Should the world RELY on English as a lingua franca?

Pierre Frath

CIRLEP, Department of English, Université de Reims Champagne-Ardenne (France)
pierre.frath@univ-reims.fr
ABSTRACT

English has become a global lingua franca, a unique linguistic situation in world history. As there is no discernible coercion, it seems the world has freely chosen English and yet if for example we look at European linguistic policies, the hegemony of one particular language has never been an objective. So what has happened? Is such hegemony a good thing? If not, what credible alternative could be suggested?
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Introduction

Europe and the world at large seem to have agreed that English should become their lingua franca. There have been linguae francae before in history but this is the first time that one language has become global, worldwide and across all social classes in most societies. The question we will discuss here is straightforward yet hardly ever touched upon:  is such a global hegemony a good thing or a bad one? We shall first examine the situation of other linguae francae in the past and at the present time: Greek, Latin, French, Swahili, and the situation during the colonial era. We shall compare our findings with the contemporary situation and see that the hegemony of English presents both positive and negative aspects. A very positive aspect is the actual existence of a worldwide lingua franca; as for the English language itself, its relative simplicity at the beginner’s level is certainly an advantage; another is that is provides learners with a direct access to probably the richest culture of the present time. The most important disadvantage is the risk of cultural and political domination. We shall suggest that, even though the achievements of English-speaking cultures are impressive, the world needs alternative perspectives. We shall argue that this can only be achieved by introducing multilingual educational policies worldwide.  

Comparison between a few linguae francae
The use of a lingua franca seems to be a very common phenomenon, most probably an anthropological feature of mankind, something that we do quite naturally to communicate in certain situations. 

“Lingua franca” is a Latinised Italian expression meaning “Frankish language”, the language of the Franks. The meaning of “franca” was probably influenced by the Arabic word “faranji”, meaning “European”, coined from the Germanic-French word “franc” by the Arabs at the time of the Crusades. The Lingua Franca
 was largely Italian in structure, lexicon and pronunciation, with vocabulary taken from Turkish, French, Hebrew, Arabic, Greek, Portuguese, Spanish, etc. It was used for communication by merchants and sailors all around the Mediterranean. It appeared in the Middle-Ages, reached its highpoint in the 17th century and faded away in the 19th century. The Lingua Franca was a pidgin and never became a mother tongue. It was learned outside educational institutions for purely practical reasons. As it was not the language of a prestigious country or social class, it did not become a major source of lexical additions to other languages.
There have been many linguae francae in history but we shall only examine a few, enough to make our point. Koine Greek, or κοινή διάλεκτος (common language), was the lingua franca of Antiquity. It was the language of the Delos League, a confederation of Greek cities allied against Persia in 478 B.C. It later became the language of Alexander the Great’s armies, which conquered a huge empire in the 4th century B.C., and was subsequently used in the Mediterranean for many centuries. It was first considered a decayed and over-simplified language by native speakers of Greek, but Greek culture was so prestigious that the “common language” was soon considered the universal language of knowledge, science, philosophy and literature. The New Testament was written in Koine Greek for that reason. In Christian times, Koine Greek became the language of the Eastern Church and acquired an official institutional status.  

The case of Latin is very similar. It was first used as a lingua franca around the Mediterranean, which the Romans considered as their sea (mare nostrum), and then all through the Middle-Ages among scholars and the élite. Its rise was caused by the same sort of factors as for Greek: military might, economic power, cultural prestige and religion after Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire. When Latin started losing its dominance in Europe during the Renaissance, its role as a lingua franca for the élite was taken over by French, the language of the most powerful country at the time in Europe. French became the main language of culture, diplomacy and commerce until the middle of the 20th century, when it was replaced by English
. 

Greek, Latin and French as linguae francae share some features. They were first imposed by conquest and economic supremacy but they persisted as linguae francae long after the end of the empires where they had originated. Compare that with Russian. When the Soviet empire crumbled, the Eastern European and Baltic states quickly abandoned Russian as their main foreign language and chose English instead. On the one hand they wanted to severe ties with their former ruler; on the other, they were genuinely attracted by the West and by the language of the most prestigious country, the US, which they felt had liberated them from the Soviet yoke. A freely chosen lingua franca is indeed the language of a prestigious country and choosing it often means choosing a desirable cultural model. 

Greek, Latin and French were not universally spoken, only by those who needed them, for example scholars and merchants. This means they were never in a position to replace or harm local languages.  On the contrary, Greek, Latin and French words entered the lexicons of most languages and helped enrich them by giving names to new objects. For example, there are many thousand words of French origin in the Turkish language, e.g. abajur, abandone, aberasyon, abiye, abone, abonman, tayyör, kartuş, aksesuar, psikolog, kuaför, ekselans, şemine, asensör…This role as a provider of new words has now been taken over by English, especially in such fields as computer science, technology, the media, etc.
As for Swahili, our last example, it is the lingua franca of large parts of East Africa. It was originally the native tongue of small communities living on the shores of the Indian Ocean and was used along the trade and slave routes in East Africa. It is a Bantu language, like most languages in the area, and thus readily understandable by other Bantu communities. The native Swahili-speaking communities in Tanzania are far from being a majority. Yet Swahili has become a national language of Tanzania
 and it is used as a vehicular in primary schools while English is the language of secondary and higher education. Tanzanians feel Swahili could become an alternative to English as a prestige national language, all the more so since the African Union has adopted it as an official language. As a result many non-natives have started educating their children in Swahili. Yet, because of that, it is feared that Swahili could be a much greater threat to the dozens of other languages spoken in Tanzania than English has ever been: Swahili is a legitimate local language and a symbol of national and African unity while English is the language of the former colonial ruler. 

The birth, growth and decline of empires seem to be another anthropological and therefore inevitable feature of mankind. Empires appear as a result of superior military power exercised over foreign lands and followed by economic expansion to the detriment of local resources and labour. Empire builders usually believe in their intrinsic superiority, which they think is a justification of their domination. This feeling of superiority is often softened and converted into messianic ideologies: empires often claim they have a moral duty to contribute to the development and welfare of the subject nations. The French used to speak about “la mission civilisatrice de la France” and R. Kipling’s poem “The white man’s burden” was used as a justification for English and American colonisation. The Soviets were to bring socialist bliss to the world, and many Americans nowadays believe the main objective of their country’s foreign policy, even wars, is to bring democracy and freedom to the world.

Such ideological mindsets do not encourage interest in local languages. Colonial educational policies usually ignore local languages and impose the coloniser’s language, which becomes a de facto lingua franca and often remains one after colonisation has ended. The colonised accept the colonisers’ superiority for a while and this often leads to the rejection of their own local culture. Albert Memmi, a French-educated Arab Jew of Tunisia gives powerful and sometimes heart-rendering accounts of the colonised and the colonisers’ mindsets in his two well-known masterpieces Le portrait du colonisé and Le Portrait du colonisateur
, published in 1957. He shows that colonisation involves cultural and psychological submission to the coloniser, a phenomenon known as the colonisation of minds.

What sort of a lingua franca is English?

The situation of English as a lingua franca is ambivalent. It is a freely chosen international language and this has endowed it with some very positive features. Yet it is also the language of an empire and this has had some negative consequences. 

1. Positive Aspects

English really began enjoying a role as a lingua franca after the Second World War when the military, economic, scientific and technological supremacy of America became obvious. At that time too, American popular culture was beginning to gain world-wide recognition and admiration and a few decades later the American media business managed to achieve a global hegemony on world popular culture. On top of that, after the fall of communism, the US remained the only superpower and American supremacy has remained unchallenged ever since, despite terrorism. 

English has in effect become the international language of science and technology, commerce and diplomacy, tourism and travel. English is now the first source for neology in most languages. All of this is very positive. And since the world actually needs a lingua franca, English is certainly a good choice. Standard words are short and relatively easy to pronounce; there is very little morphology and since syntax is not too constraining, non-natives get by easily even with a low level of proficiency. Of course difficulties strike back with a vengeance when learners try to reach a higher level: listening comprehension of native English-speakers is difficult, polysyllabic words are hard to pronounce, and high level fluency in writing is an elusive objective for many non-natives. One of the most positive aspects of learning the English language is that it gives an easy and direct access to the various fields of a very rich culture: literature, the arts, the sciences, the humanities, etc. No educated person anywhere can do without knowledge of Anglophone cultural achievements.    
2. Negative Aspects

As remarked above, empires do not usually take much interest in foreign cultures, and the United States is no exception. Most Americans only watch their own films, listen to their own music, read their own books
. This natural feature of empires has been reinforced in the case of America by cultural characteristics inherited from a British tradition of insularity and wariness of anything foreign dating back to the Middle-Ages. English-speaking cultures are essentially self-centred even though a minority is certainly open to the rest of the world. As a result, Anglophones tend to think that they are the norm, that the way they do things is natural, universal, implicitly better, and this gives the hegemony of English a colonial flavour. Albert Memmi’s descriptions of the colonised and the coloniser’s mindsets are surprisingly valid in the present situation. 

The world seems to have has accepted the cultural, economic and political domination of the US. Even though it might arguably be better to be dominated by the US rather than by any other country, domination is intrinsically unpleasant and dangerous. America is certainly not a benign country, and the capital-friendly neo-conservative views circulated worldwide by some English-speaking media, e.g.  so-called “independent” news networks such as CNN and Fox News and self-styled “quality” magazines such as the UK’s The Economist, are certainly ethically questionable, not to say downright evil. Then again, other countries are no better.

There are other examples of very negative cultural domination and we shall now examine the situation in the field of academic research.   
2.1 Research

English-language bibliographies, especially in such fields as linguistics, philosophy of language, cognitive psychology, artificial intelligence, didactics, etc. hardly ever mention foreign authors, particularly when their work has been published in another language. As a result foreign views are hardly present in English-language academic articles. This would not be a problem if other languages were also used in academic articles in other countries, as was the case a few decades ago. If such articles offered better views and solutions, English-speaking researchers would eventually have to take them into account, even if they were written in another language, or gradually slip into irrelevance. In the present situation, foreign views are ignored, even quite often when they have actually been published in English, as most non-native scholars very well know. Nevertheless, authors then will write in English in order to have a chance to be published in English-language journals, and this has had some unfortunate consequences. Writing in a foreign language is not as easy as in one’s own and ideas may not receive optimal expression. Also, if the author’s proficiency is low, papers may not even be given full attention. As a consequence native speakers of English certainly enjoy an unfair advantage. Furthermore, authors have to conform to Anglophone norms, both on the presentational and content levels. All of this leads to lack of competition and comforts Anglophone theories even if they actually need a challenge. For example, American cognitive linguistics is ubiquitous even though its philosophical foundations are dubious and deserve at least some debate
. It would not be so bad if native English-speaking researchers massively read other languages: they would then be able to circulate original non-English views through their publications. But empires do not learn foreign tongues. 

On the whole, the domination of English in academic publications has had more disadvantages than advantages for non English-speaking research. Unchallenged Anglophone views are too often uncritically adopted and researchers sometimes neglect their own perfectly valid traditions. This may result in producing second-rate copycat research. Also, it has happened that the publication of original research submitted to American journals was postponed while the reviewers redid the experiments and published results under their own names.
 

The time may have come to reduce the dominance of English in academic journals and to favour local languages. International communication might be a bit more difficult, but the quality might improve. Most linguists probably remember the heyday of Danish linguistics in the first half of the 20th century, when Louis Hjelmslev and other great linguists created the Cercle linguistique de Copenhague. They sometimes published in French and in English, but most of their papers were in Danish and nevertheless achieved worldwide fame and admiration. Nowadays, in Denmark, all linguistics journals are in English and the influence of Danish linguistics has all but dwindled. 
2.2 Threat to Local Languages

Does English pose a threat to local languages? It certainly does. In the countries where higher education is done in another language than the local one, the educated end up being unable to express what they think and know in their mother tongue. When this happens, the end is nigh. The use of the local language then tends to be restricted to everyday life while the vehicular language of education becomes the language of work and study. The situation slips out of control when the vehicular replaces local languages in primary and secondary schools, and this is already happening under our very noses: educated and well-off people in many places send their children to all-English schools for the élite. But what is good for the élite is usually desirable for other people too, and this may produce a social demand for all-English schools for everyone. Local languages then run the risk of being dropped altogether and disappearing. This is the sad fate suffered by many regional languages in Europe and elsewhere. A language is safe as long as parents use it with their children and they do this as long as it is able to express what they think and know. It becomes extinct when a generation or two feels it has stopped being useful and might even be a handicap for their children. They then tend to use another language. This is what happened to this author’s mother tongue, Alsatian, a Germanic dialect spoken in Alsace, a region of France. Our generation was educated in French and when we left university we were unable to express our newly-acquired knowledge in Alsatian. We stopped using Alsatian with our children and we used French instead because we felt French was the language of success and that Alsatian would only be a hindrance. This might also happen in Tanzania in a generation or two, as discussed above. Swahili might be the kiss of death for most other local languages. 
Recommendations

What can be done? An excellent solution would be to adopt a lingua franca with no native speakers, such as Latin or Esperanto: there would be no imperial side-effects linked to the language and no culture would have an unfair advantage. An alternative solution would be to choose the language of a very small country, such as Greece. 
But there is actually no choice in such matters: the “choice” of a lingua franca is an anthropological phenomenon, something that happens without conscious decision-making. English has been “chosen” by vox populi and since it is well suited for that purpose, we might as well keep it. All we can and should do is to try and limit the negative aspects of that “choice” by formulating and implementing adequate linguistic policies. This means that policy makers should first become aware of the problem. Most of the time they are not, and this is a justification for writing a paper like this one. Eventual political awareness should then be followed by the implementation of educational policies, which we shall now endeavour to outline.

1. Multilingualism as an Alternative

Educational systems worldwide should be geared towards multilingualism. English must have its place but not all the place. At the moment, the linguistic situation in most European educational systems is rather bleak. English is the first language practically everywhere and second languages, when on offer, belong to a very short list including French, Spanish, German and a few more for limited numbers of students. In France, thirty years ago, high school students used to enjoy a real choice from about ten or twelve languages both as a first and a second language. 

A wider choice of other languages should be on offer and this means a radical change in educational policies. Before deciding on which languages should be learned, let us first have a look at the constraints. The first is communication. Ideally, a country wants its citizens to be able to communicate with foreigners, at home and abroad. The use of a lingua franca is practical but not sufficient. As the saying goes, you can buy in English, but you sell in the local language. By having its citizens collectively learn a large range of languages, a country makes sure that a variety of linguistic and cultural knowledge is at hand for its economy and the intellectual welfare of its people. The second constraint is independence from the views carried by the English language. To be able to do that, citizens must be secure in their own language or languages (we shall come to that in the next section), and learn languages which are both widespread and widely recognised, and culturally self-assured enough to be able to produce an alternative. There are not very many of those left: French, German, Spanish, Russian... Chinese may become one of those. The third is the local environment. The languages of neighbouring countries should be learned too. It is very sad, and indeed economically unsound, when people living across a border have to resort to a third language to communicate. In some parts of the world, a widely recognised local language could become a local lingua franca. For example, Turkish could play the same official role in Central Asia as Swahili in East Africa.

To illustrate the point, let us try to figure out a list of languages which could be on offer in the Turkish educational system
. English of course, plus a choice from “alternative” languages (French, German, Spanish, Russian…); Arabic for obvious cultural and religious reasons; neighbours’ languages, particularly in the areas close to the borders: Farsi, Greek, Armenian, Georgian. Other languages such as Chinese and Japanese should be offered too in some schools. It would not mean that everyone would have to learn all of these languages, but that they would globally be on offer in Turkish schools for students to choose from, ensuring that citizens as a whole have a large array of linguistic skills between them. 

Life-long language learning should be introduced as well, as the Council of Europe is urging member countries to do, and new techniques such as intercomprehension could be introduced. When proficiency in a foreign language has been achieved (say Spanish), comprehension (oral and written) of all the other languages of that family (Portuguese, Italian, Romanian, French…) can be realised very quickly by using intercomprehension teaching techniques
. Intercomprehension works for mother tongues too: all Central Asian languages belonging to the Turkic family
 could be learned in a very short time by the native speakers of any one of them. 

Self-study is also a highly efficient method for motivated students. This author has created a multilingual self-study resource centre at Strasbourg University (SPIRAL)
 and very recently at Reims University (CEREL)
, which has 29 languages on offer (including Turkish). Experience shows that when there is a supply, there is a demand, and many students are quite keen to learn languages. There are many reasons for that: sheer curiosity, cultural interest in a country, foreign descent, and also the notion that proficiency only in English will not be a sufficient advantage on the job market. English is taken for granted, and it is other languages which will make a difference.          

2. Alphabetisation in Mother Tongues

For students to be able to make the most of languages, they must first be made secure in their own mother tongue or tongues. National languages are usually the vernaculars at school. Yet quite often students speak other languages at home, either regional or heritage, and they should also get at least some education in those languages. Some such languages come with a pedagogic tradition and implementation is therefore easy (when the political conditions have been settled, which is not always easy). Others, namely in Africa, are as yet unwritten. An international effort should be made to provide such languages with a minimal linguistic apparatus (dictionaries, grammars, anthologies…), a first and necessary step towards alphabetisation. 

Conclusion

English has a role to play as a lingua franca, but it should not be the only language learned worldwide. Other languages are necessary if we really want an open global society. Languages are windows to other cultures and traditions, which in turn help us look at our own cultures with a more critical eye. The only use of English will turn other languages into provincial languages without influence and they will run the risk of becoming irrelevant. An English-speaking global village will only produce a semblance of community. Communication will take place, but at a low level with no in-depth understanding of cultural differences. We shall believe that “we are the world, we are the people”
 because we buy the same clothes, listen to the same music, watch the same movies, and drink the same lemonade. We shall think that another culture is just like ours but in another language. Yet if peace is to be a global goal of mankind, it is the differences which have to be understood and accepted. Such understanding is not within the reach of any lingua franca.
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� We shall use uppercase L and F for the original Lingua Franca, and lowercase and italics for lingua franca used as a common noun.


� French replaced Latin for the first time at the Rastatt Treaty in 1714, and the role of English as an international diplomatic language began in 1919, at the Versailles Treaty, alongside French.


� And also of Kenya.


� On that same topic, the reader might be interested in reading Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s novel Voyage au bout de la nuit (Journey to the End of Night).  


� Such a cultural behaviour is known as provincialism. 


� Readers interested in a critical view on cognitivism may, for example, refer to Frath 2004, 2005, 2007. For a critique of Neo-Darwinism and cognitivism, see François Rastier (forthcoming).


� See Durand 2009 for example.


� For another example, see this author’s proposal for a multilingual language policy for Europe (Frath 2008).


� See for example E. Castagne 2007, F. Capucho 2007, 2008, F. Capucho & K. Pelsmaekers 2008, Ch. Ollivier (2007). Also Filomena Capucho’s paper in this volume.


� Turkic languages include Azerbaijani, Kazakh, Uzbek, Uyghur, Kyrgyz, Yakut, Altay, and many more.


� http://spiral.unistra.fr/


� http://ww.univ-reims.fr/CEREL


� A song by Lionel Ritchie and Michael Jackson used for a Coke commercial. 


� In many countries foreign language literature and cultural studies have ceased to attract students and whole departments are closing down. Even English for specialists is suffering. In the nineties, there used up to seven hundred first year students of English at this author’s university, down now to less than a hundred. The situation is even more tragic with other languages. This is probably a sign that we have ceased to be really interested in other cultures and that we believe that a shallow proficiency in English as a lingua franca is enough. 





