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When Robert first contacted me about this session, apart from anything else, I was grateful to have the Alderson collection brought to my attention, because, while a great deal of the discussion in this area focuses quite understandably on macro-issues, the individual and the personal aspects of what is going on in our field have always been a major interest of mine. Fundamentally, based on a proper respect for reflexively contextualised individual particularity, practicality and plausibility — a conceptual framework I gratefully take from Kumaravadivelu (2001) and an experience of shaping and being shaped that I also recognise as a trajectory of TESOL as a field of activity established over the past forty years — what is a person to do? With specific reference to my own personal narrative, and despite the time constraints of the day, I shall allow myself a brief anecdote.

In the mid-1990s, just after the Soviet Union had fallen apart and the states of central and eastern Europe were establishing their independence, the publisher of one of my books phoned to say that they were going to make a special effort to launch ELT methodology texts in that part of the world because of the complete lack of up-to-date publications in the area.  Teachers were crying out for them and they would be sold at reduced prices so as to make them available to as many people as possible.  She was phoning to tell me that my book had been selected as one of those to be used in the launch.  I was very pleased and a little proud.  

A year later, I made a brief working visit to Hungary.  An economics lecturer who was showing me her city said,

 Even those of us who did not think ourselves naïve have been taken aback by the way the West has behaved.  The industries that were more or less functioning have been bought up and some then simply closed down.  Those that have retained some independence, such as our publishing houses, are having to struggle in the face of a glossy western product that is being dumped here at unrealistic prices in order to drive our publishers out of business.

I felt significantly less happy, not at all proud, but at least more aware.  My little book was not an instrument of oppression, any more than a hammer is an offensive weapon. Quite. In fact, unusually for a short introductory text of the time, the book went out of its way to point out the paradoxes of being involved in teaching English, culminating in the statement (Edge 1993:25):

As an English language teacher, you can see yourself as helping people develop their lives, or as supporting a system of world domination, or both. You can also ignore the issue for most of the time, but don’t be surprised if it pops up now and again.

The key term for me is ‘both.’ Just as the key concept (variously pronounced) is hegemony, in the specific sense of a power structure that people support by their actions, certainly because they see those actions as being in their own best interests, but partly also because the power structure itself is so pervasive as to have become almost invisible, the coercion imperceptible, one’s actions a ‘natural’ response to ‘the way things are.’  In the briefest of terms, one response demanded of expertise is to raise awareness, to reveal the workings of hegemony and thus allow people to act, at least, with increased awareness. Another response demanded of expertise is to help  people discover alternatives.

However, Robert’s use of the word ‘existential’ pressed buttons other than those he intended, due to my own increasing interest in American Pragmatism, in the tradition of John Dewey (1916) and Richard Rorty (1999), and in Existential Psychotherapy, along the lines laid out by Irvin Yalom (1991). 

At this point, you may wish to exchange knowing glances with regard to what the eminent neuroscientist Steven Rose (2008:8) has referred to as the onset of the philosopause – a condition observed in scientists of a certain age who can no longer cut it in the field and begin to drift off towards the metaphysical. While not pleading guilty to the charge, I acknowledge the relevance of the suspicion and accept the implicit challenge. But then, the challenge is what it always was: when you have your chance to speak, there has to be an upshot, there has to be a ‘so what?’ or it’s better to keep quiet. 

To the existential, then.  Following Yalom, I take the four defining existential statements of the human condition to be:

· We will all die.

· We are each alone.

· Life has no meaning.

· We are free to act as we choose.

The core charge faced by British ELT professionals is that we support a power-structure that functions in and through English and of whose effects we frequently disapprove. The core challenge, as beings free to shape our lives as we will, is to behave as well as we can. How, in these terms, are we to respond to the systemic crisis of British ELT?

For today’s purposes, we might translate Yalom’s existential principles into:

· My working life is finite.

· Tolerance and empathy are useful goals.

· Ethics and coherence must be constructed.

· I have individual responsibility for my actions.

My working life is finite.

At whatever stage of career you are, the only time at which you can act is now. What are you doing now, that you want to be doing, that you consider worthwhile? Planning for the future counts, as long as you are fully engaged in it now. Beware multi-tasking when that means that whatever you choose to do, you spend energy thinking about what you aren’t doing and wondering if you should be.

Tolerance and empathy are useful goals

Tolerance is the minimal level of relationship with other people — the acceptance that some others will think, say and do things that you find appalling, and will do so with as much conviction as you think, say and do things yourself. The alternative to this is conflict. Seeking empathy is the possibly doomed but arguably worthwhile attempt to achieve the perspective of those others and thereby further understanding The alternative to this is continued isolation.

Ethics and coherence must be constructed.

And at best, they always are in construction and always under examination, lest we fall victim to our own sense of righteousness. In one of his last published papers, Chris Brumfit (2006:37) wrote: 

It may be preposterously condescending for speakers of those dialects associated with power to decide for others which dialects they, in turn, aspire to command, even if such decisions are well-meaning in terms of their motivation.

I have individual responsibility for my actions.

And the multi-variety of effect, the unintended outcome, the unforeseen perlocutionary result, all fall under this responsibility. The revolutionary aspect of American Pragmatism, as argued by Dewey through the opening decades of the last century, was that it sought its validity not via argument based on evidence from the past, but on action based in the future. Of course, if you walk in the sun, you will cast a shadow. Given that fact, existentially, we are always in crisis. A major part of my contribution as a product and representative of British ELT, and while acknowledging the privileges to which I am heir and from which I have profited, is to do what I can to raise awareness of the issues involved so that as many people as possible can be engaged in making decisions and performing actions with which they are not too dissatisfied. I have a powerful memory of a British teacher, at the end of an MA session unpacking the use of the term, ‘native speaker’ in everyday ELT discourse, saying to me, ‘“I’ve never been so embarrassed as when I looked round that [seminar] room again and realized what I had inadvertently been saying about my classmates.” Even more vividly, I remember an Indonesian teacher saying to me, with a fierce glint in her eye, “I never thought of that before: all this English teaching  —  it doesn’t depend on you. It depends on us!”  

There are power relations in the world. Language does not cause them. It sometimes allows us to see them. English is used to uplift and to degrade, to liberate and to dominate. To be involved in ELT anywhere is to be involved in issues of liberation and domination everywhere. To the extent that British ELT is cast in a leading role, its expertise needs always to be working consciously in the now, to be understanding differing perspectives and constructing an emergent ethics that underpins responsible action to be tested against its future outcomes. Raise awareness, offer alternatives, and trust the people. Individual focuses will and should vary, otherwise English language teaching professionals risk becoming only the operatives of yet another regime of truth. 

My own attempts at providing a non-judgemental discourse framework for supporting such deliberate and various efforts (e.g. Edge 2006), a goal summed up recently by one of our plenary speakers as ‘perhaps chimerical’ (Pennycook 2009:61), continue to motivate me and to provide some satisfaction for fellow professionals who have actually made the effort to use the approach. It is one manifestation for me of a form of pragmatic existentialism  that may serve us in a crisis, if that is what we perceive ourselves to be in, or help create an opportunity, when that is what  we see,  or simply (?) play an ongoing role in a way of life, as we work to enact the most satisfying identities that we can imagine (Pavlenko 2003) [he ventured to say, while waiting to learn more from the  closing plenary (Norton 2010)]. 

One cannot provide light without casting a shadow. One part of our expertise needs to be dedicated to applying that dictum to ourselves. Fortunately, we live in critical times. 
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