological authority. As
Portuguese institutions continue to disseminate Portuguese from Portugal as the normative
linguistic variation despite their multicultural and multilingual education, speakers of
non-standard Portuguese variations may become more vulnerable to academic rejection and
linguistic discrimination. In this scope, the University of Coimbra, as an institution that
historically occupied a central role in the linguistic and epistemological domination of the
Brazilian population during Portuguese colonialism, continues to privilege European
Portuguese as the implicit standard of legitimate academic expression, despite the formal
recognition of Portuguese as a pluricentric language. The shared language and its baggage of
expectation and discrimination can have deep emotional consequences, and the data showed
that the linguistic discrimination operating against Brazilian Students in Portugal isn’t to be
framed as a misunderstanding between diverse forms of Portuguese, but rather as an indicator
of colonial hierarchy. Hence, the language operates in two ways: it is a marker of hierarchy,
and a constant mechanism in which those colonial hierarchies are reproduced in University
spaces. As such, the shared language is a paradox, as it works as a factor of expectations for
Brazilian students to be included in University spaces, and simultaneously as a factor of
exclusion through speech policing and accentism. Comparisons with lived experiences in
other European countries makes even clearer the aspect of discrimination that resides in the
linguistics, as Brazilian students in other countries were seen as foreigners, rather than
immediately perceived as Brazilians. As such, the shared language existing within the
colonial relationship that Portugal possesses with Brazil is, in University spaces, an

intensifier of discrimination and colonial hierarchy.
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