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11 This chapter is a slightly edited version of Kolstrup, K. Nothing but a fairy tale: Marriage migration, self-
discrepancy, and language learning motivation. Under review at Journal of Language, Identity and Education.   

 

                                                 



 

 

 



 Marriage migration, self-discrepancy, and L2 motivation 

5.1 Introduction 
 
Over the last decade, the trend of younger women from second and third world countries 
emigrating to the West to marry older men has increased (Olsen, Larsen & Lange, 2005). In 
research on globalization and migration, this trend is called marriage migration and is closely 
related to a renewed emphasis in many Western countries on restricting family-based 
immigration and a general tightening of immigration policies. But, as Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 
(2010) point out, such regulations only lead to increased creativity among “would-be migrants” 
on how to enter “Fortress First World” (p. 403). They further point to the potency of a glorified 
view of the West, communicated through the media and reinforced by global tourism, as sparking 
images and dreams of a better life in the minds of people in the second and third worlds.  

While this sort of marriage migrant story may seem self-evident, if we wish to dig below 
the surface of common-sense understandings and appreciate the actual impacts of social policy 
enacted around the question of immigration, it is important to look at the lived everyday 
experiences and perceptions of marriage migrants. This article does just this, taking a holistic 
approach (cf. Ushioda, 2012) to explore the interconnection of second language (L2) learning, 
motivation, and social policy. Specifically, it considers how social positions, governmental 
regulations, and everyday contexts come together to complicate the oftentimes uniform 
educational expectations of language learning that underlie much public discussion on 
integration. It examines this through the case of a Zambian woman, Mulenga, who moved to 
Denmark to marry an older Danish man, John. Her self-reported feelings of having fallen in love 
with a more romantic man, and the associated hopes and dreams of a better (economic) life in a 
Western country are understood here as her “ideal self”-construction (Markus & Nurius, 1986; 
Higgins, 1987). This ideal self-construction is part of her L2 motivational self system (Dörnyei, 
2009a) and serves as the driving force for her motivation to actually move to Denmark, marry, 
and start up a completely new life in an unfamiliar country, with an unknown language.  

While the L2 motivational self system is usually conceptualized from a psychological 
disciplinary perspective, frequently grounded in quantitative, questionnaire-based data, this 
article departs from such an approach. By relying upon a close reading of extensive qualitative 
data, it suggests there is much to be gained from a deeper exploration of how such notions are 
deployed in everyday talk and how this relates to broader sociocultural discourses. In this regard, 
this article embraces the idea that distinct theoretical frameworks for viewing identity, self, and 
motivation often hold in common an understanding of these concepts as contextually-embedded 
and relational, and can thus benefit from informing each other (Ushioda, 2009). To this end, the 
analytical approach in this paper shares an affinity with sociocultural and poststructuralist 
perspectives that emphasize the dynamic nature of L2 motivation and its relation to identity (e.g. 
Norton, 2000; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000; Kinginger, 2004; Cooke, 2006; Menard-Warwick, 
2009).  

The empirical basis for the article consists of four semi-structured interviews and nine 
conversations (a total of 26 hours of recordings). These are analysed through narrative analysis, 
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an approach which helps illustrate how the self-construct brings together past, present, and future 
events and experiences within a discursive encounter (see Riessman, 1993, 2008; Chase, 2005; 
Pavlenko, 2007). In the two excerpts highlighted in this article, such a perspective proves fruitful 
for understanding how Mulenga’s L2 motivation and images of self traverse, combine, and 
reconfigure different cross-temporal experiences. In them Mulenga looks back on her ideal self, 
the hopes and dreams she had before coming to Denmark, and compares them to her actual self 
and present life 10 months after arrival. For her, the general thrust of her thoughts and reflections 
could best be categorized as indignation. Moreover, learning Danish is intertwined in her 
frustrations as a marriage migrant, especially when it comes to her attempts to become part of her 
new family and meet the criteria for obtaining permanent residency.   

The following two sections of this paper outline a theoretical framework to appreciate the 
interrelation of the L2 motivational self system, language use, and learning, demonstrating how 
qualitative case studies which employ a longitudinal perspective have effectively complicated 
more static understandings. From here the article moves on to a narrative micro-analysis, which 
represents both its primary emphasis and key scholarly contribution. The close reading of 
Mulenga’s reflections and stories enhances our theoretical understanding of the L2 motivational 
self system and helps us better perceive the broader contexts of L2 learning. Also, it develops a 
more in-depth understanding of self-discrepancies (Higgins, 1987, 1998) and how this relates to 
L2 motivation. Finally, it investigates the broader contexts of L2 learning. These findings 
underpin a central argument advanced by this article, namely that educators would benefit from 
looking beyond the confines of the classroom, at immigration policy and societal status, to better 
appreciate how pedagogical needs and challenges interweave between individual, community, 
and (social) institutional levels. 
 

5.2 Theoretical framework 
 

5.2.1 Self-discrepancies and the L2 motivational self system 
 
Following recent trends in the research and theorizing of L2 motivation (Dörnyei, 2003, 2009a; 
Ushioda, 2009, 2012), this paper takes a holistic perspective on second language learners as 
persons with multiple interacting identities rather than just their learner identity. The perspective 
emphasizes constructions such as self and motivation as multifaceted, dynamic, historical, and 
context-dependent. Accordingly, research on L2 motivation views the learner as a “person-in-
context” (Ushioda, 2009) and demands models which take the dynamic and contextual nature of 
motivation into account.  

One of the most recent and comprehensive models is Dörnyei’s “L2 motivational self 
system” (2009a), which proposes combining previous research on L2 motivation with theoretical 
insights on possible selves and motivation from psychology (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Higgins, 
1987). The L2 motivational self system consists of three constituents: the ideal L2 self; the ought-
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to L2 self; and the L2 learning experience. The ideal L2 self consists of integrativeness and 
internalized instrumental goals. Integrativeness, building on Gardner (1985), revolves around an 
individual’s “psychological and emotional identification” with the target language community 
(Dörnyei, 2003, p. 5, italics in original), gauging to what extent a person wants to learn a 
language to become part of communities in which the L2 is spoken. In the determination of 
instrumental motives it is necessary to distinguish between when they are internal – part of the 
ideal self – or external – part of the ought-to self (Higgins, 1987). This is done by keeping in 
mind if the self-guide is focused on prevention or promotion (Higgins, 1998): “ideal self-guides 
have a promotion focus, concerned with hopes, aspirations, advancements, growth and 
accomplishments (…); whereas ought-to self-guides have a prevention focus, regulating the 
absence or presence of negative outcomes, concerned with safety, responsibilities and obligation” 
(Dörnyei, 2009a, p. 28, italics in original). Thus, the ought-to L2 self consists of externalized 
instrumental goals or attributes that one believes they should obtain to meet the expectations of 
others and to avoid negative outcomes, whereas the internalized instrumental goals belong to the 
ideal self and an optimistic future vision. Motivation in this model is viewed as “the desire to 
reduce the discrepancy between one’s actual self and the projected behavioural standards of the 
ideal/ought selves” (Dörnyei, 2009a, p. 18). The motivational capacity of the discrepancy 
between the actual and ideal/ought selves is dependent on conditions such as the availability and 
elaboration of possible future selves, feared possible selves, and to what extent the possible 
selves are perceived to be plausible by the individual.  

Taken together, the possible selves and the ideal/ought-to selves, are also called future 
self-guides and they are continuously constructed and reconstructed based on past and present 
experiences (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Higgins, 1987; Dörnyei, 2009a). The function of the 
possible selves is to ascribe meaning to the events and situations that individuals encounter. If the 
possible self-guides no longer function to help the individual apply meaning to his or her life 
events, the individual may become emotionally distressed. This stage is called self-discrepancy 
and it is characterized by the individual holding incompatible beliefs about themself. The 
emotional reaction depends on which self-guide the person is motivated by. In general, there are 
two broad trends: (1) a person with an actual/ought discrepancy might experience a presence of 
negative outcomes. This experience is likely to be accompanied with agitation-related emotions 
such as resentment, fear, guilt, uneasiness, or feelings of being threatened; (2) a person with an 
actual/ideal discrepancy might experience an absence of positive outcomes resulting in a 
likelihood to feel dejection-related emotions, such as frustrations related to disappointment, 
dissatisfaction, embarrassment, and feelings of being downcast (Higgins, 1987, pp. 322-323). 
 
 

5.2.2 Qualitative case studies and the L2 motivational self system 
 
So far the studies explicitly applying the L2 motivational self system to L2 learning have mainly 
investigated the motivation of foreign language learners using questionnaires (Kormos et al., 
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2011; Ryan, 2009). These studies generally confirm the soundness of the self-based approach and 
the suggested correlations between, for example, integrativeness and the ideal L2 self, 
instrumentality-promotion and the ideal L2 self, and instrumentality-prevention and the ought-to 
L2 self (see Dörnyei 2009a, p. 31). However, while questionnaires are useful in pointing to such 
correlations, when looking at the dynamic and continuous interaction between possible L2 selves 
and the contextual component – the L2 learning process in the broader sense of everyday life 
experience – more qualitatively oriented studies are necessary. Some qualitative interview 
research using this framework have started to occur (Campbell & Storch, 2011; Lamb, 2011), 
however, these studies limit their data to the foreign language classroom. This is not problematic 
per se but runs the risk of ignoring that much of immigrants’ L2-based learning doesn’t occur just 
inside the classroom. Moreover, and perhaps more significantly, immigrants encounter an array 
of L2 contexts in which their motivation to speak may vary significantly. These encounters in 
turn influence their attitudes toward different target language communities and thereby their 
possible L2 selves, something which has been documented in multiple studies (see Norton, 2000; 
Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000; Lantolf & Genung, 2002; Kinginger, 2004; Cooke, 2006; Menard-
Warwick, 2009), which embrace the social turn in L2 research (Block, 2003). Three of these are 
briefly elaborated upon, as their findings are especially germane for the current study.  

The relationship between L2 learning, issues of power, and identities of adult language 
learners has been usefully assessed in immigrant (Norton, 2000; Cooke, 2006) and study-abroad 
(Kinginger, 2004) contexts. One of the cases in Norton’s study is Felicia, an immigrant to Canada 
who was forced to leave a privileged life as a fulltime mother in Peru. In Canada, she insists on 
continuing to position herself as a wealthy Peruvian, avoiding situations in which she is 
positioned as an immigrant. This results in her quitting a job, withdrawing from the L2 
classroom, and avoiding speaking in encounters with Canadians and other fluent speakers of 
English. Felicia’s lack of investment in English needs to be understood in connection to her 
strong image of herself as a wealthy Peruvian. This identity is simultaneously constructed 
historically and projected into the future and results in Felicia resenting social encounters in 
which this identity is ignored. One can easily see the parallels between Norton’s account and the 
language and analytic insights provided by a self-based framework. Felicia’s bitter resentment 
(Norton, 2000, p. 104) towards Canada and Canadians bear witness to an actual/ought-to self-
discrepancy in which she experiences a presence of negative outcomes (Higgins, 1987), namely 
feelings of marginalization and being positioned as an immigrant. Holding on to a past image of 
herself as a wealthy Peruvian stands in the way of the construction of a realistic ideal L2 self and 
therefore of her motivation to learn English. 

While Felicia does not seem motivated to learn an L2, Alice, the main case in Kinginger’s 
(2004) study, is highly motivated. Alice comes from a lower class background and learning 
French and attending a study-abroad program in France is a “bid for a better life” (Kinginger, 
2004, p. 224) out of poverty and low income housing. Her vision of France is idealized and based 
on the images found in the American media. However, much to her disappointment, when she 
makes it to France this image, as well as her view of herself as a French speaker, is repeatedly 
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challenged. Her housing is in a “gritty, industrial, urban environment” (p. 233) and she finds her 
fellow students and people in general rude and closed. Her experiences make her angry and 
frustrated to a state of depression where she considers suicide. However, Alice manages to 
reconstruct her motives for learning through searching out arenas outside of academia to continue 
improving her French. Again, this account can be reinterpreted in the language of L2 self 
motivation, as the parallels are clear. Alice’s anger, frustration and depressions is characteristic of 
an ideal/actual self-discrepancy (Higgins, 1987). The ideal L2 self she constructed in America 
and which for years functioned as a strong motivator for her to learn French, clashes with her 
actual lived experiences in France. Fortunately for her, Alice manages to reconstruct an ideal L2 
self which is more attuned to the actual experiences.  

Another actual/ideal self-discrepancy is found in the case of Haxhi, an asylum seeker 
from Kosovo, who lives in the UK with his wife and children (Cooke, 2006). Because of his 
asylum seeker status, the family is forced to move several times. Haxhi is initially highly invested 
in learning English because he wants a job to provide for his family. But as the family’s asylum 
status is extended repeatedly, his belief in a positive future starts to decline. To rephrase this 
analogous situation in the terms of L2 motivational self system, Haxhi is experiencing a self-
discrepancy between his actual self (prolonged asylum seeker status preventing him from getting 
a job), and ideal self (getting a job, being the “provider”), which helps to explain his increasing 
frustration and lack of hope.  

The qualitative and longitudinal nature of these and other studies of L2 learning, identity, 
and motivation, provide a more detailed understanding of how possible L2 selves interact with 
the various contexts in which the learner is engaged in their everyday life. Such rich findings on 
the recurrent and complex reconstruction of self are difficult to achieve solely through 
quantitative means. The following analysis of the case of Mulenga supports this argument. 
 

5.3 The case, data, and narrative analysis  
 

5.3.1 Mulenga 
 
Mulenga is a Zambian woman in her early thirties who moved to Denmark in the autumn of 2004 
to marry a Danish man, John, who is about 20 years her senior. Mulenga had lived her entire life 
in a large Zambian city, with her parents and seven siblings. Her family belongs to what she calls 
the Zambian middle-class who can afford to cover more than the basic needs, including 
university-level education for all children, but by no means live a luxurious life. Mulenga has a 
college degree and worked at a lawyer’s office prior to moving to Denmark. 

Mulenga met John in 2003 when he was on vacation in Zambia. Over the next year he 
visited again and she went to Denmark for a couple of weeks before they decided to get married. 
John lived in one of Denmark’s larger cities and worked in the Danish military. He had two 
marriages behind him, and from each he had a daughter. The 8-year-old daughter from his second 
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marriage, Emma, still lived with him a couple days per week when Mulenga moved in. John and 
Mulenga spoke English together while Emma only knew Danish. Mulenga’s mother tongue is 
Bemba, one of the five official languages in Zambia. She speaks English fluently since she has 
attended English-speaking institutions from kindergarten through to college.   

I first met Mulenga in May 2005 when she had just started to learn Danish at the local 
language centre. Mulenga immediately agreed to participate in the project, which aimed at 
exploring second language learning in formal and informal contexts. Her participation involved 
giving interviews and carrying an mp3 recorder to record situations in which she spoke Danish. 
For her the benefits of participating were a chance to speak Danish with a Dane (me), and a way 
to force herself to speak more Danish at home. However, in later interviews and conversations, 
from autumn 2005 onward, she frequently expressed that she hoped by telling me about her 
experiences as a foreigner in Denmark and living with a Danish man, she could someday 
influence other women in her situation to make a more informed choice when considering 
moving from an African to a Western country. Thus, for her, participating in my study was also a 
chance to be heard (Chase, 2005). 
 

5.3.2 Data and narrative analysis 
 
The analysis in this article draws on a larger database from the case of Mulenga consisting of 
recordings from a total of 4 semi-structured interviews in English (1½ - 6 hours in length) and 9 
conversations primarily in English (40 minutes - 4 hours). These occurred over a two year period 
from 2005-2007 and were followed up by an interview in Danish conducted in April 2012. Two 
interviews were made in autumn 2005 by a colleague, in a classroom at Mulenga’s language 
centre. These interviews where based on interview guides developed as part of a interuniversity 
project in Denmark about the language learning and integration of adult immigrants. The 
remaining conversations and follow up interviews were conducted by me in a private setting. All 
material was transcribed.   

The two excerpts analysed in section 5.4 are both from an interview conducted by a 
colleague, focusing on Mulenga’s experiences of Denmark and learning Danish (0549). As was 
often the case in the semi-structured interviews, Mulenga’s answers took the form of short stories 
of particular events or experiences. The two excerpts herein were chosen for detailed analysis 
because they encompass key aspects of what influenced her sense of self at that particular 
moment (autumn 2005). In excerpt 5.1 she talks about her hopes and dreams for her new life in 
Denmark prior to her migration, and in excerpt 5.2 she tells about her experience of living in 
Denmark as an immigrant.  

To account for the complexity of Mulenga’s positioning in the stories told and in the 
interview-context, the excerpts are analysed according to form, content, and context (Pavlenko, 
2007). In the analysis of form, following Riessman (1993, 2008) a division into subparts (frame, 
conflict, affect, summary, parts) was made. In addition, the inclusion of pauses, speech 
perturbations, and the interviewer’s comments and minimal responses, were maintained (see 
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transcription conventions in Appendix 2) in an effort to help account and reflect upon the 
narrator’s performing of self in relation to the interviewer (see also Chase, 2005). Systematically 
following the patterning of a narrative was found to be a useful tool to help trace dominant 
discursive themes, regularities, inconsistencies, tensions, and paradoxes. This was compared with  
how Mulenga positioned herself through the use of personal pronouns, verb tense, and key words 
and concepts. The analysis of these aspects together serves the purpose of giving insight into her 
self-construct, especially her ideal and actual selves. In addition, her stories were further 
contextualized by drawing on the larger database, outlined above, Danish legislation on 
immigration, and the literature on marriage migration.  

To validate the interpretations made in the analysis, Mulenga was asked to read and 
comment on the article. Her reflections were taken into account and the extent to which the 
analysis was revised based upon these is discussed in the concluding section. 
 

5.4 Analysis: Nothing but a fairy tale 
 

5.4.1 Hopes of a better life 
 
In the conversation and interviews with Mulenga, she was questioned several times on what 
direction she saw her life in Denmark going. Excerpt 5.1 is from the end of a 2-hour-long 
interview. Prior to the excerpt Mulenga had explained the stresses of being a foreigner in 
Denmark and being married to John (see excerpt 5.2): 
 
 
Excerpt 5.1 
 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

 

6 

7 

8 

9 

 

10 

11 

 

Frame - question  

In:  do you think that- (1.4) do you think that your  

     image of Denmark will change (.) during the (.)  

     next years or (.) do you see-  what what direction  

     do you see your (.) situation in Denmark (.) going 

     (4.5) ((In clears her throat quietly)) 

Frame - narrative 

Mu:  °yeah I think @° (.)  I think I’m  

     facing reality ((quiet, smiley voice)) (°yeah I think°) 

In:  mhm 

     (1.0) 

Conflict– “I had hopes” 

Mu:  I I I had hopes when I came here I thought (.) you  

     know (.)  
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12 

13 

14 

15 

 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

 

21 

22 

23 

 

24 

25 

26 

 

27 

28 

29 

30 

 

Part 1 – “I was happy” 

     of course I I cannot- I can’t say I didn’t  

     have a good life (In: mhm) I never went to bed hungry  

     I never starved (In: mhm) I had a job I was happy  

     with my family and everything but  

Part 2 – “a better life” 

     (1.2) ((deep breath in)) of course Denmark was  

     going to be better (In: mhm) better you know if I  

     want to go to school and (In: mhm) yeah it’s just a  

     better life or get more money I would help my family  

     back home (.) but it’s (.) 

Affect  

     I I feel it’s like this @@  

     it’s not straightforward (In: no) it’s very (.) hard 

In:  yeah 

Frame/absence of resolution 

Mu:  yeah and then (.)°I don’t know what° (.) I don’t  

     even know the future @@ (In: no)  I can’t  

     talk about it 

Summary and affect  

In:  no (0.6)  but so far you’ve been a bit disappointed it  

     sounds (.) like 

Mu:  yeah (1.2) °somehow°   

In:  yeah 

(0549) 

 

The interviewer initiates the topic in the framing question. She starts out her question about 
whether Mulenga sees her image of Denmark changing in the future but reformulates to more 
broadly ask about the direction of Mulenga’s life in Denmark. The question could be an 
invitation for Mulenga to talk about her future possible selves, be they ideal, ought-to or feared. 
However, Mulenga does not immediately address the question but rather explains the conflict she 
is experiencing at the moment saying she is “facing reality” (l. 7). The very quiet spoken 
utterance, the smiley voice (ll. 6-7), and the longer pause (l. 5) between the interviewer’s question 
and Mulenga’s answer, suggests that this is not an easy topic for her. Leading up to this excerpt 
she has told about the difficulties she has had finding a job in Denmark, making her marriage 
work, her problems in Danish classes, the rudeness of Danes in public, and the frustrations as a 
foreigner in Denmark trying to live up to the legislation (see excerpt 5.2). Thus, the reality she 
refers to here might point back to the previous parts of the interview. 

After a pause (l. 9), Mulenga initiates the narrative with a conflict between the past and 
present: through the use of past tense, “had” (l. 10), she sets the scene in the past instead of in the 
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future, as the interviewer encourages her to in her question. The past tense indicates that her 
hopes in relation to her life in Denmark are hopes that she is now having difficulties holding on 
to. She frames these hopes, which she becomes more specific about in part 2, with a brief 
description in part 1 about her life in Zambia. Her description is negated and thereby entails her 
affective state of her life here: “I can’t say I didn’t have a good life” (ll. 12-13), and bounds on to 
part 2 about her image of Denmark as a Western country offering a “better life” (ll. 17, 19). 
Stylistically, part 1 and 2 are similar as part 1 lists the non-negatives in Zambia while part 2 lists 
the ways in which a life in Denmark would be better. However, both parts end in a “but” 
conjunction (ll. 15, 20), which serves, in part 1, to show that her life in Zambia, despite being 
“happy” (l. 14), in her mind didn’t compare to the image she had of life in Denmark, and, in part 
2, to show how these hopes have turned out not to be a reality she is experiencing. Rather, her life 
in Denmark is “not straightforward” and “very hard” (l. 22). 

Traditionally narratives include a resolution in which the narrator tells how he or she 
“resolved” the conflict (Riessman, 1993). However, Mulenga states explicitly that she doesn’t 
have a resolution: “I don’t even know the future” (ll. 24-25) and “I can’t talk about it” (ll. 25-26). 
In Higgins’ (1987) terminology, Mulenga is experiencing a self-discrepancy between the possible 
selves she created in Zambia about a better life in Denmark and the reality the actual self meets 
when she moves. The better life she hopes for includes instrumental goals which are part of her 
ideal self, getting more education and earning more money (ll. 18-19), and also her ought-to self, 
helping her family back home (ll. 19-20). But the positive outcomes of these possible selves 
remain absent which results in a future self-guide which can no longer help her create meaning in 
her life. Her lack of a vivid ideal self is evidenced by her statement that she doesn’t know her 
future.12 

Both interactionally and in her story, Mulenga positions herself as somebody who has 
been disappointed moving from Zambia to Denmark and who has been – and still is – struggling. 
In excerpt 5.2 the “reality” she is facing is more explicit.  

 

5.4.2 Facing a reality 
 
Excerpt 5.2 is from the same interview as excerpt 5.1 but from a couple of minutes beforehand. 
The narrative analysis is contextualized with data from earlier in the same interview and from 
other interviews and conversations with Mulenga to give a more elaborate picture of the actual-
ideal self-discrepancy.  
 
 
 

12 In other conversations it is clear that she has feared possible selves she is not contemplating in this interview – 
going back to Zambia, facing the judgments for divorce, and having failed after being given the opportunity to live a 
“better life” in the West. 
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Excerpt 5.2 
 

1 

2 

3 

 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

 

9 

10 

 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

 

16 

17 

18 

19 

 

20 

21 

22 

 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

 

28 

29 

30 

31 

Frame - question  

In:  so- (.) what what do you feel that it’s like (.)  

     being a foreigner in Denmark 

     (3.6) 

Frame and affect  

Mu:  °it’s stressful @° 

In:  °yeah° 

Mu:  °I think I’ve never had such stress in my life° 

In:  °no° 

Mu:  no 

Frame - question, continued 

In:  in what in what ways 

     (1.7) 

Part 1 – “they look at you” 

Mu:  apart from being conscious that you’re not part of  

     them? (In: mhm) you actually feel it (1.4) that (.)  

     it’s either they are looking at you or look at you  

     strangely or they look at you as stupid or something  

     (In: mhm) like (.) yeah- (.) you know (.)  

Part 2a – “have to’s” 

     and (.) then you have to deal with like I told you  

     with these (.) laws (In: yeah) 

     and then you have to think of your future (In: mhm)  

     I have to do my Danish (.)  

Part 3 – “cannot’s” 

     it I can’t neglect Danish (.) or decide to work because  

     it’s a problem (.) and I cannot work (.) I cannot just  

     study Danish alone 

Part 4 – it’s in the law 

     I have to be active (In: mhm) because in the end of the day  

     (.) that will go like (.) they’re trying to- I don’t know if   

     it’s: in paper now (.) ((In clears throat)) that they’re trying  

     to make it that you have to be active and you have to learn:  

     Danish (In: yeah) 

Part 2b – “have to’s” continued 

Mu:  (1.4) ((audible breath in and out)) and then you have to  

     deal with a family:? and then you have to deal with the  

     Danish traditions:? 

In:  yeah 
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     (0.9) 

Part 5 – to meet half way 

Mu:  and then if you’re marr?ied to a Dane (.) I think a mixed  

     marriage is very (.) let’s (say) (.) there’s a lot of 

     compromising (.) (In: mhm) °I don’t know what word to use° 

In:  in what ways 

     (1.7) 

Mu:  because you’re so different 

In:  mhm 

     (1.3) 

Mu:  and (.) any- you could have (.) if if: you think you’re  

     (.) if you’re strong headed and you say (.) “nej” [no] (.)  

     “I don’t do this” and “this I won’t do” (In: mhm) because  

     “this is not what I do” (In: mhm) and then the other  

     partner says “I won’t do that because this: (In: mhm)  

     this is not (.) it’s not Danish to do that” (.) so you  

     see (.) if you keep like that you keep going like that  

     (In: yeah) you don’t meet half way (In: no)  

Summary  

     that’s (.) where the stress comes in so (0.8)  

Part 6 – Danish male partners 

     s: I think (.) from what I’ve discussed with my other  

     foreign (.) girlfriends? (In: mhm) yeah: ((high pitch))  

     despite they’re not just the Africans I even have Asian  

     ones they have the similar (In: mhm) problems (0.8) 

     (In: yeah) on how to: (0.8) yeah sometimes (.) it’s  

     like (.) you your partner doesn’t even underst- you know  

     they don’t want they just want you to be Danish (.) not  

     other way (In: yeah) and if you’re going to marry somebody  

     from a different race (.) you have to be willing to  

     accept their colour (In: mhm) ((In clears throat)) and  

     accept (.) at least half of what they do even if they  

     don’t believe in it (In: mhm) you know? (.) we’ve had  

     this discussion before as well ((smiley voice)) 

In:  yeah 

Summary and affect 

Mu:  so it’s (.) it’s (.) I think it’s quite stressful (0.6)  

     °you have a lot of things to deal with° (.) a lot  

     of: things to understand (1.8) and: some of the things I’m  
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Part 7 – “how to do this” 

     (1.3) ( ) I didn’t kno:w even when I’m just walking  

     on the streets (.) how that works °@° (In: mhm) how  

     how to do this and tha:t ((smiley voice)) (0.6) so- 

Affect  

     ((quiet sigh)) (1.1) °it’s I think it’s stressful° 

In:  yeah (0.6) (very) stressful 

Mu:  I think we don’t get so much (.) support (0.8) emotionally  

Resolution – sarcasm    

     because (.) they they (.) if they’re going to make it  

     so hard (.) then they might as well provide counselling  

     centres for us you know?  

In:  °@@° yeah 

Mu:  or stress control because (In: yeah) its: (.)  

Summary and affect  

     you’ll be so bitter: (.) at the end of the day and say  

     “what is this” “what am I doing” 

In:  yeah 

Mu:  so ((quiet)) 

     (1.2) 

In:  hm 

(0549) 

 
When the interviewer, in the framing question, brings the topic of being a foreigner into the 
interaction, they have already touched on this subject earlier in the interview which Mulenga 
hints at in l. 16 and 60-61. Mulenga’s first response frames the narrative with reference to how it 
feels to be a foreigner in Denmark: . She replies “it’s stressful” (l. 4) and “I think I’ve never had 
such stress in my life” (l. 6). It takes 3.6 seconds (l. 3) before she offers this answer and when she 
does so she speaks quietly. Both of these paralinguistic features hint at the feelings of frustrations 
which Mulenga expresses in the remainder of this narrative. In both content and form of 
answering, Mulenga positions herself as a person who has been going through an emotionally-
difficult time and still is (“It’s stressful”, rather than “it was stressful”). The interviewer shows 
her empathy through minimal responses which are also quietly spoken, aligning with Mulenga, 
and encouraging her to go on with her story. 

Mulenga’s elaborations on the stressful areas of her life can be divided in 7 parts which 
each take up a theme related to the frame and her affect. Before Mulenga starts elaborating on her 
answer, she pauses (l. 10). In the first part she tells about her discomfort when people look at her. 
The looks make her feel positioned as “stupid” or “strange” (l. 14). She is not specific about who 
“them” refers to but since the question is about being a foreigner in Denmark the most likely 
interpretation is Danes. The looks further make her conscious that she is “not a part of them” (ll. 
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11-12) while her emphatic stress on “feel” points to the looks as having an emotional effect on 
her. Her feelings of being positioned as an outsider on the street is unexpected for her and in 
other conversations she tells that she never before coming to Denmark thought about her skin 
colour (0536, 0613, 0716). Earlier in the interview, Mulenga explains that in Zambia people 
smile and are very friendly to each other and to foreigners, and she thought Danes would be 
similarly friendly. Thus, part 1 already points to a discrepancy between her expectations about 
Denmark and the reality she meets.  

Part 2 and 3 are stylistically like a report or list of things she has to and cannot do in 
Denmark. The second part consists of two subparts. In these two subparts, 2a and 2b, she repeats 
“and then you have to” four times (ll. 16, 18, 28, 29 + 26) and a variation of this sentence “I have 
to” (ll. 19 + 23). The things she experiences as stressful are the laws, the future, Danish language, 
family, and Danish traditions. On some of these areas she elaborates: in part 4 she expounds on 
the laws, and in parts 5 and 6 she takes up themes of family and Danish traditions. With the “have 
to” wording she positions herself as a victim of something somebody else has decided for her, 
thus, it is not up to her to decide when and whether or not she is learning Danish. In the third part 
the repetitive character of Mulenga’s narrative continues with two “cannot’s” in l. 21 and a 
“can’t” (l. 20) in which she refers to her trouble balancing work and Danish, which is not going 
as smoothly as expected.  

Getting a job is part of both her ideal and ought-to self for establishing the better life in 
Denmark described in excerpt 5.1, allowing her to make money for herself and her Zambian 
family. She knows it will not be possible to continue her career as a lawyer’s secretary and 
decides prior to arriving that a cleaning job would be a good beginning. Therefore, she spends her 
first months in Denmark calling different cleaning companies. She explains: “it wasn’t that easy 
because every time I called, I start speaking, they say, “no, come back when you’ve learned your 
Danish” ((laughs))” (0547). Her lack of immediate success makes her redirect her ideal self to 
learn Danish before looking for a job. It is interesting to note that the Danish language played 
such an insignificant role in Mulenga’s ideal self prior to coming to Denmark. In another 
interview she explains that she thought she would be able to get by with English, because all the 
Scandinavians she had met in Zambia spoke English well (1214).  

The repetitive syntactical structure in parts 1 to 3 supports the stressful experience she is 
communicating. In 4-6 the pattern is less clear but there are also some repetitions of “and then” 
(ll. 32, 43) and “if” (ll. 40, 41, 56, 59). In part 4 she relates the external pressure of having to 
work and learn Danish noted in parts 2 and 3 to the ever changing Danish immigration laws. The 
“they” in part 4 is not explicit but seemingly refers to Danish politicians since she is talking about 
requirements on immigrants being “in paper now” (l. 25). “They” are positioned as making life 
for foreigners stressful, as becomes evident when she lists what she has to do and cannot do 
(parts 2 and 3). She also emphasizes that changing the laws so frequently makes the exact content 
of them unclear. Simultaneously, in parts 2-4, she positions herself as aware that there are 
governmental requirements she must fulfil in order to maintain her residency, while her unclear 
description positions her as confused about what these entail.  
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Mulenga’s awareness of the requirements she is under as an immigrant in Denmark points 
to the larger political context in Denmark and most other Western countries. Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim (2010) point to the trend in the Western world preaching equality throughout the 
world, while paradoxically denying it when people from the second and third worlds attempt to 
enter “Fortress First World” (p. 411). This trend also holds true in Denmark. From 2001 to 2011, 
the immigrant-hostile Danish People’s Party (Dansk Folkeparti) provided support for the 
minority government and Denmark witnessed considerable constraints to immigration legislation 
which brought international notoriety.13 To Mulenga it felt like “you wake up and there’s a new 
law” (0549). Mulenga’s residency depended on her marriage. But even though she was married 
to a Dane, she still needed to apply to extend her temporary residency every two to three years. 
Additionally,  when she came to Denmark in 2004 the immigration laws stated that after 7 years 
of being married and living in Denmark she could obtain permanent residency on the condition 
that she had passed a Danish language test on B2 level (CEFR). However, these regulations 
changed many times. Her preoccupation with what is required to achieve permanent residency is 
intimately connected to her frustrations with a marriage that doesn’t live up to her expectations. 
In short, she is trapped in the marriage if she wants to stay. 

In parts 5 and 6 Mulenga continues to narrate in the general 2nd person “you” and only 
uses a 1st person “I” when she is enacting hypothetical conversations. In part 5, she positions the 
partner not willing to compromise or “meet half way” (l. 47), as something characteristic of 
Danes (l. 45). She further positions Danes as “strong headed” (l. 41). Thereby, indirectly, she 
positions herself as a non-Dane who has to do all the compromising. Her disapproval of Danes is 
also expressed in her emphasis on the first syllable of “Danish” (l. 45) which gets a sneering 
character. By generalizing this sort of behaviour to a difference in nationality, she further places 
the difference in willingness to compromise as a cultural conflict rather than an individual one, 
despite the fact that arguments over compromise are likely a characteristic of most marriages. 

She initiates part 6 by including herself in 1st person: “I think” (l. 49) but before she 
continues her point she includes girlfriends in Denmark who also have immigrated to marry a 
Dane. With this explanation of who “you” includes, it is clear that she positions herself as a 
spokesperson for women from Africa and Asia who are also married to Danish men. The Danish 
men are positioned indirectly as racist: they “have to be willing to accept their [foreign spouses] 
colour” (ll. 57-58) and that all they want for their wives is to “be Danish” (l. 55). But even though 
she uses a general “you” the experience she refers to is also personal. She is frustrated in her 
marriage about her husband’s lack of empathy for her situation and willingness to embrace her 
perspective in discussions. This picture of white men is different from how she imagined 
marriage to a white man would be. In an interview she explains that many African girls find 
white men “exotic” because they bring their woman flowers and take them on romantic dinners 
(1214). They get this romantic picture primarily from American soap operas, in her case Dynasty. 

13 For instance the BBC headline from February 10th, 2011: “Do Denmark’s immigration laws breach human rights? 
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-12366676) - See also “Related stories” on this site). 
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She explains: “den gang jeg var meget ung, så min hjerne begynder at se aha:, this, sådan er alle 
men- alle europeansk mennesker [back then I was very young so my brain begins to see aha, this 
is what all Europeans are like]” (1214). Her glorified picture of Westerners was enhanced by 
observing the lifestyle of Northern European expats she met in Zambia. Even though they would 
tell her that in their home countries they didn’t have servants or drive big cars the impression 
their Zambian lifestyles made on her helped paint an exalted image of “The West”. Furthermore, 
she had fond memories from her mid-20s when she dated a Northern European living in Zambia 
for three years. 

Thus, her idealized picture of Westerners from television shows and encounters with 
Northern Europeans coloured Mulenga’s decision to marry John and move to Denmark. Beck and 
Beck-Gernsheim (2010), point to these two trends, the media and the presence of Westerners in 
third world countries, as key to understanding why people in the third world develop a glorified 
view of anything Western. When Mulenga met John she didn’t proverbially fall head-over-heels 
but as she got to know him as a sweet, friendly, and open man, her feelings grew. Also, having 
turned 30, there was a social expectation on her to marry soon. 
 

5.4.3 Self-discrepancies 
 
Each of the parts in excerpt 5.2 illustrate self-discrepancies between Mulenga’s ideal self-
construction – her hopes and dreams about her marriage, work, and public life in Denmark – and 
the actual self she had been experiencing the first 10 months in Denmark. This self-discrepancy is 
further evident in the form of her narrative which, as in excerpt 5.1, does not include a realistic 
resolution. In the resolution in excerpt 5.2, Mulenga suggests that “they” should make 
“counselling centres” (ll. 73-74) or offer “stress control” (l. 76) for foreigners in Denmark “if 
they’re going to make it so hard” (ll. 73-74). The unlikeliness of this suggestion hints that this 
utterance is meant sarcastically. The interviewer’s quiet laughter (l. 75) confirms this 
interpretation. The lack of resolution to her frustrations and the bitterness she tells about in the 
summary and affect (l. 77) points to the narrated situation as not only belonging to her past self 
but also to her actual self. Thus, there is an overlap between the narrated self and the self who 
tells the story: She positions herself through the narration of experiences told about in the use of 
1st person “I” and in second person “you”. She simultaneously positions herself interactionally 
through the use of the present tense (rather than past tense), her sarcastic resolution, and the 
paralinguistic features such as pauses, quiet speech, sighs, and very little laughter.  

Throughout the whole narration, Mulenga positions herself as an outsider: in the public 
sphere people look at her strangely; in her marriage she is the only one having to compromise; 
and the immigration laws make sure she doesn’t have the same rights as the rest of the population 
in Denmark. Her narration is one of a woman who sets out to accomplish things in Denmark: to 
succeed in her marriage and to meet the requirements of the laws for immigrants (getting a job 
and learning Danish). In her experience, she has tried to succeed, but she is confronted with the 
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absence of a positive outcome (Higgins, 1987) and this reality is becoming increasingly evident 
and problematic to her.  
 

5.5 Discussion and conclusion 
 
In Dörnyei’s (2009a) adaptation of Higgins’ self-discrepancy theory (1987) to form the L2 
motivational self system, he locates motivation in the discrepancy between a person’s actual self 
and her future self-guides. The term discrepancy is used to describe a person’s motivational 
capacity. The lack of motivation to learn an L2 when experiencing an actual/ideal self-
discrepancy was evident in the case of Mulenga, similar to the cases of Alice (Kinginger, 2004) 
and Haxhi (Cooke, 2006). Yet beyond these few studies, such qualitatively generated findings are 
still scarce in L2 research. For Mulenga in the autumn of 2005, this self-discrepancy found 
expression in her frustrations and difficulties finding meaning and resolution for situations and 
events in her life. This lack of resolution was also evident in the form of her stories, which points 
to narrative analysis as beneficial when exploring the complexity of the self-concept. A key 
methodological advantage of such a structural and form-focused analysis is that it can help 
explicate the content of what is being told in and across interviews, which highlights tensions, 
incongruities, and key social contexts that can be further investigated.  

Even though Mulenga’s self-discrepancy is associated with her disappointment in her 
marriage and the immigration policies in Denmark, it influences her motivation in other contexts 
of her life, not least her L2 classroom. In a previous article (Chapter 6; Kolstrup, 2013), 
Mulenga’s preference of teaching method and her agency and motivation in the classroom were 
demonstrated to interact with her lack of ideal L2 self and ideal selves outside it. The present 
article similarly points to a complex interrelationship between Mulenga’s personal history, her 
recent experiences, the Danish legislation on immigration, as well as broader global inequalities. 
There are key educational implications of such findings, namely that language educators would 
benefit from paying attention to where the individual learner comes from and where they are 
heading. Such efforts can provide learners with the opportunity to reflect on how their identities 
and social positions might conflict with, or eventually be enhanced by, their language learning 
(see also Menard-Warwick, 2009).  

In the narrative analysis, Mulenga’s hopes and dreams for a new life in Denmark are 
almost entirely instrumental. Some are a part of her ideal self – getting more education and more 
money for herself – and some are a part of her ought-to self – helping her family back home. 
However, while this picture is true for these narrations it doesn’t paint the full picture of her L2 
motivation. In other data generated in this project, her integrative motivation stands out. The key 
L2 community she wishes to be part of is familial, and entirely related to her stepdaughter, 
Emma. Mulenga emphasizes how important it is for her to learn Danish so she can communicate 
to her without John intervening. Thus, L2 motivation, because of its intimate relation with a 
person’s self-construction and their ever-changing present experiences, is dynamic and 
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ambiguous (Dörnyei, 2009a) and varies greatly from context-to-context and over time (Norton, 
2000; Kinginger, 2004; Cooke, 2006).  

When Mulenga was presented with the analysis in this paper, she told me firmly that she 
was not a “gold-digger” but came to Denmark for reasons of love. However, in an interview from 
2012, she explained how her idealized views of white men and a life in Europe influenced her 
hopes and dreams of what her marriage and life in Denmark would be like. Hence, this paper is 
not an attempt to cast doubt on her “reasons of love” for moving to Denmark. Rather, it 
accentuates the importance of including a broader sociological perspective when understanding 
possible selves; in this case, taking global trends such as marriage migration into account. The 
strength of the glorified view of white men and a life in the West for women from third world 
countries – who are oftentimes poorly educated as well as being impoverished – is amplified by 
Mulenga’s similar recitation of this image. Despite being a well-educated woman from the 
Zambian middle class, the view of the West and Western men merges with her feelings of love to 
craft the image of what her new life can be. She is not naïve with a Hollywood dream of what life 
in Denmark will be, nonetheless, her ideal self with its image and possibilities of the West are not 
easily cast aside, and can even be seen as an ongoing constitutive other that shapes her feelings of 
indignation in relation to Danish social policy, her marriage, and the re-construction of new, more 
realistic, future selves. 

The importance of such macro-level forces, and how these influence a person’s possible 
selves, is also highlighted in terms of the structural inequality of the married parties. As the 
migrant party, the possible consequences of the marriage are much more severe for Mulenga. For 
John, marrying Mulenga brings very little change to his working and social life, whereas for her, 
moving to Denmark and marrying John is a point of no return: “once you start your life here, it’s 
like you’ve ended another life there” (0549). She explains that divorces in Zambia are rare, and if 
they happen, the divorced woman is viewed as social outcast. In addition, because of the 
economic realities in Zambia, getting a job is extremely difficult and one is dependent on family 
and social networks for accommodation and financial support if unemployed (0613, 0634). A 
feared possible self as Mulenga describes here – getting divorced and having to return – is not 
necessarily bad for a person’s motivation. Rather, the motivational capacity of a future possible 
self can be efficient when the ideal self is counterbalanced with a feared possible self (Dörnyei, 
2009a, p. 22). However, in the case of  Mulenga, when her actual self does not dovetail with her 
ideal self, the feared possible self takes over and guides her actions. The result is disappointment 
and frustration, which critically and negatively impacts her L2 motivation and chances for 
successful integration, not only linguistically but more broadly into Danish family, culture, and 
society. 
 

79 



 

  

 


