Is the expansion of English in continental Europe a threat to all other languages?
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When looking at the linguistic map of Europe, it is important to recall that the diverse heritage of many languages existed long before states were formed, and long before the concept ‘Europe’ emerged. As Umberto Eco puts it: ‘Europe first appears as a Babel of new languages. Only afterwards was it a mosaic of nations’. He also stresses how important it is to maintain a sense of history, so that we can learn from the past.

Most of the constituent elements of the political map of Europe are the result of the nationalism of the past two centuries. The creation of the European Union (EU) is a direct consequence of the determination of the post-1945 generation to create structures that would make the appalling bloodshed of earlier centuries and two ‘world’ wars in the twentieth century unthinkable.

The EU is at root a Franco-German project, but the French and German languages are being marginalised nationally and internationally, and the use of English is increasing throughout continental Europe and in EU institutions. This is due to the EU also following a US agenda. Marshall ‘aid’ was made conditional on the integration of European economies. Leading American politicians are openly explicit about their goals:

Our nation is chosen by God and commissioned by history to be a model to the world.

George W. Bush, 2000

The rest of the world is best served by the USA pursuing its own interests because American values are universal. 
Condoleezza Rice, 2000

Linguistic imperialism is part of this policy for expanding US corporate interests, which fits with massive British involvement in the business of ‘the world’ learning English. In this, the British Council plays a key role. Their director in Germany was citied in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, on 26 February 2002 as declaring that ‘English should be the sole official language of the European Union.’

The position of languages at the national/international interface is complicated. The EU institutions have the world’s largest translation and interpretation services for the 20 languages that are used for binding documents, laws, and regulations, and for political representation in the European Parliament. In some contact with governments and experts, familiarity with French or English is expected. All 20 languages can be used in correspondence with the citizens of Europe, but the EU’s websites and publicity are often only available in the ‘big’ languages. French used to be the most widely used internal working language in the Commission and other institutions, but English has increasingly taken over this role.

There is no absolute guarantee of equality between EU languages. On the other hand for many EU purposes, speakers of demographically small languages, such as Estonian, Latvian, Maltese or Slovenian, have the same rights as speakers of English and French. By contrast, demographically large languages, such as Catalan in Spain and France, do not have the same status and rights as EU languages. Languages such as Welsh in the UK have no rights in the EU, even though Welsh is used in Wales for official functions, education, and the media, alongside English. Recognition of Welsh as a language for Wales in no way threatens English, nor the unity of the United Kingdom.

The website of the new Commission that took office in 2004 proclaims that among EU policies for Europe 2010: A partnership for European renewal are the creation of a ‘Europe of freedom, a knowledge economy, a European education and research area, a European public space, and a European Justice Space’.

The integration of higher education is being engineered through the Bologna Process, which has the objective ‘within the framework of our institutional competences and taking full respect of the diversity of cultures, languages, national education systems and of University autonomy - to consolidate a European Higher Education Area at the latest by 2010. The meeting at Bergen, Norway on 19-20 May 2005 (www.bologna-bergen2005.no) focussed on the coordination of structural uniformity (a standardised degree structure), quality assurance, the recognition of degrees and study periods, attractiveness and competitiveness. It also identified priorities for review at the next meeting in London in 2007, as well as goals for 2010. The concluding communiqué contains ritual recognition of the importance of maintaining the European heritage and cultural diversity, the principle of public responsibility for higher education, and university autonomy, but at the same time stresses the role of business in achieving Bologna Process goals and in preparing university graduates for the labour market.

What is striking is that not once in six pages of the Bergen communiqué is there any reference to languages. There is nothing on bilingual degrees or multilingualism. The language of all documents and virtually all deliberations was English. This can perhaps be justified for practical reasons at a conference, however what emerges unambiguously is that in the Bologna process, ‘internationalisation’ means ‘English-medium higher education’. What are the implications for other languages? For schools in diverse education systems?
There is a great deal of fluidity in language policy in Europe:

· an unresolved tension between linguistic nationalism (typically entailing monolingualism) and EU institutional multilingualism,

· competing agendas at the European, state (national), and sub-statal levels,

· an increase of grassroots and elite bilingualism,

· a largely uncritical adoption of englishisation, English as the lingua economica/americana
· a rhetoric of language rights, and advocacy of linguistic diversity, and some national and supranational implementation.

There are many factors that account for paralysis in language policy formation at the inter-governmental level:

· different cosmologies in national linguistic cultures

· confusions of terminology: terms like lingua franca, multilingualism, and working language are understood differently in each language, in discourse (politics, media, business etc) and in distinct academic disciplines

· linguistic human rights do not constrain ‘international’ languages

· criteria for guiding equitable supranational language policy are under-explored

· fragile processes for dialogue between scholars, interest groups, and policy-makers

· journalistic coverage of language issues tends to be ill-informed

· EU institutions are inconsistent in living up to ideals of multilingual equality (on the website and in communications with member states)

· overall responsibility for language policy in the EU is fragmented (between the Council of Ministers, the Directorates General for Education & Culture, for Translation, etc), and is ultimately an (inter-)governmental responsibility

· alternatives to market forces (the comparative advantage of English in the European linguistic market) and linguistic nationalism (e.g. Esperanto) are unexplored

· power politics, linguistic nationalism, and economic pressures are in force.

The trend of promoting linguistic diversity can be seen in the EU Commission’s policy statement Promoting language learning and linguistic diversity: An Action Plan 2004-2006, of 24 July 2003. Among its many recommendations are that the range of languages learned in schools should be expanded, and should include ‘smaller’ languages as well as the larger ones, and should apply to regional, minority and migrant languages as well as those with ‘national’ status, and the languages of major trading partners throughout the world.

One of the interesting challenges is to find out what underlying strategies underpin the europeanisation of education, with the Bologna process at university level massively strengthening English at the expense of all other languages, and with school policies ostensibly being pushed in the opposite direction. Or is this mere rhetoric? Self-deception? The draft European constitutional treaty (admittedly on hold for the moment) is very weak on language rights, and explicitly imposes a neoliberal economic system on all EU states. And granted that the EU system in many ways is privileging English, what this means is that linguistic capital in other languages is being downgraded, devalued. The economic mechanisms that permit elites to take over economies worldwide can be seen as capital accumulation by dispossession. Is this what is happening in language policy too, linguistic capital accumulation by dispossession, when domains are taken over by English? When in language pedagogy, English is learned merely as a tool for other content subjects (Content and Language Integrated Learning, another EU mantra) disconnected from neoliberal corporate-driven globalisation? With education increasingly seen as a 'market opportunity' and no longer as a public good?

Voire aussi Robert Phillipson, ‘L’anglais : menace ou chance pour le continent européen ?’, L’avenir s’écrit aussi en français, ed. Marc Favre d’Echallens. Panoramiques, 69, 86-96, 2004.

� Copenhagen Business School. Linguistic Imperialism, Oxford University Press, 1992; English-only Europe, Routledge, 2003.





PAGE  
1

