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Is the English language a useful tool in globalization?

Riassunto

L’inglese ¢ la pin diffusa lingua al mondo ed agisce
come lingua globale, rafforzando la posizione egemoni-
ca degli Stati Uniti. La sua diffusione ¢ ritenuta respon-
sabile dell’estinzione di molte lingue minoritarie, un
fatto ritenuto positivo da alcuni in quanto portatore di
unita, e da altri considerato invece un fattore di tensio-
ne conflittuale. L’insieme dei dati riportati riguardo alla
letteratura, al mercato delle traduzioni e all'inglese “ci-
bernetico” di Internet, suggerisce cautela nel trarre
conclusioni. La resistenza delle altre lingue & spesso
particolarmente forte. Proprio su Internet le lingue
neolatine sembrano in ripresa. Inoltre, nel mondo in
via di sviluppo, I'inglese subisce profonde alterazioni e
mescolanze con le lingue locali. Nonostante cio, esso
continua a funzionare da lingua di collegamento tra
paesi, scienziati, intellettuali, diplomatici, commercianti
¢ cosl via, cio che lo rende fondamentale come lingua
franca, vitale per la gestione del mercato globale. Que-
sto ¢ il motivo per cui i governi dei paesi in via di svilup-
po favoriscono l'inglese standard della finanza interna-
zionale, del commercio e della tecnologia piuttosto che
I'inglese creolo effettivamente parlato nelle loro culture
multietniche.

Introduction

My title might well seem an idle question. It is
well known that English is the most widespread
language in the world. Contrary to Mandarin
Chinese, spoken by the largest number of people
but poorly understood outside China, English is
native not only to Great Britain, but also to the
United States of America, to Ireland, Canada,
Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and the Phil-

ippines. Together these countries are home to 322
million of the 6 billion people in the world. More-
over, English is the second language in many
countries, such as Nigeria and India, as a result of
English colonialism starting in the 16th century.
English colonial policy aimed at uprooting native
cultures, and the English language proved to be a
very efficient tool for the purpose. As Macaulay
wrote in his famous Minute (1835) in relation to
India: “We must at present do our best to form a
class who may be interpreter between us and the
millions whom we govern; a class of persons Indi-
an in blood and colour, but English in taste, in
opinions, in morals and intellect” (cited in Sassi
1995, p. 17). From that time on, it was compulsory
for people belonging to the Indian élite to be
taught in English.

It should be added that English has become an
international language, a universal means of lin-
guistic change, which allows people from very dis-
tant places to feel part of a global community.
We refer, first of all, to the Internet. As Michael
Cronin (1988, p. 150) reports, “Current estimates
are that 80% of e-mail and data content are in
English, a language that is not spoken as either a
first or second language by three quarters of the
people on the planet.” Consequently, people who
wish to communicate, trade or get information on
the Internet must be able to use and understand
at least basic sentences and a limited vocabulary.
The more they know, the more advantages they
will obtain from their ‘navigation’ as internauts.
Cyber-English, as the most widely-used language
online is labelled, is not the only new variety of
English. We have air speak, business English and
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