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Tupas Effects of Unequal Englishes: An Introduction

According to Pennycook (2017), “[i]t is essential to focus not just on
a diversity of Englishes but also the effects of unequal Englishes” (p. ix,
italics as original). This statement in brief covers the key epistemological
transformations in the study of World Englishes. A huge contribution of
World Englishes to the study of English has been to draw on the notion of
linguistic equality (Kubota, 2015) which is, in turn, “a radical premise”
(Perlin, 2014, p. 70) of structuralist or modern linguistics. The global spread
of English has led to its diversification — what Pennycook above refers to as
‘diversity of Englishes’ —and that the new Englishes are in no way inferior
to the old, so-called native Englishes. If viewed on their own right, all
Englishes follow logical and coherent systems of grammar and meaning-
making, thus all of them linguistically speaking are and should be treated

equally.

Linguistic equality as the foundation of work on World Englishes has
helped scholars deconstruct or even demolish the colonial and neoliberal
conceptual infrastructures of many terms used in research and education,
such as ‘Standard English’, ‘native speaker’ and ‘correct English’ (Kachru,
1990). In fact, it may be argued that belief in linguistic equality also embeds
much work in complementing paradigms such as English as Lingua Franca
(Jenkins, 2018). By and large, however, the “concept of linguistic equality
has done little to change popular perceptions” (Perlin, 2014, p. 71). In the
context of the phenomenon of Englishes, other scholars remind us that
while all Englishes are linguistically equal, inequalities between them exist,
and this has much to do with the racial, socioeconomic and ethnolinguistic
cultural backgrounds of the speakers (Kubota, 2015). In this sense, Unequal
Englishes mobilizes how English is used among speakers in contexts of
intercultural and interpersonal interactions. As an approach to the study of
Englishes, it contends that central to how the different ways people use

English demands a different epistemological foundation: linguistic
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inequality. This is because contexts of English language use are contexts
where politics, power and ideology play out between the speakers
(Cushing, 2021). Kubota’s (2015) question is relevant here: “Can all English
users regardless of their racial, gender, socioeconomic, and other
background equally transgress linguistic boundaries and engage in hybrid
and fluid linguistic practices?” (p. 33). Thus, for Dovchin et al., “the analytic
potential of the translingual Englishes movement can further be enhanced
through a stronger focus on ‘unequal Englishes’ (p. 95). In their study of
translingual English practices among young speakers in Mongolia and
Bangladesh, they show how “English is unequally distributed” (p. 95)
among these young speakers precisely because they “have different access
and use of linguistic resources according to their cultural, regional and

socio-economic backgrounds”.

This Special Issue extends the conversations further on the
Englishes of the world by consolidating work on the EFFECTS of Unequal
Englishes (UE). When it comes to inequalities of Englishes, there has been
substantive work surfacing configurations of relations between speakers
and their differently valued Englishes and linguistic repertoires for that
matter (Saraceni and Jacob, 2021). In this special issue, all papers focus on
manifestations of UE in different textual spaces, as well as in the lives of

speakers.

In ‘Lived experiences of unequal Englishes of Filipino domestic
workers in Hong Kong’, Nicanor L. Guinto maps out the transnational
conditions and structures of social hierarchy which Filipino domestic
workers navigate daily through their use of English. Their encounters with
UE, according to the paper, are imbued with both the workers’ inabilities to
challenge the conditions which keep them entrenched in spaces of

marginalization, poverty and social injustice, as well as their agentive
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capacities to develop strategies of resistance or survival in the midst of, or

despite, such seemingly insurmountable conditions.

In ‘Navigating the political economy of Englishes in the classroom,’
Katy Highet offers us as a grounded and complex interrogation of the
dynamics of UE in the classroom, practically reminding us of the multiple
challenges in mobilizing critical understandings of the power of English in
the classroom. The paper maps out specific formations of UE in India, for
example as sources of English language anxieties among disadvantaged or
minoritized speakers in the country which explain how the learning and use
of English does not necessarily lead to the speakers’ social and economic
emancipation. Nevertheless, addressing UE in the classroom, and especially
with students and other educational stakeholders, is far more complex and
conflicted than what is typically assumed by critical language work since
speakers who are deeply embedded in processes and structures of
inequality resist such characterization of their political and social

positioning.

From India, Luke Lu brings us to Singapore classrooms in ‘““l don’t
speak Singlish” — linguistic chutzpah and denial in the ELT classroom’,
where he observes a unique configuration of UE among Singaporean
students. While the society at large, and this is evidenced by scholarly
work, showcases a bifurcated view of Singaporean speakers who navigate
daily various global and local forces and identities. On the one hand, they
have shown increasing confidence in their own use of localized English
(Singlish) but, on the other hand, have also demonstrated linguistic
insecurity especially when it comes to English language proficiency. In the
classroom, however, we find students who are proud of Singlish but, at the
same time, deny that they speak the English vernacular. Such denial is

linked with inequalities of English in society where officially endorsed
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bilingual competence excludes knowledge of and ability to speak Singlish,

the country’s local intercultural lingua franca.

In ‘Unequal Englishes in a Chinese College English textbook: A
Critical Discourse Analysis’, Jing He and Adcharawan Buripakdi urge us to
look at the micro-level configurations of UE in textbooks in China. In the
paper, they zero in on a textbook lesson and remind us that the
phenomenon of UE appears in its most specific forms in day-to-day
classroom artefacts such as a particular lesson in a textbook. To put it in
another way, we individually encounter UE in everyday practice, thus we
actually deal with it in the most specific spaces in the classroom of which
we may not be aware. Indeed, the paper alerts us to possibilities of
interrogating UE not as a broad social phenomenon but as ideological

encounters through our use of classroom materials such as the textbook.

In ‘Shared epiphanies of my constantly challenged linguistic
membership’, Fajer M. Bin Rashed also brings us to the ideological and
political intricacies of UE in Kuwait as she configures her own embodiment
of such English-shaped inequalities. She describes how colonially induced
native speakerism and related language ideologies serve as massive
obstacles to her linguistic membership to the imagined English language
teaching community. Her identity as a Kuwaiti English language teacher is
constantly challenged and devalued precisely because of racialised
construction of unequal power relations among so-called native and non-

native speakers of English.

All five papers show us that in everyday conversations, the use of
English interacts with multiple languages, dialects and accents, and such
interaction generates and perpetuates inequalities of English, although in a
limited way it also opens up spaces for resistance and negotiation.

However, whether or not one views UE as practice or ideology, what
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matters is that it does affect how speakers respond to one another and how
they feel about themselves and others. Pedagogically, it also affects one’s
classroom practices or a pupil’s behaviour in class. In work contexts, it may
cause someone’s job or create discriminatory practices and behaviour.
Linguistic discrimination and native speakerism have been extensively
studied for decades now (Wolson and Manes, 1985), but the papers in this
special issue enter the conversation with the central argument that the
many Englishes of the world, despite their linguistic and/or sociolinguistic
legitimacy, are sites of prevalent and continuing social inequalities, and as
such shape people’s emotions, behaviours, life trajectories, teaching
practices, learning performance, and so on. Indeed, all papers undertake to

do the following:

» Surface specific sociocultural or pedagogical site(s) of Unequal

Englishes.

» Describe or identify the sources or generators of Unequal

Englishes.
* |dentify and/or describe the effects of Unequal Englishes.

The special issue draws coherence from the fact that all papers work
towards showing how mocked or undervalued Englishes have real effects

on people.
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