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Chapter 1. Introduction

This book is about textbooks, political economy and ideology. More precisely,
it is about connections between language textbooks and the latest
form of the capitalist project, neoliberalism. This book will examine the
ways in which neoliberalism, transformed into the new common sense of
our times (Peck and Tickell 2002; Harvey 2005; Hall and O’Shea 2013),
finds expression in foreign and second language teaching materials. The
overall aims are to advance our knowledge about materials development,
to illustrate different kinds of critical textbook analysis and uncover new
important issues that need to be contemplated in more detail for critical
research on language textbooks in an era of neoliberal globalization. The
ultimate goal is to pave the way for new critical perspectives in language
education that will counter the current hegemonic ideology of neoliberalism.
Three main arguments provide the rationale for this volume: the enduring
centrality of language textbooks in most classrooms around the world
(Gray 2015), the ubiquity of neoliberalism in our contemporary societies
and above all the need for further and deeper investigations about the relations
between language education and neoliberalism. Thus, | strongly agree
with the critical education scholar Carlos Alberto Torres (2011: 183) when
he suggests that now more than ever it is imperative
to challenge the growing presence of instrumental rationality and neoliberalism’s
common sense in the way we live, practice, work, teach,
provide advice to our students, conduct research, work in committees
and even profess our most cherished values in our professional work as
academics.
This first chapter provides the theoretical basis for the discussion and analysis
that follows. It starts with insights from the political and economic philosophy
of Karl Marx and ends with new approaches in applied linguistics
devoted to the relations between language and political economy. First of
all, I discuss our understanding of textbooks through the ideas of classical
Marxism, the Frankfurt school and critical pedagogy. | then define neoliberalism

as a global class project that shapes political economy and ideology



worldwide (Harvey 2005) and also as the norm of our existence (Dardot

and Laval 2013). This is followed by a presentation of relevant studies

about real-world language problems from an interdisciplinary perspective
that place neoliberalism at the center of the research. The chapter concludes
with a call to make a ‘turn to political economy’ (Block et al. 2012a; Block

2017a) in studying phenomena related to language teaching.

Understanding textbooks

The textbook is a central element in the language teaching and learning
process. It has been said that it is the “visible heart of any ELT [English
Language Teaching] program” (Sheldon 1988: 237); “an almost universal
element of ELT teaching” (Hutchinson and Torres 1994: 315); and “a guide

for a teacher, a memory aid for the pupils, a permanent record or measure

of what has been learnt” (Awasthi 2006: 1). Furthermore, language textbooks
seem to “have a magical hold on both teachers and learners most of

whom just can not do without them” (Kumaravadivelu 2012: 21). This is

why | consider it essential to study and discuss language teaching textbooks
in detail. The approach of this book is based upon the idea that textbooks are
cultural artifacts of their time, like any other human creation or activity. They
are not born in a vacuum. Textbooks are situated in a determinate moment

in time and in a concrete place. As a consequence, they are influenced by

the political, economic and historical context where they were created. As
Andrew Littlejohn (2012: 287) explains, language teaching materials include
“perspectives, attitudes, values, concepts, social and political relations — call
them what you will — which will be current in the wider society”.

This understanding of textbooks has its roots in the political and economic
philosophy of Marx, known as historic materialism. In his base/
superstructure model, Marx argues that human beings are subject to the
social and economic circumstances of their existence that influence their particular
class system, political organizations, thoughts and culture. The base

refers to the economic conditions of the reality and involves the productive
forces (labor-power, raw materials and machines) and the relations of production
(the relationship between those who own the means of production

and those who do not). From the base arises the superstructure, that is, “the



social, political and spiritual processes of life” (Marx 1904 [1859]: 11). The
superstructure involves the ideology and the political and legal organization
that governs a society. In classical Marxism, the superstructure is shaped

by the class division of the society between capitalists (or bourgeoisie) and
workers (or proletariat). Hence, the ideas, values and beliefs which achieve
dominance in any particular age are the ones of those in power, as noted in

a famous quote from The German Ideology: “The ideas of the ruling class

are in every epoch the ruling ideas: i.e., the class which is the ruling material
force of society is at the same time its ruling intellectual force” (Marx and
Engels 1998 [1845]: 67).

From a Marxist perspective, capitalism is a socioeconomic system based

on private property and the exploitation of the labor force. Its main motion

is profit-making. The means for producing goods are owned by a small

group of people, the capitalist class. The majority of people, the working
classes, sell their labor to a capitalist for a wage in order to earn a living.
Exploitation is the result of the uncompensated labor of the working classes,
which is used by the capitalist members of society to increase their profit in

the market.

The Marxist claim that the ideological superstructure is determined by

the economic base has been often attacked for being much too mechanical

or reductive. However, the Marxist tradition had repeatedly addressed this
criticism. It has been argued that the economic base is a crucial element to
understanding the evolution of history, but other factors belonging to the
superstructure also influence changes in society (see Chris Harman 1986

for a discussion about the base and superstructure debate in Marxist scholarship).
Indeed, as David Block (2014) argues, the relationship between

base and superstructure could be interpreted in a nuanced way: “one can
appropriate the idea that economic activity is the base for all social activity

and development while arguing for a more dialectical approach to how the
economic base interacts with Marx’s ‘social, political and intellectual life’ ”
(30). In my study, base and superstructure are understood essentially as a
starting point to explain how a cultural artifact as the textbook is shaped by
the material conditions of capitalism.

The legacy of Marx has led to a tremendous variety of schools and movements



that examine social phenomena in their dynamic relation to wider
historical, political and economic realities in capitalist societies. For the
approach of this book, particularly relevant is the notion of hegemony used
by Antonio Gramsci to explain the ways in which the dominant ideology is
disseminated and accepted as commonsensical and normal. Hegemony in
Gramsci’s terms is seen as the:
‘spontaneous’ consent given by the great masses of the population to the
general direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental
group; this consent is ‘historically’ caused by the prestige (and consequent
confidence) which the dominant group enjoys because of its position
and function in the world of production.(Gramsci 1971: 12)
Gramsci sees that the ruling class expresses its power not only by physical
force or economic control, but also through cultural institutions such
as the media, the school or the church, which are capable of presenting a
particular ideology as ‘common sense’, or the natural way of thinking and
acting. Of course, hegemonic consent is not always total and complete since
“people may accept some aspects but reject others” (Holborow 2012b: 41).
Indeed, Gramsci (1971) himself offers the prospect to turn the situation
around by encouraging the subaltern classes to develop their own alternative
hegemonic ‘collective will’ as a first phase to the revolution.
In order to understand a cultural product such as a language textbook,
it is also very important to have in mind the Marxist critical theory of the
Frankfurt School, and especially its studies of mass culture. Frankfurt scholars
examined mass-mediated cultural products (music, cinema, soap operas,
magazines, etc.) within the context of the consumer and industrial society of
the mid-twentieth century in Western capitalist countries. In their Dialectic
of Enlightenment, Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno (2002 [1944])
coin the term ‘culture industry’ to signify the process of industrialization of
culture created by the commercial imperatives that guide capitalism. These
two authors argue that cultural products have the same characteristics as
the rest of goods in mass capitalist production: commodification, standardization
and massification. However, unlike other goods such as clothes
or food, cultural products are not directed to human material needs, but to

people’s thoughts (Dant 2003: 110). Hence, cultural products have the specific



function of legitimizing capitalism penetrating people’s minds: “Capitalism
has an interest in the state of those minds: it needs workers who are

happy enough to accept uncritically their position within the system” (Dant
2003: 110). In a similar way, Herbert Marcuse (1964 [1954]) explains that

art in advanced capitalist societies became simple entertainment, commercialized
according to its value as a commodity in the market. These new

artistic manifestations, instead of awakening people’s critical thinking,
encourage conformism with the status quo or, in the words of Marcuse, a
‘happy consciousness’: “the belief that the real is rational and that the system
delivers the goods” (Marcuse 1964: 84). In sum, for Frankfurt scholars,

the culture industry of their time provides “amusement, distraction, relief”
to the people and, in that way, “ameliorates the violence that capitalism performs”
(Taylor and Harris 2008: 71). As Marnie Holborow (personal communication)
reminds me, it is worth noting that the Frankfurt school thesis

was developed in a period of capitalist expansion which may explain some
the school’s tendency to present the masses as passive victims. They rather
wrote off the working class’s ability to resist as they believed that increased
material consumption had dulled working-class anger.

In the field of education, the works of Marx, Gramsci and the Frankfurt
school are the roots of critical pedagogy, an approach which aims to

show how formal and informal education are transformed by relations of
inequality and power (Apple et al. 2010). Critical pedagogy is also “a practical
approach to teaching, learning, and research that emphasizes teaching
through critical dialogue and a dialectical analysis of everyday experience”
(Macrine et al. 2010: 2). This movement has been developed mainly in North
America with key figures such as Peter McLaren and Henry Giroux, but its
genesis can be traced to Paulo Freire’s literacy campaigns with workingclass
and peasant students in Brazil, in a struggle against oppressive social
structures. Freire’s work, especially his Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire
1970), has inspired many critical educators and theoreticians who viewed

his work as “a new synthesis for a humanist and libertarian pedagogy,

which aimed through its praxis at transforming oppression and the culture
of domination” (Peters 2005: 35). For our understanding of textbooks, the

research carried out by critical pedagogues on the ideological character of



curriculum and textbooks is especially interesting. Michael Apple, in his
widely influential book /deology and Curriculum, first published in 1979,
argues that curriculum is not neutral knowledge, but is always the result of
a process of ‘selective tradition’:
the way in which from a whole possible area of past and present, certain
meanings and practices are chosen for emphasis, certain other meanings
and practices are neglected and excluded. Even more crucially, some
of these meanings are reinterpreted, diluted, or put into forms which
support or at least do not contradict other elements within the effective
dominant culture.(Apple 1990: 6)
The selective tradition disseminated in schools reflects the interest and the
beliefs of the ruling class in society. Thus, schools have the function to
reproduce the hegemonic ideology and, in that way, reinforce and naturalize
the current socioeconomic system (Apple 1990; Giroux 1997). In this
vein, critical educators agree that textbooks embody particular ideologies
and present an officially sanctioned knowledge (Luke 1988; De Castell
et al. 1989; Apple and Christian-Smith 1991). For example, in The Politics
of the Textbook, Apple and Linda Christian-Smith (1991) contend that
school textbooks “are not simple ‘delivery system’ of “facts’ ” (1), but “they
signify — through their content and form — particular constructions of reality,
particular ways of selecting and organizing that vast universe of possible
knowledge” (3—4). In that way, as an educational tool in general, textbooks
have an important ideological and reproduction role in society:
As part of a curriculum they participate in no less than the organized
knowledge system of society. They participate in creating what a society
has recognized as legitimate and truthful. They help set the canons of
truthfulness and, as such, also help re-create a major reference point for

what knowledge, culture, belief, and morality really are. (Apple and Christian-
Smith 1991: 4)

What knowledge is relevant, accurate and worthy of transmitting to future
generations will vary depending on each historic context (Choppin 2000).

More precisely, according to Marxism, it will depend on the dominant ideology
at a given moment in history. The dominant ideology coincides with the

interests of the ruling classes, and it is conditioned by the material activity



of people in the society at large (Marx and Engels 1998 [1845]). Following
Holborow (2012a, 2015), in my study, the term ideology is understood as

“a one-sided representation, articulated from a particular social class but
constructed as a world view, part-believed and part rejected, influenced

by real-world events and coextensive with language, but distinct from it”
(2015: 130). The purpose of my book is to analyze the underpinnings of
neoliberal ideology in current textbooks in capitalist societies. Evidently,
though, other textbooks instantiate ideologies other than a capitalist or neoliberal
one. For example, textbooks from other contexts and periods may

endorse a socialist ideological paradigm or a particular system of religious
values in line with the guiding principles of the social, political and economic
system where they are created.

Besides being an ideological artifact, the textbook is also seen by critical
education scholars as a commercial product, that is, an economic commodity
that should compete in the market to achieve profits for the publishing
industry (Apple 1985). In other words, the content and the form of
textbooks are determined by political and ideological conditions outside

the classroom, which also include the economic imperatives of the market,
meaning the need to augment its sales and accomplish corporate goals.

The seminal work of critical pedagogy in the analysis of education materials
in relation to the political and economic climate has subsequently

inspired many critical studies of textbooks, including also foreign and second
language textbooks such as The Hidden Curriculum of Survival ESL
(Auerbach and Burgess 1985), the studies of John Gray (2010b, 2013b) and
Christian Chun (2009) about English textbooks, or a recent edited collection
about the politics of language textbooks (Curdt-Christiansen and Weninger
2015a), as | will explain in detail in Chapter 3. Finally, in the particular

field of applied linguistics, Marxism has also influenced the emerging interest
to put neoliberalism at the center of the research from the perspective

of political economy. Before considering the studies of neoliberalism and
applied linguistics, however, it is necessary first to define our understanding

of neoliberalism.

What is neoliberalism?



Neoliberalism is a term used today mainly by its critics1 to designate the latest
phase of capitalism which began in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In the

first instance, neoliberalism is an economic policy paradigm based on a theory
which holds “that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating
individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework
characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free

trade” (Harvey 2005: 2). For Pierre Bourdieu (1998: npn), one of the first

Ill

critical scholars to use this term, neoliberalism is a political “programme for
destroying collective structures which may impede the pure market logic”.
Its theoretical roots can be found in the works of the Austrian political
philosopher Friedrich Hayek in the 1940s and of the Chicago School of
Economics in the 1950s with Milton Friedman as its key figure.2 Neoliberal
thinking was first put into practice in Chile after the US-backed Pinochet
coup in 1973 under the direction of many economists who had graduated
from Friedman’s University of Chicago, and which imposed drastic economic
changes on the country (Klein 2007). The characteristics of neoliberal
economic policy are free trade and deregulation of financial markets,
privatization of state enterprises (including energy, water, health, education,
housing and transport services), reduction of public spending on welfare,
and tax cuts for the rich. It promotes a flexible work market, the decline of
worker unions and consumption through debt. Another key feature of neoliberalism
is the “extension of market-based competition and commodification
processes into previously insulated realms of political-economic life”
(Brenner et al. 2010: 329), such as education and health.

In the 1980s, neoliberal policies began to be implemented at the center

of the capitalist system under the governments of Ronald Reagan in the
United States and Margaret Thatcher in Britain. According to David Harvey
(2005), this neoliberal recipe came in response to the mid-1970s international
crisis of the capitalist system that had dominated from the end of

World War II. That approach had followed Keynesian economic prescriptions
that advocate for state planning to reduce unemployment and stimulate
economic growth, and which had led to the development of a welfare
system in most Western capitalist societies. Especially after the collapse of

state socialism in Eastern Europe in 1989 and the disappearance of this



strong alternative to capitalism, neoliberalism became the dominant economic
doctrine around the world. US-dominated financial bodies such as

the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank played a highly active
role in the spread of neoliberalism globally through the imposition of the
dictates of what was known as the ‘Washington Consensus’ in developing
countries that received the loans they issued. The Washington Consensus, a
term first used in 1989, is a set of ten economic prescriptions promoted by
US-based institutions such as the International Monetary Fund, the World
Bank and the US Treasury Department. These prescriptions comprising the
new global economic policy include the decrease of government spending to
control inflation and reduce the public deficit, trade liberalization with the
abolition of state restrictions on imports and exports, the deregulation of
markets, the privatization of state enterprises and the protection of property
rights (Williamson 1990).

Since then, neoliberal economic policy has been adopted by the great
majority of governments, from those led by conservative parties to those

led by social-democratic forces (Holborow 2012a; Dardot and Laval 2013).
The spread of neoliberalism was accompanied by a further process of globalization
and a new technological revolution. The move towards a postindustrial
economy3 in the West allowed its corporations to outsource and

offshore production to countries with lower labor costs, fewer workers’

rights and little environmental regulation (Block 2018c). Apart from the
massive environmental destruction, the implementation of neoliberal policies
worldwide in the last decades have brought greater socioeconomic inequalities,
a greater concentration of wealth and increasing levels of poverty

(Harvey 2005). Class inequalities have further increased since the current
global economic crisis began in 2007-2008. An illustrative example can be
found in Ken Loach’s highly acclaimed 2016 film /, Daniel Blake. Loach
illustrates the struggles to survive that working-class people experience in
the United Kingdom, especially since the crisis and the implementation of
austerity measures. The main character in the film is a working-class man
who is about to retire. After suffering a heart attack, he attempts in vain

to receive some support of the inhuman and uncaring UK benefit system.

With this story, Loach captures the cruel way in which capitalist states treat



many of their citizens, and especially those more vulnerable. At the global
level, wealth inequalities have grown larger in recent years and poverty has
continued to threaten the lives of millions of people. The richest 1 percent
of the world’s population now owns more wealth than the rest of the world
combined, according to a recent Oxfam (2016) report: “In 2015, just 62
individuals had the same wealth as 3.6 billion people — the bottom half of
humanity. This figure is down from 388 individuals as recently as 2010”
(Oxfam 2016: 2).

The official neoliberal doctrine advocates for minimal government, while

at the same time insisting that strong states are necessary “for the operation
of ostensibly free markets and to deal with the consequences of ‘market

rn

failure’ ” (Price 2014: 569). One recent example of the active intervention

of the state into the market can be found in the aftermath of the great economic
crash of 2008 with “the unimaginably huge sums of government

money injected into the financial system across the US, the UK and the
Eurozone” (Holborow 2012a: 18) to rescue a deregulated and speculative
capitalist system from its own collapse. After the 2008 meltdown, neoliberalism
returned with even greater force (Morgan 2013). In the Eurozone,

for example, austerity policies imposed by the European Commission meant
more cuts of public spending, wage reductions and new labor reforms that

led to a radical degradation of living standards, especially in southern countries
such as Greece, Spain, Portugal and Italy. At the same time, “[a]usterity
measures, selectively applied, became the means of recreating the conditions
under which the market, and those who gained from it, could flourish

again” (Holborow 2015: 35). For Harvey (2005), this increasing economic
inequality testifies that neoliberalism was from the very beginning a class
project from above for “the restoration or reconstruction of the power of
economic elites” (19) that felt threatened by the international economic
capitalist crisis of the 1970s.

From the Marxist standpoint, neoliberalism should also be understood

as an ideology: “This understanding maintains that elite actors and dominant
groups organized around transnational class-based alliances have the

capacity to project and circulate a coherent program of interpretations and

images of the world onto others” (Springer 2012: 136). One of the key concepts



of the neoliberal ideology is that (free) markets are the answer for all
human and societal issues. For neoliberals, “the market is the most efficient
and moral institution for the organization of human affairs” (Springer et al.
2016: 3). Neoliberal ideology presents the market as a natural system, like
gravity. Marnie Holborow (2015: 34) synthesizes the central role that the
market has in neoliberal ideology as follows:
the market captures a basic truth about human nature and social organization.
It redefines the relationship between the individual and society
with social behaviour being guided, not by collective institutions and
interaction, but by supply and demand, by entrepreneurs and consumer
choice, by individual companies and individual people.
One of the most appealing features of neoliberal ideology for some people
is its promise of greater personal freedoms. As explained by Harvey (2005:
41-3) and Matthew Morgan (2013), capitalism showed its capacity to adapt
to new circumstances and absorbed in its own discourse demands from the
social movements of the 1960s for civil, cultural, sexual and reproductive
rights that reclaimed more individual freedom to overcome the restraints of
a bureaucratic and intrusive state and of the dominant morality in order to
be able to make one’s own decisions. In practice, freedom in neoliberalism is
mainly understood as “the liberty of consumer choice, not only with respect
to particular products but also with respect to lifestyles, modes of expression,
and a wide range of cultural practices” (Harvey 2005: 42), and above
all as the freedom of capital to move without barriers.
Drawing on the Gramscian notion of hegemony, Harvey (2005) suggests
that neoliberalism “has become incorporated into the common-sense way
many of us interpret, live in, and understand the world” (3). In a similar
vein, Holborow (2012a: 14) asserts that neoliberalism is ‘the stamp of our
age’: “In less than a generation, neoliberal principles have spread across
every continent and become so integral to public and private life that thinking
outside their parameters is almost unthinkable”. However, the hegemony
of neoliberal ideology does not mean that its acceptance is complete
(Holborow 2015). Chun (2017) illustrates this point in his book about how
everyday people understand what capitalism means to them. This author

examines the responses of ordinary people from the United States and the



UK to a street installation entitled Capitalism Works for Me! The results
show very different understandings of capitalism, from those that are in line
with the dominant neoliberal discourse to those that challenge the narratives
of neoliberal ideology and, indeed, present counter-hegemonic views
of capitalism.
Finally, at a deeper level, neoliberalism has also involved a sharp reversal
in the ways we conduct ourselves in our public and private lives, in
the sense that competition and entrepreneurial mindsets now govern the
behavior of many people and institutions. This vision is indebted to the concept
of ‘governmentality’ developed by Michel Foucault in the late 1970s
to explore how the practices of knowledge are produced through their relations
to power. It is a neologism that combines ‘government’ and ‘mentality’
to study the links between the ways governments manage people’s actions
through techniques of domination and the ways people conduct their own
behavior through techniques of the self. As Foucault (1993: 204) suggested,
the governing of people is a “versatile equilibrium” between the way people
coerce and dominate each other and the way the techniques of the self are
integrated into the structures of coercion and domination. In this regard,
Foucault (2008) understood neoliberalism as a rationality that determines
both the ways governments manage people’s actions and the ways people
conduct themselves. With this in mind, Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval
(2013: 8) explain that neoliberalism has become “the form of our existence”.
According to these two authors, neoliberalism is the norm that
shapes the mode of our living, our relations with others and even the ways
we represent ourselves:
This norm enjoins everyone to live in a world of generalized competition;
it calls upon wage-earning classes and populations to engage in
economic struggle against one another; it aligns social relations with
the model of the market; it promotes the justification of ever greater
inequalities; it even transforms the individual, now called on to conceive
and conduct him- or herself as an enterprise. (Dardot and Laval 2013: 8)
To think of ourselves as enterprises implies to live in constant risk. People
should now take individual responsibilities in all spheres of their lives and

constantly attempt to improve themselves in a competitive climate. As a



result, if people do not have a job or are evicted from their houses, it is
because they are not enterprising and have not worked enough to develop
their abilities to fit in the new order governed by competition. In other
words, the structural inequalities of the capitalist system, such as labor
exploitation, inheritance or class, are no longer relevant to explain poverty,
since the individuals are the only ones responsible for their own economic
failure.

In sum, neoliberalism in this book is understood as the ruling global political
economic paradigm and the dominant ideology of the last four decades,

and also as the rationality that shapes people’s behavior in Western societies
and even beyond. It is worth noting here that, at the time of writing this
book in 2017, it has become evident to many people around the world that
capitalism in its neoliberal form is an economic system that does not work
satisfactorily anymore. Chun (2017: 50) emphasizes this point for the case

of the United States, but his consideration could be easily extrapolated to
any other Western capitalist society: “[I]t is clear that the majority of the
general public in the US clearly knows, or at the very least feels, something

is very wrong with the economy”. Indeed, before the 2007—-2008 economic
crisis, many people believed that capitalism might be the best (or the only)
viable system in the world’s history, as it seemed to ensure the well-being

of the majority of its citizens, at least in Western countries. However, the
harsh consequences of the 2007-2008 crisis have made many people aware
that something is wrong with neoliberalism since they have been severely
affected by cuts in spending in public health and education, increasing
unemployment, declining wage salaries and difficulties accessing decent
housing. The political crisis of neoliberalism has recently arrived at the centers
of the global capitalist system. In 2015, Jeremy Corbin became the leader

of the Labour Party in the United Kingdom, with a discourse against neoliberalism
diametrically opposed to the ideas of his predecessors Tony Blair

or Gordon Brown. Although from a contradictory perspective, the victories
of Brexit and Donald Trump in United States presidential elections in 2016
might also be interpreted as a revolt against neoliberalism. All these developments
make even more relevant in the current conjuncture of the history

the critical research about language and neoliberalism.4 In what follows,



| will review selected works in applied linguistics that have recently dealt

with the political economy in general and with neoliberalism in particular.

Applied linguistics and political economy
My book belongs to a body of research which seeks to contribute to an
emergent approach in applied linguistics which proposes a reorientation
of the interdisciplinarity in applied linguistics towards a Marxist-oriented
frame that focuses on the economic and material conditions of human existence
to study phenomena related to language use. Block, Gray and Holborow
expound this new approach in the introductory chapter of their book
Neoliberalism and Applied Linguistics:
to reorient interdisciplinarianism in applied linguistics in such a way
that these economic and material bases of human activity and social
life not only get a look-in, but they become central to discussions of
a range of language related issues. For applied linguistics to be truly
socially constituted, it must take full account of the political economy
of contemporary capitalism — a political economy which encompasses
both social classes and their ideologies. (Block et al. 2012b: 4)
These three authors make this call to correct a “blind spot” in the interdisciplinarity
of applied linguistics to include the “political economy and
in particular a detailed critique of neoliberalism as the ideology driving
the practice of economics by governments and international organisations
today” (Block et al. 2012b: 1). Indeed, in these last decades of globalization
12 Introduction
under a neoliberal economic system, interdisciplinary approaches in applied
linguistics have focused on concepts such as interculturalism, gender or
identity, but omitted an analysis and discussion of the economic organization
of societies and related key constructs such as ideology or social class.
In a chapter of the same book dedicated to globalization and social class,
Block (2012a: 73) explains this process in the following words:
during the neoliberal era — from the late 1970s to the present —there has
been a remarkable increase in debates and discussions around multiculturalism
and identity politics. These have occurred both inside academia

(including in applied linguistics) and outside and they have been framed



in terms of gender, race, ethnicity, nationality and sexuality, while celebrating
difference and diversity. Meanwhile, class has disappeared off
the radar or has been invoked only to make clear its irrelevance in the
new global village.
However, the situation is slowly changing with an increasing number of
scholars introducing questions of political economy and references to neoliberalism
in their applied and sociolinguistics research, (see Block 2017a
for broader review of research on language and political economy). As mentioned
above, one of the main features of neoliberal ideology is to “subsume
all aspects of social life into the frame of free-market economics” (Holborow
2012b: 46) and language, of course, is not an exception. The global
spread of capitalism, the increasing labor flexibility and mobility of businesses
and workers, and the growth of the service industry where language
plays a central role have involved important transformations of language
that have been examined from a variety of perspectives.
In the new knowledge economy, in which the central role is not played
by physical labor but by “knowledge, information, affect and communication”
(Hardt and Negri 2001: 285), what is valued above all is the use of
the language as an effective communication tool (Cameron 2002) to make
people economically competitive. Relying on the McDonaldization thesis
by George Ritzer (1996), Block (2002) coins the term McCommunication
to refer to “the framing of communication as a rational activity devoted to
the transfer of information between and among individuals in an efficient,
calculable, predictable and controllable manner via the use of language”
(121). The spread of McCommunication, as Block (2002: 120) argues, leads
to a “depressing” hypothesis:
not only will consumption soon be globalized to such an extent that
eating, shopping, and holidaying come to be very similar across different
geographical locations, but that our ways of communicating in
institutional contexts and our personal lives, will also come to be similar
as we all follow the same recommendations on how we should and
shouldn’t talk.
McCommunication could be related to what Norman Fairclough (1992)

calls the ‘technologization of discourse’. It refers to the effort to design



the discourse (or the language) in order to be implemented in a controlled
way to achieve calculated purposes in particular settings such as the service
industries, advertising or political campaigns (Fairclough 1995). This
phenomenon has been widely studied, particularly through the linguistic
rituals predominant in call centers (Cameron 2000, 2002; Heller 2003;
Holborow 2007), which have become a paradigmatic example of the shift
from a national industrialized economy to a global, post-industrial, offshore
production, characterized by high levels of precarious work. Call centers
encourage their workers to feel they are a constituting part of the business,
to adapt their behavior to the image of the corporation and to show empathy
for the customers (Heller 2003). In order to sell products and services, call
centers provide employees with strict norms to regulate their telephone conversations,
such as smiling, never arguing, showing understanding towards

the customer, apologizing sincerely and so on (Holborow 2007: 66).
Fairclough (1995, 2002) also highlights how there has been a ‘colonization’
of public domains such as education or health by the discursive practices

of market domains like business and advertising. Holborow (2012a:

22-4) maintains a critical distance from Fairclough’s discourse driven
understanding of neoliberalism because she believes that it minimizes the
part played by the economic base and the ruling ideology. However, her
research over the last decade about language and ideology may be seen as
a continuation of Fairclough’s work on the market colonization of public
discourse. Drawing on Raymond Williams’s (1985) notion of key words,
Holborow (2007, 2012b, 2013, 2015) shows the ways in which neoliberal
meanings such as customer, entrepreneur, deregulation, human capital,
market, commercialization and intellectual property have come to dominate
the language of social settings previously independent of the economy, such
as in the case in higher education. These key words have been promoted in
the education field by think tanks such as the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) with the purpose of spreading a
particular ideology — the neoliberal one. Yet, as Holborow (2013) points
out, the ideology of this market-speak is contested in some cases, which
shows that neoliberal hegemony is not complete. Closely related to the

spread of a corporate language in public domains, Allan Luke et al. (2007:



4) refer to a new “planetary ‘newspeak’ ” that saturates “the pages of newspapers,
blogs, and screens with the language of the ‘market’, and with its

images and discourses of competitive and possessive individualism”, which
promotes the neoliberal hegemony within our contemporary societies.

Within the studies on language and political economy, social class has

recently become a focus. As Block (2014) recounts, this construct intimately
associated with Marx was a central concept at the beginning of sociolinguistics,
especially in the works of variationist research (Labov 1966; Bernstein

1971; Trudgill 1974). However, from the 1980s onwards, interest in social

class waned, not only in applied linguistics and in the social sciences in general,
but also “in society at large” (Block 2014: 169). This lack of interest in

social class went hand in hand with the rise of neoliberalism and a less
classconsciousness-oriented or collective identity (known in Marxian terms as

‘class for itself’) among working-class people in the West. In a world characterized
by individualism, political apathy and the society of the spectacle,
the working class has often failed to recognize the assault that the neoliberal
project represents to them and to organize collectively to fight against it. On
the other hand, as Dave Hill (2010: 121-2) notes, the capitalist ruling elites
are the only ones that have a clear class consciousness:
They are rich. They are powerful. And they are transnational as well as
national. [. . .] [T]hey survive precisely because they do know they are
a class. They have class consciousness, they are ‘a class for themselves’
(a class with a consciousness that they are a class), as well as a ‘class
in themselves’ (a class or group of people with shared economic conditions
of existence and interests). The capitalist class does not tear itself
to pieces negating or suborning its class identity [. . .]. And they govern
in their own interests, [...] in enriching and empowering themselves —
while disempowering and impoverishing others — the (white and black
and other minority, male and female) working class.
Nevertheless, especially after the 2007-2008 crash, social class is again
entering into the discussions about society. Guy Standing (2011) famously
coined the term precariat to refer to an emerging global class, “consisting
of many millions around the world without an anchor of stability” (1),

which faces different kinds of labor insecurities, such as part-time jobs or



unemployment. From a Marxist perspective, however, precariat should not
be considered a ‘new’ social class because, in fact, precariousness is “quite
simply the condition of the working class under capitalism” (Di Bernardo
2016: 14). In the field of applied linguistics, Block (2012a, 2014, 2015a) is
the author who has most recently developed the construct of social class to
understand a wide range of language-related phenomena in the era of neoliberalism.
Block, for example, shows the relevance of social class to study

issues related to second language acquisition (2012b), language teacher
education (2015b), language and identity (2016a), language and migration
(2017b) or language policy and planning (2018c). In the particular realm of
ELT, social class has also been discussed as a key factor in China (Gao 2014)
and in Mexico (Lopez-Godar and Sughrua 2014), where only those students
who can pay private schools have access to quality English language
instruction. This situation, of course, is not unique for China and Mexico,
and we would probably find similar cases in other geographical locations
around the world. In South Korea, for example, the most affluent families
can easily afford various English learning opportunities for their children,
including study abroad programs, while “the working class must rely on
limited English language learning offered by the public education system”
(Park 2016: 462).

Another area of research in language and political economy has been the
work about language commodification (Heller 2010; Tan and Rudby 2008)
or the ways in which languages are dealt with as an economic currency
that can be exchanged in the market for profit. According to the language
commodification approach, languages are no longer just the expressions of
national identity but are treated as commodities and have their specific value
in the global economy (Block 2008). To put it in another way, languages

are increasingly associated with ‘profit’ and terms such as ‘added value’

or ‘economic development’ rather than with ‘pride’, that is, cultural and
national belonging (Duchene and Heller 2012). Monica Heller (2002, 2003)
examines this new paradigm in francophone Canada. In these regions, the
bilingual practices in the workplace, in education and in francophone associations
demonstrate a shift “from an ideology of authentic nationhood to

an ideology of commodification” (Heller 2002: 47). French is treated less



as a marker of ethnicity as it was some decades ago, and striving to learn
both French and English is mainly valued as an individual investment to
profit in a globalized economy (Heller 2002). Under this process of commodification,
languages (and especially English) are presented as ‘soft skills’
that should result in better employment in the new knowledge economy
(Urciuoli 2008; Park 2011; Kubota 2013). According to neoliberal rhetoric,
the English language has become a key skill that opens the doors to a better
education and to a competitive labor market (Park and Wee 2012; Price
2014). On the whole, the body of research dedicated to language commodification
examines the ways in which language becomes an economic value
and plays a key role in different spheres of society, such as in the workplace,
education, marketing or tourism. Alfonso Del Percio et al. (2017: 58) summarize
in the following way the thesis of the studies interested in language
commodification:
[Clurrent political- economic conditions produce a particularly fruitful
terrain for language to act as a key tool in the reproduction of capital
[...]. [T]his key role of language is due to its believed capability to fulfill
a dual role: acting as a semiotic marker for a specific quality that is
projected onto a specific product, knowledge, or service, and acting as
a source of added value.
Language commodification as a concept has been recently criticized by various
authors (McGill 2013; Holborow 2015; Block 2018b) who consider
that it is ill-defined and that language skills cannot be separated from the
wider process of work in capitalism. Block (2018b), for example, argues
that far too much weight has been placed on language commodification
without providing a comprehensive definition of this concept, and without
addressing Marx’s crucial notion of commodity. In his opinion, what many
researchers have meant by language commodification could more consistently
be called ‘skilling” or ‘branding’.
Finally, in the particular field of second and foreign language education,
there has recently been an increasing interest to show the ways neoliberalism
impacts the content, the approaches and the organization of language
teaching. According to Katie Bernstein et al. (2015: 6), “[s]econd/foreign

language education, like education more broadly, has not only been influenced



by neoliberalism; it has been responsible for reproducing many of its
discourses”. These authors argue that language education contributes to the
understanding of language only as a job skill and to the conception of culture

as a commodity. On the other hand, neoliberalism has also involved the
conversion of language teachers into “expendable and replaceable knowledge
workers” and of language learners into “entrepreneurs and consumers”
(Bernstein et al. 2015: 6-7). | will return to the impact of neoliberalism

on foreign language teaching in Chapter 2, which is dedicated specifically to
language education. What all the studies reviewed above show is the increasing
awareness within the academy of the need to include issues related to

political economy in applied linguistics studies in the neoliberal age.

Conclusion

This chapter has highlighted that the economic and political philosophy of
Marx and the later insights of those working within the broad parameters

of Marxist tradition, such as the Frankfurt School and the critical pedagogy
and new approaches in applied linguistics regarding neoliberalism, are relevant
when studying a cultural product such as a language textbook in an

era of continuing spread of capitalism around the world and the increasing
importance of the economy in all dimensions of human existence. Following
Block et al. (2012a), my thesis is that the time has arrived for a ‘political
economic turn’ in applied linguistics to challenge the hegemony of neoliberal
ideology, especially now that the political crisis of neoliberalism has

become evident to many people around the world. With this in mind, my
book attempts to show how the economic base of current capitalist societies
conditions language education, and particularly foreign or second language
textbooks. However, | will not address the reception of textbooks by
teachers and students in the classrooms, since this question would require
another kind of analysis to the one proposed in this book. Instead, following
a Marxist approach, my core focus is on the historical process in which these
textbooks are situated. By doing so, | aim to understand current language
textbooks in the light of an examination of today’s capitalism as a whole.
The theoretical framework for a critical understanding of language education

in the twenty-first century described here will be applied throughout



this book. The eight chapters that follow are organized in two parts. The
first part presents an international overview of foreign language teaching
and language textbook studies, and a framework to analyze textbooks in
relation to neoliberalism. Chapter 2 starts from the idea that education
depends on economic conditions and dominant ideology. | explain the evolution
of foreign language teaching in relation to capitalism and its political
institutions, with a special emphasis on the key role of the Council of Europe
in the spread of Communicative Language Teaching. Chapter 3 provides a
survey of research in critical language textbook analysis and comments on
the need for more studies that take into account the socioeconomic transformations
engendered by capitalism in recent decades. To respond to this exigency,
Chapter 4 presents the methodological approach of analysis of this

book which begins with a quantitative approach to the topics of language
textbooks and is followed by a qualitative content analysis through social
class dimensions and neoliberal values and practices.

The second part of the book is dedicated to Catalan textbooks. The

Catalan case is important to study for several reasons. Since the research
published in English is centered principally on ELT (and to a less extent in
Spanish or French language teaching), my book will explore an entirely new
field in language research in English. The study of Catalan textbooks will
allow comparisons with ELT textbooks. This question promises to be especially
interesting because the sociopolitical differences between English

asa

global language and Catalan are immense. Furthermore, while the majority
of ELT students do not live in Anglophone countries, most of Catalan
language students live in areas where Catalan is spoken. In order to

address the Catalan case, | will first present the economic, political and
social context of Catalan language textbooks. Later, the proposed analytical
model is applied to a sample of Catalan language textbooks. Chapter 5

deals with the Catalan case in connection to wider economic and political
transformations in Western capitalist countries. In Chapter 6 the results of
the guantitative analysis confirm the relevance of topics such as work and
housing, and the content of Catalan textbooks is analyzed from a social

class perspective. Chapter 7 presents and discusses the results of the analysis



of content that focuses on the world of work, particularly in relation

to neoliberal features such as flexibility, lifelong learning, self-branding or
risk management. Subsequently, Chapter 8 deals with the content related
to housing and links it to the broader socioeconomic transformations in
this sphere of life in the neoliberal era. The book ends with Chapter 9,
which discusses why textbooks of a relatively small language like Catalan
constantly associate content with the same neoliberal worldview adopted

by global English textbooks.



