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Tema

The emergence of English as the
world’s first genuinely global lan-
guage has been predicted for a long
time. Now that it is here, its presence
raises some unexpected and unprec-
edented questions.
But is it here? To be worthy of the
designation ‘global’, a language needs
to be present, in some sense, in every
country in the world. English has prob-
ably now achieved this position. It is
used as a first language by some 400
million people, mainly in the USA,
Canada, Britain, Ireland, Australia,
New Zealand, and South Africa. It has
achieved special status as a ‘second’
language in over 70 countries, such as
Ghana, Nigeria, India, Singapore, and
Vanuatu, spoken by at least another
400 million. And in most – perhaps
now all? - of the remaining countries,
it has become the foreign language
which children are most likely to learn
in school. The number of foreign learn-
ers may now exceed a billion.
Although estimates vary greatly, 1,500
million or more people are today
thought to be competent communica-
tors in English. That is a quarter of the
world’s population. So, is English a
global language, when three out of
four people do not yet use it? Given
the areas of world influence where it
has come to have a pivotal role, the
answer has to be yes. The evidence
suggests that English is now the domi-
nant voice in international politics,
banking, the press, the news agencies,
advertising, broadcasting, the record-
ing industry, motion pictures, travel,
science and technology, knowledge
management, and communications.
No other language has achieved such
a widespread profile - or is likely to, in
the foreseeable future.
Several other languages have an im-
portant international presence, of
course. Two, indeed, have far more
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mother-tongue speakers than English.
A 1999 survey puts Mandarin Chi-
nese and Spanish ahead of English,
and although there is some uncer-
tainty about the latter’s statistics, there
is no doubt that Spanish is currently
growing faster than any other lan-
guage, especially in the Americas.
But the reason for the global status of
English is nothing to do with the
number of first-language speakers it
has. There are some three times as
many people who speak it as a second
or foreign language, and this ratio is
increasing, given the differentials be-
tween such low population-growth
countries as the UK and USA, on the
one hand, and such high ones as India
and Nigeria, on the other. The future
of the language is evidently out there
in the ELT (English-language teach-
ing) world.
As a consequence, nobody owns Eng-
lish now. That is the message we have
to take on board as we begin the new
millennium. The language may have
begun in Britain, and achieved its
current world presence chiefly be-
cause of the USA, but the combined
total of 300 million or so first-lan-
guage speakers of those two countries
is still only a fifth of the world total.
Once a language comes to be so wide-
spread, it ceases to have a single cen-
tre of influence. The changes taking
place in the way English is used in
such areas as South Africa, India,
Ghana, and Singapore are outside of
anyone’s control. Not even a World
English Academy could affect them.
So what will happen to the language,
as a result? The most immediate result
will be the development of new vari-
eties of English, spoken by grass-
roots populations all over the world.
Some of these ‘New Englishes’ al-
ready exist, going under such names
as ‘Singlish’ (short for Singaporean

Après avoir rappelé pourquoi on
pouvait désormais considérer que
l’anglais était bel et bien devenu la
“langue globale”, mondiale, qu’on
prédisait depuis longtemps (en
montrant en particulier que
l’élément décisif n’est bien sûr pas
le nombre de locuteurs natifs mais
le nombre de ceux qui l’utilisent à
des degrés divers comme L2 ou
comme langue étrangère), l’auteur
examine diverses conséquences de
cette situation qui, elles, n’avaient
pas vraiment été envisagées : le
fait que l’anglais n’est plus la
propriété de personne et qu’il ne
possède plus un centre unique
d’influence, l’apparition de
nouvelles variétés (singlish,
spanglish...) liées au besoin des
gens d’exprimer leur identité via la
différenciation linguistique, etc.
Malgré ces forces centrifuges
incontrôlables, D. Crystal estime
toutefois que l’anglais n’est guère
menacé par un processus de
fragmentation dialectale tel que le
latin, par exemple, en a connu. En
effet, les forces centralisatrices –
liées au poids à l’écrit de l’anglais
standard, au développement des
nouvelles technologies, d’internet,
etc. – sont aujourd’hui sans
commune mesure avec ce qu’elles
étaient au temps du latin. Mais,
loin de se satisfaire d’une telle
situation, l’auteur en retire surtout
une injonction à éviter le piège du
monolinguisme – tant pour les
locuteurs anglophones qui se
doivent d’autant plus d’apprendre
d’autres langues pour s’ouvrir à
d’autres visons du monde que pour
les autres qui doivent
impérativement soigner leurs
propres langues et dialectes au
risque qu’elles disparaissent.
(Réd.)
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English) and ‘Spanglish’ (for the His-
panic/English mixed language heard
in the USA). They exist simply be-
cause people want them to – that is,
they want a distinctive form of lan-
guage to express their local or ethnic
identity. They therefore develop very
different vocabulary, grammar, and
pronunciation from that found in
Standard English; and these differ-
ences will only increase over the next
generation.
Does this mean that English is going
to fragment into a ‘family of English
languages’, in much the way that
Vulgar Latin broke up into the Ro-
mance languages a millennium ago?
At the most colloquial level, there
will certainly be considerable mutual
unintelligibility, especially if a great
deal of local language mixing takes
place. The sentence ‘You wanted to
beli some barang-barang’ is a recent
example from a conversation between
two Malaysians: they are speaking
English, but they have put some Malay
words into it (the meaning is ‘buy
some things’). This kind of mixing is
a perfectly normal linguistic develop-
ment, and it will be increasingly heard

in multicultural settings everywhere,
whether in Malaysia, Ghana, Zimba-
bwe - or Wales.
On the other hand, there are several
centralizing forces at work in the
world, fostering mutual intelligibil-
ity. Standard English is the chief force,
existing as an international reality in
print, and available as a tool for na-
tional and international communica-
tion by people from all these coun-
tries. Anyone with a reasonable level
of education will be able to read it.
Many will be able to speak it. Cer-
tainly, everyone will be under some
pressure to learn it. In August 1999,
Prime Minister Goh of Singapore
spent several minutes of his National
Day address arguing that, if
Singaporeans wanted to be understood
by the outside world, they must re-
place Singlish by Standard English.
A replacement philosophy, however,
will not work. The need to express
one’s local linguistic identity in a dis-
tinctive way is too deep-rooted. Nor is
there any need to think in replacive
terms. Because of the idiosyncrasies
of my personal background, I am able
to speak Welsh English, Liverpool
English, and Standard English. When
I learned the latter, in school, I did not
drop the former two. And I am not
alone. Many people have two dialects
at their disposal – one for home, one
for away. In Britain we have learned
how pointless and counter-produc-
tive it is to expect children to acquire
Standard English at the expense of
their home dialect. Today, our cur-
riculum teaches them to be proud of
both. And the same kind of ‘bidi-
alectism’ will, I believe, eventually
become routine abroad.
There are too many centralizing fac-
tors keeping Standard English in the
forefront of world attention for the old
Latin scenario to obtain. And its posi-
tion is being reinforced by new tech-
nologies. Satellite television is beam-
ing Standard English down into pre-
viously unreachable parts of the world,
thereby fostering greater levels of

mutual intelligibility. And the Inter-
net currently has a predominantly
(70%) English voice - though this
figure is rapidly falling, as other lan-
guages come on-line. The vast major-
ity of the World Wide Web is in
Standard English, albeit in many spe-
cialized varieties.
However, nothing is entirely predict-
able, in the world of language. Who
would have believed, a millennium
ago, that hardly anybody would know
Latin a thousand years later? It takes
only a shift in the balance of economic
or political power for another lan-
guage, lurking in the wings, to move
centre-stage. But I am a great believer
in the snowball effect. I think English
has become so large, now, given the
momentum of its history, that it is
unstoppable. Too many people around
the world have found it a useful tool
for there to be any serious likelihood
of a reversal - at least, not in the near
future.
Where we need to take special care is
to avoid the monolingual trap. People
who speak English as a mother-tongue
still need to learn foreign languages,
both for the insight these give into
different ways of seeing the world,
and for the economic and social com-
petitive advantages they permit. And
places where English is growing need
to make special efforts to look after
their indigenous languages and dia-
lects, otherwise these will become
seriously endangered, and eventually
die. The flowering of an individual
language is a wonderful thing; but all
languages have a right to flower, and
it is up to us to give them the opportu-
nity to do so.
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