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Objective: Language, as a fundamental instrument of communication and cultural
transmission, has played a pivotal role from the birth of human civilization to the present
day. Nevertheless, not all language varieties are regarded as equally valued, and speakers of
certain varieties experience a phenomenon known as linguistic shame in specific social
contexts. Therefore, the present study aims to explore the process by which linguistic shame
is formed through dialect speakers' memories, to portray part of this experience and gain a
deeper understanding of the mechanisms underlying the emergence and persistence of this
phenomenon.

Method: This study was conducted using a narrative ethnography approach, and data were
collected through observation, informal interviews, and life history writing at Yazd
University as a linguistic contact zone. In this study, purposive sampling with maximum
variation was employed. The criteria for selecting participants included having experience
of linguistic shame. Subsequently, the comprehensive narratives derived from the
participants' experiences of linguistic shame were coded based on conceptual overlap and
coherence.

Results: The findings of this study, based on the analysis of narratives and observations,
indicate that the experience of linguistic shame can be structured into two main narrative
codes and five sub-codes. External pressure comprises the sub-codes of the construction of
shame in everyday life, the defective voice, and the compulsion toward linguistic
assimilation. The internalization of the other’s gaze consists of the sub-codes of concealment
of the mother tongue and I am not classy.

Conclusions: The findings of this research indicate that linguistic shame is not a transient
feeling but rather a profound and enduring experience. Indeed, some narrators in the study
had encoded memories of linguistic shame from their childhood and adolescence in their
bodily and mental memory well into young adulthood. Consequently, speakers affected by
linguistic shame endure considerable difficulties, an experience that not only undermines
their self-esteem but also drives some to suppress their local language, accent, or dialect.
Thus, by foregrounding the voices of the narrators, the present study contributes to a deeper
understanding of linguistic inequalities and underscores the necessity for cultural

policymakers to attend to linguistic diversity in Iran.
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Introduction

Linguistic shame arises from feelings of inferiority and embarrassment experienced by
speakers who do not conform to standard language norms (Gallegos, 2023; Misaki, 2023).
Drawing on the view that language is a socially constructed practice (Bourdieu, 1991; Duranti,
2009), empirical studies indicate that social evaluations and external pressures often compel
speakers to conceal or modify their native language varieties. Globally, accent disparagement
and language insecurity contribute to social stigma and marginalization (Motomura, 2024;
Codo & Collins, 2025; Park & May, 2025). In the Iranian context, research demonstrates the
structural dominance of Standard Persian over regional varieties such as Shirazi, Mazandarani,
and Turkish in both public and educational domains (Mozaffari et al., 2019; Bashirnezhad,
2018; Mehri & Mehri, 2016).

However, previous research has primarily utilized quantitative methodologies, resulting in
limited examination of linguistic shame as a complex socio-emotional phenomenon. To address
this gap, the present study adopts a narrative ethnography framework to investigate the
mechanisms by which linguistic shame arises and endures within speakers' lived experiences.
This approach aims to provide valuable insights for language policy and educational practices
in multidialectal settings.

Method

The present study employed narrative ethnography, and the descriptive data were drawn
from participants’ experiences of linguistic shame. To achieve this, an attempt was made to
understand the narrators’ experiences through direct observation, informal conversation, and
life-story writing.

In this study, the field of research is not a set of physical locations but a set of lived
experiences, each narrative illuminating a part of it. The experience of linguistic shame is a
personal and, at the same time, shared phenomenon, which is explored through the researcher’s
own lived experience. The first encounter with this phenomenon occurred in the university
environment. Yazd University, the researcher’s context, was chosen as the point of entry into
the study of this experience. The researcher listened to the narratives of students whose
encounters with linguistic shame throughout their lives had deeply distressed them.

At the beginning of the conversations, the researcher used broad descriptive questioning. For
example, the conversations began with questions such as: Have you ever been mocked because
of your accent or dialect? Can you describe one or more unpleasant experiences in which you
felt ashamed because of your accent or dialect?

Data analysis was a descriptive, interpretive, and multi-stage process in which the
researcher’s lived experience, observations, and narratives were interwoven. In this study, data
analysis followed a multi-stage, interpretive process that integrated narratives, the researcher’s
experience, and observations. The first stage utilized a holistic reading, in which each
participant’s narrative was examined as an integrated whole. This approach ensured that the
narrators' memories specifically addressed linguistic shame and that their stories reflected the
broader context of their lives and circumstances, while preserving their individual voices and
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avoiding fragmentation into discrete codes. The second stage involved a particularizing reading,
which assessed the coherence and conceptual overlap among the narratives. This stage focused
on identifying commonalities across narratives that represent fundamental human experiences
(Gubrium & Holstein, 2008: 251-252; Akherati et al., 2025: 160).

In addition, at all stages of data collection, recording, and analysis, the principles of ethics
in qualitative research were observed. Before the interviews, the purpose of the study was
explained to the participants, and their informed consent was obtained. To protect privacy,
pseudonyms were used.

Results

Analysis of narratives and observations reveals that linguistic shame can be classified into
two primary narrative codes: external pressure and internalization of the Other’s gaze, as well
as five sub-codes, which are discussed below.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Analysis of Linguistic Shame

External pressure

In the experience of linguistic shame, external pressures are formed at social stigma and are
realized when individuals are mocked by classmates, friends, or those around them because of
their accent or their low proficiency in the standard language, and their speech style is met with
labels such as ugly, rural, or illiterate (Molina, 2023). Such a process is not limited to external
humiliation; it also leads to the internalization of stigma and linguistic self-silencing. In the
present study, these external pressures are represented through themes such as the compulsion
toward linguistic assimilation, the construction of shame in everyday life, and the defective
voice, which indicate the prominent role of those around individuals and classmates in the
formation of linguistic shame.
Internalization of the other’s gaze

The reactions of others to linguistic differences first place the speaker in the position of an
illegitimate speaker; then, through others’ attempts to correct his or her speech style and through
negative evaluation and mockery, the gaze of social others is gradually internalized in the
speaker. Consequently, the individual is then evaluated repeatedly not only by others but also



Iranian Journal of Anthropological Research, Volume 16, Issue 2, 2026 28

by the self. Thus, he or she calculates the likelihood of error and judgment before speaking
(Martin Rojo & Marquez Reiter, 2019). This internalization indicates the persistence of a sense
of shame, which is displayed in behaviors such as silence, elimination of accent, and self-
censorship. In effect, external surveillance becomes a kind of self-surveillance, represented in
this study through themes such as concealment of the mother tongue and “I am not classy”.

Discussion

The primary objective of this study was to investigate the formation of linguistic shame
through the lived experiences of speakers, using ethnographic fieldwork in a university
environment with diverse language varieties. Utilizing a narrative ethnography framework, the
research analyzed the mechanisms by which linguistic inequality and speech-related
embarrassment emerge, persist, and shape speakers' personal and social identities. The narrative
analysis demonstrated that linguistic shame is not inherent to regional varieties but is instead a
persistent social construct structured around two principal dimensions: external pressure,
manifested in everyday shame construction, perceptions of a defective voice, and enforced
standard language assimilation; and the internalization of the Other’s gaze, resulting in mother
tongue concealment and perceptions of reduced social status.

These findings align with international research on linguistic stigma and institutional
language surveillance (Molina, 2024; Martin Rojo & Marquez Reiter, 2019), as well as studies
addressing accent disparagement in academic contexts (Park & May, 2025). In the domestic
context, the structural dominance of Standard Persian over regional dialects such as Shirazi,
Mazandarani, and Turkish in formal domains corroborates previous findings by Mozaffari et
al. (2019), Bashirnezhad (2018), and Mehri and Mehri (2016). Nevertheless, empirical
variations in the literature reveal inconsistencies with the widespread shame observed in this
study. For instance, quantitative research by Arvin and Mirzaei Habil (2024) and Mellatdoost
et al. (2024) reported strong mother-tongue adherence and pronounced linguistic pride among
Kurdish, Turkish, and Laki speakers. Furthermore, while Bashirnezhad (2018) documented
dialect dominance in private family contexts, the present narrative evidence suggests that
external shame shapes speakers' self-perceptions, leading them the internalize social stigma
even during informal interactions.

Conclusions

The present study shows that linguistic shame is not an inherent feature of a language variety
but the product of a social process that begins with external pressures and can turn into internal
self-surveillance. By narrating experiences such as being mocked in public, being reprimanded
in the presence of others, and having a language variety disparaged, the narrators also showed
how others’ negative evaluation led to their own negative self-evaluation. Some participants
had even internalized the social other’s gaze and had become observers of their own speech. In
their narratives, they stated that they practiced in front of the mirror, preferred to remain silent
in certain situations, or abandoned that speech style. These findings confirm the importance of
the issue raised at the beginning of the study and affirm that linguistic shame is regarded as one
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of the contexts that reproduce inequality; it is socially constructed and can affect individuals’
self-esteem, educational participation, and sense of humiliation, and can become a
communicative barrier among people.

In practical terms, the findings showed that life-story-writing-based interventions can help
individuals, by providing in-depth descriptions of their experiences in the domains of language,
accent, and dialect, to become aware of the social forces that have contributed to the formation
of linguistic shame in them. It is also recommended that Iran’s educational system recognize
dialectal and linguistic diversity as a valuable socio-cultural asset. Instead of emphasizing a
single form of language, emphasis should be placed on language diversity in different
situations, and necessary training should be provided in formal and informal institutions to
make people aware of the consequences of reprimanding, correcting, and publicly shaming
others in various social environments.
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