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INTRODUCTION: LANGUAGE POLICY
AND POLITICAL ECONOMY

Thomas Ricento

English is the common denominator that unites the work
presented in this volume; it provides a focal point to illustrate the
ways in which a political economic approach is particularly useful
in accounting for a range of phenomena in diverse settings in
which a “global” language has attained a special status as (an often
perceived) tool for socioeconomic mobility. The focus is on postco-
lonial contexts, such as India and South Africa, and countries
where English is widely studied as a foreign or additional language,
such as South Korea, countries in the Mekong River Basin, and in
many other countries in Asia and in Europe. The findings reveal
the complex ways in which governmental leaders and policymak-
ers, as well as communities and individuals in those communities,
make decisions within a global economy about the languages that
will be taught as subjects or used as media of instruction in schools.
Whether or not the “Straight for English” policy that has become
popular in various countries in southern Africa and elsewhere is a
good or bad idea, in terms of improving school completion and lit-
eracy rates, English is often promoted by its advocates as a social
“good” with unquestioned instrumental value; yet access to quality
English-medium education in low-income countries is mostly re-
stricted to those with sufficient economic means to pay for it.

The research and conceptual analyses that comprise this
volume reflect the diverse backgrounds of its contributors whose
training is in the fields of socio- and applied linguistics, econom-
ics, political theory, sociology, English, and education. Their meth-
odological approaches include ethnography, critical discourse
analysis, economic models (capitalist and Marxist), historical, geo-
graphical, and linguistic analyses; the conceptual tools of economic
and political theory are used to address issues that have been
raised, and often strongly contested, in various literatures concern-
ing the nature and effects of English as the most widely used lan-
guage on the planet. Perhaps the most fundamental questions that



