By reading this page, you are wielding a weapon that has fought its way to dominat
the world. The English language is now the most successful the globe has ever
known — with perhaps 1,500 million speakers. But pause before you celebrate,
urges David Crystal. if its rise continues, it could kill the less powerful tongues

T HAS all happened so
quickly. In 1950, any no-
tion of English as a true
world language was but
a dim, shadowy, theoret-
ical possibility, surrounded by
the political uncertainties of
the cold war, and lacking any
clear definition or sense of
direction. Fifty years on, and
Global English exists as a po-
litical and cultural reality.

A language achieves a genu-
inely global status when it
develops a special role recog-
nised in every country. This
role will be most obvious
where large numbers speak it
as a mother tongue — in the

countries treat English as “a
foreign language”; but most of
these now see it as the chief
foreign language in schools.
Because of this three-
pronged development — of
first-language, second-lan-
guage and foreign-language
speakers — a world language
will eventually come to be
used by more people than any
other language. English has
already reached this stage.
The combined population of
countries where English has
been granted special adminis-
trative status is just passing 2
billion — over a third of the

pendent existence: it exists
only in the brains and mouths
and ears and hands and eyes
of its users. When they suc-
ceed on the international
stage, their language suc-
ceeds. When they fail, their
language fails.

Many misleading beliefs
have grown up about why a
language should succeed in-
ternationally. It is often
thought that there must be
something inherently beauti-
ful or logical about the struc-
ture of English. Maybe it is
because it has no grammatical
gender? Maybe it is easier to
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THE PROSPECT that a lingua
franca might be needed foi the
whole world is a post-war de-
velopment. The chief interna-
tional forum for political com-
munication — the United
Nations — dates only from
1945. Without a single lingua
franca, expensive and imprac-
ticable multi-way translation
facilities are needed. The busi-
ness and academic worlds also
demand a world language. A
conversation over the Internet
between academic physicists
in Sweden, Italy and India is
practicable only if a common

language is available. Simi-
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WHY has English become t]
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language has repeatedly fou
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qulckly In 1950, any no-
tion of English as a true
world language was but
a dim, shadowy, theoret-
ical possibility, surrounded by
the political uncertainties of
the cold war, and lacking any
clear definition or sense of
direction. Fifty years on, and
Global English exists as a po-
litical and cultural reality.

A language achieves a genu-
inely global status when it
develops a special role recog-
nised in every country. This
role will be most obvious
where large numbers speak it
as a mother tongue — in the
case of English, the US, Can-
ada, Britain, Ireland, Austra-
lia, New Zealand, South Africa
and several Caribbean
countries. However, no lan-
guage has ever been spoken
by a mother-tongue majority
in more than a dozen or so
countries, so mother-tongue
use by itself cannot give a
language world status.

To achieve such a status, a
language has to be taken up by
other countries around the
globe. They must decide to
give it a special place within
their communities, even
though they may have few (or
no) mother-tongue speakers.

There are two main ways in
which this can be done. First,
the language can be made an
official language, to be used as
a medium of communication
in government, the law courts,
the media, and the educa-
tional system. To get on in
such societies, people need to
master it as early as possible.
English now has some kind of
special administrative status
in over 70 countries, such as
Ghana, Nigeria, India, Singa-
pore and Vanuatu — far more
than the status achieved by
any other language. Second,
the language can be made a
priority in a country’s foreign-
language teaching. Over 100

counlries treat Enghsh as “a
foreign language”; but most of
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foreign language in schools.
Because of this three-
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will eventually come to be
used by more people than any
other language. English has
already reached this stage.
The combined population of
countries where English has
been granted special adminis-
trative status is just passing 2
billion — over a third of the
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language should succeed in-
ternationally. It is often
thought that there must be
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ful or logical about the struc-
ture of English. Maybe it is
because it has no grammatical
gender? Maybe it is easier to
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The development of computers has been almost entirely an
American affair. The biggest setback to English as a global
language, it has been said with more than a little irony, wouild
have been if Bill Gates had grown up speaking Chinese

world’s population. How
many of these actually speak
the language? Those who have
learned English as a first lan-
guage are currently thought to
number 350-450 million, and
those who have learned it as a
second language, 150-350 mil-
lion. Estimates for those who
have learned English as a for-
eign language vary from 100
million to as high as a billion
(by the British Council). A
middle-of-the-road total esti-
mate for all three categories
would be 1,300-1,500 million:
this is now commonly cited.
Why has no other language
(not even Chinese) spread
around the globe so exten-
sively? There is the closest of
links between language domi-
nance and cultural power.
Without a strong power-base
— political, military, or eco-
nomic — no language can
make progress as an interna-
tional medium of communica-
tion. Language has no inde-

learn? Such arguments are
misconceived. Latin was once
a major international lan-
guage, despite its many word-
endings and gender differ-
ences. French, too, has been
such a language, despite its
nouns being masculine or
feminine. And English pre-
sents learners with some real
difficulties, such as its spell-
ing system. Ease of learning
has nothing to do with it.
Children of all cultures learn
to talk over more or less the
same period of time, regard-
less of the differences in the
grammar of their languages.

A language becomes an in-
ternational language for one
chief reason: the political
power of its people — espe-
cially their military power.
The history of a world lan-
guage can be traced through
the successful expeditions of
its soldier/sailor speakers.
And English has been no
exception.

larly, the technology of air
transportation brings together
international business con-
tacts. The availability of both
these facilities in the 20th cen-
tury has, more than anything
else, provided the circum-
stances needed for a world
language to grow. People have
become more mobile, both
physically and electronically.
That is. why people so often
talk of the “global village”.

It is the speed and the scale
of the development which
has to be appreciated. In 1945,
the UN began life with 51
member states. By 1956, it
had 80 members. Yet today
there are over 180.

There are no precedents in
human history for what hap-
pens to languages in such cir-
cumstances of rapid change.
There has never been a time
when so many nations were
needing to talk to each other
so much, or when so many
people wished to travel to so
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thought to take place 1n
English. The development of
computers has been almost en-
tirely an American affair. The

| biggest setback to English as a

global language, it has been
said with more than a little
irony, would have been if Bill
Gates had grown up speaking
Chinese.

OW that English
has achieved
such a global
standing, what of
the future? The
chief issue here has been the
growth of new varieties of
English in the different terri-
tories where the language has
taken root. These “new Eng-
lishes” are like the dialects
we all recognise within our
own country, except that they
are on an international scale,
applying to whole countries
or regions. They have
emerged because they give
identity to the groups which
own them. If you wish to tell
everyone which part of a
country you are from, you
can wave a flag, wear a label,
or (the most convenient solu-
tion, because it is always with
you) speak with a distinctive
accent and dialect. Similarly,
on the world stage, if you
wish to tell everyone which
country you belong to, an im-
mediate and direct way is to
speak distinctively.
Inevitably, the emergence
of new Englishes raises the
spectre of fragmentation —

the eventual dissolution. of-l

English into a range of mutu-
ally unintelligible languages
(as happened when Latin
gave rise to the various

-| Romance languages, such as

French, Spanish and Italian).
This has not happened. Diffi-
culties of comprehension
sometimes arise between
first- and second-language
speakers of Englishes, espe-
cially when the parties talk
quickly; but they can usually
be quickly resolved, and they

seem to be diminishing, |

partly because of interna-
tional television programmes
via satellite. Also, the con-
tinuing presence of standard
written English, in news-
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dard Spoken English does not
replace a national dialect: it
supplements it. People who
can use both are in a much
more powerful position: they
have a dialect in which they
can continue to express their
national identity, and one
which can guarantee interna-
tional intelligibility.

There has never been a lan-
guage so widely spread or
spoken by so many people as
English. There are therefore
no precedents to help us see
what happens to a language
when it achieves genuine
world status. The balance be-
tweéen the competing demands
of intelligibility and identity
is fragile, and can easily be
affected by social change, such
as a swing in immigrant pol-
icy, or a change in a country’s
population trends.

If we cannot predict the
future, we can at least specu-
late, and there are some fasci-
nating speculations to be
made. For example, it may be
that the English language has
grown to the extent that it is
now independent of social con-
trol. There may be a critical
number or critical distribu-
tion of speakers beyond which
it proves impossible for any
single group to stop its
growth, or even influence its
future. If there were to be a
major social change in Britain
which affected the use of
English there, would this have
any real effect on the world

_trend? It is-unlikely.-And even-

the current chief player, the
US, will have decreasing influ-
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world population is growing.

Across the English-speak-
ing territories the number of
first-language speakers is cur-
rently greater than the num-
ber of second-language speak-
ers: if we take the higher
estimates, 450 million, as op-
posed to 350 million. But the
second-language countries
have, combined, a much
greater growth rate: an aver-
age of 2.3 per cent compared
with 0.8 per cent. So, if cur-
rent population and learning
trends continue, this balance
will soon change. Within 10
years, there will certainly be
more  second-language than
first-language speakers.
Within 50 years, there could
be up to 50 per cent more.
Even the huge English-speak-
ing population of the US will
seem small by comparison.

Perhaps, in 500 years’ time,
everyone will automatically
be introduced to English as
soon as they are born (or, by
then, very likely, as soon as
they are conceived). Perhaps
English-language teachers
will one day play their part in
neonatal assessment along-
side paediatricians. If this is
part of a rich multilingual
experience for our future
newborns, this can only be a
good thing. If English is by
then the only language left to
be learned, it will have been
the greatest intellectual disas-
ter that the planet has ever
known. Either way, it may be
that-English-will-find-itseif i
the service of the world com-
munity for ever.
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papers and other printed ma-
terial, shows very little varia-
tion in the different English-
speaking countries.

Even if the new Englishes
did become increasingly dif-
ferent, the consequences for

| world English would not nec-

essarily be fatal. Our current
ability to use more than one
dialect would most likely sim-
ply extend to meet the fresh
demands of the international
situation. A new form of
English — call it World Stan-
dard Spoken English — would
almost certainly arise.

Most people are already
“multi-dialectal” to some ex-
tent. They use one spoken dia-
lect at home, when they are
with their family or talking to
other members of their local
community: this tends to be
an informal variety, full of
casual pronunciation, collo-
quial grammar and local turns
of phrase. They use another
spoken dialect when they are
away from home, or interact-
ing officially with others at
work: this tends to be formal,
full of careful pronunciation,
conventional grammar and
standard vocabulary. Those
who are literate have learned
a third variety, that of written
standard English which (apart
from a few minor differences,
such as British vs American
spelling) currently unites the
English-speaking world.

In a future where there
were many national Eng-
lishes, little would change.
People “would still have their
dialects for use within their
own country, but when the
need came to communicate
with people from other
countries they would slip into

World Standard Spoken
English. People who attend in-
ternational conferences, or
who write scripts for an inter-
national audience, or who are
“talking” on the Internet,
have probably already felt its
pull. It takes the form, for
example, of consciously avoid-
Jng a phrase which you know
is not going to be understood
outside your own country.
American English will proba-
bly influence it the most, for
two out of three speakers of
English as a mother-tongue

are from the US.




