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ONTOLOGIES OF ENGLISH AS AN INTERNATIONAL LANGUAGE 

 

Christopher J Hall and Rachel Wicaksono 

York St John University, UK 

 

Abstract 

 

The study of the global spread of English as an International Language has prompted reflection on its 

ontological status. Until a few decades ago, what English teachers should teach, learners learn, and users 

use, had been assumed to be a standardised linguistic code that exists at an abstract, Platonic level. This 

lay ontological commitment has been argued to underpin mainstream linguistic views of English and 

other named languages too, despite sociolinguists’ extensive study of native-speaker diversity. A major 

shift away from this monolithic conceptualisation of the language began with World Englishes, within 

which English was reconceived as ‘pluricentric’, a set of first and second language varieties with their own 

norms. This was followed by essentially ‘plurilithic’ perspectives in which codes and norms were 

decentred. For English as a Lingua Franca scholars, English is a social practice in which all its global 

learners and users engage. For translanguaging and critical scholars, English cannot be dissociated from 

broader multilingual, semiotic, and spatial repertoires. For Usage-based linguists, English is constituted by 

individual cognitive resources deployed and constantly refashioned in social interaction. This chapter 

examines the different ontologies of EIL, assesses their compatibility, considers some of their practical 

implications, and argues for greater ontological awareness in EIL research and teaching. 

 

Introduction 

 

What exactly is English? How has it been conceptualised in research on its status and use as an 

international language? What precisely do English teachers teach, English learners learn, and English 

users use? These are questions regarding ontologies of English (Hall and Wicaksono, 2020a). In this 

chapter, we identify a succession of distinct perspectives on the nature of English and discuss their 

interconnections, contemplating what they mean for the learning and teaching of English as an 

International Language (EIL). To ground the discussion in actual usage, we start with a selection of 

references to (the) English (language) from online publications (in each case, the bolding is ours). While 

superficially they look like they are all referring to the same ‘thing’, with reflection we can appreciate that 

each one picks out a different entity, with a different ontological status. 

 

1. “You got your wrist slapped in grade school if you didn't adhere to the strict teachings of the 

English language.” (Ladd, 2016) 
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2. “None of them would have come to the Dubai conference if their English was not up to it.” 

(Skapinker, 2019) 

 

3. “[…] Dutch children grow up hearing English in popular culture from a very early age.” (Ming, 

2018) 

 

4. “[s]ome languages like English allow only one wh-expression to be fronted in this way, whereas 

others allow more than one wh-expression to be fronted” (Radford, 2004, p. 19) 

 

5. “What matters most for intelligibility is a familiarity with as many Englishes as possible […]. (Y. 

Kachru and Smith, 2009, p. 6) 

 

6. “[ELF] is a way of being and doing English with other ‘languages’ in (the back of one’s) mind and 

in a specific setting.” (Schaller-Schwaner and Kirkpatrick, 2020, p. 234) 

 

7. “In Singapore, and no doubt in many other states, there is thus something highly ironic about 

English. While it reproduces social and linguistic inequality, it also creates the volatile basis for a 

market-driven and State-orchestrated sense of national unity.” (Rafael, 2019, p. 149) 

 

8. “As a consequence of her dementia, the patient lost her English language but kept her native 

Spanish language.” (Kaf et al., 2011, p. S247) 

 

The first three were written by laypeople (two journalists and a blogger), and represent perhaps the most 

common ways in which (the) English (language) is conceptualised by non-linguists. In (1), English is an 

authoritative set of norms, external to individuals; in (2) it is an individual capacity, which may or may not 

meet the demands placed on it in communicative events; and in (3) it is the output of that capacity, made 

material in utterances and texts. The next five extracts are from general and applied linguists. In (4), 

English is a fixed system in which certain structural options are “allowed”; in (5) it is a plurality of 

systems; in (6) it is a process, something that can be done; in (7) it is an ideological phenomenon that can 

reproduce inequality and serve national unity; and in (8) it is something cognitive that can be lost as a 

consequence of a decline in brain functioning. 
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What we call English can, then, be categorised into several different (albeit related) kinds of  entity: from 

an abstract Platonic system to a social process; from a cognitive resource to an ideological construct; 

from a collection of spoken words to a set of regulative norms. Yet despite such patent ambiguity about 

the ontological status of English, the issue has not figured prominently in academic and professional 

thinking about the language in educational contexts. Naturally, linguists debate the ontological status of 

their subject matter (e.g. Hauser et al., 2002; Tomasello, 2003). Our concern in this chapter is not, 

however, with the ontology of language in general, but rather the nature(s) of the specific ‘named 

language’ English and its status in a multilingual world. Despite named languages being the designated 

objects of description for most descriptive linguists, their ontological status has been questioned by 

linguists (e.g. Chomsky, 1986) and philosophers of language (e.g. Davidson, 1986). They have also been 

rejected as myths and inventions by influential dissenters from the linguistic mainstream (e.g. Harris, 

1981; Love, 1990) and by critical applied linguists (e.g. Makoni and Pennycook, 2007). Complementing 

‘ontological turns’ in related disciplines (e.g. anthropology: Heywood, 2017; science and technology 

studies: Barad, 2007; Latour, 2005), applied linguists have also recently turned their attention to the 

ontology of named languages. Some have considered the case of English in particular from the 

perspective of EIL (e.g. Pennycook, 2007; Seargeant, 2010, 2018; Sewell, 2013; Ortega, 2018; Hall and 

Wicaksono, 2020a; Saraceni, 2015).  

 

This is a significant development for the field. Ontological awareness is not only important for academic 

rigour and theoretical coherence, but also for pedagogical and broader social projects. English language 

teaching (ELT) has for too long been preoccupied with the ‘T’ of the acronym—essentially with teaching 

methodology—and has neglected the nature of the ‘EL’: even within approaches embracing EIL, the 

essential nature of ‘the English Language’ has been largely taken for granted by government agencies, 

textbook publishers, test writers and teacher recruiters, as well as by many, if not most, teachers 

themselves. This ‘ontological complacency’ has served the mainstream ELT industry well, assuring the 

continuing dominance of native-speaker interests. As we argue in Hall and Wicaksono (2020b, p. 4): 

 

Helping teachers (and ultimately students and other stakeholders) to critically examine the 

ontological commitments underpinning their own ideologies and practices will enable them to 

more clearly define relevant learning goals. It will also inform efforts to expose and contest the 

social injustices currently faced by many English students, learners, and users. 

 

In what follows, we survey approaches to the ontology of EIL in a way which reflects the historical 

development of thinking on the issue over the past fifty years or so, and offer some thoughts on how 

greater ontological awareness can be harnessed for more effective and socially just teaching of EIL in the 

future. 

 

Lay and linguistic ontologies of English 
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Before the word English was first used to describe the linguistic resources and practices of a group of 

inhabitants of the British Isles, those resources and practices already existed in minds and communities, 

yet were not subjected to contemplation. The social construction of the named language (like that of 

many others) followed the recognition of the speaker group as a dominant political unity, the nation of 

þa engliscan. So from very early on, English was conceptualised as a characteristic of the English people, a 

national attribute. The identification of a named language with a national group, and hence the 

conflation of non-native learners/users with foreigners, is an enduring ontological assumption, still 

regularly observable in the writing of linguists as well as laypeople. The conceptualisation of English in 

operation here is an example of the ontological category that Hall (2013) calls ‘N-language’. The ‘N’ 

stands for national and named, but it also indicates that English and other named, national languages are 

assumed to be attributes of native speakers only. In the case of N-English (Hall, 2020), then, this is the 

linguistic entity underpinning ideologies of linguistic imperialism (Phillipson, 1992) and native speakerism 

(Holliday, 2006; Wicaksono, 2020). As we shall see in the sections to follow, the ontological conflation of 

language and group identity in N-English is a recurrent one, affecting lay and linguistic discourses alike. In 

these discourses, according to Saraceni (2015), “language takes a back seat. Its instrumental role in the 

nation-territory bond is never questioned and, consequently, its nature, its essence, never really 

investigated” (p. 67). 

 

Linking language ontologically to national identity in order to emphasise national unity requires the 

suppression of linguistic variation and hybridity. As Haugen pointed out (1966, p. 928), the national ideal 

“demands that there be a single linguistic code by means of which [communication within the nation] can 

take place”. This means just one language, giving rise to ideologies of monolingualism (Bonfiglio, 2010). It 

also means just one version of the selected language, leading to the standard language ideology (Milroy 

and Milroy, 2012). The variety selected for standardisation is, of course, that of the hegemonic group 

controlling a nation’s cultural, political and educational establishments. The ‘N’ of ‘N-language’ thus also 

indicates that named, national languages are believed to follow a fixed set of regulative norms, those of 

the elite.  

 

By the 19th century, the elite variety of English was firmly established in the public mind as ‘the language 

itself’, as illustrated in this statement from an address by the president of the Philological Society in the 

1880s (cited in Crowley, 2003, p. 90; our emphasis): 

 

there is no doubt that the received literary English, such as I am using at the present time, is 

considered the English language pure and simple, and the other forms used in England are 

considered to be its dialects. 
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The ontologically distinct status of ‘other forms’ like dialects, “standing outside the language” as Haugen 

(1966, p. 924) put it, underpins ideologies of correctness and accuracy, according to which only the 

‘standard’ has legitimacy (Milroy and Milroy, 2012) and can serve as the yardstick of learner proficiency 

(Hall, forthcoming). The ontological-ideological nexus is obvious here: the notion of accuracy requires 

binary values (correct vs incorrect) and this can only obtain with a fixed code. 

 

So entrenched is the myth of English as a single phonological and grammatical system that it has 

influenced linguistic theory and description as much as popular belief and educational practice (Harris, 

1981, 2009). For example, although generativists posit the mental grammar of individuals as their object 

of enquiry (Chomsky's notion of “I-language”, where the “I” stands for internal, individual and 

intensional), in practice they abstract away to an idealised monolithic system. Analyses are based on data 

filtered uniquely through informants’ experiences with the standardised variety, which are themselves 

shaped by educational and social pressures to conform to N-language norms (Hall, 2013; Adger and 

Trousdale, 2007). The assumption of a monolithic set of norms, reinforced by linguistic descriptions of 

‘the English language’, underpins almost all ELT, defining the pedagogical model, learning target, and 

assessment criteria. It appears to be strongly entrenched for many teachers, both in NS and NNS 

contexts, although for some the ontological category is an ideal one, existing only as a Platonic ideal (Hall 

et al., 2017). 

 

As this volume documents and explores, a monolithic ontology of English centred on the standardised 

varieties of the UK and USA has begun to be questioned in academia, especially in applied linguistics. It 

was particularly forcefully countered in the 1980s by the World Englishes framework, to which we now 

turn. 

 

Pluricentric Englishes 

 

The emergence of the sociolinguistic subdiscipline of World Englishes marked an important ontological 

shift away from the monolithic conceptualisation of English and other named languages implicit in 

mainstream linguistics. We argued above that the currently prevailing ontological stance in linguistics 

essentially reproduces elements of the N-language perspective that has dominated lay anglophone 

sociopolitical and educational discourses over the past few centuries. The shift can be seen in Braj 

Kachru’s (1991) response to Randolph Quirk’s (1990) contention that “institutionalised” English only 

existed in its standardised British and American forms. Quirk did not explicitly articulate his position on 

the ontological status of English, but did refer sympathetically to lay perceptions of ‘real’ English (p. 8) 

which, for him, appears to have been N-English. The analysis that Kachru (1991, p. 10) makes of Quirk’s 

assumptions reflects this interpretation: 
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• First, Quirk assumes that English is learned outside anglophone countries for communication 

with native speakers (the native feature of N-language). 

• Second, he assumes that English is learned outside anglophone countries to understand and 

teach about the culture and values of those countries (the national feature of N-language). 

• Third, he assumes that the non-native Englishes used outside anglophone countries remain 

learner varieties rather than full systems (the normed feature of N-language). 

 

For Kachru and colleagues, these monolithic assumptions about the learning of English reflected 

untenable ontological beliefs about the language. They argued for a new conceptualisation of EIL in which 

English is construed as an inherently plural entity. According to Kachru (1992, p. 357), “formally and 

functionally, English now has multicultural identities. The term “English” does not capture this 

sociolinguistic reality; the term “Englishes” does”.  

 

World Englishes (henceforth WE) is particularly interested in the institutionalisation of national varieties 

of English in nations where the language had been introduced as a result of colonisation by Britain or the 

USA, e.g. India, Nigeria, and the Philippines. These postcolonial nations belong to what Kachru designated 

the “Outer Circle” of English (henceforth OC), where Englishes are used as a second language and are in 

the process of nativisation, developing their own norms, asserting ownership, and challenging the 

native/non-native dichotomy. Kachru (1992) distinguishes OC Englishes from the ‘native’ Englishes of the 

Inner Circle (IC) and the norm-dependent ‘performance varieties’ of the Expanding Circle (EC). Viewing 

OC Englishes as systems in their own right, with their own norms, as opposed to “deviations” from 

standardised English, reflects a pluricentric ontology of the language. From this perspective, English has 

“several interacting centres, each providing a national variety with at least some of its own (codified) 

norms” (Clyne, 1991, p. 1). But this again can be taken to imply an N-language conceptualisation, as 

reflected in the following assertion by Leitner (1991, p. 212): “only [IC and OC Englishes] are legitimate 

candidates for a pluricentric development since they alone have the potential of having a hierarchical 

pattern of variation, with an educated or standard variety that can qualify as a national variety”. This, 

then, has opened up WE to criticisms (e.g. Pennycook, 2007) that it has not avoided the problems of 

monolithism because it attempts only to extend the range of ‘Standard English’ models available, rather 

than challenging the monolithic thinking behind the notion of ‘standard varieties’. 

 

Nevertheless, the pluricentrism of WE, with its recognition of the existence of English independently of IC 

standard varieties, did open up new ways of thinking about Englishes that were not place-based, at least 

not nation state-based. One major new development arising indirectly out of WE was the emergence of 

the field of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), recognising the now dominant use of the language by people 

communicating inter- and intra-nationally without a common first language, and focusing on what were 

formerly construed as ‘EFL learners’ in Kachru’s EC (Seidlhofer, 2001; Jenkins, 2002). This new work 

explictly criticised the conceptualisation of English in WE as a function of “geography and genetics” 

(Jenkins, 2003, p.17). Yet the ontological belief in an underlying ‘accurate’ institutionalised code persisted 

in strands of ELF research. Mauranen (2012), for example, pinpointed forms which differ from Standard 

English as characteristic of ELF usage (‘approximations’ such as categoration, discuss on, from other point 
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of view). These forms are meaningful in use, but Mauranen views them as ‘defective’, as expressions 

which “ELF speakers tend to get [...] slightly wrong” (p. 144).  

 

Early work on ELF sought to identify the set of core lexico-grammatical and phonological features used by 

'expert' non-native speakers, in order to make the point that the 'expert' users of English were not 

necessarily the native speakers, and to provide a list of items that could form the basis of an English 

language teaching syllabus (Jenkins, 2002; Seidlhofer, 2004). These attempts to redefine English as a 

learning target in terms of an essentially monolithic variety for lingua franca usage (cf. Prodromou, 2007; 

Sewell, 2013) soon faltered, however, as corpus research continued to reveal the vast diversity of local 

forms taken (and functions served) by English in lingua franca contexts (Osimk-Teasdale, 2018). In line 

with ontological developments elsewhere in applied linguistics, ELF as an area of study began to portray 

English as a social practice: as Sifakis (2019, p. 303) put it, “ELF is not a thing; it is a way”. We describe 

these moves away from monolithic and pluricentric ontologies of English in the next couple of sections. 

 

English as social practice  

 

In one strand of WE research, exploring lingua franca English, North American scholars drew on existing 

work in sociolinguistics which conceptualised language from the perspective of social practice. This work 

explored the relative nature of communication ‘problems’ as an issue for society and in language 

education (Nelson, 1982; Smith and Nelson, 1985). This was in contrast to the largely European-based 

work on ELF reviewed in the previous section, which had focused on finding a (monolithic) fixed list of 

items that might help to avoid such communication problems. This broader sense of language(s) as social 

practice, and of language use as context-sensitive, adaptive and idiosyncratic, was already well 

documented in sociolinguistics (e.g., Giles and Powesland, 1975; Gumperz, 1982). 

 

In this area of sociolinguistics, language is not thought of as a consequence of social, cognitive or 

psychological circumstances, but instead as productive of identity and of the relations between social 

groups; this is a way of thinking about language as a social process or practice, described by several 

scholars as ‘languaging’ (e.g. Joseph, 2002; Jørgensen, 2008). Consistent with this view, parallel research 

in psycholinguistics (cf. Kroll et al., 2012) has shown that named languages are not stored as separable 

codes located in the minds of speakers. Drawing on insights from both socially- and cognitively-oriented 

work on multilingualism, research in applied linguistics has also moved away from ideas about English as 

a system that exists independently from other languages (in work on ‘code-switching’ for example), 

towards thinking about how linguistic resources combine to produce situation-specific effects (e.g. Li, 

2018; Goodman and Tastanbek, 2021).  

 

This shift, from English as a self-contained cognitive resource in the minds of its users to English as a form 

of situated social action, can be seen in the succession of terms used by Suresh Canagarajah in his writing 

on EIL. In the titles of his publications, Canagarajah moved from ‘code switching’ (1995) to ‘translingual 

practice’ (2013); with ‘lingua franca English’, ‘multilingual communities’, ‘the plurilingual tradition’, 

‘translanguaging’ and ‘codemeshing’ reflecting the development in between. Canagarajah (2013) 
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downplayed language as mental representation altogether, arguing that, “we have to treat meaning-

making as a social practice . . . though there are implications for cognition, I define this form of 

competence in fundamentally social and practice-based terms” (p. 10). Similarly, Pennycook (2010) sums 

up this shift from mental resource to social process as one in which “[t]he notion of language as a system 

is challenged in favour of a view of language as doing” (p. 2). It is this conceptualisation of English as 

social practice, drawing on what Pennycook (2009) referred to as ‘plurilithic’ resources, that is generally 

accepted in later work on ELF. The phenomenon is now understood as a context of Englishing, regularly 

combined with other language resources, rather than as any kind of monolithic system or resource. Blair 

(2015, p. 90), for example, maintains that an ELF perspective “logically suggests a greater focus on 

process than product, involving central roles for accommodation strategies, intercultural and pragmatic 

competence, flexibility and tolerance of variation”. Jenkins (2015, p. 63) emphatically asserts that “ELF is 

a multilingual practice”. 

 

Unlike monolithic or pluricentric ontologies of language, translingual practice and translanguaging are 

person-, context-, situation-, time- and task-dependent, emerging in specific, flexible and unpredictable 

ways (Pennycook, 2007; Canagarajah, 2013; García and Li, 2014). Language users draw on an integrated 

linguistic repertoire, not on separate codes, and the division of this repertoire into named languages, 

such as ‘English’, is a sociocultural/political act; language is a verb rather than a noun (Joseph, 2002). In 

this ‘languaging’ sense, English is a set of contextualised social practices, acts or events, through which 

users do things: navigate (mis)understandings, make events happen, and create identities and social 

relationships. This is ‘Englishing’ (Pennycook, 2007), an ontological category according to which, in the 

words of Sembiante and Tan (2020, p. 52), “English is a social practice being (re)negotiated and 

(re)configured by multilingual speakers over time according to their values, interests, and language 

repertoires in various communicative situations”.  

 

The implications for language professionals of the ontological assumptions that underpin the translingual 

turn have been explored in a range of ideological and locational contexts, for example: higher education 

(Li and Zhu, 2013); bilingual education (García and Li, 2014); translation (Baynham and Lee, 2019); and 

literacy (García and Kleifgen, 2020). This focus on professional and practical contexts in which to explore 

conceptualisations of English has, in turn, contributed to further changes in thinking about what English 

is, inspiring more radical understandings that go beyond a monolithic/plurilithic binary. We discuss these 

in the next section, addressing views of English as an entity indissociable from broader political, semiotic, 

and spatial repertoires, including non-human actors. 

 

Beyond Englishes and Englishing 

 

In the most recent thinking of critical scholars, English cannot be dissociated from broader political, 

semiotic, and spatial repertoires, including those of non-human participants (Pennycook, 2018a; Toohey, 

2019). In a “delanguagised world” (Pennycook and Otsuji, 2016, p. 261), the status of English as a 

cognitive resource is decentred or denied altogether, as is the idea that learners develop cumulative 

competence in English in their minds as a result of the linguistic knowledge imparted by teachers. On this 

view, the conceptualisation of language as social practice, in which English is the product of ‘languaging’, 
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has evolved radically into one in which the boundaries between language and other semiotic resources 

and practices are blurred, even erased. According to this ‘post-English’ perspective, users’ bodies, their 

cognition and the semiotic resources in their environment all work together as a network of entities, in a 

distributed practice of meaning-making, to produce a phenomenon that may continue to called ‘English’ 

by users, learners and teachers (Canagarajah, 2020). In approaches conceptualising language as social 

practice, language users were thought of as pre-existing individuals who inter-act to bring things, 

including concepts such as English, into being. In contrast, for ‘new materialist’ and ‘post-human’ theories 

of language, language users are thought of as already and always in intra-action (Barad, 2007) within 

meaning-making practices. Canagarajah (2020, p. 295) describes this as an example of “flat ontology” in 

which “all resources [work] collaboratively in the construction of meaning and activity”, changing each 

other in the process of becoming what might be described as ‘English’. 

 

‘Post-English’ approaches to English and its use propose that the boundaries between language and other 

semiotic and material possibilities are porous, and, like the boundaries between named languages, 

controversial and difficult to evidence (Toohey, 2019; Canagarajah, 2020; Pennycook, 2018a, 2020). 

Extrapolating from this proposition, these approaches challenge the assumption that an individual is a 

bounded repository of a distinctly human language capacity and pose new questions about ontological 

distinctions between: the minds of two ‘individual’ language users; language and the body; language and 

things; language and ‘the world’. For new materialist and post-humanist scholars, the issue becomes: not 

(a) whether there are different languages that are all instantiations of the same underlying language 

capacity; and not (b) whether I-languages exist; but (c) whether languages and (accounts of) language use 

are in fact different, resolutely local things; and (d) that what are different things get labelled as the same 

thing for reasons—usually, but not always—related to dominant ideas about what things are (Pennycook, 

2018a): in this case, to the ontologies underlying language ideologies 

 

Pennycook and Otsuji (2016), drawing on the work of Barad (2007) and Latour (2004), suggest that 

languages like English, and accounts of them, are a product of diverse life experiences, and of different 

language practices and perspectives on what language ‘is’. They should not be thought of as matters of 

factual accuracy (which would be an N-language ontology), but neither, they suggest, should accounts of 

languages be understood only as the product of the relationships between the interactants and/or as 

mechanisms by which the interactants discursively construct their identities (this would be an ontology of 

language as a social practice). Instead, Pennycook and Otsuji (2016) advocate that researchers and 

teachers look beyond representationalist thinking which talks things into existence (cf. Seargeant, 2010, 

2018), whether that existence is factually real or socially constructed, to explore which understandings of 

English and other languages emerge from multi-lingual, multi-modal, multi-tasking, everyday 

environments. The authors conclude that neither the ‘English as fact’ nor ‘English as ideology’ positions 

can explain the diverse ways people conceive and talk about their languaging. Drawing on examples from 

their own studies of workers in ‘metrolingual’ Sydney, they argue that: 

 

[n]ot only is it the case that people in busy metrolingual workplaces […] may find it unimportant 

in what language interactions occur, but it may also be true in a sense that one person’s Polish is 

another person’s English. Just as Walter (1988) suggests that the original lingua franca worked 
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because of its “particular quality that each user thought that it was the other’s language” (216, 

our translation), so perhaps it is not so much about “which language” is being used but what 

things are getting done with what language use. (pp. 273-4) 

 

In sum, according to this ‘delanguagised’ view of language(s) and ‘post-English’ view of English: 

 

• “language” becomes part of a spectrum of resources for meaning-making, alongside bodies and 

other material objects; 

• meaning does not pre-exist the coming together of these resources (for example, in the mind of 

the language user, or in a text), but is generated in relation to the activity of coming together, in 

different spaces and times; 

• the resources that are believed to be, and are described as, English (grammatical constructions, 

registers, discourse conventions, genres, and so on) exist as a result of their repeated use in 

meaning-making; 

• the entity named or labelled as English is an ideological construct—defined by (usually powerful) 

peoples’ beliefs, attitudes and assumptions—and is brought into being through the deployment 

of the label. 

 

In the next section, we explore some risks, for learners and teachers, of thinking of English only as an 

ideological construct, and consider the potential of Usage-based Linguistics to provide a possible 

ontological compromise. 

 

English as sociocognitive resource 

 

The previous section described quite radical ontological stances on English, according to which its 

existence as an independent linguistic system is denied, even as a social construction, and it is positioned 

instead as an ideological construct—a by-product of hegemonic discourses. By tapping into new thinking 

in other disciplines (e.g. Barad, 2007), these moves challenge applied linguistic orthodoxies inherited 

from general linguistics. This is undoubtedly a healthy contribution, yet by eliminating English from the 

ontological inventory of entities, whether ‘real’ or socially constructed, such stances risk alienating 

'ordinary’ language users, including teachers—i.e. precisely those whom applied linguists seek to work for 

and with (Hall, 2021). We saw in the first sections of this chapter that lay ontologies of English tend to be 

monolithic, and this is manifested in language classrooms above all in a preoccupation with accuracy: 

conformity with the code. How can teachers reconcile the ‘ontological conflict’ that arises from the push-

me calls to reject English as a separate code of linguistic forms from the pull-you pressure to teach and 

test that very code? 
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In ELT the investment in accuracy is huge, not least by teachers themselves, and particularly non-native 

speakers, many of whom have often gone to great personal lengths to master the code. In pre-service 

SLA courses, many will have been presented uncritically with the three major dimensions of learner 

performance of ‘CAF’: complexity, accuracy, and fluency (Michel, 2017). Although it may be widely 

accepted that different levels of complexity and fluency are to be expected from different learner groups 

and learning contexts, for many teachers and most tests there is no such flexibility regarding accuracy, 

and it is uniquely this dimension which requires an ontological commitment to English as monolithic fixed 

code (Hall, forthcoming). As we have seen, for most new teachers the commitment is established without 

them realising it, because it is almost indistinguishable from the institutionalised N-language ontology 

they have been socialised into. Yet in the SLA research presented to English teachers in their training 

courses, N-language norms are still assumed as benchmarks. In an article on the ontological gap between 

SLA and WE, Ortega (2018, p. 70) characterises the former (her field) as operating under a 

  

research habitus where the use of developmental benchmarks provided by an ideal ‘native 

speaker’ norm is championed by some as the mainstay of methodological rigor, tolerated by 

others as an inconvenient necessity until better benchmarks can be found, and considered a 

validity threat by very few only. 

  

So the ontological conflict facing teachers is a stark one, pitching traditional ELT practice and SLA theory 

against the critical ontological (‘post-English’) turn that is currently unsettling applied linguistics. One 

construal of English that may help teachers reconcile the conflict holds that languages are sets of distinct 

but overlapping idiolects. Idiolects are essentially instantiations of Chomsky’s (1986) notion of I-language, 

albeit not in its strict generativist sense. In recent formulations of translanguaging, named languages like 

English have been discussed in terms of idiolects, understood as sociocognitive resources deployed in 

social practices. As Otheguy et al. (2015) put it: “An idiolect is for us a person’s own unique, personal 

language, the person’s mental grammar that emerges in interaction with other speakers and enables the 

person’s use of language” (p. 289) . Accordingly, “translanguaging refers to using one’s idiolect, that is, 

one’s linguistic repertoire, without regard for socially and politically defined language labels or 

boundaries” (p. 297).  

 

A linguistic theory of language structure and development which can capture this view of language and 

languages is Usage-Based Linguistics (henceforth UBL; cf. Tomasello, 2003), and especially the 

constructional approach it takes to named languages like English (e.g. Hoffmann, 2022). In constructional 

UBL, language resources are understood as mental inventories  of form-meaning mappings 

(‘constructicons’) which emerge (develop and become cognitively entrenched), and get reconfigured, as a 

result of multiple social usage events. From this perspective, then, Englishes are sociocognitive resources, 

which individuals construct as part of broader semiotic repertoires. This view is consistent with 

Pennycook’s definition of repertoires as “the accumulated resources of individual trajectories” (2018b, p. 

3). In highlighting the role of individual usage trajectories, UBL theory provides a way to avoid lapsing into 
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the N-language ontology of English as a set of monolithic, regulative norms, and instead construes English 

as an inventory of mentally represented constructions—essentially, I-Englishes (Hall, 2020).  

 

Of course, I-Englishes will only emerge and be useful to the extent that they overlap with other I-

Englishes. For more-or-less homogeneous speech communities, they include mappings between linguistic 

forms and meanings which constitute part of a community’s ‘common ground’ (Clark, 1996, pp 70-77). 

Yet insisting that English depends on a speech community risks returning us to N-language ontology. In 

order to acknowledge the reality of plurilithic I-Englishes and at the same time reconcile the ‘ontological 

conflict’, we need to question the ELT assumption that the desired learning outcome must be, or indeed 

can be, the norms of the conventionalised variety assumed by all current theories of linguistics, including 

UBL. To begin to do so in the context of EIL, we must acknowledge that learners' I-language development 

(SLA) happens implicitly in unique usage events, independently of ‘Standard English’ teaching (Ellis and 

Wulff, 2015). Learners are always also users, inevitably exposed to input from a diverse set of other users 

which contains unstandardised native and non-native features (i.e. ‘errors’ or ‘approximations’), and a 

subset of this will serve as intake, contributing to learners’ developing repertoires (Hall, forthcoming). In 

other words, learners’ implicit mental grammars will always diverge from the norms of ‘accuracy’ they 

develop explicitly through instruction and deliberate learning.  

 

A UBL idiolectal approach can therefore lead to an understanding of English which rejects the fixed code 

view, but which acknowledges the reality of English grammar as constituted by diverse, dynamic, 

plurilithic sets of idiolectal codes (‘constructicons’) which are developed, deployed, and continually 

reconfigured, in usage events which occur and recur in distinct local and global contexts. The approach 

thus has the potential to help teachers reconcile ontological conflict about English which might arise from 

the ‘post-English’ rejection of cognitive code views. From a UBL idiolectal perspective, learners can be 

helped to develop the resources (including grammar) that they need for their local, situated purposes—

their own Englishes (cf. Kohn, 2018). Teachers of English need not conclude that English exists only as an 

ideological construct (although it is important that they also recognise it as such); they can also fruitfully 

conceptualise it as a dynamic set of flexible, overlapping, form-meaning relationships: a set of 

sociocognitive resources which exist in a state of constant flux and interaction with other resources, 

across millions of human minds, as a result of users’ participation in diverse, meaningful, social 

interactions. 

 

Conclusion: Raising ontological awareness 

 

In this final section we offer some very brief thoughts on how greater ontological awareness might be 

harnessed for more effective teaching of EIL in the future. Helping teachers to critically examine the 

ontological commitments that underpin their own practices could support them to more clearly define 

relevant learning goals and resist the (largely invisible) dominance of mainstream interests. It is 

important for teachers to understand that the various ontologies of English do not necessarily compete, 
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but rather co-exist and complement each other, and that the task is to identify which conceptualisations 

are relevant for which contexts of learning and use. 

 

Here are some examples of ontological awareness-raising themes and activities which reflect and build 

upon these insights: 

 

• thinking about ‘languaging’ as the appropriate ontological category for assessment (Hall, 2014): 

in other words, asking what people can do with the language, rather than what they know about 

it; 

• reconceptualising ‘error correction’ strategies in language classrooms to help learners achieve 

appropriateness in their contextualised social practices (i.e. redesignating the ‘A’ in CAF as 

‘appropriateness’ instead of ‘accuracy’, as suggested in Housen et al., 2012); 

• discussing plural and personal Englishes, e.g. Kohn’s (2018) ‘My English’ condition, in which 

learners’ aspirations to develop ‘standard’ native-speaker normed versions of the language must 

also be recognised and responded to; 

• discussing with pre-service teachers the ambiguity of the word rule in ‘the rules of English’ to 

distinguish N-language ‘regulations’ from I-language ‘regularities’ (cf. Unit 1 of Hall and 

Wicaksono’s [2020c] online course for teachers Changing Englishes); 

• using videos of near peers to model plurilithic beliefs about English for pre-service teachers (Hall 

et al., 2022); 

• using student-generated materials to explore the ‘intra-actions’ in classroom ecologies from a 

new materialist perspective (Kim and Canagarajah, 2021). 

 

For many teachers, the concept of English in the plural, of multiple Englishes, is no longer controversial, 

and for some who have been exposed to recent applied linguistic thinking, may be routine. For non-

native speaker teachers socialised into the injustices associated with N-English ontologies, it may be 

liberating. But the idea that their ontologies of English, not just their Englishes, may also be plural—i.e. 

that when they use the label English they may be referring not just to one of multiple versions of the 

code but to one or more of several distinct entity types—is novel, and potentially scary. Despite this, we 

hope that the options we present here offer teachers some useful alternatives for thinking about what 

English ‘is’ for them. We also hope that teachers will enjoy connecting their thinking about English to 

their choices of lesson aims, materials, and the ways in which they evaluate their learners. And if they 

find themselves in need of a discussion topic, they can always try asking their students, “what is 

English?”. 
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