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Wer fremde Sprachen nicht kennt, weiß nichts von seiner eigenen.

He who is not acquainted with foreign languages knows nothing of his own.

—Goethe, Maximen und Reflexionen
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Preface


The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ,

Moves on: nor all your Piety nor Wit

Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,

Nor all your Tears wash out a Word of it.




	—	Edward Fitzgerald combining Daniel, chapter 5, with Omar Khayyám



THE DECLINE OF ENGLISH, when it begins, will not seem of great moment.

International English is a lingua franca, and by its nature, a lingua franca is a language of convenience. When it ceases to be convenient—however widespread it has been—it will be dropped, without ceremony, and with little emotion. People will just not get around to learning it, not see the point, be glad to escape a previously compulsory subject at school. Only those who have a more intimate relation to it, its native speakers, may feel a sense of loss—much as French people do today when their language is passed over, or accorded no special respect. And those who are conscious of having made a serious investment to learn the language—having misread the signs of change afoot in global communication—may also feel cheated, even disappointed, when others seem to be excused from having to know it. But the world as a whole will shrug and go on transacting its business in whatever language, or combination of languages, next seems useful.
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In AD 100 a Greek speaker could travel from Spain to the Hindu Kush with influential people all along his route to talk to in his own language. Likewise in AD 1300, this same compass of the world was open to Arabic. And by the Hindu Kush, that very extremity achieved by Greek and Arabic, another language had been born, in the early first millennium BC. Known as Sanskrit, it did not do too badly itself. In AD 1200, temples in Cambodia, twenty-five hundred miles to the southeast, were being inscribed with the verses of a queen, Indradevi, written in Sanskrit; by then it had already been spoken for a thousand years in most of India and Indochina. But such large-scale languages were known in the West too: in London, in AD 1600, the foremost English intellectual of his age, Francis Bacon, was claiming that if his writings had any hope of a future, it lay in their translation into Latin, a language of southern Europe then over two millennia old.

World languages are not just a modern phenomenon: they are at least as old as world empires, global trade routes, and proselytizing religions. Many, many more can be found in the world’s history. But they are strangely fleeting: Greek is now restricted to the small country of its origin; Arabic (outside the mosque) is not current north of Morocco or west of Iraq; and neither Sanskrit nor Latin are in active use outside small priestly enclaves. Despite the appearance of permanence that they always offer in their hey-day, global languages tend to wane after they wax. To understand the changes looming in the world’s pattern of languages, in the past as in the present, one must learn to take the long view.

This book will consider the place of English in this global perspective: can it look forward to a more extended tenure than these, its august predecessors?

In the present era, the progress of English is hard to exaggerate. Recent history—a mere four centuries—has seen it expand from confinement in some out-of-the-way off-continent European islands to become the world’s preferred medium for business, science, and, to some extent, even entertainment. This was not just generated by Britain’s unequaled imperial expansion on every continent, and its pioneering industrial revolution, but by its ability to keep clear of the political revolutions that have derailed all its major rivals in the last three hundred years, while its greatest scion, the USA, was exploiting vast virginal resources to emerge independently as a global power and cultural icon. As a result, education in English has become an industry in its own right; and its current scope is so vast, taking it apparently so far beyond the reach of any competitor, that a scholar such as David Crystal can write, “It may be that English … will find itself in the service of the world community for ever”; and a business analyst such as David Graddol sees English now less as a lingua franca, more a basic educational skill, comparable to math or computing.

This book challenges this dominant, indeed commonsense, view of English, accusing it both of memory failure, and of signal lack of imagination.

In assessing the situation, we are more fortunate than the Greeks, the Romans, or the Renaissance Europeans before us: we have far wider and deeper knowledge of language histories, and so we can hope to understand, as our predecessors could not, both the predicament and its likely outcome. We can apply a long-term view, derived from the past of other world languages, not to illuminate their own present, but identify which factors will nourish and foster influence, and which poison and endanger it.

It is important to distinguish the uses of English as a lingua franca from its continuing status in many countries as a mother tongue, and this is emphasized in Part I, where we look at the role of English in recent history, and whether global English may disintegrate one day into a family of languages. But when English is seen as a lingua franca, it becomes possible to compare it with many languages that had this function to a greater or lesser extent in the past. What forces spread them, and how did they fare in the long term? Answering these questions is the purpose of Parts II and III, which aim to give some historical sense of these languages that have seemed to defy history but, ultimately, could not. Part IV then looks at language politics in the modern world and applies this historical sense to English and its competitors. What are the linguistic implications for the future in a world configured as ours is?
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Elitism is a weak point in the profile of every global language. Every lingua franca is a partial language—in the sense that not everyone knows it: it is a skill that needs to be acquired consciously by those who do not grow up with it, and that education often comes at a high price. Global languages divide the societies that make use of them. Inevitably, some end up mastering them, and others do not—and this often makes a decisive difference to life chances. A sense of injustice can easily be associated with a language, and the resistance this generates can easily lead, ultimately, to linguistic collapse.

Despite its proffered links with democracy and popular taste, English is no exception to this. The “English-speaking elite” is a fact of life in every continent except North America—and typically, in the present “globalized” age, its members get to make the decisions and reap whatever surpluses are available.

They are currently, then, in a strong position. But in the long term, such elites—and their languages—often fight a losing battle. By the first millennium BC, Akkadian tablet-writers had for many centuries held a monopoly of writing skills—so much so that their language was not only the Assyrian imperial standard, but also the lingua franca for diplomacy from Egypt to Elam. But they were swept aside by lower-class Aramaeans, who had been scattered across the Middle East, but had a writing system—the alphabet—that did not need a whole childhood of apprenticeship to master. Aramaic, not Akkadian, inherited the Middle East. Afterward Aramaic letters provided the foundation for every writing system in Asia.

Many more stories are to be told, of power languages that died away as the position of elites came to be resented. This was the reason that Persian retook Iran from Arabic as the language of government and literature in the ninth century AD. This was why Greek died out as a language of education in the western Roman Empire, even as Latin died out—as a language of officialdom—in the east. Elite languages are always widely resented, and it is hard to inherit the future in the teeth of such resentment. One of the most famous, and indeed recent, cases of such a fall is the ultimate loss of Latin itself. The universal language of European culture for two thousand years—a position it retained despite assaults from Greek intellectualism, Gothic Arianism, French Romance, and the German Reformation—could not nevertheless hold its own once the middle classes learned to read and write, and buy books, in the vernacular.
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An evident objection to these rumors of decline for English is the lack of any alternative. What language can the world use in future if not English? Globalization, surely, cannot be undone, and how shall nation speak unto nation—or company to company, individual to individual—in a world that has instantaneous communication links point to point from and to virtually anywhere?

Ironically, this seems to be one aspect where too rigid adherence to the traditional ground rules for language history may lead us astray. In the past, large territorial units, and widespread communication, have always called for wide-scale languages. This was as true for the Persian Empire as it was for the Roman Catholic Church, the Soviet Union, or the United States of America. But just as the print revolution changed the ground rules of communication among Europeans in the sixteenth century, so modern electronic technology is set to change the ancient need for a single lingua franca. When electronics removes the requirement for a human intermediary to interpret or translate, the frustrations of the language barrier may be overcome without any universal shared medium beyond compatible software. Recorded speeches and printed texts will become virtual media, accessible through whatever language the listener or speaker prefers. In such a world, English might have—and might need—no successor as the single language of the future mass-connected world.

But then, what role will be left for English, no longer the world’s lingua franca? Here, the hints from history are more encouraging. What seems to be true is that a vast lingua franca, when it declines, will survive only if it is the official and current language of a great institution, typically a state or an organized religion. Latin, despite its vast range, died out because it had no major state to sustain it—and many more stories can be told of once great languages that went the same way—but its equals and successors live on in the parts of the world where governments call them their own: French in the states of northwestern Europe, Persian in Iran and its neighbors to the east, Russian in Russia. On this reckoning, English will have an undiminished future as the national language of many states, even when it is no longer in contention to be the world’s language of choice.

This book contends that the world is moving not to English monolingualism, but a much more multilingual, diverse, and potentially incalculable future. The forces making for the spread of English will soon peak, and the sequel will be a long retrenchment, as auxiliary English comes to be less widely used, but no single language takes its place. There is no convincing reason to think that the future of English will diverge from the pattern of all the great world languages that have preceded it, once that pattern is revealed.

Besides promoting realism about the prospects of English and other languages currently dominant in the world, this book also aims to promote a new, more judicious way of looking at human affairs. An analogy may explain this. In the nineteenth century, with Lyell’s revolution in geology, and Darwin’s in biology, the world was induced to see the world’s history measured in millions, rather than thousands, of years; to see how small, incremental changes could combine over aeons to change the balance of landforms and life-forms; and to understand how there could also be world-shattering events—such as impacts between continents, and the origin of vision—even on this inconceivably longer time-scale.

None of us live long enough to see the course of development of a global language, although we may witness some of the salient events in one, such as the revival of Hebrew in Israel, the abolition of Russian from schools in the Baltic, or the growth of competence in English in Japanese students. This inevitably gives the impression that these relatively sudden changes are where the action lies; by contrast, we are led to believe that a development that has taken centuries, such as the rise of English, is ultimate and unstoppable. These impressions are deceptive.

The world is more various than that, as we can see if only we are ready to look at the historical record. Trends, even those we have ourselves witnessed throughout our lives, may be fleeting. The outcomes of long-term developments may in an even longer term be unsustainable. What now seems barely possible, if conceivable, may one day be inevitable, even obvious. We are not at the end of history.





PART I
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LINGUA-FRANCA PRESENT


English is the Kiswahili of the world.




	—	Julius Nyerere, retiring president of Tanzania, 1990







CHAPTER 1
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The Edges of English


The basis of any independent government is a national language, and we can no longer continue aping our former colonizers    … I do know that some people will start murmuring that the time is not right for this decision; to hell with such people!    Those who feel they cannot do without English can as well pack up and go.




	—	Jomo Kenyatta, president of Kenya, 1974



THE ONLY WAY TO understand the future is to think of the past. And so it is that all pathbreakers are seen, first and foremost, in terms of their predecessors. Julius Caesar wept comparing his own deeds in his early thirties with those of Alexander the Great. Jesus, in the Gospels, was repeatedly and explicitly compared with Elijah from the Old Testament. And Newton, in lessening his own role as a discoverer of nature’s laws, claimed to stand on the shoulders of giants; in this, he harked back to Bernard of Chartres, a French philosopher of the twelfth century.

Likewise the English language, now viewed throughout the world as the preeminent medium of international communication, and possessed of a truly global status that is unprecedented in human history, is accorded the recognition of being compared with Latin. To echo a host of parallel quotes, it has “become the Latin of its time / our age / the modern world / the 20th (or 21st) century / the New Millennium / the masses.” But common as this metaphor is, a search on Google suggests that it has only one thirtieth of the currency of a less august equation, namely the concept of English as a lingua franca. English is also “the lingua franca of international scientific publications / of the global marketplace / of world communication / of an increasingly interdependent and globalized world / of business and politics from Berlin to Bangkok.”

Both of these metaphors relate English to a concrete forerunner, which somehow tells us what to expect. Latin is well-known as an ancient, and largely obsolete, language in its own right. It needs no introduction here. But the original “Lingua Franca” was once a particular language too, the common contact language of the eastern Mediterranean in the first half of the second millennium, the pidgin Italian in which Greeks and Turks could talk to Frenchmen and Italians. The 1204 fall of (Greek) Constantinople to “Franks” (who were largely from Venice and other Italian cities) meant that westerners in the eastern Mediterranean became conscious of being addressed in a broken version of their own language. Byzantine Greeks knew it as phrángika and the westerners referred to it, perhaps ironically, as lingua franca.1

Yet in modern English the term lingua franca is much less likely to be felt as a concrete metaphor than Latin is: it has become a hackneyed, irrelevantly colorful word to mean a language of wider communication, used to bridge language barriers. It was not always this way round. In the High Middle Ages, when even little birds were said to sing “in their own Latin,” Latin was rather the cliché for a universal language, while lingua franca was a striking new turn of phrase.

Human life has been moving noticeably faster for some centuries now, opening up possibilities that we know to be unprecedented. We have a sense, absent in the eras of Caesar, Christ, or Isaac Newton, that something really is new under the sun, that inventions are taken up and change ways of life, that innovations accumulate and move life as it is lived all over our planet into quite different pathways.

To quote just one example—striking because its elemental significance is already almost forgotten—consider the technology of horsepower. This had provided a sustained and sustainable basis for long-distance overland transport since the dawn of recorded history, in a variety of human civilizations, over at least 150 generations: one thing that the worlds of Sennacherib, Ashoka, and Alexander had in common with those of the Duke of Wellington, Simón Bolívar, and Robert E. Lee. But horsepower was superseded by combustion engines—almost simultaneously, all over the world—just five generations ago, and now (outside the races) horses play a smaller role in our economies than sniffer dogs.

If we fear the end of the world—as by and large, we always have—we now expect it not through divine retribution or some exogenous event, but as the predictable consequence of our own ungovernable behavior, through warming the atmosphere with our exhausts, poisoning or crowding out our fellow creatures, or simply unleashing a conflagration that some have devised for all.

In such an era, there is understandable skepticism about the guidance for our future that is to be derived from the study of history. The Roman historian Livy might well write, at the dawn of the first millennium AD, “This is what is beneficial and good for you in history, to be able to examine the record of every kind of event set down vividly. Here you can find for yourself and your country examples to follow, and here too ugly enterprises with ugly outcomes to avoid.”

In those days, the principle of the uniformity of nature was assumed: the future would be no more marvelous than the past. But what about now, when the terms of world history have clearly changed? The past was simply on a different scale. Never before has it been possible for human beings anywhere on earth to hold conversations with each other, without ever meeting physically at all. In principle, any pair of humans at all can be in each other’s presence within at most a few days. Through electronic or physical media, these people can share a large part of their cultural intake—from ephemera to literature, in oral and written language, as well as music and imagery that may involve no language at all.

That such communication is increasingly cheap and feasible makes it hard to believe that the ground rules for the life of languages, which applied to the great languages of the past, will still be true of the languages that flourish in our own era. World languages today (and notably English) have first survived to dominate on a truly global stage; then communications technology has advanced to the point where all can take part in a single speech-community, even at the level of direct conversation. The powers that be (or those that have been over the last two centuries) have projected a few languages all over the world, and electronic technologies have increased the maximum size of a dialect group to encompass the world itself.

Surely such a language has simply outgrown the constraints that made Latin shatter into a host of Romance languages across Europe in the first millennium AD? How can such frictions be relevant to a language that is today current and effective across not a continent but a globe? Yet two things the historical record shows quite invariably about the long-term future of any language: one, that it is never in the end determined by simply following the early trends that first spread a language; and two, that it is not restricted to what contemporary speakers can imagine. In the case of Latin, the spread of the language to northern and central Europe after the fifth century AD was powered by the missionary zeal of the Catholic Church. This force was quite different from the armies of the Roman Empire, which had accounted for the main early expansion of Latin out of Italy over the previous five centuries. And in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, just as the printing presses were making Latin books and pamphlets so much more cheaply available, and the whole world beyond the Atlantic was becoming open to discovery and exploitation by western Europe and its Latin-using elite, no one foresaw that Latin would face a sudden decline.

Yes, the limits to language growth and survival are extending: modern language communities can pulsate and interact on a global scale whereas three thousand years ago they might have been restricted to a single district. But languages are still the products, and the living media, of human societies. These, as ever, change and compete. The only trustworthy guide we have to the long-term outcomes for real languages in real societies is the historical record. In this, we are assured that the complexity of the outcome is the genuine net effect of all the social forces at play. If we can make sense of what arose from what, we may indeed find some inkling of what awaits our own very different languages in our own very different period in world history.

The past can give scale, since it is far enough distant for its shape to have fallen into perspective: the figures that stand out with a magnitude that still looks tall must have been great indeed. The past also has the advantage of time depth, so that long-term effects can be traced, identified, and weighed against one another. Caesar’s contemporaries were better advised to compare him with Alexander the Great, three centuries before, than with his actual political opponent (and peer) Pompey. They could not know the dynasties that would claim descent from Caesar, whose survival and glory would go on to make his name synonymous with emperor in languages yet unknown to any Roman;* but Alexander’s continuing fame could at least have shown them what it was to found a legend, and a vast, apparently permanent, extension to a war-built empire.

By examining the historical record of many languages, we can get a feel for the kinds of forces that shape the long-term future of all large-scale languages used internationally, what we usually call a lingua-franca.*
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English is so familiar to its mother tongue speakers, a vast community who largely speak nothing else, that it hardly seems a distinct language at all. Since it is also well-known to be used all round the world, the natural tendency is to take it for granted, to expect that it will be available and accepted as a default means of expression for whatever might need saying. Hence the irate tourist’s despairing shout of “Don’t you speak English?” when this expectation is disappointed. It’s nothing fancy to know English; indeed (as Cicero once said of Latin2) it is not so much creditable to know it as it is a disgrace not to. When the “ordinary language” philosophers of the 1950s and ’60s talked about “ordinary language,” this was the language that they quoted and argued from, or more specifically the literate British variety of it that they themselves spoke. There is a sense that speaking English is the least one can do, and for native speakers to learn another language is to give themselves airs; hence the urban myth of the preacher in Texas truculently claiming that English had been “good enough for Jesus.”

This kind of presumption is not peculiar to English; indeed it has been characteristic of speakers of widely spoken and respected lingua-francas down the ages. Latin is a good example. Romans of the Classical era had used the adverb latine ‘in Latin’ to mean ‘speaking quite plainly’. To an early language enthusiast such as Pliny the Elder, it seemed that Latin’s common currency had “united in conversation the wild, discordant tongues of so many peoples,” allowing Rome to give them nothing less than common humanitas itself.3 Sometime after that, and for most of the first Christian millennium, Latin was the only language in which the Bible and the Church Fathers’ writings were available to western Europe. This brute monolingualism in our early tradition is especially striking since most of these writings had been originated in some other language (usually Greek or Hebrew); and this “good enough” monolingualism reigned even among scholars of the era, despite the critical importance in western Christianity of verbal disputes based on these key texts. At the turn of the thirteenth century Dante Alighieri himself had characterized the Latin taught at school as “nothing but a kind of sameness of speech unalterable for diverse times and places.”4 So speakers of Latin too once found it difficult to take other languages seriously as competitors to it for conveying serious content.

However, monolingualism poses a problem. Goethe once wisely remarked, “He who is not acquainted with foreign languages has no knowledge of his own.”5 But the success of English since Goethe’s time has driven out much of the opportunity for such prior acquaintances, and the kind of orientation in time and space that they could give. In practical terms, the English-reading world, as represented by its publishers, seems to presume that there is no other world, as evidenced by the fact that translations into English make up every year just 2–3 percent of the world’s translated texts, a rate that has halved in the last three years.6 Note that this disregard for other languages’ cultures is not mutual: as source language, English consistently represents the lion’s share of all translations published (60–70 percent in Europe, the biggest translation market); i.e. twice as many as all the other source languages put together.

There is little point in trying to treat English as “just another language” since, quite unlike any other language in our era at least, anyone who wants to participate directly in business beyond the nation will have to use it or come to terms with it. This status may be accepted by its speakers smugly, as if it reflected some attractive values that have powered its advance, or it may engender concern stemming from two quite opposite fears, either that its acceptance has not gone far enough—even in their home country not all residents might speak it—or that its advance is relentless and may in time drive out the use of all other languages, together (implicitly) with the cultural values and knowledge that they convey. Whatever the reaction, it is hard to lay aside emotion and simply reflect.

How can we be decentered from our anglophone assumptions? How to get a disinterested sense of the particular profile of English as a global lingua-franca when we know it so well and have none other with which to compare it? Later in this book, we shall enhance our sense of what English’s lingua-franca peers have been like; but inevitably, those languages flourished and spread in past ages, when the world and its style of connectedness were very different. Here at the outset we are still trapped in an English-speaking bubble: we know that, like no other language, in the modern world it seems to be everywhere, but we lack independent tools to take its measure. What is a prior, and involuntary, commitment to English doing to our understanding of the world? Could there have been a world like the present but without English? How is English to be rated in its solitary glory as world lingua-franca? “How shall we extol thee, who are born of thee?” Can we conceive a future where the world as we know it might go on without English? If not, does that mean it is impossible or just unforeseeable?

We are not talking about logical possibilities and necessities here. After all, English is a human language, outwardly simple and originally quite humble, with a past career and pathways of historical spread that are well-known and have, besides, been fairly short. Its origin is not, like that of Chinese, Sanskrit, or Arabic, buried in the sands of time, but datable to a few centuries before and after AD 900 in an island off the Atlantic coast of Europe, when the main settlement pattern of the Continent had already been set. It neither attracts nor tolerates adoring claims, unlike some of those languages, that it might hold some sacred value in its use, or in its expressive power. Nonetheless, the striking extremity of its progress so far tends to undercut any forebodings of future limits and brings to mind cosmic analyses, or analogies. “The limits of my language signify the limits of my world,” wrote Ludwig Wittgenstein in 1921 (in German—though with a parallel English translation).7 True, English is coming close to involving itself in all the world’s business, yet there would be no paradox of Wittgen-steinian self-reference, or logical impossibility, in referring in English to the boundaries of its world role. It is just difficult to pin them down. But perhaps we can take the hint from Wittgenstein’s philosophy and look for facts that have shown effective constraints on its spread, even if it would have been difficult to state those limits in advance, from within an English-language mind-set.

[image: image]

If we consider English historically, as the language of Anglo-American colonialism and commerce—clearly the initial drivers of its spread round the world—what events in its career look intrinsically exceptional or irregular? Are there peoples by whom English seems to have been gratuitously rejected? Or are there others to whom it has passed unexpectedly, as if following unseen contours of language gravity? What has perturbed the even flow of English as it has spread along with the interests of its speaker communities, making it seem to have a life of its own, or rather a life constrained and defined by interests and activities expressed in other languages?

Looking round the world for places where English is notable for its rarity, our gaze first lights on three countries that had once hosted massive use of the language, since they were colonies within the British Empire, but have since moved to promote other languages in its place. They are distributed round the Indian Ocean: Malaysia in the east, Sri Lanka centrally, and Tanzania in the west. Each of these countries had multiple language communities when the British took over, and so in each of them English might have been considered able to go on playing a convenient, almost natural, role as a neutral lingua-franca for the whole country.

This, after all, is what has been decreed for many of the closest neighbors of these countries, such as Brunei, India, and the African countries Zambia, Malawi, Uganda, and Kenya. The value of English in all these countries has been as a lingua-franca, first to secure access to the wider world where it is a common currency, but often also to reconcile differences between different mother tongue groups, without obvious favoritism.

In the east, even though Brunei takes the Malay language as one of its national pillars (with its slogan Melayu Islam Beraja ‘Malay—Islam—Monarchy’), it chooses to educate its people mostly in English. In fact Malay is the mother tongue for a large majority (just over 70 percent), including all the political elite, and it is officially the national language; so there would have been little call for English as a compromise. In fact, the option taken is defended as “primarily instrumental in nature,” “since a small country could not afford to isolate itself from the rest of the world.” Yet evidently the relations in view were primarily economic, and with a very much wider world than Southeast Asia: after all, the close neighbors, Malaysia and Indonesia, both use Malay.8 Of these, Indonesia was a Dutch, not a British, colony, but Malaysia was on a par with Brunei. Why has it come to a different conclusion about the role of English?

In Malaysia, unlike Brunei, a significant dispute came from other powerful groups than the Malays, namely the Chinese (26 percent) and the Indians, mostly Tamils (7 percent). In the negotiations leading up to independence (achieved in 1957), these groups would have approved the choice of English as a neutral compromise. But precisely because of this significant difference, the dominant Malay majority felt the need to assert a greater right, claiming Malay not English as the official language. Crucially, this established a link with the history of the region, with the indigenous empires based on Palembang and Malacca long before the advent of British colonialism (and conveniently, before so many Chinese and Tamils arrived to trade and make their living in what is now Malaysia). Bahasa jiwa bangsa, as they liked to claim: ‘Language is the soul of the nation’.* The deal was done with the non-Malay groups via a concession in a different direction, allowing (for the first time) all resident noncitizens to achieve full citizenship even if they could not pass a test in Malay.

Language has remained an issue ever since, especially in determining the syllabus of school education. Malay has spread in official spheres, notably administration and the courts. Parliament proceedings switched from English to Malay in 1967, and the last simultaneous interpreters were withdrawn in 1980. Malay also spread as the language of instruction in the schools. Though multifarious concessions to education in other languages have been made in this multilingual country (including Arabic, as well as Mandarin Chinese and Tamil), few of them were made to English until 2003. Then, in response to fears that Malaysians were losing a major potential asset for international and scientific discourse, it was reintroduced as a language of instruction for mathematics and science. This decision is still controversial and could be repealed, since many feel that the quality of actual instruction has declined as a result.9

Overall, Malaysia has shown that the role of English in national life, in a nation where it was always a minority language for an elite, can quite quickly be diminished—say, over two generations—by a consistent government policy. Nationalism, and a determination to make a new start after colonial domination, can be sufficient motives. A price will be paid, at least over the transition period, in terms of language facility. “But what,” the Malaysians asked, “would using English say about us as a nation?”

Secondly, at the center of the Indian Ocean coastline, the polices of India stand in contrast to those of Sri Lanka: English (with some reluctance) affirmed versus English denied.

India’s constitution divides the country up into states primarily on the basis of the official local languages, called “scheduled languages.” There are currently eighteen of these. Only one of them, Hindi, is also the official language of the country as a whole. It is the language of nine states in the north as well as the capital territory, Delhi. It is, however, partnered by English as “subsidiary official” language for the whole country. According to the constitution of 1950, English was going to be dropped by 1965 in favor of universal Hindi. But this was blocked by the southern states and West Bengal—essentially the non-Hindi-using states—so the use and official status of English has continued. The Official Languages Act of 1963 guarantees that the use of English cannot be ended until a law abolishing it is passed by the legislature of every state that has not adopted Hindi as its official language, and also by each house of the Indian Parliament. At the same time, in an interesting curiosity, a constitutional requirement of India is that every law be drafted exclusively in English, though every law must also have a non-authoritative translation into Hindi. English in India, then, continues its official status as a means of maintaining an uneasy balance between the linguistic interests of the Hindi and non-Hindi states; mean-while in practice, its use is ubiquitous in graduate-level communication throughout the country.

To the south, in Sri Lanka (formerly known as Ceylon),10 a more radical decision was made in 1956, with the passing of the Sinhala Only Act, the principal electoral commitment of the Sri Lanka Freedom Party under Solomon Bandaranaike, which swept to power in that year. The act mandated Sinhala as the sole official language of the country, replacing English in that role. In British Ceylon, Tamils (some 18 percent) had benefited from their higher levels of education and played a disproportionate role in the colony’s civil service, which functioned in English. The Sinhala-speaking majority (74 percent) had tolerated this for the first eight years of independence, but then used their electoral majority to strike at its root: the Tamils had just done too well out of an English-dominated system for English to be seen as neutral. Sure enough, by 1970 the civil service was largely staffed by Sinhala speakers. But a major rift had been created in Sri Lankan society, and a bloody civil war resulted, which lasted from 1973 to 2009, despite the fact that since 1987 Tamil had been recognized as a national and official language on a par with Sinhala, and English was even reintroduced as a “link language.”* It was much too late when quite literally battle lines had been drawn.

Sri Lanka shows that a foreign lingua-franca such as English has no magic to create a neutral medium of communication for competing language communities within a state if one group becomes too closely associated with it. The ills of British colonial policy can live on after the end of empire, and the English language may bear the resulting stigma. Having been seen by the Sinhala speakers as a proxy for Tamil domination, English was ruled out as an acceptable official language. But then no practical compromise was left between Sinhala speakers fearing submergence beneath a Tamil community with much of south India behind it, and Tamil speakers resenting discrimination that was calculated to demean them in this one island. An association with past injustice can create feelings of deep resentment for a lingua-franca, and such baleful associations can stick.

Completing this triptych on its western side, we turn to eastern Africa.11 In the British colonial states here, there has been, as almost everywhere else in the continent, a profound mismatch between linguistic boundaries and national frontiers. This is because the nation-states derive ultimately from competing European land grabs in the nineteenth century “scramble for Africa,” irrespective of social alliances that might have arisen among African tribes. With far more languages than states, attempting to pick out one majority language within a country and declaring it the national language is dangerously divisive. Some kind of lingua-franca—with sufficient development of its vocabulary to serve all the needs of a modern state—has been needed, and the natural choice by default in a former British colony was English. This explains the official language situations in Zambia, Malawi, Uganda, and Kenya, although in all these countries Swahili has also been widely used.

In the area that became Tanzania, however, this Swahili language (named from Arabic sawāḥil ‘coasts’, and referring to itself as kiSwahili) had spread particularly widely as a lingua-franca, originally from the coastal region round Zanzibar. It had been picked up and reinforced by European (mainly German) missionaries’ schools in the nineteenth century and carried on under British administration after 1918. Essentially, it was the de facto lingua-franca in the country that had preceded the British Empire’s widespread introduction of English. Ever since the country became an independent and united state (over the period 1961–64), its first president, Julius Nyerere, had been keen to promote it as the national language, and an effective lingua-franca for all Tanzanians, bridging the gaps among the more than a hundred languages they spoke with a distinctively African medium that avoided any recourse to the colonial language English.* Luckily for Swahili, in Tanzania there was no tribe or tribes much larger or more dominant than the others, as the Luo or Kikuyu were and are in Kenya, or the Baganda in Uganda. Such groups have languages that tend to provide an unofficial, but competing, African lingua-franca for some parts of the country and so make the use of English seem desirable to level the playing field in the country as a whole. The ancestral speakers of Swahili in Tanzania, the WaSwahili, have not been contenders for domination, and so their language was uncontested as a national resource. Tanzania extended the use of Swahili in primary schools from four to seven years in 1967, and many have suggested that it should be used at more advanced levels too. But hitherto, the government has not opted to replace English with Swahili in secondary schools or colleges.

Tanzania, therefore, unlike its neighbors, has given English no official status. The reason, apparently, is that only here was it practically and politically possible to do so, giving the country a single linguistic medium, and an African one at that, without causing serious social imbalances among the tribes that make up the country. To do this, Tanzania’s government rejected the status quo at independence, when English had already been used for a couple of generations as the official language of the state.

These three cases of Malaysia, Sri Lanka, and Tanzania, with their different circumstances, suggest that—despite its foreseen and well-known practical benefits—English must have faced considerable challenges to be retained as any official language in any country where it is not the mother tongue. Its historical associations with British colonial power mean that it will be used where necessary or useful, but avoided wherever possible. The Malays, even though they had to negotiate with sizable and influential minorities within Malaysia, preferred to substitute their own language for it; the Sinhala found the advantages it was giving to the Tamil minority unacceptable, and when they had the power to do so, abolished it, regardless of consequences;* the Tanzanians had the easiest time of it, being spared the need for negotiation, given the absence of any heavyweight minorities. But all three went out of their way to displace English as their official language. It may be accepted, but is seldom embraced.
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In many places English has spread effectively when, a priori, one might have expected it to have no right to be there. In the most extreme case, these will be places with no historical—usually colonial—connection with English speakers, yet the demand for the language as an adjunct to the community has proved irresistible, places where the use of English was demanded as a “one-way option” or a “no-brainer”: a language choice that “went without saying,” so to speak.

Nowadays, it is quite difficult to find a part of the world with no historical connection with English-speaking powers, but a good candidate would be Mongolia, 1.5 million square kilometers sandwiched between Russian Siberia and Chinese “Inner Mongolia.” This has never been part of any UK or U.S. sphere of influence, at any time in its history. Nevertheless, in the 1990s the attempt was being made to retrain half of its Russian-language teachers to be competent in English; and in 2004 its prime minister, Tsakhia Elbegdorj (admittedly, a Harvard-educated man), announced that English would be substituted for Russian as the first foreign language in Mongolian schools. The explicit motivation of the government is economic, with aspirations to make Ulan Bator, the capital, some kind of center for outsourcing and call-center services, to be modeled on Singapore or India’s Bangalore.12

It remains to be seen if the aspirations can be translated into reality, but the idea is now rife that English is the natural choice for those seeking access to the world’s wealth. For such wealth seekers, there are some good omens.

Singapore itself, though founded by the British in 1819, has a population 77 percent Chinese, the majority of the rest being speakers of Malay (14 percent) and Tamil (up to 8 percent). English had always been recognized along with Chinese, Malay, and Tamil as an official language, but after Singapore achieved independence in 1959, the prime minister, Lee Kwan Yew, placed much greater emphasis on English than Mandarin (though personally he liked to promote them both). In that era China was not among the world’s fastest-growing economies, and even if overseas Chinese were already a massive reservoir of capital, his strategy was aggressively to build the Singapore market in the short and medium terms, to be part of a U.S.-dominated world economy. In 1966 compulsory bilingual education in English was introduced at the primary level, and in 1969 at the secondary. The early results in building widespread competence in English had been disappointing, but then Singapore had been starting from a low base: at independence no more than a quarter had been able to understand it.13 By 1975, more than 87 percent of 15-to-20-year-olds claimed to have this skill, even if the government’s more rigorous tests assessed that its bilingual policy “had not been universally effective,” with under 40 percent of students attaining the minimum level. The official response was to focus education with even more determination on English, dropping the other languages for the weaker students. English has uncompromisingly been adopted as the sole working language of government, administration, and the judiciary. This push appears to have been successful and has even extended to the increasing use of English in Singaporean homes, as it were a foster mother tongue. This new domestic use seems to have come largely at the expense of Chinese.14

English in this case has succeeded as a language of compromise among different native-language groups, as well as a spearhead for the advance of Singaporean international business. Unlike in Malaysia, no concessions were needed to a Malay-speaking majority, nor (unlike in Sri Lanka) was English denied to a minority who seemed to have gained by their history a natural advantage in using it. If anything, the use of English seems like a gratuitous concession made by the Chinese majority to guarantee a level playing field between them and the Malay and Indian minorities: English, after all, is equally foreign for all. That Singapore was founded ex nihilo by British imperial enterprise perhaps allays just a little the indignity of using a language derived from the city-state’s colonial past.

To the east, in the Philippines, the use of English has also spread as a clear heir of imperialism—in this case, for once, the imperialists being the Yankees who took control of the colony from Spain in 1898. This is something of a surprise too, in that the USA has been able to spread its language over the turbulent twentieth century, despite an intervening Japanese occupation (1942–45)—which proved well able to dissipate Dutch influence in the neighboring East Indies—and in a place where the Spanish empire had already ruled unopposed for more than three centuries—beginning in the latter half of the sixteenth century, before English had ever been heard in North America.

In fact, the Spanish had spread their language in the Philippines very little. Although Manila, consistently the capital, was founded in 1572, less than 3 percent of Filipinos came to speak Spanish in the first three centuries; all education up to that point had been in the hands of the monastic orders of the Roman Catholic Church, who outside the capital used local languages. Although there were vast numbers of these, they tended to be closely related, and three lingua-francas that predated Spanish rule (Ilocano, Tagalog, and Cebuano, from north to south) had made contact tractable. In the last four decades of the nineteenth century, a new policy emanating from Madrid had encouraged the spread of Spanish, with primary schools being opened throughout the islands (though limited by inadequate financial provision). Scions of rich families (especially Chinese mestizos) were educated in Spain and returned as ilustrados, i.e. ‘the enlightened’, primed with all sorts of inconvenient liberal political ideas. It was these ideas that led to the armed revolt in 1896, which unsettled Spanish control, a revolt that was crucially aided, then crushed, by intervention from the USA, which was at war with Spain at the time. By 1902, the whole country was in U.S. hands, and the last resistance had died out by 1906.15

The USA, plunged into controversy from the outset about the ethics of becoming an imperial power like all the European powers of which it so disapproved, was determined to provide widespread education within its new colony, even (and in the Philippines, for the first time) to the masses. Spanish and the various Filipino languages were soon rejected as media for the new schools, since so few Filipinos were found to speak Spanish and there was little preexisting literacy in any other language. English was introduced as the natural alternative, which at least meant that volunteer teachers from the USA (called Thomasites, since the first shipload arrived on U.S. army transport Thomas) could directly be employed. An American clergyman was writing in 1905 that the Thomasites could “give the children an healthy outlook towards life … and explain to them the principles of hygiene and sanitation,” and that more Filipinos spoke English after three years with American teachers than spoke Spanish after three hundred years with Spaniards.16

In general, the only resistance to the new education came from the pre-existing class of ilustrados, as well as the priests, who used their influence to rebut American secularism and discouraged school attendance in country districts. But when the United States brought in English-speaking Catholic priests from North America to work in the elite schools, and also the rural areas, even they were won over. Learning English turned out to be quite compatible with Catholic devotions. By 1923, all schools, even those for the elite in Manila, were working in English. The American spirit, attractive because more inclusive than the Spanish tradition, won them over. By the 1918 census, 28 percent of those already literate said they could read English. But twenty-one years later, just four decades after the advent of the Americans, 26.3 percent of the population as a whole claimed to speak English; by now, it was overall the country’s most widespread single language.

As the memory of Spanish faded, however, a new indigenous lingua-franca was being proposed. The Philippines had been promised independence since the beginning of the U.S. takeover, but the Republican administrations that dominated the early decades of the twentieth century in the USA had kept deferring the prospect. This changed with the election of Franklin D. Roosevelt; on November 15, 1935, the Philippines were constituted a commonwealth, with independence promised by 1946. (The constitutional convention had still conducted its proceedings in Spanish.) Its new president, Manuel Quezón, deliberately chose Tagalog from among the indigenous languages of the Philippines to act as a new national language. This was the vernacular of the Manila region, and lingua-franca of southern Luzon island, and always the most prominent of the country’s indigenous languages.* (It had, for example, been the first to be described in a missionary grammar, Fray Francisco de San José’s Arte y reglas de la Lengua Tagala, published in Bataan as early as 1610.) Tagalog was soon introduced into the school system as a subject and has grown in coverage ever since. From 1939 English had to share the primary-school curriculum with Tagalog, and other vernacular languages were taught at the primary level too. Emphasis on English remained stronger in expensive private schools, and so a good command of English became a mark of the Filipino social elite, as it is to this day.

The educational system was disrupted by the Japanese occupation of 1942–45, but although the Japanese attempted to ingratiate themselves as anticolonial by banning Spanish and declaring Tagalog the sole national language, they were actually compelled to communicate with the population largely through English. The Japanese found little anti-American sentiment on which to build solidarity, and after the war the main problem for the resurgence of English lay not in reestablishing the credibility of Americans, but in overcoming the damage that had been done to libraries, and the broken succession of language acquisition from native speakers. National independence was conceded by the USA, as promised, in 1946; yet a resurgence in enthusiasm for English occurred over the next three decades, Americans collaborating again with Filipinos to rebuild their school system. This was not dogmatically English-based. Among other measures recommended from 1958 to 1974 was that the first two grades in primary schools should be in vernacular languages. Popularity of English, and competence in it, soared over this period, while Tagalog was mired in controversy, on how to define an appropriate standard for it, and over its right to be the national language at all.

Political pressure for the Philippines to have its own language, however, finally won out, through a combination of popular nationalism, and unease, outside elite circles, at having to rely on the metropolitan—if not exactly foreign—language English. Tagalog found its feet in the end, and after two rebrandings,* at last with an inclusive “no worries” approach to loan vocabulary, it became accepted as an authentically indigenous national language. A bilingual program of school education with a far greater role for Tagalog was introduced in the schools from 1974 to 1982. As a result, English has found itself fighting a losing battle to retain its substantive identity on Filipino lips, as more and more it is used to talk not to English speakers, but to other Filipinos familiar with urban Tagalog, and impatient of standardized English. The languages once defined and propagated, fairly clearly, by the school and university system have been subverted by popular use of a mixed language, Taglish, which combines elements of Tagalog and English, and many ingrained loans from Spanish.

The career of English to date in the Philippines throws into relief some more aspects of English as a potential lingua-franca for the world. Far more than Spanish ever could, it can offer the Filipinos an open door to contact with the wider world. Filipinos can even accept this language while rejecting the USA’s sovereignty. But only a restricted elite in the Philippines (or any other foreign country) can truly keep in touch with this kind of authentic English; if the language is accepted fully as a national language, it will have to coexist with other kinds of national language, as well as local vernacular, in a way that will make sense in this part of the world.

This need to come to terms with the social realities of alien peoples, and the other languages they may use, is a real limit to the English language, especially now that it has become detached from the zone controlled by English speakers. The linguistic standard that by and large fits the United Kingdom, and its settlement colonies from the USA to New Zealand, cannot accommodate a linguistically fluid situation such as that of the Philippines. People whose first language is not English, in trying to make the language their own, will subvert and violate this standard. This constraint on the effective spread of English is independent of, and additional to, the hang-ups that many ex-colonies of the United Kingdom feel about relying on a language derived from their former colonial masters. The Philippines, as we have seen, had rather little trouble allying itself with a heritage from the USA, as its model and kindly schoolmaster, if not as its master and commander. But the Filipinos still cannot hold on to their English, at least if they try to integrate it into their own linguistic and social realities.

In our terms, the Philippines has been able to accept English as a lingua-franca, but not as a mother tongue. The Philippines’ long-term link with the English language will remain precarious. There is a will to maintain it as a channel of communication with global culture beyond the Philippine islands; but it is less and less acceptable—unless merged into the melting pot of indigenous Philippine expression—as a means of social interaction among Filipinos.
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A completely different instance of surprising take-up of the English language is its advance as the principal lingua-franca within the European Union (EU). This has happened since the 1950s, and especially over the past thirty years since the British entry to this organization in 1973. The progress has been paradoxical because historically English had no pretensions, or entrenched position, as a lingua-franca for Europe.

Although clearly a European language, English had, until the twentieth century, always been purely an offshore phenomenon. Besides the British Isles, where it originated on one island after the fifth century AD and spread into the other islands through Norman colonial activity from the twelfth, English was only spoken on the margins of Europe, in the isolated Mediterranean outposts of Gibraltar (since 1704), Minorca (1708–1802), Malta (1800–1964), and Cyprus (1878–1960). All the while, it was gaining a much bigger speaker community on other continents. But it was never spoken in any substantial enclave of Europe, even from the eleventh to fourteenth centuries when Norman and Angevin kings with a base in England ruled much of France.

The lingua-franca of western and central Europe, in a tradition that goes back to the beginning of the Christian era, had been Latin. For fifteen hundred years this had largely been unchanged because Latin was handed down through a common school curriculum for the elite. After the sixteenth century, though, this role was more and more filled by the modern language French, reflecting the long-standing prestige of the French state in Europe as a whole.* After the French Revolution, however, France’s political dominance and its cultural influence were increasingly challenged by Prussia and Great Britain. Nevertheless, the leading political/commercial role of the French language survived for another century. Only with the Treaty of Versailles (1919), when Great Britain and especially the USA played the key roles as victorious powers
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