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Chapter English as a global language

Today English is spreading all over the world. This has been a unique phenomenon in
the world’s history. In this chapter, we discuss the importance of English as an international

language. the demand for English, and the future development of the English language.

1.1 The English language today

English is generally acknowledged to be the world’s most important language. No one
can say clearly how many people every day in the world are using English to communicate.
English has long been regarded as an international language (R. Quirk, 1985: 3), a world
language (E. W. Schneider, 1984: 66; D. Crystal, 2001 111), a global language (D.
Crystal, 2001; 1), a lingua franca (N. F. Blake, 1996. 1) or a common language (D.
Crystal, 2001: 9). The English language has been by no means British English itself.
Although these terms provide distinct definitions, they share a common {eature, that is,
English as a language can be seen everywhere on earth. According to David Crystal (2001.

5), in the late-1990s, 1. 5 billion people in the world were already fluent or competent in
English.

1.1.1 English is a global language

A global language possesses several traits to be classified this way. To start with, the
language must be used to communicate in so many countries as an official language. English
is used as the official language not only in Britain, but also in America, Canada, Australia,
New Zealand, South Africa and some Caribbean countries. Furthermore, if the language is
not the official language of a country, it has official status. Today, English has official status
in more than 70 countries. Finally, English has a priority in a country’s foreign language
teaching even if it has no official status. Over 100 countries in the world today regard
English as their first or chief foreign language, such as China, Russia, Germany, Spain,
Egypt, and Brazil (D. Crystal, 2001: 3). Thus, we say English has “already reached this
stage”(D. Crystal, 2001: 4) of being a global language.
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1.1.2 Political and economical reasons

Political and economical reasons make English a global language. Since the seventeenth
century, England has experienced the Industrial Revolution and then the Bourgeois
Revolution. These two revolutions made England rapidly rise to be a great economic power
in the world. In the eighteenth century, this strong country launched its expansion through
colonialism, which lasted until the end of the nineteenth century. With the growth of its
colonization, the British national banner began to wave in every corner of the globe. England
established its solid world status of politics. By the beginning of the nineteenth century,
Britain had become the world’s leading industrial and trading country. Further colonization
continued with socio-cultural influence, People all over the world depended on English for
their contacts and intercourse. “ The language penetrated deeply into the international
domains of political life, business, safety, communication, entertainment, the media and
education” (D. Crystal, 2001 25).

In the late nineteenth century and in the early twentieth century, the emergence of
another leading and productive economic power —— the United States — rendered English as a
global language much stronger in its political and economical positions than Britain did.
English is of course the official language of the USA. With the advance and spread of
American economic superpower, English is likely to diffuse further. Today *“the USA has
nearly 70 percent of all English mother-tongue speakers in the world. Such dominance gives

America a growing interest in the way English is likely to develop” (D. Crystal, 2001: 53).

1.2 The demand for English

1.2.1 The use of English

English leads as the primary medium for science and technology in the twenty-first
century. Meanwhile, it is the world’s most widely used language. English—speaking people
are divided into different types. The first kind of English users are native speakers of
English, that is to say, English is their native language. Schneider (1984: 49) gives a
definition: A person’s native language is a language the individual acquired before any other
language had been acquired; a native language may be learnt alongside other native
languages. The language of greatest proficiency in adult life is not necessarily a native
language; indeed a native language may be totally lost in life, A native speaker of English
has acquired English as a native language since he or she was born. In today’s world, only a
small proportion of people have English as their native language. The second type of
speakers uses English as a second language. English is not their mother tongue. According

to Quirk (1985: 4), English as a second language is used chiefly for intra-national purposes,



