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ABSTRACT 

 

Ideologies of monolingualism sustain three interrelated and seemingly fundamental 

assumptions about language: (1) native speaker usage is authentic and thus ideal, (2) a 

person’s birthplace correlates with proficiency, and (3) the plurality of languages and 

varieties results in incomprehensibility. Although the persistence of monolingualism is a 

central concern for this dissertation, rather than merely dismissing or resisting the logics 

of monolingualism, this dissertation explores how the practices of English in global 

contexts, characterized by the movement of people and language resources and the 

constitution of postnational imaginaries, provides new ways of thinking about the 

historical and contemporary persistence of monolingual normativity. Therefore, although 

discourses of nationalism have historically sustained the exceptionalist logics of 

monolingualism, emerging postnational forms of social organization and language 

practice invite us to see authenticity as a reconstitutable discourse, national belonging as 

a mobile practice, and incomprehensibility as a subversive resource.  

 

Thus, this dissertation argues that the resilience of monolingualism inhibits us from 

seeing English language proficiency as a discursive formation: rather than a measure of 

communicative competence, proficiency must be reimagined as reflective of one’s ability 

to autonomously transgress normative boundaries and communicative conventions. 

Drawing on a hybrid methodology that incorporates historiography; metacritique of 

existing scholarship; analyses of various artifacts, including linguistic landscapes, poetry, 

and popular culture; and theorization of classroom practice; this dissertation insists that, 

as an increasing number of people around the world use English, as it becomes a global 

resource increasingly dissociated with any single national imaginary, we are positioned to 

reconsider what it means to be a proficient user of English. In short, to be proficient at 

English is to be a “sovereign” user of English: not only able to use English correctly, but 

able to use English incorrectly without being pathologized for doing so. 
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CHAPTER 1 | THE SOVEREIGNTY OF GLOBAL ENGLISHES  

1.1 | English as She is Spoke 

In 1855, The New Guide of the Conversation in Portuguese and English, intended 

as an English-language phrase book for native speakers of Portuguese, was published by 

Pedro Carolino. The book was, as far as we know, an earnest attempt to serve as a 

resource for speakers of Portuguese with little to no knowledge of English. Some of the 

following are phrases that appear in the book: 

At what o’clock is to get up? (Á quê hóras vôs levantâstes ôu sê levantou?) 

Thats is not well done. (Ísto ôu ísso não está bêm fêito.) 

That wood not burn. (Ésta ôu éssa lênha não árde.) 

I cannot drinking more. (Não pósso bêber más.) 

I should kill-you to the blows with a stick. (Moêr-vos-hêi ôu moêl-o-hêi ás 

pancádas.) 

 

The ungrammaticality and at times sheer incomprehensibility of the various phrases 

within, a result of what seems to be a literal word-for-word translation from Portuguese 

to English, led to the book becoming an inintended source of humor. In fact, in 1883, it 

was republished in the US under the title English as She is Spoke: Being a 

Comprehensive Phrasebook of the English Language, Written by Men to Whom English 

was Entirely Unknown and quickly became a widely popular classic in the late 1800s. In 

the introduction to the 1883 US edition, the famed author Mark Twain, known for having 

produced his fair share of humor and sarcasm in his fiction and his essays, wrote the 

following:  

In this world of uncertainties, there is, at any rate, one thing which may be 

pretty confidently set down as certainty: and that is, this celebrated little 

phrase-book will never die while the English language lasts. Its delicious 
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unconscious ridiculousness, and its enchanting naïveté, are as supreme and 

unapproachable, in their way, as are Shakespeare’s sublimities.  

Twain’s high praises for the book were obviously a response to the enjoyment he and 

other readers derived from the countless instances of incorrect English. No doubt, the 

instinct is to laugh when reading sentences that are a result of, to use Twain’s words 

again, such “delicious unconscious ridiculousness.”  

 We could say that the very existence of The New Guide of the Conversation in 

Portuguese and English reveals an early iteration of the (ongoing) imperative for people 

around the world to learn English as an additional language. But it also provides a 

compelling instance of how nonnative Englishes have historically been pathologized: 

regarded, in a sense, as a defect that must be corrected, as a disease that must be cured. 

The prevalence and persistence of the tendency to pathologize nonnative Englishes is also 

evident in more contemporary cultural phenomena, such as the website 

www.engrish.com, which provides photographic documentation of “humorous” instances 

of imperfect English language use by Asians, ranging . Examples include various shop 

signs to t-shirts with English language text. “Incorrect” English by Asians is often 

derogatorily referred to as “Engrish” (Seargeant, 2010) reflecting the phonetic realization 

of “English” as [ɪŋgrɪʃ] for many Japanese speakers of English. To be sure, some may 

claim that artifacts such as English as She is Taught and engrish.com are designed for 

merely lighthearted entertainment (in fact, this is the disclaimer made on the engrish.com 

website). But we need to consider that “incorrect” usage of English is the cause for 

discrimination for many, with a range of outcomes, from ostensibly innocent and 
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lighthearted ridicule, to disqualification from employment, as demonstrated in Lippi-

Green’s (1997) documentation of the prevalence of accent-based discrimination in the US.  

The tendency to view deviations from an imagined monolingual native speaker 

standard of English derives from the logics of nationalism. In other words, nationalism, 

the political doctrine that seeks the consolidation of peoples under the rubric of the 

sovereign nation-state, informs our perceptions of what constitutes proper or correct 

language practice. In the same way that nationalism shapes our imaginations of who 

belongs to the nation-state and who does not belong, nationalism guides our belief that 

certain people are born into a language community while others are perpetually foreign to 

that community. Thus, some people are imagined as native speakers of a language while 

others, “nonnative” speakers, are pathologized as perpetually deficient: always in a 

process of catching up to the standards of the native speaker.   

However, as I ask us to consider in the pages that follow, the very logics, 

processes, and structures of nationalism are changing through the migration of peoples 

and global flows of cultural resources, including language. This dissertation thus 

examines how the norms and conventions of monolingualist ideology are being 

reconfigured by movement and migration, and how the teaching of English can be 

responsive to these ongoing social, political, and linguistic changes. I investigate how our 

assumptions about how we should use and teach English have been guided by logics of 

nationalism and its derivative discourses of monolingual normativity, how we have come 

to privilege the English of the imagined monolingual speaker. However, rather than 

merely dismissing or resisting the logics of monolingualism, this dissertation explores 
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how the practices of English in global contexts provide new ways of thinking about the 

historical and contemporary persistence of monolingual normativity.   

Ideologies of monolingualism sustain three interrelated and seemingly 

fundamental assumptions about language: (1) native speaker usage is authentic and thus 

ideal, (2) a person’s birthplace correlates with proficiency, and (3) the plurality of 

languages and varieties results in incomprehensibility. However, this dissertation argues 

that the movement of people and language resources constitutes new “postnational” 

imaginaries in unexpected places that challenge these assumptions. Therefore, although 

discourses of nationalism have historically sustained the logics of monolingualism, these 

postnational imaginaries invite us to see authenticity as a construct, national belonging as 

a practice, and incomprehensibility as a resource.  

In what follows, I attempt to offer a fundamental reconsideration of the teaching 

of English that is responsive to evolving forms of the sovereign nation-state, and to what 

it means to be a sovereign user of English. I turn us to sovereignty as a conceptual frame 

to improve our understanding of the evolutions undergoing what we understand as the 

English language in the context of contemporary globalization, and also to the changes 

that have always undergone English through its translingual practice (Canagarajah, 

2013a). The expression translingual practice is introduced by Canagarajah (2013a) to 

reflect how, “[w]hile using their own varieties [of a language, people] adopt strategies to 

negotiate intelligibility and co-construct situational norms with speakers of other varieties” 

(p. 6). In describing the changes that the English language has undergone, we raise the 

complicated question of how it has evolved (for instance, lexical, phonetic, pragmatic 

changes over the centuries) but more importantly, what changes have been authorized: 
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accounted for by the work of lexicography, endorsed by dominant language apparatuses 

such as formal educational institutions including state-funded public education.  

In today’s era of globalization, people are migrating at an unprecedented rate, and 

language resources, including diverse forms of English, are mobilized and reconfigured 

in a variety of global contexts. As such, the nation-state is changing, as are our 

assumptions of where people and languages are “from” and of where they “are.” How 

sustainable are the logics of monolingualism, which generate and sustain the assumption 

that English should be used according to the expectations of the educated native speaker? 

How can we make better sense of the various ways in which we’ve inherited our 

dominant assumptions about monolingual normativity and how these assumptions shape 

our views of others? How are emergent forms of social organization, new forms of 

national belonging, changing the way we associate languages with national imaginaries? 

How can we anticipate the shifting logics of language ideologies as Englishes are 

practiced in diverse contexts and continually dissociated with those who have 

traditionally governed its usage? And how can our teaching of “English” respond to but 

also anticipate the ongoing shifting landscape of Englishes? These are some of the 

questions that I will attempt to answer in the following pages.  

1.2 | Translingual Practice: Power as Negotiable? 

Canagarajah’s (2013a) concept of translingual practice provides a compelling 

framework to understand how people can communicate across language differences using 

a variety of negotiation strategies. In his introduction to his edited collection, Literacy as 

Translingual Practice, Canagarajah (2013b) argues that the prefix “trans” allows us to 

move “beyond a consideration of individual or monolithic languages to life between and 
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across languages” (p. 1). The limitation to terms such as “multilingual” or even 

“plurilingual” is their tendency to “keep languages somewhat separated even as they 

address the co-existence of multiple languages” (Canagarajah, 2013b, p. 1). In contrast, 

as Canagarajah argues, “the term translingual enables a consideration of communicative 

competence as not restricted to predefined meanings of individual languages, but the 

ability to merge different language resources in situated interactions for new meaning 

construction” (Canagarajah, 2013b, pp. 1-2).  

A shift toward a practice-based orientation to language is critical to understanding 

how interlocutors adapt various linguistic resources for communicative purposes. In other 

words, we need to see language as a continual negotiated process, rather than a system 

that we use. As Canagarajah (2013a) argues, a practice-based perspective allows us to see 

that various components of language, including “form/grammar, structure/system, 

community, and cognition” are situated and provisional, and thus able to be “redefined 

and reconfigured” in different contexts (p. 27). While traditional modes of language 

competence privilege traits such as grammatical correctness, lexical range and accuracy, 

rhetorical appropriacy, and the like, translingual practice depends less on grammatical 

competence and more on “performative competence,” marked by the “ability to align 

semiotic resources to create meaning and achieve communicative success when words in 

isolation are inadequate and homogeneous norms are not available in contact zones” (p. 

174).  

Canagarajah also draws from Krista Ratcliffe’s (1999) notion of rhetorical 

listening, which conceives of meaning making as transactional, as an “ongoing process” 

(p. 207). Although the dominant paradigm within the study of rhetoric assumes that 
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persuasion is the responsibility of the speaker, Ratcliffe emphasizes the role of the 

audience in co-constructing meaning with the speaker. Both Canagarajah’s notion of 

translingual practice and Ratcliffe’s notion of rhetorical listening treat literacy as socially 

situated (rather than as autonomous) and imagine acts of communication in which no 

interlocutor is afforded more authority or interpretive leverage over the other.  

Canagarajah (2013a) provides a compelling example of an everyday conversation 

between a merchant and a foreign customer in a South Asian village. Siva, the merchant, 

relies on a variety of contextual clues to recognize the meaning of the word “price.” 

Although the customer is unwilling to pay the asked amount (two rupees), using 

strategies of negotiation (both linguistic and commercial), Siva is able to complete the 

sale at a lesser price (one rupee) while still turning a profit. In this case, both parties have 

mutual interest in completing the transaction, and thus are able to work across language 

differences.  

In order to provide a more detailed account of various translingual negotiation 

strategies, Canagarajah (2013a) analyzes multiple drafts of student work, classroom 

activities, peer commentary, and interviews of a Saudi Arabian student. In terms of 

textual negotiation strategies, Canagarajah (2013a) identifies four that are common in 

translingual practice: envoicing strategies, recontextualization strategies, interactional 

strategies, and entextualization strategies. Envoicing involves “encoding one’s identity 

and location in texts and talk” (p. 80). Yet, envoicing is not simply a matter of 

recognizing the inevitability of one’s identity shaping various discursive enunciations; it 

is about recognizing and adapting to the variety of linguistic and semiotic resources 

available to oneself and his or her interlocutors in any given communicative context. 
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Recontextualization is characterized by the “fram[ing] of [one’s] talk in ways conducive 

to uptake and achiev[ing] the appropriate footing for meaning negotiation” (p. 80). The 

strategy of recontextualization always demands a sensitivity to the linguistic context, but 

also hinges on the disposition and willingness to reframe and clarify specific expressions 

to ensure mutual understanding. Interactional strategies, or “co-constructing meaning 

by adopting reciprocal and collaborative strategies,” (p. 82) requires the recognition that 

the speaker/writer is not at the center of the communicative act; that communication 

always involves a collaborative process of meaning-making between interlocutors. 

Entextualization is “monitor[ing] and manag[ing] [one’s] productive processes by 

exploiting the spatiotemporal dimensions of the text” (p. 84). For one, entextualization 

involves the exploitation of the un-fixedness of textual enunciation as part of one’s 

repertoire in translingual discourse. Entextualization, in other words, involves the ability 

to see text as a continuously emergent enunciative act, never fixed, and subject always to 

continual renegotiation and resignification according to the demands and needs of the 

audience and context.
1
 

While traditional models of multilingual competence require an individual to be 

proficient in multiple codes (e.g., proficiency in English is imagined as the capacity to 

communicate with monolingual native speakers of English, or proficiency in Spanish is 

imagined as the capacity to communicate with monolingual native speakers of Spanish), 

communication in translingual practice depends largely on the “disposition” of individual 

practitioners: the willingness to negotiate meaning and achieve communicative success 

(Canagarajah, 2013a). The very possibility of translingual practice thus hinges on the 

                                                 
     

1
 For a more detailed account of what these four strategies of textual negotiation look like in student 

writing, see Canagarajah, 2013a, pp. 76-107. 



18 

 

 

 

willingness of the interlocutors to not only listen to the other, but also to relinquish their 

own authority and control over the communicative context and situation. I therefore 

believe it is critical to acknowledge the assumed inherent privilege possessed by 

mainstream interlocutors (e.g., native speakers of English within contexts where English 

is assumed to be the dominant code) and how their assumed privilege shapes translingual 

interactions.  

Although Canagarajah argues that power is negotiable in translingual practice, I 

argue that power is negotiable only insofar as the person with the alleged advantage in 

power decides to relinquish it. I return us to the example provided by Canagarajah 

involving the South Asian merchant to illustrate how power can shape translingual 

interactions. In this case, it is the power of economy. In other words, in the above 

interaction, we need to note how one person exercises significantly more economic 

leverage in the interaction and transaction: the buyer recognizes that he can turn to the 

next merchant to purchase the same product, and as Canagarajah notes, Siva recognizes 

the potential of losing the customer. Further, while the negotiation of meaning was 

balanced (the merchant was negotiating his limited understanding of English while the 

customer was negotiating his limited understanding of Tamil), there was more pragmatic 

urgency on the part of the merchant, for the buyer could have moved on had he become 

frustrated with the seller’s inability to comprehend him. There is a tangible power 

dynamic at play in this and similar interactions, in this case due the logic of supply and 

demand.  

So while semiotic resources and even power are negotiable in translingual 

practice, as Canagarajah argues, political economic imperatives tend to restrict the 
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semiotic range of codes according to the boundaries determined by the one with the 

apparent power in the interaction. And this is why peripheralized users of English have 

historically been compelled to use English in accordance with the semiotic and 

conventional restrictions set forth by institutions of power. Native-like competence in 

English is imagined to have more economic value. As a result, those who do not have 

native-like competence are compelled to either strive to achieve it, or give in to the 

communicative expectations of the person with the privileged level of competence.  

Canagarajah’s (2013c) recent explorations of the negotiability of meaning in 

communication might serve as a step toward understanding how interlocutors can 

collaboratively reconfigure notions of correctness. Canagarajah (2013c) draws on an 

example from the US-based satirical comedy television show, The Colbert Report. In a 

2005 episode, the show’s host, Stephen Colbert, coins a new term, “truthniness,” to refer 

to truths that are felt from the heart, rather than verifiable through traditional reference 

sources. In a sense, intuitive truths based on a “gut feeling.” As Canagarajah (2013c) 

argues, Colbert is able to convince his viewers of the validity of the term “truthiness,” 

which is not a “real” word and thus an error in the traditional sense. Colbert uses 

strategies of indexicalization (recontextualization, entextualization, envoicing), 

enregisterment (e.g., identifying in which social contexts it can be used), and 

sedimentation (e.g., repeated consistent use) and is thus successful in demonstrating to 

his viewers that the “error” is a deliberate deviation that adapts the existing word “truth” 

to create a neologism.  

However, Canagarajah’s (2013c) analysis, which argues that the legitimacy of the 

speaker is earned, does not take into consideration an important factor in the 
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persuasiveness of Colbert’s neologism: his native speaker identity. His whiteness, US 

American accent, education, and upper-middle-class background are central to his ability 

to deviate from the norms. His legitimacy, rather than earned, is presumed. Indeed, the 

privilege he possesses to, in effect, be deliberately “imperfect” underscores the paradox 

central to my overarching investigation: the monolingual native speaker of English 

comprises a miniscule fraction of individuals around the world using English, it is this 

figure who continues to be imagined as the ideal speaker, and who continues to be the 

interlocutor who must be persuaded that a deviation that does not meet their standards 

and expectations is an appropriate deviation. In fact, Colbert’s deliberate “foreign” 

(French) pronunciation of his name (/koʊlbɛər/) punctuates the double-standard of 

nativeness. While some people are imagined as perpetually foreign, some can, despite 

exaggerated foreignness, be regarded as normative users of English and not be called 

upon to justify their nativeness. We might say, therefore, that Colbert, or the generic 

monolingual native speaker is a metonym for the person who decides at one point one 

enunciation is an error or not.  

Yet, some might argue that, because Colbert is operating within the context of 

comedy, his ethos is performed, and the conventions of reality are, as a result of the very 

genre conventions of comedy, already dismissible. Therefore, one could readily claim 

that the genre of comedic performance is not an ideal site to investigate how language 

conventions and politics are negotiated. Nonetheless, in the Colbert sketch cited above, 

although deliberated designed to be humorous and entertaining, he does use his 

neologism “truthiness” earnestly while articulating its usefulness to his audience. In a 
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sense, Colbert’s methods of persuasion parallel how deviations from standards of usage 

are justified in the “real world” as well.  

Some people are afforded a tremendous amount of privilege in the linguistic 

hierarchy of relations between the native and nonnative speaker of English. As I will 

elaborate on in the following section, some individuals are presumed to be perpetually 

competent and thus, their enunciations are likely to be above the threshold of linguistic 

normativity, regarded as a normative communicative act. Stephen Colbert from the above 

example is representative of this speaker: presumed to be competent and thus authorized 

to deviate from convention at will. Some others, however, who exist within the linguistic 

peripheries of English, are assumed to be incompetent: their enunciations are 

peripheralized communicative acts that are presumed to be errors that must be 

continuously be legitimized through a process of justificatory exegesis: continuously 

justified to a variety of stakeholders who represent the “gatekeepers” of language 

conventions, ranging from teachers, policymakers, employers, and members of the 

general public. In a sense, for members of the former group (those whose errors must be 

continuously justified), they are presumed competent until proven incompetent; for the 

latter group, they are presumed incompetent until proven competent. Despite the risk of 

sounding reductive, it is safe to acknowledge that the former group is comprised 

primarily of those imagined to be NSE, while the latter group is comprised primarily of 

those imagined to be NNSE. There will be variations and exceptions within each category, 

as I’ve suggested earlier; within the category of the “native speaker,” there are those 

stratified along lines of class, gender, age, and race. But the point of my work is not so 

much developing categories that account for all types of users of English. Exceptions are 
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always made. My point rather is to consider what drives the logic of exceptionalism. I 

therefore turn us toward an examination of sovereignty, which can help us to understand 

the presumably justified imbalance between the linguistic haves and linguistic have-nots. 

1.3 | Sovereignty as Contingency 

In the context of political theory, the idea of sovereignty, the right of absolute and 

unquestioned omnipotence, has historically been associated with the ruling logic of 

monarchs: those who do not have a higher authority they are accountable to, and in many 

cased imagined to be descendants of a god, or in some cases believed to be a god 

themselves. In the modern era of nation-states, however, as Michel Foucault (1978) 

famously argued, governmentality had emerged as a new form of rule, “which has 

population as its main target and apparatuses of security as its essential mechanism” (p. 

108). In other words, according to Foucault, the idea of the “sovereign” nation-state is a 

bit misleading, for nation-states do not possess sovereignty over their peoples and 

territories like the monarchs of the past. Societies today, argues Foucault, use various 

state resources to discipline subjects (such as public education and prisons) and make 

them behave like ideal citizens. It would seem therefore that the emergence of 

governmentality might be considered a “transition” from the “structures of sovereignty” 

(Foucault, 1978, p. 108). As a result, theorizations of state sovereignty and the operative 

logics of sovereignty have tended to be minimal following the work of Foucault (see 

Schilb, Butler).   

However, the recent work of Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben has compelled 

a renewed interest in the notion of sovereignty from scholars from a variety of academic 

disciplines. The significance of Agamben’s work is primarily in its departure from the 
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Foucauldian notion of governmentality and his revision of Carl Schmitt’s (1922) original 

definition of the sovereign as the person “who decides on the exception” (p. 5). As 

Schmitt argued, a society’s laws could not predict emergencies that threaten a state and 

public safety, so the sovereign is able to declare a state of exception and act accordingly, 

even if it meant dismissing laws that had been previously established. In other words, for 

Schmitt, sovereignty is more a momentary practice than a sustained and continual state of 

being. However, Agamben departs from Schmitt, arguing that the contemporary state of 

exception, rather than a mere ad hoc response to a potentially catastrophic state 

emergency, has become the paradigm of modern state governments. Agamben identifies 

the Patriot Act following the attacks on September 11, 2001, as entailing the absolute 

suspension of law, and thus as an exemplary exercise of state sovereignty. Among the 

most controversial aspects of the Patriot Act has been the provision that allows the 

government to detain indefinitely any alien who is merely suspected of terrorism. 

Although the US was not the first state to declare such a state of exception, as Agamben 

(2005) writes, by detaining prisoners in manner “entirely removed from the law and from 

judicial oversight” the US operated outside the purview of its own laws, and in this case, 

outside the purviews of international law as well. Agamben (1998) thus argues that the 

“sovereign is [the person] who decides on the value or nonvalue of life as such” (p. 142). 

Agamben’s notion of sovereignty assumes a binary of citizen and non-citizen (the 

former possessing legal protections while the latter is “deprived of their rights and 

prerogatives that no act committed against them could appear any longer as a crime” (p. 

171). However, Aiwha Ong (2006) argues that, because the “shifting legal and moral 

terrain of humanity has become infinitely more complex,” such a binary is “incorrect and 
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even dangerous” (p. 23). Ong (2006) introduces the concept of graduated sovereignty, 

referring to “the effects of a flexible management of sovereignty, as governments adjust 

political space to the dictates of global capital, giving corporations an indirect power over 

the political conditions of citizens in zones that are differently articulated to global 

production and financial circuits” (p. 78). Graduated sovereignty is a paradigm adopted 

by developing countries in order to participate in global capitalism by maximizing 

economic flows through the selective regulation of certain populations within their 

jurisdiction. In Malaysia, for example, citizens of the middle and upper class benefit from 

affirmative action policies in education, tax breaks, and bailouts, while migrant laborers 

“enjoy limited rights of employment, but they cannot apply for citizenship” (Ong, 2006, p. 

82). Additionally, aboriginal peoples have access to affirmative action policies, but only 

if “they abandon the aboriginal way of life and integrate into the larger Malay population 

by becoming agricultural producers” (Ong, 2006, p. 83). What we learn from the 

Malaysian context is the following: “gradations of governing may be in a continuum, but 

they overlap with preformed racial, religious, and gender hierarchies and further fragment 

citizenship for people who are all citizens of the same country” (p. 84, emphasis added). 

The idea of graduated sovereignty helps us to understand how states declare arbitrarily 

applied exceptions on the basis of political and economic interests: exceptions to the rules 

are made to sustain preformed hierarchies.  

More generally, the illustration of graduated sovereignty exposes how policies do 

not necessarily hinge on precedent; sovereignty sees precedence as continually negotiable 

and rules as inherently contingent. The only certainty is who benefits: those who already 

have power. The logic of graduated sovereignty, which can no doubt be applied to the 
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governing principles of even “developed” countries such as the US, find parallels in the 

processes that govern and shape the evolutions of the English “language:” in the same 

way that governments selectively afford political rights and exceptions to select peoples, 

select peoples are afforded the right to innovation in English while others are 

pathologized for their language differences. Those on the peripheries must justify their 

deviations or have the deviations legitimatized on their behalf by a privileged gatekeeper 

(such as an academic researcher) for other reluctant interlocutors. Some exercise the 

inherent right to innovation while others must constantly earn it, and the “rules” of 

English adapt in a manner that ensures that the privileged users of English remain the 

privileged users of English. 

The logic of graduated sovereignty plays out in the stratification of teachers of 

English. If you are a teacher of English but are not visibly white and speak with a 

privileged accent, your credibility on the subject is not presumed but rather must be 

continually earned. This phenomenon is what Adrian Holliday calls “native speakerism,” 

known as “an established belief that ‘native-speaker’ teachers represent a ‘Western 

culture’ from which spring the ideals both of the English language and of English 

language teaching methodology” (Holliday, 2005, p. 6). In South Korea, for instance, in 

order to obtain an E-2 visa, required to teach English in Korea, you must be a citizen of 

an “English speaking” country (Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa, UK, US). 

Policies such as these are driven by the assumption that only people born and raised in 

allegedly monolingual English countries speak English monolingually and are therefore 

qualified to teach English. But even if you are placed into a classroom setting, whether 

you are teaching NSE or NNSE students, if you do not “look” like a “native speaker,” 
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you are presumed incompetent until you can demonstrate otherwise. On the contrary, if 

you “look” like a “native speaker,” there are countless jobs for you to teach English in 

ESL or EFL countries. In Korea, for instance, there are many for-profit English education 

programs that hire teachers from “English-speaking countries” without regard to relevant 

academic training (all you need is a bachelor’s degree in any subject from an accredited 

subject). You can have a degree in biochemistry or psychology but will nonetheless be 

regarded as more qualified than a “nonnative” speaker who has the appropriate training 

and even a TESOL certificate. This is simply because of the assumed authenticity of the 

native speaker: someone with no “foreign” accent, someone who is “from” an “English-

speaking country.”  

The double standard that determines who is assumed proficient versus who must 

constantly earn the right to pass as proficient is based on the exceptionalism driving 

ideologies of English monolingualism. And there is perhaps no language more 

“exceptional” than English because there are countless exceptions to the rules that 

purportedly govern its proper, standard, or correct usage. For instance, morphologically, 

the rule is to add an “-ed” to indicate past tense for a verb, except with irregular verbs. Or 

you do not capitalize personal pronouns, except for “I.” And then there is the “i” before 

“e” except after “c” rule (e.g., “believe” vs. “conceive”). The list of exceptions continues.  

However, what is exceptionally troubling is the fact that English is also 

exceptional in the sense that some are permitted to deviate from the rules while others are 

not. The rules are very often broken by those presumed to be the monolingual native 

speakers of the language. For instance, despite the rules that ostensibly govern the usage 

of comparative and superlative adjectives, in the US, people have used “more common” 
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instead of “commoner” (as an adjective) since the 1970s, and during the 19
th

 century 

British English, “more rare” was used more frequently than “rarer” (Barratt, 2012). 

English, like other languages, is in a perpetual state of change because of its misuse. 

Sometimes the misuse is a deliberate and resourceful change for the sake of convenience 

or novelty, such as in the coining of neologisms such as “emoticon” or “fauxhawk,” or 

the use of “google” as a verb rather than as a noun. Other times, the meanings of words 

change through inadvertent misuse, such as when people use “disinterested” to mean 

“uninterested.” There is also the common usage of the nonrestrictive relative clause 

“which” instead of the restrictive “that” or the use of “homogenous” instead of 

“homogeneous.” Over time, these mistakes are codified into dictionaries, are seen in the 

writings of respected authors, and are no longer corrected by even the most stringent of 

editors. In effect, mistakes become acceptable, at times even fashionable, and over time, 

normativized.  

Of course, there are those who will rally against these changes, claiming that 

mistakes reflect a lack of intelligence, education, attentiveness, diligence, or even 

character. Robert Hartwell Fiske is among today’s better known prescriptivists, and is the 

author of The Dictionary of Disagreeable English: A Curmudgeon’s Compendium of 

Excruciatingly Correct Grammar, and the editor of the Vocabula Review, an online 

periodical that “battles nonstandard, careless English and embraces clear, expressive 

English.” The following statement, from the Vocabula Review, summarizes the concerns 

of many prescriptivists:   

Along with the evolution of language — the thousands of neologisms that 

new technologies and new thinking have brought about, for instance — 
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there has been a concurrent, if perhaps less recognizable, devolution of 

language. The English language has become more precise for some users 

of it while becoming more plodding for others. Not a small part of this 

new cumbrousness is due to the loss of distinctions between words, the 

misuse of words, and other abuses of language. (2013) 

Curiously, Fiske recognizes, and even praises, the dynamic adaptability of English, 

noting how “evolution” is a natural process of language but deplores some changes, 

labelling them as “devolutions.” However, as I indicated above, it is precisely the 

mistakes that allow English to be a dynamic, living language.  

It is common knowledge that languages inevitably change through continued 

practice. For instance, when we collectively agree on what constitutes “English,” it more 

often than not means that a non-English word has been resourcefully integrated as a 

loanword, and through “sedimented repetition” (Pennycook, 2010, p. 47) it has become a 

part of English. In the contemporary era of globalization, the idea of language as a system 

of discrete but interrelated signs, popularized by Ferdinand de Saussure, cannot account 

for the complex processes of signification as it occurs in local contexts. Timothy Reagan 

(2004) argues that “language—any language—is constantly changing, and in flux, and 

thus any effort to demarcate the boundaries of a particular language are inevitably at best 

able to provide a snapshot of the language at a particular time and place” (p. 44). Reagan 

(2004) also claims that there is no such thing as a language: “not only is there no such 

thing as English, but there is arguably no such thing as Russian, French, Spanish, Chinese, 

Hindi, or any other language” (p. 42). Sinfree Makoni and Alastair Pennycook (2005), 

beyond emphasizing the fluidity of language boundaries, a concept that is “generally 
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accepted” in the realm of sociolinguistics, urge us to recognize that the very “concept of 

language, and indeed the ‘metadiscursive regimes’ used to describe languages are firmly 

located in western linguistic and cultural suppositions” (p. 147).
2
 As Canagarajah (2007) 

notes, the idea of language as “an objective, identifiable product” is a fiction (p. 934). 

Further, “the assumption of separately systematized languages prevents scholars from 

accommodating the full range of meanings and practices which inform translingual 

orientation” (Canagarajah, 2013a, p. 11). In essence, western positivist practices of 

codification and classification compel us to see languages as discrete systems rather than 

as fluid entities of transcultural communication.  

Misguided contemporary language ideologies are primarily responsible for 

various collective misperceptions of monolingualism as a desirable aspiration, along with 

the persistence of the erroneous belief that the erosion of boundaries between languages 

is a new phenomenon caused by careless misuse and blending. Makoni and Pennycook 

attribute the ongoing tendency to recognize boundaries between and among languages to 

the legacy of “metadiscursive regimes” (p. 138). According to Richard Bauman and 

Charles Briggs (2003), the invention of the metadiscursive regimes of thought by 

European philology was a means of “objectively” categorizing different types of 

language use, effectively subordinating language practices such as oral literacies. 

Metadiscursive regimes were an invention designed for the “conceptualization, 

management, and rendering of oral traditional texts, sets of practices adapted to the 

achievement of ideologically founded ends” (p. 15). It is important to recognize that 

boundaries involving language, or metadiscursive regimes, are always ideological. A 

compelling historical example is provided by Makoni (1998), who details how practices 

                                                 
     

2
 The concept of “metadiscursive regimes” will be explained later in this section.  
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of classifying and taxonomizing languages in colonial South Africa have misrepresented 

the fluidity of language boundaries in the region prior to colonial occupation. To take an 

example from the South Asian context, Lachman M. Khubchandani (1997) notes that 

language practice in India has always been characterized by the “fuzziness of language 

boundaries,” “fluidity in language identity,” and the “complementarity of intra-group and 

inter-group communication” (p. 87). In fact, even the contemporary privileging of 

print/alphabetic literacies over pictographic/multimodal literacies can be traced to 

colonialist impositions on literate practices of the Americas (Baca, 2008). 

The English “language” has always been translingual, or as Canagarajah (2013a) 

claims, “a creolized language, meshing with diverse other languages in its development” 

(p. 52). Anybody who has read or tried to read the Old English text of Beowulf will attest 

to the fact that the English we use today is different from its original of 1,500 years ago. 

Further, various historical events contributed to the evolution of English, from the 

Norman Conquest of 1066 to the publication of Jonson’s dictionary in 1755. Today the 

English language undergoes further change as a result of new loanwords from other 

languages and new media technologies such as e-mail and text messaging. Therefore, 

when I evoke the concept of “monolingualism” it is not to suggest that monolingualism 

within English is a reality or even a possibility. I evoke it to reflect the ideological 

resilience of the concept, to reflect the persistent belief that there is indeed such a thing as 

a monolingual speaker of English and that this imaginary entity is entitled to determine 

what constitutes its associative norms and conventions.  

A question I am concerned with is, given the inherently translingual nature of 

English, why is it that some innovations are permitted or even encouraged while others 
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are pathologized as errors? As we see from the example of Fiske, even the most dedicated 

of prescriptivists concede to the natural evolution of English. Although it is presumably 

natural for monolingual varieties of English to constantly evolve (i.e., deviate from rules 

and standards) according to cultural, political, or economic imperatives, global 

“nonnative” English varieties continue to be pathologized as incomprehensible and 

illegitimate. Thus, the notion of sovereignty helps us to better understand the 

exceptionalist logics driving various discriminatory language ideologies insofar as it is 

assumed that the native speaker of English is afforded the sovereignty to determine how 

the language should be used and how it will change.  

Within the context of the English language, the sovereign might be conceived of 

as the person who can deviate from the rules and expectations of language but is not 

expected to articulate a justification for the deviation. I am not referring to Chomsky’s 

(1965) dichotomy of competence versus performance, which measures competence in 

terms of internal knowledge of the underlying rules of a grammatical system. In fact, the 

Chomskian paradigm assumes and even privileges monolingual competence: speaking “a 

single language in homogeneous environments” (Canagarajah, 2013a, p. 8). I am not 

simply suggesting that we need to be permissive and understanding of instances of 

misspeaking. I am suggesting that justifying errors in accordance to the discursive 

expectations of the native speaker is to appeal to the sovereignty of the native speaker. 

Notions of competence are not a priori givens but are always ideologically contingent. I 

therefore define linguistic sovereignty as the right to transgress normative boundaries and 

expectations without having to justify the transgressions to a presumably authoritative 
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interlocutor. The definition is based on the premise that the sovereign does not answer to 

a higher authority.  

However, it is also important to consider the notion of sovereignty as “graduated” 

as suggested by Ong (2006). While Ong speaks of sovereignty in terms of state agencies 

selectively determining rights and privileges to citizens based on predetermined criteria, I 

am imagining sovereignty working within and across codes, registers, dialects, varieties, 

and other communicative resources without being called upon to justify the selective 

contingencies by which one communicates. At the moment one uses language resources 

with disregard for linguistic boundaries (including presumed boundaries between codes, 

or between registers), the boundaries themselves become challenged and disrupted. My 

proposal is, in a sense, scarcely new. As Pennycook (2007) argues, transgression is 

inherent in language practices: “We do not live in a world where people conform 

mindlessly to the putative rules of language; we live in a world of language 

transgressions, impossible without some order worth transgressing, and made possible by 

the desire for difference” (p. 42). For Pennycook (2007), transgression is beyond “an act 

of going against what is accepted, of testing the possibilities of difference” (p. 42). Rather, 

it is a “profound and methodological investigation of how to understand ourselves, our 

histories and how the boundaries of thought may be traversed” (Pennycook, 2007, p. 42). 

Significantly, if we move toward a more inclusive outlook of language that sees 

transgression as the norm, as suggested by Pennycook, we can identify how individuals 

appropriate and reinvent communicative norms and expectations to work against 

dominant assumptions about language.  
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However, questions remain: who is allowed to be innovative and even 

transgressive in their use of English? And who is required to operate within conventional 

language expectations and boundaries? I am insisting that we no longer demand that 

transgressive, deviant, or otherwise nonstandard language practices be expected to be 

legitimizable to the mainstream, authoritative interlocutor, because the act of 

legitimization is in and of itself an act that deprives the periphery of its sovereignty. 

Having sovereignty over English entails the right to use it imperfectly – to have no 

authority depriving you of privileges or rights as a result of your misuse, and to 

alternatively not require an articulated justification as to why it is a permissible deviation.  

1.4 | Why “Global” Englishes? 

Robert Phillipson’s (1992) important book, Linguistic Imperialism, was 

instrumental to informing ELT practitioners of the ideological imperatives driving the 

global spread of English. Phillipson details the role of language policy within British 

colonialism. The British empire’s agenda of “civilizing the natives” was accomplished by 

implementing a “master language,” which helped to obliterate “local traditions and 

educational practice” (Phillipson, 1992, p. 128). The British further manipulated their 

subjects by instituting a hierarchy of access for English language instruction. For 

example, in British colonies in Africa, African languages were typically taught through 

the first few years of primary school, but the students were expected to eventually 

transition their studies into English, as “[l]ocal languages were never accorded high status 

in any society” (Phillipson, 1992, p. 112). In such a system, English inevitably comes to 

be associated with privilege, and the colonially implemented educational systems are the 

roots of what Skutnabb-Kangas has called “linguicism.” Skutnabb-Kangas (1988) defines 
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linguicism, along with racism and ethnicism, as “ideologies, structures and practices 

which are used to legitimate, effectuate and reproduce an unequal division of power and 

resources (both material and non-material) between groups which are defined on the basis 

of ‘race’, ethnicity/culture, or language” (quoted in Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 1994, 

p. 105). In linguicism, according to Phillipson (1992) “the colonized people have 

internalized the language and many of the attitudes of their masters, in particular their 

attitude to the dominant language and the dominated languages” (p. 128).  

Although Phillipson’s work initiated an important discussion in the field of ELT, 

it has been critiqued for assuming the “victory” of the English language (Pennycook, 

1998) and for imagining former colonial societies as helpless consumers of English with 

no capacity for resistance or agency (Canagarajah, 1999). As Canagarajah (1999) argues, 

we also need to recognize the capacity of periphery English users to appropriate and 

manipulate conventions to serve a variety of purposes: “The manner in which the Tamil 

community appropriates English to dynamically negotiate meaning, identity, and status in 

contextually suitable and socially strategic ways, and in the process modifies the 

communicative and linguistic rules of English according to local cultural and ideological 

imperatives, is very instructive. These are the strategies by which the powerless carve a 

niche for themselves in the face of historical forces” (p. 76). In other words, periphery 

users are not subject to a monolithic variety of English as a result of the hegemonic 

processes of contemporary coloniality; they readily adapt English. The critiques of 

Phillipson’s work collectively emphasize the plurality of Englishes, obviating the 

possibility of a linguistic imperialism of a singular monolithic English. But I avoid the 

expression “world Englishes” in this context so as to not associate my work as advocating 
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systematic, codified varieties of English that parallel national boundaries (e.g., Chinese 

English, or Philippine English).  

In the context of this dissertation, I will rely on the expression “global Englishes,” 

inspired by the title of Pennycook’s (2007) book, Global Englishes and Transcultural 

Flows. Pennycook uses the expression in order to “connect globalization and English” (p. 

18). Also, as Pennycook (2007) explains, he is aiming to distance himself from the 

“linguistic imperialism” critiques of globalization and English popularized by scholars 

such as Phillipson (1992), which presume the hegemonic imposition of a monolithic 

English upon peoples in various global contexts. Pennycook (2007) is also aiming to 

disassociate himself from the scholarly paradigm of World Englishes, popularized by the 

work of Kachru (1986) and others, which conceives of discrete but monolithic varieties 

of English emerging in countries where English is not the primary language. As 

Pennycook (2007) argues, these paradigms are “ill-equipped to deal with current modes 

of globalization,” characterized by cultural and linguistic fluidity. Similarly, Christina 

Higgins (2009) draws on examples from language practices in the East African context to 

argue that English becomes hybridized with local languages; the use of English in these 

contexts, as Higgins argues, does not necessarily come at the expense of local identities 

and cultures, but the celebration of linguistic creativity (common in WE scholarship) 

neglects the “dual nature of English as an imperialistic language and English as a 

language that has been reappropriated for its local contexts” (p. 6). However, the 

emphasis on the hybridity between English and other languages draws attention away 

from the always already translingual nature of English as a language unto itself 

(Canagarajah, 2013a). While it is important to recognize the emergent forms of hybrid 
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language practices in a variety of contexts, we must also be willing to simultaneously 

acknowledge the inherent translinguality within language practices themselves, including 

the practice of English.   

Yet the expression “global Englishes” is limited in a variety of ways too. For one, 

it is inherently paradoxical. One would likely not consider native varieties of English 

practiced in the US as falling within the framework of global Englishes, for instance. In 

other words, the modifier “global” operates, it would seem, as a mere euphemism for a 

type of “nonnative” English that does not fit neatly within the WE paradigm. It is 

especially curious to consider that, although the practice of English is and has always 

been plurilithic and translingual, we still need the modifier “global” to mark it as Other 

from “standard” or what Kachru (1985) has called “exonormative” varieties of English.  

It is reasonable and valid to ask if the modifier “global” enables an ontological 

privileging of native varieties of English. For instance, the National Council of Teachers 

of English (NCTE) is a US-based professional organization for teachers of English at all 

levels, from primary to postsecondary school. However, the fact that the organization 

does not need to include a modifier such as “US” or “American” is worth consideration 

because it illustrates precisely the sort of denotative power afforded by its unmarkedness. 

In other words, there is an assumed ontological privilege demonstrated by not needing to 

identify itself as a US-based organization for teachers of English in the US. So, do we 

afford an ontological privilege to exonormative, native varieties by using the label of 

“global Englishes” to refer to everything but? Unfortunately, the answer appears to be 

“yes.” In short, the modifier “global” indicates that these Englishes are “different” from 
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mainstream English, which does not require a modifier. “Global Englishes” are therefore 

labeled as such so that their irregularity can be expected and thus, justified.   

We have collectively inherited a series of normative linguistic expectations, 

driven by the logics of monolingual ideology, that compel us to evoke the label of “global 

Englishes” to any approximant of English that does not abide by the systematic, 

predicable logics of standard monolingual usage. Saraceni (2010) argues that the best we 

do is put scare quotes around modifiers of “native” or “nonnative” speakers of English, 

which suggests that we simultaneously recognize their limitations while conceding to 

their necessity. Can we abandon labels such as “nonnative” and “global” and the like? 

Unfortunately, I do not think we are at a moment yet where we can encounter a usage of 

English that deviates from monolingual usage and not be tempted to mark it as “different” 

or “Other” or “global.” It is because “normative” Englishes are deemed inherently 

superior and thus not requiring to be labeled as such. However, in the context of global 

flows, the accelerated circulation of language resources is shaping a redistribution of 

power from traditionally prestige Englishes to those on the peripheries, allowing us to 

imagine and anticipate how these presumed hierarchies are shifting.  

Even if we are not at a moment in time when we can dismiss modifiers such as 

“global” or “nonnative” to refer to “other” Englishes, that does not mean that we cannot 

more seriously consider how it is that we have inherited a logic that assumes that these 

other Englishes must be, if they are to be considered legitimate, acknowledged as such by 

a mainstream interlocutor. My critique of the WE paradigm in this chapter has been built 

on the premise that, at the moment you seek to articulate why something is legitimate, 

you expose the fact that it is indeed not. It is not the practice of articulating a justification 



38 

 

 

 

for periphery Englishes that I am concerned with. It is the fact that there exists a series of 

linguistic expectations and a constellation of communicative conventions that we assume 

we must always abide by and operate within. To appeal to this collective set of 

conventions, as I have insisted, is to miss the point that conventions have historically 

always been adapted in order to accommodate the evolving linguistic needs of a select 

population collectively imagined as monolingual native speakers. While conventions 

have readily evolved to meet the communicative needs of these users, those on the 

peripheries, because of their very status as periphery users, have remained unauthorized 

to function within this paradigm.   

The paradigm of sovereignty for global Englishes that I describe goes beyond 

sustaining discriminatory hierarchies of Englishes. It sees conventions as always already 

negotiable. As such, one is afforded the right to use English “imperfectly” but to do so as 

a sovereign user of English: not accountable to the logics of monolingualism, and thus 

not expected to articulate a justification as to why certain alternative English practices are 

indeed permissible deviations. In the following chapter, I describe how the shifting 

dynamics and practices of the nation-state enable us to work toward actualizing this 

possibility.  

1.5 | Ethnicity, Mobility, and Language Practices 

Before proceeding, I would like to take a moment to articulate and disclose my 

locus of enunciation, to borrow an expression from Walter Mignolo (2003). According to 

Mignolo (2003), one’s locus of enunciation, or place of speaking, involves a recognition 

of how one’s personal histories, cultural backgrounds, ideological commitments shape 

one’s current behaviors and perspectives. Although many knowledge institutions and 
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disciplinary discourse communities privilege research that is disinterested (as in unbiased 

and having no “conflict of interest”), my current work is very much shaped by my 

personal stories and the experiences central to my current identity, methodologies, and 

perspectives as a researcher and teacher.  

Even though I was born and raised in the US, English felt like a very foreign 

language to me in my early childhood. I was born into an artificial cultural category of 

“Asian American,” which is imagined through dominant ideologies in the US as illiterate 

or less-than-literate (Young, 2004). I made it through preschool by mostly nodding or 

shaking my head. By the time I got to kindergarten, the other children seemed to be 

speaking English so fluently, but because I hardly said anything, the teacher 

recommended that I repeat kindergarten or perhaps be placed in special education. My 

mother’s solution was to simply enroll me in another school. A few years later, in third 

grade, I remember being sent to a speech pathologist by my teacher because of my accent. 

I don’t believe my teacher sent me to the speech pathologist as a punitive measure; I 

think it was clear that she was doing what she believed was best for me.  

As a result of these experiences, I convinced myself that I must learn to speak like 

a native speaker of English if I were to be taken seriously. English became an urgency, an 

imperative, while Korean became not only an ancillary code, but an impediment to my 

learning English. Unsurprisingly, I committed myself to certain hierarchies regarding 

language: e.g., “native” speakers as superior to “nonnative” speakers, and began to see 

certain cultural practices and systems, including my own, as inferior to those of 

mainstream US culture. I did not want to eat Korean food. And I remember when I was 

six years old I told my mother that I was embarrassed about being seen in public with my 
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grandmother, who had just moved to the US to live with us, because the way she dressed 

was “too Korean.” Although I am now ashamed of being ashamed, my story is not unique; 

ideologies that stratify people along racial, ethnic, national, cultural, and linguistic lines 

are pervasive and govern and shape our individual everyday lives in ways we are often 

not aware of. 

As my own English improved, I often found myself correcting the mistakes 

people would make (usually in my head), and even ridiculing or being embarrassed by 

the way that Koreans would speak English. You could say that this was either ironic or 

expected based on my early experiences with linguistic marginalization. In the syllabus 

for the first college-level course I ever taught, a first-year English composition course at a 

public university in southern California, I included the following statement in my 

syllabus: “In any rhetorical situation, no matter how intelligent or educated you are, it 

will be difficult for others to take you seriously if you cannot write well.” The subtext of 

this statement was the assumption that writing well meant writing like an educated 

monolingual native speaker of English. When I assessed the writing of my ESL students, 

I would get frustrated with surface-level errors, and I was thus unable to focus on the 

content of their work.  

A few years later in my graduate studies, my linguistic ideological commitments 

had become more liberal, but I still found myself buying into and abiding by the 

assumptions and expectations of the gatekeepers of English. I wrote a seminar paper in 

which I tried to offer some advice for teaching English to students whose first language 

was Korean. I essentially argued that, because of the prevalence of English loanwords in 

the Korean lexicon, Koreans are more likely to internalize Koreanized pronunciations of 
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English. Teachers of English to Korean therefore need to develop an awareness of the 

phonetic differences between Korean and English in order to help students pronounce 

English correctly, I argued.  

My claim was, I believe, well-intentioned, and based on the economic 

justifications and rationalizations that many teachers of English continue to subscribe to 

today: employers don’t want to hire people who can’t use English correctly, it is assumed, 

so it is the English teacher’s job to ensure that his or her students learn to use English 

correctly. It follows then that if you are teaching second-language learners of English, 

you want them to do their best to use English as if a first-language user, a “native” 

speaker, as it were. To be fair, I was not saying that it was the teacher’s job to eradicate 

any and all evidence of Koreanness in their students’ English pronunciation. In fact, I 

argued in my paper that teachers should prioritize phonetic incompatibilities that could 

potentially lead to miscommunication. For instance, while a phonetic realization of /g/ as 

[  ] or (ㄱ) instead of as [g] wouldn’t cause much confusion, a realization of /f/ as [p
h
] or 

(ㅍ) instead of as [f] might. But the fact remains that the approach to teaching I was 

advocating was dependent on one of the most dominant paradigms in second language 

teaching: that of language “interference,” which is hardly discussed in recent scholarship 

in SLA, but nonetheless remains a central preoccupation of TESOL practitioners: the 

target of learning continues to be “native-like” or “near-native” proficiency.   

I should also offer an explanation of why a vast majority of my examples are 

drawn from the Korean context. Because of my Korean American heritage, I am 

positioned to interpret and analyze my cases in point with considerable confidence, 

drawing on my own experiences translanguaging across English-Korean, US-Korean 
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contexts. I am of course not aiming to suggest that I am thus able to offer a 

comprehensive and definitive point of view as a “native” of Korean culture and 

experience (see Mao, 2007). It is therefore important that I at the very least acknowledge 

the inherent limitations to analyses.  

Another reason I draw on the Korean context is simply because the Korean 

community is not featured prominently or even well represented in existing scholarship 

on translingualism. However, I am not merely wanting to suggest that all national 

imaginaries must be featured in all bodies of scholarship. Doing so would rely on, and 

thus reify, the discursive reality and validity of the nation-state paradigm. As I will 

elaborate on in the pages that follow, the temptation to evoke and operate within 

discourses of nationalism inhibit us from recognizing how language practices, including 

English language practices, need to be fundamentally reconsidered as challenging the 

epistemic and ontological frameworks of the nation-state ideal. In short, to say that we 

need more representation of Korean-English language practices simply because there are 

relatively few scholarly discussions of Korean-English language practices is not a 

satisfactory explanation for the purposes of this project.  

Rather, the Korean context is critical to take into consideration in contemporary 

discussions of translingual practice for various other reasons. First, the Korean national 

imaginary is founded upon discourses of ethnic homogeneity: Koreans imagine 

themselves as an ethnically homogeneous people (Shin, 2006) and is in fact one of the 

few countries in the world categorized by the CIA World Factbook as such. Admittedly, 

ethnicity is more of an ideological category rather than a biological category, and 

imaginations of ethnic homogeneity are the result of political proselytization. According 
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to Paul Brass, “ethnicity and nationalism are not ‘givens,’ but are social and political 

constructions” (p. 8). For Brass, modern ethnic nations are the result of the ideological 

manipulation of political elites, or to put it another way, “an ethnic community politicized” 

(p. 20). A similar argument is made by Etienne Balibar (1991), who claims that “[n]o 

nation possesses an ethnic base naturally, but as social formations are nationalized” and 

that the people of a nation are “ethnicized—that is, represented in the past or in the future 

as if they formed a natural community, possessing of itself an identity of origins, culture 

and interests which transcends individuals and social conditions” (p. 96). Nonetheless, 

even if we can acknowledge that notions of ethnic homogeneity are political-ideological 

formations, what is central is how actively a particular people continue to consider 

themselves as such. But what makes the Korean context additionally unique is that, while 

Koreans imagine themselves as ethnically “homogeneous,” they are also a very mobile 

national imaginary, with millions of people of Korean heritage migrating to, or being 

born in, various countries around the world. We might say that discourses of ethnic 

homogeneity were founded, or at least popularized, on the basis of the nation-state ideal 

(one people occupying one politically bounded territory) (Smith, 1986). But in the 

Korean case we see a curious paradox: a people on the move, so to speak, from their 

homeland yet simultaneously conceiving of themselves as an ethnically homogeneous 

people maintaining only fragmentary, momentary, imaginary ties to their homeland. It is 

precisely the practice of adhering to narratives of shared kinship while migrating to other 

parts of the world that serve as the basis for the postnational imaginaries that I discuss in 

this dissertation. What does it mean that, in today’s era of globalization, people are 

simultaneously nationalistic but also mobile, and therefore not only practicing diverse 
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Englishes within their national territorial contexts, but practicing diverse Englishes on the 

move, as it were?     

Despite my general focus on the Korean context, I have made it a point to draw 

on a diverse range of sources ranging from linguistic landscapes, contemporary poetry, 

and artifacts of popular culture such as television commercials. By doing so, I am 

responding to Canagarajah’s (2013a) and Pennycook’s (2007) call to consider 

translingual practices as an inherently multimodal (or “transmodal” to use Pennycook’s 

term) form of discourse.  Translingual practices cannot be understood simply in terms of 

their textual, “linguistic” features alone, as paradoxical as it may sound.  My hybrid sites 

of analysis, to put it simply, represent a small fraction of the diversity of places where 

language “happens.” I therefore aim to contribute to the ongoing conversations on 

translingualism through my multifaceted treatment of diverse language practices.  

1.6 | Overview 

The argument I present in this dissertation aims to challenge the premise that if 

you want to be taken seriously by those with power you need to learn to speak like those 

with power. To continue to teach English according to this logic is to assume the reality 

of the educated monolingual native speaker as inherently superior, and is to sustain the 

inequitable linguistic distribution of power. My hope is for us to move beyond the 

teaching of a certain imaginary form of English because that is what students ostensibly 

need in order to be taken seriously. We often ask ourselves questions like “Well, how can 

this student get a job if he can’t communicate like a professional?” Oftentimes, “like a 

professional” means, like I suggested before, “like an educated monolingual native 

speaker of English.” But this line of reasoning is guided by deeply rooted ideological 
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commitments to nationalist thinking and its derivative discourses of monolingual 

normativity. The teaching of English is, overwhelmingly, a project of normativization: 

how to make people into “normal” users of English. Today, such a project is not only 

ideologically dangerous, but also unsustainable, as people use not “English,” but 

“Englishes,” diverse, translingual, emergent, practice-based varieties of English, in a 

multitude of global contexts. But the question of negotiating the linguistic expectations of 

monolingual ideologues and the realities of everyday Englishes is not one to be dismissed 

lightly, and one that I will aim to address later.  

This dissertation is guided by the hope of changing the minds of those committed 

to the logics of monolingual normativity. It is for anybody who has some personal or 

professional relationship to the teaching of English. It is perhaps most urgent for those 

who teach English as a second language or as a foreign language (ESL, EFL), and for 

those who teach others how to teach ESL or EFL. But it is also for anybody who teaches 

English, or for anybody who teaches others how to teach English, whether you are an 

administrator of an Intensive English Program (IEP), an instructor at a university 

teaching in a primary education certificate program, or a faculty member responsible for 

the training of graduate teaching assistants who teach first-year composition. The 

teaching of English can no longer be regarded as a practice of simply teaching others how 

to use English; the teaching of English in the context of globalization must be shaped by 

a critical awareness of not only the ideological politics of teaching English, but also by an 

anticipation of what is to come.  

As I noted above, although the persistence of monolingualism is a central concern 

for this dissertation, rather than merely dismissing or resisting the logics of 
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monolingualism, this dissertation explores how the practices of English in global contexts 

provide new ways of thinking about what constitutes proficiency in English. Thus, this 

dissertation argues that the resilience of monolingualism inhibits us from seeing English 

language proficiency as a discursive formation: rather than a measure of communicative 

competence, proficiency must be reimagined as reflective of one’s ability to 

autonomously transgress normative boundaries and communicative conventions. 

Drawing on a hybrid methodology that incorporates historiography; metacritique of 

existing scholarship; analyses of various artifacts, including linguistic landscapes, poetry, 

and popular culture; and theorization of classroom practice; this dissertation insists that, 

as an increasing number of people around the world use English, as it becomes a global 

resource increasingly dissociated with any single national imaginary, we are positioned to 

reconsider what it means to be a proficient user of English. In short, to be proficient at 

English is to be a “sovereign” user of English: not only able to use English correctly, but 

able to use English incorrectly without being pathologized for doing so. 

In Chapter 2, I ask readers to consider the cultural politics of pathologizing 

language difference, which refers to the tendency to view nonstandard or nonnative 

Englishes as a defect that must be corrected, as a disease that must be cured. I will argue 

that the pervasive practice of pathologizing language difference, including the tendency 

to view monolingualism as the norm, parallels the logics of exclusionary and 

discriminatory manifestations of the political doctrine of nationalism. This chapter 

describes how monolingualism has historically been privileged through various 

enunciations of nationalist thought (e.g., the work of German philosophers Johann 

Gottfried Herder and Johann Gottlieb Fichte) and proto-nationalist discourses on 



47 

 

 

 

language (e.g., Dante Alighieri’s De Vulgari Eloquentia). Parallel logics of nation-

language suturing shape our current perceptions and teaching of nonnative speakers of 

English.  

Although Chapter 2 describes how language and nation have been sutured 

through various historical discourses, in the following chapter, I argue that language 

practices and their derivative spaces enable a postnational imagination of nationness as a 

series of discursive practices across and beyond the territorial confines of the state. I 

consider how, although certain language and cultural resources (such as “native” varieties 

of English) have historically enjoyed more mobility, I argue that emerging practices of 

unpredictable mobilities are setting the stage for the balanced power distribution among 

“native” and “nonnative” Englishes. Analyzing signs from the linguistic landscapes of 

Korea and the Korean diaspora, I demonstrate how everyday people use language 

resources to manipulate conventional notions of correctness and authenticity. If authentic 

nationness is a construct and national belonging is a discursive practice, the ontological 

status and thus privilege of the native speaker is disrupted.   

The following chapter begins with a critique of the World Englishes (WE) 

paradigm, which documents the diverse practices of different varieties of English in 

different national contexts. I articulate how the logics of describing, and thus justifying, 

these nonnative varieties of English inadvertently sustain the privilege of the monolingual 

native speaker. The logics of WE and similar scholarly attempts to legitimize periphery 

Englishes are sustained by the premise that comprehensibility is the target of 

communication and that incomprehensibility is an unwanted outcome of improficient 

language use. However, this chapter reframes the logics of sovereignty to imagine 
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incomprehensibility as a resource for peripheralized users of global Englishes: as a 

resource to subvert the authority of the monolingual native speaker, and to reconsider 

common norms of standardness. 

In Chapter 5, I offer some implications for the teaching of English. Given these 

shifting configurations of nation, space, and language, this chapter argues that the 

teaching of English be complemented by the teaching about English, including a shift 

from how to why. For instance, instead of merely teaching how to use English like a 

monolingual native speaker, or even how to use strategies of translingual negotiation 

(Canagarajah, 2013a), we must also teach why people believe one should strive to use 

English like an imagined monolingual native speaker. I offer an approach to teaching 

“metadiscursive translingual awareness,” which, beyond a utilitarian approach that treats 

English as a set of skills, enables users of English to resist antagonism that results from 

language difference.  

In the conclusion, I consider the resilience of nationalistic monolingualism, and 

offer a counterpoint: whether monolingualism, especially for a peripheralized people, can 

be considered a right, and whether translingual practices result in the deprivation of 

language as a cultural resource. I then consider how translingual practices, rather than 

working within fixed contexts of communication and convention, enable us to see that 

contexts are always reconstitutable spaces, which moves us toward the recognition that 

the exceptionalist sovereignty of the native speaker is no longer sustainable for the 

emergent communication paradigms of contemporary globalization.  

 



49 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 | LANGUAGE AND NATION: A GENEALOGY OF 

MONOLINGUAL NORMATIVITY 

2.1 | Nationalism and the Discourses of Monolingualism 

As I have suggested in the previous chapter, monolingualism is not so much the 

assumption that communication should be confined to one language and one language 

only. The monolingualism I challenge here is the systemic and persistent ideological 

commitment to the notion that language should be practiced according to the imaginary 

norms of the native speaker. Because of the persistence of these ideologies, deviations 

from imagined monolingual standards are selectively and arbitrarily pathologized. For 

instance, in the US, while it has been collectively deemed distasteful to overtly or 

explicitly discriminate based on race, at least in “public settings,” to discriminate based 

on ones “nonstandard” usage of language, on their “accent,” is not seen as an obviously 

insidious endeavor. As Rosina Lippi-Green (1997) writes:  

Accent serves as the first point of gatekeeping because we are forbidden, 

by law and social custom, and perhaps by a prevailing sense of what is 

morally and ethically right, from using race, ethnicity, homeland or 

economics more directly. We have no such compunctions about language, 

however. Thus, accent becomes a litmus test for exclusion, an excuse to 

turn away, to refuse to recognize the other. (p. 64)  

Linguistic discrimination is based always on an imagined “normal” or “standard” 

variety or dialect of a language from which an Other deviates. Imaginations of a 

“deficient” use of language are a consequence of what Skutnabb-Kangas (1988) has 

called “linguicism,” which can be defined, along with racism and ethnicism, as 
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“ideologies, structures and practices which are used to legitimate, effectuate and 

reproduce an unequal division of power and resources (both material and non-material) 

between groups which are defined on the basis of ‘race’, ethnicity/culture, or language” 

(quoted in Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 1994, p. 105). In the US, the linguistic “norm” 

continues to be the imaginary variety of English assumed to be spoken by the white 

upper-middle class (Lippi-Green, 1997). Imaginations of linguistic difference, at least in 

the US context, have always had more to do with race and ethnicity than with the 

language itself (see Lippi-Green, 1997; Bonfiglio, 2002). Language-based discrimination, 

therefore, whether in the form of seemingly inconsequential or innocent ridicule of 

persons who have a “funny accent,” or more treacherously, in the form of state legislation 

that deprives political rights to those deemed linguistically deficient or deviant, is 

analogous to discrimination based on racial or ethnic “differences.” The pathologization 

of language difference must be recognized as a practice reflecting dangerous ideological 

commitments, and simultaneously engendering serious ideological consequences. At the 

very moment we pathologize language difference, we catalyze and sustain discourses of 

nationalistic exclusion and expulsion. 

In this chapter, I hope to demonstrate some of the historical lineages of the 

ideological linkings of language and nation. I will explore a series of dismissals, fictions, 

and myths that sustain various monolingualist assumptions today. Representative of some 

extreme derivations of monolingualist ideology is the belief that the people within a 

nation-state should be confined to communication with one language and one language 

only, even in personal interactions with family and friends. In other cases, some believe 

that public funds should not be used to accommodate speakers of languages other than 
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the official language/s (such as by providing translation/interpretation services in criminal 

and civil court systems). But derivative of these more extreme forms of monolingualism 

is the belief that individuals should practice language according to monolingual native 

speaker norms. I am concerned primarily with the discourses of monolingualism that 

perpetuate assumptions about the inherent inferiority of certain users of English based on 

their national “origin.”  

Bourdieu (1991) argues that metalinguistic discourse serves to determine for the 

state a legitimate language and collaterally delegitimizes other languages: “[t]o speak of 

the language, without further specification, as linguists do, is tacitly to accept the official 

definition of the official language of a political unit. This language is the one which, 

within the territorial limits of that unit, imposes itself on the whole population as the only 

legitimate language” (p. 45). Oftentimes, the ideological engineering of a language’s 

legitimacy compels people to imagine it as inherently superior to other languages. Further, 

“[t]he official language,” argues Bourdieu (1991):  

is bound up with the state, both in its genesis and in its social uses. It is in 

the process of state formation that the conditions are created for the 

constitution of a unified linguistic market, dominated by the official 

language. Obligatory on official occasions and in official places (schools, 

public administrations, political institutions, etc.), this state language 

becomes the theoretical norm against which all linguistic practices are 

objectively measured. (p. 45)  

Bourdieu refers to a nation’s standardization and institutionalization of a language as an 

early step in asserting a notion of itself as a sovereign state; the use of the official 
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language in official discourse reifies the language’s legitimacy, and provides the basis for 

a state to exercise its power and authority locally. Once a state assumes a national 

language, all other languages become imagined as a threat to mutually comprehensibility 

across the nation-space, or worse, imagined as biologically inferior.    

The privileging of monolingualism is rooted in various enunciations of early 

nationalist thought. However, in this chapter, I am not attempting to present a 

comprehensive history of the ideological insistence on the criticality of language to the 

nation-form. In other words, I am not aiming to provide a universal account of how 

various peoples have come to privilege their “national” language. Despite attempts by 

various scholars to establish a universal theory for the establishment and evolution of 

nationalist thought, I proceed with the assumption that national imaginaries cannot be 

reduced to a totalizing analysis. I will therefore selectively draw from relevant literatures 

of nationalism whose theoretical premises are applicable to my investigation.  The 

genealogy that I provide in this chapter is necessarily fragmentary, not only in terms of 

geopolitical samplings, but also in terms of chronological progression, as is any 

historiographical representation by its very nature. Therefore, the “genealogy” of 

monolingualism that I provide is deliberately achronological. It could be said that I offer 

a spatial, rather than a linear, history of monolingualist ideology. I do this, for instance 

discussing examples from the 18
th

 century prior to those of the 14
th

 century, in an attempt 

to subvert the assumed affordances of linear thought, of the discourses of historical 

“progress.” Such a gesture is necessary, I contend, because it is the same discourses of 

progress by which we have come to pathologize nonnative Englishes: as necessarily 

inferior to their Inner Circle counterparts until they can demonstrate their ability to be 
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functionally consistent like their Inner Circle counterparts. Through a better 

understanding of these discourses, we can develop a better understanding of the operative 

logics of monolingual normativity today. 

In this chapter, by portraying the ideological linking of language and monolingual 

normativity, I am not aiming to suggest that all forms of language-based discrimination 

today are “nationalistic” in spirit. A point to nonetheless consider is that the 

pathologization of language differences is often seen as an ideologically-neutral exercise 

in that it operates under the guise of comprehensibility: “If the Other does not speak 

English like I do, how will the Other be understood?” If we are a teacher of English, the 

question is often “If my student, whose first language is not English, does not develop 

proficiency in English how will he or she be taken seriously by employers?” However, 

when we insist on certain conventions or ideals for language practice, it often has less to 

do with the fear of incomprehensibility. If people enter a communicative moment with 

the appropriate translingual disposition, the willingness to communicate through a wide 

variety of linguistic and semiotic affordances across traditional boundaries of language, 

communication is possible (Canagarajah, 2013a).  

Nonetheless, dominant discourses of language presume that within the nation at 

least, a uniform set of standards and conventions is requisite to successful communication. 

As Mary Louise Pratt (1987) argues, we often imagine the nation, in its ideal, as a 

“linguistic utopia,” an actualization of the notorious Saussurean diagram that represents 

two almost identical speakers in a “maximally homogeneous case linguistically and 

socially” (p. 50): 
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Figure 3.1. Saussure’s (1916) diagram of the speech circuit, designed to 

conceptualize language as a psychological phenomenon followed by a 

physiological process. 

 

As Saussure (1916) famously argued, although the relation between signs and their 

signified is an arbitrary, social construct, language nonetheless works because each sign 

derives meaning within a system of interrelated signs. The work of Saussure has of 

course been discredited by the recent practice turn in linguistics (see Pennycook, 2010 

and Canagarajah, 2013a). However, the belief that language should, in its ideal, facilitate 

uninterrupted and unambiguous communication between two people continues to 

function as a popular notion and indeed works to sustain fears that the contamination of 

language by foreign speakers will disrupt this utopian ideal. It also sustains a yearning for 

a “normative vision of a unified and homogeneous social world” (Pratt, 1987, p. 64) that 

can, allegedly, be reached through linguistic homogeneity. This assumed ideal is even 

reflected in the methodologies of many linguists who prefer to glean data from 

“monolingual, even monodialectical situations,” where “data are felt to be the ‘purest’” 

(Pratt, 1987, p. 50).   

The primary focus of this chapter is the role of various forms of nationalist 

ideologies in the shaping of monolingual normativity. The epistemic privileging of the 

Self in the aforementioned line of reasoning (If the Other does not speak English like I do, 

how will the Other be understood?) serves the exclusionary politics of nationalism. The 

continued insistence on monolingualism as the normative frame for language standards is 

derivative of the securitization of language ideals by discriminatory discourses and 
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ideologies of nationalism. Further, the sustained commitment to monolingual normativity 

in various contexts around the world is the result of political engineering and 

proselytization by state ideologues. By developing a better understanding of the 

nationalistic discourses that shape a people’s presumed relationship to language, we can 

work toward a better understanding of how common notions of language proficiency are 

oftentimes shaped by deeply rooted and pervasive ideological commitments.  

2.2 | On Language and the Origins of Nationalist Thought 

In what has become the most influential work on nationalism, Benedict Anderson 

(1991) defines the nation as “an imagined political community” (p. 6). Nations have been 

imagined, as Anderson argues, through the advancement of print-capitalism, including the 

emergence and popularity of the novel and the newspaper. According to Anderson, print 

discourses made it possible for speakers of different dialects within a language to 

communicate with one another through a relatively stable text in print form. As such, 

while spoken dialects might have been mutually incomprehensible, print-languages 

enabled a collective consciousness of others who constituted the nation, thus serving as 

the “embryo of the nationally imagined community” (Anderson, 1991, p. 44). Further, 

print-capitalism stabilized language use in ways that spoken discourse and even older 

forms of transcription could not. The use of a common print language helped people to 

imagine themselves as part of a community, and “in the long run helped to build that 

image of antiquity so central to the subjective idea of the nation” (Anderson, 1991, p. 44). 

One consequence of print-capitalism, according to Anderson, was the privileging of 

certain language varieties on the basis of their frequency of appearance in print form. 

These varieties that benefited from extensive distribution through print-capitalism would 
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become the “languages-of-power” that served as the bases for national languages 

(Anderson, 1991, p. 45).  

Although Anderson (1991) emphasizes the historical circumstances that made 

nationalism the dominant political ideology around the world, his examination of the 

origins of nationalist thought in the Spanish colonies of the Americas offers an interesting 

counterpoint to the commonplace belief that a unique language has historically been 

requisite to the formation of nationalist sentiment. As Anderson (1991) explains, the 

earliest examples of “nation-ness,” despite the prevailing assumption that nationalism is a 

European invention, were to be found in the colonial Americas (an important point to 

which I will return in Chapter 4). These emerging national imaginaries, sharing the same 

language as their metropole counterparts, did not have unique languages that they could 

claim as their own (Anderson, 1991). If having a discrete language was necessary for the 

formulation of a collective national consciousness, how did the pre-national 

administrative units in the Americas imagine themselves as different from other peoples 

using the same language?  

Also, on the contrary, if a shared language compels the imagination of the nation, 

why did the Greek city-states choose to remain divided despite a common language and 

literature? It is not that the ancient Greeks were wholly uninterested in or even 

ambivalent about the topic of language. In fact, they did have some manner of ideological 

attachment to their language. The Greeks even had a word to refer to anyone who did not 

speak Greek: βάρβαρος, or “barbaros,” which is the etymological root of the word 

“barbarian” (Bonfiglio, 2010, p. 49). That today the word “barbarian” commonly 

signifies somebody who is uncivilized is suggestive of the assumed cultural capital 
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afforded by language. For the ancient Greeks, however, the term “βάρβαρος” did not 

signify “savagery” or “uncivilizedness” in the same way “barbarian” does today. Further, 

in the Hellenic context, discussions of language were “subsumed under the general 

preoccupation with abstract knowledge, especially in its original platonic form” 

(Bonfiglio, 2010, p. 41). In ancient Greece, notions of citizenship were “fluid” 

(Bonfiglio, 2010, p. 41), and according to Smith (2008), individual city-states did not 

identify with one another due to “the weakness of an overarching Hellenic ideology and 

lack of a single political framework in the face of an exclusive patriotism and solidarity 

of the polis” (p. 75). Smith (2008) draws on the example of the Greek context to insist on 

the point that “the centrality of political ideology and institutions in the formation of 

nations must be underlined” (p. 75), which echoes the claims of Brass (1991), who has 

argued that nationalism must be recognized primarily as a product of ideological 

instrumentalism.  

As Brass (1991) reminds us, people do not necessarily have an inherent 

attachment to a particular language, and in some cases people even change languages 

from their “mother tongues” to identify with other group members or to distinguish 

themselves from people of other ethnic groups (p. 70). Hobsbawm (1990) similarly 

argues that “the mystical identification of nationality with a sort of platonic idea of the 

language, existing behind and above all its variant and imperfect versions, is much more 

characteristic of the ideological construction of nationalist intellectuals . . . It is a literary 

and not an existential concept” (p. 57). On the commonsense assumption that it is 

“normal” for people to speak one language and to identify with one nation, Calhoun 

(1997) notes that historically, peoples at various moments “flourished in polyglot and 
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more heterogeneous empires and in cosmopolitan trading cities” (p. 19). The desire to 

“clarify” and to “consolidate” identities through language is rather a construct of western 

modernity (Calhoun, 1997, p. 19), as is the ostensible need for the world to be divided 

among sovereign nation-states (Gellner, 1983; Hobsbawm, 1990).  

As Anderson (1991) notes, in the late 18th and early 19th century in Europe, the 

work of “lexicographers, grammarians, philologists, and litterateurs” helped to establish 

and stabilize national languages (p. 71). The impulse and tendency to identify with a 

national language, it would therefore seem, is nothing more than the consequence of the 

ideological manipulation and promotion of the very notion of a national language. Prior 

to the ideological construction of the concept of a national language, history points us to 

examples that directly contradict the notion that a people, even political ideologues, have 

insisted on safeguarding what they imagine to be their own language. For example, the 

monarchies of Russia and Prussia adopted French as the “cultural language of the ruling 

class” in the 18th century (Anderson, 1974, p. 231). The idea of monarchs deliberately 

adopting a foreign language as an index of prestige challenges the assumption that people 

are naturally attached to their “native” language. As legend has it, Catherine II, or 

Catherine the Great, of Russia was said to have uttered “Je suis un aristocrate, c’est mon 

métier,” in French, not Russian; Catherine’s statement became the “epigraph for the age” 

according to Perry Anderson (1974, p. 231).
3
 History has many examples of diglossic 

linguistic hierarchies, with one language reserved for political elites, and another reserved 

for the everyday citizenry (Ferguson, 1959).  

But with the ascendance of nationalism as the dominant political doctrine, state 

ideologues have found it expedient to shore up the collective imaginations of people 

                                                 
     

3
 « Je suis un aristocrate, c’est mon métier » translates approximately as “I am an aristocrat, it’s my job.” 
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within their administrative spaces (i.e., the nation-state) by implementing “official” 

languages to be used by all. Doing so has enabled state functionaries to sustain their 

imagined communities through various sites of ideological indoctrination, including 

state-funded public education. 

2.3 | Language in the Ideologies of Ius Sanguinis 

In the contemporary era of nation-states, it is often easy to forget that the doctrine 

of nationalism, the belief that a single, unified, homogeneous, national people can attain 

sovereignty through the establishment of an autonomous political unit of the nation-state 

is a construct of modernity (Gellner, 1983). This is of course not to discount the work of 

theorists who have argued persuasively that many modern nation-states are evolutions of 

primordial precursors, a point that will be elaborated on later in this chapter. But it is 

important to nonetheless remember that modern nation-states are the result of a 

considerable amount of ideological indoctrination and politicization. Hobsbawm’s (1990) 

famous anecdote of the manufacture of nationalist sentiment in post-Risorgimento Italy is 

instructive: “In the days of the Mazzini it did not matter that, for the great bulk of Italians, 

the Risorgimento did not exist so that, as Massimo d’Azeglio admitted in the famous 

phrase: ‘We have made Italy, now we have to make Italians’” (p. 44).
4
 To put it another 

way, neither nations nor the sentiment of nationalism per se generated spontaneously 

without the influence of ideological engineering.  

At various points in the history of the political doctrine of nationalism, state 

ideologues have regarded language as a key ingredient to the nation and therefore 

manufactured imaginations that it is in fact a key ingredient to the nation. The ideological 

                                                 
    

 4
 Il Risorgimento (Resurgence) was the political movement that led to the unification of Italy in the 19th 

century.  
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linking of language and nation can be traced to some of the earliest theorists of 

nationalism as we know it today, particularly within the earlier permutations of the 

principle of nationalism known as ius sanguinis, or “right of blood,” which assumed a 

person’s right to citizenship based on ethnic criteria. Some foundations of ius sanguinis 

thought are to be found in the works of German thinkers Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-

1803) and Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762-1814). The German people, like other national 

peoples, conceived of themselves as a people before they imagined themselves as a 

nation. The ideas of Herder and Fichte were popular in Germany in the late 18th and 

early 19th centuries, espousing romanticized views of nationalist ideology that promoted 

the sovereignty of an ethnically homogeneous people (ius sanguinis). In the writings of 

Herder and Fichte, language, particularly the German language, is a defining trait of the 

doctrine of ius sanguinis that was coming to be popularized across the European 

continent. Here is Herder (1787) discussing the importance of language to the German 

Volk, or national character in his Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, 

or Ideas for a Philosophy of History of Mankind: 

. . . every language bears the stamp of the mind and character of a national 

group. Not only do the organs of speech vary with regions, not only are 

there certain sounds and letters peculiar to almost every nationality, but 

the giving of names, even in denoting audible things, nay in the immediate 

expression of the passions, in interjections, varies over the earth. (p. 33) 

Herder is here speaking from the assumption that the boundaries between languages are 

concrete and that each one possesses in itself characteristics unique to a people of a 

particular nation. For political ideologues who sought to consolidate various peoples 
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through discourses of nationalism, the commonality of language was expedient to this 

cause. Herder (1787) adds that the “genius of a nationality is nowhere more displayed 

than in the physiognomy of its speech” (cited in Ergang, 1966, p. 105). So, for Herder, 

the uniqueness of a nation, despite any number of cultural idiosyncrasies by which it 

could imagine itself as distinct from other nations, was to be found in no place better than 

its language. Language was in effect regarded as evidence of the biological differences 

between people of different nations. But in the history of nationalism, a national people 

have not been satisfied imagining themselves simply as different from those of other 

nations; people have had a tendency to imagine themselves also as better. In fact, one 

political consequence of nationalism has been a people’s or a person’s private conviction 

of superiority, entitlement, and privilege of birth right, a people’s feeling of uniqueness in 

relation to an Other people. When a people imagine themselves as “unique,” they imagine 

themselves as “alas, better” (Spivak, 2010, p. 19).    

 Elsewhere, in “Idee zum ersten patriotischen Institut für den Allgemeingeist 

Deutschlands,” or “Ideas for the First Patriotic Institute for the Common Spirit of 

Germany,” Herder (1788) promotes the superiority of the German language. In doing so, 

he simultaneously promotes the superiority of the German people: “Our nationality can 

boast that since the most ancient times of which we know its language has remained 

unmixed with others, just as our people were not conquered by any other national group 

and in their wanderings carried their language into different parts of Europe” (pp. 600-

601). Today, linguists recognize the inevitability of language contact, especially in the 

context of contemporary globalization. This is not to suggest, of course, that languages 

did not contact and influence each other in the 18th century, but in Herder we see an early 
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articulation of the assumption that a language that evolves as a result of contact with 

other languages is a contaminated language. Efforts by nationalist ideologues to cleanse 

or purify a language from its foreign “contaminations” in fact continue today, as will be 

discussed shortly.  

 Although Herder possessed what we today might consider an overly romanticized 

view of language, it elsewhere becomes clear that he is concerned with more than just 

idealistic notions of the purity of the German language. In Herder’s (1793) Briefe zur 

Beförderung der Humanität, or Letters for the Advancement of Humanity, he speaks of 

the political expediency of a people speaking a common language: “Without a common 

native tongue in which all classes are raised like branches of one tree there can be no true 

mutual understanding, no common patriotic development, no patriotic public” (Herder, 

1794, pp. 288-289; emphasis is Herder’s). Herder’s use of a the tree as a metaphor for a 

national people is a reflection of his belief in the organic, biological ties that bind a 

people within the national imaginary. Therefore, for Herder, a common language was 

more than just people being able to understand each other; he would go so far as to 

believe that language is “so indispensable that a nationality cannot come into existence 

without it” (Ergang, 1966, p. 150). 

 The notion of language as a precursor for national identification is echoed in 

Fichte. Between 1807 and 1808, Fichte delivered a series of speeches to the German 

people in Berlin, then occupied by France. Fichte’s Reden an die deutsche Nation, or the 

Addresses to the German Nation, would “shape German self-understanding for the next 

150 years” (Moore, 2008, p. xii). In one of Fichte’s (1808) speeches, he writes that 

language “unites in its domain the mass of men who speak it into a single, common 



63 

 

 

 

understanding” (p. 58). Fichte, like Herder before him, adds that there is more to 

language than simply the opportunity and means to achieve common understanding 

among individuals, however. He admits to the arbitrariness of state boundaries that divide 

nations, and insists that “the first, original and truly natural frontiers of states are 

undoubtedly their inner frontiers” (Fichte, 1808, p. 166).  

 Fichte was speaking during a historical moment immediately following the 

occupation of Prussia, the last German state to fall to Napoleon’s forces (Moore, 2008). 

During this precarious and liminal moment for German nationalism, Fichte looked to 

language. For Fichte (1808), it is language that constitutes those “inner” frontiers: “Those 

who speak the same language are already, before all human art, joined together by mere 

nature with a multitude of invisible ties; they understand one another and are able to 

communicate ever more clearly; they belong together and are naturally one, an indivisible 

whole” (p. 166). Therefore, according to Fichte, language bonds people biologically and 

spiritually and contains them within the discursive boundaries of the nation in a way that 

the geopolitical boundaries of the state cannot. In fact, for Fichte (1808), the ownership 

of a discrete language is evidence of a people’s claim to sovereignty:  

wherever a particular language is found, there exists also a particular 

nation which has the right to run its own affairs and to govern itself, so, 

conversely, it can be said that, when a people has ceased to govern itself, it 

is obliged to surrender its language and merge with its conquerors, thereby 

ensuring unity and internal peace, and that conditions no longer existing 

are completely forgotten. (p. 161)  

Beyond the sovereignty of a people, Fichte uses language as a means of gauging a 
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people’s purity, portraying the purity and continuity of a peoples’ language as a reflection 

of a particular peoples’ purebloodedness. In comparing the Germans to other “Teutonic” 

peoples, Fichte (1808) claims that “Germans still speak a living language and have done 

so ever since it first streamed forth from nature, whereas other Teutonic tribes speak a 

language that stirs only on the surface yet is dead at the root” (p. 58).
5
 Fichte (1808) then 

boasts that a comparison of the “intrinsic value” between German and other neo-Latin 

languages is simply “not worth discussing” (p. 58). It is of course not difficult to sense 

the ethnocentric undertones in Fichte, but it is at least worth noting that a recent analysis 

of Fichte’s philosophy of the German language suggests that English-language 

scholarship is the result of a fundamental misreading of Fichte (Keohane, 2013). 

According to Keohane (2013), Fichte was not merely advocating the inherent superiority 

of the German language; he believed that, because the German language had been 

continuously spoken and thus uninterrupted in its development, it afforded a direct link to 

German ancestry, in ways that other languages, such as French, for instance, did not. 

Regardless of Fichte’s purpose, whether it was to suggest the inherent superiority of 

German or to suggest its metaphysicality due to its assumed continuity (Keohane, 2013), 

the point remains that in Fichte and in Herder we see an early political theorization that 

locates language as a criterion for national belonging.  

 Herder’s notion of a “private-property language” would become especially 

influential throughout Europe in the 19th century, and in the subsequent (and ongoing) 

theoretical debates on the origins of national consciousness (Anderson, 1991, p. 68). I am 

of course not suggesting that the various nationalisms around the world, during their 

                                                 
     

5
 Although “Teutonic” is an antiquated term,  the translator, Gregory Moore (2008) explains that he 

opted to use the term as a translation of Fichte’s (1808) term “Germanier,” which refers to peoples of the 

Germanic tribes, distinct from Fichte’s term, “Deutsche,” which refers to people of German nationality.  
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moments of genesis, turned to the texts of Fichte and Herder and committed themselves 

to the idea that linguistic commonality was a precursor to the nation. As Partha Chatterjee 

(1993) reminds us, we must avoid the tendency to view nationalism as a “modular” 

doctrine, invented in the West, made available to be implemented in, or imposed on, non-

western peoples. As Chatterjee (1993) asks, If nationalisms in the rest of the world have 

to choose their imagined community from certain ‘modular’ forms already made 

available to them by Europe and the Americas, what do they have left to imagine?” (p. 5).  

 It is important to resist the urge to locate an originary point of nationalist thought 

from which subsequent nationalisms had allegedly derived, “invariably shaped according 

to contours outlined by given historical models” (Chatterjee, 1986, p. 21). Especially in 

terms of language, the idea of a universal doctrine of nationalism is untenable, as the role 

of language in the formation of the nation and nationalist sentiment has been subject to 

much scholarly debate, as was demonstrated earlier. Therefore, while I am not insisting 

on an evolutionary progression of nationalist ideology with language as its critical 

centerpiece, I do want to make the simple point that language has nonetheless been 

instrumental in galvanizing collective national imaginaries by various nationalist 

ideologues. Consequently, people today in various parts of the world continue to view 

language as a central component of their national identity.  

2.4 | Monolingual Idealization in Proto-National Political Imaginaries 

Fichte and Herder are perhaps the most notorious examples of arguments for the 

importance of language within the context of the political doctrine of nationalism. 

However, in order to develop a more comprehensive grasp of the ideological weight of 

language in the formation and solidification of nationalist sentiment, one might look to 
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the politics of language ownership within the context of the European late middle ages, 

perhaps paradoxically, within proto-national political imaginaries. In fact, Smith (2008) 

argues that the German Romantic nationalists were not the first to speak of the necessity 

of a common language for national unity, insisting that the origins of linguistic 

nationalism are to be found in the middle ages. According to Smith (2008), with early 

translations of the Bible emerged the opportunity for religion to be used as a vessel of 

nationalization, and by the 17th century, translations of the Bible facilitated the 

“privatization” of religion, and “to impress and seal the distinctive characters of nations” 

(p. 148).  

While it may seem at first glance anachronistic to argue for the existence of 

“nationalism” in the European middle ages, it needs to be clarified that Smith has long 

argued that nationalism, although often assumed to be an invention of modernity, can be 

traced to the common sense of belonging and history in pre-modern ethnic groups, or 

ethnies, who identified with others through a common heritage, without the modern 

political framework of the “nation.” Smith’s (1986) influential work, The Ethnic Origins 

of Nations, introduces the ethnosymbolist theory of nationalism, which argues that in 

most modern nations, there is “some ethnic basis for [their] construction” (p. 17). 

Elsewhere, Smith (1991) juxtaposes ethnic nationalism to civic nationalism. Smith 

distinguishes the civic nation as possessing a “historic territory,” and characterized by 

“legal-political community, legal-political equality of members, and common civic 

culture and ideology” (p. 11). The ethnic nation, on the other hand, rather than territorial 

concerns, thrives on its constituents’ collective subscription to a belief in common 

descent (Smith, 1991, p. 12).  Even so, Smith (1991) notes that the distinction is tenuous 
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at best, insisting that “every nationalism contains civic and ethnic elements in varying 

degrees and different forms” (p. 13).  

Centuries before the popularization of nationalism as the political doctrine we 

understand today, people inevitably viewed themselves as different from others. Toward 

the end of the late Middle Ages, with Latin as the ecclesiastical lingua franca, a people’s 

vernacular language became a way of distinguishing themselves from others. In the mid-

16th century, the Biblical trope of the Tower of Babel gained popularity, “bringing home 

visually the new awareness of linguistic separateness and dispersal” (Law, 2002, cited in 

Bonfiglio, 2010, p. 65). The sudden renaissance of the image of Babel might have been 

the result of “a kind of national anxiety, one that articulates itself on an international as 

well as intranational level” (Bonfiglio, 2010, p. 65). With the growing recognition of 

innumerable vernaculars, the “status of any one given language becomes problematized” 

and “linguistic disunity then becomes correlated with political disunity” (Bonfiglio, 2010, 

p. 65). According to the foundational myth of Christianity as told in the Book of Genesis, 

people of the Earth in the olden days spoke a common language, and through their 

linguistic solidarity began to construct a tower that would reach the heavens. God, wary 

of humankind’s divine aspirations, as the story goes, put a halt to the construction, 

dispersed people to different corners of the Earth, and “confused their tongues,” 

rendering them unable to communicate with one another and complete the tower or other 

God-like pursuits. So, the anecdote of the Tower of Babel served as an apt representation 

of imminent political chaos for those governing a linguistically diverse people. And the 

exaggerated correlation between linguistic disunity and political disunity would indeed be 

one of the focal points in Herder and Fichte. But as was seen in the political theorizations 
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of the early German nationalists, the commonality of language was more spiritual in 

principle, affording ties to one’s ancestral origins.  

 But one must go back earlier than Herder to find evidence of the ideological 

insistence on the imagination of a biological link between humans and their language. 

The Medieval Italian poet Dante Alighieri, in his ca. 1305 De vulgari eloquentia, wrote 

of the merits of the vernacular, an atypical move in an era and place characterized by 

Latin’s status as the language of clerical privilege. According to Bonfiglio (2010), in the 

work of Dante is the first documented usage of the expression “maternam locutionem,” or 

“mother tongue” in the West. This stems from Dante’s efforts to argue for the naturality 

of the vernacular, one’s first language, versus the artificiality of Latin, one’s second 

language (Bonfiglio, 2010). Dante (ca. 1305) refers to the “vulgarem locutionem” and 

“maternam locutionem” interchangeably in his De vulgari eloquentia, although he uses 

the former more frequently. He defines the vernacular language as “that which infants 

acquire from those around them when they first begin to distinguish sounds,” and as ‘that 

which we learn without any formal instruction, by imitating our nurses” (Dante, ca. 1305, 

p. 3).
6
 The vernacular is more “noble” than its artificial counterpart, gramatica, for three 

main reasons, according to Dante (ca. 1305): “first, because it was the language originally 

used by the human race; second, because the whole world employs it, though with 

different pronunciations and using different words; and third, it is natural to us . . .” (p. 

3).
7
  

                                                 
     

6
 “. . . dicimus, celeriter actendentes, quod vulgarem locutionem appellamus eam qua infants assuefiunt 

ab assistentibus cum primitus distinguere voces incipiunt; vel, quod brevius dici potest, vulgarem 

locutionem asserimus quam sine omni regula nutricem imitantes accipimus” (Dante, ca. 1305, p. 2).  

     
7
 “Harum quoque duarum nobilior est vulgaris: tum quia prima fuit humano generi usitata; tum quia 

totus orbis ipsa perfruitur, licet in diversas prolationes et vocabula sit divisa; tum quia naturalis est nobis 

cum illa potius artificialis existat” (Dante, ca. 1305, p. 2).   
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 Dante looks to the Biblical narrative in the Book of Genesis to identify the first 

instance of language use by a human, “to hunt for the language believed to have been 

used by the man who never had a mother nor drank her milk, the man who never saw 

either childhood or maturity” (Dante, ca. 1305, p. 11).
8
 Curiously, he dismisses a 

fundamental detail from the scripture that claims that Eve was the first human to use 

language: “although we find in scripture that a woman spoke first, I still think it more 

reasonable that a man should have done so” (p. 9). The basis for his decision is simply 

that “it may be thought unseemly that so distinguished an action of the human race 

should first have been performed by a woman rather than a man” (p. 9).
9
 In doing so, 

Dante exposes a “fundamental contradiction” in his work (Cestaro, 2003, p. 59). In other 

words, the purpose of De vulgari eloquentia was to speak in defense of the natural 

vernacular that humans first learn in infancy, but Dante looks to the language of Adam, 

and aspires to conceive of a “motherless” Italian vernacular (Cestaro, 2003, p. 59).  

 While it might seem at first glance harmless, or maybe even to some 

commendable, to promote the superiority of the vernacular over artificial, learned 

languages, Dante goes beyond simply privileging “natural” versus “artificial” languages. 

Elsewhere in De vulgari eloquentia, Dante’s prescriptivist agenda becomes clear as he 

argues for the superiority of certain vernaculars according to criteria other than their 

biologicality. Book I of De vulgari eloquentia is Dante’s (ca. 1305) effort to find “the 

most respectable and illustrious vernacular that exists in Italy” (p. 27) among the alleged 

                                                 
     

8
 “Quoniam permultis ac diversis ydiomatibus negotium exercitature humanum, ita quod multi multis 

non aliter intelligantur verbis quam sine verbis, de ydiomate illo venari nos decet quo vir sine matre, vir 

sine lacte, qui nec pupillarem etatem nec vidit adultam, creditor usus” (Dante, ca. 1305, p. 10).  

     
9
 “Sed quanquam mulier in scriptis prius inveniatur locuta, rationabilius tamen est ut hominem prius 

locutum fuisse credamus, et inconvenienter putatur tam egregium humani generis actum non prius a viro 

quam a femina profluxisse” (Dante, ca. 1305, p. 8). 
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14 varieties.
10

 The crassness of Dante’s linguistic judgments is perhaps nowhere more 

apparent than in his discussion of the Romanga vernacular, which is, as Dante bemoans, 

“so womanish, because of the softness of its vocabulary and pronunciation, that a man 

who speaks it, even if in a suitably virile manner, still ends up being mistaken for a 

woman” (p. 33).
11

 In discussing the vernacular spoken by the people of Brescia, Verona, 

Vicenza and Padua, Dante says this collective speech is “so hirsute and shaggy in its 

vocabulary and accent that, because of its brutal harshness, it not only destroys the 

femininity of any woman who speaks it, but, reader, would make you think her a man” 

(pp. 33-35).
12

 Dante (ca. 1305) adds that he considers their manner of pronunciation as 

the “height of barbarism” (p. 35).
13

 Normative frames of gender factored heavily into 

Dante’s pursuit of locating the best Italian vernacular, and those which transgressed 

gender boundaries were deemed inherently inferior if not abhorrent.  

 Bonfiglio (2010) situates the biological discourses of language initiated by Dante 

within the religious context of the late Middle Ages, suggesting that the emergence of 

metaphors of lactation along with language resulted from the increasing secularization of 

religious images, including that of the Virgin Mary:  

. . . the discourse of the superiority of the national language gravitated 

toward the signs of the body and of corporeality, for here one could locate 

                                                 
     

10
 “Quare adminus xiiii vulgaribus sola videtur Ytalia variari” (Dante, ca. 1305, p. 24). “Quam multis 

varietatibus latio dissonante vulgari, decentiorem atque illustrem Ytalie venemur loquelam . . .” (Dante, ca. 

1305, p. 26).  

     
11

 “Romandiolam igitur ingredients, dicimus nos duo in Latio invenisse vulgaria quibusdam 

convenientiis contrariis alternate. Quorum unum in tantum muliebre videtur propter vocabulorum et 

prolationis mollitiem quod virum, etiam si viriliter sonnet, feminam tamen facit esse credendum. Hoc 

Romandiolos omnes habet . . .” (Dante, ca. 1305, p. 32). 

     
12

 “Est et aliud, sicut dictum est, adeo vocabulis accentibusque yrsutum et yspidum quod propter sui 

rudem asperitatem mulierem loquentem non solum disterminat, sed esse virum dubitares, lector” (Dante, ca. 

1305, p. 32).  

     
13

 “. . . quod quidem barbarissimum reprobamus” (Dante, ca. 1305, p. 34).  
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language in a personal and physical situation of intimacy. Language 

became, in a sense, privatized and rearticulated in the relationship between 

mother and child, a relationship that was clearly facilitated by the cultural 

power of the Virgin Mother. (p. 83) 

The secularized image of the Virgin Mary shaped discourses of language and would 

manifest itself in the emerging discourses of ethnic nationalism (ius sanguinis) of the 

period. Within the Italian context, “[t]he Italian language became then valorized as the 

product of the unique and inviolable connection between Italian mothers and Italian 

children” (Bonfiglio, 2010, p. 83). Thinkers like Dante, of course, were operating under 

the assumption that one’s second language (i.e., Latin) would be learned later in life 

through formal grammatical instruction, and likely did not conceive of or at least address 

the possibility of learning multiple languages simultaneously. Nonetheless, the 

assumption of language ability as a biological acquisition could be seen “as an example 

of an algorithm into which the merging nation states substituted their own designations of 

nationality and language” (Bonfiglio, 2010, p. 83). It would amount to this: one could not 

be a true Italian if one were not born in Italy and learned the Italian language from an 

Italian mother. And the linguistic algorithms of nationness would be echoed in the 

political theorization of thinkers such as Herder and Fichte into the 17th and 18th 

centuries, and no doubt continue today, well into the 21st century.   

2.5 | Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have attempted to historicize the prevalence of monolingualist 

thought, especially as it relates the political formation of the nation-state. In doing so, I 

have aimed to offer a framework for readers to understand the pervasiveness of 
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monolingualist thought. In essence, I have attempted to offer a tentative explanation of 

why people, at least in certain social or political contexts, tend to pathologize language 

practices that do not correspond to the conventions and expectations of the imagined 

monolingual native speaker. I hope this genealogy, necessarily limited, fragmented, and 

achronological, has provided some historical context for us to work toward a more 

critical recognition of how ideologies of nationalism continue to guide our assumptions 

about allegedly fixed language hierarchies.  

The idea that a nation, in order to be unified, must have shared language is a myth, 

albeit a powerful one. As I have shown in this chapter, even the idea that nations could 

not have been imagined without a common language is not entirely accurate. However, 

this is not to discount the fact that, as the political doctrine of nationalism gained 

popularity in various parts of the world in the 18th century, and even prior to the 

existence of the political unit of the nation-state as we understand it today, various 

ideologues have insisted on language as critical to the unity of a people. Today, it perhaps 

comes as little surprise that it continues to be believed that languages serve some function 

of political unification. In some extreme cases, discourses of linguistic homogeneity and 

standardization, interwoven with assumptions and aspirations of political unity are 

dangerous in that they enable us to comply with, if not endorse, the political exclusion of 

unwanted peoples due language differences. At the very least, people deemed 

linguistically different, which is a euphemism for linguistically defective, often find 

themselves on the peripheries of national imaginaries.  

English language teaching that continues to treat foreign language deviations as 

necessarily defective instances of native usages of English thus rely on the same logics of 
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political exclusion in the name of the linguistically homogeneous nation-state. But I am 

not suggesting that we merely find ways to be more “inclusive” of diverse English 

language practices. I am more interested in confronting the stratified thinking that 

assumes that deviant Englishes must either be pathologized or justified according to the 

terms and expectations of the mainstream interlocutor (the imagined monolingual native 

speaker of English). Because of the pervasiveness of the logics of the nation-state ideal, 

the idea of variant nonnative Englishes existing concomitantly with standard, native 

Englishes may appear at first glance to be an unrealistic aspiration. However, as I will 

demonstrate later, the political formation of the nation as we understand it is undergoing 

radical changes, changes that are made possible by the movement of peoples and the 

formation of “postnational” imaginaries in unexpected places. These postnational 

imaginaries provide an opportunity to reconsider the sustainability of the logics of 

monolingual normativity. Yet, before we consider postnational practices of social 

belonging, we must first consider the operative logics of sovereignty that guide many of 

our assumptions about the status of “global” Englishes.  
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CHAPTER 3 | PRACTICE MAKES NATION 

 

3.1 | Delinking Mother Tongue and Father Country 
 

Can you read and write English?  Yes____. No____.  

Write down the following sentences in English as I dictate them. 

 There is a dog in the road. 

 It is raining.  

Do you renounce allegiance to any other country but this?     

Now tell me, who is the president of the United States? 

You will all stand now. Raise your right hands.  

 

 

 

Cable car rides over swan flecked ponds 

Red lacquer chests in our slateblue house 

Chrysanthemums trailing bloom after bloom      

Ivory, russet, pale yellow petals crushed 

Between fingers, that green smell, if jade would smell 

So-Sah’s thatched roofs shading miso hung to dry— 

Sweet potatoes grow on the rock choked side of the mountain  

The other, the pine wet green side of the mountain     

Hides a lush clearing where we picnic and sing: 

 Sung-Bul-Sah, geep eun bahm ae 

 

 

Neither, neither 

 

 

Who is mother tongue, who is father country?  (p. 29) 

 

The above poem, “Into Such Assembly,” from the collection Under Flag by the 

Korean American poet Myung Mi Kim, helps us to counteract some of the hegemonic 

discourses of language articulated in the previous two chapters while thematizing the 

focal point of this current chapter, which is the production of national spaces beyond the 

territorial confines of the state. The poem begins with a series of questions and 

instructions being dictated by a US immigrations officer and therefore reenacts some 

critical assumptions of US nationalism: proficiency in English, basic political knowledge 

(e.g., ability to name the president) and loyalty to the US, reminiscent of Japanese 
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Americans being confined to internment camps and forced to renounce their loyalty to 

the emperor of Japan during World War II. Here, as Xiaojing Zhou (2006) argues, the 

speaker “relate[s] the acquisition and usage of English to state power in the process of 

disciplining and assimilating the ‘aliens,’” but in doing so, “the poem simultaneously 

enacts and undermines the official procedure for naturalization” (p. 238). In other words, 

it counteracts the linguistic crucible of citizenship in the US. 

The officer asks the immigrants to raise their right hands, but instead of reciting 

the oath of allegiance to the US as expected, the speaker interrupts with what appears to 

be a non sequitur.  As the naturalization process challenges the speaker’s conflicted 

allegiances, the speaker responds with a series of oppositional and sometimes 

contradictory images: “red” is contrasted with the “slateblue,” tactile sensations such as 

in “crushed / Between fingers” with olfactory senses such as “green smell.” In fact, the 

crushed “yellow petals” of the Chrysanthemum evoke a “green smell” but a smell that is 

imagined only, and the “rock choked side” of the mountain is juxtaposed with the “pine 

wet green side.” While rain is part of the lines the immigrant must transcribe as the 

hegemonic process of obtaining citizenship, here, rain presents spirituality (“Sung-Bul-

Sah” is the name of a Buddhist temple in Korea) and happiness: (“geep eun bahm ae” 

means “in the happy night”).  

Yet the speaker accepts “Neither, neither” of these conflicting options and asks 

“Who is mother tongue, who is father country?” What is immediately evident in the 

closing lines is the “ambivalence of Korean immigrants’ national and cultural identities” 

(Zhou, 2006, p. 239). As Zhou (2006) notes, “[t]he double negative and the questions 

refuse the binarized choice of either this or that category of national or cultural 
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identification” (p. 239). Yet there is more to be said of the metaphorical significance of 

“mother tongue” and “father country.” In the South Korean context, “Father of the 

Nation,” or “민족의 스승” (minjogui seuseung) refers to Kim Gu, a leader of the Korean 

independence movement during Japanese occupation of the Korean peninsula (1910-45). 

The speaker of the poem has adapted the expression to “father country,” which 

complements and parallels the expression more familiar in the US context, “mother 

tongue.” At first glance, the closing lines might suggest the speaker’s miscomprehension 

of the metaphors, thereby innocently misinterpreting the figures as literal beings. Yet, the 

lines also compel the reader to reassess the logic of the familiality of the metaphor 

“mother tongue” through its adaptation and reconfiguration of the metaphor of homeland 

as “father country.”  

Nationalistic discourses suture “mother tongue” with “father country,” assuming 

always an inextricable tie between one’s native language and one’s country of origin. 

Here, the speaker is not simply torn between two mutually exclusive categories (US and 

Korea). Rather, in a poem that thematizes the incongruity and incompatibility of dualisms, 

“mother tongue” and “father country” are delinked by, as paradoxical as it may be, being 

paired in this manner through metaphors of maternity and paternity. “Father country” is 

of course not a common figure of speech, at least in the US context, but its usage here 

compels the reader to interrogate the logic that assumes a link between one’s “mother 

tongue” and one’s homeland, along with the narratives of US immigration that demand 

assimilation while simultaneously constructing the immigrant as inassimilable because 

his/her inextricable biological ties to “mother tongue” and “father country.”  

But what the poem also demonstrates, through the speaker’s powerful capacity to 
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imagine his/her homeland, is the role of imagination in the production of the nation: 

despite being physically anchored to, occupying, a territory of nation-state X, the speaker 

is able to imagine himself or herself in nation-state Y. I am not trying to merely invoke 

Benedict Anderson’s (1991) ubiquitous expression of the “imagined community.” 

Although I have elaborated on the relevance of Anderson’s work in the previous chapter, 

I should add here that Anderson’s concept of the imagined community is designed to 

account for the historical circumstances (e.g., the development of print-capitalism) that 

enabled the formation of nationalist sentiment and identification in various parts of the 

world. I am concerned, rather, with how national imaginaries today are sustained, but 

also contested and continually reconstituted through a variety of cultural forms and 

practices. In other words, I am attempting to move us beyond the notion of nation as a 

historical formation, and work toward a notion of the nation as a discursive process. As 

teachers of English, we need to be more mindful of how emerging practices of national 

belonging disrupt the nation-state ideal upon which many of our assumptions about 

language are founded. 

I should note that in this chapter I am not merely aiming to describe how migrant 

groups tend to establish communities in other countries. This capacity to establish 

enclave communities is instrumental to sustaining a group’s collective memory of one’s 

homeland (Harvey, 1989). The Koreatown in Los Angeles punctuates the imaginative 

capacities of individual and group action, along with the ability to sustain an individual’s 

imaginary links to the “father country.” Los Angeles and its surrounding areas are 

populated by a highly-concentrated percentage of ethnic Koreans, and the commercial 

businesses in these communities reflect their respective demographics. The prevalence of 



78 

 

 

 

Korean culture in these diasporic ethnic enclaves is such that “[n]ewcomers find that 

Koreatown in Los Angeles is in part a simulacrum of Seoul in Southern California, a 

Korea away from Korea: hangeul (Korean alphabet) signs line the streets, advertising 

Korean bookstores, restaurants, and shops in all directions” (Abelmann and Lie, 1995, p. 

85).
14

 In a sense, “Korea” is a space that transcends the boundaries of the nation-state, 

one that is constantly reconstituted through a variety of cultural forms and practices, in 

the same way that other national imaginaries function across the territorial confines of the 

state. 

Pennycook (2012) argues that the unexpectedness of a particular language 

practice appearing in a particular place allows us to reconsider some of our fundamental 

assumptions about place and locality. As Pennycook (2012) argues, beyond simply 

“expecting the unexpected,” we need to be able to ask “why the unexpected is 

unexpected” (p. 36). When it comes to the “nation,” we imagine nation to operate and 

function within the “state,” hence the hyphenated expression, “nation-state.” We 

recognize that some people migrate, and some objects move, but these become either 

subsumed within other national imaginaries, or exist temporarily in other national 

territories. For instance, if you go for a steak dinner in the US, you will say you’re going 

for a steak dinner; you won’t say you’re going out for “American food.” But if you go out 

for dim sum, you will say you’re going out for Chinese food. It is not unexpected to find 

a Chinese food restaurant, but it would be unexpected to find chow mein served at a 

Denny’s diner. Some things belong, and some things do not, and it is in part due to the 

expectations of the nation-state ideal.  

                                                 
     

14
 “hangeul” is romanized using the McCune-Reischauer system (han’gŭl) in the original text. I have 

used the Revised Romanization system to maintain consistency within this dissertation. 
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To return to the previous example above, the extensive presence of Koreans in a 

cosmopolitan city like Los Angeles, known for its cultural and linguistic diversity, is 

hardly unexpected. In fact, the large presence of Koreans is “written” on the streets: 

 
Figure 4.1: Koreatown sign on Wilshire Blvd. of Los Angeles 

 

It is perhaps expected that in a city as large and diverse as Los Angeles that you would 

find multiple migrant communities. In Los Angeles alone, there is not only an established 

Koreatown, but a Chinatown, Filipinotown, Little Armenia, Little Ethiopia, Little Tokyo, 

and Thai Town; and this list does not even include “unofficial” migrant communities 

throughout the city. My point is that we still find the urge to draw a distinction between 

“Koreatown” from the “actual Korea,” as in the nation-state of Korea. It is because the 

doctrine of nationalism sees the nation confined to politically designated boundaries of 

the state: the nation therefore, according to this doctrine, cannot exist outside the state. 

Yet, if we consider national imaginaries as discursive, as constituted not simply by the 

engineering of political elites and state ideologues, but also by the continual practices of 

everyday participants (despite citizenship status), then we can consider a “post-national” 

paradigm of the nation: existing not only within, but beyond, the territorial confines of 

the state. 

In this chapter, I will argue that cultural practices, namely language practices, 

deconstitute and continuously reconstitute the nation across and beyond the territorial 
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boundaries of the state. While the political, economic, and material realities of nationness 

are challenged by the forces of contemporary globalization, the discursive imaginaries of 

the nation too are evolving. The mobility of language practices compel us to reimagine 

the nation as an emergent product, constantly stabilizing but inherently in a state of 

perpetual instability) of social-semiotic acts and moments, which produce and stabilize, 

but more significantly, destabilize the nation by unmooring it from its territorial 

boundedness and boundaries. The construct of the native speaker, which correlates 

proficiency to one’s country of origin, continues to be a central preoccupation among 

those who study and teach English. However, this discursive reimagination of the nation 

as constitutive of language practices presents the opportunity to move beyond restrictive 

and discriminatory notions of people being “from” somewhere, and works toward 

devitalizing the discriminatory logics of the nation-state ideal and native speaker 

idealization.  

3.2 | Movement, Mobility, and the Contingency of Scales 

In Pennycook’s (2012) recent book, Language and Mobility: Unexpected Places, 

he builds upon the notion of the linguistic constitution of locality (see Chapter 4) to have 

us think beyond the idea of the native speaker as an ontological category. Pennycook 

(2012) provides several compelling claims that are based on the premise that “our 

language practices evoke different forms of localness” (p. 98). In short, “we do not learn 

languages as if these were discrete listings of syntax and lexicon (despite what years of 

schooling and tests may try to tell us). Rather, we learn how to do certain things with 

words, and with varying success” (p. 98). In a sense, the idea of “being” a native or a 

nonnative speaker neglects the fact that language is more about “something that one does 
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rather than a state of being” (p. 100). Pennycook  (2012) therefore argues that, rather than 

trying to be like “native speakers,” we need be “resourceful” speakers, drawing on 

“repertoires of linguistic resources we use locally” (p. 100). The possibility of the native 

speaker as a performative rather than as having some fixed ontological status no doubt 

moves us toward deconstructing the privilege of the native speaker. In other words, it 

becomes increasingly invalid to imagine the native speaker as the ideal interlocutor if the 

native speaker itself is a fictional entity.   

Yet, the limitation to Pennycook’s (2012) theory of “performing like a local” by 

being a resourceful speaker (p. 89) is guilty of the same hegemonic expectations it aims 

to critique. Pennycook argues that expectations to be like a “legitimate” speaker 

“highlight the judgments made by other speakers of one’s acceptability, but they run into 

the problem of consenting to normative judgments of acceptability, social status and 

language variety” (p. 89). Pennycook’s (2012) solution involves speakers “being taken, in 

whatever context, as someone whose local language practices (Pennycook, 2010) are 

deemed to be acceptable” (p. 89). The passive construction of this sentence allows 

Pennycook to avoid identifying the subject who determines what constitutes “acceptable” 

language. Language is always intersubjectively practiced, socially situated, and as 

Pennycook has argued elsewhere, constituted by and constitutive of local contexts (see 

Pennycook, 2010) and therefore does not exist in a vacuum. Pennycook insists that we 

simply be resourceful speakers, but one’s level of resourcefulness, one’s success in being 

resourceful, is not determined by individual effort alone but by communicative exchange. 

In other words, performing as a resourceful speaker presumes always an audience of 

speakers to which one must appeal. In a sense, performative success of resourcefulness 
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hinges on the acceptance by an authoritative interlocutor. It does not, for instance, take 

much for me to perform like a resourceful speaker of French if I am speaking to those 

who do not speak French.  If I am speaking to someone who is a native speaker of French, 

the outcome of the exchange would depend largely on the person’s disposition, their 

willingness to look past my apparent lack of proficiency (Canagarajah, 2013a).  

But it would no doubt involve some manner of minor economic calculation as 

well: what are the costs and benefits of their tolerating my mispronunciations, Anglicisms, 

and ungrammatical expressions? As I suggested earlier, translingual exchanges depend 

largely on these economic restrictions. And I am not referring to “economic” strictly in 

the sense of money. I am referring also to the personal resources (time, energy, patience) 

that we invest in any act of communication (speaking, listening, reading, writing). I have 

been suggesting that the native speaker, although an ideological fiction, is simultaneously 

a fiction with tremendous affordances in terms of linguistic capital and economic 

advantage. Again, I am not aiming to critique the assumed socioeconomic advantages for 

those who are native speakers of English (see Lippi-Green, 1997 for an example of how 

this plays out in the US), although that is nonetheless an important investigation to 

undertake. I am aiming to critique the imbalance between native and nonnative speakers 

in terms of accommodative imbalance: the NNSE is expected to not only subdue or 

eradicate any disruptive markers of their native language with the hopes that the NSE will 

take them seriously (I say “hope” because accommodation by the NSE is not guaranteed). 

However, given the increased and thus, unpredictable movement of people and language 

resources around the work, we may be approaching a moment in time when we can 

imagine otherwise.  
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The traditional notion of the mobilization of language resources has been 

conceived of through what Blommaert (2010) calls a “sociolinguistics of distribution” (p. 

5). A sociolinguistics of distribution accounts for the “movement of language 

resources . . . in a horizontal and stable space and in chronological time; within such 

spaces, vertical stratification can occur along lines of class, gender, age, social status, etc.” 

(Blommaert, 2010, p. 5). However, as Blommaert argues, the sociolinguistics of 

distribution model does not enable us to account for how the spaces in which language 

resources migrate and circulate are shaped by ideological power relations. For instance, 

native varieties of English enjoy a privileged status in various sociocultural contexts and 

therefore possess a higher likelihood or capacity for global circulation; ideological forces 

shape and determine the mobilities of language resources.   

To help us understand why certain resources are mobilized more frequently and 

extensively than others, Blommaert (2010) argues instead for a “sociolinguistics of 

mobility,” which “focuses not on language-in-place but on language in motion, with 

various spatiotemporal frames interacting with one another” (p. 5). Blommaert (2010) 

adapts the notion of “scales” from history and geography to “offer us a vertical image of 

space, of space as stratified and therefore power-invested” (p. 34, emphasis in original). 

Blommaert provides the following diagram of spatial and temporal scales that are crossed 

through the use of various linguistic resources: 

 Lower Scale Higher Scale 

Time Momentary Timeless 

Space Local, situated Translocal, widespread 

 

A recognition of these spatiotemporal scales that language resources function across 

allows us to conceive of how “particular forms of normativity, patterns of language use 
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and expectations thereof are organized” (Blommaert, 2010, p. 36). Blommaert (2010) 

analyzes websites of various companies that promises to improve one’s “American 

accent,” which indicates the mobility of native speaker varieties of English in contrast to 

the alleged immobility other nonnative varieties. It is believed by many that an 

“American accent” makes one more employable in a variety of professions. Thus, 

mobility is understood both in the literal sense (the ability to relocate to various parts of 

the world to pursue more lucrative career paths) and in the figurative sense (in terms of 

upward socioeconomic mobility).  

 One limitation to Blommaert’s (2010) notion of sociolinguistic scales is 

articulated by Canagarajah (2013a), who argues that it does not “leave room for agency 

and maneuver. The possibility that language norms may be renegotiated, or that spaces 

can be reconstructed by people in communicative situations, needs more appreciation” (p. 

156). Canagarajah (2013a) analyzes interviews with skilled migrants from Sub-Saharan 

Africa to demonstrate how individuals are able to negotiate and reconfigure 

spatiotemporal scales. The migrants do not rely on the assumed spatial ordering of NS 

norms as privileged over NNS norms; for instance, one interview subject recognizes that 

his professional training and credentials as a doctor are more significant than his status as 

a NNSE: this demonstrates an “awareness of [an] alternate order of indexicality and scale 

level” (Canagarajah, 2013a, p. 168). The idea of NS norms being dismissed is indeed a 

compelling development, and it no doubt challenges the assumed fixity of ideological 

hierarchies of language: here, we are seeing how the NNSE is able to resist normative 

expectations of the privileged NSE.  
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Yet, the migrants’ ability to negotiate scales also simultaneously confirms my 

point as well. State apparatuses, such as immigrations offices, still decide on who is 

allowed to migrate, and it is no secret that states have more lenient immigration policies 

for individuals whose professional training and expertise meet the larger economic and 

social welfare of the state (a point I will return to in Chapter 5). Immigration policies 

often explicitly give preference to skilled professionals. In fact, it could be argued that 

migration is emerging increasingly as a practice reserved for those of privileged 

backgrounds and social standing (Faist, 2013), rather than merely characteristic of 

political oppression or poverty as has historically been the case. Curiously, but perhaps 

not unexpectedly, the nation-state emerges as the force that determines the logics of 

monolingual normativity: exceptions are made to the timeless hierarchy of NSE/NNSE at 

the discretion of the state.  

Therefore, to build on the work of Canagarajah and Blommaert, I look elsewhere 

to imagine possibilities of scalar negotiability. In doing so, I argue that the concept of the 

sociolinguistics of mobility cannot accurately account for the unpredictable mobility of 

cultural resources due in part to the advancement of internet technologies even within the 

last few years. I turn us to a somewhat peculiar example. In July of 2012, the music video 

for the Korean pop star PSY’s song, “Gangnam Style” was released on YouTube. With 

lyrics and imagery designed to satirize the crass materialism in the wealthy Gangnam 

district of Seoul, the song’s local reference is all but entirely lost in its global uptake, and 

it became an international sensation due to its catchy rhythm and over-the-top theatrics. 

Today, cultural phenomena such as popular music circulate through what we might say 

technological “word-of-mouth,” such as through social media outlets, in spite of the 
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millions of dollars spent on promoting and marketing a product. In other words, it is not 

so much that political economic institutions create and determine value based on 

predictable mobilities of economic and cultural exchange. Exchange has had much to do 

with arbitrary cultural attributions of value that determine exchangeability, as argued in 

Appadurai’s (1986) post-Marxist theory of exchange value. Yet, what we are seeing 

today as a result of unpredictable popularities and mobilities, economic value is 

becoming determined after something becomes circulatable.   

The global circulation and proliferation of English, if we momentarily accept 

Phillipson’s (1992) claim, was the result of the calculated efforts of British colonialism 

and US cultural imperialism. Indeed, the very idea of English as an “international” 

language might be regarded as a discursive formation, which, in and of itself, helped to 

promote the global commitment to learn English (Pennycook, 1998). The discourses 

driving the global proliferation of and commitment to English indeed depended on a 

collectively assumed hierarchy of English as superior to English, whether in terms of its 

economic viability or, for some, for its assumed inherent superiority and prestige. In other 

words, English was regarded as, or rather, ideologically constructed by the efforts of 

various institutional agents as, a superior linguistic resource and thus able to circulate as 

readily as it has. Yet, what the simple example of “Gangnam Style” illustrates is that 

institutional agents are, in effect, losing some of their agency in the sense that in the age 

of social media, market trends are at times unpredictable. I am suggesting that, because 

cultural phenomena are sometimes unexpectedly developing mobility through the efforts 

of everyday actors, often with no desire beyond sharing a laugh with friends. The 
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possibility of exchange value as unpredictable, unregulatable, yet highly mobile, provides 

an opportunity for discourses from the peripheries to circulate within the center.    

Here is an illustration. On October 8, 2012, a parody of “Gangnam Style” was 

published on YouTube, satirizing republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney on the 

basis what his critics believed was excessive wealth, history of aggressive business 

investment tactics, and disregard for working class citizens. The video, titled “Mitt 

Romney Style,” was viewed 50 million times at the height of election season. It is no 

doubt unexpected for a Korean music video to get taken up but more so that it would 

serve as the inspiration for a widely-circulated satire of a presidential candidate in the US. 

During a presidential race funded by unprecedented financial contributions from wealthy 

donors and corporations through Super PACs (Political Action Committees), an 

independently produced satirical video was being watched just as much as the expensive 

prime time television campaign advertisements. Pennycook (2012) argues that our 

assumptions about what is expected versus what is unexpected allows us to reconsider 

what shapes and drives our assumptions about what is expected. I would argue that the 

unexpectedness of the global circulation and recirculation of a less-than-serious artifact 

exposes our expectations that only artifacts, resources, and phenomena from dominant, 

mainstream cultures can and will circulate. This movement and circulation is not always 

shaped by the interests and finances of dominant cultural institutions and actors. This is 

the work of everyday people and popular demand, a demand that is always shifting and 

transforming; we do not know what will trend tomorrow. In a sense, Blommaert’s (2010) 

scales helps us understand what to expect, but does not prepare for what is unexpected. 

Today, the only prediction we can make is that assumed values, whether cultural, 
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economic, or linguistic, all inextricably interrelated, are becoming increasingly 

unpredictable.  

It is interesting to consider the possibility that a Korean music video originally 

intended for light-hearted humor could circulate so rapidly and acquire so much cultural 

influence globally that it could have impacted what is the single most important political 

election in the US and arguably among the most significant across the world. However, it 

would be naïve to think that something like this impacted the decisions of many voters in 

the US. In fact, research on political campaigning has shown that derisive campaign ads 

do very little to change the minds of voters who are committed to a particular political 

party or candidate (Lau and Rovner, 2009). Yet, my point remains that we are at a point 

in time where it is becoming increasingly difficult to be able to predict which sorts of 

resources (whether they be linguistic or cultural) are mobilized by the people through 

various communication technologies. In Canagarajah’s (2013a) analyses of the function 

of language ideologies in the interactions of migrants, the scalar orderings of N/NSE 

varieties are readily dismissed and renegotiated in unpredictable ways. Yet, it is quite 

predictable that skilled migrants, whose skills are in demand in even privileged and 

wealthy economics, would be highly mobile peoples.  

We therefore also need to consider how unpredictable mobilities are providing 

opportunities to consider how the scales by which we manage or conceive of social and 

linguistic relations are increasingly negotiable. As a model that designates various 

resources according to scalar categories cannot account for unpredictable mobilities, we 

might say that, moving forward, we cannot assume that it is the “native” Englishes that 

will continue to be the most mobile. Of course, much can be said about the various 
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ideological mechanisms and sociohistorical processes by which certain varieties of 

English have been imagined as inherently superior to others, but my point is that we are 

approaching a moment where we cannot assume that it is the “native” Englishes that will 

continue to be the normative privileged varieties. As such, the traditional logics that 

afford privilege to mainstream users of English who create the rules but deviate from 

them at will are becoming increasingly untenable.  

3.3 | The Mobility of Languages and Post-National Imaginaries 

In the previous chapter, I reiterated some of the limitations to the World Englishes 

(WE) paradigm as described by various scholars. In addition to the limitations described 

earlier, another set of challenges to the WE paradigm focus on the nation-centric 

epistemology that “constructs speaker identity along national lines” (Pennycook, 2003, p. 

519). According to Pennycook (2003), “[t]hus language users are assigned to a particular 

variety of English according, on one hand, to their nationality and, on the other, to the 

location of that nation within a particular circle” (p. 519). However, as Pennycook (2003) 

reminds us, one’s access to English has to do with a complex array of socioeconomic 

factors even within a particular national context. Pennycook (2009) has therefore 

recommended that WE consider the negotiability of language resources, contexts, and 

locations rather than focus on the crossing of registers (e.g., from acrolect to basilect) 

within national varieties. But such an approach would have to neglect the force of the 

nation as a powerful process and phenomena of voluntary social organization. As I will 

elaborate later, one may be afforded the rights of citizenship from the state, but one’s 

sense of national belonging is a performative.  

Yet it is important to recognize that, although the objective of the WE paradigm is 
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the democratization of different varieties of English, one inadvertent consequence has 

been the imaginary relegation of users of a particular variety to a certain geographic area 

(e.g., Korea/n English in Korea). This method of geographic anchoring is strikingly 

similar to the dominant discourses of the US that imagine and construct people of certain 

national or racial origins, such as Koreans or Asians respectively, as perpetual foreigners, 

never “from” the US, even the US is one’s birthplace (Lowe, 1996). Lowe (1996) argues 

that the US’s involvement in a series of wars with or in Asian countries (Philippines, 

Japan, Korea, Vietnam) has manufactured the collective Asian subject as the perpetual 

foreigner. Today, global developments such as the economic and cultural ascendance of 

China along with the persistent threat of nuclear warfare posed by North Korea sustain 

the desire for the symbolic exclusion of the “Oriental” from the US national imaginary. If 

one is visibly “Asian” and resides in the US, they can be expected to be asked where they 

are from, even if they were born in the US (Lowe, 1996; Lee, 1999). Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty (2003) remarks that despite her status as an accomplished academic in the US, 

her visible Asianness makes her imagined to be an itinerant subject, destined to one day 

return permanently to India.  

These assumptions of belonging are based on nationalistic imaginations of who is 

and is not authorized to belong to the US: who can be a “citizen,” as opposed to an 

“immigrant.” WE inadvertently sustains dominant belief that a people and a “culture” are 

situated forever within a national territory, within the designated boundaries of the 

nation-state. In the work of Park (2009), for instance, by drawing a distinction between 

English in Korea for “international” and “intranational” communication, the assumption 

is the stability of the cultural category of the “nation” to begin with.  
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Today, we can no longer rely solely on a nationalistic paradigm that assumes the 

fixity of geographic spaces and state boundaries, even for a national imaginary that 

appears at first glance “monolithic” or “homogeneous,” such as Korea. Nationalistic 

imaginations of ethnic purity or homogeneity are pervasive in Korea, having been 

fortified by various historical formations, including Japan’s colonization of the Korean 

peninsula and US and Soviet post-WWII political and military intervention (Paik, 1996; 

Shin, 2006). In fact, there appears to be quantitative census data to confirm this ethnic 

national identification: South Korea is one of few countries categorized by the US 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) World Factbook (2012) as “ethnically homogeneous.”  

Nonetheless, in today’s era of globalization, marked by the “transformation in the 

spatial organization of social relations and transactions” (Held, et al., 1999, p. 16), 

traditional boundaries of the nation-state are diluting. Hall (1996) has suggested that 

globalization results in the erosion of national identity. Yet Smith (1995) argues that 

globalization, paradoxically, rejuvenates nationalist sentiment and allegiance. In fact, the 

Korean government’s recent decision in 2011 to allow overseas voting for Korean 

nationals residing outside of Korea is an indication of the growing obsolescence of the 

nation-state as an apparatus of governmentality; at least for Koreans, nationalism extends 

beyond the boundaries of the state. Ethnic nationalist sentiment today is best understood 

as a “global force, forever slipping in and through the cracks between states and borders” 

(Appadurai, 1996, p. 41). Therefore, because of the unprecedented flow of capital, culture, 

materials, information and people across state boundaries, the idea that Koreans and the 

Korean language are contained within geographic boundaries of the Korean nation-state 

alone limit our understanding of various elements that constitute Korean culture and 
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experience.  

Appadurai’s (2001) concept of “process geographies” is instructive here. Rather 

than analyzing “trait” geographies, which assumes that certain areas “rely on some sort of 

trait list—of values, languages, material practices, ecological adaptations, marriage 

patterns, and the like” (p. 7), Appadurai argues for area studies “based on process 

geographies [, which] sees significant areas of human organization as precipitates of 

various kinds of action, interaction, and motion—trade, travel, pilgrimage, warfare, 

proselytization, colonization, exile, and the like. These geographies are necessarily large 

scale and shifting, and their changes highlight variable congeries of language, history, 

and material life” (2001, p. 7-8). For instance, someone seeking an account of what 

constitutes “Korea” would be limited by studying “Korea” alone; one would need to 

situate “Korea” within the context of the transnational flows that continuously reshape 

what “Korea” represents. 

In his foundational work, Modernity at Large, Appadurai (1996) argues that 

Benedict Anderson’s concept of “imagined communities” cannot account for the social 

imaginaries that people today occupy. “An important fact of the world we live in today is 

that many persons on the globe live in such imagined worlds (and not just imagined 

communities) and thus are able to contest and sometimes even subvert the imagined 

worlds of the official mind . . .” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 33). Appadurai (1996) describes 

five “dimensions of global cultural flow,” which accounts for intensified movement in 

the context of globalization: 

ethnoscapes – movement of people (“tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, 

guest workers, and other moving groups and individuals)” 

 

mediascapes – “distribution of the electronic capabilities to produce and 
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disseminate information”   

 

technoscapes – “fluid” movement of technologies at “high speeds across 

various kinds of previous impervious boundaries” 

 

financescapes – reflective of how “currency markets, national stock 

exchanges, and commodity speculations move megamonies through  

national turnstiles at blinding speed” 

 

ideoscapes – “ideas, terms, and images” that “are often directly political 

and frequently have to do with the ideologies of states and the  

 

counterideologies of movements explicitly oriented to capturing state 

power or a piece of it. (pp. 33-36) 

 

So, while the nation-state continues to reign as the dominant political apparatus for the 

regulation of peoples across the globe, the movement of peoples, information, 

technologies, capital, and ideologies we are seeing that aspects of the nation, such as 

political allegiances, ideological commitments, traditions, and languages are migrating 

rather operating within fixed territories of the state. As Appadurai (2001) argues:  

the capability to imagine regions and worlds is now itself a globalized 

phenomenon. That is, due to the activities of migrants, media, capital, 

tourism, and so forth the means for imagining areas is now itself globally 

widely distributed. So, as far as possible, we need to find out how others, 

in what we still take to be certain areas as we define them, see the world in 

regional terms. (p. 8)  

Such a declaration was echoed in Mignolo’s (2003) notion of the “pluritopic hermeneutic” 

(p. 15).  According to Mignolo (2003), a “pluritopic understanding implies that while the 

understanding subject has to assume the truth of what is known and understood, he or she 

also has to assume the existence of alternative politics of location with equal rights to 

claim the truth” (p. 15). If we consider the possibility that knowledge can be produced 
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simultaneously from multiple points of origin, rather than fixed to one privileged or 

unitary point of production, then we can move beyond the limited thinking of nationalist 

ideology, which sees nations as inevitably linked to territories. In other words, there is the 

political formation of the nation-state with an epicenter of governmental regulation and 

jurisdiction (i.e., the capital), but there are also imaginative processes of individual actors 

extend beyond these regulatory boundaries: the nation is constituted, for instance, by the 

individual born in Korea who migrated to Los Angeles and retains those romantic ties to 

their homeland. However, before we can consider the possibility of the nation as existing 

in multiple geographic spaces, rather than fixed geographic places, we first need to move 

toward an understanding of the nation as a discursive formation.  

 Here, it is critical for us to examine the implications of the word “imagined” in 

Anderson’s (1991) expression of “imagined communities.” It is common to assume that, 

through Anderson’s metaphor of the imagined community, that the nation is therefore not 

real. However, Anderson reminds us that the idea of the imagined community is not to 

suggest “falsity,” as though there are other types of “true” communities that may be 

“advantageously juxtaposed to [false] nations,” as though communities may be 

distinguished from each other by their “falsity/genuineness” (p. 6). The point that nations 

have historically been imagined reminds us that the nation is a “discursive formation,” 

defined by Calhoun (1997) as “a way of speaking that shapes our consciousness” (p. 3). 

Calhoun adds that “nations are constituted largely by the claims [of nationalism] 

themselves, by the way of talking and thinking and acting that relies on these sorts of 

claims to produce collective identity, to mobilize people for collective projects, and to 

evaluate peoples and practices” (p. 5). Such a statement is not dissimilar to Eric 
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Hobsbawm’s declaration: “Nations do not make states and nationalisms but the other way 

around” (p. 10). Nations are produced by the very sentiment of nationalism, whether the 

desire to belong, or the desire to defend and die for one’s nation. Therefore, while nations 

may have been imagined, one may go so far as to say that they are imaginary as well, 

insofar as they “exist only when their members understand themselves through the 

discursive framework of national identity” (Calhoun, 1997, p. 99).  

The discourse of nationalism has demonstrated the reflexive capacity to 

normativize not only the sentiment of nationalism, but the nation itself. As Michael Billig 

(1995) notes, the normativization of nations occurs through the “continual ‘flagging’, or 

reminding, of nationhood,” but such flagging “is so familiar, so continual, that it is not 

consciously registered as reminding” (p. 8). “The metonymic image of banal nationalism 

is not a flag which is being consciously waved with fervent passion; it is the flag hanging 

unnoticed on the public building” (Billig, 1995, p. 8). As Billig (1995) notes, “[b]anal 

nationalism operates with prosaic, routine words, which take nations for granted, and 

which, in so doing, enhabit them. Small words, rather than grand memorable phrases, 

offer constant, but barely conscious, reminders of the homeland, making ‘our’ national 

identity unforgettable” (p. 93). This is why Billig (1995) suggests that Anderson’s 

metaphor of the “imagined community” is more apt than Ernest Renan’s daily plebiscite
15

:  

The citizens of an established nation do not, day by day, consciously 

decide that their nation should continue. On the other hand, the 

                                                 
     

15
 In a famous lecture delivered in1882, “Qu’est-ce qu’une nation?,” Ernest Renan insisted that 

linguistic, racial, religious, or geographical factors alone could not account for the “spiritual principle” that 

is the nation (18). Renan defined the nation as “a large-scale solidarity, constituted by the feeling of the 

sacrifices that one has made in the past and of those that one is prepared to make in the future” (19). Renan 

added that a “nation’s existence is, if you will pardon the metaphor, a daily plebiscite, just as an 

individual’s existence is in perpetual affirmation of life” (19). 
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reproduction of a nation does not occur magically. Banal practices, rather 

than conscious choice or collective acts of imagination, are required. Just 

as a language will die rather for want of regular users, so a nation must be 

put to daily use. (p. 95)  

“Nations” exist because individuals consciously determine themselves to be a member of 

a particular nation. They exist because we are interpellated as nation subjects through 

discursive practices and encounters that are not necessarily or obviously “nationalistic.”  

The idea of nation as discourse advances the possibility of the nation existing 

simultaneously in multiples points of origin. Of course, physical things, materials, objects, 

including people and commodities, are moving and migrating at an intensified rate across 

the globe. However, these physical things cannot be truly translocal in that they must 

occupy fixed physical spaces at a given moment in time. In other words, they cannot be 

truly translocal in that they are not transtemporal. Similarly, the political doctrine of 

nationalism conceives of nations as states, as nation-states: imagined communities within 

politically defined geographic territories. Yet, once we start thinking of the nation as a 

discourse, we can start to imagine the nation not only as a community within a space but 

as a community across spaces.  

Heller (2011) argues that the mobility of people and resources under 

contemporary market forces of globalization enable a “post-national” paradigm for the 

study and understanding of language. As such, prevailing nation-language links are 

eroding through emergent political economic conditions as a result of globalization. In 

other words, while a person’s language has traditionally been regarded as an integral part 

of their national identity, linguistic resources and even one’s identity are increasingly 
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commodified, regarded as “sources of added value” (Heller, 2011, p. 115). While the 

paradigm of the nation-state has shaped our understandings of language, Heller suggests 

that “diversity, inequality, mobility, and change” must be understood as “crucial and 

constitutive elements of emerging forms of social organization” (p. 9). To be fair, one 

might contest Heller’s efforts to the trace the evolution of nationalist ideology to the 

emergence of the European national state as described by Hobsbawm (1990). However, 

as we will see later in this chapter, Heller’s historicization of nationalism, although 

hardly adequate for the purposes of providing a universal account for the ascendance of a 

political ideology that was never uniform or homogeneous in its development in various 

parts of the world, will be critical for the theorization of nation-space as constitutive of 

language practice.   

For now, however, Heller’s (2011) point is that market forces of contemporary 

globalization have exposed the economic unfeasibility of the traditional paradigm of the 

nation-state: “the hegemonic discourse of the nation . . . is challenged by the globalized 

new economy. The image of the nation as a stable, homogeneous category is 

simultaneously fractured and destabilized” (p. 27). However, because Hobsbawm’s work 

traces the formation and evolution of a particular type of nationalism, the universality and 

applicability of Heller’s claim depends to a certain extent on the universality of the 

economic exigencies driving the foundation, evolution, and continuity of the nation-state. 

I would contend that, if anything, the modern nation-state, or rather its political 

administrators and constituent citizenry no longer seeks the “homogeneous category” of 

the nation-state as a political aspiration. Heller (2011) is no doubt correct that market 

forces have driven this shift, as was evident following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, 
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in which newly sovereign nation-states abandoned the closed-door mandates of Soviet 

economics. In a broader context, neoliberalist market demands are transforming which 

languages are learned and why, along with which varieties are privileged and taught and 

learned in certain geopolitical contexts, and this poses a serious challenge to the WE 

paradigm.  

Although the political doctrine of nationalism has historically shaped our 

understanding of language as an index of nation, tradition, and territory, the economic 

and cultural factors that are reconfiguring these indexical linkages compel us to recognize 

the increased mobility of language resources. In the opening chapter, I critiqued the 

limitations to Blommaert’s (2010) notion of the “sociolinguistics of distribution” (p. 5). I 

turn us again to Blommaert to help us to recognize the inherently instability and 

shiftability of space. While it is limiting to categorize certain linguistic resources 

according to predetermined spatial and temporal scales, Blommaert does help us to better 

understand the intensity of movement in the context of globalization, a point he 

elaborates on in Ethnography, Superdiversity, and Linguistic Landscapes. Blommaert 

(2013) argues that studying linguistic landscapes “can be useful in illuminating and 

explaining the complex structures of superdiverse sociolinguistic systems,” allowing us 

to better understand “the various forms of sociolinguistic complexity that characterize our 

contemporary societies” (p. 14). But Blommaert’s work may lead one to forget the 

always-already superdiversity within any national context. So while the argument could 

be made that some national imaginaries are more “diverse” than others, the heterogeneity 

of language practices within any nation-space, especially resulting from the increased 

mobility of resources referenced by Blommaert, reminds us of the conceptual limitations 
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of the very idea of the nation. As Bhabha (1990) has argued, the nation as a cultural 

category is inherently unstable: plurilithic and heterogeneous. The nation as a narrative 

category is charged always by a “continual slippage of categories” (Bhabha, 1990, p. 

292). Not only is the nation unable to be conceived of as a stable form, but it resists also 

“any hierarchical or binary structuring of social antagonism,” including categorical 

identifications such as “gender, race or class” (p. 292). Despite these inherent 

contradictions, however, the nation persists as a “cultural construction,” or as “a form of 

social and textual affiliation” (p. 292).  A person’s country of origin does not allow us to 

do much more than develop a superficial, if not essentialist and often stereotypical image 

of them. In other words, national identities too, rather than fixed ways of being, are better 

understood as products of an “ongoing rhetorical process” (Bruner, 2002, p. 7). Once we 

consider the immense social, cultural, geographical heterogeneity and diversity within 

any national context, the very idea of trying to imagine a stable category of a national 

language is difficult if not impossible. As Krishnaswamy and Burde (1998) have 

famously argued, as the very “notion of ‘nation-India’ is insecure,” the idea of “‘Indian 

English’ is ‘fundamentally insecure’” (p. 63). In other words, the nation of India is in and 

of itself a colonialist construct, an amalgamation of prenational political groups within 

hegemonically designated state boundaries according to the rubric of the nation-state. In 

the context of postcolonial communities, nations were, in effect, “invented” and divided 

accordingly along arbitrarily constructed state borders (see Hobsbawm, 1990; Ranger, 

1983).  

The heterogeneity of English practice within the context of “Korea” demonstrates 

potential limitations to conceiving of WE varieties within and according to national 
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boundaries. For one, the limitations to conceiving of a Korean or Korea variety of 

English results from the intense political, economic, and cultural investment in the study 

of English in the Korean context (see e.g. Shim, 1999; J. S. Lee, 2006; Kang, 2012; Piller 

and Cho, 2013). Despite the efforts by scholars to document a discrete variety of Korea/n 

English, in many educational and professional contexts, it is still the English of the 

“native speaker” that is privileged. In other words, the pervasiveness of native speaker 

idealization throughout various sites of English language practice presents challenges to 

determine precisely what variety of English is being used in various contexts. Blommaert 

(2010) describes the intensified practice of selling native English accents as a result of the 

commercial recognition of it as a mobile resource, but if enough Koreans or any other 

“foreigner” is able to acquire an “American accent” through a paid service, at what point 

is it no longer precise to refer to it as an “American accent?” If cultural resources that at 

one point in time might have indexed an authentic national identity are now readily 

distributed beyond their “original” national contexts (Heller, 2011), what are some new 

ways of imagining the interrelationships among nation, language, and territory?  

3.4 | Manufactured Authenticity: Language Practices and the Constitution of Space 

In the previous section, I suggested that, through the increased mobility and 

movement of language resources, we are able to see how the nation too is an ever-

changing entity. Here, I would like to extend the conversation to suggest that this 

mobility and movement of language resources indeed reconstitute the nation beyond its 

territorial confines of the state. However, in order to do so, we must establish an 

understanding of the role of language practices in the shaping of local contexts.  

In language studies a prevalent assumption is that local contexts shape the 
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language practices within. This is the basis of ecological approaches to language study, 

and it is the premise that guides the WE paradigm: national contexts shape and produce 

discrete varieties of English. However, recent work on language practice presents new 

ways of imagining the function, and indeed the very constitution, of “context.” 

Pennycook (2010) notes that the practice of language, paradoxically, reconstitutes the 

localities in which it is practiced. To put it another way, “local language practice . . . does 

not simply occur in time and space; time and space are part of the doing, and indeed are 

produced in the practice” (Pennycook, 2010, p. 56). Therefore, it is not a matter of 

identifying how a language such as English is adopted and adapted in particular local 

contexts, it is more about the recognition that the origins of English language use are to 

be found “in the multiple, simultaneous origins of locality” (Pennycook, 2010, p. 86). 

Spaces of linguistic production, spaces where language is practiced, therefore, rather than 

fixed localities, are constituted through the linguistic utterances within. I want to take 

Pennycook’s (2010) theorization of context to consider how new national imaginaries are 

constituted through language practices. In order to do so, I ask us to consider the 

historical circumstances that have enabled much of current assumptions about the 

interrelatedness of language and territory (which were discussed in the previous chapter). 

If discourse, in the form of ideological narrative, enables the linking between nation and 

language, then we can draw on that ideological link to consider the possibility that 

language practices constitute the nation. 

 Such a possibility, at first glance, appears implausible given the assumed 

necessity of territory in discourses of national sovereignty: a nation, it is assumed, is not 

sovereign unless it has its own state in which it can manage its own affairs. However, we 
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also need to remember that the very notion of the nation-state, including the vision to see 

the territories of the globe divided among clearly delineated nation-state boundaries, is 

indeed a relatively new idea in the history of humankind. In Hobsbawm’s (1990) 

celebrated account, he contends that the state, as it was beginning to evolve in the 

sixteenth century, became an efficient means to consolidate political resources (including 

people) in the economic interests of the ruling classes. Hobsbawm (1983, 1990) clearly 

indicates that the emergence of the political unit of the nation-state was by no means 

universal, emphasizing that in postcolonial communities, nations were, in effect, 

“invented” and divided accordingly along arbitrarily constructed state borders.  

 But despite the role of state functionaries in the manipulation of human sentiment 

for the sake of fulfilling political economic objectives, the participation in the imaginary 

production of the nation is not the equivalent of becoming the puppet of the state 

ideologue. As Hobsbawm (1990) has stated, historical examples of nationalism indicate 

that “[w]hile governments were plainly engaged in conscious and deliberate ideological 

engineering, it would be a mistake to see these exercises as pure manipulation from 

above. They were, indeed, most successful when they could build on already present 

unofficial nationalist sentiments” (p. 92). In fact, as Bruner (2002) argues, national 

identities themselves are the ever-changing products of the interplay between “official” 

and unofficial discourses. In other words, if national imaginaries circulate through 

personal memories and anecdotal accounts, as suggested by Appadurai (2013), we cannot 

discount the role of individuals and unremarkable, everyday discourses and practices 

(Billig, 1995) in the production of national imaginaries. 
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 Notions of authenticity have been central to discourses of nationalism, as is 

especially apparent in the marketability of certain cultural resources or artifacts. People 

will pay more for champagne that is made in Champagne region of France, while the 

French will scoff at the “champagne” made in California. The profitability of “exclusive” 

items is by no means an exclusive phenomenon; it is ubiquitous, even in the most 

unexpected of places: 

  
Figure 4.2. Advertisement for souvenirs sold at the Demilitarized Zone 

(DMZ) in Korea. 

 

The above is an image of an advertisement for chocolate covered soybeans that are 

ostensibly exclusive to the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), the territory currently dividing 

North Korea and South Korea. In this gross commercial exploitation of an international 

conflict, cartoon stylized images of smiling South Korean and North Korean soldiers are 

used to promote “DMZ souvenirs.” There is something tempting about the idea of 

purchasing delicacies that are exclusive to what is regarded as one of the most dangerous 

parts of the world.  

 Heller (2011) argues that one of the paradoxes of commodified authenticity, 

including both “commodified language” and “commodified identity” is the inevitable 
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mass distribution of artifacts unique to a particular locale, which contradicts the very 

principle of authenticity (p. 150). In other words, if something is commodifiable on the 

basis of its exclusivity to a particular region, once it gets “purchased” and distributed 

beyond its assumed point of origin, it tends to lose its ties to that particular point of origin. 

In a sense, authenticity loses its authenticity.  

 However, Heller’s (2011) analysis assumes an a priori notion of authenticity: 

some things are demonstrably authentic while others are not. We have to consider, 

however, that authenticity is itself a discourse, as are other components or elements of 

national imaginaries. In order to advance my notion of the nation as constitutive of 

language practices, we need to proceed with the assumption that authenticity is not only a 

discourse, but also that humans have always already possessed the capacity to 

manufacture authenticity. This is in part a consequence of postmodernity, as famously 

argued by Baudrillard (1981): we can no longer determine what constitutes “real” reality 

versus technological, artificial reality, or hyperreality. Conditions of postmodernity, 

including advancements in technology (and thus instant access to images and 

representations of allegedly authentic artifacts and practices) have facilitated the 

everyday reproduction of authenticity and nationness.  

 I must be careful to note that I am not necessarily advocating the manufacture of 

authenticity, which often results in the exploitation and appropriation, which can in turn 

lead to dangerous assumptions and cultural essentialisms. I am not talking about 

instances of cultural appropriations like US-based fast food restaurants like Panda 

Express, whose food is designed for a US consumer base and cannot categorically be 

considered “authentic” Chinese food because of its vast differences between what would 
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be served in any restaurant or household in China, even if we consider the vast 

differences in culinary practices across China. I am merely stating that, in other contexts 

where there is a purported effort at the production of authenticity (Panda Express has 

never claimed to be “authentic” Chinese food), it has become increasingly difficult to 

distinguish between actual authenticity and manufactured authenticity; they have 

essentially become one and the same. So, rather than rallying against the appropriation of 

nationalistic notions of authenticity, I merely wish to describe how everyday actors 

manipulate linguistic resources in order to manufacture nationness in spite of the 

expectations and limitations of their local contexts. I turn us now to some signs from the 

transnational Korean linguistic landscape in order to illustrate this point: 

 
Figure 4.3. Koryo Kalbi (고려 갈비) – Dallas, TX 

 

The above is a sign for a Korean restaurant in Carollton, a suburb of Dallas, Texas. When 

people consider stereotypical imaginations of Texas and associative cultural phenomena, 

Korean food is generally not on that list. But what makes this sign additionally unusual is 

the name, Goryeo, which evokes the name of the Goyreo dynasty which ruled the Korean 

peninsula from 918 to 1392 CE. It’s curious that you find a sign evoking a 600 year old 

Korean heritage in Texas. Maybe it targets those who doubt whether you can find 

“authentic” Korean food in a place like Dallas. Perhaps because it’s so unexpected that 

the sign is designed to overcompensate, in sense, to create a sense of exaggerated 
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Koreanness. What’s more nationalistic than evoking an associative protonational political 

formation, which predates the nation-state ideal by nearly a millenium?  

 The following is another example of how linguistic resources are deployed in an 

effort to produce a semblance of authentic nationness:  

 
Figure 4.4. Phỏ 24 – Koreatown (Los Angeles, CA) 

 

Figure 4.5. Phỏmēin – Myeongdong District, Seoul, S. Korea 

 

Here’s a couple other examples of Vietnamese style restaurants. Figure 4.4 is an image of 

a restaurant from the Koreatown of Los Angeles, and the image in Figure 4.5 is from the 

Myeongdong district of Seoul. Those familiar with Vietnamese will recognize that the 

word “phỏ” used in the above sign is different from the word “phở,” the Vietnamese-style 

noodle soup. The pho character used actually refers to a director, as in someone like a 

vice president. According to traditional approaches to language and language teaching 

this is an “error,” But rather than dismissing them as likely errors, we can also consider 

the possibility of how words are reconstituted in particular contexts. Blommaert’s (2010) 
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distinction between the semiotic, emblematic sign and the denotative, linguistic sign is 

useful here. A sign can serve a denotative function if and only if a reader possesses the 

linguistic competence to process the sign. Drawing on the example of a chocolate shop in 

Japan called “Nina’s Derrière,” Blommaert (2010, p. 29) argues that the sign is not 

“French,” but “Frenchness,” serving the semiotic function of “signaling a complex of 

associative meanings . . . [to] French chic.” However, Blommaert’s distinction between 

“French” and “Frenchness” assumes an inauthenticity to the latter. As I have been 

arguing, authenticity is a discourse, and authenticity of nationness, especially in today’s 

era of advanced manufacture and reproduction, is not something that occurs only (or even 

primarily) in the nation-state. Nationness is in a constant state of manufacture and 

reproduction, to the extent that various cultural practices, including language practices, 

constitute “nationness” not distinct from “nation.”  

 Yet, I do not dismiss Blommaert’s claim entirely, especially his argument that 

imagining various linguistic resources as functioning semiotically, rather than, despite the 

paradox, linguistically, is a step toward recognizing that what might be traditionally 

considered an error is in fact not. Even though it is wrong, it still registers to a majority of 

its customers as the word for the Vietnamese cuisine in question. A vast majority of 

Koreans do not read Vietnamese, and would likely refer to the dish in question as 

“월남국수” (weolnamguksu) rather than as “phở” in the first place. The seeming visual 

approximant of “phỏ,” perhaps through the very presence of the diacritic, affords 

sufficient meaning to those unable to read Vietnamese; to those who can, it would signify 

something much different. Even though “phơ” does not refer to the Vietnamese noodle 

soup to the reader of Vietnamese, the diacritic “ơ” evokes Vietnameseness sufficient to 
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resignify “phơ” accordingly. The words phỏ or phơ, even if wrong in the traditional sense 

of language use in that they are not the word “phở,” need to imagined as, beyond error, a 

potentially successful effort to  simply signify Vietnameseness to potential customers in 

accordance with the ecological imperatives within the Korean LL. In short, linguistic 

resources are deployed to reconfigure and manipulate notions of space and to constitute 

national imaginaries in unexpected places. 

 Although it is tempting to view one’s nation as a timeless entity, recognizing the 

role of state functionaries in the manipulation of nationalist sentiment and in the 

production of national imaginaries moves us toward seeing that nations are always in a 

continual process of discursive production. In short, nations are, rather than a priori social 

formations, produced through discourse, through the actions of people and their language 

practices that constitute spaces. And because people are, more than ever, moving across 

state boundaries, nation-spaces are being constituted beyond the territories of the nation-

state. Reflective of this intensified migration, people are drawing on a variety of 

linguistic and semiotic resources to manufacture “authenticity” and, in a sense, 

constituting national spaces by manipulating and authoring notions of authenticity that 

have, historically, been fundamental constitutive elements of national imaginaries. 

3.5 | Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have asked us to consider how the increased migration and 

mobility of people results in the continued delinking of language in nation. In other 

words, languages are becoming continually dissociated from national imaginaries in the 

traditional sense as language resources are being mobilized in a variety of global contexts. 

Further, I have suggested that we move toward a notion of the nation as always already 
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shifting cultural category, which enables us to see national belonging as an ongoing 

discursive process. In order to do so, we need to recognize the capacity of individual 

actors to manipulate language resources in order to perform various practices of 

authenticity, which moves us toward a truly postnational paradigm. While Heller’s (2010) 

notion of postnationalism sees expectations of authenticity and location contradicted by 

the movement of national resources, I see postnationalism as operating as a result of 

language resources reconstituting national imaginaries in unexpected places. In short, 

nations are constitutive of mobile language practices.  

Recognizing the mobility of national imaginaries is central to our understanding 

of the shifting dynamics of English language practices in global contexts. The paradigm 

of the nation-state has shaped and guided our assumptions and expectations of what 

constitutes proficient, authentic, or otherwise acceptable language practice, including 

English language practice. Yet, because nationness is evolving, shifting, and is happening 

despite the political and territorial expectations of the nation-state ideal, we can anticipate 

the continued practices of diverse Englishes that function outside of and contrary to the 

logics of monolingualism. Within this emerging ecology of diverse global Englishes, the 

conditions of accountability, the guidelines and expectations by which English must be 

used, will become increasingly dissociated with the governing logic of the nation-state. In 

other words, the hitherto mainstream interlocutor, the monolingual native speaker, is 

gradually deprived of the right to govern English usage and to manipulate conventions to 

serve the discursive needs of only a select population. Within this emerging ecology, then, 

sovereignty too is reconfigured in order to accommodate a broader range of everyday 

users who have and will continue to draw on a wide range of language resources in 
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addition to those categorically conceived of as “English” in order to suit their individual 

communicative needs.   
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CHAPTER 4 | INCOMPREHENSIBILITY AS A RESOURCE 

4.1 | World Englishes and the Logic of Mimicry 

Today, the manner by which periphery Englishes are justified as legitimate 

parallels the logics of monolingualism that have historically affirmed the privilege of the 

native speaker. Perhaps the most forceful and sustained challenge to native speaker 

idealization (Kachru, 2005) has been the World Englishes (WE) paradigm. WE 

challenges the belief that only native varieties of English are grammatically consistent 

and systematic while nonnative varieties have no logic to their usage, characterized by 

nothing more than defective replications of native counterparts. The following diagrams 

represents the model of hierarchical normativity that the work of scholars aligned with 

the WE paradigm and others have aimed to challenge: 

 

In order to confront the assumption that the NNSE exists in a perpetual state of 

subordination, assuming the norms, standards, and conventions for English as dictated by 

the NSE, Braj B. Kachru, in a 1976 article titled “Models of English for the Third World: 

White Man’s Linguistic Burden or Language Pragmatics?,” wrote that “[t]he strength of 

the English language is in presenting the Americanness in its American variety, and the 

Englishness in its British variety. Let us, therefore, appreciate and encourage the Third 
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World varieties of English too” (p. 236). Kachru (1976) was arguing specifically for the 

need to recognize the potential for “Indianness” to be conveyed in the “Indian variety” of 

English (p. 236). Several years later, in “Standards, Codification and Sociolinguistic 

Realism: The English Language in the Outer Circle,” Kachru (1985) would introduce a 

concentric model to conceptualize English language usage around the world, 

affectionately known today as the Kachruvian model.
16

  

At the center of the World Englishes model is the inner circle, which contains 

regions in which English is the primary language; this includes countries such as the US, 

UK, and Canada. In the outer (or extended) circle, “English is only one of two or more 

codes in the linguistic repertoire of such bilinguals or multilinguals, and English has 

acquired an important status in the language policies of most of such multilingual nations” 

(pp. 12-13). Examples of outer circle countries include Singapore, Nigeria and India. 

Whereas regions in the outer circle are postcolonial societies, in the expanding circle are 

countries such as China, Greece, and Korea, which “do not necessarily have a history of 

colonization by the users of the inner circle,” but English is nonetheless used by a 

significant portion of the population, although not in any official settings (p. 13). 

Kachru’s model offered a framework through which linguists could conceive of the use 

and evolution of English within a particular sociohistorical and ideological context. 

Within these national contexts, scholars have documented emerging features of English 

that are allegedly unique to a particular geographic space.  

                                                 
     

16
 Kachru delivered this presentation in 1984 for an international conference in London, “Progress in 

English Studies,” as part of the celebration of the 50th anniversary of the British Council, a non-profit 

known for its international educational outreach. The proceedings of the conference, including Kachru’s 

landmark essay, would be published in 1985 in the collection English in the world: Teaching and learning 

the language and literatures (ed. R. Quirk & H. G. Widdowson). 
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More recently, Edgar W. Schneider provided a reimagination to the concentric 

WE model through a framework to conceptualize how local ecologies shape the evolution 

of English within a particular context. Schneider (2007) introduces a dynamic model to 

account for the evolution of English in the context of postcolonial communities. The 

model has become something of a staple in recent WE scholarship. English varieties, 

according to Schneider, undergo a complex evolutionary process that involves five 

phases: 

1. Foundation (English introduced by settlers) 

2. Exonormative Stabilization (settler communities stabilize language 

conventions) 

3. Nativization (becomes dissociated with settler communities) 

4. Endonormative Stabilization (local communities stabilize language 

conventions) 

5. Differentiation (internal diversification) 

 

Once a WE variety reaches its fifth phase, “in the absence of an external challenge or 

need to demarcate a community as against some outside entity,” the variety undergoes a 

considerable amount of diversification according to various personal, social, and/or 

economic factors (Schneider, 2007, p. 53). To draw on the example of the New Zealand 

context, although English was introduced in the late 1700s, patterns of internal 

diversification, including variations in pronunciation to index different social or ethnic 

identities, or differences by region, did not emerge until the 1990s (Schneider, 2007). As 

Schneider documents, WE varieties in postcolonial communities undergo a series of 

stabilizing phases, the end result is the diversification of varieties and dialects within a 

national variety in accordance to local sociolinguistic imperatives and idiosyncrasies. It 

can be said that, according to Schneider’s theory, although English may be introduced to 
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a particular region through colonial efforts, the local communities eventually break away 

from the linguistic expectations imposed on them by the colonialists.  

Undoubtedly, the WE paradigm has been instrumental to decentering the status of 

the “native speaker” of English in a variety of academic disciplines of English studies. 

One of the immediate effects of Kachru’s work and the influential concentric model was 

an epistemological shift that enabled language researchers to acknowledge the legitimacy 

of English language practices within the so-called Outer and Expanding Circles. Such an 

acknowledgement has been much overdue. As Kachru reminds us, English has been a 

part of many Asian countries for well over 200 years (Kachru, 2005). Further, Kachru 

differentiates between “genetic” nativeness and “functional” nativeness, suggesting that 

one’s country of birth does not determine whether one can be a “native” speaker of 

English. In other words, you can be a functionally native speaker of English even if you 

were not born in one of the “Inner Circle” countries.  

Today, one could argue that given the plurality of English varieties beyond the 

Inner Circle, it is now scarcely precise to refer to the English language in the singular. 

While it might appear that the WE paradigm inadvertently privileges Inner Circle 

varieties, the work of Kachru and others attempts rather to democratize different varieties, 

and undo ideologically imposed hierarchies (e.g., “native” varieties of English as 

inherently superior to “nonnative” varieties).  

However, scholars have presented many challenges to the WE paradigm. I am of 

course not referring to those who have over the years discounted the existence or even 

legitimacy of nonnative varieties of English (see Quirk, 1990). Despite the prevalence of 

“nonnative” English language practices around the world, even within Inner Circle 
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contexts, as I suggested in the previous chapter, there continues to be those who regard 

anything as deviating from an imagined monolingual native speaker ideal as a defect. 

However, the issue for some scholars with the WE paradigm is that, by privileging and 

codifying instances of standard, educated usage, WE does not account for non-standard 

usage within periphery variants. For Parakrama (1995), a key issue with the Kachruvian 

model emerges from the very effort to codify different varieties of English. As Parakrama 

(1995) writes, “[t]he smoothing out of struggle within and without language is replicated 

in the homogenizing of the varieties of English on the basis of ‘upper-class’ forms. 

Kachru is thus able to theorize on the nature of a monolithic Indian English” (p. 26). 

Canagarajah (1999) similarly notes that “legitimized periphery Englishes are themselves 

ideological constructs in valorizing the educated versions of local English, while the so-

called ‘non-educated’ versions of periphery Englishes display more dynamic forms of 

resistance and communicative potential” (p. 180). However, in aiming to legitimate these 

nonstandard varieties of English, the epistemic reordering offered by Kachru reified the 

very logic by which dominant English varieties had attained their privilege.  

More recently, Pennycook (2007) has argued that WE cannot account for the 

fluidity among language practices in the context of global transcultural flows. The WE 

paradigm, according to Pennycook (2007), “does little more than pluralize monolithic 

English. The notion of world Englishes leaves out all those other Englishes which do not 

fit the paradigm of an emergent national standard, and in doing so, falls into the trap of 

mapping centre linguists’ images of language and world on to the periphery” (pp. 21-22). 

As Pennycook (2007) argues, transculturation, or “the fluidity of cultural relations across 

global contexts,” enables a decentering and destabilization of rigid linguistic boundaries 
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suggested by previous scholarship on WE (p. 13). We need something in addition to the 

WE paradigm to account for how English is being practiced in various global contexts 

today.  

I am not suggesting that Kachru has been entirely misguided in his original and 

subsequent work. In fact, when he introduced the WE paradigm he noted that “English 

has a wide spectrum of domains in which it is used with varying degrees of competence 

by members of society” and that “there is significant variation within such 

institutionalized varieties” (Kachru, 1985, p. 13). Even the harshest critics of the WE 

paradigm, such as Paul Bruthiaux (2003) acknowledge that in its conception, at a time 

when various scholars refused to conceive of nonnative varieties of English as legitimate 

varieties of English, it was an ideological necessity. More generally, as indicated above, 

the work of Kachru has been critical for considering the possibility that the English used 

by the nonnative speaker was not a series of errors, and not inherently inferior to the 

English of the native speaker. In discussing the native speaker idealization endemic to the 

conceptualizations of “foreign” English usage, Kachru (2005) notes the persistent 

tendency to view “nonnative” English usage as inherently inferior to “native” usage. As 

Kachru (2005) notes, despite the number of “native” speakers of English in Asia, there is 

the prevailing view of English as a language “in” Asia as opposed to a language “of” 

Asia, suggesting that Asians may never claim to “own” English.  The persistence of 

normalness is nowhere more punctuated than in the fact that there are more “nonnative” 

speakers of English (rather, there have been for quite some time now), yet those who are 

imagined as “native” speakers retain the rights and privileges of the linguistic hegemon.  
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My primary critique of the WE paradigm is the logic of mimicry that it hinges on. 

As Saraceni (2010) argues, WE is an “academic construct” that is analogous to the 

political construct of the contemporary nation-state (p. 73). Saraceni (2010) contends that, 

because the political doctrine of nationalism is a European invention, the study of 

language according to national boundaries sustains “ideologically Eurocentric” norms of 

knowledge production (p. 81). However, the argument that the nation-centrism of WE 

perpetuates Eurocentric political norms and structures assumes that the political doctrine 

of nationalism is in fact Eurocentric. As Anderson (1991) contends, the earliest forms of 

the modern nation originated in the Spanish colonies of the Americas, not in Europe, as is 

commonly believed. Economic factors played a key role in “New World” administrative 

units’ desire to seek independence from their respective metropoles. For these “creole” 

peoples, emerging Liberalist ideals, which generated aspirations to political sovereignty 

(Anderson, 1991).
17

 Further, the growing influence of Enlightenment thought, “which 

argued that climate and ‘ecology’ had a constitutive impact on culture and character,” led 

to the “vulgar deduction that creoles, born in a savage hemisphere, were by nature 

different from, and inferior to, the metropolitans” (Anderson, 1991, p. 60). Such 

hierarchical thinking led to an ideological divide between the creoles and the 

metropolitans, placing insurmountable political, economic, and social restrictions on 

those residing in the New World. In other words, the creoles found little incentive to 

continue to identify with those of the metropole administrative centers on purely 

ideological grounds. But it was ultimately the emergence of print-capitalism (a 

development that will be discussed in further detail in the following chapter) that may be 

                                                 
     

17
 Anderson (1991) uses the term “creole” to refer to a “person of (at least theoretically) pure European 

descent but born in the Americas (and, by later extension, anywhere outside Europe)” (p. 47).  
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considered, as Anderson contends, the primary factor for the emergence of national 

imaginaries in the New World.        

Curiously, but perhaps unsurprisingly, the prevailing assumption in scholarship is 

the belief that nationalist thought emerged in Europe, that nationalism is a form of 

political belonging of European design and origin. As Anderson (1991) explains in the 

preface to the second edition of Imagined Communities he even decided to rename one of 

his chapters to “Creole Pioneers.” This was a response to “Eurocentric provincialism,” 

typified by scholars who remain “accustomed to the conceit that everything important in 

the modern world originated in Europe” (p. xiii). As Anderson (1991) adds in a later 

chapter, in a clearly frustrated tone, that “[i]t is an astonishing sign of the depth of 

Eurocentrism that so many European scholars persist, in the face of all the evidence, in 

regarding nationalism as a European invention” (p. 191).  

Considering that critiques to resist the nation-state paradigm on its assumed 

Eurocentrism indeed presume the European origins of nationalist thought, to contest 

nationalism as Eurocentric is in and of itself a Eurocentric gesture. Further, as Chatterjee 

(1986, 1993) argues, although nationalism might have been implemented by colonial 

powers in certain regions, nationalisms of the postcolonial world evolve from colonial 

forms according to discrete decolonial imperatives. So, I am less interested in trying to 

challenge the purported ideological Eurocentrism of the WE paradigm; I am more 

interested in investigating the logics that insist that, in order for periphery variants to be 

legitimate, they must resemble their normative counterparts: following systematic, 

codified, rule-governed usage.  
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In order to investigate the problematics of this logic (that a periphery English 

must be made to resemble a normative English), I evoke the concept of mimicry as 

described by postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha. As Bhabha (1994) notes, colonial 

powers historically exercised authority over their subjects through a process of colonial 

mimicry, in which the colonizer must continuously insist on its difference from its 

colonized subject. The insistence on colonial difference produced a colonial subject 

engaged in an endless and inescapable process of mimicry, manufacturing a subjectivity 

that was “almost the same but not quite” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 127). For Bhabha (1994), the 

insistence on difference, the continued need to affirm and insist on a hierarchical 

difference between the colonizer and its subject, exposes “the ambivalence of colonial 

discourse” and “disrupts its authority” (p. 126). In other words, the assumed hierarchy of 

colonizer and subject is sustained not by an inherent superiority, but through a discursive 

repetition. I am therefore arguing that when we insist that periphery Englishes are 

legitimate because they abide by the same logics of legitimacy of their normative 

counterparts, we confirm and perpetuate their subordinate status. If insistence on 

difference exposes the “ambivalence” of authority, to insist on sameness is to essentially 

do the work on behalf of hegemony because insistence on sameness presumes difference. 

Therefore, although significant efforts have been made to resist and reconfigure 

monolingual norms, these efforts appeal to the discursive expectations of the privileged 

interlocutor and thus affirm and sustain their privileged status. 

Efforts of legitimization operate within, and thus contribute to, the epistemic 

hegemony of the West, which places the Other (e.g., NNSE) in subordinate relationship 
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to the self (e.g., NSE). The following diagram represents the assumed exegetical process 

by which a peripheralized enunciation is assumed to attain legitimacy: 

 
 

In effect, the attempt to provide a justificatory exegesis (an explanation justifying why an 

enunciation is legitimate, such as through a rationalization of why a particular deviation 

should not be dismissed as an “error”) works toward elevating a peripheralized 

enunciation above what I call the threshold of linguistic normativity and to be recognized 

as an instance of legitimate discourse.  

 Much of the work of WE is, on the surface, descriptive rather than prescriptive (it 

aims to describe various features of different national varieties of English rather than 

aiming to prescribe how Englishes should be used). Nonetheless, WE scholarship is 

characterized by certain patterns that contribute to its pattern of justificatory exegesis: 

articulation of disciplinary philosophy, identification of existing pedagogical practices, 

along with a description of alternative linguistic patterns. I will now provide an analysis 

of a representative sample of WE scholarship in order to demonstrate how the objective 

of legitimization is inherent in the project of WE.  

 Park’s (2009) “Characteristics of Korea English as a Glocalized Variety” offers a 

conceptualization of “Korea” English, used for both intranational and international 

communication. Korea English, according to Park (2009) has its own unique features, 
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standards, and conventions, reflective of the Korean value system, including indirectness 

and modesty, seniority and hierarchism, formality, collectivism, and emotionalism. The 

title of Park’s piece leads one to believe that she is merely describing the “characteristics” 

of Korea English. Nonetheless, in the very first paragraph, Park articulates the 

disciplinary philosophy of WE: “The purpose of learning English as an international 

language is not to blindly imitate native speakers of English (NSE) but to understand and 

to be understood clearly” (p. 94). Although Park’s articulation of the WE disciplinary 

philosophy is simple, it sufficiently draws on the belief that nonnative varieties of English 

are not deemed inherently inferior to their native counterparts. The fact that only one 

sentence in the opening paragraph is dedicated to claim confirms that she is drawing on a 

disciplinary perspective that is assumed and thus does not require substantial elaboration. 

Park summons the shared viewpoint of an entire disciplinary formation (WE) in order to 

frame her own project of describing the features of Korea English. In other words the 

description is not radical or iconoclastic enough to warrant an extended discussion, yet it 

is also not a universally agreed upon idea among the larger of community of linguists and 

educators that it is still necessary as a legitimizing frame.  

 We also notice in WE scholarship the tendency to identify the existence of an 

established pedagogical practices as a means of legitimizing periphery Englishes. Here is 

Park (2009):  

. . . since 1997, English has been taught from the third grade of elementary 

school under the premise that, to become a successful global citizen, 

English should be mastered. . . English employed in Korean English 

textbooks for secondary school students has very distinctive linguistic and 
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paralinguistic features not found in other varieties of English. At the 

university level, an increasing number of universities in Korea are offering 

content courses in English. (p. 95)  

Scholars in WE often describe the prevalence of English language education in various 

national contexts. In the above example from Park’s work, the mention of the fact that 

English is taught in Korea beginning in the third grade emphasizes the language’s 

prominence from an educational curricular standpoint. In a sense, it indicates to reader’s 

that, because many Koreans learn English from such an early age, we can expect a certain 

level of proficiency, even if it is not a “native-like” proficiency. In addition, by 

emphasizing how various “linguistic and paralinguistic features” are in fact reflected in 

the textbooks themselves further adds to the point that, in the Korean context, English has 

taken on a life of its own to the extent that nativized features are reflected in the 

textbooks themselves, which represent the paradigmatic source of institutional 

standardization. The fact that Korean universities offer “content” courses in English (as 

opposed to merely English language courses) draws on the assumption that that the 

choice of English as the medium of instruction within higher education contexts 

punctuates the sociocultural standing and prevalence of English. In short, this narrative 

indicates that Koreans, because of the prevalence of English language and content 

instruction in various multifaceted educational contexts, need to be recognized as 

seasoned users of English.       

 A third recurring pattern in WE scholarship, and perhaps the most common, is the 

description of alternative linguistic patterns among English varieties. As Park writes, “if 

most educated KE [Korea English] speakers consistently employ certain forms, phrases, 
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grammar, sentences and so forth, those forms should be regarded as norms as long as 

they are understandable and not grammatically incorrect” (p. 97). A key word in Park’s 

justification is the word “consistently,” which compels readers to consider that Korea 

English, although it deviates from varieties of English we associate with the NSE, is 

systematic in its usage, rather than a series of random and unpredictable mistakes. The 

point that the consistent recurrence of deviations is that which affords the variety of 

Korea English its legitimacy is a point that is echoed frequently in WE scholarship. In 

fact, one could say that it is one of the central premises upon which the WE paradigm is 

founded, as I suggested earlier. Through this logic, deviations from native speaker norms, 

whether grammatical, lexical, or pragmatic, are justified on the basis of their consistency.  

 This pattern of features in WE scholarship, although designed to advocate the 

legitimacy on periphery English variants, exposes their perpetual illegitimacy. That is 

because the justificatory exegesis is in and of itself a recognition of the subordinate, 

peripheral status of the discourse. A preemptive justification of something is at the very 

least an anticipation of the need to justify it. By explaining why something presumed to 

be an error is in fact not error and to do so in a matter that is rationalizable to the 

westerner, the explanation itself privileges the epistemic positionality of the West. In 

other words, it is understood that peripheralized discourses need recognition and 

affirmation from the center in order to be acknowledged as legitimate. In the diagram 

above, the placement of the icon for the peripheralized discourse is deliberate: a portion 

of it is above the threshold of appropriacy to reflect the fact that although a majority 

might dismiss peripheralized discourses as illegitimate, some interlocutors will not. 

Likewise, a normative discourse, and perhaps especially a normative discourse that was 
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at one point imagined as peripheralized, will not be recognized by all interlocutors as 

legitimate discourse.  

The issue is not only the existence of the threshold of discursive legitimacy. The 

issue is that the criteria for the threshold are determined by dominant western centric 

discourses of appropriacy.  As Fairclough (1992) argues, notions of “appropriateness” are 

in and of themselves discursive constructs. My use of the term “appropriacy” evokes the 

work of Fairclough (1992), who argues that traditional conceptions of what constitutes 

“appropriate” usage neglect the practice of “sociolinguistic hegemony,” or the act of 

“establishing relations of domination and subordination among alternative language 

practices” (p. 49). But as I have been suggesting, by justifying the appropriacy of a 

peripheralized communicative act is to confirm its peripheralization but also functions 

within a hegemonic discourse of appropriacy. To put it another way, I am less interested 

in critiquing scholars of WE for their important work on legitimizing periphery Englishes, 

and more interested in considering how we can imagine a moment where we no longer 

need to legitimize periphery Englishes, and, in a sense, envision that as functioning in 

their own right, without having to be deemed acceptable by mainstream interlocutors. In 

other words, how can we imagine a communicative act as “appropriate” without 

justifying it as such? In other words, can a communicative act be appropriate without 

being identified by dominant discourses as such? A point I would like for us to consider 

next is, can a peripheralized communicative act be sovereign?  

4.2 | Incomprehensibility as Sovereignty? 

Historically, although it is the periphery user of English who has been expected to 

meet the linguistic expectations of the mainstream user of English, as I have been 



125 

 

 

 

suggesting, I would like to urge us to consider the possibilities and outcomes of 

communication otherwise. In part, I want us to consider a communicative ecology in 

which traditional hierarchies (e.g., NSE as superior to NNSE) are recognized as founded 

on false dichotomies. But also, to take it a step further, what if we imagined an even more 

subversive communicative context in which the authority of the NSE is further disrupted? 

I ask us to consider this possibility not simply as an act of “revenge” against the 

discrimination of the collective NSE. I am, in other words, not trying to suggest that 

native speakers of English collectively decided to exclude and subordinate nonnative 

speakers of English in their entirety. However, I do wish for us to disrupt the authority of 

the NSE in order to consider even more resourceful practices of English (as I will ask us 

to consider in the following section). To put it another way, I want us to imagine 

incomprehensibility not as something that must be overcome or as something that must 

be justified. I want us to imagine incomprehensibility as a resource that is able to subvert 

the preformed hierarchies traditionally sustained by the exceptionalist logics of 

sovereignty, and to enable us to reimagine common assumptions of standardness. If 

comprehensibility is acknowledged as a resource, rather than as a defect of translingual 

practice, then we can consider language users’ rights to not aspire to be like the NSE.  

Although the common assumption is that a shared language is a prerequisite for 

successful communication, Canagarajah (2007) suggests that communication is 

nonetheless possible despite a shared language. As Canagarajah (2007) reminds us, in 

multilingual contexts, people draw on a variety of strategies, such as the “let it pass” 

concept as popularized by Firth (1996). As Firth (1996) explains, a person adopts this 

strategy when they are unable to understand another’s speaking in hopes that “it will 
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either become clear or redundant as talk progresses” (p. 243). As Firth (1996) suggests, 

such a strategy is not unique to lingua franca contexts, and is fairly common in many 

communicative contexts. The question is not whether an interlocutor will “let it pass;” the 

question is what compels someone to decide when to “let it pass.” Although the 

monolingual native speaker is more of an ideological construct than an actual entity, this 

imaginary figure is assumed to be the gatekeeper of the language. As such, it is not often 

felt that the native speaker should be the one to “let it pass.” 

Larry E. Smith and Cecil Nelson (1985) argued many years ago that native 

speakers of English should not be the ones to decide what constitutes intelligibility in 

English, and David Graddol (1997) famously declared that “Native speakers may feel the 

language ‘belongs’ to them, but it will be those who speak English as a second or foreign 

language who will determine its world future” (p. 10). Yet, despite these hopeful 

declarations, and despite the fact that NNSEs have long outnumbered NSEs (Graddol, 

1997), it is the NSE that maintains the power in the communicative dynamic. You do not 

often see someone from the US taking classes to learn how to speak English as if they 

were from China, for instance. It continues to be assumed that the linguistic Other, the 

peripheralized user of English, should adapt their communicative strategies to minimize 

the likelihood of miscommunication for the native speaker.  

For too long has it been assumed that the peripheralized user must speak in a 

manner that is comprehensible to the mainstream user, but also, for too long has it been 

assumed that the peripheralized user desires to speak in a manner comprehensible to the 

mainstream user. Rather than focusing on how the peripheralized user tries to 

accommodate the linguistic expectations of the normative, mainstream user, and rather 
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than focusing on how these attempted accomodations are successful or unsuccessful, I 

wish to focus on the resourcefulness of incomprehensibility. In a sense, I am asking us to 

consider what we can learn about how multilinguals use English if we do not envision 

mutual intelligibility as the expected outcome of discourse. In being forced to speak 

English in a manner that is comprehensible (and perhaps acceptable) to a mainstream 

interlocutor is a deprivation of sovereignty, then perhaps moments of deliberate 

incomprehensibility can be conceived of as enactments of sovereignty. To illustrate this 

point, I turn us to a poem by Cathy Park Hong (2002) titled “All the Aphrodisiacs:” 

you say it turns you on when I speak Korean. 

 

The gold paste of afterbirth, no red— 

  

Household phrases —pae-go-p’a (I am hungry) 

   —ch’i-wa     (clean up) 

   —kae sekki    (Son of a dog) 

 

I breathe those words in your ear, which make you climax; 

 

afterwards you ask me for their translations. I tell you it’s a secret.  

 

     (p. 37) 

 

The speaker plays on the stereotype of the submissive and exotic Asian woman, with the 

romanticized reference to “afterbirth” (as a “gold paste” with “no red”) paralleling the 

romanticized Orientalization of Asian women by her white lover: the lover is imagined as 

an idealized embodiment lacking her corporeal essence. Her lover, who ostensibly 

fetishizes her foreignness, requests that she speak to him in Korean. However, her 

responses contradict the expectations of her submissiveness and obedience. So while the 

speaker’s linguistic difference is what marks her as foreign to her lover, the mundaneness 

of the statements such as “I am hungry” or “clean up” (perhaps in protest of the 
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patriarchal dynamic of their relationship), along with the insult (“kae sekki,” or 

“개새끼”which is the English approximate to “Son of a bitch”), undermines the 

Orientalist fetish of her lover. Significantly, the translation of the insult provided in the 

poem itself (Son of a dog) functions as an ameliorated entextualization of the expression: 

it is a literal translation that does not convey the weight of the insult. In a poem that 

thematizes incomprehension, the reader’s experience with the poem too is characterized 

by a potential miscomprehension. The speaker’s manipulation of the foreignness that the 

lover sexualizes, by enabling a departure from the logics of language and nativeness by 

which people are constructed discordant to the national imaginary, allows her to subvert 

the sexualized power dynamic in which she finds herself.  

  In Hong’s (2007) narrative poem, Dance Dance Revolution, the monocular 

discourses that link language and nation, along with those that frame English language 

learning as a matter of survival, are satirized. One should remember that Official English 

advocacy in the US always insists on the wealth of social and economic opportunities that 

will be afforded to those who learn English. Yet the privileging of discourses that 

language learning is a matter of socioeconomic mobility, or, in a sense, a matter of 

survival, neglects the ideological ramifications of English Only efforts in the US, and 

neglects the fact that learning and mastery of a English will not ensure equal access to 

opportunities for all (Prendergast, 2006). In the poem, one character, the “guide” recounts 

a story of her father’s house being raided by US troops during the Korean War (the 

italicized text represent the father’s words, while the non-italicized text are the guide’s):
18

 

 my hut was trampled by American troops, 

 who turned over barrel wads of cabbages, sticky 

                                                 
     

18
 An explanation of the language used by the Guide is provided in the following section.  
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 red pepper puddles, they spilled everything out 

 

 Big booted potato finga’d giants cockim guns 

 en him ear cos tink he Commie spy. Big error 

 but all he kaim say? Ssalyu juseyo! 

 Gibberish to dim ears! Ahar, him saith, 

 

 But then I recognized their translator, 

 an old school chum. I begged him, 

 “You know me, why are they doing this?” 

 He recognized me and took the Officer aside,  

 

 and whispered to him in English. 

 Like a miracle, they rested their guns and walked out the door.  

 

 Me fadder sees dis y decide to learn English righteo dere 

 Become a Jees cucking stool fo means o survival 

 me lineage biggum on survival. 

 ‘E tell me dis pep gem: 

 

 You can be the best talker but no point if you can’t 

 speak the other man’s tongue. You can’t chisel, con, plead, 

 seduce, beg for your life, you can’t do anything, because you 

 know not their language. So learn them all.  

 

      (pp. 46-47) 

 

In the poem above, whose title, “The Importance of Being English,” calls into question 

the impossibility of ever “being” a language, especially of one is deemed a nonnative 

speaker. It also provides the candid reminder that the language that is so staunchly 

defended, promoted, and imposed in the US is English, not “American.” In the poem, the 

guide’s father is about to be shot by US soldiers who mistake him for a North Korean spy. 

He tries to plea with the troops, but because of his lack of proficiency in English, all he 

can say is “Ssalyu juseyo,” or “살여주세요,” which is the equivalent of “Don’t kill me” 

or “Let me live.” Fortunately for the guide’s father, the troops are accompanied by a 

translator (an old friend of the father) who is able to explain to the unforgiving soldiers, 

in English, that he is in fact not a North Korean spy. You are powerless if “you / know 
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not their language,” declares their father, through a syntactic allusion to the Bible 

(“forgive them Father, for they know not what they do”). The biblical allusiveness of the 

statement evokes the forgiveness of the US soldiers and exalts English to an almost 

transubstantial language. Yet, it is difficult to miss the satirical nature of the verse in the 

concluding line, “So learn them all.” The impossibility and absurdity of learning “all” 

languages rehabilitates the reader to the reality that language learning hinges on specific 

political, economic, or ideological incentives. In effect, the poem exploits a moment of 

incomprehensibility to resist and reconfigure dominant correlations between English 

language learning to guaranteed socioeconomic mobility.  

An affordance of poetic address is the production of imaginary characters, settings, 

and historical circumstances. But the juxtaposition of imaginary and the real is often a 

strikingly introspective experience. In other words, we can learn much about certain 

ideological commitments we have, including those of language, by witnessing surreal 

imaginations that, upon investigation, differ little from our own everyday circumstances. 

I turn again to Cathy Park Hong’s (2007) Dance Dance Revolution, whose setting is a 

fabulist city, the Desert. The history of the language of the Desert is provided at the 

outset of the poem:  

In the Desert, the language is an amalgam of some three hundred 

languages and dialects imported into this city, a rapidly evolving lingua 

franca. The language, while borrowing the inner structures of English 

grammar, also borrows from existing and extinct English dialects. Here, 

new faces pour in and civilian accents morph so quickly that their accents 
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betray who they talked to that day rather than their cultural roots. Fluency 

is also a matter of opinion.  (p. 19) 

So while a majority of the language used in the poem differs notably from most 

contemporary vernacular Englishes, the poem also rehistoricizes the evolution of the 

English language. As was discussed in the first chapter, the English language has always 

been translingual, despite the continuous ideological privileging of monolingualism. 

Dance Dance Revolution, by deploying a hybridized version of English in an imaginary 

and surreal setting like “the Desert,” antagonizes the detachment from reality driving 

advocates of English monolingualism. In other words, although the language of the 

Desert appears remarkably splintered from the “English” we use today, the manner by 

which it evolved into its current state is not very much different from the history of the 

“real” English. However, what is perhaps most striking is the statement, “[f]luency is also 

a matter of opinion,” reminding readers that in the “real” world too, fluency is “a matter 

of opinion.” Speakers of a “native” variety of English (e.g., US or British) are considered 

fluent by dint of birthright, whereas if one speaks a “nonnative” variety of English (e.g. 

Indian or Korean), one might be deemed “proficient,” but not “fluent.” Fluency assumes 

perfection, and perfection assumes “native-like” proficiency. The poem challenges 

prevailing preoccupations with language fluency, enabling us to recognize that categories 

of linguistic competence and ability are not a priori givens but rather ideological 

constructs, or matters of, as the poem suggests, “opinion.”   

 During a question and answer session following one of her recent readings, an 

audience member asked Hong to explain the purpose of the imagery in one of her poems. 

In her response, she noted that she wishes for it to be “ambiguous” in order to retain the 



132 

 

 

 

“metaphorical possibilities” within the image. Afterwards, another audience member 

asked a question about Dance Dance Revolution, asking her how, because she uses words 

from multiple languages, she ensures that readers avoid potentially mispronouncing 

anything. She first jokingly responds that “I don’t care” whether anything is 

mispronounced, but elaborates that “It’s really up to you, whatever sound you get from it.” 

She adds that every reader will inevitably read it differently, and it is in fact “a book of 

mispronunciations.” In effect, the poetry of Hong, as I demonstrated above, challenges 

assumption that enunciations must appeal to an imagined ideal reader, such as an 

imagined monolingual native speaker; by deploying incomprehensibility as a poetic 

device, both as a theme within the poetry and as a metatextual participatory experience 

for readers, the logics of monolingualism are subverted.  

4.3 | Unexpected Outcomes of Error 

Admittedly, a central limitation to the above analysis is that poetry is much 

different from the type of language practice found in other communicative contexts. 

Because of its inherently expressive nature, it functions within a much different set of 

genre expectations. I am not suggesting, of course, that poetry cannot have politically 

transformative capacity, that it cannot function as a powerful form of protest; I am simply 

suggesting that the language of poetry is different from the language found outside of 

poetry. Poetry does nonetheless contain significant pedagogical application, namely in 

the fostering of translingual awareness (Canagarajah, 2013a), which will be elaborated on 

in the following chapter.  

But another important limitation to my analysis above is that I relied on the work 

of a highly skilled poet with a vast linguistic repertoire. Even in the previous chapter I 
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began with an analysis of a poem by Myung Mi Kim, an extremely talented, veteran poet 

who has won multiple awards for her poetry. I drew on her work to demonstrate how we 

can reconsider the assumed ideological linking between language and nation and to 

illustrate the capacity of humans to reconstitute the nation through the work of our 

imaginations.  

This pattern of relying on the transformative language practices of highly skilled 

artists is not uncommon. Pennycook (2007) analyzes instances of translingual hip-hop, 

highlighting the dexterity by which highly skilled artists, especially those who would not 

identify as “native” speakers of English, traverse linguistic boundaries while 

transgressing normative expectations. These instances of performative transgression can 

no doubt provide a compelling counter narrative to the dominant discourses that continue 

to construct the English of the nonnative speaker as inherently deficient (Lee, 2014). 

Linguistic transgression, as Pennycook (2007) insists, must be understood as the norm 

and, therefore, not merely as a right or practice reserved for the iconoclast, but necessary 

to our basic understanding of language ideologies. Pennycook (2007) adapts the concept 

of “transculturation” introduced by Fernando Ortiz (1940) and popularized by Mary 

Louise Pratt (1992), who uses the term to describe how “subordinated or marginal groups 

select and invent from materials transmitted to them by a dominant or metropolitan 

culture” (p. 6, quoted in Pennycook, 2007, p. 46).  

However, if we focus only on highly skilled, deliberate deviations from dominant 

expectations of linguistic proficiency, we run the risk of ignoring those who are not as 

proficient in the traditional sense. In other words, it would seem that only those who 
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possess the necessary amount of linguistic finesse and linguistic capital are able to 

transgress the dominant order while those less privileged remain peripheralized.  

So, what about the deviations of those who are considerably “less” proficient in 

English? What can we learn from how they are using English? Min-Zhan Lu, a scholar 

from the field of US composition studies, explicitly challenges the prevailing assumption 

that the nonnative speaker of English is perpetually deficient: “Instead of presenting Our 

confusion as resulting from Others’ ‘linguistic imperfection,’ we might treat it as 

resulting from our lack of know-how or effort to make sense of how and why individual 

users of English might have come up with specific redesigning of standardized designs” 

(2004, pp. 26-27). Lu (2004) analyzes a sign in China for a “Collecting Money Toilet” 

that many speakers of English may regard as an error and therefore a source of 

unintended humor. However, Lu (2004) insists that we consider “the designer’s actual 

discursive resources” that could have shaped the unusual expression, and provides a 

lengthy and detailed explanation of the various possibilities. Admittedly, some of the 

explanations appear a bit unrealistic, including the possibility that the creator of the sign 

“wants to call attention to the side of her that is committed to the well-being of the toilet 

workers whose livelihood depends on the money collected” (p. 33).  

But my central reservation with this explanation is its effort to appeal to the 

linguistic expectations of the mainstream interlocutor. In effect, Lu’s justification, by 

speculating on potential intentions behind the errors, attempts to raise this enunciation 

over the threshold of linguistic normativity (see Chapter 3) so that it might be acceptable 

according to the logics of dominant monolingual ideologies. As I suggested in the 
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opening chapter, the very attempt to justify the legitimacy of something is to expose and 

sustain its illegitimacy, its lack of sovereignty.   

 I turn us to an artifact that I believe helps us to make sense of some of the 

concepts and concerns I have been addressing throughout this dissertation. It is a t-shirt 

that happens to capture the major themes of my work: nationalism, mobility, sovereignty, 

and incomprehensibility: 

 
Figure 5.1: Dokdo political propaganda t-shirt. 

 

To provide some context, these t-shirts were brought to Tucson by middle school students 

from the remote Korean island of Ulleung-do, which is a three hour’s ferry ride from 

mainland Korea. The students, who participated in a month-long exchange program with 

a Tucson middle school, brought these shirts as gifts for their teachers, host families, and 

others affiliated with the program.  

 The shirts are political: they claim Korean sovereignty over Dokdo, the islets in 

the Pacific Ocean that have been disputed between Korea and Japan since the conclusion 

of World War II (1945). The appearance of this shirt almost epitomizes Pennycook’s 

(2012) definition of globalization as things showing up in unexpected places: a t-shirt 
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from a remote Korean island insisting on the sovereignty of disputed islets in the middle 

of the Pacific Ocean circulating and showing up in the middle of the Sonoran Desert is a 

curious outcome no doubt. But I want us to consider if there is something we can take 

away from the “errors” in the text. 

 Because I have revealed that the shirt comes from a remote Korean island, 

perhaps it becomes expected or at least understandable why there are so many “errors” in 

the English. Some, perhaps the more permissive readers, will try and explain the logics to 

the errors. Perhaps “to day” works because it means that “Dokdo is Korean territory up 

until this day.” Perhaps “japan insist” is not a subject/verb agreement error, but a 

morphological variation based on Confucian ideologies of collectivism: “japan,” although 

a singular noun, is comprised of many individuals who comprise its singularity. Perhaps 

the seemingly peculiar logic of capitalization, such as the arbitrary capitalization of 

“Forever,” results from the fact that the Korean language does not use capitalization. But 

my interest does not lie in trying to justify these errors so that they can be (reluctantly) 

accepted by a mainstream interlocutor.   

 Rather, I wish for us to reconsider the logics driving the ideologies of English 

monolingualism, which concede to the inevitable evolution of English, but turn a blind 

eye to its historical translingual nature (Canagarajah, 2013a) and pathologize deviations 

by the NNSE. Let us examine, for a minute, the logic of capitalization. Of all of the 

mechanical rules in English, the rules of capitalization are among the simplest. 

Semicolons are known to be challenging to master, as are commas. While there appears 

to be a clear-cut rule on semicolons (used between two independent clauses or between 

items in a list with internal commas), there is considerable debate on how to use commas 
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(see, for instance, conflicting guidelines on how to use the “Oxford comma” in various 

style guides). However, capitalization is far simpler: the first word of a sentence, proper 

nouns, and acronyms/initialisms. But the mechanical rules that govern how we should use 

capitalization are limiting. For instance, to insist on the capitalization of the first word of 

sentence is a waste of valuable semiotic resource: the capitalization of the first word of a 

sentence is superfluous in the semiotic sense, as the presence of the period ending the 

previous sentence indicates the start of a new sentence. Consider the possibility of 

capitalization functioning within a broader range of semiotic options, such as for 

emphasis; in the example above, for instance, the capitalization of “Forever” emphasizes 

the timelessness of the claim, reflective of nationalist ideology that commonly insists on 

the timelessness of a collective people (see Anderson, 1991; Smith, 1986; Connor, 1994).  

The rules of English, however, as history has shown, are not negotiated by those 

of the peripheries. Even though a more resourceful, semiotic usage of something as 

simple as capitalization might make more sense for many users whose first language is 

not English, the capacity for deviation is restricted by monolingual norms. Yet, I do not 

consider it inconceivable to imagine a day when the current rules of capitalization have 

been dismissed. It is already happening in text messaging, where the rules of standard 

capitalization do not always apply; for instance, those who text in French might type “je 

le saV” as an abbreviation for “je le savais” (Crystal, 2008, p. 140). Yet, beyond texting, 

for English in general, we have to consider the fact that many of the world’s languages, 

such as Hindi, Chinese, or Arabic, do not use capitalization, and these are the first 

languages of the vast majority of people using English today. If we consider how the 
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language backgrounds of a variety of users around the world have changed the ways of 

using English, such a possibility is not inconceivable.    

4.4 | Conclusion 

Although nobody will disagree with the fact that English has always changed and 

is still continually changing, there will continue to be considerable disagreement in terms 

of who is “allowed” to be the trendsetters that drive the changes. In this chapter, I have 

argued that a theory of graduated sovereignty, which selectively affords rights to certain 

individuals regardless of convention or precedent, exposes the exceptionalist logics that 

drive ideologies of English: those with inherent privilege (e.g., white, native speakers) are 

afforded the privilege to transgress normative expectations, while those without the same 

privilege (e.g., anybody imagined as a nonnative speaker due to a variety of criteria) are 

either assumed to be improficient until proven otherwise, or are otherwise expected to 

justify deviations from imagined monolingual norms in accordance to the discursive 

expectations of an authoritative gatekeeper or interlocutor.  

For the time being, however, we must be realistic and concede to the point that, 

because a majority of readers of the shirt above will be guided by the logics of 

monolingual normativity, the deviant usage of capitalization in the shirt will no doubt 

compromise the persuasiveness of the message. In other words, there persists the 

expectation that, if you want to convince someone who insists on the logics of 

monolingualism, you have to, at the very least, present your case in a manner that is 

discursively aligned with their preconceived notions of appropriacy. Therefore, to repeat 

a point I have made earlier, we are not yet at the point where peripheralized users can 
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practice Englishes in a way that makes sense to them unless they are able to do so in a 

way that also makes sense within the contexts of monolingual normativity.  
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CHAPTER 5 | BEYOND THE TEACHING OF ENGLISH: FOSTERING 

METADISCURSIVE TRANSLINGUAL AWARENESS 

5.1 | The Teaching of English and the Teaching about English 

In the previous chapters, I have demonstrated how residual logics of nationalism 

compel us to pathologize language practices that deviate from an imagined monolingual 

standard. I have also considered how nations are constituted in imaginary moments 

across and beyond their designated spaces rather than existing solely within fixed 

political territories. Once we see how language practices reconstitute nation spaces, as I 

have argued, we might begin to consider the normalness of linguistic mobility and 

reappropriation, the normalness of the “English language” being practiced in a variety of 

global contexts, especially in ways that contradict the conventions and expectations of 

native usage. How can this happen? It can happen, I argue, through responsive 

pedagogies. Indeed, it must happen through pedagogy because it is precisely the teaching 

of English that has historically maintained the preformed hierarchies across different 

practices and users of Englishes. The aforementioned global developments compel us to 

seriously reconsider our teaching practices, because within this context, English language 

teaching must be reimagined as a dialogical space that goes beyond the teaching of a set 

of skills.  

Many teachers have recently begun to invite students to experiment with 

translingual discourse in response to the persistence of monolingualist idealization in the 

field and beyond. Yet, as Nelson Flores (2013) warns us, we need to ask ourselves why 

we insist in promoting more pluralistic ELT practices. If not, according to Flores (2013), 

we run the risk of doing so simply for the sake of producing workers who possess the 
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skills of intercultural competence and linguistic diversity that are in demand in today’s 

globalized market economy. In other words, translingual ELT approaches run the risk of 

becoming “complicit in the production of a new elite class of English-speaking 

plurilingual subjects who have mastered multiple linguistic codes and participate in fluid 

linguistic practices solely at the service of neoliberal expansion” (p. 516). I need to 

clarify that I am not advocating linguistic diversity for the sake of linguistic diversity. 

Rather, I am promoting a paradigm of ELT that enables students to confront the logics of 

sovereignty that have historically shaped the evolutions of English. Indeed, I might even 

say that producing a student with an enhanced metadiscursive awareness of language 

politics and ideologies without a set of English language skills in the traditional sense 

might be conceived of as training students as entirely “unmarketable.” But this is why, as 

I will elaborate on in this chapter, students need to be informed of the risks of conceiving 

of themselves as disregarding contextual and genre expectations.  

In this chapter, I argue that the teaching of English, instead of transforming 

classrooms as spaces for translingual practice, prioritize the development of 

metadiscursive translingual awareness (MTA) in students and teachers alike: a critical 

recognition of translinguality as the norm in language practice (not as innovation) but as 

subject to the vagaries of ideological censorship and neglect. In other words, it involves 

metadiscursive awareness of the shifting politics guiding the logics of monolingualism, 

and the ideological contingencies by which English standardness has historically been 

governed and continues to be regulated today. Given the shifting configurations of nation, 

space, and language as discussed throughout this dissertation, this chapter argues that the 

teaching of English be complemented by the teaching about English, including a shift 
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from how to why. Instead of merely teaching how to use English like a monolingual 

native speaker, or even how to use strategies of translingual negotiation (Canagarajah), 

we must also teach why people believe one should strive to use English like an imagined 

monolingual native speaker.  

While it is tempting to view translingual pedagogies as an alternative or even 

panacea to the teaching of Standard English, I argue for MTA as a complement to 

Standard English. In what follows, I first define and articulate the need for MTA, 

emphasizing the notion of MTA as a rehistoricization of translingual practice. After, I list 

some of the limitations to teaching translingual practice in traditional classroom 

configurations, and then offer guidelines for how the MTA pedagogy I imagine can be 

taught, namely by emphasizing the ordinariness of translingual practice, showcasing the 

discursive affordances of “nonstandard” language practice, teaching Standard English 

“critically,” and incorporating opportunities for meaningful and productive student 

resistance and involvement in both assessment and curriculum design.  

The metadiscursive translingual awareness that I imagine prioritizes the 

recognition of the ordinariness and ubiquity of translingual practice and of the manner by 

which its legitimacy, and in some cases reality, has historically been dismissed, neglected, 

or silenced through dominant ideologies operating through the guises of western 

positivist logic. By describing “metadiscursive” translingual awareness, I aim to draw a 

distinction from Canagarajah’s (2013a) concept of “translingual awareness,” which 

emphasizes the need to recognize the plurality and negotiability of semiotic resources for 

a variety of communicative contexts. I contend that students must learn, in other words, 

not only how to do things with language resources, but also develop a metaawareness of 
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why we believe we can do certain things with language resources: why we believe, for 

instance, that standard English ensures that your audience will take you seriously, or that 

the use of nonstandard Englishes risks damaging your credibility. For too many students, 

these are truths “universally acknowledged,” but seldom questioned.  

As Canagarajah (2013a) argues, translingual practice is commonplace and 

quotidian—it is what translinguals such as myself engage in in our everyday interactions, 

in many cases to the extent that it goes unregistered by ourselves and those we interact 

with. Importantly, Canagarajah (2013a) clarifies that he does not “treat translingual 

practice as new or recent,” and that it has “always been there in everyday communication 

and literacies, though unacknowledged by the dominant discourses and institutions” (p. 

9). In essence, although the scholarly investigation and description, along with the 

pedagogical appropriation and implementation, of translingual practice is an innovation, 

the act of translingual practice in and of itself is not. That it has hitherto been silenced 

and neglected as the reality of everyday communication for so many people confirms the 

power of dominant ideologies to determine what constitutes appropriate usage of 

language. In effect, MTA works toward a rehistoricization of translingualism, one that 

challenges the narrative of translingual practice as a new phenomenon. Therefore, in 

short, MTA counteracts the idea that languages, including boundaries between English 

and others, have historically been stable but are undergoing dynamic transformations 

through the forces of globalization, transculturation, and the emergence of digital 

technologies. 

The MTA approach I describe is based on the premise that, in an English 

language course, rather than teaching simply “how to” use English, we might focus our 
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efforts also on teaching about why certain beliefs regarding how one should use English 

continue to be held by so many people.
19

 We need to go beyond teaching students how 

language should be used, whether we are teaching them that they should master Standard 

English because that is what those with cultural, political, economic, or institutional 

power use, or even if we are teaching them that they are welcome to, or that they should 

use, “nonstandard” varieties. We need to teach students how the operative logic of 

dominant ideologies that regulate language conventions works, and why certain people 

believe or dictate how and when certain codes should be used. English language teaching 

can challenge hegemonic ideological institutions that reify what constitutes appropriate 

language practice, rather than merely accommodate these institutional discourses and be 

an agent that replicates discourses of appropriateness. According to Horner et al. (2011), 

historically, one response by composition to language difference, the “traditional 

approach, has sought to eradicate difference in the name of achieving correctness, defined 

as writers’ conformity with a putatively uniform, universal set of notational and syntactic 

conventions that we name Standard Written English (or alternatively, Edited American 

English)” (p. 306). Today, dominant ideologies of language continue to determine what is 

rhetorically appropriate, and how language should be used and taught.  

But conventions in language are always ideological and thus ephemeral. The 

expressivist movement in U.S. college composition is evidence of this: the movement 

challenged the idea that all writing, if to be taken seriously, would have to be in standard 

academic English (see Murray, 1968; Burnham, 2001). In theorizing critical language 

                                                 
     

19
 One might see parallels to the writing about writing approach advocated by Douglas Downs and 

Elizabeth Wardle (2007), who argue that composition classes need to be less about teaching “how to” write 

and focus more on teaching “about writing” (p. 553, emphasis in original). I am focusing, however, more 

on developing a critical attunement to the ideological politics within language. I will discuss further the 

similarities and differences between my approach and that of Downs and Wardle later in this article.    
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awareness, Norman Fairclough urges against paradigms of language awareness that focus 

primarily on “appropriateness.” For Fairclough (1992), traditional conceptions of what 

constitutes “appropriate” usage neglect the practice of “sociolinguistic hegemony,” or the 

act of “establishing relations of domination and subordination among alternative 

language practices” (p. 49). Critical language awareness is necessary in a world where 

“power relations are indeed increasingly coming to be exercised implicitly in language” 

and “language practices are indeed coming to be consciously controlled and inculcated” 

(Fairclough, 1992, p. 6). It’s not so much that negotiation of convention hasn’t always 

been a part of communication, it’s just that dominant political economic institutions have 

been determining the rules of engagement for too long. 

MTA is necessary because users of nonstandard Englishes continue to imagine 

themselves as deficient and disregard the legitimacy of their own variety of English. This 

point was documented in Mina Tokumoto and Miki Shibata’s (2011) study, which 

suggested that many Koreans tend to regard their pronunciations of English as inferior. 

Many in US college composition are familiar with Min-Zhan Lu’s (2006) influential 

article “Living-English Work,” which discussed the practice of tongue surgery by 

Koreans who hope to speak English without a foreign accent. For Lu (2006), the practice 

of frenectomies in Korea (and China)--surgical procedures involving the cutting of the 

frenulum (a membrane connecting the bottom of the tongue to the floor of the mouth) in 

hopes of improving pronunciation in English--is representative of those on the 

peripheries assuming the “logic of fast capitalism,” pursuing the “English most sought-

after by the hiring and promotion practices of corporations” (p. 616). Linguists dismiss 

the reliability of the procedure, and in 2004 the Korean National Human Rights 
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Commission aired a public service commercial to prevent Korean parents from endorsing 

the procedure (Choe, 2004). Nonetheless, I recently encountered an article in the Chosun 

Ilbo (조선 일보), one of South Korea’s main news sources, that suggests that many in 

Korea continue to idealize native speaker pronunciation. The article recommends that the 

ideal age for tongue surgeries is three or four, and claims that the procedure will be 

inconsequential if you are over age 50 (“Susul,” 2013). The continued dependence on 

tongue surgery is indicative of the persistence of the native speaker idealization myth, 

which assumes the inherent privilege of genetic nativeness over functional nativeness 

(Kachru, 2006, p. 18). Therefore, as Sarah J. Shin (2005) notes, it’s not just a matter of 

teachers discouraging students from blending languages (such as through code-switching), 

or that monolinguals view language mixing as “a lack of mastery of either language” (p. 

18). Translinguals themselves often view language blending as a cause for 

embarrassment (Shin, 2005, p. 18). So, despite research that shows a tremendous amount 

of translingual innovativeness in everyday or popular discourse for Koreans (see Lee, 

2004 and Kim, 2012), unsurprisingly, blended languages such as “Konglish” (Korean + 

English) continue to be referred to as or considered an “interlanguage,” suggesting a 

transitional code, inferior to English (Lightbrown and Spada, 2006). As a consequence of 

the native speaker idealization myth, “genetic” native varieties of English, or “Inner 

Circle” varieties of English (e.g., U.S., British, Australian, etc.) are deemed inherently 

superior (Kachru, 2006; Kachru, 1985), and in the Korean context, many even resort to 

surgical procedures in hopes of establishing genetic nativeness. And while the example of 

the tongue surgery has more to do with the aspiration to genetic nativeness in terms of 

speaking and pronunciation, a similar desire to be like a “native” speaker is evident in the 
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classroom as well. Anybody who has taught “ESL” students will have noticed the 

tendency among students to aspire to what they imagine to be “native-like” proficiency, 

so speak so they can blend in with other native speakers.  

This unfortunate but prevalent aspiration results in part from the ideologically-

induced belief that only speakers of “standard” and “native” are authorized to use English 

freely (Kachru, 1985). For example, many people assume that only native speakers who 

have mastered the privileged varieties are therefore worthy of creative deviation, and that 

everyone else is not. Kingsley Bolton (2010), for instance, notes that studies of 

“creativity” in English overwhelmingly focus on that of “native” English speakers (p. 

458). As Lu (1994) asks, “why do we assume . . . that until one can prove one’s ability to 

produce “error-free” prose, one has not earned the right to innovative ‘style’?” (p. 446).  

So while it is important to emphasize the creative capacity of translanguaging, to 

borrow the term popularized by Ofelia Garcia (2007), we should also avoid romanticizing 

creative deviations from English, for doing so could lead one to trivialize translingual 

practice as something only the linguistic Other (“ESL” or “multilingual” users of English) 

does, as something grammarians must reluctantly accept. However, we continue to 

recognize various language practices as “creative” or “innovative” (I am guilty of this 

too). This is unfortunately a reflection of our deeply-rooted ideological commitment to 

the validity of linguistic boundaries and hierarchies. Peripheralized users of English 

should not need the permission from the native speaker to deviate from Standard English; 

it is something we’ve always been doing. It’s just that it’s only recently been recognized 

as permissible in certain progressive academic circles. Therefore, instead of seeing 

creativity as merely deviations from the norm, it might be helpful to see “creativity in 
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terms of repeated sameness” (Pennycook, 2010, p. 13). In other words, systems, 

including language systems, must be recognized as arbitrary constructs, the result of 

nothing more than “sedimented repetition” (Pennycook, 2010, p. 47). Languages always 

change through a variety of practices by individuals; we must therefore recognize that, 

when it comes to language, “change, difference and flow are the norms” (Pennycook, 

2010, p. 47). We might therefore consider the possibility that Standard English too is not 

a norm, but a result of (ideologically-endorsed) repetition.  

If we consider how frequently people in their everyday communication traverse 

and have traversed linguistic boundaries, the very idea of translingual practice as 

innovative becomes untenable. The point is to avoid regarding any nonnative deviations 

from English as unconventional, but even as creative, innovative, or even revolutionary, 

for when one traverses linguistic boundaries through translingual practice, it is what 

humans have always done. MTA helps us to dismiss the idea of English as having a 

proper, standard, correct, expedient, appropriate, educated, or overall inherently superior, 

usage. Such a dismissal is necessary for participating in democratic, socially equitable 

translingual practice in our everyday interactions, not just with people we categorize as 

“foreign” or “ESL” or “multilingual,” but with everybody.  

5.2 | The Limitations to Teaching Translingual Practice  

In terms of teaching, scholars have argued that the classroom should be a space 

for students to compose in non-standard, or ideologically unauthorized codes (Young, 

2007), or more recently, to exercise strategies of textual negotiation that constitute 

translingual practice (Canagarajah, 2013a). However, there exist two very real limitations 

to the teachability of translingual practice: simple pragmatic limitations involving the 



149 

 

 

 

linguistic proficiency of the teacher, along with the element of power as it plays out in 

translingual practice. Without a doubt, many teachers, especially those who self-identify 

as English monolinguals, might have reservations about the very notion of 

translingualism and, even if amenable to the legitimacy of translingual practice, be 

reluctant to, or maybe feel unable to, teach students how to translanguage. While the 

above strategies of translingual negotiation can overcome linguistic differences to a 

certain extent, I believe there must be at least some knowledge of or proficiency in the 

languages in question, if anything because of the pragmatic limitations to the 

assessability of translingual writing by the teacher. Angela Creese and Adrian Blackledge 

have argued for a classroom space of translanguaging, a language education system in 

which students shuttle across languages (Garcia, 2007, p. xiii). Creese and Blackledge 

(2010) highlight fascinating examples of translanguaging from two different bilingual 

schools in the UK: one English-Gujarati and one English-Chinese. Such classroom 

settings afford teachers “an instructional strategy to make links for classroom participants 

between the social, cultural, community, and linguistic domains of their lives” (p. 112). 

But such classroom configurations and experiences are possible because the teachers and 

students are working within and across the same languages. When I have a classroom 

with students coming from five or sometimes more different language backgrounds, 

things get complicated.  

However, I would argue that just because you believe you cannot engage in 

translingual practice with your students, it does not mean that you cannot teach them 

what it entails (probably things they’ve already engaged in quite regularly), along with a 

recognition that it is not bad thing to do. Such a pedagogy can emphasize the agency all 
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users, even peripheralized users, have in the production of meaning, as has been 

advocated by Lu (1994). Nonetheless, the limitation to Lu’s (1994) proposal is that it 

depends on the student’s ability  to have sufficient grammatical proficiency in the 

traditional sense in order to articulate and justify the logic of the deviation. As I noted in 

Chapter 2, such a demand only works to confirm the student’s periphery status. Students 

can be made aware of the fact that the prevailing correlation between translingual 

practice and incompetence, rather than an a priori given, is a discursive construct. The 

pedagogical guidelines I will outline in the following section do not require that the 

teacher be a “translingual” per se.  

The second pragmatic limitation involves the realities and implications of power 

relations in any communicative act, including translingual practice. In Chapter 2, I 

describe how political economic factors create power imbalances in various 

communicative contexts. These political economic imperatives tend to restrict the 

semiotic range of codes according to the boundaries determined by the one with the 

apparent power in the interaction. In other words, we cannot ignore the realities of 

political and economic asymmetry in various instances of communication, even at the 

micro level.  

A pedagogy committed to fostering MTA therefore demands, as I argue, a 

considerable de-authorization of the teacher. Therefore, those pursuing pedagogies that 

present spaces for translingual practice must take into account the very real power 

dynamics present between teacher and student. Canagarajah (2013a) argues that a 

cooperative disposition between interlocutors is a necessary component to effective 

translingual communication. Although power is no doubt present in translingual practice, 
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as it is in perhaps every instance of human interaction, translinguals can simultaneously 

recognize the reality of power in communication but also treat power as “negotiable” 

(Canagarajah, 2013a, p. 175). Horner et al. (2011) claim that “[a]ll writers make mistakes, 

and all writers are usually eager to remove mistakes from their writing” but that teachers 

should avoid “assum[ing] that whatever fails to meet their expectations, even in matters 

of spelling, punctuation, and syntax, must be an error” (p. 310). However, assuming and 

expecting students to be able to justify their errors to the instructor results in the 

deprivation of sovereignty of the student on the basis of their presumed positionality as a 

peripheralized user of English.  

It is important for teachers to consider ways to relinquish some of their assumed 

institutional right to be the final determiner of standard and meaning in language practice, 

because in translingual practice language and meaning are always in a process of 

renegotiation and resignification. “Errors” will no doubt occur in translingual practice, 

but if two interlocutors are committed to and interested in working through language 

differences toward a shared understanding, the consequence of the error is minimized. 

“Breakdown in [translingual] communication is possible,” writes Canagarajah (2007), 

“only in rare cases of refusal to negotiate meanings—which is itself a form of 

communication as it conveys the participant’s desire to cut off the conversation” (p. 

929).
20

 Through translingual practice is the opportunity for two parties with a mutual 

shared interest in communicating with each other to work through (not just around) 

miscommunication and misunderstanding due to language difference.  

                                                 
     

20
 Canagarajah (2007) is referring here to communication in LFE (Lingua Franca English), which, in the 

context of Canagarajah’s argument, is a form of translingual practice rather than a stable, discrete variety of 

English. According to Canagarajah (2007), LFE is reflective of “how language learning and usage have 

taken place in non-Western multilingual communities for centuries” (p. 924).  
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A translingual disposition requires all teachers, even those with a considerable 

amount of experience teaching, to continuously re-imagine themselves as students as well. 

In moments of translingual practice, teachers must be open to consider the wide range of 

communicative possibilities granted to them by their students from a variety of linguistic 

backgrounds. Translingual practice is, after all, always an emergent, organic process by 

which semiotic resources are resignified in a manner that challenges the very conception 

of signification. According to Irwin Weiser (2000), there are various methods of self-

assessment that can help teachers of composition critically reflect on their varied 

subjectivities, to recognize that: “[t]hey are students and they are teachers; they are at 

once novices and authorities, learners and possessors of knowledge” (p. 150). Admittedly, 

Weiser is speaking in terms of self-assessment for graduate student teachers, which 

explains the emphasis on their hybrid positionalities as both teacher and student.  

Yet, I wonder about the possibility of a truly democratic translingual discourse in 

which two interlocutors mutually negotiate meaning, in which neither exercises more 

political, economic, or institutional leverage over the other. The fact that I assign a grade 

to my students, and thus possess the institutional authority (warranted or not) to 

interpellate them as an “A student” or a “C student,” etc., suggests that such a possibility 

will be difficult in traditional classroom configurations. So, if one wishes to assess a 

student based on the proficiency of translingual practice between teacher and student, one 

might seek alternative forms of assessment in which the teacher is not both the 

interlocutor and the person assigning the grade. Teachers too must become amenable to 

adopting a cooperative disposition in which we imagine translingual discourse, perhaps 

all discourse, as an equitable means of communication between interlocutors. Teachers 
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need to go beyond imagining themselves as the ultimate authority on what word should 

be used in a particular context, or why dropped article is inappropriate in particular 

context. Instead, teachers might begin to recognize the constant flux and fluidity within 

language practice. Although these are some strategies critical to a translingual disposition, 

Canagarajah (2006) warns against imposing our beliefs on what translanguaging should 

look like on our students as well, and to be receptive to their knowledge and experience 

with language that they bring into the classroom (p. 415).  

What I am suggesting is that translingual practice will be limited in a classroom in 

which the teacher is telling the students what certain semiotic resources signify (I think 

any teacher who has marked “WC” or “Word Choice” on a student’s work, myself 

included, is guilty of this). Does my status as teacher or as “more educated” grant me the 

right to determine the final signification of a given semiotic resource in a conversation 

between my student and me? I don’t think so. As Susan Latta and Janice Lauer (2000) 

argue, if we expect students to be able to critically self-assess their work, we, as teachers, 

must be willing to participate in “critical and self-reflective practices ourselves as we 

choose our pedagogical practices and structure our curricula” (p. 26).  Teachers must be 

critical and self-reflective, especially the teacher who wishes to prepare students for 

participation in translingual practice outside the classroom. Teachers should therefore 

continue to conceive of ways in which the teacher can be a participant in the processes of 

renegotiation and resignification, even in the classroom. 

5.3 | Fostering Metadiscursive Translingual Awareness 

While I argue that translingual pedagogies such as the MTA approach can work 

toward the recognition of the fluidity of language boundaries and the arbitrariness of 
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language regulation, before proceeding, it is also important to recognize the pragmatic 

limitations of any critical pedagogy. Canagarajah (1999) is right to argue that “the 

classroom is a significant site in the reconfiguration of larger social structures and 

processes” (p. 197). But I also agree that “[t]o say that signs of critical thinking, writing, 

or reading mean that such students are assured of political and material empowerment is 

to exaggerate matters. To think that such signs are indications of imminent political 

transformation and social reconstruction is to simplify such processes” (Canagarajah, 

1999, p. 196).  As Standard English does not guarantee students social or economic 

mobility, MTA does not ensure that students will therefore be committed to, or even 

amenable to, challenging inequitable power relations of language in their own 

institutional, community, or professional contexts. But it is at least an optimistic, but 

hopefully not overly idealistic, step in the right direction.  

Instead of teaching of translingual practice in the classroom, I offer the teaching 

of MTA as a useful and pragmatic alternative, one that allows us to work around the 

unequal power divisions and likely linguistic limitations in the classroom. In other words, 

in addition to only teaching how to participate in translingual practice, we can 

additionally teach about the affordances of translingual practice. Earlier, I articulated 

some of the theoretical underpinnings of MTA. In this section, I will attempt to outline 

specifically how classrooms can be transformed into spaces that foster MTA. The 

teaching of MTA I imagine involves the following: emphasizing the ordinariness of 

translingual practice, showcasing the discursive affordances of “nonstandard” language 

practice, teaching Standard English “critically,” and incorporating opportunities for 

meaningful and productive student resistance and involvement.  
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Emphasize the ordinariness of translingual practice. Translingualness has 

always been a part of language practice, even purportedly monolingual English language 

practice. Emphasizing this point is a necessary component of fostering MTA. In a sense, 

MTA exposes students to logics of graduated sovereignty that have historically 

marginalized the legitimacy of translingual practice. As I will describe below, students 

are invited to see not only how language has changed (for instance, through Pennycook 

and Makoni’s (2005) descriptions of language disinvention and reconstitution), but also 

how the changed have maintained the privileged status of a particular set of English 

language users.  

In Douglas Downs and Elizabeth Wardle’s (2007) article, “Teaching about 

Writing, Righting Misconceptions: (Re)Envisioning ‘First-Year Composition’ as 

‘Introduction to Writing Studies’,” they argue for the value of introducing students to 

composition scholarship as a means of fostering an “increased self-awareness about 

writing,” “improved reading abilities and confidence,” and “raised awareness of research 

writing as conversation” (p. 572-73). I see the value in incorporating scholarly texts in the 

classroom. However, the texts incorporated in the name of a MTA pedagogy should 

provide students the opportunity to critically reflect on the ideological tendencies of 

English monolingualism. We can make the classroom a space for students to engage 

critically with the ideological politics of language that make us believe that Standard 

English is the norm and that it is something we mustn’t disrupt or tarnish. Each of us 

knows a few texts that directly or indirectly challenge the logics of monolingualism, and 

we can use these as a basis for our classroom discussions. For instance, I like to draw on 

material from Sinfree Makoni and Alastair Pennycook’s (2005) article, “Disinventing and 
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Reconstituting Languages,” which historicizes and theorizes the processes by which 

language boundaries have been imagined and how they can be reimagined or, to use the 

words of Makoni and Pennycook, “reconstituted.” Admittedly, scholarly sources such as 

these are likely going to be a bit too abstract and difficult for many students, so 

depending on the level of the students, I would recommend paraphrasing the main points 

rather than assigning the works to students to read in their entirety.  

Another option is to simply provide students with an abbreviated history of the 

English language. You can even have students simply watch the Open University’s video, 

available on YouTube, on the “The History of English in Ten Minutes.”
21

  The video gets 

the point across that the English language has always been translingual, that it did not 

originate in the vacuum of “England” per se. Sources such as these can serve as the basis 

for productive classroom discussions on the inherently translingual nature of English. The 

point is to have students recognize the historical and material conditions that have shaped 

the evolution of the English language, an evolution that is ongoing today. Students and 

teachers can interrogate the mythologized histories that neglect the reality that English 

and other languages have always been in contact with each other, rendering the concept 

of language boundaries untenable. It is, as suggested above, a common fact, but as 

Canagarajah (2013a) notes, it is a common fact that is selectively ignored by conservative 

language ideologues (p. 9). If “Standard English” is recognized as an ideological fiction, 

deviations from that fiction become inconsequential if not nonexistent. The point is to be 

able to see the English language practice of those we deem “different,” whether in terms 

of racial, ethnic, national, or cultural background, to still be different from our own, but 

not necessarily defective or deficient. But, of course, many students, because they come 

                                                 
     

21
 I thank my colleague Amanda Wray for directing me to this resource.  
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to our classroom contexts committed to notions of native speaker idealization, 

monolingualism, and standard English ideology, will continue to see “nonstandard” 

English as lesser than Standard English. And this brings me to my next point.  

Showcase the discursive affordances of “nonstandard” language practice. 

Most students will come to class with a vague recognition that there is such a thing as a 

proper, privileged, standard, academic English. Some of our students will, for whatever 

reason, be completely uninterested in learning this code. Others will, for whatever reason, 

be resistant to translingual pedagogies and instead be committed to “mastering” Standard 

English. And remember, as one does not need to be a “native” speaker of English to be 

committed to the privilege of the “native” speaker’s English (a point I made earlier), one 

does not need to be a “monolingual” to be committed to monolingualism.  

Much scholarship has thus far challenged prevailing categories of appropriateness 

in composition, including the idea of “home” varieties as inappropriate for institutional 

settings. And many works have been published detailing the limitations of Standard 

English for the classroom. Vershawn Ashanti Young (2009) reminds us that pedagogies 

encouraging Standard English in the classroom are “steeped in a segregationist, racist 

logic that contradicts our best efforts and hopes for our students” (p. 51). bell hooks 

(1994) has argued that the potential of the vernacular or non-standard English is its ability 

to “do more than simply mirror or address the dominant reality” (p. 175). Through black 

vernacular, according to hooks (1994), one is able “to take the oppressor’s language and 

turn it against itself” (p. 175).  

It is therefore important to include examples of rhetorically effective 

“nonstandard” language practice in the classroom. I am reminded here of Geoffrey Sirc’s 
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(2006) compelling argument in “Proust, Hip-Hop, and Death in First-Year Composition,” 

which advocates hip-hop voice as a means of affording “students a powerful way to 

connect with their worlds,” as a “substantive expressive medium to achieve artistry in 

writing” (p. 392). Of course, many of us might wish to exclude hip-hop from high-stakes 

settings because our perception of it as a grammatically-deviant, anti-establishmentarian 

performative medium (Pennycook, 2007). But hip-hop texts have a place in translingual 

pedagogies, as has been argued by Esther Milu (2013), who urges the recognition of hip-

hop texts for their capacity to illustrate to students the “affordances of multilingual 

composing” (p. 109). Canagarajah (forthcoming) argues for the value of including 

readings such as those from Dohra Ahmad’s (2007) anthology, Rotten English. The 

collection features poetry, short stories, and excerpts from novels written in “non-

standard” English, along with a series of non-fiction pieces that allow students to reflect 

on “the living and organic nature of language” (Ahmad, 2007, p. 32). To draw on the 

work of Vivette Milson-Whyte (2013), translingual pedagogies need to go beyond simply 

“valorizing [underprivileged] language varieties, but also by helping to establish their 

legitimacy” (p. 118-19). 

While emphasizing the affordances of translingual practice, and arguing for its 

“legitimacy,” it is also important to insist, as I suggested earlier, that translingual practice 

is not just something the linguistic Other does. We must therefore resist the tendency to 

romanticize, fetishize, or Orientalize translingual texts without recognizing their 

legitimacy. Assigning texts like Amy Tan’s “Mother Tongue” or Gloria Anzaldúa’s 

“How to Tame a Wild Tongue” to broach the topic of translingualism is a start, but not 

always enough. As Jay Jordan (2005) has argued, “multicultural readers,” which are 
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fashionable in composition, ostensibly aim to provide students with a variety "of different 

language and cultural practices," and "include examples of diverse US and international 

rhetorics,” but ultimately tend to privilege Standard English (p. 169). So, if we assign 

texts written in nonstandard English and allow students to translanguage in low-stakes 

work but require that they use Standard English for high-stakes assignments, we are 

missing the point (see Canagarajah, 2006 and Young, 2007).   

But this is not to deprive students of the right to learn Standard English. While 

many may be hesitant to adopt my pedagogical suggestions, I still acknowledge that there 

is a danger in deceiving students into believing that translingual practices will be readily 

acceptable in power-laden contexts of monolingual normativity. I therefore suggest that 

we teach Standard English “critically.” Despite the translingual opportunities in 

alternative pedagogies, we must remember that ideological forces beyond composition 

have greater leverage in the determination of the conventions of language: dominant 

ideologies around the world, along with those who adhere to the prescriptions of those 

ideologies, continue to insist on the social and political-economic value in Standard 

English. So when I emphasize here the need to provide students with the option of 

learning the hegemonic code, it is not only because dominant ideologies expect linguistic 

“perfection” or in many cases “native-like” proficiency as reflection of competence. It is 

because learning and appropriating the hegemonic code is at times necessary for the 

infiltration of dominant ideologies and the subversion of their apparatuses. After all, 

mostly all of the scholarship that we read that aims to challenge discriminatory language 

ideologies (such as this present essay) is written in Standard English. Within power-laden 

contexts, there are always limitations. Even Canagarajah (2013a) admits that those who 
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translanguage do so at their own peril. Even accomplished scholars like Geneva 

Smitherman, even if they write in a code-meshed fashion, are able to do so after they 

have earned their right to perform a certain ethos. And even then, as Canagarajah (2013a) 

points out, certain venues (such as composition studies journals) have allowed 

Smitherman to be more transgressive in her language practices while others (such as 

TESOL journals) have not.   

While learning the dominant code is not an express ticket from the peripheries or 

the margins to the center, it is in theory at least a step closer. In discussing what 

composition can do for American Indian students, Scott Lyons (2010) provides a simple 

suggestion: “go ahead and teach them what they need to survive: Standard English. 

Doing so does not make you like General Richard Henry Pratt, killing Indians to save 

men and all that. It would mean you are doing your job, and your job is definitely worth 

doing. It helps Indians to live” (p. 138-139). Lisa Delpit (1988) makes a similarly 

sobering claim: “to act as if power does not exist is to ensure that the power status quo 

remains the same. To imply to children or adults (but of course the adults won’t believe 

you anyway) that it doesn’t matter how you talk or how you write is to ensure their 

ultimate failure” (p. 292). To put it another way, accepting diversity within classrooms 

does not necessarily mean that “diversity will automatically be accepted at gatekeeping 

points” (Delpit, 1988, p. 292).  

Therefore, while it is dangerous to teach Standard English simply because 

students enter the classroom believing that is what they need for access to socioeconomic 

mobility, we need to acknowledge that advocates of monolingualism will continue to 

believe that the mixing/switching/meshing of codes is a sign of incompetence. 
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Historically, with the passing of the Morrill Act of 1862, speakers of nonprivileged 

varieties of English were excluded from U.S. higher education due to ideologies equating 

privileged English with “racialized views of the speaker’s intelligence” (Matsuda, 2006, 

p. 643). Today, teachers of writing consider “writing well” to be the “ability to produce 

English that is unmarked in the eyes of teachers who are custodians of privileged 

varieties of English or, in more socially situated pedagogies, of an audience of native 

English speakers who would judge the writer’s credibility or even intelligence on the 

basis of grammaticality” (Matsuda, 2006, p. 640). Not much has changed since the 19th 

century, and I continue to hope for the day that adherents to dominant ideologies of 

language recognize the tenuousness of “grammaticality.” I therefore believe that we can 

still teach Standard English so long as we recognize the ideological implications of doing 

so and act on that recognition accordingly.  

And if the recognition of the ideological forces that shape perceptions of what 

constitutes “good” English is a component of MTA, it makes sense for us to incorporate 

opportunities for meaningful and productive student resistance and involvement. 

Given the pervasive commitment to the logic of unilateral monolingualism outside the 

classroom, a translingual pedagogy will likely face resistance from students. As Milson-

Whyte (2013) argues, we “have to be prepared to have students decline invitations to 

code-mesh or disregard translingualism because these students live/operate in situations 

where languages are still treated as discrete systems” (p. 121). Many students will want to 

translanguage, while others will outright refuse to.   

In anticipation of this possibility, teachers might find some manner of learning 

contracts useful. Many of us reserve a particular portion of a student’s grade on a written 
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assignment for grammar. As Paul Kei Matsuda (2012) argues, this is one way of avoiding 

the imposition of unrealistic expectations on second-language writers. This way, ESL 

students aren’t subject to a lower grade simply because of their linguistic differences. We 

continue to mark down for grammar because even the most well-intentioned of us (I am 

guilty of this as well) claim that even if we don’t care about their grammar mistakes, one 

of their other professors will. However, instead of having the teacher decide on the 

criteria for how a student’s grade will be calculated, we can implement methods for 

students to determine guidelines for grading themselves. As Ira Shor (1996) has argued, 

learning contracts are an effective way to redistribute the teacher’s authority to the 

students. Admittedly, as Shor (1996) notes, students will not necessarily be fully 

authorized in the sense that they are invited, i.e., authorized, by the teacher to determine 

how grades can be calculated. Yet, there are nonetheless many benefits, including an 

opportunity to “experience the class as a laboratory for alternative self-development” 

(Shor, 1996, p. 75).  

I see in contract grading a viable means of accounting for language difference and 

for the heterogeneity of language abilities of individual students. For instance, we might 

learn something from Jane Danielewicz and Peter Elbow’s (2009) recommendation to 

assign students with a “B” for meeting minimum course requirements. In Danielewicz 

and Elbow’s (2009) approach, students can only earn an “A” if they meet the minimum 

requirements and if their writing is of “exceptionally high quality” (p. 246). The point is, 

according to Danielewicz and Elbow, to prioritize the development of writing and to 

minimize the impact and focus on the final grade.  
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But, and this is where I depart from Danielewicz and Elbow, what about 

providing students with the authority to determine what they want to be judged and 

graded on?  Assessment of MTA does not need to come in the form of traditional 

assessment in which the teacher determines the “quality” of a student’s writing and 

assigns a grade accordingly. In a MTA pedagogy, one of main lessons to be learned is, as 

I noted earlier, not so much how to use English, but recognizing the ideological forces 

that shape our perceptions of how one should use English. I generally agree with Shor’s 

(2009) argument for teachers to consider negotiating the terms of a learning contract with 

their students, and I believe the spirit of this approach can be applied readily to the MTA 

classroom. Specifically in terms of grammar, I think students should also have the right to 

learn what they want and be assessed according to what they determine is best for their 

individual aspirations, instead of being told what they need to do. In short, students can 

decide, on their own, what percentage of their individual grades should be determined by 

their “correctness” of grammar. This alternative does, at least in part, address the paradox 

that, while we strive for ways to be more inclusive of linguistic difference in our 

classrooms, in “high stakes” situations, we nonetheless insist that they revert to native 

speaker norms. You would of course want to explain to all students beforehand that, yes, 

a lot of their other professors will be judging them based on how closely they 

approximate a native speaker of English. And some students, whether because of their 

educational backgrounds or personal preferences, might be more comfortable with the 

teacher telling them what they should know and practice. Also, as Asao Inoue’s (2012) 

recent study on grading contracts suggests, not all students will be equally amenable to 

the logics of contract grading, and the contracts might even privilege certain racial 
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formations over others. So we must also be prepared to honor the wishes of all students, 

even if they contradict the aspirations and opportunities of a translingual pedagogy. But I 

believe that, ultimately, allowing students to decide on how much Standard English 

grammaticality counts can able to convey the message that the legitimacy, authority, and 

thus the “value” of Standard English is contestable and negotiable.
22

  

5.4 | Translingual Pedagogies for When and for Whom? 

I anticipate that many will view my teaching strategies applicable to either only 

“advanced” students or to “ESL” students. As teachers of English, we frequently assume 

that students must first learn the “basics” before they can proceed to more advanced, 

cognitively challenging concepts and practices. For instance, many teachers continue to 

assume that students must learn what constitutes a “complete sentence” before they can 

proceed to writing a paragraph, and only once they’ve mastered the paragraph are they 

able to proceed to an essay. Such a practice is curious to me for many reasons. It is 

curious because, as I’ve indicated earlier, the inherently exceptional nature of English. 

What constitutes a sentence? A subject and a predicate verb, as is commonly taught? We 

know there are exceptions to that rule too. We also tell students that a paragraph is a 

group of interrelated sentences, but we know that, even in the writing of the greatest 

authors, it is common to see paragraphs comprised of just one sentence or in some cases 

just one word. To have a student learn a rule and then encounter exceptions to those rules 

repeatedly is extremely frustrating. The teaching of English should emphasize not only 

the rules but the exceptionalism we see in its everyday practice. Articulating the 

contingency of rules in English within the framework of graduated sovereignty invites 

students to make sense of why the rules hardly ever seem to make sense. 

                                                 
     

22
 See Min-Zhan Lu (1994), Professing multiculturalism: The politics of style in the contact zone. 
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If exceptionalism becomes a central concern for the teaching of English, it needs 

to be addressed in the teaching of English at all levels, even in the earliest of stages. It is 

unfair and perhaps even counterproductive to demand that students learn the rules and 

then encounter the exceptions to the rules later. In the same way that the right to 

exceptions from the rules is not a right for only the advanced monolingual native speaker, 

exposure to the ubiquitousness of exceptions is a right for all learning the language. 

Admittedly, learning rules while simultaneously trying to navigate the vast numbers of 

exceptions provides extra challenges for students and adds an added level of 

accountability and expertise for teachers. However, students deserve to develop an 

awareness of the contingency of rules and standards because the selective application and 

enforcement of rules results in an inequitable distribution of power in which, as I 

described in the previous chapter, those with entitlements of native speakerness or 

standardness can make exceptions while everyone else is made to constantly learn 

standards and rules that, insofar as they are so readily dismissed, do not exist.   

Some teachers may also believe that, unless they are not teaching ESL students, 

translingual pedagogies are not applicable to their classroom. The examples of 

translanguaging in Canagarajah’s (2013a) work, for instance, comes from a multilingual 

student in a second language writing class. Also, the examples of those who embody the 

translingual disposition advocated by Canagarajah are ELF users. In the field of US 

college composition, the assumption is that multilingual issues are the jurisdiction, or 

rather the problem, of compositionists whose research and teaching areas center on 

second language writing. This is the legacy of the “disciplinary division of labor” 

between composition and ESL as described by Matsuda (1999). Today, composition 
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continues to be shaped (misguided) by what Matsuda (2006) has called the myth of 

linguistic homogeneity, “the tacit and widespread acceptance of the dominant image of 

composition students as native speakers of a privileged variety of English” (p. 638). The 

myth can be traced to policies of “linguistic containment,” by which ESL students are 

quarantined to sections of ESL composition (Matsuda, 2006, p. 642). This culture of 

exclusion in composition is reflective of US Orientalist logic that imagines and constructs 

those who use English differently as necessarily foreign and thus in need of special 

“remediation” or “help.”   

But the pedagogy I advocate is not just for ESL students. In fact, NSEs are in 

many ways highly likely to view deviations made by NNSEs as errors. Therefore, we 

might even say that it is the NSE who is in greater need of MTA pedagogies. As Michael 

Bokor (2011) has demonstrated from his classroom study, students are not always willing 

to accept the legitimacy of nonnative varieties of English. Any reaction or concern over 

the fact that “foreigners” are allegedly misusing English or worse yet, causing a decline 

in standards and correctness, is often predicated on the belief that English (as a language) 

was, at some point in its history, stable, pure, and untainted. Gayatri Spivak (2011) 

speaks of the “golden age-ism” of nationalism—a romanticized desire to return to the 

distant past and undo unwanted sociohistorical developments and inevitabilities. There 

persists a golden age-ism of English insofar as we treat it as a language in and of itself, 

and thus the need for MTA. The NSE can be compelled to recognize that their assumed 

privileged usage of English is indeed an ideological fiction. By working toward this 

recognition, perhaps the NSE can work toward being an advocate of periphery Englishes 

rather than the figure to whom peripheralized users of English must constantly appeal.   
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5.5 | Conclusion 

I advocate and recognize the power of translingual practice, yet I still 

hypocritically take note if a student uses “your” when s/he means “you’re.” We associate 

such deviations with carelessness, sloppiness, incompetence, or laziness. But, to return to 

a point I made in the previous chapter, what if we imagined it as an innovation? It’s not 

an issue of comprehensibility—unless, of course, your able to imagine a case where a 

misplaced “your” would cause a moment of incomprehensibility.  If we are to recognize 

not only the reality of, but also the legitimacy of, translingual practice, or “honoring the 

power of all language users to shape language to specific ends” (Horner et al., 2011, p. 

305), anything that constitutes “appropriacy” (Fairclough, 1992) or standardness in 

English must be regarded as emergent and contingent on a variety of pretextual, 

contextual, and posttextual factors (Pennycook, 2010). We need to resist the temptation 

to police language use and regulate Standard English, and one way to do that is through 

the recognition that language practice has always been translingual, and that any 

treatment of translingual practice as innovation is to miss the point. The resilience of 

monolingualist ideologies is real, as is the resilience of ideologies of Standard English. 

We need to continue to imagine ways in which teachers and students (“native” or 

“nonnative” speakers) can work toward recognizing the inherent right of all individuals to 

mutually construct meaning in discourse through various strategies and resources. The 

pedagogy I am defending here, beyond simply offering the classroom as a safe space that 

welcomes the peripheralized language practices, is urgent because it allows for us all to 

intervene in and disrupt dangerous but seemingly neutral, commonsensical, or innocent, 

ideological commitments about language.  
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CHAPTER 6 | IDENTITY, CONTEXT, AND TRANSLINGUAL PRACTICE 

6.1 | Monolingualism as a Right? 

 Before concluding, I want us to consider the question of whether the people of a 

particular cultural identification, especially a marginalized cultural group, can insist on 

the preservation of their language resources and resist it being blended with English and 

thus potentially appropriated by others. I invite the reader to consider this alternative 

through a brief examination of the language politics in the Korean context. 

A recurring theme in the scholarship on English in the Korean context is that of 

desperation: the desperation to learn English by any and all means possible. In the realm 

of sociolinguistics, Jamie Shinhee Lee (2006) has suggested that English in the Korean 

context functions as an index of modernity. From cultural anthropology, So Jin Park and 

Nancy Abelmann (2004) document how English language acquisition is imagined as a 

necessity for “cosmopolitan striving” by Korean migrants. In ELT scholarship, Jin-Kyu 

Park (2009) has documented the phenomenon of the “English craze” in Korea. During the 

2005-06 academic year, about 35,000 Korean children were sent abroad to learn English 

(Park , 2009, p. 53). Traditionally, most students are sent to the US, but due to financial 

limitations, many students today are sent to countries like the Philippines where it is 

believed that the official status of English will improve a child’s ability to acquire the 

language. For parents unable to afford this option for their children, the English villages 

are considered to be the next best thing. Hyun-Sook Kang (2012) documents the 

movement for many universities in Korea to offer English-only instruction as reflective 

of the English-learning imperative facing many Koreans today. From language policy 

studies, the work of Ingrid Piller and Jinhyun Cho (2013) argue that the assumed 
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economic rewards of English drive the implementation of English as the medium of 

instruction in Korea. In US college composition, Min-Zhan Lu (2006) draws attention to 

the practice of tongue surgery (frenectomies) by Koreans who hope to speak English like 

a "native" speaker as representative of the desperation for English language acquisition.  

Yet, this narrative is somewhat misleading. The extended scholarly (and popular) 

documentation of English learning efforts by Koreans belies the resilience of nationalist 

language ideologies in Korea. Nationalistic discourses of language ownership are not 

uncommon in Korea today, and are manifest in various realms of society, ranging from 

official state discourses to inane television commercials. In 2012, the Korea-based 

electronics company Samsung aired a commercial in Korea advertising a new voice-

command feature on their “Smart TV” television series: instead of using a remote control, 

users can now simply dictate various commands to the television. The commercial opens 

with the following question: “어색한 외국인의 우리말 발음 알아들을 수 있습니까?” 

or, “Can it understand a foreigner’s awkward pronunciation of our language?” In the 

commercial, a white Canadian male named Patrick, who has been living in Korea for one 

year, attempts to use the feature in his living room. With his Korean girlfriend present, 

Patrick commands the TV to turn on, but the adult programming that he had watched the 

previous night appears on the screen. Mortified and flustered, he tries to command the 

TV to change the channel, but because of his accent, his commands do not register to the 

TV: 



170 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7.1: Korean Samsung Smart TV commercial. Patrick attempts to 

change the channel using the TV’s voice command but is unable to 

because of his accent.   

 

Throughout the commercial, the narrator infantilizes Patrick, patronizing the difficulty he 

has speaking Korean. Toward the end, the narrator says “삼성 스마트 TV는 

가능합니다. 물론 침착한 발음이 필요하지만 말이지요” or, “Samsung Smart TV is 

possible. However, a correct [calm] pronunciation is necessary, of course.”  

The commercial appeals to certain ideological assumptions about language that 

we inhabit and that have been discussed throughout my work. First, the commercial 

refers to the Korean language as “our” language reflecting the nationalistic tendency to 

claim ownership to a particular language. Without a doubt, Korean, although translingual 

by its very nature (as I will discuss momentarily), has not been subject to the same 

migration and “nativization” (Schneider, 2007) that English has. This might compel one 

to claim that ethnic Koreans therefore still maintain a “right” to “own” the Korean 

language. Yet, the commercial also appeals to the ubiquitous belief of native speaker 

idealization, a recurrent theme throughout this dissertation. 

In the fact, the commercial, through the use of language discourses, reflects also 

role of sexuality in discourses of nationalism. As Puar (2007) has forcefully argued, 

female bodies can function as metonymic of the nation: subconsciously it is deemed 
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unfavorable to have the female body penetrated by the foreigner, as reproduction then 

disrupts the perpetuity of the nation. In the above commercial, the “foreigner’s” inability 

to speak Korean like a native speaker exposes his foreignness, while interrupting his 

potential to have continued relations with the Korean woman. The commercial, in a sense, 

beyond merely selling televisions, appeals to the sexualized sensibilities of nationness, an 

appeal that is accomplished through the discourse of monolingualism. 

However, ideologies of nationalistic monolingualism extend beyond innocuous 

instances of popular culture and are apparent in more “official” discourses. Historically, 

various peoples have imagined language as an indicator of their national character, and as 

something that binds them to others within their imagined community. Today, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, it is not difficult to find evidence of the legacies of the ideological linking 

of language to nation. And it is often not difficult to locate a specific historical moment 

or a cultural transition that compelled nationalist ideologues to promote, defend, or even 

construct a national language. Today, the Hangeul Society or Hangeul Hakui (한글학회), 

is Korea’s oldest and most active organization committed to the purification of the 

Korean language, including the eradication of its foreign elements or influences. The 

Korean Research Institute or Gukeo Yeongu Hakui (국어 연구 학회) was established in 

1908, during the early years of Japanese colonial occupation. The Korean Research 

Institute would eventually become the Hangeul Society by 1949.  

As a result of Japan’s colonization of Korea, countless loanwords exist in the 

Korean lexicon, many of which are used on a daily basis, such as udong (우동) from the 

Japanese udon (うどん) (Ito, Kang, and Kenstowicz, 2006). The word “shinmun” (신문) 

derives from the Japanese word “shinbu”  (新聞), and “ramyeon” (라면) is from the 
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Japanese word “ramen” (ラーメン). For the advocates of language purism, the 

pervasiveness of Japanese lexical borrowings, along with the persistent use of hanja 

(Chinese script) are impediments to the sovereignty of the Korean language. The 

president of the Hangeul Society, Kim Jong Taek insists that the Korean language is 

emblematic of the Korean nation and thus in critical need of purification. In a statement 

on the official Website of the Hangeul Society, Kim (2010) claims, almost as if to echo 

Herder and Fichte, that earliest efforts to preserve the Korean language were in fact part 

of the effort to preserve Korean ethnic unity, or gyeolei (겨레).
23

 According to Kim 

(2010), “[u]nder the Japanese rule, the mentality of the Joseon Hakui [the previous name 

of what is today known as the Hangeul Society] was mirrored in the mentality through 

which independence was won and a new country was built” (n.p.).
24

 He adds that Korean 

prosperity today is due in large part to the “tearful struggles of the heroes of the Hangeul 

Society under the harsh tyranny of the Japanese” (Kim, 2010, n.p.).
25

 Nonetheless, today, 

the use of Chinese characters, or hanja, is fairly common in various print texts, such as 

newspapers. For advocates of language purism such as Kim, given the role of the Korean 

language in the unification of the Korean people, the persistence of hanja is a paradox.  

Discourses of language purism in Korea are curious given the fact that, like 

English, the Korean “language” has always has been translingual as well.
26

 The language 

                                                 
     

23
 “한말에 주시경 (Ju Si Gyeong – commonly regarded as the father of Korean linguistics) 선생은 

나라와 겨레를 구하기 위하여 국어를 구하고 한글을 보급하기 시작하였습니다” (Kim, 2010, n.p.). 

     
24

 “[한글을 보급하는] 정신은 일제 치하 조선어학회의 정신으로 일관되어 광복과 새 나라 건설의 

기를이 되었습니다” (Kim, 2010, n.p.). 

     
25

 그 혹독한 일제의 폭압 아래서 목숨을 걸고 지켜 온 한글학회 선열들의 눈물겨운 투쟁이 

없었다면, 우리는 과연 오늘과 같은 번영을 누릴 수 있었을까요?” (Kim, 2010, n.p.). 

 

     
26

 I am focusing on English-Korean or Korean-English translingualisms for no reason other than the fact 

that Korean is the first language that I grew up speaking and is therefore the language other than English 
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began as an appropriation of Chinese script—hanja (한자), and the Korean alphabet, or 

hangeul (한글), was not developed until 1443 by King Sejong of the Joseon Dynasty 

(1392-1897). King Sejong believed that a phonetic alphabet would be easily learned by 

all (not just the elite), as opposed to ideographic Chinese characters, and thus would help 

to unify the kingdom.  

During Japanese colonial occupation of the Korean peninsula (1910-1945), 

Japanese was implemented as the official language by the Emperor. By the late 1930s, 

the Japanese policy of cultural assimilation banned hangeul and aimed to eradicate other 

Korean cultural practices and institutions. Additionally, although hangeul was developed 

almost 600 years ago in effect to replace the hanja script, hanja are still taught in Korean 

public schools and are common in Korean texts such as newspapers even today. Hanja 

are also sometimes used for decorative purposes, such as the use of “辛” (hanja for 

“spicy”) on the packaging of the widely-popular (in Korea and beyond) Nongshim Shin 

Ramyun noodle soup. 

English too is also used in lieu of or in combination with Korean for decorative 

purposes, a practice common in the East Asian context (see Brock and Dougill). 

Additionally, there are many words in the Korean lexicon that are of English origin, such 

as “keopi” (커피) for “coffee” or “inteoneit” (인터넷) for “internet,”  and some English 

loanwords in Korean curiously have a preexisting Korean counterpart, such as “waipeu” 

(와이프) for wife. Further, many anglicisms are used in everyday contexts by many 

Koreans, such as expressions like “hand phone” (i.e., mobile phone), “back mirror” (i.e., 

                                                                                                                                                 
that I am most familiar with. It is not to suggest that there is anything particularly exemplary within 

Korean-English and English-Korean translingualism.  
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rearview mirror), or “eye shopping” (i.e., window shopping) (Kim, 2011, p. 16).  

I am suggesting that, despite the efforts of state-funded language preservation 

efforts (such as the Hangeul Society) or even the “unofficial” discourses of 

monolingualism (such as the Samsung commercial described above), it would be difficult 

to imagine whether Korean could ever be “truly” monolingual. However, given the 

history of exogenous threats to the Korean national imaginary, including Japanese 

colonial occupation and US-Soviet diplomatic intervention during the Cold War era, 

perhaps we might make the case that Korean xenophobia is justified. Perhaps we might 

make the case that the Korean desire to “preserve” the Korean language, despite the fact 

that it has, since its inception always been translingual, is justified. In other words, can 

we consider that some peoples have the right to monolingualism?  

The assumed ability for language to express a worldview of a particular culture, 

the assumption upon which various ideologies of nationalistic monolingualism are built, 

enables us to critically examine contemporary discourses of language “diversity” as well. 

For instance, in large part due to hegemony of English in the context of contemporary 

globalization, there is much fear of the extinction of minority languages around the world. 

In exploring the implications of language policy advocacy, it is tempting to bifurcate the 

issue among two poles. As Pennycook (2000) notes, debates surrounding Official English 

in the US fall along the lines of those who believe that multilingualism in the US is “un-

American,” or those who believe that linguistic diversity is something “inherently good” 

(p. 216, 217). It is therefore important to consider the “ideological assumptions about the 

rightness” of our political positions when it comes to language policy, regardless of 

whether these beliefs are deemed “liberal” or “conservative” (Pennycook, 2000, p. 217). 
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A lesson learned from the British language policies in its colonial administration is that 

English was promoted as an ideologically-neutral mode of communication, but invariably 

served economically exploitative endeavors (Pennycook, 1998). Pennycook (2000) is 

correct to warn that we must recognize how “language policy and use are embedded in a 

range of different material and ideological concerns” (p. 196).   

Much has been written in recent years on the importance of language preservation 

and language death. David Crystal (2002), for instance, predicts that by the end of the 

twenty-first century only a small number of languages will remain. The preservation of 

endangered languages is often regarded as an inherently noble and worthwhile endeavor. 

But, we should heed Pennycook’s advice and critically examine the political economic 

imperatives driving not only the dismissal or subjugation of languages, but also the 

preservation and promotion of languages as well. To draw on an extreme case, Cameron 

(2012) reminds us that Nazis, apprehensive of the idea of non-Germans speaking German, 

were among the first to promote the preservation of other languages. While this might be 

regarded as “a ‘progressive’ policy by today’s standards,” it was “motivated in the Nazi 

case by ideas no twenty-first-century activist could regard as anything but repellent” 

(Cameron, 2012, p. 258). Today, discourse of language preservation “both invokes and 

reinforces the long-lived ideology which privileges language as a symbol of nationhood, 

a bearer of national culture and a force promoting national unity” (Cameron, 2012, p. 

260).  

Although I have been insisting on the transformative capacity of translingual 

practice, its ability to transform linguistic boundaries and transcend hegemonic linguistic 

suppositions, I believe there is a danger too in trying to suggest that translingualism is an 
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inherently superior type of language practice, or that all language practice must be 

translingual in all contexts. As Scott Richard Lyons (2009) reminds us, some American 

Indian communities, in the interest of retaining their sovereignty, prefer to preserve their 

linguistic resources rather than have them subject to mixture with other codes. In other 

words, the reluctance toward the mixing of codes results from a desire for cultural 

preservation, from a desire for the preservation of “sovereignty.” “Sovereignty,” argues 

Lyons (2009), “. . . is not something that is easily meshed. If anything, sovereignty 

requires the making of a fence, not to keep things out, but to keep important things in” (p. 

79). Although “hybridity” has come to be regarded as a form of resistant identity or 

practice against colonialist hegemony (Bhabha, 1994, p. 162), Lyons importantly reminds 

us that insisting on hybridity too can be a gilded form of colonialist assimilation. By 

insisting that all language practice should be translingual runs the risk of depriving 

certain marginalized peoples of their right to “rhetorical sovereignty,” or “the inherent 

right and ability of peoples to determine their own communicative needs and desires,” the 

right “to decide for themselves the goals, modes, styles, and languages of public 

discourse” (Lyons, 2000, p. 449-50). Similarly, Vivette Milson-Whyte (2013) argues that, 

in terms of teaching, we must respect the fact that some students who “live/operate in 

situations where languages are still treated as discrete systems” might be resistant to 

“translingual” pedagogies (p. 121). In short, by treating translingualism as a right, I think 

there is also the danger of treating it as therefore the only “right” way to practice 

language. We must, to a certain extent, be mindful of a people’s right to preserve their 

linguacultural resources, being careful not to insist on translingualism as a universally 

applicable, liberatory, or “good,” paradigm for cosmopolitan language practice. To insist 



177 

 

 

 

on any type of language practice would therefore at first glance seem to contradict the 

spirit of sovereignty that I advocate: if we tell a person what type of language they must 

practice in particular contexts, then we are ultimately depriving them of the right to be 

sovereign users of language.  

6.2 | Translingual Practices and the Reconstitution of Context  

In the same way that Lyons (2009) argues that the teaching of Standard English 

does not necessarily have to come at the expense of students’ non-English linguistic 

resources, as Canagarajah (2013a) argues, it is still possible for one to adopt a 

translingual orientation while maintaining ownership over heritage languages. 

Canagarajah (2013a) reminds us that “[h]eritage languages and identities are ideological 

constructs” but that we must also view these ideological constructs not necessarily as 

“evil or limiting,” but also as “enabling” (p. 200). While it is a common concern among 

more traditional perspectives on heritage language (Canagarajah reflects on how some Sri 

Lankan Tamil youth are viewed as losing proficiency in Tamil and thus becoming 

estranged from their ethnic heritage), we need to also remember that, “[i]n diaspora 

contexts, the community [is able to redefine] what it means by heritage language 

proficiency and identity” (Canagarajah, 2013a, p. 201). Because identity is never fixed 

but always already in a process of reconstruction, Canagarajah (2013a) insists that 

members of a diaspora community are able to draw on various language resources within 

different communicative contexts: “able to perform in-group [ethnic] identities and 

represent traditional identities for strategic purposes, while having the freedom and 

resources to adopt other identities” (p. 201).  

Canagarajah is no doubt correct to argue that individuals are able to freely adopt a 
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variety of translingual resources while traversing boundaries of national imaginaries, 

ethnic groups, and language communities.  However, we still need to contend with the 

issue of who gets to decide what constitutes proficiency within a language community. In 

the Tamil context, for instance, are youth able to practice Tamil despite traditional 

expectations of proficiency and still be regarded as members of the community? In the 

Korean context, despite the well documented commitment to learn English as a means of 

realizing one’s cosmopolitan aspirations (see Park & Abelmann, 2004), one risks being 

ostracized if they are of Korean ethnic heritage but speak Korean like an American.  

I return us again to Ong’s (2007) notion of graduated sovereignty, which presents 

an alternative, nuanced perspective in contrast to Lyons’s (2009) monolithic treatment of 

sovereignty. When it comes to the sovereign state, rules, regulations, and laws are always 

changing, similar to how notions of correctness and convention in language are always 

shifting. However, Ong’s work reminds us to consider who benefits from the shifts in 

policy. In the cosmopolitan contexts described by Canagarajah, I believe we see the 

potential for the logics of graduated sovereignty to be redistributed and thus disrupted. In 

other words, no longer will a select minority of users be authorized to use English 

language resources freely. As English becomes increasingly dissociated with a single 

national imaginary (as it has for the last several centuries), the rules that govern English 

become not only unsustainable in the traditional sense, but also reconfigurable by a larger, 

global community of users as English gets taken up in a variety of cosmopolitan, 

translingual contexts. If forms of national belonging that contradict the political 

assumptions of the nation-state continue to emerge as the norm (a possibility I suggest in 

Chapter 4), then it is not inconceivable to imagine the emergence of language practices 
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that are not expected to abide by linguistic assumptions of the nation-state. Within this 

framework of sovereignty I propose individuals will enjoy the freedom to practice 

languages, including Englishes, according to their own discursive needs without being 

accountable to set of discriminatory standards that always presume the inferiority of 

translingual practice. In other words, translingual practice moves us toward seeing 

beyond the idea that one must use a particular type of language, or register, or variety 

within a particular context, because the very notion of context, as I have attempted to 

suggest throughout, is always in a state of reconstitution. Translingual practice, to put it 

another way, invites us to language conventions otherwise.  

Language conventions need to be recognized as always already in a perpetual 

state of reimagination and reconstitution. English historically has always already been 

translingual language, and today, because it is used by so many people around the world 

in a variety of contexts, it cannot be accurately evoked within discourses of nationalistic 

monolingualism, as it no longer belongs to anybody (if it ever did in the first place). 

Therefore, we need to take seriously the logic of exceptionalism that drives discourses of 

monolingualism: “native” speakers want to imagine themselves as the gatekeepers of the 

language, as those who use it “correctly,” while the “nonnative” speakers are the ones 

who continue to use it “incorrectly.”  

We are approaching, I believe, a critical moment where the exceptionalist 

sovereignty of the native speaker is no longer sustainable. By insisting on the sovereignty 

of global Englishes, those Englishes that might be incorrect through the lenses of 

monolingualism, we can confront the dangerous ideological commitments to 

monolingualism that function as gilded forms of racism and ethnocentrism, and we can 
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recognize that exceptionalism has always been part of the way humans have used English. 

If it were not, it could not be the highly dynamic, adaptive, and global language as we 

know it today.  

6.3 | Conclusion 

This dissertation has primarily been about the movement, mobility, and 

transformations of Englishes and the teaching of, or rather, about Englishes. An 

overarching premise of my work has been that, because English is taken up in such a 

variety of global contexts, and because it has always been translingual, it belongs 

essentially to nobody and everybody. While some may concern themselves with 

questions of authenticity, such as what constitutes “authentic” English, I have suggested 

that authenticity is an ideological construct, including conceptualizations of authentic 

nationness. However, as commitments to the assumed inherent privilege of the imagined 

monolingual native speaker’s English persist, I have argued that we need to maintain a 

critical awareness of where this ideological privileging comes from, how it is being 

transformed through global mobilities and migrations, and how our teaching “of” English 

can be responsive to these changes and anticipate even further changes.  

In the opening chapter, drawing on Aiwha Ong’s (2006) theory of graduated 

sovereignty, I suggested that ideologies of English monolingualism have persisted 

through the logics of politically contingent exceptionalism, privileging select practices, 

varieties, and dialects, while pathologizing others. As I have suggested, it is not so 

important to try and identify with English language users and practices have historically 

enjoyed more privileges, evading the obligation to justify their Englishes as proficient. 

Rather, it is important to acknowledge that exceptionalism has always already been a 
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characteristic trait of English and the historical changes that the language has undergone 

over the years. By doing so, we are able to come to terms with the fact that, although 

exceptionalism is inherent to the practice and evolution of English, it is only a select 

population of users who have been recognized as “proficient” users of English. I 

described also my rationale for using the label “global” Englishes, but I remain largely 

dissatisfied with the fact that we must continue to use such a label to refer to Other 

Englishes. We are not at a point when we can do otherwise, as I suggested, but perhaps 

we are moving toward that moment.  

In Chapter 2, I asked readers to consider why the dominant response is to view 

nonstandard or nonnative Englishes as a disease that must be cured. I argued that the 

pervasive practice of pathologizing language difference, including the tendency to view 

monolingualism as the norm, parallels the logics of exclusionary and discriminatory 

manifestations of the political doctrine of nationalism. Even though I am unable to 

provide a comprehensive history of the evolutions of nationalist thought, even as it relates 

to language, I do hope that my fragmented genealogy was nonetheless able to, at the very 

least, allow readers to see that parallel logics of nation-language suturing shape our 

current perceptions and teaching of NNSE. One could say that the general point I hoped 

to make is that, because so much of epistemological processes along with our ideological 

commitments are shaped by the logics of the nation-state, once we investigate how these 

logics are manifest in the ways we think about and talk about proficiency in English 

today, we can begin to imagine otherwise.  

But the solution is not to simply try and justify global Englishes so that those we 

imagine to be the gatekeepers of language can see them as respectable and legitimate.  As 
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I explain in Chapter 4, the logics of describing, and thus justifying, these nonnative 

varieties of English inadvertently sustain the privilege of the monolingual native speaker. 

The logics of WE and similar scholarly attempts to legitimize periphery Englishes are 

sustained by the premise that comprehensibility is the target of communication and that 

incomprehensibility is an unwanted outcome of improficient language use. However, I 

also attempted to reframe the logics of sovereignty to imagine incomprehensibility as a 

resource for peripheralized users of global Englishes: as a resource to subvert the 

authority of monolingual native speaker, and to reconsider common norms of 

standardness. one day maybe we will read this sentence and not wonder or care if the 

“one” at the beginning is a typo. But we are of course not at that point yet. As I have 

noted, however, we must first work toward seeing incomprehensibility not as a perpetual 

defect, but as a potential resource.  

But before that can happen, we need to adopt a truly postnational mindset in 

which we see language practices and their derivative spaces as constituting nationness as 

a series of discursive practices across and beyond the territorial confines of the state. I 

have tried to have us consider how emerging practices of unpredictable mobilities are 

setting the stage for the balanced power distribution among “native” and “nonnative” 

Englishes: we don’t know which language resources will be the most valued in the future, 

but there is reason to believe that it won’t always continue to be the variety of English 

associated with the NSE.  Indeed, as we saw from the Korean context, everyday people 

are using language resources to manipulate conventional notions of correctness and 

authenticity. But they are using language despite the political restrictions of the nation-

state ideal: the people are committed to a national imaginary, but practice language and 
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national belonging outside of traditional national contexts, thus reconstituting national 

contexts. A point that is becoming more plausible is that authentic nationness is a 

construct and national belonging is a discursive practice. But I was not trying to suggest 

that the “authentic” reconstitution of nationness is a new phenomenon facilitated by the 

processes of contemporary globalization. Rather, the means by which people are 

reconstituting forms of nationness compel us to reconsider the restrictive nature of the 

nation-state. If authenticity is conceived of as an always already reconstitutable, and even 

mobile, discourse, from this recognition, the idea of the monolingual NSE is no longer 

sustainable as the privileged normative user.   

I also theorized how the very teaching of English must change in radical ways, if 

anything because it is the teaching of English that has in many ways maintained these 

imaginary NSE/NNSE hierarchies. I argued that, given these shifting configurations of 

nation, space, and language, we need to really imagine the teaching of English as 

complemented by the teaching about English, including a shift from how to why. The 

teaching of English can no longer be simply about teaching how to use English like a 

monolingual native speaker, or even how to use strategies of translingual negotiation 

(Canagarajah, 2013a). We must also teach why people have historically believed and 

continue to believe why one should strive to use English like an imagined monolingual 

native speaker. I believe that my approach to teaching “metadiscursive translingual 

awareness” is one example of a pedagogy that is responsive to the shifting logics of the 

nation-state. 

The teaching of English has for centuries now been a global practice. But it has 

also been a provincialized practice guided by and operating according to the logics of 
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monolingualism: privileging the separatedness of language resources, and guided by the 

premise that students need to learn English like the native speaker, or more recently, learn 

an English that is acceptable to the (sub)standards of the native speaker. In this 

dissertation, I promote a mindset and a pedagogy that distributes the logics of sovereignty, 

understood simply as the right to use language freely, to the billions of people around the 

globe who use English, or some semblance of English, without the imaginary figure of 

the native speaker telling them how it needs to be done.   
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