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English embraced
as the new global language

For the first time in the history of civilization, we ap-
pear to be on the verge of® having a genuine world lan-
guage.

The spread of English throughout the planet has be-
come an unprecedented linguistic phenomenon, “unique in
the history of the world,” says Braj B. Kachru, recognized
internationally as one of the foremost authorities on the use
of English. .

No matter whose statistics one believes, it is clear that
English now has more non-native speakers than native ones.
Some estimates put the ratio at four-to-one in favour of the
non-native speaker.

It is a trend that often sparks debate — a debate loaded
with emotions, political views and economic interests so in-
tense that they have clouded recognition of what’s truly go-
ing on out there in the linguistic world.

What’s happening is that English indeed is becoming

@® on the verge of i F




the international language — except that now it’s “English-
es,” says Kachru, editor of a series of books titled English in
the Global Context.

In a number of countries English has become virtually a
local language. It often becomes a tool for different language
factions within a nation to communicate effectively among
themselves.

To Kachru, the use of English in Asian, African and
Caribbean literature offers proof that the language is taking
root and becoming a vehicle for the expression of local cul-
ture rather than just a convenient tongue for international
communication.

Kachru’s native India is one of the countries whose
English has been studied most.

Malaysia, Pakistan, Nigeria, Kenya and the Philip-
pines are among a host of other nations often mentioned as
having their own forms of English operating within the
country.

Whatever form English takes in each country, it all
adds up to lots of English — according to some estimates
more than $ 10 billion a year in worldwide business, includ-
ing classes, textbooks and other learning aids are generated
by the use of the English language.

Kachru’s view of “world Englishes” has been widely
supported, but also much opposed, in part by so-called
purists who feel the language will decay with too much local
adaptation.

The English language, unlike French, Spanish and Ital-
ian, for example, has never had an official academy to deter-
mine what’s acceptable in the language and what isn’t. At-
tempts to form one have never been successful.



Native speakers

Kachru doesn’t think it right that native speakers some-
how control their language. “Who owns English? If you can
use it, you own it,” he says, intentionally employing the
word “use” rather than “speak.” .

Another fallacy® or myth is believing that people learn
English in order to talk to native speakers, or to somehow be
part of a Western culture. Many English users, it appears,
don’t even think of English as a Western language anymore.

Ian Seaton, head of the British Council’s “English
20007 initiative, gives the example of Eastern Europeans
who flock to English classes but aren’t concerned about what
kind of accent they learn. “A foreign accent is not the disad-
vantage it once was. Even in broadcasting, reporters with
foreign accents can be an asset.”

A very big part of the world’s English-speaking activity
takes place completely within the realm of non-native speak-
ers.

Some language authorities argue that the whole concept
of the native speaker is no longer meaningful. Kachru tends
to think in terms of multilingual societies where most citi-
zens speak several languages, English being a key one.

The colonial history of English, of course, is to a great
extent responsible for the language getting planted around
the world, but authorities say its growth in more recent
times stems from its use in technology and science, advertis-
ing, pop music, international business in general, and vari-
ous cooperative efforts among countries such as air-traffic
control and the work of the United Nations and its agencies.

@ fallacy #3%



Kachru, although saying he is a student rather than a
promoter of the unique phenomenon of English as a world
language, clearly sees benefits of English taking root in dif-
ferent countries. It becomes a medium, he says, for ex-
pressing local culture in a way that others can understand.

Larry E. Smith of Honolulu’s East-West Centre agrees.
“The use of English offers a medium to express and explain
cultural differences.”

Whether English is essentially the best language for this
purpose is much debated, but some would say it still remains
undecided.

Joshua A. Fishman of Yeshiva University in New York
has addressed this point, noting that many people consider
French, for example, as more beautiful, musical, pleasant,
refined and graceful.

“But the real powerhouse is still English,”® Fishman
concludes. “It doesn’t have to worry about being loved be-
cause, loved or not, it works. It makes the world go
round.”

(21 st)

® “But the real powerhouse is still English, ...” “{8 & X iF ¥ hE
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A tale about how English
became a global language

The rise of English is a remarkable tale as Professor
David Crystal reminds us in his attractive, short book “Eng-
lish as a global language.”

It is certainly quite a theme. When Julius Caesar® land-
ed in Britain more than 2,000 years ago, English did not ex-
ist.

Five hundred years later, English, virtually incompre-
hensible to modern ears, was probably spoken by about as
few people as currently speak Cherokee, the language of a
small North American Indian tribe — and with as little in-
fluence.

About 1,000 years later, at the end of the 16th centu-
ry, and after the Norman Conquest, the Reformation® and
the arrival of commercial printing technology, English was

@ Julius Caesar ¥ #(—B 9 #,100—44BC, P L &, KR, 54
RABNFERWZLHA"  EEREX, RV F L BB H[49—
M BERREERFR, ITEREEH, ZF(FEFRIEIE),

@ the Reformation FH A E(16 WERMN K ERFHLWED, &
RELEFH)

. 5.



the native speech of between 5 million and 7 million people.

And yet now look at it. As the second millennium ap-
proaches, English is more widely scattered, more widely
spoken and written than any other language has ever been;
in the title of this book it has become a truly “global lan-
guage.”

According to Crystal, whose efforts as a statistician al-
most rival his diligence as a linguist (he is also the editor of
the very useful “Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English lan-
guage”) about 2. 09 billion people (well over a third of the
world’s population) are, as he puts it “routinely exposed to®
English.”

As he rightly points out, what is impressive about this
staggering figure is “not so much the grand total but the
speed with which expansion has taken place since the ’50s.

In 1950, the case for English as a world language would
have been no more than plausible. Fifty years on and the
case is virtually won.”®

So what happened?

Someone once said that a language is a dialect with an
army and a navy. In other words, when the British navy set
out to conquer the world, it set out an “army” of English-
speaker. As the British empire spread throughout the world,
English became the basis of law, commerce and education.
The British empire was succeeded by another (the Ameri-
can), which shared virtually the same linguistic heritage. In
the history of the West, this had never happened before.

Of course, it’s not quite that simple.

® exposed to F e MEWMMER)T

@ In 1950, ...and the case is virtually won. 1950 £, “3% & & FiE”
WA THASERER, TS0EUE, XN BWEARTEE,
plausible (&% )R K L,
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For lay readers, the most valuable part of Crystal’s
study is the section devoted to a speedy analysis of the cul-
tural basis of this global reach, notably the influence of
broadcasting, press, advertising, popular music and film.

Crystal is actually not slow to recognize the significance
of Americans in the story he sketches here.

One of his most interesting passages concerns the role
played by the League of Nations,® and later the United Na-
tions, in spreading English as an international language in
the aftermath of the two world wars.

He is also up-to-date and informative in his identifica-
tion of the (largely American) World Wide Web@ as a pow-
erful reinforcer of American cultural and linguistic domi-
nance.

But when he comes to address the vital question “Why
is English a world language?” he does not do much better
than to state, “It is a language which has repeatedly found
itself in the right place at the right time.”

What Crystal also fails to do is to examine with much
precision or insight the way in which American English,
having become the rocket-fuel of the English language, has
magically transported into areas undreamed of 40, let alone
400, years ago.

The section on what he calls “the US situation” is taken
up not with an overview of the extraordinary vitality of

® Leagueof Nations B B (# ~ A HRARKAREALRENY
FTI0FRINERAR, s ERAEPHRAL, LB RAEH
WE,T 1946 FMH, L XL REHHFELSERR)

©® World Wide Web 7 £ M (it LR 4 BMR Y HIHENE
ZREFAH - AN RERHLHB, BEECHENRN AR E
REWNBXAGERE ACR I ERM LR XL EF RA LR
HHWEE)



