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Abstract:

The aims of this research are threefold. Firstly, to understand how the drive for profit in commercial
English language teaching (ELT) affects the manner in which language is taught. Secondly, to
understand the how the various ways in which teachers are valued (monetarily in wages, valued as a
‘good’ teacher, and valued as an ‘authentic’ speaker of a language for example) interrelate with one
another. Finally, the research aims to give an account of how teachers’ experiences of potential
contradictions and tensions between commercial and pedagogic interests, and multiple forms of
valuation, inform the way they understand themselves in relation to the economy and society more
broadly. The research synthesises a body of research on political economy and language with
Marxist political economy in order to understand commercial ELT through the moments of capital as
value in motion: from the production and consumption of lessons, to the realisation of the lesson’s
value in its sale, through to the distribution of this value in the form of wages. In focussing in on
these moments throughout the circulation of capital, the research gives an account of the
contradictory forces and interests at play within commercial eikaiwa — a form of ELT in Japan in
which teachers are often precariously employed. The thesis illustrates how teachers within eikaiwa
manage contradictory interests within the school in the act of producing lessons, and how a keen
sense of alienation was felt in terms of both the process of production - how the lesson was to be
produced, and product — the value that they were producing in the role of labour. While many in
eikaiwa saw this alienation as unjust, teachers struggled to ascertain exactly where this value was

going to, as well as who had decided it should be that way.



Impact Statement:

There are a number of ways in which it is hoped that this research might make a contribution, both
within academic circles and beyond. In building upon much work which takes a political economy
approach to matters related to language, the research aims to offer a thorough theoretical
conceptualisation of terms such as capital and the commodity by turning its attention to Marxist
political economy. In this way, | see this research as breaking new ground in addressing two issues,
firstly, ‘what is capital?’, and secondly, ‘how do capital and language teaching relate to one
another?’. While the second question has been a key concern in socio- and applied-linguistics for
decades, the first often remains an unasked question. The theoretical contribution of this research
then, lies in addressing capital in a fuller sense — the ‘what’ as well as the ‘how’. The article offers a
dialectical conception of capital, which highlights all of the potential contradictions and antagonisms
at stake in its flow. As such, the research offers an account, not only of how various contradictory
forces and interests play out within the commercial language school, but also what experiencing and
reflecting upon this means for stakeholders such as teachers in their understandings of the

economy, class, the state, and ethno-national identity.

While much research has addressed the dark side of TESOL (Piller, Takahashi, & Watanabe, 2010),
and the dubious promise of English (Park, 2011) in relation to learners, the ‘darker side’ of working
within commercial ELT, an industry in which a great number of teachers work under precarious
conditions, has received far less attention. It is my hope that in addition to contributing to the body
of scholarly knowledge within applied linguistics and related areas of study, some of the issues
raised here will strike a chord with those who have worked, or continue to work within the many
varied guises of the commercial ELT industry, or indeed in any other form of language teaching,
especially with those who have felt themselves and their work to have been undervalued and
treated in ways they find unjust. In this sense, | hope this research contributes to the highlighting of
issues of injustice more broadly in ELT, and perhaps works to establish forms of solidarity among

those of us within it, in working towards a less alienated way of teaching and working.
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Chapter 1: Working in Commercial ELT

“It’s good money for someone, not teachers”
(Dominic)

The above quote comes from Dominic, an English language teacher, summarising the commercial
English language teaching (ELT) industry in Japan in which he works. The notion of teachers as
underpaid, and perhaps undervalued more broadly speaking, is one many might share with Dominic.
Yet, the kind of questions which Dominic’s pithy summary provoke are seldom raised in applied
linguistics in discussion of commercially provided language teaching: how much do teachers get?
Who is the someone who gets ‘good money’, and why should this be the case? It is fair to say, a
great number of teachers teach in order to both educate, and to earn money. How then do these
two goals coexist in the job of language teaching? How do they relate to one another? If English and
ELT are ‘big business’, as is often remarked, then how does this business work? As a preliminary way
of exploring such questions, as well as to illustrate the motivation of such questions in the first
instance, this chapter begins with a short autobiographical account of my own time working in the
commercial English language teaching industry. Following this, the chapter goes on to discuss the
extent to which scholarly literature has addressed many of the issues | and others have experienced,
arguing that some of the details many would consider fundamental in the discussion of work (wages,
length of working time, and benefits among others) are seldom addressed rigorously in scholarly
work which deals with the job of English language teaching. The chapter goes on to position the
research as addressing something of a gap in applied linguistics research, which has tended to
position commercial language teaching as something other to, or outside of itself. The chapter

concludes with a summary of the aims of the research and an outline of the research as a whole.

Before | begin, a few caveats are in order, so as to avoid any misunderstandings. Firstly, | should
make clear from the outset that the term ‘the commercial ELT industry’ encapsulates an all but
infinite number of people, practices, and institutions, across the globe, of which my own
experiences, and those later related in this work, comprise an infinitesimally small, and not
necessarily representative part. | also wish to point out that | am not setting out to give commercial
ELT or eikaiwa a good kicking, to grind any axes, or to vent frustrations. As with education regulated
by the state, a comprehensive account of the full variation of teachers, students, classes,
employment conditions etc., within commercial ELT, let alone whether any particular combination of
these is by any measure ‘good’, is far beyond the grasp of this work. Undoubtedly, there are ‘good’
and ‘bad’ (by whatever measure one wishes) students, teachers, lessons, and institutions which exist

right across ELT, commercial or otherwise. As for venting, and while it would be disingenuous to say



there has been no cathartic element at all in undertaking this work, it is true that | have painted a
rather one-sided experience of working within ELT in focussing on events where senses of injustice
are felt. This is not to say that I, nor any other teachers, did not enjoy any of the experiences which
such work enabled. | do indeed have many fond memories of rewarding experiences and
relationships within my time working in commercial ELT. | have focussed on the issues below, not
simply because they are ‘bad’, but because | believe such issues are yet to be examined in detail
within applied- and sociolinguistic scholarly circles, and because such issues involve questions of
social justice. While the dark side of TESOL (Piller et al., 2010), and the dubious promise of English
(Park, 2011) have been discussed in relation to learners, the ‘darker side’ of working within ELT, as |,
and many | have interacted with, have experienced, has received far less attention. With this in
mind, it is my hope that in addition to contributing to the body of scholarly knowledge within
applied linguistics and related areas of study, some of the issues raised here will strike a chord with
those who have worked, or continue to work within the many varied guises of the commercial ELT
industry, or indeed in any other form of language teaching, and with those who have felt themselves

and their work to have been treated in ways they find unjust.

Finally, | fully acknowledge that as a white, British, inner-circle native speaker of English, | have
enjoyed, and continue to enjoy a certain privileged position within ELT as a whole. There are
undoubtedly others who have worked under worse conditions, earned less money, etc. No rivers
need be cried on my account. Nor am | interested in engaging in any sort of petty and pointless
competition of who is, or was, exploited the most, had the worst job, is the least privileged etc., and
is therefore worthy of attention. Rather, it is my hope that the issues raised below, which | believe
have affected a great number of fellow language teachers, many of whom no doubt were, and are,
less privileged than myself, might resonate with others, and might contribute to the highlighting of
issues of injustice more broadly in ELT, and perhaps to establish forms of solidarity among those of
us within it, across lines of race, gender, sexuality, native speaker status, and class, without

forgetting that such lines exist.

1.1 Working in Commercial ELT: An Autobiographical Account

In the Autumn of 2010, | graduated from university in the UK with a Bachelors’ degree in music
studies and a TEFL certificate | had received as part of an elective class | had taken. Unsure of what
to do next, and with an interest in travel, | did as many young inner-circle native speakers of English
had done before me, and decided to work in ELT in China for a year or so, where | worked at a small
commercial language school. Enjoying a life of cheap alcohol, cigarettes, and pirated computer
games, one year soon became four, and teaching began to become something more than a means to

see the world. Though | felt myself something of an imposter as a teacher, wondering how it was
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that with so little background in language teaching | had found myself at the front of the class, | did
what | could to take the job of teaching seriously, to follow the school’s curriculum, rules, and
regulations, and to help my students learn English as best | could. It was here that | first experienced
some of the tensions within ELT, where commercial interests did not always harmonise with
pedagogical ones, at least not with my own (no doubt problematic) notions of what language

education and language educators were, or should be.

The school went to significant lengths to ensure that certain standards in the classroom were met.
All teachers were expected to write out detailed lesson plans for each and every class they were to
teach, and to send this to a teaching manager ahead of the class, who would then check through
each individual plan and give feedback as well as a score, which made up part of the teacher
evaluation which affected remuneration. Indeed, in my final year at the school | performed exactly
this task of scrutinising all of the lesson plans each week. At the same time as this however, many of
the teachers who had worked at the school the longest, and were among the highest paid - in line
with their popularity with students and their paying parents, engaged in behaviour of dubious
pedagogical value. One teacher, by their own admission, would turn up to their morning class still
under the effects of ecstasy after a night out clubbing - having ‘just come down from a tree’. Another
would regularly play a variation of the children’s game sleeping lions in his class, where students had
to silently put their heads down on the desk and attempt to be the last one to look up or break the
silence, while the teacher would get on with reading a novel they had brought in. It seemed strange
to me, that teaching plans should be so tightly controlled, while what actually happened in the class

was often treated with indifference — on the proviso that students and their parents were satisfied.

At times, the tension between keeping students and parents satisfied and other values held by
teachers and other staff at the school involved matters of race. There was something of a struggle
over the prospective employment of a black Zimbabwean teacher (no better or worse qualified than
any other teacher at the school) on account of how the parents of students might react to their
children being taught by a teacher who was black and/or African. In the end, the teacher was hired,
before leaving a few weeks later. Such a short stint at the school was far from abnormal - it was
more or less every month that at least one potential teacher was interviewed or given a ‘demo’ class
at the school. Curiously however, despite many parents complaining about the constant chopping
and changing of their children’s teachers, there seemed little incentive either monetarily, or in terms
of professional development for teachers to stay at the school for longer than between 6 and 12

months.
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At the time, and with a cavalier attitude to the ‘serious’ matters in life, | thought very little of the
precarity | was working in, which in retrospect is painfully, and even embarrassingly, clear. Perhaps
most indicative of this was the legal status my co-workers and | had, as essentially working illegally
under the wrong visa — a practice so widespread in the ELT industry in China at the time, it was easily
shrugged- or laughed off by teachers far beyond the school in which | worked. In fact, during my
time at the school, there were three unannounced visits from the immigration authority (or ‘raids’ as
we ironically referred to them), in which all of the non-Chinese nationals would literally run out of
the back door of the school. On one occasion, a teacher who had missed a warning of a ‘raid’ was
‘caught’, and taken to a police station where a representative from the school — the school
caretaker, was sent to deal with the situation, which thankfully did not escalate any further. Another
former colleague, who worked for the school through a middleman agency, was detained at the
airport before flying home for similar visa reasons, and asked to pay a large fine or be formally
detained, despite being previously reassured by the agency who employed him that his visa situation
was fine. This particular agency seems to have been particularly callous, not to mention positively
parasitic, deducting half of the teacher’s salary every month for an entire year, for the ‘service’ of
‘taking care’ of visas, securing employment (the teaching job which most of the staff found
independently), and providing accommodation which consisted of a single small box room with no

windows.

Elsewhere, in a brief stint of English language teaching in Thailand, | worked on a pay-per-lesson
contract (I was given no other choice), while other teachers were employed on a contract which paid
a guaranteed flat rate salary every month. This of course made it essentially cheaper for the school
to assign more students to teachers on this flat-rate contract, than to me, or others on similar pay-
per-lesson contracts. When the floods of 2011/2012 hit Bangkok where | was working, student
numbers fell dramatically. It was of course those on the flat-rate contracts which were assigned the
remaining students who could continue to come to the language school, meaning my own monthly
income bombed. | soon left my job, and the country. Dissatisfied with a feeling of being stuck in
dead-end jobs, | returned to the UK to embark on a masters’ degree in TESOL. What struck me,
however, was that many of the issues and problems | had encountered as an English teacher seldom
came up in discussions of ELT which were otherwise incredibly broad and open in their scope. There
was very little about the actual job of being an English teacher — at least as | had experienced it:

salaries, contracts, workloads, and precarity.

While in the above account of working in ELT | have described certain decisions or beliefs | had made
or held as naive or embarrassing, with hindsight there could have been much more serious

consequences which through nothing more than good fortune | was able to avoid. While being
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temporarily detained, deported, un- or underpaid etc., are not to be sneezed at, at worst they would
likely have resulted in a begrudging return to the UK, moving back in with my parents, and perhaps a
change of career — far from the end of the world. However, through my own neglect, and the
indifference of my employer, | had lived for years with absolutely no health coverage of any sort in
China, nor the financial means to cover the significant medical costs that would have ensued in the
event of a serious medical condition or emergency. Whether through indifference, ignorance, or
simply no other choice, it is worth remembering that there are a great many who have worked and
continue to work in ELT under similar precarious circumstances, often for far longer than | have

done, and who, unlike myself, have done so whilst supporting families.

1.2 The Commercial English Language Teaching (ELT) Industry in Applied Linguistics

For some time now, there has been an underlying self-questioning within much of applied linguistics
as to the status of ELT as a career and/or a profession (Codd, 2018; Johnston, 1997; Maley, 1992;
Neilson, 2009; Thornbury, 2001). While not all of this literature addresses the commercial ELT
industry directly, many of the issues discussed above are indeed recurrent themes. For example, in
terms of the precarity and high turnover of staff within ELT, Johnston describes how those working
in EFL (English as a Foreign Language) teaching in Poland “discursively presented [it] as an
occupation that [...] is easy both to enter and to leave” (1997, p. 698), “without job security or
benefits” (ibid, p. 682). Similarly, Codd describes work within the commercial ELT industry in
Barcelona in terms of “easy-to-access jobs that usually require little training and/ or experience”
(2018, p. 437), in “an industry that expects docile and inexperienced bodies,|[...where] nativeness
enables quick access to jobs, but only to unskilled and temporary ones.” (ibid, p. 448). Elsewhere,
Neilson (2009) describes English language teaching as being generally low paid and limited in its
career prospects. In many instances, the job of ELT is seen less as a career or profession, and more in
terms of a temporary endeavour, as indicated by: the title of Neilson’s (2009) book Travellers’ Tales;
the widespread association TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language) has with vacation-based
work — especially backpacking teachers (Thornbury, 2001); as well as a burgeoning ELT/TEFL-tourism
industry which blurs the line between teacher and traveller, work and leisure (Codd, 2018; Stainton,

2018).

While there is obviously an awareness of many instantiations of ELT work as precarious, poorly paid,
and unskilled, there is however, seldom in-depth discussion of the details of what this precarity, pay,
and (lack of?) skill, concretely look like. There is scant discussion of salaries, work hours, contracts

and the like. For example, here is Johnston discussing the relation between teachers’” work-lives and

the social, political and economic contexts in which they work:
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Firstly, there is a discursive opposition between the need to do a good job at teaching and the
need to make money. Many of the teachers in the study described how the need to make money
led them to take on extra work, often resulting in a long working day in which they may have had
insufficient time for proper lesson preparation [...]. The socioeconomic discourses of the broader
society in this way impinged upon the educational context, showing that it is impossible to
conceptualize teachers' lives and work without an understanding of the sociopolitical context in

which they are lived. (Johnston, 1997, p. 693)

No doubt Johnston is quite right in suggesting that to understand teachers’ lives and work an
understanding of the social, political (and | will add ‘economic’) context is crucial. Such discussion
however, deals with the ‘socioeconomic’ in very broad strokes, and fails to home in on the details
which are often central concerns to teachers themselves. For example, we might want to know how
much money the teachers Johnston refers to were paid, how they were paid, why they needed to
take on extra work to make more money, and how much extra work they had to do. While the

IM

“socioeconomic discourses of the broader society” may well “impinge upon” all kinds of educational
contexts, so too do the material changes in the socio- political economic situation in which people
find themselves. The need to make money, to eat, to pay bills etc. is, at the very least, not entirely a
discursive matter, nor are the ups and downs of local, national, and global economies, reducible to
‘socioeconomic discourses’. The kind of details which are often front and foremost in the everyday
consideration of work —how much will | be paid? how long do | work each day? What benefits am |
entitled to? etc., are discussed, if at all, only in passing. Similarly, in drawing on Appadurai’s (1990)
notion of globalization as a set of scapes, Neilson’s description of the financescape of ELT is as
follows: “The cost of delivery of ELT is affected by both global and local economic issues, and is
reflected in teachers’ remuneration, contracts and conditions, as well as the pricing of materials”
(2009, pp. 85—-86). Neilson however does not go on to give any detailed examples beyond anecdotal
evidence, of how all of these parts interrelate with one another. One is left accepting Neilson’s (and

Johnston’s) overall points, while still wondering exactly what global and local economic issues effect

remuneration, contracts, working conditions, or the price of materials, and how.

Pennycook’s (2017) discussion within a section entitled ELT as a service industry is of interest, in the
way it discusses not ELT as a service industry as itself a subject of study, but rather as a form of what
Fairclough (2003) might call a colonising discourse, where certain discursive elements from the world

of business have crept into language teaching, and reshaped discourses therein:

This tendency to celebrate the market-driven expansion of English as an innocent, technical

operation, reducing students to ‘consumers’, teachers to ‘suppliers of a product’, and schools to
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‘corporations’, appears to be an increasingly common way in which teachers and applied

linguists have been able to take up the global spread of English. (Pennycook, 2017, p. 165)

And later, in response to discourses which position language schools as synonymous with other

forms of service industry businesses:

Such comments are problematic in a number of ways, not least of which are the naive
celebration of international business, as if this were something we should be happy to emulate,
and the reduction of the complexities of schools, students, teachers and curricula to a discussion

of manufacturing. (ibid, p. 166, emphasis added)

What is interesting about Pennycook’s discussion is the omission of the notion of language schools
as actually being service industries outright. Rather, what we have, is a discussion of how language
teaching is “emulating” but not being a service industry, merely borrowing elements from it — the
reduction of students to ‘consumers’, teachers to ‘suppliers of a product’, and schools to
‘corporations’. To be clear, Pennycook’s discussion of ELT as a service industry is a brief sectionin a
far larger complex work, and is of relevance to his wider discussion on the problematic neutrality
which such discourses construct languages like English and the practice of language teaching more
broadly, and not about commercial ELT or the service industry per se. Nevertheless, Pennycook’s
discussion poses us with an important question —is ELT only ever discursively packaged as a service
industry, or is it, in itself, in some manifestations, a service industry in its own right? The work of
John Walker (2001, 2007, 2010) for example, makes no bones about it, and does indeed see
commercial language teaching as a service industry. | think, and | doubt Pennycook would disagree,
that in terms of commercial ELT which exists primarily for profit, it is not simply a case of emulation,
but students really are functioning as customers or clients, and schools really do function as
corporations, not least in a legal sense, in terms of how they are regulated by the state in ways
which differ significantly from formal education (see Chapter 4). While, as | have said, from an
economic and legal point of view there is a rather sharp line of distinction to be drawn between say
a chain of commercial language schools functioning as a corporation, and a school or university
regulated by the state, in more general terms, it is however, rather difficult to entirely separate
them as two distinct bodies, and clearly there is considerable overlap between the two. Work such
as Chun’s (2009) study of the provision of Intensive English Programs (IEP) in the university sector for
example, offers insights into the intertwining of commercial and pedagogical concerns. In a similarly
vein, Walker’s description below, might not sound so alien to many working in ELT in general, be it

commercially provided or otherwise:
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Managers may, at times, be forced to make business decisions that are incompatible with
educational principles. Educators, in turn, may be faced with a choice of acquiescing in practices
they consider educationally unsound and/or unethical, or of forgoing employment and income.

(2007, p. 332).

Indeed, as work such as Pérez-Milans’ (2013) shows, teachers within forms of education regulated
by the state are very much aware of how the pedagogical choices they make in the classroom may
have implications for their future employment and career prospects. The point here, is not to
establish a strict taxonomy of different kinds of English language teaching — those which are and are
not ‘really’ part of a service industry, but rather to highlight the need for greater discussion of
commercial ELT within scholarly circles, beyond something which is deemed other, or falls outside of
the remit of applied- and socio-linguistics. Perhaps this state of affairs is due in part to much
research funding centring on state regulated forms of language education rather than the
commercial sector. There may also be methodological issues of access involved in research which
deals with private enterprises and corporations, which might seek to protect the privacy of their
clientele, not to mention the sensitivity of all kinds of operational information which might be
jealously guarded in light of competition in the market. Perhaps for some, commercial ELT is tacitly
seen as not a ‘real’ or ‘proper’ form of language teaching worthy of scholarly attention. Then again,
it may be a matter of means, as those within commercial ELT might not have the financial and
institutional backing to study, write, publish, attend conferences, and otherwise engage in scholarly
activity that others on the inside of academia might do. | am certain however, and my exchanges
with other language teachers and scholars in language related disciplines have borne this out, that
the experiences of teaching within commercial forms of ELT have much to tell us about how
language teaching is happening out in the world, and how language teaching relates to political
economic matters, and as such, can tell us about what the lives of a great number of English

language teachers the world over might be like.

1.3 Aims of the Research

Why then, have | undertaken this research? Firstly, as | have said, | believe that many of the issues
revolving around precarity, and a certain tension between commercially and pedagogically
motivated interests, while acknowledged in the literature on ELT in general, have not been taken up
in the detail that the scope of the industry, and the number of those who work therein, warrants.
Secondly, and perhaps more important than the filling in of academic lacunae however, is the need
to highlight matters of injustice which | and others have felt within ELT, where teachers feel
underpaid and undervalued, and are required to teach under precarious conditions which are

quickly becoming the norm in workplaces far beyond the scope of language education (Bauman,
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2005; Zizek, 2019). Here, | refer to value in the broadest sense of the term, not only in monetary
terms, but in terms of value judgements made of teachers and the lessons they produce. Value in
this broad sense could refer to: the wages paid to teaches; the price at which a lesson is sold;
judgements of a teacher or lesson as ‘good’ or ‘bad’; as well as how teachers may be valued as
skilled professionals or easily replaceable low-skill casual labour (see Chapter 7). With this in mind,

the three research questions that drive this research are as follows:

1. How does the status of commercial ELT schools as institutions which operate to turn a profit
affect how language is taught within them?

2. Inwhat ways are English language teachers and their work valued, and how do these many
different forms of valuation relate to one another?

3. How do English language teachers relate their work-lives to the economy and society more

broadly?

1.4 Outline of the Research

In order to answer such questions, a number of pre-requisites are in order. First among these is an
understanding of what the commercial activity of making a profit actually entails, and how this
relates to language teaching in general. This is the subject that opens Chapter 2, which turns its
attention to political economy, and to work which has taken up a political economy approach to
linguistic matters, and seeks to understand what profit is and where it comes from, by tracing value
through the concepts of the commodity and capital. Having established a conceptualisation of
capital, Chapter 3 concerns itself with the movement of capital as value in motion, and in drawing
together much work in applied- and sociolinguistic work, frames the interrelation of capital with
matters of language and language teaching in terms of dialectical contradictions — of mutually
effecting moving parts within larger totalities. In taking up a dialectical approach to understanding
the movement of capital, Chapter 4 expands the dialectical frame from capital to language teaching,
discussing the context of this study — the eikaiwa English language teaching industry in Japan.
Following this, Chapter 5 sets out the methodological approach to understanding how teachers
within eikaiwa live out the dialectical contradictions of their workplaces, managing, embracing, and
resisting the pushes and pulls they experience in producing the language lesson. Chapter 6 gives an
account of how these contradictory pushes and pulls shape the production of the language lesson,
highlighting the dialectical mediation between homogenising Taylorised, and heterogeneous flexible
forms of lesson production. From production, Chapter 7 turns its attention to distribution, and takes
on the question of the distribution of value. Here the matter of ‘who gets what’ comes to the fore,
not only in terms of monetary value such as wages and bonuses, but also in terms of status and

prestige in the valuation of teachers and their Bourdieusian forms of capital within the teacher
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market. Chapter 8 attempts to understand how teachers make sense of the contradictory forces and
interests which they experience in their daily work-lives, and through the concepts of class and
fetishism, discusses the extent to which their own dialectical mediation with their work, has come to
change the way they see themselves in and through their work, and how they relate themselves to
much larger political-economic structures such as the state and the economy. In the concluding
chapter, | will consider the ways and the extent to which the research design has allowed me to
answer the research questions, and address any limitations in answering them. | return to the
research questions outlined above and discuss the limitations of the research in answering them.
The research closes by discussing the implications of this work for further research, both within and

beyond commercial language teaching, though the notion of alienation.
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Chapter 2: Commodity and Capital'

The first chapter concluded by stating that in order to address the question of how commercial
forces and interests directed to making a profit affect language teaching, it is necessary to examine
exactly what ‘profit’ is, and where it comes from. Such questions are at the core of political
economy, and so it is towards the concepts of commaodity and capital within political economy, and
to work focussed upon language which has taken up these concepts, that this chapter turns. In doing
so, the chapter traces the development of the theoretical point of departure for this research, from
the commodity to capital. In highlighting a certain ambiguity in the literature on the commodity and
language, the discussion turns its attention to the question of defining the commodity, and
commodity production. In juxtaposing influential anthropological work on the commodity with that
of political economy however, it is argued that commodity production within capitalism or capitalist
commodity production, is best understood not in terms of commodities themselves, but rather, in
the simultaneous production of both commodities and capital, that is to say the production of
commodities as a means to produce capital. Following this, the chapter further explores the concept
of capital in political economic work by and inspired by Marx, where capital is understood as value in
motion, which passes through a number of phases: production-, realisation-, and distribution, in a
number of states or forms such as money, commodities, and finance. The chapter also discusses the
influence of work which takes up Bourdieusian approaches to the notion of capital, incorporating
Bourdieu’s capital into the moment of distribution within the larger the circuit of capital understood
in a Marxist sense. The remainder of the chapter examines the upshot of understanding capital as
value in motion, and consequently the commodity as only a moment in the circulation of capital, and
the implications such a concept has for our understanding of the work carried out within production

processes in which language plays a key role such as commercial ELT.

2.1 Political Economy and Language

The uptake of language commodification in linguistic anthropology and applied linguistics reflects a
recent turn to political economy (Block, 2017, 2018a) in order to explore the interrelations of the
political, the economic and the social with regard to language. This emergent body of research
attempts to answer calls for more interdisciplinary approaches to doing applied linguistics (Rampton,
1997), while also being a reaction to the way the 2007-8 global financial crisis has highlighted the
gap between the promises of neoliberal capitalism and the political-economic realities which

undermine those promises, including the linguistic ones (Holborow, 2015b). The recent turn to

1 Parts of this chapter are based upon an article published in the journal Language Sciences — see Simpson &
O’Regan (2018).
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political economy began to emerge in the landmark linguistic anthropological work of Susan Gal
(1989), Judith Irvine (1989), and the less often credited Paul Friedrich (1989), who separately called
for a rapprochement between ‘idealists’ and ‘materialists’ on each side of an epistemological divide,
where “‘idealists’ specializing in cultural and linguistic phenomena [and] ‘materialists’ investigating
economy and ecology” (Gal, 1989, pp. 346—347) work within a “false dichotomy” (Irvine, 1989, p.
263). They each argued that what was needed was the integration of the two. In recognition of the
redundancy of the ideal/material distinction, Gal pointed to an emergent “set of themes in current

anthropological and linguistic research that can be read as investigations of the links among

language structure, language use, and political economy” (1989, p. 346).

However, the extent to which scholars have engaged with the political and economic workings of
neoliberal capitalism has come into question. Ricento, for example, bemoans a general “lack of
sophistication in political economy” (2012, p. 32), and Grin (2003) the metaphorical application of
economic terms and concepts to work that deals with language. More generally, Bruthiaux criticizes
the “reluctance of many applied linguists to consider the economic dimension of globalization”
(2008, p. 20), leading to a one sided ‘cultural’ discussion of globalization at the expense of the
economic. Similarly, Block, Gray & Holborow describe political economy as a “blind spot” in the
recent sociolinguistic interdisciplinary turn (2012, p. 1), where scholars “ignore the economic and
material bases of human activity and social life, or only deal with it in the most cursory of manners”
(ibid, pp. 3-4). Indeed, the extent to which a political economy approach to language has bridged
the ideal/material divide remains, for some, questionable. While work such as Shankar &
Cavanaugh’s (2012) ‘language materiality’ where language is ‘objectified’ rather than ‘commodified’,
goes some way towards this, there are some who call for a deeper, more rigorous engagement with
political economy. As Block (2018) points out, the more ‘material’ work on the economics of
language (Gazzola & Wickstrom, 2016; Grin, 2001, 2003, 2014; Grin, Sfreddo, & Vaillancourt, 2010),
where the paradigms, concepts and tools of mainstream economics are taken up, seems to have had
a limited impact upon the work of linguistic anthropology and applied linguistics. Given the
frequency with which the literature uses the terminology fundamental to much political-economy:
commodity, capital, use-value, and exchange-value for example, little reference is given to key
figures of political economy such as Smith, Ricardo, and Marx (Block, 2014, 2018a; Simpson &
O’Regan, 2018). Though Marx writes extensively on the commodity — indeed the first volume of
Capital is seen by some as a dialectical unfolding from the kernel of the commodity form (Harvey,
2010), and while there has been considerable engagement with Marx’s work more broadly in
applied- and sociolinguistics (Block, 2014, 2017, 2018a; Block et al., 2012; Chun, 2017; Holborow,

1999, 2015a; O’Regan, 2014) references to Marx’s work in the literature on language
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commodification — where language is discussed as the object of commodification, are rare. For
example, in the widely-cited volume Language in Late Capitalism: Pride and Profit, edited by
Duchéne & Heller (2012), within which commodification is a major theme, no direct reference to
Marx is to be found. Neither is Marx referenced in Flubacher & Del Percio’s more recent edited
volume on Language, Education and Neoliberalism (2017). Similarly, the initial ground-breaking work
of Rossi-Landi (1977, 1983) on language and economy from a Marxist perspective is also seldom
mentioned or discussed. Elsewhere, in works where reference to Marx is present, his work is
afforded only brief mentions. For example, within the volume Language as Commodity (Tan & Rubdy
eds. 2008), the sole reference to Marx comes from Tan (2008), who credits Marx with the
development of the notion of commodification within capitalism. It is noticeable, however, that this
is not drawn from Capital or the Grundrisse, which is where Marx’s theory of the commodity is
principally to be found, but from the pages of the Communist Manifesto (Marx & Engels,
2002/1848), whose main purpose was not to serve as a theoretical treatise on capitalist political
economy, but to act as a political call to arms. The point here however, is not to dogmatically dismiss
such work on the grounds of not being Marxist, or not Marxist enough, but rather to highlight
certain ambiguities which emerge in the literature as a whole, as regards the foundational notions of

the commodity and capital.

2.2 The Commodification of Language

An emerging body of research has made the argument that recent global political-economic
developments have led to the commodification of language. This is evidenced in a series of edited
monographs and journal special issues that are centred on the notion of language as commodity
(e.g. Del Percio, Flubacher, & Duchéne, 2017; Duchéne & Heller, 2012; Heller, Jaworski, & Thurlow,
2014; S Muth & RyazaNOVA-Clarke, 2017; Sebastian Muth & Del Percio, 2018; Park & Wee, 2012;
Tan & Rubdy, 2008). The following literature discusses either languages themselves or linguistic
products as commodities: Alsagoff (2008); Boutet (2012); Bruthiaux (2008); Cameron (2005); Da
Silva, McLaughlin & Richards (2007); Del Percio & Duchéne (2012); Duchéne (2009); Gray (2010); Gal
(2016); Irvine (1989); Heller (2002, 2010b, 2010a); Heller & Duchéne (2016); Heller, Jaworski &
Thurlow (Eds. 2014); Heller, Pujolar & Duchéne, (2014); Hoon (2008); Rahman (2009); Rassool
(2007); Singh & Han (2008); Tupas (2008); Wee (2008). The scope of objects of commaodification runs
the gamut from the macro to the micro, from languages themselves as commodities (Alsagof 2008;
Heller 2010b; Park & Wee 2012; Rassool 2007; Tan & Rubdy 2008; Singh & Han 2008), to individual
utterances (Irvine 1989), and from concrete objects like ELT course books (Gray 2010) to abstract
notions such as pride (Del Percio & Duchéne, 2012). Though the object of commodification varies,

there is consensus on two key points. Firstly, that objects or things which once were not considered
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commodities, or were ‘non-commodities’, have somehow become commodities —i.e. they have
become commodified in some sense —and second, that this commodification is related to more
recent global political and economic developments, often referred to as the ‘new economy’ (Del
Percio & Duchéne 2012; Heller 2003; Heller 2010a; Heller & Duchéne 2012; Heller & Duchéne 2016;
Heller, Pujolar & Duchéne 2014; Park & Wee 2012). Thus, it is argued by Heller (2010b) that
“Through the various ways in which language has acquired centrality in the work process and work
products of the new economy, language has become a commodity itself and, therefore, acts as a

resource to be produced, controlled, distributed, valued, and constrained” (p. 108).

2.3 Literal or Metaphorical Commodification of Language?

When taken as a whole, there is a degree of ambiguity within the literature which centres around
the notion of language commodification. One such ambiguity concerns whether commodification is
to be taken in a literal, or a metaphorical sense — that is to say whether the proposition being made
is that language has become like a commodity, or actually is a commodity in its own right (Simpson
& O’Regan, 2018). Scholars such as Block (2014, 2018) and Holborow (2015) have suggested a lack of
theoretical underpinning to the commodity in work on language commodification, with terms such
as commodity and commodification often lacking explicit definition and being used largely in a
metaphorical sense with tacitly assumed understandings. Holborow (2015) also argues that it is not
just the notion of the commodity, but the concepts of the market too that have “become so
commonplace [...that] it is often unclear whether they are intended to be taken literally” (p.52). It is
not always immediately apparent whether language is discussed as a commodity in a metaphorical
or literal sense — like a commodity or really as a commodity (i.e. as something directly exchangeable
on the economic market). For example, for Park & Wee “English is seen as an economic resource, a
commodity that can be exchanged in the market for material profit” (2012, p. 124; emphasis added).
However, if language, in this case English, may be exchanged in the conventional market (for money
or other commodities), then it is not sufficient that it simply be seen as an economic resource,
rather, it is an economic resource as a consequence of its function in exchange. This jump from the
discursive (i.e. metaphorical) commodification of language to the concrete conventional exchange of
the market has been criticised by McGill (2013), who notes that work on the commodification of
language merely highlights the “framing” of language as a commodity which “is not at all the same
thing as showing the actual consumption of language as a commodity” (p. 85). In response to such
criticism Kelly-Holmes suggests McGill is overly literalist in his interpretation, and suggests that it is

indeed primarily as a metaphor that language as a commodity is meant:

He [McGill] takes the literalist position that there has to be an actual exchange of money for

‘language’, and sociolinguistic studies have to show how the use of a particular language, variety,
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and so on actually attracts money [...] McGill’s literalist stand, however, is in contrast to
Bourdieu’s metaphorical use of ‘the market’ for language, which has been so influential in
contemporary sociolinguistics, and we can see a particular line of influence from Bourdieu to the

current work on political economy and commodification studies. (Kelly-Holmes, 2016, p. 169)

However, Kelly Holmes’ insistence that recent work treats the language commodity metaphorically
within the bounds of metaphorical Bourdieusian markets seems somewhat at odds with much work
in linguistic anthropology which places language in the conventional market of economics. On this
matter, most scholars appear unequivocal. Gal (1989) for example discusses how “Language may
also constitute a resource in a more narrowly economic sense as well, when linguistic practices or
speech acts (e.g. condolences on a greeting cards) are produced and sold as commodities” (p. 353;
original parenthesis). Similarly, for Irvine (1989), “linguistic elements and utterances may themselves
be goods and services, exchangeable against other goods and services, including material goods and
cash” (p. 256), and Heller suggests that “language has become a commodity itself” (2010b, p. 108).
Heller, Pujolar & Duchéne (2014) make explicit the interaction between the language commodity
and the non-metaphorical ‘conventional’ market where ““Commodification’ is the expression we use
to describe how a specific object or process is rendered available for conventional exchange in the
market” (p. 545 emphasis added). Heller & Duchéne (2016) go so far as to state that the way that
“linguistic material of a variety of forms was increasingly presented as an element of economic
exchange [...] was no metaphor” (p. 140), and that “The idea of language as commodity helps us
understand part of what people are trying to do with language [...] not just in how they think of it
but in how they concretely try to turn it into an exchangeable resource with measurable value in
economic terms” (p. 144). In response to Grin’s (2014) critique that work on the language
commodity metaphorically appropriates terms from economics and “offers no economic angle”
(p.19), Heller & Duchéne insist that the language commodity and the market are not just meant as

metaphors.

2.4 Commodification all the way down?

Though languages are produced and involve an expenditure of human /abour in a sense (language
acquisition for example certainly requires significant expenditure of mental, and perhaps physical
effort), and is indeed treated as a resource in a variety of ways, to stretch the meaning of commodity
production to languages, if taken ‘literally’, runs the risk of emptying out the meaning of the
commodity and of commodity production. The work of Baudrillard is perhaps the epitome of such
stretching of meaning, where “nothing produced and exchanged today (objects, services, bodies,
sex, culture, knowledge, etc.) can be decoded exclusively as a sign, nor solely as a commodity [...] but

[are] indissolubly both” (1981: 147-148). For Baudrillard, the sign-commodity seems to swallow all
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human life — “bodies, sex, culture, knowledge, etc.” — indeed one wonders what Baudrillard would
not include within his “etc.” here, if anything at all. If all that is produced, however, in even the most
general sense of the term, is a commaodity (or commodity-sign as Baudrillard would have it), then the
term ‘commodity’ ceases to hold any particular meaning. Despite the dominant discourse of Human
Capital (Holborow, 2018a, 2018b) for example, most would baulk at the suggestion that child
bearing and raising is a form of commodity production, though much human labour, again in the
most general sense of the term, is expended in the process of ‘producing’ a child, and even if later in

life it will, in the vast majority of cases, sell its labour on the market as an adult.

As Polanyi (2001/1944) argued via the notion of land and labour as fictitious commodities, capitalist
societies have universally resisted the inherent drive within capitalism to commodify everything —
including humanity itself, by organising social resistance and protection, often through the state, the
kinds of which we still see today in labour rights, minimum wages, and environmental protection
laws, among others. Polanyi argued that if labour, and therefore people, really were to become

‘fully’ commaodified (rather than “fictitious commodities’) the consequences would be disastrous:

For the alleged commodity ‘labour power’ cannot be shoved about, used indiscriminately, or
even left unused, without also affecting the human individual who happens to be the bearer of
this peculiar commodity. In disposing of a man’s labour power the [market] system would,
incidentally, dispose of the physical, psychological, and moral entity ‘man’ attached to that tag

(2001/1944, p. 73)

Though undoubtedly various forms of capitalism, not least its current neoliberal incarnation, has in
numerous times and places cruelly treated people as dehumanised disposable ‘inputs’, it would be
difficult to suggest that we have witnessed the total disposal of the ‘physical, psychological and
moral entity ‘man’, or perhaps better put, ‘humankind’. The case against commaodification all the
way down however, is not just a moral argument, but also a practical one, as such totalising
commodification would destroy the very bases upon which the capitalist system is founded, not
least of all the reproduction of human life as a means to supply a necessary labour force. As Fraser

argues:

[Alttempts fully to commodify labour, land and money are conceptually incoherent and inherently
self-undermining, akin to a tiger that bites its own tail. For structural reasons, therefore, society

cannot be commodities all the way down. (2014, p. 548).

Indeed, as Marx points out in discussing one of the many contradictions of capitalist production,
while the capitalist may have an interest in reducing costs and maximising productivity and work

time within their own employed workforce, they simultaneously have an interest in the labour
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employed by other capitalists as being well paid so as to stimulate consumption and generate
effective demand in the market (Marx, 1973). If all workers everywhere were paid less than was
necessary to sustain them in their daily lives, or were simply worked to death, there would be no
one around to buy the commodities produced. One sees this contradiction in microcosm, in the well-
known story of car manufacturer Henry Ford reportedly paying his workers double the average wage
so they could afford to buy the cars they were producing. In more recent times, the repercussions of
treating land and nature as if they were commaodities to be “shoved about” or “used
indiscriminately” are becoming increasingly clear. If left entirely unchecked, the tendency of
capitalism to commodify everything would, and with one eye on imminent climate crisis perhaps
does, threaten to undermine its own continuation as a social system of production, and therefore

has historically been held in check, to various extents, in order to ensure its own continuation.

The highlighting of the ambiguity between commodification in a metaphorical and/or literal sense,
and discussion on the notion of capitalist societies as ‘commodities all the way down’ however, is
not simply an attempt to nit-pick imprecise uses of terminology to be ‘corrected’ by the dogmatic
imposition of particular (Marxist) concepts or theories. Rather, it is to highlight the considerable
diversity and breadth the notion of commodified language covers within the literature, and via
dialogue with figures in political economy such as Marx and Polanyi, the need for this work to be
precise about pinning down exactly what “it” is that is being commodified, as well as to make

transparent what is meant by the concept ‘commodity’ and ‘commodity production’.

2.5 From the Commodity to Capital — The Production of Capital

We can forgive a man for making a useful thing as long as he does not admire it. The only excuse

for making a useless thing is that one admires it intensely.
(Oscar Wilde's preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray, p. Xii)

At its most fundamental level, the commodity is that which is produced for exchange. It is, as Marx
puts it, a use-value - a thing of utility (in the broadest sense) which “satisfies human needs of
whatever kind” (Marx, 1990/1867, p. 125) not for the producer, but rather is a “use-value for others,
[a] social use-value” (ibid, p. 131). Rather than a use-value for its producer, it is an exchange-value -
a thing which has no immediate utility beyond its use in exchanging it for some other thing, whether
a further commodity or money. To play on Wilde’s quote above, commodity production makes sense
(or is ‘forgivable’) when things produced are useful for others, and makers do not ‘admire’ the fruits
of their labour, in the sense of readily handing them over to others in exchange. While it is certainly
true that the thing one sells or exchanges may have some utility for the seller, in for example

begrudgingly selling one’s possessions (even those one “admires intensely”) in falling upon hard
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times, so far as the act of exchange is concerned, one either enjoys the utility of a commodity one
owns, or decides to realise its exchange-value by selling or trading it with another, thereby
transferring the rights of ownership to that commodity. In other words, generally speaking, you can
realise the utility or use-value of a commaodity, or you can ‘cash in’ and realise its exchange value by
selling it; to play on the proverb — you cannot both sell your cake and eat it, nor can you sell or eat
the cake belonging to another (not legally within the free market at least). Not all production
however, is commodity production. For example, production of use-values may well involve the
production of things, material or otherwise, for oneself, for the hell of it, or along the lines of art for
art’s sake as propounded in the aesthetic movement (Eagleton, 2016) - “making a [socially] useless

thing [...] that one admires intensely” as Wilde puts it, rather than for the purposes of exchange.

As Appadurai (1986), Kopytoff (1986), and later Agha (2011) point out in their highly influential
discussions of the life history of commodities however, even an object produced with no intention of
exchange may at some point move into a commodity register, and realise an exchange value in
commodity exchange. A lock of some celebrity’s hair, a fragment of The Berlin Wall, a religious icon
etc., are all commodity candidates (Appadurai, 1986) in so far as they may all be sold as commodities
even though during their production no such intention of exchange is to be found. Such work on the
life histories of commodities however, focuses exclusively on exchange and consumption. Indeed
Appadurai is explicit about the need to get “away from the exclusive preoccupation with the
‘product’ and ‘production’” which allegedly hamstrung Marx in the “epistemic limitations” of 19"
century industrial capitalism (1986, p. 9), and to focus instead on exchange where “the question
becomes not ‘What is a commodity?’ but rather ‘What sort of an exchange is commodity exchange’”
(ibid, p.9). The justification for doing so is sound enough, in so far as Appadurai’s interests lie with
understanding commodity exchange in its most general sense, both within and outside of
contemporary capitalist societies. What he perhaps downplays somewhat in Marx’s work however,
is the task Marx sets himself, which is to understand and examine capital rather than commodities
per se and not the production or exchange of commodities in their general sense, but in their very
specific historical contingency, i.e. within capitalist societies. His unfinished magnus opus is, after all,
entitled ‘Capital’, and not ‘the commodity’ (although his starting point is indeed the commodity).
Marx then, was predominantly interested in capitalist commodity production in so far it as it is a
process whereby capital is produced, rather than in the production and exchange of commodities in
themselves. There is something of a crossed purpose then in Appadurai advocating “breaking
significantly with the production-dominated Marxist view of the commodity and focussing on its
total trajectory from production, through exchange/distribution, to consumption” (ibid, p.13), and

expressing that “all efforts at defining commaodities are doomed to sterility unless they illuminate
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commodities in motion” (ibid, p.16). Marx, heavily influenced by Hegel’s dialectical thought as he
was, does indeed consider himself with totalities, and dynamic motion?, but his object of study is the
movement of capital, and not commodities. To adapt the terminology used by Appadurai, Kopytoff
and Agha then, Marx’s work is therefore more about the life history, registers, and movement of
capital rather than commodities. Marx himself was well aware of things moving in and out of
commodity registers, noting as he does that things which are not produced as commodities “such as
conscience, honour etc., can be offered for sale by their holders, and thus acquire the form of
commodities” (Marx, 1990/1867, p. 197 emphasis added). There is then, a need for an

understanding of the relation between capital and the commodity, to which | now turn.

Marx saw capital as value in motion - value which circulates through a variety of moments, as a
means to expand or valorise itself through: production, realisation, and distribution, (Harvey, 2017,
p. 6), embodied in a variety of distinct forms such as credit, money, and commodities (Harvey, 2013,
2017; Marx, 1991). Here is Marx’s discussion of what he refers to as “the circulation of capital”, in
which we see capital flow through these different moments, and metamorphosise (Marx, 1992) in

and out of various states:

The transformation of a sum of money into means of production [machinery, materials, work
spaces, etc.] and labour-power [workers] is the first phase of the movement undergone by the
guantum of value which is going to function as capital. It takes place in the market, within the
sphere of circulation. The second phase of the movement, the process of production, is complete
as soon as the means of production have been converted into commodities whose value exceeds
that of their component parts, and therefore contains the capital originally advanced plus a
surplus-value. These commaodities must then be thrown back into the sphere of circulation. They
must be sold, their value must be realised in money, this money must be transformed once again
into capital, and so on, again and again. This cycle, in which the same phases are continually

gone through in succession, forms the circulation of capital (Marx, 1990/1867, p. 709)

The point here then is twofold. Firstly, as | have already mentioned, Marx’s object of study is capital
and not the commaodity, nor commaodity production in and of itself. And, secondly, that the

commodity, and the production of the commaodity, is only an episodic moment in the flow of capital
as a whole. Indeed, he describes the commodity as “the bearer of value” (ibid, p. 138) - value which

as we have seen above flows through the commodity in its circuit. With this in mind, there is a clear

2 According to Harvey (2010, 2013), the notion that Marx was in some way ‘stuck’ in production, is often a
consequence of an over reliance on interpretations from his only finished work - volume | of Capital — which
views the flow of capital from the viewpoint of production, and a lack of engagement with his other unfinished
work —namely volumes Il and Il of Capital, which view capital from the viewpoint of consumption and
distribution.
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disjuncture between the projects which Marx on the one hand, and Appadurai, Kopytoff, and Agha
on the other, have undertaken. Given that Marx is concerned with the “circulation of capital” it
would make little sense for him to follow the life history of the commodity beyond its sale, as it is in
the moment of the sale or ‘realisation’ where the value which the commodity is merely the “bearer”
of, is ‘realised’ and transformed into money, and is then distributed in wages, taxes, etc., as well as
functioning as further capital in the next cycle of capital’s movement. To follow the commodity after
the point of realisation, rather than to follow the value (from commodity form, to money form),
would be to follow the “bearer” rather than that which is borne, and would not offer much in the
way of understanding capital, and the (re)production of capitalism or capitalist societies. So far as
Marx being concerned largely with production then, Appadurai is half right, he is indeed concerned
with production above all else, however, he is not simply concerned with the “sphere” or “phases”
of production (the factory, the workshop, the processes of commodity production etc.), but ratherin
the production of capital throughout its circuit, right across a number of “spheres” or “phases” as he

terms it above.

It is, nevertheless true that Marx dedicates a great amount of his attention to the sphere of
production (i.e. where labour works to produce value, processes within the workplace — factory,
office etc.). The reason for doing so, is that for Mary, it is within the sphere of production that
surplus-value is produced - the production of more value than is started with, through the
exploitation of labour (a subject to which | will return shortly). An analysis which focuses on
exchange and eschews production, has very little to say on capital, in so far as it is not within
exchange that value is produced (i.e. it is not within the act of exchange where the production of
surplus-value occurs), but rather, where value is realised, and distributed. Exchanging commodities
for other commodities or money does not produce value, but merely redistributes the total or

‘social’ value among those in the market in a zero-sum game:

The exchange of two equal values [‘value’ here meaning commodities of various kinds or money]
neither increases nor diminishes the amount of the values present in society. Equally, the
exchange of two unequal values...effects no change in the sum of social values, although it adds
to the wealth of one person what it removes from the wealth of another. (Say, 1820, pp. 443-4,

quoted in Marx 1990/1867, p. 266)

To put it another way, whether exchanges occur at fair market prices (exchanges of equals), or
whether people are buying and selling at way over or under the ‘going rate’, makes no difference to
the social total of value (the value of all of the commodities and money combined within a market).

What does affect the sum total of social values, in other words where profit or ever expanding value
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— capital are produced, lies in the sphere of production where labour is paid less in wages than the
amount of value it produces (in Marxist terms it is ‘exploited’), and hence the ‘extra’, the surplus

value, the growth, the profit - value which adds value to itself - capital.

The issue of production in the literature on language commaodification however, seems to refer to
the production of language or linguistic products (oral performances, translations, greetings cards
messages for example), rather than seeing such linguistic production as a means for the production
of capital in the sense | have discussed above (value which adds value to itself). The common theme
as regards discussion of the value of commodified language is the assumption that value is
something bestowed on commodities discursively. For Alsagoff (2008), the language commodity is
“given a value based on its association with some form of benefit or ‘goods’ of worth to the society”
(p. 45), a notion which suggests a socialist rather than a capitalist society, in so far as the crux of a
socialist society is surely the production and valuation of that which is useful and/or necessary to
society (use-values), over and above the production of exchange-values and value for the sake of
value —i.e. the production of capital. Elsewhere, for Heller (2010), speakers potentially “claim
ownership of linguistic resources [...] and the value attributed to them” (p. 110), and for Lam &
Wang (2008), both the state and language users “periodically assign and re-assign value as
appropriate” (p. 149). Here then, we have value as something given, attributed, or assigned to the
language commodity by people discursively. While | do not have the space, nor the conviction, to
launch a full-scale defence of Marx’s labour theory of value,® there are nevertheless key ways in
which matters of production play a key role in (rather than ‘determine’ as a hard-line proponent of
the labour theory of value might suggest) the fluctuations of a commodity’s value. Few would argue
for example, that the speed up (Harvey, 2013; Marx, 1992) in production through technological
innovation which has drastically reduced the necessary amount of labour required to produce
commodities of various kinds, has had no effect on their value. As things are produced ever more
quickly and require less labour, and hence less expenditure on wages, the price of commodities has
the capacity to fall, in for example a producer ‘undercutting’ their competition by saving on labour
costs and selling at comparatively cheaper prices. Similarly, the position of strength labour as a class
finds itself in relative to capital in terms of; labour rights, minimum wages, benefits, unionisation,
etc., in attempting to counteract the tendency for wages to be driven downwards, also has an
impact on the value of the commodity. Technological innovation, the offshoring of production, not

to mention the mass mobilization of new resources of labour in places such as China (Harvey, 2005)

3 See Harvey (2017) and Mohun (2003) for in depth discussion on the labour theory of value in contemporary
political economy from a Marxist perspective, and Mazzucato (2018) and Graeber (2001) on theories of value,
including the labour theory of value, more broadly.
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have no doubt played a significant role in the value realised (or price paid) of many commodities
produced in recent decades. These then, are what Marx (1990/1867) has in mind when referring to
phantom objectivities* — factors which affect the value of commodities objectively in the sense that
their repercussions for the value of commodities affect all buyers and sellers within the world
market. Were commaodities valuable only in so far as they were desired or ascribed value
discursively, the kind of commodity fetishism Marx described whereby the values (in this instance
the prices) of commodities move up and down independently of the human will as phantom

objectivities, would not occur.

2.6 Class: The Labour-Capital Social Relation within the Production of Capital

In the sense of commodity production as production with the intention of exchange, it is not a form
of production which emerges within capitalism, but predates it, and exists as one of its necessary
antecedents (Appadurai, 1986; Marx, 1990/1867). Capitalist commodity production, and labour
therein however, involves far more than simply actors producing for exchange, but rather involves
the production of both capital and commodity, within a historically specific social relation. Labour
within capitalist commodity production then, refers specifically to the expenditure of mental and
physical effort within a social relation particular to capitalism, i.e. between those in the economic
roles of capital and labour (Harvey, 2010; Marx, 1990/1867) — the capitalist and the worker
respectively, whereby the value created by labour in production is appropriated by the capitalist.
Capitalist commodity production then, is not simply synonymous with the production of
commodities writ large, but rather concerns the production of surplus value (i.e. producing more
value at the end of production than went into it at the beginning so as to turn a profit), and hence
ever more capital. It is not simply a matter of one person producing something for another, but of
producing a commodity for an (often unknown) other in the market while producing surplus-value

for a capitalist employer.

Class is among the more contentious of Marx’s analytical concepts, and is often cited as an
instantiation of an alleged structuralism and determinism in caricatures of Marx’s thinking which
seldom stand up to in-depth scrutiny (Eagleton, 2018). While | do not have the space here to

develop any sort of lengthy and detailed discussion of the concept of class in economic and

4 With the caveat that forms of state intervention, ‘protectionist’ or otherwise, certainly temper this
objectivity, in for example the imposition of trading tariffs, where the effects of this objectivity may be felt
differently from person to person and place to place. All else being equal, and in the absence of state
intervention, within the free market there are, objectively speaking, more or less ‘fair’ prices beyond
subjective desires or valuations — ‘the going rate’ or ‘the market price’ in common parlance, though
ascertaining exactly how much the true or fair value of a thing at any given time is unknowable (‘phantom’-
like) in the infinite complexity of global production and the world market.
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sociological work more broadly (see Block, 2014; Chun, 2019, for just such a discussion), | will
nevertheless pin down what is meant by class as it is employed in this work. In taking a dialectical
approach to class, the categories Marx uses are two mutually defining sides of a single unity — labour
and capital. As a dialectical unity, each of labour and capital are defined in relation to each other,
and each is produced and reproduced by the other. Labour (or ‘workers’, if one prefers) is defined as
those who work for others who accumulate capital. Conversely, a capitalist class is defined as those
who have others work and produce value for them - what many people are more familiar with as an
employee-employer relation. However, such a categorisation is not a stringent categorisation of
people into this or that ‘box’, nor a simplistic and static division of society into two opposing parts —
an assumption which leads to a great many misgivings about class as a concept in Marx’s work
(Ollman, 2003). It is worth emphasising that Marx himself did not see class in absolute terms of two
poles of a dialectically unity — capital and labour. In his notes which comprise Volumes Il and Ill of
Capital (Marx, 1991, 1992) for example, Marx discusses a financier class, an emerging middle class
(Marx, 2007a), and a self-employed petty bourgeoisie (Eagleton, 2012, p. 187). It is perhaps as a
result of his unfinished definition of class in Volume Il of Capital (Marx, 1991, pp. 1025-1026), and
an overreliance in subsequent work inspired by Marx’s volume | of Capital, rather than his larger
body of work, which have contributed to the kind of deterministic caricatures of Marx’s analysis of

class discussed earlier.

Rather than categorising individual people as belonging to one class or another, labour and capital
refer to economic roles that people play out, described by Marx as: “characters who appear on the
economic stage [who] are merely personifications of economic relations” (1990/1867, p. 179). These
“roles are porous and sometimes internally contradictory” (Harvey, 2017, p. 67), as Harvey illustrates

with contemporary examples:

Marx is concerned with economic roles that people play rather than the individuals who play
them. [...] [IIndividuals can and do often occupy several different roles, even deeply
contradictory positions (as when, in our time, a worker has a pension fund invested in the stock
market). This focus on roles rather than individuals is as perfectly legitimate as if we were
analysing the relations between drivers and pedestrians in the streets of Manhattan. (Harvey,

2010, pp. 47-48)

Indeed, at times Marx refers explicitly to this difference between economic roles on the one hand,
and individuals on the other, in for example referring to different understandings one is able to
glean from “conceiving people merely as personified categories, instead of as individuals” (Marx,
1990/1867, p. 265), and vice versa, in his discussion on mercantilism. Here, | employ the labour-

capital dialectic in discussion of class, as it is the ‘stage’ of production — the focus of Capital Volume |,
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and the ‘roles’ which are acted out therein, with which | am chiefly concerned (see Chapter 8),
rather than the more cultural approaches to class which focus on consumption and status (Block,
2014) inspired by work such as Max Weber’s (2003) The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.
The roles played out in consumption and exchange are quite distinct from that of production. Within
exchange in the market, the “economic dramatis personae, a buyer and a seller” (Marx, 1990/1867,
p. 249), enjoy “Freedom, Equality, Property and Bentham” (ibid, p.280), in so far as buyers and
sellers meet as equals who engage in fair and free exchange, recognising the rights of ownership to
their respective commodities and money, and are not coerced to exchange but do so in an
expression of their own utilitarian self-interest (hence Marx’s reference to Bentham).® The realm of
production however, is a different matter, with our economic dramatis personae playing out very

different roles, involving very different, less egalitarian forms of social relation:

When we leave this sphere of simple circulation or the exchange of commaodities [...], a certain
change takes place, or so it appears, in the physiognomy of our dramatis personae. He who was
previously the money-owner [buyer] now strides out in front as a capitalist; the possessor of

labour-power [seller] follows as his worker. (ibid, p.280)

Marx’s point here, broadly speaking, is to contrast the egalitarian relation between buyers and
sellers in the market, where exchange depends on mutual agreement between two people to the
interest and benefit of both parties, and the unequal power relation between capitalist and worker
within production, in which one ‘follows’ the other. Of significance to the class relation within
production, and in drawing on the notion of alienation (see Chapter 4), it is the capitalist who
appropriates control of the production process, and the ownership of the products and value

produced therein:

[Clapitalist production necessitates that the capitalist be able to devote the whole of the time
during which he functions as a capitalist, i.e. as capital personified, to the appropriation and
therefore control of the labour of others, and to the sale of the products of that labour. (Marx,

1990/1867, p. 423)

Capitalist production of commodities entails workers in the role of labour, producing in order for a
capitalist, or those acting out the role of capital — ‘capital personified’, to accumulate and valorise

their capital (i.e. to make their total volume of capital larger than it was at the beginning of the

5 This is the classical liberal utopian vision of a free market which Marx is critiquing throughout Capital. There
is no assumption being made by Marx here that anything resembling a perfectly fair and free market exists, or
ever has existed. The many ‘real world’ forces which Marx abstracts in the first volume of Capital, such as
supply and demand, are reinserted in his unfinished second and third volumes, while other variables such as
technological innovation which feature heavily in the first volume, are then abstracted away, so as to conduct
different, though complementary analyses of different aspects of the totality of capital (Harvey, 2013).
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production process). This is the crux of capitalist production, as opposed to other non-capitalist
forms of production. Marx illustrates this, conveniently enough for the present study, with an

example from education:

A schoolmaster who instructs others is not a productive worker [i.e. is not producing capital]. But
a schoolmaster who works for wages in an institution along with others, using his own labour to
increase the money of the entrepreneur who owns the knowledge-mongering institution, is a

productive worker [i.e. is producing capital]. (1990/1867, p. 1044)

To summarise, the definition of labour and capital as classes as | refer to them here, is one defined
both by relation and situation. Firstly, relational in the sense that labour and capital mutually define
and presuppose the other - there would be no labour class without a capitalist class to employ it,
and simultaneously no capitalist class without labour to work for it. It is situated in the sense that
the class categories of labour and capital are economic roles which are played out in, and are
definitional to, capitalist production, where the worker (or labour) is only ‘productive’ to the extent

that they produce surplus value and profit for the capitalist.®

2.7 Defining Capital

Isolating a readily applicable working definition of ‘capital’ from Marx’s corpus is no simple task. This
is not least due to what Ollman describes as the ‘Pareto problem’ in Marx’s style of writing where
“Marx’s words are like bats. You can see in them both birds and mice” (Pareto, 1902, p. 332, quoted
in Ollman 2015, p. 11). Indeed, as Ollman (2015) and Harvey (2015) point out, there are many
descriptions of the term capital in Marx’s corpus, including descriptions of it as a ‘thing’, a process, a
relation or economic role (‘capital personified’), and as a fetishized subject —i.e. as an agentive
thing-in-and-for-itself (Zizek, 2008). As a ‘thing’ Marx refers to capital as: a sum of money used as
investment in production; money used for financial speculations and loans; ‘constant capital’ - the
machinery, tools, materials etc. necessary for production; ‘variable capital’ - labour hired to work
and produce value ; and ‘fixed capital’ — such as various forms of infrastructure (Harvey, 2013; Marx,
1992). As a process, capital is described as: a form of circulation (as described above); as a totality of
movements across moments; as the process of value growing. As a relation, as described above,
Marx describes capital as a definite social relation involving the alienation of labour in production,
and indeed, pulls in labour as itself definitional to the concept of capital in so far as capital and

labour are oppositional poles of one and the same capital-producing relation (Ollman, 2015). Finally,

6 This is of course not to say that other forms of labour are insignificant or irrelevant. Indeed many forms of
labour outside of the capital-labour relation in production, such as work done in the home, the raising of
children, education etc. have long existed as ‘free gifts’ to capital in the way they facilitate the production of
surplus value (Fuchs, 2016; Harvey, 2013).

33



capital as a fetishized ‘thing’ brought to life, is described as: a vampire-like creature sucking up the

value produced by labour; and as a mystical force capable of autonomous self-expansion:

In truth, however, value is here the subject [i.e. a subject - an independently acting agent] of a
process in which, while constantly assuming the form of money and commodities, it changes its
own magnitude, throws off surplus-value from itself considered as original value, and thus
valorises itself independently. For the movement in the course of which it adds surplus-value is
its own movement, [...] By virtue of being value, it has acquired the occult ability to add value to

itself. It brings forth live offspring, or at least lays golden eggs. (Marx, 1990/1867, p. 255)

What the fetishism of capital as a magical (“occult”), or mystical (golden goose) “self-moving
substance” (Marx vol. 1 p. 256) entails, is people bearing witness to a “movement made by things
[...which] far from being under their control, in fact controls them” (ibid, pp. 167-168). In other
words, the many movements within capitalism: the prices of commodities; fluctuating wages; the
rates of inflation or interest; financial crises; the waxing and waning of whole industries and
occupations etc.; though the cumulative products of human action (as opposed to a law of nature or
a supernatural or divine force), come to shape the lives and actions of people in a manner akin to
forces beyond our control like the changing of weather, the occurrence of natural disasters, or a
capricious divine dictator. In this sense, fetishism within capitalism involves not simply an illusion,
but things “appear[ing] as what they are” (ibid, p.166) - that is to say that such movements really are
in many cases beyond human control. Even the most hardened of sceptics can readily see their
money ‘magically’ grow of its own accord in a bank account through interest, or in the event of a

crisis, disappear completely (see Chapter 8).

In sum then, capital is not simply a single thing, or process, but both, and understanding what it is
and how it moves, is far from a simple task, being as it is shrouded in fetishism. For clarity, | will refer
to capital along Harvey’s short-hand description of value in motion (Harvey, 2010, 2013, 2015, 2017),
though | wish to emphasise that understanding this motion entails all aspects of the discussion of
capital above. The task of understanding capital as | have set it out here then, involves
understanding: the nature of capital as perpetually increasing value; that such value is produced via
circulation through different phases — production, realisation, and distribution, and different forms
or states — money, commaodities, finance; is produced through the social relation between capital
and labour; and carries with it a form of fetishism which plays an active role in the movement and
reproduction of capital, in so far as its appearance of autonomous movement affects the actions of

the human actors who produce it.
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2.8 Capital: Bourdieu and Marx

As has been argued, commodity production within capitalism is not simply about producing for
others, but about producing commodities as a means to produce surplus-value for those in the role
of capital. It is then, as | have argued, crucial to distinguish what is meant by the production of
commodities and the production of capital, and how the two interrelate. In much of the literature,
there is significant overlap between the concepts of capital and the commaodity, particularly in work
which draws on Bourdieu’s notions of markets and various forms of capital (1977, 1984, 1986, 1991).
Within such work there sometimes seems little difference between the notion of capital, especially
linguistic capital, and the commodity. Park & Wee for example describe how “English is seen as an
economic resource, a commodity that can be exchanged in the market for material profit” (2012,
p.124, emphasis added), before going on to explain how “[t]he true value of linguistic capital lies in
its capacity for conversion into different types of capital, including economic” (ibid, p. 142, emphasis
added). It is rather difficult to see where the commodity ends and capital begins. If commodified
English can be exchanged as a commodity in the market for material profit, which presumably
involves the conversion of something linguistic (English) into some other form of good - “a material
profit”, then is this an instantiation of the successful “conversion” one’s linguistic capital into
another “type of capital”? If so, then commodity exchange, and the conversion of capital, seem
more or less synonymous. What distinction is there, if any, in the production and exchange of each

of the commodity and capital?

Bourdieu’s conception of capital, and Marx’s, are far from synonymous (Harvey, 2015). For Bourdieu,
the notion of capital is similar to that of figures in classical political economy like Adam Smith
(2003/1776), in so far as capital refers to a universal category, referring to one’s ‘stock’ of resources
— material and/or symbolic. Indeed, within much of the literature on language commaodification
(passim) one finds commodification described in terms of the production and management of
language as a ‘resource’. This universalism is all but explicit in Bourdieu’s work which gives centrality
to “the brutal fact of universal reducibility to economics” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 251) in all social
exchanges, including gifts and smiles, and where the extension of the “economic calculation to all
the goods, material and symbolic” (Bourdieu 1977: 178) is seen equally as applicable to Algerian
Berber Kabyle societies, as it is to the new economy of more recent years which takes up Bourdieu’s
work. For Marx on the other hand, capital refers to a historically specific form of value production
predicated on a social relation of capital and labour. While this perhaps raises questions of how
applicable Bourdieu’s universal notions of capital and exchange are to work which centres linguistic
commodification on the emergence of a new economy (Simpson & O’Regan, 2018), there is a further

significant distinction to be made between Marx’s and Bourdieu’s notions of capital as regards
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quality and quantity. As has been said, the crux of Bourdieusian capital, is in its capacity for
conversion — to be changed into another form of capital. Bourdieusian capital therefore, is about a
qualitative exchange, that is, the exchange of one thing for another of a different quality. Simply put,
without some kind of qualitative change, an exchange cannot properly be any form of conversion.
However, for Marx, capital, is about quantity, not the acquisition of different forms of capital for the
means of conversion into something else of utility, but “[alccumulation for the sake of accumulation,
production for the sake of production” (Marx, 1990/1867, p. 742). Indeed, he explicitly makes a
distinction between “simple” commodity exchange where qualitative motivation (i.e. for use-values)
takes precedence, with the kind of capitalist commodity exchange in which quantity (i.e. exchange-

value) dominates:

Let us take the process of circulation in a form which presents itself to us as the exchange of
commodities pure and simple [bartering for example]. [...] Both of them [those participating
in exchange] part with commodities which are of no use to them as use-values, and receive

others they need to use. [...] It is otherwise with exchange-value. (Marx, 1990/1867, p. 259)

For Marx, exchange of equivalence from a qualitative (use-value) standpoint makes sense. | start
with a commodity (C) | do not particularly want or need, and | exchange it for another commodity of
a different quality, which | do need — what Marx describes as a C-C or commodity(a)-for-
commodity(b) exchange (“pure and simple”). As is perhaps more likely in the contemporary world
however, if money were to mediate this exchange, and | sell my commodity for money (M) in order
to buy the commodity | want later, essentially the process remains qualitative — C-M-C — | have,
ultimately exchanged something that is of no immediate use to myself for something that | want or
need — commodity (a) for commodity (b). In contrast however, if one were to exchange money for
money: M-M - it would make little sense for an exchange of equivalence to occur. Rather, such an
exchange only makes sense, if the money received is quantitatively greater than that which | part
with in an M-M’ exchange (an amount of money for an increased amount of money), as is found in
the financial sector where interest accrues for example. Rather than loaning out money however,
the commodity producing capitalist lays out money on means of production and labour in order to
produce and consequently sell commodities, only as a means to make more money than they
started with —a M-C-M’ circuit. This increase — the production of surplus-value — producing more
value than existed previously, is for Marx where growth comes from, and is the essence of what

capital is — value begetting value.

The question this then raises is whether Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital conversion (which

would include linguistic capital among other forms) is also a matter of quantitative exchange. For
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Calhoun it seems not: “Directly economic capital operates in a money-based market that can be
indefinitely extended. Cultural capital, by contrast, operates as a matter of status, which is often
recognised only within specific fields” (Calhoun, 2003, p. 299, emphasis added). This is not to say
however, that individuals cannot through capital conversion end up with ‘more’ than they started
with, not least of all in successfully negotiating the dynamic shifting valuations of their Bourdieusian
capital across multiple fields (Park & Wee, 2012), but rather that as a social whole, the conversion of
Bourdieusian capital seems not to be about an aggregate social growth — a social total of value
greater that what it was before (as with Marx’s notion of capital), but rather about the distribution of
the resources (symbolic and material) already at hand — or in Bourdieu’s words, of creating profits of
distinction (Bourdieu, 1984) through “status”, and not profit in the Marxist sense of ever expanding
value — what Marx calls capital. Bourdieu then, as with the earlier discussion based on semiotic
approaches to the commodity (Agha, 2011; Appadurai, 1986; Kopytoff, 1986), focusses largely on
exchange, and is more concerned with the distribution of symbolic and material value within
exchange, and the rights claimed for the ownership or access to value, rather than its production in
the first instance. | hasten to add at this juncture however, that the identification of such difference
between Bourdieu’s and Marx’s notions of capital is not a matter of one refuting the other. Rather,
for the purposes of this study, Bourdieu’s work is of direct relevance in terms of distribution, that is
in the manner in which those within the production process (workers, teachers, managers, etc.)
succeed or fail in converting their various forms of Bourdieusian cultural capital within the process of
capital production in the Marxist sense. This interpretation of Bourdieu’s work offers a window into
the interrelation between distribution and production (i.e. the production of capital in the Marxist
sense). We might ask for example how valuations of actors’ Bourdieusian capital (qualifications,
race, nationality, taste, habitus etc.) impact upon the division of labour — who does what task and
why, as well as how the value produced by labour is distributed among the stakeholders of the
workplace in terms of wages, commissions, incentives, and disciplinary action (see Chapter 7). For
the sake of clarity, throughout the remainder of this work, when the unmarked term ‘capital’ is used,
it refers to the Marxist notion of capital, and in all other cases will be marked as ‘Bourdieusian

capital’, or derivatives thereof — ‘Bourdieusian linguistic/cultural/social capital’ etc.

2.9 Identifying the Commodity

While, as one might expect, a great deal of work in linguistic anthropology and applied linguistics has
focussed on language and sought to understand how it may have undergone varying processes in
which it is discursively constructed, produced, and exchanged like/as a commodity or resource, in
this thesis it is with the commaodity (linguistic or otherwise) where the discussion begins. In other

words, the task at hand is to examine the commodity being produced and/or exchanged prior to any
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consideration of whether it is, or is not, language or linguistic. In so doing, some notions of language
as commodity (though not necessarily representative of the larger body of work) become
problematic, where discreet languages themselves (English, Mandarin Chinese, Russian etc.) seem to

obscure or stand in for other commodities or services that are produced and sold.

For some, discreet languages themselves are described as being commodities in rather literal terms.
Lamb & Coleman for example describe how the private sector is “turning the [English] language into
a luxury product, sold by high-street language schools” (2008, p.201, quoted in Park and Wee, 2012,
p.10), and similarly for Singh & Han “English in itself is sold as a product or service” (2008, p. 221).
Placing ourselves within the processes of both production and exchange — of the “high-street

IM

language school” mentioned by Lamb & Coleman, it is rather difficult to maintain the notion of a
language like English, rather literally being in itself a product bought and sold. Students within
private language schools for example, do not simply pay money in exchange for ‘English’, but rather
pay for lessons or for a course of instruction. Indeed, if it were the case that English as a
commodified thing could be had simply through exchange with money, rather than through the
process of language teaching and learning, much of what passes as English language teaching might
well become somewhat redundant. Doubtless the authors cited above do not literally believe
language is chopped up and sold in the rather literal way | have implied, but it is worth highlighting
this form of slippage from the commodity framed as the ‘actual’ thing being produced and sold,
toward the reframing of this commodity in terms of language, in so far as this reframing abstracts
away from the production of the commaodity. Here for example, Shin discusses the language
commodity in exchange in the context of South Korean commercial providers of English language

education:

[T]he construction of language as a skill which one must master [...] represents commodification
because such skills (e.g. an SAT or TOEFL score as a particular credentialised form of linguistic
competence) are presumably acquired in exchange for the tuition fee for the course. (Shin, 2016,

p. 519)

No doubt, the end-point which students have in mind in pursuing SAT or TOEFL scores is indeed the
attainment of proficiency in English (albeit in a credentialised form), yet this is clearly not what is
“acquired in exchange for the tuition fee” at the point of commodity exchange (i.e. money for
commodity). What one pays for is tuition, or lessons, which enables one to achieve forms of
linguistic competence, rather than the linguistic competence itself. Again, were one able to just buy
the score or the qualification outright, the necessity to produce lessons or courses would

presumably be redundant. As Walker puts it:
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A lawyer cannot guarantee that he can win a court case for a client. Instead, the client is entitled
to a professional standard of service, which is usually safeguarded ultimately by the statutory
body overseeing the legal profession. Similarly, while ELTCs [English language teaching centres]
can guarantee certain aspects of their service such as timelines, cleanliness, teacher
qualifications, standard of equipment, and the standard of service/treatment, they cannot
normally guarantee outcomes. An ELT centre cannot guarantee that a student is going to be
ready to sit an external examination within a certain period of time, or that the student is going

to pass the examination. (2010, p. 23)
| am therefore in agreement with Coulmas (1992), and more recently Block (2018), who summarises:

the buyer is not exactly buying the language but a service (teaching, translation), which produces
products (a lesson, a translated document). Language teaching, as such a service, is obviously not
the language being taught, but it can and does impact the actual acquisition of that language by

the buyer. (Block, 2018, p. 6)

Elsewhere, and of direct relevance to the context of this study (see Chapter 4), much has been
written on how English language eikaiwa schools in Japan entail the “commodification of the White
Western Male Body” (Appleby, 2013, p. 136), and constitute a world where “a white native speaker
becomes an attractive commaodity to lure clients and an object of consumption” (Kubota, 201143, p.
485). While one certainly could suggest that such schools metaphorically sell the English language,
or metaphorically commodify white masculinity through native English speaking-teachers (Appleby,
2013; Bailey, 2002a, 2006; Kubota, 2011b, 2011a), it would be with great difficulty that one could
argue that the schools are literally selling either English itself, or its teachers. Again, the notion of
language itself, or the teacher literally being a commodity, is problematic as soon as one considers
the actual transaction — the act of exchange between the consumer (the student) and the school.
One typically does not buy a quantity of English in a language school, nor a teacher, rather one pays
for a certain amount of lesson time: X amount of lesson time in exchange for Y amount of money. As
soon as one recognises this act of exchange — money for lesson, the recognition of the commodity as
the lesson, and not language itself, is immediately transparent. It may be said however, in following
Kelly-Holmes’ response to such criticism discussed earlier, that | am being overly ‘literalist’ in my
discussion, and attacking so many straw men. To reiterate, the authors cited above, | am certain, are
not suggesting that language schools sell either tangible chunks of languages such as English, or
teachers themselves, in a slave-like fashion, to their students. Rather, the point | am making is that
while much has been written on the discursive construction and packaging of language learning, this

often tends to be done in abstraction from the production of the lesson itself. Indeed, much of the

39



commodification of English, Whiteness’, Western culture, and native speakers which Kubota
describes above, is discussed in relation to non-commercial - i.e. non-commodity producing
contexts, where lessons are not produced for exchange, but provided free, through voluntary labour
in community centres. We run into the issue then of commodification independent of commodity

production.

All this is not to say that the discursive construction of English and/or its native speakers, where
languages and speakers are indexed (Park & Wee, 2012) as enabling upward social mobility and
cosmopolitanism (Gray, 2010), or with the Othering eroticism, exoticism and native speakerism that
Bailey (2002, 2006), Kubota (2011a), and Seargeant (2009) discuss, are inconsequential. Rather, it is
the recognition that discursive constructions have not replaced or negated the production of
commodities for the market place. Discursive constructions of language(s), language learning, and
speakers may very well constitute a certain value-added to all manner of commodities (Agha, 2011;
Appadurai, 1986; Duchéne & Heller, 2012; Heller, 2010b; Heller, Pujolar, et al., 2014) by indexing
them in various ways so as to make them desirable, authentic etc., however, one must recognise
that such indexical added value, as its name suggests, is added to something — added to the
commodity produced by labour in production. To put it another way, the commodity is never
immaculately conceived, but is the offspring of human labour within production. The activities of
advertising, marketing, and the ideological indexing of products of all kinds is premised on the
existence of a product in the first instance. This is not to say that such discursive constructions float
in ethereal isolation from the actual practice of language teaching and production of the lesson-
commaodity, but to suggest that they exist in a dialectical relation where the practice of language
teaching affects discourses on language and language teaching and vice-versa. The argument | wish
to make here, is not that the discursive commodification of English or the way the language and its
speakers or teachers are indexed are illusory. They are not some sort of false consciousness which
dupes students into parting with their money. It is with certainty that many students undertake the
learning of English for all sorts of reasons including romantic akogare or yearning (Bailey 2006,
Kubota 2011a), the promise of upward social mobility (Park, 2011), or the living out of a neoliberal
cosmopolitan lifestyles (Gray, 2010, 2012) mentioned earlier. However, such constructions, do not

circumscribe the totality of production, and as | have said, value added, is after all, added to

7 The term ‘Whiteness’ as it is referred to in much of the literature on eikaiwa (Bailey, 2006, 2007; Kubota,
2011a; Piller & Takahashi, 2006; Tajima, 2020) can refer to anything from references to the colours of
teachers’ skin colour, to an Occidentalising trope that delineates and opens up spaces of imagined
communities of ‘progressive’, ‘empowering’, and/or ‘cosmopolitan’ values that Japanese learners of English
position themselves in: “Whiteness functions in Japan as the transparent and free-floating signifier of upward
mobility and assimilation in “'world culture:' it is the primary sign of the modern, the universal subject, the
“citizen of the world" (Kelsky 2001a, p. 145, quoted in Bailey 2006).
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something, which in the case of language teaching, cannot be reduced to language itself. It is
certainly true that many commodities through technological innovation such as automation in
production require far less necessary labour than they once did, and go to great lengths to
discursively package and distinguish their product from others in order to add value, or extract
monopoly rents in the market (Harvey, 2002) (think for example of the miniscule amount of labour
required to produce Coca-Cola in a fully automated production line, set against the extraordinary
lengths its marketing and advertising goes in order to index it as ‘the real thing’, and not ‘just any old
thing’). However, in labour-intensive service jobs such as commercial language teaching (Walker,
2010), the expenditure of human labour in production must be of significance not only in terms of
how the lesson-commaodity is produced, but also in the determination of its value — in addition to
the various ways it is discursively indexed, as well as how this value is distributed once realised (sold)

to the student/consumer.

In taking a purely discursive or metaphorical approach to commodification and language, many
matters of production have not received the attention they might otherwise receive. It is, for
example, incredibly difficult to pin down exactly how labour produces English as a thing for students
to consume. This is true not least of all when more quantitative questions come to the fore — How
much English-commodity is produced? How quickly is it produced? What is the price of X amount of
English? etc. Among the more ethnographically oriented work on language commodification it is
notable how rarely monetary quantities are specified in terms of value — such work seems to be
largely left to those working in language economics (Gazzola & Wickstrom, 2016; Grin, 2001, 2003;
Grin et al., 2010). In reframing the object of commodification from language, to the lesson, a range
of questions open up that allow one to investigate the relationships between teachers, students, and
capital, and of production in general. For example, we might seek to understand the relation
between teachers’ pay and the price at which lessons are sold, the way in which lessons are
produced, the division of labour and form of organisation in producing the lesson, and the general
state of labour as regards working conditions and legal rights. Indeed, work which deals with the
production of language lessons as a form of commodity production has yet to be undertaken (Block,
2018c), at least not to the same extent as other forms of production in various other workplaces

such as the call centre (Boutet, 2012; Cameron, 2005; Duchéne, 2009; Heller, 2003; Rahman, 2009).

In the previous chapter, | claimed that the question of whether commercially provided ELT was or
was not an instantiation of a service industry, should be answered positively, not only in the manner
in which its modus operandi is to turn a profit, but also in its legal status as distinct from state-
regulated ‘formal’ educational contexts (see Chapter 4). Up until this point however, the discussion

has revolved around the commodity and not of services, and so it is necessary to consider how the
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two terms relate to one another. For the sake of clarity, | see the service and the commodity of
commercial ELT as indivisibly one. Students cannot ‘have’ the lesson without the teacher there to
teach/serve them (or indeed without the efforts of other staff beyond the classroom), and the
production of the lesson therefore, and the ‘service’ of paying someone to do something for you, are
therefore one and the same. It is to be understood therefore, that in referring to the lesson as
commodity or product, | am referring to a commodity or product which is a service — an unfolding
product in which the student plays a participatory role, rather than a commodity of a more corporeal

kind such as shirts, shoes, or shellfish.?

2.10 Conclusion

This chapter has aimed to give an overview of the uptake of political economy in applied- and
sociolinguistic work in recent decades, particularly in work which has dealt with language in relation
to the commodity, and to capital. In taking a broad view of the literature, | have argued that there is
some ambiguity within such work as a whole, concerning whether terms such as the commodity or
commodification are to be interpreted in a literal or metaphorical sense. In doing so, | have neither
attempted to discard such work, nor suggested it is in need of correction | might provide. Rather, the
literature has led me to a theoretical point of departure whereby a rigorous theorisation of what the
commodity and commodity production are is undertaken, prior to the question of whether language
is or is not (like) a commodity. In doing so | have suggested that there is something of a crossed
purpose between much anthropological work on the commodity /commodification such as the
influential work of Appadurai and Heller on the one hand, and that of Marx and Harvey on the other,
in so far as the former concern themselves primarily with production and exchange of commodities
in and of themselves, whereas Marxist approaches to the commodity centre on the production and
flow of capital, where the commodity as “bearer” of value in motion is only a moment of its overall
circuit. Hence, drawing on Marx’s work, and contemporary work inspired by that work, it is not
commodities, or commodity production in and of itself which is of importance, but rather capitalist

commodity production — the production of commodities as a means to facilitate the production and

8 Indeed, for those who subscribe to a labour theory of value, the removal of a physical body of the commodity
would only leave behind that which gives a product its ‘true price’ or ‘real standard’. Buying a commodity or
service are alike in ultimately being reducible to paying others (whether one sees them or not) to labour in the
place of the buyer:

At all times and places, that is dear which it is difficult to come at, or which it costs much labour to
acquire; and that cheap which is to be had easily, or with very little labour. Labour alone, therefore, is
[...] the ultimate and real standard by which the value of all commodities can at all times and places
be estimated and compared. (Smith 2003/1776, p. 47)
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circulation of capital which is at stake. Following this, the task of defining not only the commaodity,
but capital comes into view, which, as | have attempted to convey, is a task which defies simple
working definitions. To recap, | am referring to capital through Harvey’s short hand of value in
motion, which circumscribes a complex dialectical understanding of capital as both thing and
process: as value used to produce more value; as a circuit or movement of value across moments of
production, realisation, and distribution, where value metamorphosises into and out of varying
states (money, commodities, finance); as the social relation between those in the economic roles of
labour and capital which produce capital; and as a fetishized autonomous agent capable of its own
movements independent of the will of its human producers. | have also discussed Bourdieu’s
concept of capital, and work based on language and political economy which has drawn on it, and
having juxtaposed this with the Marxist concept of capital, framed the valuation and conversion of
Bourdieusian capital in terms of the distribution of capital in the Marxist sense — in other words, the
rights to lay claim to the products and resources, material and symbolic, which capitalist production
continually produces. Finally, in turning my attention to commercial ELT as a concrete instantiation
of capitalist commodity production with which | am familiar (see Chapter 1), | have argued that
despite some interpretations of work on commaodified language appearing as the overly literalist
slaying of straw men, reorienting our focus onto the lesson rather language itself as a commodity
highlights some of the slippage between commodities produced by labour, and notions of
commodified language which abstract from production. | hasten to add however, that in doing so,
work which has uncovered the complex and significant ways in which language or language learning
is indexed and thus acts as forms of added value, is not to be discounted, but rather to be
incorporated into analysis, and put into dialogue with that which it is added to, which in the case of

commercial language teaching, refers to the production of the lesson as commodity.

The flow of capital around its circuit, however, is far from a simple, singular, smooth motion, but
rather one that involves crises, and social upheaval of various kinds. As with the life histories of
commodities, borrowing from Agha, things can drop in and out of what we might call capital
registers. For example, money invested in means of production which produces nothing ceases to be
capital. Likewise, commodities which are produced may well be the bearers of value, but if nobody
buys them — if their value is not realised, they cease to be capital. Capital does not move in benign
predictable cycles, but rather in often erratic, even violent, ever-expanding spirals (Harvey, 2017), as
the flood and flight of capital into and out of markets and nations (Stiglitz, 2002), and the ‘shocks’
(Klein, 2007) which emanate as a result are testament to. There is then great emphasis on the
‘motion’ of capital as value in motion, not least of all as any value which ceases to continually

circulate and drops out of the circuit, ceases to be capital as it is unable to valorise or grow. There
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are then a number of points of disjuncture and contradiction which exist within this circuit, between
the different moments (production-, realisation-, and distribution of value), which affect the flow of
capital throughout. It is therefore necessary, to identify where some of these bottle-necks, sticking
points, or potentials for crises in the overall flow of capital might exist, how we are to approach
them theoretically and methodologically, and what these mean for languages and speakers within

workplaces such as the language school.

3. A Dialectical Approach to Contradiction in Language Work®

In the previous chapter the dialectical nature of Marx’s conception of capital as value in motion was
discussed, and the chapter concluded by pointing to the potential for contradictions and crises to
occur in the overall circuit of capital. In this chapter, as a means to elaborate further on a dialectical
approach to capital as value in motion, | turn to recent work in sociolinguistics and related fields
which take a political economic approach to language, and has identified a variety of contradictions
at play, ranging from production processes in the workplaces of the new economy (Boutet, 2012),
language policies of states and schools (Heller, 2006), to the underlying forces of capitalism more
broadly (Block, 2018a; Heller, 2010b). This chapter ties together many of the contradictory threads
which much sociolinguistic work has uncovered, and proposes a dialectical approach to such
contradictions as a theoretical path for furthering research on the place of language within
contemporary work, not least of all within the ELT industry. A dialectical approach which stresses
internal and often contradictory relations, aims to understand the interrelation between concepts
which can otherwise appear as two independent bodies. In building upon sociolinguistic work which
highlights the continuities and contradictions of capitalism (Block, 2017, 2018a; Block et al., 2012;
Duchéne & Heller, 2012; Heller & McElhinny, 2017; Holborow, 2015b), this chapter draws attention
to the contradictory interrelations between the new economy in late capitalism and capitalism more
broadly through discussions of the ‘freedom’ and alienation of commodified labour, and the relation
between use-value and exchange-value embodied in both the commodity and commodified labour.
It also argues that a dialectical approach which sees subject and object interrelating and
interpenetrating one another, offers a view of how those who perform language work in order to
produce capital and facilitate its flow relate to their work, and in doing so dynamically produce new

subjectivities — understandings of themselves, their work, and the economy more broadly.

% Parts of this chapter are based upon an article entitled ‘Producing the Eikaiwa English Language Lesson: A
Dialectical Approach to the Contradictions of Commaodity Production’, which is forthcoming in the Journal of
Sociolinguistics. DOI:10.1111/josl.12415
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3.1 Thinking Dialectically: Contradictory Identities
If I had a world of my own, everything would be nonsense. Nothing would be what it is, because

everything would be what it isn’t. And contrary wise, what is, it wouldn’t be. And what it wouldn’t

be, it would. You see?
(from Lewis Carrol’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland)

At first glance, many would agree with Alice that her world is indeed a nonsense. The idea of a thing
being what it is not appears an absurdity. Thinking dialectically however, such propositions are not
as absurd as they might first appear. For example, one might define darkness as an absence of light,
or vice-versa. In so doing, one is left with a definition of a thing being not what it is (light is light, dark
is dark), but as the non-being of what it is not (the non-being of some other thing) —i.e. light is non-
darkness, and darkness non-light. It is rather difficult to think of the concepts of darkness and light
independently of one another, rather, they are an inseparable unity. In thinking about either
concept, one necessarily flits back and forth between the two. Such thinking forms the basis of
Hegel’s proposed form of Logic (1989/1812), and later Marx’s dialectical materialism. For Hegel,
formal logic was problematic in that it: “assumes — that apparently opposed or distinct categories are
indeed opposed to or distinct from one another [reflecting] a deeper assumption that all thought is
founded upon the laws of identity and non-contradiction” (Houlgate, 2005, p. 29). For Hegel, formal
logic makes a great number of presuppositions about the distinction of such categories where
“infinity is different from finitude, that content is something other than form, that what is inner is
other than what is outer, that mediation, similarly, is not immediacy” (Hegel, 1989/1812, p. 41).
Such assumptions represent something of a false start in formal logic, as in assuming rather static,
discrete and non-contradictory identities, whatever one does with such identities is likely to lead to
partial or problematic propositions and conclusions. The way Hegel illustrates how such a logic
works, is through the example of the concept of being, where in determining the immediate concept
of being (i.e. in moving from an abstracted to a more concretised and determined conceptualisation

of being) we end up with a contradictory identity — a unity of being and non-being:

At the beginning of the logic we thought of the difference between being and nothing as an
immediate difference that did not require determination. We thought that all we needed to do
was to think of being, to think that being is, in order to distinguish being from nothing. Now,
however, we realize that we cannot sustain the thought of the immediate difference of being
and nothing, and that we can only think the determinate difference between being and nothing
or not-being if we think of each term as the other. The only way we can think even the most
minimal determinate difference between being and not-being is by thinking that being is not not-

being, and that not-being is not being. Unless we can say of being that it is not what it is not, and
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of not-being that it is what it is, we cannot think any clear difference between the terms at all.
Free, presuppositionless thinking [i.e. Hegel’s form of logic] has thus provided us with our first
necessary and unavoidable principle: that, however strange the thought may be to ordinary
understanding, the determinate difference between being and not-being can only be thought if
being and not-being are recognized to be indistinguishable. In other words, it is only to the
extent that we can say what something is not, that we can say what it actually is. (Houlgate,

2005, pp. 34-35, emphasis in original)°

Indeed, at an everyday level, we often attempt to define a thing through its relations to some other
thing. Darkness is the absence or non-being of light, black coffee is coffee without milk, and a cat is

an animal like, but different from a dog or any other number of smaller furry four-legged creatures.

What a dialectical approach is not however, is a set of oppositional dual concepts (like being and
non-being, or light and dark) which exist externally in the application of an a priori theory, plucked
out of the air by the philosopher or researcher. To stick with our previous example of cats and dogs,
the following exchange between the comedic television character Blackadder'* and his buffoonish
servant Baldrick illustrates well just how inadequate simple oppositions are in defining identities, in
discussing their work for a preliminary draft of Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary in the historical TV

sitcom Blackadder The Third:
Blackadder: Now, what about ‘D’?
Baldrick: I’'m quite pleased with ‘dog’.
Blackadder: Yes, and your definition of ‘dog’ is...?
Baldrick: Not a cat.

Baldrick’s definition is of course humorous in its uselessness, telling us neither what a cat or dog is,
or why and how they are related to one another. Rather than simple oppositions then, dialectical
notions of identity are about examining a subject within a set of relations, where its relations and
their development over time show us what our subject of study is and does. It is rather difficult for
example, to explain ‘who | am’ without thinking about the many relations which define me and what
| do: a son, a teacher, a student, a brother, a boyfriend etc. In the first volume of Capital (Marx,

1990/1867) Marx's reference to gravity and elliptical orbits are instructive of the importance of

10 turn here to Houlgate’s summary rather than to the original source material (Hegel’s Science of Logic), for
the sake of brevity and clarity. The summary covers a discussion of considerable length in the original source
material, as well as making Hegel’s notoriously dense and labyrinthine writing style more accessible to the
reader.

11 Blackadder — a British series of pseudohistorical situation comedies produced for the BBC. The third of four
series, Blackadder The Third takes place in the Regency period around the turn of the 19* century.
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relational definitions, not only in defining who people are, but in defining any identity, be it a person
or some other ‘thing’ (Harvey, 2010). Gravity, is not a tangible thing one can physically grasp - one
cannot cut open a stone and find the gravity inside, any more than | could be dissected and evidence
the teacher-ness or son-ness within my physical body. Gravity can only be understood as a relation —
one object falling towards or attracting another object, and in order to understand what gravity is,
one must see it in motion and in relation to another body. Dialectical approaches to understanding
identities (i.e. understanding what something or someone is), view identities within their sets of
relations, and aim to understand how such identities move and develop within such relations,
ultimately seeing the world not as a conglomerate of static and independent ‘things’, but rather as a

mass of interrelated processes which change over time.

Marx’s concern with Hegel’s logic however, was its idealism insofar as the identities determined by
Hegel — Being and Non-being, are absolute and exist ideally and entirely independently of the
conditionalities of the material world. The relation of being and non-being exists outside of space

and time. In contrast:

The materialist formulation of the identity of opposites [...] denies the immediacy and
absoluteness, [and] inevitability of this [Hegelian] identity, and affirms in its place that this
identity is a process taking place in space and time, requiring material means, inherently limited

and conditional in nature.
(from Martin Nicolaus' Foreword in Marx, 1973, pp. 39-40)

What is at stake here is the dialectical point of departure. In place of the application of determined
identities of mental abstraction to the material world, Marx begins with the concrete, and draws out
identities from the material world, working between concrete and abstract and back again (Oliman,
2003, 2015). One can see Marx’s rejection of idealist absolute identities in the way he berates not
only the political economists who separate production and consumption from one another, but also

those who reunite them through little more than methodological dogma:

The opponents of the political economists [...] who accuse them of barbarically tearing apart
things which belong together [production and consumption], stand either on the same ground as
they, or beneath them. [...] As if this rupture had made its way not from reality into the
textbooks, but rather from the textbooks into reality, and as if the task were the dialectic
balancing of concepts, and not the grasping of real relations! (Marx, 1973, pp. 89-90, emphaisis
added)

The point here is a rejection of the dialectical mapping of the world through absolute concepts —

simply framing everything through the application of sets of oppositional dual-concepts - the
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application of a ‘textbook into reality’ as Marx puts it. Dialectical materialism in contrast, attempts to
deal with the material matters at hand — drawing relations out from the concrete events of the

material world.

3.2 Dialectical Relations

As mentioned above, a dialectical view sees the world not as a mass of independent objects that
exist in a stable and coherent essential state independently of, and externally to one another, but
rather as an amalgam of multiple processes which interrelate with one another - what Ollman (2003,
2015) refers to as a philosophy of internal relations. A dialectical approach does not simply
emphasise that any one ‘thing’ is simply defined by the relations in which it stands with other things,
but that these other things are themselves defined by the ‘thing’ in question itself. In other words,
the traffic is two way — it is dialectical. | am not simply a ‘son’ by dint of what | do or say to, or think
about, my parents, but also by way of what they do, say, or think about me — we continually define
each other. As a dialectical unity, subject and object are seen as relating to each other in a constant
dynamic interaction. Though most famously associated with thinkers such as Hegel and Marx, such
ideas have roots in ancient philosophy. Heraclitus’ example is relatively well known: No man steps in
the same river twice, for it is not the same river, and he is not the same man. Crucially however, this
is not simply an assertion of the truism that everything changes, or conversely, that nothing lasts
forever, though of course both the river and the man inevitably change with the passing of time. The
point is rather that it is the interaction between the man and the river that changes them both, and
the reflection upon this process which permits a transcendence of a given subjectivity or
understanding of oneself and the world. Hegel’s dialectical approach describes such a dialectical
transcendence as involving the sublation of subject-object (Fuchs, 2016; Hegel, 1989/1812;
Houlgate, 2005). Here one contradictorily occupies both the position of subject and object, and as a
result becomes something more than one was. To return to the example of Heraclitus, as one stands
in the river, one acts as a subject in altering its flow. At the same time however, as an object, one is
affected by the river in feeling the flow of water against one’s ankles. It is the synthesis of the
subject-object dialectical unity which leads one to become more than they were before —to gain a
new understanding of what (or who) one is, what a river is, and how each interrelate to the other.
The position of subject and object constantly interpenetrate one another, in shaping, and being

shaped by the other.

3.3 Dialectical Contradictions
Not all dialectical relations however are quite as benign as that of Heraclitus’ river. Standing in a

gentle river up to one’s ankles is rather different from being swept away by a raging tide. Each ‘side’
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of a dialectic subject-object unity has its own tendencies, or in the case of people their own
interests, which may very well-run counter to each other. Given my own interest in survival, | am
likely to attempt to swim counter to, or to someway divert myself from the flow of a dangerous river
| find myself in. There are often contradictory forces at work within dialectical relations which give
them their dynamic nature. Rather than the notion of contradiction in terms of Aristotelean logic —
for example ‘I am in the kitchen and | am in the park’ — two propositions which logically cannot
simultaneously be true, a dialectical notion of contradiction refers to ‘two seemingly opposed forces
[...] simultaneously present within a particular situation, an entity, a process or an event.” (Harvey
2015: 1). The materialist notion of contradiction however, does not place contradictory forces
outside of the agency of actors, determining their actions in a rather mechanical way, but are on the
contrary, meaningless without the expressions of agency which breathe life into them. Heller, for
whom contradiction is a recurrent theme, though not through a dialectical materialist frame as such,
attests to exactly this: ‘the contradictions inherent in every discursive space I've ever come across
provide a source of agency and change’ (2011: 193). As such, “different individuals may feel and
react to similar contradictions in very different ways. There is a powerful subjective element in
defining and feeling the power of contradictions” (Harvey 2015: 3), they are productive — often the
‘mothers of invention’ (ibid: 3). A dialectical view of contradiction, enables a view of how agents
internalise and manage contradictory forces pulling them this way and that. In focussing in our
attention on contradictions large and small, from the contradictions of capitalism at an abstracted
global level to the particular intricacies of individual work processes, a dialectical approach opens up
vistas from where we might see how the agency of workers manifests itself, in for example dealing
with the contradictory demands of the workplace (see Chapter 6). Such an approach enables us to

ask what agents do at the junctures of contradictions, and in whose interests such action is taken.

3.4 A Dialectical View of Language work in the New Economy:

Much contemporary work in sociolinguistics has taken on questions of contemporary global political
economic changes within the neoliberal period, and how these interrelate with language,
particularly in regards to the new economy within late capitalism (Del Percio & Duchéne, 2012;
Heller, 2003, 2010a; Heller & Duchéne, 2016; Heller, Pujolar, & Duchéne, 2014). This is usually
defined as involving a shift away from the industrial mass-production of goods, and towards the
production of informational goods involving new forms of technology, networks, and organisation of
production, which cater to demand-driven flexible forms of production (Castells, 2010; Fuchs, 2016).
Many are keen to stress that the new economy involves more of a ‘logical continuation’ of industrial

capitalism than a ‘rupture’ with it (Heller, 2010b, p. 104). Heller & McElhinny for example see late
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capitalism and the new economy therein in terms of the extension and intensification of “the ways in
which capitalism operates to produce profit around the globe” (2017, p. 229). Such extension and
intensification involve: the expansion of new markets and products; increased competition and
sourcing of ever cheaper labour and materials; the creation of new customers and desires; the
expansion of increasingly niche markets; and maximising profit through adding value to products.
What a dialectical approach to the development of capitalism offers, in building upon work which
stresses both continuity and change, is a view of neoliberalism, the new economy and/or late
capitalism not as something new and externally related to other forms of capitalism which are
consigned to history — a view Block, Gray & Holborow (Block et al., 2012) describe as presentism, but
rather as internally related to the development of capitalism as a whole, which involves both radical

developments and continuity.

Discussion of the new economy often involves defining it in opposition to an older economy - a new
technological/post-Fordist economy of the present in contrast to an old industrial/Fordist one of the

past:

[T]he past — [is] characterised by a strict division of labour, and hierarchies reflecting mental and
physical work — literacy requirements and linguistic capital were divided unequally along the
workforce. [...] But in the post-Fordist era of computerised workplaces in the new economy, all
work involves engagement with knowledge, information, and communication [...]. The division
between blue-collar workers and white-collar workers has become blurred as everyone has to
make informed decisions at work. Information technology has turned all of us into knowledge
workers. The new work place also requires a diversity of capabilities and aptitudes. Skills of
planning and implementation are required for almost everybody. Computer literacy is universally
needed. Professionals have to move from one domain of work to another with ease, as and

when they are required. (Canagarajah, 2005, p. xxiv)

It is argued that these shifts within the new economy summarised above, set the scene for new ways
of conceptualising and commodifying that which was formerly seen as a public good - not least of all
language (Heller, Pujolar, et al., 2014). Of particular importance to much of the literature on the new
economy and its interrelation with language, are particular industries referred to as language
industries — specified as including: tourism; call centres; translation; marketing; and language
teaching (Da Silva, McLaughlin, & Richards, 2007; Heller, 2010b), and the language workers therein
(Boutet, 2012), all of which are often referred to as being ‘emblematic’ of the new economy (Boutet,

2012; Del Percio, Flubacher, & Duchéne, 2017; Muth, 2018; Schedel, 2018). Though such industries
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are acknowledged as not new per se, they nevertheless are said to embody ‘newl...] forms of
institutionalization [...] set up to maintain and develop language as a resource’ (Da Silva et al., 2007,
p. 187). Again, these new forms of institutionalisation and organisation within work processes

involving language are often defined in contrast to an ‘old economy’:

In the old economy of primary resource extraction and industrial transformation, the working
class was not made up of language workers. Instead, it was management that relied heavily on
language and communication as they made their rounds around the job site, conducted
meetings and produced reports, for example. Today, one of the main features of the new

economy is the major role that language plays at all levels of work. (Da Silva et al., 2007, p. 194)

There is however, an issue here with the potential conflation of certain sectors of economic activity
(primary resource extraction, industrial production, and services), to particular historical periods —
an ‘old economy’ of the past and a new economy of ‘today’. Indeed, Eagleton (2018) suggests that in
Marx’s time, the heyday of industrial capitalism, the largest group of wage labourers were not the
industrial working class of mills and factories, but mostly female domestic servants.!? Heller &
McElhinny (2017) point out how the extension and intensification which marks late capitalism
applies not only to service jobs in the tertiary sector, but also to the extraction of primary resources.
With this in mind, in can be difficult to discern which industries may be a language industry
‘emblematic’ of a new economy, and which are not. Take for example Del Percio, Flubacher &
Duchéne’s discussion on processes which demand flexible linguistic practices and repertoires in the

work place:

While these processes seem to be emblematic of the late capitalistic service sector, we would
like to argue that our observations can be also transferred to other late capitalistic industries —
such as the construction industry, the medical sector, and the food industries — where language

emerges as a main tool in enabling the coordination of daily work practices. (2017, p. 63)

Categorised above as distinct from the ‘emblematic late capitalistic service sector’ are ‘other late

capitalistic industries’. It is unclear however, why some industries listed above as ‘other’ industries,

12 As Marx was almost certainly well aware. Marx’s attention was drawn to the proletariat of industrial
capitalist commodity production primarily because these workers were ‘productive’ —i.e. were involved in the
production of surplus value and hence ever more capital (see Chapter 2), while domestic servants, at least by
Marx’s reckoning, did not. In a conducive business environment, one might well get richer by employing ever
more hands to producer ever more commodities to sell. Enriching oneself through hiring ever more domestic
servants seems somewhat counterintuitive. See Mohun (2003) for further discussion.
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such as the medical sector and food industries, are not, at least in part, service sector jobs also
emblematic of the new economy (e.g. health care, catering, restaurants etc.). In addition, those
service industries which are considered to be emblematic of the new economy, such as the tourism
industry, education, and the call centre, are certainly not confined to a new economy, but predate it.
It might well be argued here that it is the changes that concern language which are emblematic, and
not the industries or the workers in themselves per se. However, the danger here is a narrowing
view of the contemporary economy to only those industries where language seems to play a key
role. The call centre, language classes, and the tourism industry may seem emblematic and central
to the new economy for the sociolinguist, but how far can one extrapolate from them to changes in
the economy at large? While deindustrialisation and the growth of the service industry in more
developed countries has indeed occurred, at the same time mass industrialization and

proletarianization has happened elsewhere in the world:

In the advanced capitalist countries, such as the United States, Britain, Germany, Canada, Japan
and Singapore, the trends in the division of labour have favoured the production of an educated
workforce capable of engaging flexibly in a wide range of different labour processes. [...] By way
of contrast, the labour conditions in the clothing factories in Bangladesh, the electronics factories
of southern China, the maquila factories strung along the Mexican border or the chemical
complexes of Indonesia are much closer to those with which Marx was so familiar. (Harvey, 2015,

p. 129)

The extent of this relocation of production around the globe is worth noting. The neoliberal period
has borne witness to a mass mobilisation of labour for industrial/Fordist production which dwarfs
that of earlier eras. In summarizing the mobilization of labour in China since the opening economic
reforms from the 1980’s, Harvey describes how ‘China is now in the midst of the largest mass
migration the world has ever seen, which already dwarfs the migrations that reshaped America and
the modern Western world’ (Harvey, 2005, p. 127). To talk of a new economy then, or to put it more
precisely - to talk about what is new in the economy at large, we must appreciate what it is exactly
that is ‘new’. The mass mobilization of labour in China — the largest and most rapid in the history of
capitalism, as well as the super-exploitation present across the world (including the first) is just as
much ‘new’ as the place of information, knowledge, and flexibility in many, though not all,
workplaces (Harvey 2005). Some scholars in sociolinguistics do indeed acknowledge their somewhat
one-sided portrayal of ‘newness’. Both multi-authored collections edited by Duchene & Heller (2012)
and Martin-Jones & Martin (2017) for example, explicitly recognise the relation between off-shoring

production from the West to developing nations, and the growth of service sector and

52



information/knowledge-based jobs, and fully acknowledge that their respective collections are
weighted towards contexts within Europe and North America, and are to an extent, one side of the
global political economic story. To be clear, | am not arguing here that sociolinguists have made a
fetish of the ‘newness’ of the new economy. Both Boutet (2012) and Heller & McElhinny (2017) for
example build upon Marcel Cohen’s accounts of language work from the 1950’s before the onset of
a new economy or neoliberalism. As | have said, those quoted above are plainly aware that service
industries and language work are not in and of themselves new. Neither am | arguing that nothing
has changed since the capitalism of Marx’s day. Rather, what | wish to propose in this chapter is a
view of a dialectical mediation between variegated forms of capitalist production (Harvey, 2015),
where elements of old and new forms of production coexist, often in dynamic tension with one

another, within contemporary workplaces.

What a dialectical view of the economy rejects, is the view of a new economy and old/Fordist
economy as two distinct objects — both qualitatively and temporally distinct (with the former
replacing the latter), and rather towards a view of them as two interconnected and concomitant
expressions of a single larger and ever-changing process — namely that of the historical development
of capitalism. Indeed, much work in sociolinguistics speaks to such a dialectical mediation. In both
Cameron’s (2000) and Boutet’s (2012) work on the call centre, a workplace often described as
emblematic of the new economy, language work does not seem to particularly involve the flexible
demand-driven production often associated with the new economy, but rather the precise opposite
—the scripting, styling and grooming of language in a Taylorised fashion much more akin to the
factory line of industrial Fordist mass production. Similarly, in language teaching, another of the
previously mentioned language industries, Block & Gray (2016) describe how language teacher
training in the UK has in some cases involved a move away from the notion of teaching as a craft
which the teacher self-reflectively develops, and towards a Taylorised deskilling model of the

teacher, where formulaic and proceduralised approaches to language teaching take hold.

3.5 The Relations of Production

While the forces of production — the means and materials through which commodities are produced,
have undergone much radical transformation in recent decades (information technology,
automation, digital products etc.), the relations of production — where commodified labour produces
value not for itself, but to be appropriated by a capitalist other, though not entirely unchanged, are
argued by many to represent more of a continuation than rupture. For example, in discussing a

certain conflation between the forces- and the relations of production, Fuchs warns against a
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characterisation of the contemporary period of capitalism as radically different from that which

came before:

Speaking of the emergence of a post-industrial, knowledge, network, or information society
describes changes of the productive forces: Knowledge and information technology have become
important means for producing commodities that serve the purp