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Unit 9
Living in a global world
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Track 1.24
	Interviewer:
	Professor, what exactly is a “world language”?

	Crystal:
	Well, very simply, it’s a language which is spoken not just in one or two countries but around the world. The important thing is that it’s a language which people often use as well as their own language – as a second language. Some people are, of course, native speakers and so it’s their mother tongue, but for most users of the language, that’s not the case.

	Interviewer:
	And English is now that language.

	Crystal:
	Yes, absolutely. English is not only the mother tongue of around four hundred million people or so. There are another four hundred million or so who live in countries where it’s an official language, places like India, for example, but it’s used in China, South America, Europe, Japan … everywhere really.

	Interviewer:
	Is the idea of a world language a new one?

	Crystal:
	We had languages in the past which were spoken in many different countries – Latin in the Roman Empire, for example. But this is the first time in history that there is a language which is spoken by so many people, the first truly global language, if you like.

	Interviewer:
	Why English?

	Crystal:
	Well, it’s certainly not because English is easy to speak. OK, some people say that English grammar is not so complicated as say, French or German grammar where they have masculine and feminine nouns and cases, and so on, but I think anyone who learns English will tell you that it definitely isn’t an easy language and English spelling is really, really difficult – there don’t seem to be any rules! No it’s because of two things. The first is the British Empire which brought English to the USA, Canada, Australia, India, Africa and so on. Without the British Empire, English wouldn’t be a world language. But then the second thing is America. From the 1950s onwards, America was the dominant world power, the richest country in the world, and it had a culture that everyone wanted – films, clothes, food, music and so on. It was America which made English the kind of world language it is today.

	Interviewer:
	So how exactly is English used as a world language?

	Crystal:
	Well, think of business and commerce. If you live in China, say, and you want to sell your products, you have to do it in English. Your business partners – and they may be anywhere in the world – will want to talk to you in English. I think you have to understand that most business conversations in English are not with a native speaker. It’s said that 75 per cent, three quarters of all business conversations worldwide are not between a native speaker and someone who has learned English, but between two people who have both learned English as a foreign language, people who are both just using the language to communicate. And the same thing is true in the world of science, the media, music – English is just the language that everyone uses when they need to talk together.

	Interviewer:
	One last question, professor. Do you think English will always be the world language we all use?

	Crystal:
	That’s a good question. I spoke earlier about Latin and said it was once a sort of world language – and who speaks Latin now? Nothing lasts forever. Some people say that they think Chinese will become the world language one day. Mandarin Chinese is the language with the biggest number of native speakers in the world, in fact, and China is becoming a very successful country. Personally, I don’t think that will happen. Mandarin is an extremely difficult language and writing Chinese is even more difficult. Also, English is spoken so widely now, so many people know it already, that it would be crazy to stop using it and to learn another language instead. There is perhaps one thing which may happen which could stop English and that’s computer translation, translation software programs. There are lots of websites now where you can get a translation of a text and it’s possible in the future that people won’t need English to speak together – they can use digital translators. Of course, you still have the problem of talking to someone face to face but maybe we will solve that problem with translators, too. I don’t know. But I think English will be the world language for a long time, certainly for the next fifty and probably the next hundred years.
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