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Momentous events of the late 20th and early 21st century have led to the rapid and 
sometimes disturbing growth of American influence around the world.  This informal 
empire both explicitly rewards and implicitly threatens those living in nations of the 
expanding circle, depending upon their mastery of the English language and their 
conformity to Anglo-American cultural norms.  Rewards often come in the form of 
greater access to political, economic and cultural power.  Threats range from 
economic marginalization to cultural isolation. After understanding some of the 
cultural factors that seem to energize the American Empire, this presentation will 
consider some of the aspects related to the teaching of English as an International 
Language.  What are some of the wider sociopolitical forces that shape our decisions 
as language teachers?  As educators ethically reflect upon their role, how will their 
decisions support or subvert the aims of those who have a stake in the continued 
supremacy of the English language?

INTRODUCTION

Just over ten years ago, Phillipson stated that, in terms of language teaching, “…the 
connections between the English language and political, economic, and military 
power are seldom pursued” (8).  This state of affairs changed dramatically following 
the Anglo-American-Australian invasion of Iraq in 2003.  According to Morgan, even 
conservative think tanks are now proclaiming that America has drifted from a republic 
to becoming an unacknowledged empire (“Debate Over U.S. ‘Empire’”).  Templer 
reports that discussions are underway within the British Council and US State 
Department to recruit English teachers in the “reconstruction” of Iraq (4).  He states:

…the lucrative market for EFL being opened up by our generals will be a windfall for 
teachers from Sydney to Seattle. Experts from numerous other fields will also be 
recruited to reshape Iraqi education from kindergarten to university. Platoons of 
Western researchers, including graduate students, will likely descend on Iraq as 
transnational foundations seek to fund new projects (“Language of the Conqueror”).

EFL teachers, according to Edge, have become an academic army that pacifies 
intellectual resistance and occupies the linguistic dominions of an Anglophonic 
empire:
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…it is now possible to see us, EFL teachers, as a second wave of imperial troopers.  
Before the armoured divisions have withdrawn from the city limits, while the soldiers 
are still patrolling the streets, English teachers will be facilitating the policies that the 
tanks were sent to impose.  And wherever, and to whomsoever, I teach EFL, I am part 
of that overarching system (10).

With America in the nexus of this overarching system, explicit rewards and 
implicit threats are meted out to those living in what Kachru calls “expanding circle 
countries” (13).  Greater access to political, economic and sociocultural opportunities 
is bestowed upon those on the linguistic periphery who have mastered the English 
language and conformed to Anglo-American norms.  Economic marginalization, 
cultural isolation and, as in the recent cases of Afghanistan and Iraq, full-scale 
military action await the rogues who rebel.

What are English language teachers to do under the shadow of this Anglo-
American hegemony?  By teaching English to our learners, are we contributing to the
improvement of our respective nations and communities, or are we unwittingly 
cooperating in neocolonial reconstruction?  This paper reviews several current themes 
that may stimulate further debate on this issue, first by examining some American 
cultural constructs that, it is believed, often frame the manner in which English is 
taught to speakers of other languages.  Current debates in TESOL  on the influence of 
economics, cultural politics and religion on English language education will be 
considered. Applications for the language classroom will be offered at the close of 
this paper.

AMERICAN CULTURAL BELIEFS: A FEW WORDS

It is not my intention to dismiss the considerable contribution that countries such as 
the UK, Australia and Canada have made to the world and the field of TESOL.  
Countries within this linguistic “inner circle” (Kachru 12) face a constant struggle 
with how to deal with America’s cultural, political and economic power, while at the 
same time trying to maintain their identity and interests.  However, Kaplan states 
“…English speakers are participants in an international information cartel far more 
powerful and influential than OPEC could ever be” (139).  Inner circle countries stand 
to gain more from their participation in the Pax Americana than going it alone.  One 
need only to observe the level of political interaction, cultural respect, quality of 
business relations as well as the nature of scientific and other academic cooperation 
between the United States and expanding circle countries to fully appreciate the 
(sometimes begrudging) degree of camaraderie that inner circle countries share with 
America.  The common threads of language and (to a lesser degree) historic 
development in these countries allow for the hegemonic acquisition of vast resources.

In terms of TESOL, there continues to be a historic divide between countries that 
have been influenced by North American TESOL and countries that prefer the British 
model. Today, however, regardless of the politics and historical events that created 
this distinction, Fishman claims that, “the sun never sets on English” (23).  Wherever 
and however English is studied, the incentive for doing so stems from the fact that it is 
currently the language of the world’s only economic and military superpower.  For 
this reason alone, it would seem expedient to consider some of the motives that have 
stimulated America’s interaction with the world.

A word also needs to be offered on the difficult task of describing “cultural 
beliefs”.  Culture in this paper is understood sociologically, what Adaskou, Britten 
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and Fahsi call “culture with a small c” (3).  Culture will refer to the nature of 
interpersonal relations, customs and institutions, and is defined as a “membership in a 
discourse community that shares a common social space and history, and common 
imaginings” (Kramsch 10).   

While it is generally believed that such belief systems exist, and that they affect
how we live and relate to each other (George and Aronson 3), Hunter (42-46) rightly 
observes that there is no single culture within America (or any other country for that 
matter).  Cultural beliefs are very difficult to pin down.  Like ghostly shadows 
projected on a screen, cultural beliefs seem to be easiest to define when viewed from a 
distance.  The closer one approaches a culture, the less he or she will be able to 
explain about how and why the people of a certain country tend to believe and act the 
way they do.

American cultural beliefs are formed from a wide array of subcultures that are
suspended between the poles of orthodoxy and progressivism; these give impetus to a 
wide range of conflicting notions about reality and the world.  McElroy sees 
American cultural beliefs as “…extremely simple…and communicated through 
behavior over more than three generations” (4).  He suggests that American cultural 
beliefs can be better discerned when studied from a historical perspective.  This 
approach is not without its problems, for it does not get around the question of whose
beliefs, behavior and history are considered as the prime model.  George and Aronson 
clarify what McElroy only implies: “…although the United States is called the great 
melting pot and the land of opportunity – a place where all citizens have an 
opportunity to succeed – the predominant culture is grounded in and shaped by white, 
middle-class values and expectations” (3).

Any discussion of how cultural beliefs might affect our profession as language 
teachers, therefore, requires a certain suspension of disbelief.  This paper should be 
interpreted as only a rough sketch of a few of the dynamics in cultural studies that 
potentially influence TESOL in today’s world. With this in mind, McElroy’s model, 
imperfect as it is, will be used as a point of reference from which to consider the 
potential influence of key American cultural constructs on TESOL.  These are stated 
as Progress through Practical Improvement, America is Special, Expansion is Safety, 
and Healthy Competition Stimulates Progress.  

PROGRESS THROUGH PRACTICAL IMPROVEMENT

Historically speaking, the present idea of Progress is a relatively new phenomenon.
Harvard College president Michael Ruse contends that although the notion of 
Progress was an important aspect of Greek, Roman, and later European cultures, it 
was slowed by worldviews that valued the cyclical nature of life, stratified class 
systems or an over reliance upon Divine Grace and Providence (20).  Progress today 
is a concept that is rooted in “…a belief about change, from the past, to the present, 
and most probably onwards and upwards into the future” (ibid 20).  Progress, at least 
in the American sense, is not a passive force:  it requires human effort (ibid 21) and 
must have practical value for as many people as possible.  It was this belief in the 
possibility of progress that motivated many to leave their countries and start a new life 
in (what was considered at the time) to be a “Stone Age wilderness” (McElroy 15).  
People saw their countries as connected to a crumbling past.  In America, many 
believed they could improve their lives in the present and create a better society for 
the future:  “Old Europe” was seen as inferior to the “New America”.  
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When US Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld recently used the same terminology 
in describing France and Germany’s opposition to American policies (“Outrage”), he 
was touching upon beliefs of American superiority through progress that have been 
preached since the Industrial Revolution, even though at this time it was Great Britain, 
not America, that was seen as the powerhouse of progress.  By the close of the Second 
World War, when Rumsfeld was teenager, scientific and technical progress was 
increasingly linked to the nationalistic myths of American Identity.  As one 
propaganda poster at the time put it, “Despite war restrictions, America’s living 
standard is still the world’s best – thanks to US industrial progress” (“Industrial 
Progress”).  

Although American Progress has been increasingly questioned since the 1960’s, 
the words “new and improved” still fill the airwaves, and one only needs to consider 
American-led industries in computer software or electronics to see that the frenetic 
quest for concrete, widespread and practical progress is still a powerful force in 
American society today.

It is believed that American progress also influences various aspects of TESOL.  
Take, for example, the seasons of change in TESOL every few years, in which new 
approaches and methods replace earlier designs.  Although Brumfit notes that most of 
these changes tend to be a cyclical reconstruction of earlier models that had been 
previously deconstructed (“Talking Shop” 35), many language teachers adopt new 
approaches in the belief that practical issues are being addressed and that progress is 
being made. While this sometimes may be the case, perennial problems remain:  in 
this author’s survey of the past twenty years of articles written in the Japan-specific 
journal The Language Teacher and the international ELT Journal, the pedagogic
difficulties experienced by students and teachers in language classes during the 1980s 
are essentially the same as being reported today.  
Anglo-American Progress in TESOL can also mute the voice of language teachers in 
“obscure places” (Peters & Cenci, qtd. in Harwood and Hadley).  Canagarajah (qtd. in 
Harwood and Hadley) describes the difficulties that researchers in the expanding 
circle have in getting their papers published by center journals. These researchers 
often cannot afford to obtain center journals or travel to conferences, thus making it 
difficult for them to keep up with research developments or the latest jargon in their 
fields. As a result, their manuscripts may contain a preponderance of dated references, 
making their work look like “old news” to editors and reviewers. Many journals, it 
seems, are “international” in name only, because the papers they publish are 
overwhelmingly from inner circle countries.

AMERICA IS SPECIAL: “THE CITY UPON A HILL”

When Ronald Reagan used the phrase, “a city upon a hill” to describe his conservative 
vision for America, he was borrowing from a sermon by John Winthrop, a clergyman 
and first governor of the Massachusetts colony.  In 1630, while traveling to the New 
World, he put forth his vision of a kinder, gentler Puritan society that could become a 
shining beacon to the socially and morally corrupt Old World.  Winthrop’s ideas were 
eventually developed into the belief that America is a special country with a unique 
mission in the world, a concept coined by Alexis de Tocqueville as American 
Exceptionalism.  A growing number of educated Americans are embarrassed by the 
political incorrectness of American Exceptionalism, which is essentially a localized
form of Western Exceptionalism, but this belief continues to occupy a long and 
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established place in the shrines of American patriotism.  The conviction that America 
is Special, especially during those seasons of political conservatism, takes on the 
aspects of a civil religion, in which politicians unashamedly use spiritual metaphors to 
describe America’s mission in the world.  A few examples will suffice:  

“America has a spiritual energy in her which no other nation can contribute to the 
liberation of mankind” (US President Woodrow Wilson, qtd. in Monbiot).

Ronald Reagan, thirty years ago:

You can call it mysticism if you want to, but I have always believed that there was 
some divine plan that placed this great continent between two oceans to be sought out 
by those who were possessed of an abiding love of freedom and a special kind of 
courage (“City Upon a Hill”). 
 

Three years ago, George W. Bush proclaimed during his inauguration speech:

I know this is in our reach because we are guided by a power larger than ourselves 
who creates us equal in His image. And we are confident in principles that unite and 
lead us onward…The enemies of liberty and our country should make no mistake: 
America remains engaged in the world by history and by choice, shaping a balance of 
power that favors freedom…And to all nations, we will speak for the values that gave 
our nation birth (“Inauguration Speech”). 

While those values may have sometimes motivated America to help improve the 
quality of life for others in the world, Lipset warns that American Exceptionalism, as 
expressed by ultra-conservatives, is a double-edged sword, especially since the United 
States has been “the most religious country in Christendom” (19).  Monbiot goes 
further:

The United States is no longer just a nation.  It is now a religion…As George Bush 
told his troops on the day he announced victory [in Iraq]:  “Wherever you go, you 
carry a message of hope – a message that is ancient and ever new.  In the words of the 
prophet Isaiah, ‘To the captives, come out’, and to those in darkness, be free.’”  So 
American soldiers are no longer merely terrestrial combatants; they have become
missionaries.

Little attention in the literature has been given to the effects of American or 
Western Exceptionalism on TESOL, though it is strongly implied in the work of 
academics such as Phillipson, Kachru, Pennycook and Braine.  One institutional 
means, however, that English language teachers declare to the nations the values that 
gave their nation birth is through the Special Interest Groups (SIGs) of Anglo-
American dominated organizations such as the Japan Association of Language 
Teachers (JALT), or Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL).  
From platforms such as Social Responsibility, Environmentalism, or Peace Studies, 
like-minded educators create lessons and materials aimed at teaching both cultural and 
political beliefs that are based on these themes.  It is perhaps coincidental that lessons 
on identical topics can also be accessed anywhere in the world from the US 
Department of State’s English Language Programs website (“Language and Civil 
Society”).  All of this goes well beyond simply teaching the English language (if 
indeed such a thing is possible) to encourage language learners to consider, (and in 
some cases, reconsider), various social, political and moral issues from the Anglo-
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American liberal academic tradition.  Intentional or not, the aim of such work appears 
to be that of freeing captives who live under the shadow of unenlightened ideologies.

EXPANSION IS SAFETY

America in the late 1700s, according to Mauk and Oakland (153-155), was much like 
many present-day Third World nations.  Economically and militarily disadvantaged, 
America was surrounded on all sides by the colonies of the great European 
superpowers.  As such, Americans were in constant fear of an invasion.  Once 
America had grown stronger, however, the insecurity that its citizens felt led them to 
expand their borders by negotiation or war, until it was the only major power on the 
continent.  Expansion was motivated not only by fear, but also by the belief that 
America had a manifest destiny to enlighten and develop the continent.  By molding 
the continent into the image of the United States, all people (especially the 
Americans) could enjoy peace and prosperity.  

America’s fear of the world has led to periods of isolationism, but for most of its 
history, America has felt safe only if expansion has been possible.  Lack of expansion 
implies the possibility of defeat:  somewhere, someone may be preparing to encroach 
upon America.  In the past, American insecurity was an important factor in the 
invasions of Hawaii, Puerto Rico and the Philippines.  It contributed to America’s 
“expeditions” into Cuba and Central America, wars of “containment” against 
communism, and the creation of military bases in every corner of the world.  America 
entered into two world wars only when it felt that its borders were at risk.  The “Star 
Wars” program, which attempts to provide a defense shield from nuclear missiles 
above, is an expression of America’s continued need to seek safety by now expanding 
its borders into outer space (Mauk and Oakland 154).   Recent invasions into 
Afghanistan and Iraq were felt justified by a large number of Americans because they 
were convinced that America’s national security was threatened.  “Expansion” into 
these countries insured American safety and, as the US Agency for International 
Development website assures us, brought freedom, economic growth, education and 
democracy to people who have suffered under years of oppression and 
mismanagement (“Assistance for Iraq”).    

Troike (qtd. in Phillipson 6-7) and Crystal (53) are among many scholars who have
noted how the expansion of TESOL correlates with the growth of the former British 
and present American Empire.  The expansion of English as the world’s most-studied 
foreign language has also been accelerated by massive amounts of US foreign aid in 
the form of EFL programs.  Within the US State Department, the Bureau of 
Educational and Cultural Affairs contains an Office of English Language Programs 
that sends Regional English Language Officers (RELOs) to teach TESOL.  These 
teachers serve as part of the educational aid packages exported to countries 
throughout South America, South East Asia, Africa and the Middle East.  The British 
Council runs similar aid programs in Europe, with crossover in Southeast Asia, Africa 
and the Middle East.  Both organizations dedicate the lion’s share of their work to 
training local language teachers with the most recent materials and methods from the 
inner circle.  

Not all see these efforts as sustainable humanitarian aid.  The potentially negative 
effect of the Office of English Language Programs and the British Council was 
described recently at the Fifth English in South East Asia Conference:
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Local teachers of English serve in their role as colonial administrators entrusted with 
the enforcement of the linguistic Standard, while students carry the burdens of 
colonized subjects and suffer in silence (Fox, “TEFL as Imperialism or 
Empowerment?”).       

LoCastro notes that further evidence of the expansion of English is seen in the rise 
in MA programs in TESOL.  While most of these are part-time distance programs run 
by UK and Australian universities, she writes, many complete MA programs are run 
directly by US universities or through surrogate universities in countries such as 
Thailand, Japan, China or Mexico (“MA Programs”).  If students cannot go to 
American universities, the universities will go to them.  If this is not possible, then 
there may be a friendly RELO just around the corner.

In another case, Templar calls for TESOL teachers in the Arab world to join and 
dismantle the suspected practice of discrimination against Anglo-American teachers 
of Jewish descent.  The fiat that TESOL teachers receive to embark on such a quest is 
derived from the fact that:

…TESOL is in a phase of truly phenomenal expansion on the Arabian Gulf.  In the 
spirit of the aims of TESOLers for Social Responsibility…Arabia would seem to 
offer a prime potential site for encounter between Arab students and colleagues and 
Jewish TESOLers – as we link language learning and the values of teaching for 
tolerance, social awareness and solidarity (“Building TESOL Bridges”).

While he admits that some would consider “such advocacy [as] a form of 
imperialist interference in the internal affairs of independent states,” Templar 
nevertheless concludes that the quest would help bring about a more enlightened 
academic system in Saudi Arabia.   

HEALTHY COMPETITION STIMULATES PROGRESS

This belief stems from a combination of American economic liberalism (inspired by 
Adam Smith), the Protestant work ethic and the experience of the early American 
pioneers who needed initiative and resourcefulness in order to survive (Mauk and 
Oakland 199).   As America developed into an industrialized nation, the principle of 
free market competition was seen as the best way to insure that superior goods and 
services made their way to consumers.   Excesses in this belief during the late 19th and 
early 20th century led to more governmental regulation of industries and public 
services (including education).  It is questionable as to whether a free market truly 
exists today.  However, the principle of healthy competition is still fervently believed 
by many Americans as fundamental for the survival of US society.  “Our goal,” states 
US Deputy Assistant Attorney General William Kolasky at a meeting of NAFTA 
partners in Mexico City, “should be to secure a robust culture of competition 
throughout North America” (“Culture of Competition” 2).

For elite schools and educational programs, competition is an unpleasant fact in the 
United States and abroad.  An obvious example is in proficiency tests such as the 
IELTS and TOEFL examinations, in which students must reach a certain standard in 
order to further access higher education in center countries, or as in the case of the 
TOEIC test, to secure a more prestigious job.    

Another example of competition in TESOL is found in the plethora of language 
games activities.  Lengeling and Malarcher state that language games can stimulate 
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“healthy competition” among learners (“Index Cards” 42).  In the introduction of their 
book on language games, Wright, Betteridge and Buckby affirm that while “many 
teachers believe that competition should be avoided [,] it is possible to play the 
majority of games in this book with a spirit of challenge to achieve, rather than to ‘do 
someone else down’” (6).  A deeper level of how competition is linked to the progress 
of teaching English can be seen in the task groups working behind the scenes in 
language teacher associations.  Richards observes that corporate sector influence on 
TESOL is far-reaching; especially where one finds an emphasis upon standards, 
development, quality assurance, performance appraisal, or ideal practices (6).  In a 
report by Barbara Schwarte, the past president of TESOL, “…new competition and 
opportunities are being created” because of globalization and technological 
development, so the creation of professional standards should be targeted by TESOL 
as a key “niche market” (“President’s Message”).  McKeon (qtd. in Schwarte) feels 
that such a move would make TESOL teachers more marketable as well as unify 
educators into a cohesive group and help determine the “best practices” for language 
teachers within the association.  In addition to standards, Schwarte (ibid) advises the 
outsourcing of TESOL teachers’ expertise in order to reduce costs, undercut their 
competitors, and convince potential consumers (private citizens and legislators) that 
progress is taking place in the field.

QUESTIONING CULTURAL BELIEFS

The American cultural beliefs described in this paper are implicitly synergistic in 
nature: the more they are acted upon, the more that each postulate energizes and 
sometimes justifies the other (Figure 1).

Figure 1:  Interrelationship of TESOL with American Cultural Beliefs
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Of course, the big picture is far more complex and chaotic than this. While Figure 
1 suggests a process similar to that of an atom, with different concepts swirling 
around a TESOL nucleus, a closer analogy might be that of cultural beliefs acting like 
marbles in a box, each one bouncing off each other at random, thereby creating almost 
infinite probabilities.  Whatever analogy is used, however, linking American or 
Anglo-American cultural beliefs to the dynamics of TESOL is admittedly tenuous.  
Returning for a moment to the metaphor of shadows flitting back and forth across our 
mental screens, cultural beliefs are open to many interpretations.  Indeed, it is the fluid 
nature of culture that makes any discussion on the subject “…a constant site of 
struggle for recognition and legitimation” (Kramsch 10).  This paper’s struggle for 
legitimization may strike some as being occasionally true for American TESOL, true 
at other times only for American TESOL teachers of a certain ideological persuasion, 
and perhaps equally true for many Anglophone teachers in specific situations.  Some 
might add that what has been portrayed as “American” could also be found in the 
cultures of other countries.

These charges are compelling, yet it might be helpful to recognize that this paper 
does not suggest that America reigns supreme over TESOL; rather, American cultural 
beliefs exert significant influence.  David Crystal, in his seminal work entitled English 
as a Global Language, argues: 

Given that the USA has come to be the dominant element in so many of the domains 
identified…the future status of English must be bound up to some extent with future 
of that country.  So much of the power which has fueled the growth of the English 
language in the twentieth century has stemmed from America (117).

Crystal (ibid) explains that America contains four times more monolingual native 
English speakers than any other country in the world.  Combined with economic clout 
and world prestige, America’s linguistic prominence extends to international scientific 
and technological developments, the creation of the Internet, (of which over 80% is in 
English), a majority of the world’s reading material being printed in English and an 
increase in Americanisms in languages throughout the world.  Higa observes (278, 
qtd. in Kachru 139) that when two cultures meet, and “if one is more dominant or 
advanced than the other, the directionality of culture learning and subsequent word-
borrowing is not mutual, but from the dominant to the subordinant.”  America’s 
growing economic and military dominance has secured it greater influence (though 
not full control) over the issues discussed so far in this paper.  Moreover, despite the 
growing wave of anti-American sentiment in the world following its recent invasion 
of Iraq, US interests still have international ramifications and a bearing on many of 
the issues affecting TESOL.  Let us now move to a survey of the interaction that 
TESOL has with money, politics and religion. 

TESOL AND ECONOMICS

TESOL is big business.  McAllen’s economic study of TESOL (qtd. in Phillipson 4) 
describes it as a “world commodity” worth billions of dollars.  A major service 
industry, imports and exports related to TESOL contribute significantly to local and 
international economic development (Dyke, “Foreign Imports”).  As a robust growth 
industry, people living in Kachru’s “outer circle” countries (13) (e.g. Singapore, 



ELT and the New World Order

10

Nigeria and India), are beginning see their ability to speak English as a way to cash in 
on lucrative economic opportunities.  Observe Kachru’s recent remarks: 

The region has realised that now is the time to seek rewards by the ‘commodification’ 
of the language.  What matters is that South Asia’s creative writers in English, 
English Language Teachers, IT specialists, and medical and other technical 
professionals are rejoicing over their use of this linguistic commodity in the global 
context (“British export”).

Thousands of private language institutes worldwide recruit native English 
Language teachers, promising good salaries and an exotic overseas adventure.  Such 
positions do exist, and the remuneration for native-speaker teachers of English can be 
better or at least equal to entry-level salaries in the respective expanding circle 
countries, but McCallen (ibid) notes that as lucrative a business that TESOL may be, 
the majority of teachers are not well paid, and many work in unglamorous, unstable 
teaching environments.  TESOL for these teachers is more a job than a profession.

Every day, hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of students flock to schools or 
attend classes at universities with the hope of getting well-paid jobs.  It is not 
coincidental that Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco (qtd. in Kim) use the term 
investment rather than motivation to describe the complex reasons why many learners 
study English.  The associations of English with prosperity are widespread.  Writing 
about the situation in the Philippines, Jeffrey warns:

…those that adopt English and use it alongside their own culture, and combine it 
with, for example, communications technology, can possibly escape from the 
poverty-trap and catch up with developed countries rapidly (67).

Setting aside the unfortunate implication that those who do not adopt English run 
the risk of becoming backwards and underdeveloped, attitudes such as these are 
common among those who support the hegemony of English.  Edge responds:

This, fundamentally, is what hegemony means:  a relationship based not upon explicit 
coercion, but on established power and the consent of the majority to go along with 
the arrangements that flow from that power because of the rewards that we receive 
(“Imperial Troopers”).

Phillipson (qtd. in Fox) contends that the notion of English study bringing 
economic success is a myth that has been maintained by the elite of the outer and 
expanding circle countries.  In actuality, English becomes for many “a barrier to 
restrict entry into the cathedrals of the powerful” (“TEFL as Imperialism”).  Hazita 
Azman found this to be true for the Malaysian teaching context (qtd. in Fox), where 
the government has attempted to link English language education to IT skills as a 
means to further scientific and economic development.  Azman reported that the 
initiative is failing because rural Malay students typically see “very little need for 
English in the social world”, and fewer than 5% had access to a computer or 
possessed even basic computer literacy skills (ibid).  In relation to the urban-rural 
divide in Malaysia, Gerry Abbott reports:

…a racial elite in Malaysia has established residential schools for selected Malays 
who are prepared for Cambridge English examinations and further education through 
the medium of English in other countries, while the normal schools must prepare 
students for exams not acceptable to universities in those countries.  One irony about 
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cultural imperialism, then, is that people inflict it upon others of the same nationality 
(175).

However, where some see the potential for economic repression in TESOL, others 
see opportunity.  Tully (163) calls for Indians to promote the spread of English 
throughout the rural areas in order to divest the elite of their hold on the language.  
Bisong finds Phillipson’s argument too simplistic, and feels that the spread of English 
in Nigeria has been a positive development.  He contends that “reasons for learning 
English now are more pragmatic in nature” than during the days of British colonial 
rule; “Nigerians are sophisticated enough to know what is in their interest, and that 
interest includes the ability to operate with two or more linguistic codes in a 
multilingual situation” (131).  As this debate continues, let us now consider the 
domain of cultural politics as it relates to TESOL.

TESOL AND CULTURAL POLITICS

Is it possible to sidestep the entire discussion up to this point by simply “teaching 
English”?  There are those who feel that a neutral approach to teaching English is 
possible.  Stating that there is “no cultural value tied to the learning of English,” 
Wardaugh claims that English is “…tied to no particular social, political, economic or 
religious system, or to a specific racial or cultural group” (15).  Similar views are 
expressed by Seaton, who opines that English has become a neutral means for global 
communication in “transnational companies, internet communication, scientific 
research, youth culture, international goods and services and news and entertainment 
media” (381).   These also represent examples of discourse communities that are 
growing worldwide, which rely on English as a lingua franca in order to maintain 
communication with each other.  

At the other end of the spectrum is Dua, who rejects a neutral portrayal of English.  
He writes that it “must be realized that language is basically involved with class, 
power and knowledge” (133).  Pretending that English is apolitical, according to 
Phillipson, is, among other things, “an uncritical endorsement of 
capitalism…transnationalization, [and] the Americanization and homogenization of 
world culture” (274).  The current spread of English, he maintains, is oppressive 
because it imposes Western “mental structures” on the minds of the learners 
(Phillipson 166).  This is seen most visibly in the vast amounts of TESOL materials 
exported from center countries to the outer circle, which often require learners to 
conform to Anglo-American styles of communication.   With regard to this issue, 
McKay (120-121) criticizes the international spread of Communicative Language 
Teaching (CLT), claiming that the western underpinnings of the approach, which 
focus on democracy, individuality, creativity and social expression, often marginalize 
local language teachers, and fail to meet the needs of students, who often prefer a 
teacher-centered pedagogic approach.  

Rajagopalan, on the other hand, rejects the whole concept of linguistic imperialism, 
calling it “grossly and sensationally blown out of proportion” (201).  Without 
discounting the problems of minority languages being endangered by the spread of 
English, he states rather matter-of-factly that language in this multilingual world have 
less to do with cooperation and more to do with competition:  



ELT and the New World Order

12

it is in the very nature of human languages, all of them, to be riven by power 
inequalities.  This means that EFL teachers have no special reason to feel guilty about 
being complicit in a gigantic neo-colonialist enterprise in the guise of emancipatory 
pedagogy” (205).

The hyperbole used to describe the hegemonic spread of English, Rajagopalan 
explains, is built upon the assumption that the English language invades “(a) …a 
monolingual setting, [where] communication is always perfect, and (b) 
communicative harmony is invariably threatened every time there is the intrusion of 
an alien tongue” (202).  English, at least for Rajagopalan, is just another language.  In 
the current climate of increased international exchange, he feels that the threat of one 
more language is negligible.      

Such an opinion makes sense to one growing up in multilingual cultures like India, 
Singapore or Nigeria.  But Rajagopalan has inadvertently touched upon an important 
point:  some of the strongest opponents of the spread of English originate from 
countries with well-established monolingual settings that emphasize correct forms 
communication, and avoid communicative disharmony.  A number of countries along 
the Asian Pacific rim might fit this category.  Rajagopalan’s implication is that the 
objections against English come from older nationalistic hegemonies that wish to 
preserve their hold on “zealously guarded cultural boundaries” (204).  While decrying 
the loss of a linguistic ideal for their countries, Rajagopalan explains that these 
linguists have failed to accept the political reality of internationalization, which even 
now is in the process of replacing nationalism much in the way that nation states 
replaced earlier political models during the 15th and 16th centuries.   One of the 
unavoidable results of globalization has been the compromise of linguistic and 
cultural borders by the onslaught of English via satellite, entertainment media, the 
Internet and the ever-increasing migration of English language teachers.    

    Pennycook finds all three of the viewpoints presented in this section to be too 
simplistic (“Development, Culture and Language”).  He emphasizes that TESOL 
should be understood “not merely as a language of imperialism, but also a language of 
opposition” (262).  Crookes has certainly found this to be the case.  In his survey of 
English language education in Japan, Pakistan, North Korea and Saddam Hussein-era 
Iraq, pedagogic materials have been appropriated to teach a political and social 
agenda that often stands in stark opposition to the aims of the Anglo-American 
hegemony (“ELT as a Radical Political Tool”).  Another example of this can be seen 
in the People’s Republic of China, where Shi and Fujii found that English language 
textbooks would not be published unless they explicitly teach Communist ideology 
and promote nationalist Chinese sentiment (“Unveiling Chineseness in College 
English Textbooks”).    With the potential of English becoming a tool for conflict 
rather than a medium for communication, Pennycook calls for the creation of “third 
places” or “third cultures” where there is “both a political understanding of the global 
role of English and a means to understand contextually how English is used, taken up 
[and] changed” (“Development, Language and Culture”).  

THIRD PLACES

Currently the bulk of the literature on cultural politics and TESOL suggests that 
English language education is a politically charged practice.  However, the restive 
discourse in TESOL’s academic community is also leading to the formation of 
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various “third places.” One of these third places is in the ongoing native/non-native 
educator dialogue.  Another is the study of English as an International Language.  

Until the late 1980s, the issue of discrimination between native English speaking 
teachers (NESTS) and non-native English teachers (non-NESTs) was generally 
ignored.  Most seem to have blindly accepted the myth that native English speakers 
were best suited as language teachers, and that while the non-native teachers of 
English had their place, it was only in a support role to the “real” task of 
Communicative Language Teaching.  Such views are now condemned as a form of 
linguistic apartheid.  The number of bilingual English speakers is constantly growing, 
and there are now more well-trained, fluent non-native teachers of English in the 
expanding circle than in any other moment in world history.  Medgyes explains that it 
is very difficult to define who is and who is not a “native speaker” in today’s 
international society.  He concludes that both NESTs and non-NESTs are needed, 
because they ideally bring different experiences and different types of expertise to the 
classroom (41-42).  Tajino and Tajino show that this ideal can be realized, once a 
community spirit is developed within the class and between teachers (9-10).  Instead 
of a dichotomy between native and non-native speakers, Rampton (19) proposes the 
concept of expert speakers.  Focusing on expertise rather than upon one’s inherited 
language seems to be a helpful paradigm shift.  While hiring practices in many 
institutions lag far behind this view, and discrimination often persists against experts 
or NESTs who do not “look” or “sound” like Anglo-Americans, (Thomas 6), it is 
believed that with time, more and more schools will employ language teachers who 
represent the linguistic reality of today’s world.

As a third place, the study of English as an International Language (EIL) is still 
hotbed of debate and controversy within the field of TESOL.  Sifakis (Forthcoming) 
explains this is because EIL as an area of study touches upon numerous domains, such 
as national identity, linguistic human rights, ethnolinguistics and educational 
sociology.  This also contributes to the difficulty that scholars have had in defining the 
scope and nature of EIL.  Yoneoka explains:  

EIL, like any standard, is an idealization of a language that is not actually spoken by 
any single person.  But unlike other standards, is not claimed, created, controlled or 
dominated by any particular person or group.  Thus no one has either the authority to 
prescribe what it should be, or the omnipotence to describe what it might be under 
every possible circumstance” (“A Survey of Six Artificially Simplified Englishes”). 

Nevertheless, there are some general principles emerging that most scholars agree 
will complement the teaching of English as an International Language.  One of these 
is that EIL should be taught within the context of the local educational culture, and 
that EIL should avoid Western teaching materials and approaches.  People are 
encouraged to think globally but teach locally.  McKay insists that by contextualizing 
English to the local needs and interests of the learners, they can truly claim ownership 
of the language as their own tool of expression (140).  

   Another feature is that EIL is often understood as belonging equally to all 
speakers of English.  The “native speaker” standard is rejected.  Such an idea is 
receiving greater attention throughout the Asia Pacific region.  In a recent interview 
(“Giving English Firmer Focus” 2), Takao Suzuki, an internationally respected 
Professor Emeritus from Japan’s Keio University, sums up the feelings of many 
Japanese when he remarked:
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We shouldn’t have to apologize for using “Japanese English.”  The notion that 
English belongs to the Americans or the Britons is narrow-minded.  English is now 
the language of the world. 

Kubota (qtd. in Kasai 20) echoes these views, stating that “English no longer 
belongs only to ‘native speakers’ of the Inner Circle; it is used by other people in 
bilingual/multilingual situations with various forms of pronunciation, vocabulary, 
syntax and discourse.”   Similar views can be found in the statements of writers 
throughout the outer and expanding circle countries.  

EIL is also viewed as being actualized when expert speakers of different countries 
use their form of English not only for transactional communication, but also for 
creating friendly relationships with each other, something known as comity (Aston, 
qtd. in McKay 75).  The pragmatic rules of communication used by speakers of inner 
circle countries are no longer the standard.  English speakers of the outer and 
expanding circle are encouraged to communicate in a way that feels natural to them.  
Aikawa, for example, found in his study that by encouraging an Asian style of 
communication in English, Japanese and Taiwanese speakers of English experienced 
greater comfort and a more satisfying level of communication (“What about English 
as an Asian Language?”).  

It can be seen that the supporters of EIL are involved in a serious political 
undertaking.  EIL is construed as an attempt to denationalize English and divest the 
American hegemony from its claim on the English language (Kachru 1-17).  The EIL 
Movement, led often by fluent non-native speakers of English from outer and 
expanding circle countries, recognize that access to the higher levels of power within 
the American hegemony is limited.  Therefore, many seem to be attempting to create 
an alternative linguistic powerbase that is free from American influence.  EIL is also 
an expression of a basic need that English speakers have everywhere:  the heartfelt 
desire to be free from what is seen as the oppressive and unattainable standard of the 
Anglo-American “native speaker”, and to begin to speak English in a manner which 
complements their cultural preferences.  

These efforts to encourage the acceptance of a denationalized English are 
admirable, and it is felt that the EIL movement should be supported by all language 
teachers.  However, sometimes there is a clash between what our emotions tell us as 
language teachers, and what must be acknowledged logically.  A number of 
difficulties are perceived to exist within current models of EIL.  These are the 
difficulties within the terminology of “international”, pedagogic ambiguity, and the 
problems of standards.

THE PROBLEM WITH INTERNATIONAL LANGUAGES

In Western history, Hellenization, and then Romanization were terms used by the 
Greeks and Romans to describe (what they would interpret as) an increased level of 
civilization.  A common language (Greek, then Latin) was central to the goal of 
dominating vast numbers of people from different cultures and language groups.  
Because the English language is currently a fundamental aspect of 
internationalization, and given America’s present power in the world, there is a 
question of whether internationalization is really in actuality an American vision of 
Westernization.  
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Although proponents of EIL state that English must be distanced from the 
American Empire for it to become truly international, it is impractical to simply 
ignore the fact that an American-led hegemony benefits greatly from an enthusiastic 
promotion of EIL.  More speakers of English would create a larger market for 
American products, services and entertainment.  Pennycook (54) is concerned that 
“International” English might speed up an oppressive and relentless flow of people, 
goods and western ideas, which would eventually result in the creation of larger 
versions of the current national socioeconomic rifts, and further the marginalization of 
minority cultures, languages, religions and ethnic groups.   

PEDAGOGIC AMBIGUITY

In his survey of the literature that reappraised the appropriacy CLT, Hadley (62) 
summarized the criticisms of CLT as being difficult to define, encouraging unbridled 
eclecticism, and leading to interlingual fossilization.  It is interesting to note that while 
proponents of EIL claim that Western pedagogic methods such as CLT or Task-Based 
Learning (TBL) are incompatible with educational cultures across the world, in 
actuality, EIL suffers from the same weaknesses found in Communicative Language 
Teaching.  

Because of its very scope, the nature of EIL has been very difficult to define.  
Numerous definitions and formulations for EIL exist.  Coupled with the idea of 
“thinking globally and teaching locally,” these notions lend to the condition where 
English language education becomes so contextualized to each local situation that the 
international element may be lost.  So long as it is free from perceived Anglo-
American influence, pedagogic practices may be deemed “international.”  However, it 
may be difficult for classroom practitioners to think globally while teaching locally.  
The local context, as it has always been for language teachers, is immediate and 
concrete.  Global issues and international understanding are more distant and less easy 
to concretize in the classroom.  While the goal of oral communication is for fostering 
comity between learners of different language groups instead of native speakers, for 
monolingual classes such as Japan, it differs little whether students practice while 
envisaging a communicative episode with an archetypal native speaker or a second 
language speaker of English abroad – neither are in the classroom at the time they are 
learning.  Encouraging learners to speak so as to get their idea across to others is seen 
as one realization of International English.  However, “communication for the 
purposes of comity” seems to implicitly emulate the concept of “basic communicative 
competence” which was advocated in CLT.  McKay (121) suggests a return to 
traditional, teacher-centered grammar-based language teaching methods would lessen 
the negative effects of CLT or TBL, empower teachers, and provide students with 
classes that fit the expectations of local educational cultures, which often focus on 
reading and writing skills.     

However, traditional grammar-based teaching is as political an exercise as the 
potentially democratic teaching methods found in CLT or TBL.  The teaching of 
grammar can be a very authoritarian model.  The teacher is the sole expert who 
controls the flow of information to the learners.  The teacher chooses grammatical 
examples of the language, which modern linguistics has shown to be, at best, only true 
for some of the time.  Grammar tests often demonstrate less about how much the 
students have acquired English, and more about to what extent they have conformed 
to the teacher.
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Fossilization is another problem, because it may lead to the further 
disempowerment of some learners.  Many of the proponents of EIL very skillfully use 
Anglo-American models of English communication, with a significant number 
achieving a near-native speaker standard in the language.  However, by not holding 
their learners up to a similar level, they implicitly encourage learners to acquire a 
level of English that, while good enough for basic communication, may be below the 
level of what some could have been able to achieve.  Language learners in the 
expanding circle are caught between two untenable positions:  In the Anglo-American 
Hegemony, learners are encouraged to strive to become like Americans or the elite 
speakers of their own society, but with little economic or social rewards for their 
efforts.  However, if the learners follow the suggestions of some of today’s EIL 
proponents, they are literally “kept in their place” by being taught a form of English 
which is clearly less proficient than the elite members of their society.  In this state of 
fossilization, learners are returned to state of dependence and conformity.  The flow of 
information from the American Hegemony would still be controlled by the elite, with 
only the acceptable information to be filtered down to the rest of society.  In the 
meantime, those who seek comity on their own run the risk of increased 
misunderstanding, thus creating the need for experts to come in to assist in the process 
of clear communication.

      THE PROBLEM OF STANDARDS

It seems clear that EIL pedagogy would benefit from a generally accepted global 
standard.  This, however, is the most serious problem that EIL currently faces.  If 
English has become the property of the world, and educated Anglo-American English 
is to be rejected as the global standard, what is to prevent the English language from 
developing into mutually unintelligible dialects?  Some, such as Larry Smith, feel that 
worries about a common communicative standard in EIL is unwarranted, because 
over the past 200 years, native English speakers from different regions of the world 
have often found the other unintelligible (“The Problem of Intelligibility”).  English as 
an International Language will always be used on different levels by people of 
varying ability, from basilects (people who speak a highly localized version of 
English that is pidginized with another regional language), to mesolects (people who 
have studied English more or less formally, but who have limited proficiency in using 
the language), to acrolects (expert speakers of English often of near-native language 
ability).  Smith (ibid) states that EIL will be spoken in various forms, as it always has 
been. Some versions of English will be spoken in order to be understood by a wide 
group of listeners, and some local versions will be intended to limit understanding to a 
select group of insiders.  Honna adds that no language touches others without being 
affected in some way (“English is an Asian language”).  In a natural process known as 
diffusion, English will change and grow as it spreads across the world and is used by 
more and more people from different language groups.  Widdowson (55) sees the 
types of Englishes used by basilects and mesolects as “virtual languages”:  different 
species of English that are incompatible with other species of English in other parts of 
the world.  He believes with McKay (76) that a global standard for English will be 
created naturally by those participating in the International Community.  However, 
most of those who participate in the international community are often acrolects or 
high-level mesolects who represent the elite classes of their societies.  Either many 
have had the opportunity to master English by studying in top national universities 
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under the tutelage of well-trained teachers from center countries or, as is often the 
case, they have studied abroad in one of the center countries.  The standard that these 
speakers often follow resembles that of high prestige Anglo-American varieties.  It is 
the same standard which is broadcast daily via satellite to every corner of the world, 
published in a majority of the world’s books, and heard in movies and on CDs.  This 
reality has been noted by the masses living in the outer and expanding circle 
countries.  Honna (ibid) admits that, despite the message of linguistic liberation 
implicit in the present understandings of EIL, most parents and students still aim for 
the Anglo-American standard, because for them, it represents a linguistic “American 
Dream,” that is, success and increased opportunities via mastery of the English 
language.  This also suggests why some students and parents question whether one 
can or should divorce Anglo-American standards from the English language.  
Metaphorically speaking, to some, EIL may seem like taking the flavor out of a meal 
while attempting to preserve its nutritional value, or perhaps of injecting an imported 
fruit with the flavor of a local vegetable.  It may take some time for more students and 
teachers to adjust their linguistic palate in order to “swallow” the proposition of a 
native-speaker free standard for EIL.   

Neither the supporters of the American Hegemony nor many of the proponents of 
EIL presently seem to offer much hope for language learners.  English as an 
International Language does exist, but no one has yet been able to either control it or 
define what it is in the process of becoming.  Using American models as a 
counterbalance only serves to bind EIL as a “non-American” form of English.  World 
Englishes, such as those found in Singapore, India or Nigeria evolved only after the 
collapse of the British Empire, when these former colonies made their own decisions 
about the uses of English.  Perhaps EIL might become a more vibrant reality in the 
minds of students, parents and many school administrators, once American power 
begins to wane in the world.  Continued debate and discussion on the topic of EIL are 
necessary to form better a better understanding of what it entails. 

Nevertheless, while the present state of EIL is still nebulous, language teachers 
should still anticipate an evolution in the way that English will be taught in the 21st

century.  In this vein, Sifakis (Forthcoming) and McKay (140) are among those who 
are beginning to suggest ways and means to approach the subject.  EIL as a pedagogic 
discipline is coming.  Hill proclaims that when it does arrive, changes in attitudes 
towards accuracy over fluency, an increase in the creation of materials contextualized 
for the local culture, greater adaptation to the local culture, respect of non-NESTs, and 
an increased awareness of the political nature of English will be minimum 
requirements for language teachers of the future (“Natives to guide not dictate”).

It is seen that even within the third places of TESOL, whether it relates to attitudes 
related to native speakers or English as an International Language, issues are 
inextricably linked with notions of power, especially of who has it and who wants it.  
We will now shift our attention from temporal power to that of spiritual power.

TESOL AND RELIGION

Recently in the periodical Christianity Today, an article by Agnieszka Tennant called 
on Christian teachers of English to improve their skills and credentials as language 
teachers in order to win the trust and respect of students.  By doing so, they could 
pave the way for greater opportunities to share their faith in Christ.  This paper caused 
a stir among some in TESOL, and it has stimulated growing interest about what 
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Pennycook and Coutand-Marin call the Teaching of English as a Missionary 
Language (TEML) (Forthcoming).  Pennycook and Coutand-Marin (ibid) note how 
shifts in American politics have also had religious implications in the world and the 
field of TESOL:

The recent shift in global relations, with the rampant ascendancy of an aggressively 
conservative, capitalist and Christian United States (supported particularly by 
Anglophone allies against Islamic states), alongside the ever-increasing global 
clamour for English and its changing role in the world, has led to a set of new and 
troubling relations between English language teaching and Christian missionary 
activity.

They offer in their paper a helpful framework for understanding the current battle 
lines that are being drawn for the growing debate.  There are at least five positions in 
this issue:  Christian Evangelical, Christian Service, liberal agnostic, secular humanist 
and the critical pedagogic position (ibid).  

The Christian evangelical position aggressively utilizes the resources and 
opportunities available to TESOL teachers in order to enter schools or countries that 
normally forbid Christian missionary activity.  For example, Yeoman writes of a 
stealth crusade that is designed to undermine Islam by sending Christian missionaries 
to infiltrate Muslim communities (“Stealth Crusade”).  In the organization website for 
Christian Outreach International (qtd. in Pennycook and Coutand-Marin), ELT is 
described as “a gold mine rich with mission opportunity.”  Pennycook and Coutand-
Martin also mention several online testimonies of missionary English teachers who 
report of sharing the Christian Gospel message under the noses of officials in 
communist countries, because the officials often lacked sufficient proficiency in 
English to understand what the missionaries were teaching in their classes.  

Practices such as these are both bewildering and repellant to Edge, who believes 
that advocates of this approach “have a moral duty to make that instrumental 
goal…absolutely explicit at all stages of their work (ibid).   

Teachers following the Christian Service approach are open about their faith and 
mission.  By aiming for excellence in their craft and profession, and helping to 
empower the poor and downtrodden by giving them more opportunities through 
English, these Christian English Teachers (CETs) hope to do good to others, build 
trust and rapport, and hope for the opportunity to share the message of the Gospel.  
“English teaching can be more than a secular job that serves as a means to other 
ends—English teaching itself becomes a form of Christian mission” (Snow 176).  
Pennycook and Coutand-Marin question the sincerity of this approach: “at its core, 
furthermore, there is something disingenuous about the Christian Service argument, 
for while it highlights social salvation through ELT, the underlying hope is still that 
spiritual salvation can be achieved through Christianity.”    

Liberal agnostics feel that any belief system is relative and unquantifiable.  One 
person’s sin may become another’s virtue.  One may have the best of intentions, but 
the imposition of one’s specific beliefs could bring about the opposite intended effect.  
It is best to focus upon widely held ethical assumptions (equality, freedom, etc.), even 
though these too may be problematic, depending upon the situation.  Religion, 
therefore, has no place in the language classroom.  This view seems to have been 
espoused by Widdowson during his address at the Tokyo AILA Conference:

…belief is, of course, fraught with problematic implications…We come inevitably to 
intractable moral issues.  How can you tell benevolent intervention from malevolent 
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interference; and even if your intervention is well-intentioned, how do you know 
what negative consequences might follow? (14).    

Secular humanists believe that teachers should not introduce religious issues on 
their own volition, but only if more information on the subject is requested by the 
students.  This is essentially the position that Edge takes (Forthcoming).  He is not 
against the sharing of religious beliefs per se.  What he seems to be concerned with is 
the potential of Christian teachers to abuse their authority and manipulate students 
into a dialog of which they previously had little interest.  Earl Stevick, a devout 
Christian and respected linguist, agrees with Edge that deceit and manipulation should 
have no part in the mission of a Christian English Teacher, but he takes exception to 
Edge’s view that religion and TESOL should be separate.  Stevick (who is American) 
feels that the TESOL classroom should be likened to a free market where all ideas can 
be presented to learners.  Since many language teachers already introduce topics such 
as environmentalism, human rights, or gender studies with impunity, why should 
Christians be required to keep silent about their faith?  There is “nothing sinister,” 
Stevick states, about presenting Christianity to students in a way that is “attractive and 
available” (6).   Pennycook and Coutand-Marin remain unconvinced, questioning 
whether the unequal power positions between students and teachers will truly allow 
for a free market of ideas to be shared.   They take the critical pedagogic approach.  
Building upon Corson (qtd. in Pennycook and Coutand-Marin), the critical pedagogic 
approach focuses on humanist ethics of mutual respect, equal treatment and seeking 
the benefit of learners over the needs of the teacher.  However, there seems to be an 
assumption that students will have a compatible system of ethics, be able to receive 
the same level of treatment, and that all can benefit from the teachers’ lessons.  While 
the theological base is very different, in many ways, the visible practices of the 
critical pedagogic approach appear similar to the Christian Service model.  Both strive 
for excellence, transparency and the benefit of learners.  The critical pedagogic 
approach is no more “disingenuous” than the Christian service position:  at its core it 
still hopes that enlightenment can be found through a liberal academic dialectic.  The 
risks of inequities of power are not mitigated merely by taking a non-theistic critical 
pedagogic approach.  Depending upon the quality of the teacher, either the Christian 
service position or the critical pedagogic approach is capable of encouraging freedom 
and analytical thought in a spirit of mutual trust and respect.

While this section has focused mainly on Christian themes within TESOL, similar 
debate is going on in other religious communities.  For example, in many Muslim 
communities, because English is associated with Western, Christian and anti-Islamic 
principles (Ozog 314, qtd. in Pennycook), there are calls among some Muslim English 
Language Teachers to “make English language teaching truly Islamic” (Shafi 37, qtd. 
in Pennycook).   Kachru surprised his audience recently when he quoted the 
Malaysian Minister of Education as stating that the goal behind Malaysia’s current 
English education drive was to spread the message of Islam throughout the world 
(“World Englishes in the Classroom”).  These remarkable developments suggest that 
we may be seeing a religious manifestation of the growing regional struggle between 
America and Muslim nations, a contest that Castles stated had been predicted to 
intensify even before the end of the Cold War (“Development, Social Transformation 
and Globalisation”).   

To conclude this section, Edge is correct in noting, “the mixture of the imperial and 
the religious is fearsome” (Forthcoming).  Discussions of religion and TESOL again 
touch upon issues of power, freedom, and cultural sovereignty.  The debate on this 
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subject is expected to last for some time, but the resultant discourse should help many 
to form their own informed opinions as to where they will stand on this issue.

CONCERNS FOR THE LANGUAGE CLASSROOM

Let us now return to the question posed at the beginning of this paper:  By teaching 
TESOL, are we contributing to the improvement of our respective nations and 
communities, or are we unwittingly cooperating in neocolonial reconstruction?  The 
answer, of course, is that it depends upon the teacher and the students.  

ISSUES FOR TEACHERS 

Whether language teachers serve the interests of the Anglo-American hegemony or 
focus on the local needs of their learners hinges on the pedagogic beliefs and practices 
implicit in their lessons.  It is felt that language teachers should regularly reflect on 
what they are actually teaching in their classes, how they teach the language, and why
they are teaching English in the first place.  Careful attention needs to be paid to the 
textbooks chosen, and what type of English (American, British, nativized varieties, or 
a combination of the three) is being quietly upheld as the ideal for students to model.  

Language teachers would benefit from clearly identifying what they believe about 
the spread of English, and design their lessons accordingly.  Regardless of whether 
they believe in teaching EIL, support an Anglo-American model, or are committed to 
teaching English as an Islamic language, they should prepare their lessons in way that 
these goals are met.  Language teachers should be true to themselves, their identity 
and their life goals.

 However, such purpose-driven language teachers should be careful to work in a 
manner that is respectful to the differing views of others.  While language teachers 
should also be explicit about their religious orientation and political ideology, they 
should also dedicate serious seasons of reflection as to how those beliefs may 
influence their pedagogic practices.

ISSUES FOR STUDENTS

At a minimum, it is felt that learners should be exposed to a variety of views, types of 
teachers (bilingual experts from the expanding circle countries as well as well-trained 
teachers from the inner and outer circle), and materials that take local as well as 
Anglophone interests in mind.  In light of the developments taking place in the world 
and the field of TESOL, where appropriate, students should also be given more 
information about the matters discussed in this paper.  For example, language lessons 
centering on English and actual economic opportunities in their country, possible 
Anglo-American beliefs in teaching materials, or the political implications of English 
as an International Language, could help stimulate critical thought about some of the 
larger issues involved with English language study.  Students should be better 
informed so they can choose for themselves if they want to support or subvert the 
hegemonic implications of conforming to Anglo-American norms.  They should also 
be made aware of the potential punishments and rewards that may result from their 
decisions.  As it appears that EIL is often used by distinct discourse communities 
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interacting on a domain of common interest, students might benefit from a needs 
analysis which would identify they type international discourse community they 
would be most interested in, followed by the development of teaching materials which 
would assist them with participating in their chosen discourse community.  

CONCLUSION

It is recognized that this paper may raise more questions than it attempts to answer.  
For example, is imperialism avoidable?  Are nation states, with their respective 
sociolingual classes of elite and oppressed, simply smaller versions of what is 
happening on an international scale?  If the continued spread of English is to be 
construed as an unwelcome development, what can be done to replace it without 
major disruption on a global scale?  Given that the dynamic of empire building is as 
ancient as the history of civilization, and if America is deemed an unjust, unwelcome 
cultural and linguistic influence in the world, could the United Nations replace the 
US?  If not the UN, is it truly possible to go back to the political, economic and 
linguistic situation of the 1890s, when nation states had greater autonomy in their 
internal and external affairs?     

These and more questions await our critical examination.  This paper has only 
sought to begin the process by reflecting on the possible influence of American 
cultural beliefs, how they may affect the current state of TESOL, and how TESOL 
might be interacting with the powerful domains of economics, cultural politics and 
religion. 

Instead of myopically teaching English, with a view only on what to teach for the 
next class, all language teachers are encouraged to consider the ramifications of their 
English language lessons for their community, their nation and their world.  In doing 
so, it is hoped that more language teachers will form their own views about the issues 
discussed in this paper, and in doing so, be able to make informed pedagogic 
decisions for their classes.  
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