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Preface

The usual purpose of a preface is to locate the new text within current dis-
ciplinary standards and habits of thought. When the author is Alastair 
Pennycook, with an extensive and formidable body of field-leading and field-
transforming publications, such conventions feel less relevant in that aca-
demic conformity and caution have never been his strong suits. Coming 
boldly on the international scene in 1989, Pennycook’s Foucauldian take on 
Method as ‘interested knowledge’ in TESOL Quarterly broke paradigmatic 
ground in a profession steeped in ideological neutrality and the presumed 
universality of its favoured modes of practice.  Over the years, Alastair has 
also been comfortable in assuming the role of the playful provocateur, taking 
pleasure in moving scholarly goal posts, bending rules, and at times poking 
fingers in the eyes of the established order.  A most vivid example would be 
his unflattering avian metaphor for linguistic impartiality, ‘liberal ostrich-
ism’—whose public explanation at a 2001 TESOL conference was inter-
rupted mid-sentence by the arrival of a tall, major figure in the field, known 
for his critiques of this political turn in applied linguistics, followed by 
Alastair’s impromptu response: ‘Well, speak of the Devil.’  For some, the 
humour of the moment was in many ways carnivalesque, following Bakhtin, 
where public laughter serves to undermine received wisdom and authority. 
This spirit of inventive and transgressive play runs through many of 
Alastair’s previously coined and conceived notions: for example in the pro-
motion of raplish and hip hop pedagogies (2007), in proclaiming the myth of 
English as an international language—and as part of larger project in lan-
guage disinvention (Makoni & Pennycook, 2007); or in the parodic acronym 
TEML (Teaching English as a Missionary Language; Pennycook & Coutand-
Marin, 2003); or on the cover of his book, Critical Applied Linguistics (2001), 
and the unusual insertion of a copywriter’s caret in the subtitle (i.e. ‘a critical 
introduction’)—a visual cue for the ‘restless problematizing of givens’ (cf. 
Dean) underpinning Pennycook’s reflexive notion of the critical. The list 
could be easily extended.



The Critical Language and Literacy Series is most fortunate to have 
Language and Mobility: Unexpected Places as part of its growing list of books. 
It is an aptly titled contribution in which conceptual and thematic mobility 
are generously displayed in each chapter, while a broader sense of the unex-
pected comes to unify a rich diversity of topics and settings.  While language, 
particularly when conceptualized as a local practice (see also Pennycook, 
2010), is a central concern, broader forms of meaning making are explored 
through an unusual array of artifacts and integrated textual practices. For 
example, we are invited to share the ‘mnemonic traces’ of manjari seeds from 
Kerala, a tactile reminder of Pennycook’s own familial roots in colonial India. 
In ways similar to Vandrick’s (2009) reminiscence of tea ceremonies and 
memories of her missionary youth in India, such objects incite contemporary 
awareness of privilege and racialized hierarchies, some of which remain stub-
bornly inscribed in TESOL’s knowledge base. Yet the agency of the colonized 
is also illuminated through Pennycook’s analysis of farewell addresses to 
British colonial managers. Written in a high literary poshness worthy of an 
Oxford don, though written by Indian nationals, these formalistic English 
addresses carry the strategic traces of Malayalam discourse norms, suggest-
ing a localized textual hybridity that is seemingly compliant but also 
resistant.

This recurring theme—of out-of-place, ostensible ‘imports’ (imagine 
cheese in Hunan, Cornish anthems in South Australia)—is developed most 
prominently in Pennycook’s impressively detailed discussion of the sport of 
cricket and Indian cricket, in particular. In ways similar to Foer’s (2004) clas-
sic ‘How Soccer Explains the World’, the game becomes a surrogate for his-
torical grievances and contested national/postcolonial narratives (see also 
Miss World or Miss Bantu? Competing dialogues on female beauty; Ch. 4 in 
Higgins, 2009). In style and attitude, the Indian (or Caribbean) version of 
cricket begins to take on local sensibilities; it becomes transformed— 
decolonized, re-semiotized—in flamboyant ways likely to outrage far-away 
traditionalists, and perhaps intentionally so. And much like the English lan-
guage, it is no longer ‘owned’ by so-called native-speakers/players. Ever the 
provocateur, Pennycook claims that it never was: ‘Cricket is an Indian game 
accidently discovered by the English.’ Of course, the ‘accident’ here is not a 
dispute over dates and patents. It is in how the newly indigenized game (or 
language, or cultural practice) is re-presented to ‘us’. In unexpected ways, the 
familiar becomes unfamiliar and unsettling, and by accident we come to see 
ourselves through the eyes and practices of the Other; in Levinas’s sense, we 
are presented with new opportunities to think, act and teach otherwise 
(Säfström, 2003).  Being out-of-place, in this sense, is as much in the mind 
as it is on the map, and it can apply to the everyday as much as the exotic. 
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Moreover, it is a state of being/knowing that expands the possibilities for 
critical work. As Luke (2004) suggests: ‘To be critical requires an analytic 
move to self-position oneself as Other even in a market or field that might 
not necessarily construe or structurally position one as Other’ (p. 26).

Such re-positioning, if it is to be utilized for pedagogy, requires new con-
ceptualizations of locality, particularly on the processes of localization that 
foster critical, reflexive awareness and the agency of subjects-in-discourse. 
One way to consider this process, might be to borrow an ecological metaphor 
and think in terms of a deep locality—an active and selective process that 
simultaneously receives and transforms (or re-traditionalizes) externalities in 
the service of local continuity in contexts of change. Bateson’s (1972) term, 
the status quo ante, comes to mind, as does van Lier’s (2004) detailed account 
of emergence and affordance. A complementary understanding can be gained 
from indigenous knowledges, particularly in a postcolonial frame as exempli-
fied by Menezes de Souza’s (2007) description of Kashinawa multimodality 
as a form of ethnogenesis:  ‘“entering a culture quietly”… not to remain, … but 
to appropriate and transform, in order to preserve one’s own (indigenous) cul-
ture’ (p. 166, italics in original). Stroud and Wee (2012), in their recent con-
tribution to this series, foreground this agentive dimension through their 
important discussion of style ‘as a form of bricolage … where pre-existing 
elements are appropriated and combined in new and different ways to create 
distinctive styles’ (p. 66). In common, such syncretic and emergent concep-
tualizations of locality/localization counter imitative and deficit orientations 
to ‘external’ standards and practices (see e.g. Sterzuk’s discussion of 
Indigenized Englishes, 2011), and they underpin a perspective on continuity/
change that unifies much of this book. In Pennycook’s words, ‘If hip hop or 
English or cricket in unexpected places are conceived not so much as having 
spread and been taken up, but rather as having always been local, then we 
can start to think about language, culture and identity in similar terms’—
terms by which we might re-focus critical work in support of the resourceful 
practices of language users, learners and teachers.

Expected and unexpected language use is closely tied to our assumptions 
about native speaker (NS) and nonnative speaker (NNS). While NNSs (espe-
cially teachers of English) have become a popular focus of scholarly investiga-
tion, rarely is this linguistic categorization questioned or ‘critically resisted.’ 
Pennycook disrupts this linguistic distinction by reconceptualizing the 
notion of passing for a NS not as crossing this false linguistic boundary but 
as an act of becoming and performing. Here the identity of NNS, positioned 
as opposite to NS, is disrupted, as consistent with the assumption behind 
‘queer’ in queer theory which nonetheless poses a tension between identity 
politics and troubling sexuality as an identity category (Nelson, 2009). When 
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the idea of race, as well as gender, class, and sexuality, comes into play, per-
forming NS identity becomes further complex. Women of mixed race, for 
instance, might try to ‘pass’ through language use in order to avoid stigma-
tized racial, gendered, or socioeconomic identifications or conversely to con-
struct an ethnically authentic self (Bucholtz, 1995). Pennycook’s skepticism 
of linguistic categorization offers a new way of approaching NS/NNS issues 
in our field, taking an important step toward more complex understanding 
of these linguistic categories that are bound up with personal and political 
struggles in racial, gender, class, and sexual hierarchies of power.

In respect to teachers, several field-internal constraints should be consid-
ered. From a critical perspective, language teacher education has been consis-
tent in its non-local orientations to language, and arguably more so in recent 
years as the neoliberal instrumentality and commodification of English and 
English language teaching is increasingly advanced through ‘value-adding’ 
curricula in the service of global capitalism (e.g. Chun, 2009; Clarke & 
Morgan, 2011; Kubota, 2011). When language is objectified, de- contextualized 
and treated as an innocent code (e.g. empiricist/idealist notions of language), 
within this economistic framework, then awareness of language and power 
are removed from the lexico-grammatical knowledge expected of teachers, 
conflating options for ‘resourcefulness’ to communicative efficiencies and 
entrepreneurial literacies (Clarke & Morgan, 2011; Luke, Luke, & Graham; 
2007). In terms of constraints, the possibilities for critical language teacher 
education are further reduced by the typically modularized approach to pre-
service training in which critical pedagogy often gets presented, if at all, as 
a late add-on, a set of abstract concepts, from which interested teachers must 
create their own lessons and in zero-sum terms that threaten to take time 
away from other language work deemed more important. 

In Chapter 7, Pennycook proposes an alternative:  ‘It seems to me that 
trying to be a critical educator is more often about seeking and seizing small, 
unexpected moments to open the door on a more critical perspective’. 
Towards this goal, he re-visits his notion of the praxicum (practicum meets 
praxis) to help teachers notice and act upon unplanned opportunities when 
critical moments arise in class. Readers then accompany Alastair on a round of 
student-teacher observations in suburban Sydney, where several unexpected 
moments are explored. In a post-observation session with a student-teacher 
named Liz, a fascinating example regarding the appropriateness of teaching/
using ‘close the tap’ in place of its more familiar phrasal verb substitute, ‘turn 
off the tap’ is recalled. In the dialogic discussion that follows, we come to see 
how a seemingly insignificant language choice can become a window onto 
much larger issues of language and power, and the politics of language stan-
dardization in the context of nation-state identity. Perhaps most important 
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for this specific chapter, we come to share Liz’s emerging awareness of her 
own critical agency around such syllabus choices.

One of the more intriguing aspects of this chapter is the juxtaposition of 
short passages from Wallace Stevens’ poem, Thirteen Ways of Looking at a 
Blackbird. While the poem’s immediate purpose might be elusive, its cumula-
tive effects seem contrapuntal, each stanza or iteration reminding us of the 
multiple voices/harmonies available in every language lesson (contra zero-
sum, one-dimensional reasoning) and through which critical moments are 
recognized and improvised by the resourceful teacher. The art of critical 
teaching is thus foregrounded with due caution given towards doctrinaire 
prescriptions (i.e. emancipatory modernism). Some readers may not agree and 
find the poem a distraction both in style and its relevance for social justice 
concerns. Yet, for Pennycook, who views the problematizing of givens, as a 
permanent task of the subject (in Foucault’s sense), critical work must always 
be agile, mobile and responsive to unexpected domains and modalities in 
which power/knowledge curtail human freedoms and possibilities.

To be critical, we may need to think not only of new sites of power but 
also of new modes and articulations of meaning making. Towards this goal, 
and throughout the book, Alastair has engaged in a more personalized, nar-
rativized style of writing. As well, he has explored and shared intimate 
details of his own life experiences and familial background. The ‘danger’ of 
such writing is in how it (mis) aligns with readers’ prior assumptions of the 
critical and expectations of what a critical life should look like. On both 
accounts, Alastair is up for the challenge, and in this new book is certain to 
engage all readers—in unexpected ways.

Brian Morgan
Ryuko Kubota
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