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s ALGEBRA
nit One

by Robert McCrum

1 On5 September, 1977, the American spacecraft Voyager One blasted off on
its historic mission to Jupiter and beyond.” On board, the scientists, who knew that
Voyager One would one day spin through distant star systems, had installed a
recorded greeting from the people of the planet Earth. Preceding a brief message in
fifty-five differentilanguages for the people of outer space, the gold-plated disc
plays a statement from the Secretary-General of the United Nations, speaking on
behalf of 147 member states, “the people of our planet” — in English.
2 What determined this choice of English as the representative language of the
planet Earth in which the Secretary-General addressed the people of outer space? Is
it because English is more lyrical, or more beautiful than any other language? Or is
it because it is intrinsically easier to learn than any other language? Such
judgements are almost meaningless. Just like any other language, English has its
own strengths and weaknesses’: it has qualities like the gender of its noun and a
grammar of simplicity and flexibility that make it easy to learn and it has its
baffling characteristics like the difficult spelling system that render it difficult to
learn too. :
3 Then such a choice must have been based on something else: that is the rise of
English as a global language.
4 The rise of English is a remarkable success story. When Julius Caesar* landed
in Britain over two thousand years ago, English did not exit. Five hundred years
later, Englisc, incomprehensible to modern ear, was probably spoken by about as
few people as currently speak Cherokee’. Nearly a thousand years later; at the end
of sixteenth century, when William Shakespeare was in his prime®, English was the
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native speech of between five and seven million Englishmen and it was of small
reach, stretching no further than the island itself.

5 Four hundred years later, the contrast is extraordinary. Between 1600 and the
present, in armies, navies, companies, and expeditions, the speakers of English—
including Scots, Irish, Welsh, American and many more — traveled into every
corner of the globe, carrying their language and culture with them. Today at the end
of the twentieth century, English is more widely scattered, more widely spoken and
written than any other language has ever been. It has become the language of the
planet, the first truly global language.

6 The statistics of English are astonishing. Of all the world’s languages (which
now number some 2,700), it is arguably the richest in vocabulary. The
compendious Oxford English Dictionary lists about 500,000 words; and a further
half-million technical and scientific terms remain uncatalogued. About 350 million
people use the English vocabulary as a mother tongue, a linguistic population
scattered across every continent and surpassed, in numbers, though not in
distribution, only by the speakers of Chinese. Three-quarters of the world’s mail,
and its telexes and cables, are in English. So are more than half the world’s
technical and scientific periodicals: it is the language of technology from Silicon
Valley to Shanghai. English is the medium for 80 percent of the information stored
in the world’s computers. Nearly half of all business transactions in Europe are
conducted in English. It is the language of sports and glamour: the official language
of the Olympics and the Miss Universe competition. English is the official wice of
the air and of the sea. Likewise, it is the official language of Christianity’: the
ecumenical language of the World Council of Churches. Five of the largest
broadcasting companies in the world (CBS, NBC, ABC, BBC, CBC) transmit in
English to audiences that can exceed one hundred million people.

7 English has a few rivals, but no equals. Neither Spanish nor Arabic, both
international languages, has this global influence. Another rival, Russian, has the
political and economic underpinning of a world language, but far from spreading its
influence it, too, is becoming mildly colonized by new words known as Russlish,
for example, seksapil (sex appeal). Germany and Japan have, in matching the
commercial and industrial vigor of the United States, achieved the commercial
precondition of the language-power, but their languages have also been invaded by
English, in the shape of Deutschish and Japlish.
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8  The remarkable story of how English spread within predominantly English-
speaking societies like the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand is
not, with the benefit of hindsight, unique. It is a process in language that is as old as
Greek, or Chinese. The truly significant development, which has occurred only in
the last one hundred years or so, is the use of English, taking the most conservative
estimates, by three or four hundred million people for whom it is not a native
language. English has become a second language in countries like India, Kenya,
Nigeria, or Singapore, where it is used for administration, broadcasting and
education. In these countries, now numbering more than fifty, English is a vital
alternative language, often unifying huge territories and diverse populations. When
the late Rajiv Gandhi® appealed for an end to the violence that broke out after the
assassination of his mother, Mrs. Indira Gandhi’, he went on television and spoke
to his people in English. Then there is English as foreign language, used in
countries (like Holland or former Yugoslavia) where it is backed up by a tradition
of English teaching, or where it has been more recently adopted — Senegal, for
instance. Here it is used to have contact with people in other countries, usually to
promote trade and scientific progress, but to the benefit of international
communication generally. A Dutch poet is read by a few thousands people.
Translated into English, he can be read by hundreds of thousands people.
9 All this highlights the way in which English permeates the world in which we
live. In fact, there is evidence that within the last decade or so, this process has
evolved to the point where English is no longer wholly dependent on its British and
American parents, and is now a global language with a supranational momentum.
English is now everyone’s second language, or foreign language and has a life of its
own in totally non-English situations. A Japanese businessman might learn English
to do business in Brazil. A Russian might learn English to do research in Berlin. An
Arab doctor might learn English to practice in Amsterdam. And when an Italian pilot
learns English, it is to talk to ground control in Spain or Kuwait. The age of Global
English is symbolized by the launching of Voyager One, and the words of Kurt
Waldbeim'’:

As the Secretary-General of the United Nations, an organization of 147

member states who represent almost all of the human inhabitants of the

planet Earth, I send greetings on behalf of the people of our planet. ..
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any task, esp. of a diplomatic nature

a large planet that moves around the son
to set in position for use

to go or come before (in time, place or
order)

of the style of lyric poetry

belonging naturally; existing within, not
coming from outside

to make sb. feel difficult to understand
sth.

to cause to become

a business deal; an instance of buying or
selling sth.

to exceed; to be greater than in number
or degree

the action of sharing out among a
number of recipients

excitement, adventure, and unusual
activity

to send out a signal by radio waves or
over a wire _

someone who or sth. which equals or
nearly equals another in some desirable
quality

L U] foundation or basis

prerequisite; a thing required as a
condition for sth. else

considering / thinking about / looking at
an event after its occurrence

allowing for a choice between two or
more things




