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Lesson One

TEXT

American English,
International English, and the Future

America’s industry and commerce; its post-World War 11
emergence as a technological leader; and the world-wide network
of cormmunication which is now an established fact of modem life,
have all combined to insure that in ailmost any corner of the carth,
at any time of day, English is in use.

It was during this same period that the whole methodology of
English language teaching became an important isste, It has been
argued, rather unconvincingly, that English is an “casy language to
learn” and that it is “natural” for such widespread use to develop.
It has been claimed that the comparative freedom of modern
English from inflectional endings — as compared to Russian or
German ~— makes it potentially the international language. It has
also been pointed out that much of its vocabulary is composed of
words both of Latin and Teutonic origin, making large portions of
its word stock readily comprehensible to millions of speakers of
other languages.

Vocabulary borrowings have been especially heavy, so that
languages like Spanish have comc to acquire baseball terminology
(for example, siore “shortstop”), and Swahili to have automobile
terminology (gear) as part of their everyday content. English
forms many of its new technological terms (polyester, asronaut)
from Greek etymons; whether independently of English or through
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its influence, many of the world’s languages are using the same
device. English telephore and German FVernsprecher were once
greatly dissimilar, but the general German adoption of Telephon
bridges the gap. Many comparable changes have taken place in the
lexicons of the world’s languages within the second half of the last
century.

There is little doubt that American is the variety of English
most often heard abroad and therefore most imitated by second
language leamners. Most learners are not, however, especially
interested in sounding “American.” What they wish to master is
general, or international, English,

It is 1n its development as a second language that the current
growth of English and its future development seem to lie. The
various artificial international languages seem to have made little
headway. Latin hardly exists as a Lingua Franca, and French,
although very useful in places like Africa and the Near East,
gained no further ground in the twentieth century. In the Arabic
countries and in places like Vietham, where a generation ago every
educated person would have known some French, English is now
the second Janguage most likely 10 have been acquired by this
generation. In Mexico and parts of South America, Spanish is an
important second language for American [ndian languagc speakers.
In India, there were some politically motivated attempts to replace
English, in its official language and language of wider
communication functions, by one or another of the important
indigenous languages. Advocates for Swahili can be found in East
and Central Africa, where official trade between countries like
Burundi and Kenya may be conducted in English, but covent
activities are strictly in Swahili. Even in those areas, however,
English 1s not without importance as a language of wider
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communication.

With British power almost completely gone and that of
America threatened by the economic losses of the late 1970’s, one
may wonder how much longer English will hold onto its
preeminent position. Is it so well established that, even if
Americans no longer dominate the economic life of an area, the
traders themselves will go on using it with everyone who does not
speak their native language? Or will it disappear rapidly once no
one feels the necessity of using English “so the Americans can
understand™?

There is, at the present time, no certain way to answer those
questions. It is well to keep in mind, however, the possibility that
the military might of the Russians, or the sheer economic force of
the newly rich Arabic nations, or the emergence of China as 2
world power may lead to a gradual replacement of English by one
or more of those languages.

Whether or not everyone speaks English, it is very uniikely
that the influence which English — and American English — has
cxerted over the languages of the world, particularly in vocabulary,
will disappear any time soon. We know that, by about 1330, the
Norman French spoken in England hy the conquerors had become
a much less important factor than it was 200 or even 100 years
earlier, but we also know that the French borrowings of the period
actually increased and have remained with us till the present day.
We know that the use of Old Norse became unlikely in England in
an even shorter time after the Viking invasions, but we also know
that the borrowings from that language like they, their, and them
and the verb take, which we got from the Norse in the Danelaw,
have remained a permanent part of English. In like manner, no
matter how leaned Frenchmen may rail against “Franglais,”
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Frenchmen arc not likely to give up vocabulary like zoning, bypass,
tanker, container, or kit parade (although, if they follow American
trends, they will replace the last by top twenty or top forty).

We can well expect, also, that English will continue its habit
of picking up vocabulary from other languages. We know that
dictionaries of English at various periods of its history seem to
reflect consistent growth. Dictionaries of Old English, of the
language as it was used approximately 1000 years ago, conltain
about 37,000 words. A fairly complcte dictionary of Middle
English — that is, the Janguage of more than 500 years ago —
would have between 50,000 and 70,000 entries. 1t is likely that a
dictionary of Early Modemn English, the period of Shakespeare and
his contemporaries, would contain at least 140,000 words, and
unabridged dictionaries of present-day English have approximately
half 2 millior entries.

There is, as suggested already, strong cvidence for the
conclusion that thc English vocabulary is increasing. Even if we
consider the possibility that the early records are so fragmentary
that the numbers just cited for Old English and Middle English fall
far short of what the language actually contained, still the apparent
quadrupling of our stock of words during the last three and a half
centuries is significant. The vocabulary increase, in turn, is
indicative of increased cultural contacts. There is no reason to
suppose that these contacts will not continue to increase —-
although perhaps not at the same rate. Some increase in the
English vocabulary seems likely throughout the foreseeable future,
especially if the English of the twenty-first century continues to
expand w international use,

We have mnoticed, also, that the recent extensions of our
vocabulary have come not so much through word borrowing as
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from the manipulation of elements which are already in the
language. Such processes as compounding, the addition of
derivative prefixes and suffixes, change in grammatical function,
and formation of new idioms account in great part for our recent
changes. Without gquestion we shall continue to borrow some
words from foreign languages in the future. We did so during both
world wars, and if the language continues to spread over areas of
the Far East, for example, it is reasonable to look forward to new
words coming from Malay, as well as from Russian, possibly even
from Swahili and the Bantu languages. (Americans who have been
stationed in East and Central Africa know at least kabish “very,
extremely,” and kidogo “a little.”) but the principal growth in the
English vocabulary will undoubtedly come as a result of the
processes which have just been mentioned — up to what point is
hard 10 guess. A doubling of the vocabulary in the next two
centuries is not difficult to conceive of in Fight of what has
happened since 1600,

But there will increasingly be the factor that many of the new
words, compounds, and expressions will be understood only where
there is more or less direct contact with the language(s) from
which they are borrowed or where the activities and processes are
actually going on. As present-day Amcricans, in general, know
only a small portion of the 500,000 words in an unabridged
dictionary, it is not unlikely that the restriction of future
acquisitions te special groups should become an even greater
factor. Anthony Burgess’s novel 4 Clockwork Orange, which
presents teenage-English so thoroughly infiltrated by Russian
borrowings (devotychka “girl,” malchik “boy,” moloko “milk,” Bog
“God”) that it is hardly intelligible to anyone who has not studied
at least some Russian, is exaggerated but, in principile, far from
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impossible.

The future possibility of further separation than now exists
between varieties of English — at Icast the well-known British and
American varicties — seems even greater than in the past. Ability
to “speak English” will less and less guarantee perfect
communication with others who use the same language, even
fluently. The use of more than one variety of English is now
commonplace in countries like Suriname and Sierra Leone. The
development of even more such situations is, at least theoretically,
quite likely in the future. If expansion goes on, prescriptive and
puristic limitations on what is considered “English™ will become
increasingly unrealistic and ultimately intolerable.

In short, international wutility, not native speaker usage or
pronunciation, may be the primary criterion for “good” English in
the future. Local and regional varietics, especially, can be expected
to dimmish greatly in importance. What we know about change in
the past will, we hope, enable us to adjust more realistically to
what is sure to evolve in the future.

NOTES

inflectional endings: f& #7541t i &
etymon: (SMKialf)) HE

Old Norse: oy By 3 (1 94 #E V35
Danelaw: #{TfHEiERHEK
Franglais: #iE A 0T

Swahili: $FLABEA

Bantu: JHE A

Suriname: FREEF [hr T XM
Sierra Leone: FEH B & [HEM]
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10. A Clockwork Orange: {IEHREMEFI, 20 HLEF )
B2 Anthony Burgess @/t %, IAFH kiR (ER2EX
RIFHIA T RHANEND HUBEA

EXERCISES

I. True or false statements:

1.

There are many more inflectional endings in English
than in Russian or German.

Nowadays many Germans use the word vernsprecher
to cxpress more or less the same meaning as the
English term telephone.

The author of the text is sure that English will remain
an intemational language forever,

There were attempts to replace English by a native
language as a language of wider communication in
India.

According to the author it is very likely that Chinese
will one day replace English as an important
international language.

It can be deduced from the text that though a language
may not hold onto its preeminent position forever, the
borrowings from that language will remain permancnt.
The numbers cited for Old English and Middle
English are not accurate.

The English vocabulary is likely to triple in the next
two centuries,

The author believes that the new borrowings from a
particular language may not be intelligible to those
who have never studied the language.
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10. In the future a person who speaks American English
fluently may still have some problems in
communicating with British English speakers.

Muitiple choice:

. According to the author, many English words arc readily

comprehensibic to speakers of other languages because

a. English 1s in use in almost any corner of the earth

b. English is their second language

¢. these words are of Latin and Teutonic origin

d. America has been a technological leader since World War
II

- In the sentence “Many comparable changes have taken place

in the lexicons of the world’s languages within the second
half of the last century” in paragraph 3, the word
“comparable” is closest in meaning to

a. comparative b. similar

c. contrastive d. distinct

- Most second language learners imitate American English

because .
a. 1t sounds better than British English
b. it is easier to master than British English

c. large portions of its word stock are readily comprehensibie
d. it is popular around the world

- Which of the following is mentioned by the author in the text

as one of the languages that will likely take over the
preeminent position of English?

a. Chinese b. German

¢. Swahili d. French

- 1000 years or so ago, English had a vocabulary of about



words.
a. 50,000 b. 140,000
c. 70,000 d. 37,000
6. Which of the following, as is mentioned in the text, is a
factor for the English vocabulary to continue to increase?
a. wars b. increased cultural contacts
¢. invasions d. political attempts
7. The primary criterion for “good” English in the future may
be
a. native speaker usage b. American accent

¢. international utility  d. British accent

8. “Malchik™ is a Russian borrowing which means “_ *.
a, girl b. boy
c. milk d. dog
9. The use of more than one variety of English is _ to
develop in the future.
a. inevitably b. at least theoretically
¢. {0 some extent d. without question

10. The tone of the author in expressing his ideas in the text is

a. overwhelming b. subjective

c. evasive d. objective

II. Match the words or expressions in Column A with their
synonyms in Column B:

Column A Column B
1. methadology a. imagine
2. word stack b. progress
3. headway c. vocabulary
4. indigenous d. muitiplied by 4



