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The central purpose of this paper is to plead for an urgent review of a 
currently fashionable rhetoric, according to which the spread of English is 
endangering many regional languages and their corresponding cultures. 
The unmistakable implication of this opinion is that the spread of EFL ‘has 
a nefariously aggressive and imperialistic dimension to it: I contend that 
the guilt complex which is likely to arise among EFL teachers in particular 
from a suspicion of complicity in this gigantic enterprise of neo-colonial- 
ism is totally misguided. In my view, the whole thesis is based on premises 
that no longer hold good in a world marked by cultural intermixing and 
growing multilingualsm at a hitherto unprecedented level, leading to un- 
stable identities and shifting conceptual contours. 

The Eng/ish Over the past few years, there has been a veritable spate of books and 
language and the journal articles designed to decry and make us rethink the entire array of 

a/legations of arguments standardly marshalled in favour of the use of English as 
linguistic neo- an - or, shouldn’t we rather be saying, the - international language of 

colonialism the post-World War II era. Such arguments, we are told, deflect our 
attention from the important but all-too-often neglected fact that the 
triumphant march of English as the world’s number one lingua franca is 
actually taking place over the dead bodies of innumerable regional 
languages, resulting in the degradation and ultimate demise of local 
cultures. The picture is often depicted in a highly sensational manner by 
having recourse to such catchy phrases as ‘glottophagie’, ‘linguicide’, 
‘language murder’, ‘linguistic cannibalism’, (Calvet 1974, Phillipson and 
Skutnabb-Kangas 1995) and ‘linguistic imperialism’ (Phillipson 1992). 
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The mounting The concerted rhetoric currently being orchestrated against the 
alarmist rhetoric pretensions of English in the contemporary cultural scenario can 

understandably lead to an increasing unease and a nagging guilt 
complex among those who are involved in one way or another in the 
enterprise of spreading the English language far and wide. Holborow 
(1996: 172), in her review of The Cultural Politics of English as an 
International Language (Pennycook 1994), captures the contemporary 
spirit when she writes: ‘Teaching English can no longer be taken as 
simply teaching language.’ 

Needless to say, it is the classroom teachers - the ones who are, when all 
is said and done, the people entrusted with the task of actually dealing 
with the other-language speakers, and trying to convert them into 
proficient bilinguals - who will probably be the worst hit by this new 
crisis of conscience. They are quite likely to ask themselves at some 
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stage if they aren’t unwittingly letting themselves be used as cogs in a 
gigantic cultural steam-roller that ruthlessly crushes to extinction 
minority languages as it trundles along. To consider themselves, in 
other words, guilty of complicity in a most insidious enterprise of neo- 
colonialism that works by taking possession of the minds rather than the 
bodies of its potential subjects. And, to be sure, conscience, as the Bard 
has reminded us, doth make cowards of us all. 

The analogy alluded to by the word ‘convert’ in the foregoing paragraph 
was deliberate. As EFL teachers, we are often made to feel rather like 
the Spanish conquistadores in 16th century South America, and the 
missionaries that accompanied them, who showed no mercy towards the 
local cultures and traditions in their single-minded effort to spread the 
Word of the Christian God, and save the souls of the native Indians (in 
return, of course, for a modicum of fee in the form of looted gold!). 

A storm in a teacup? In this brief but admittedly provocative piece, I wish to argue against this 
currently fashionable trend, marked, in my view, by a certain misguided 
spirit of penitential self-flagellation. I wish to maintain instead that the 
whole idea of the English language exercising a hegemonic role in the 
world today, and threatening the very survival of minority languages, 
has been grossly and sensationally blown out of proportion. Moreover, 
this has taken place at the cost of turning a blind eye to some of the 
fundamental facts about natural languages and the way they function in 
the real world. Ironically enough, as I shall argue, the very charges being 
pressed against the hegemony of the English language and its putative 
imperialist pretensions themselves bear the imprint of a way of thinking 
about language moulded in an intellectual climate of excessive 
nationalist fervour and organized marauding of the wealth of alien 
nations - an intellectual climate where identities were invariably thought 
of in all-or-nothing terms. 

Before my readers jump into precipitate conclusions about my intent, let 
me hasten to clarify what it is that I am not claiming. I am by no means 
claiming that the growing importance of the English language in today’s 
globalized world is not jeopardizing the survival of minority languages. 
Nor is it my intention to argue that it is pointless to worry about the 
disappearance of scores of such languages from the face of the earth. 
Yes, by all means, the endangered languages do merit special attention 
from the authorities. 

The theoretical The claim that I do want to push forward is that most of the alarmist 
underpinnings of rhetoric currently being vented is based on a certain view of human 

the current rhetoric languages that is widespread among both the lay public and professional 
linguists, but is better characterized as a utopian dream than as a true 
depiction of how things really are. The basic tenets of that view are that 
a language is primarily a medium of communication/communion, and 
that under normal conditions, every language does its job perfectly well 
and in a perfectly harmonious and peaceful way. These normal 
conditions include the presence of a shared cultural background, and a 
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linguistic code to which every member of the speech community in 
question supposedly has free and equal access. Communication is thus 
seen as essentially a co-operative activity between persons who are 
equal in status, and free to decide who they want to interact with, and 
what they want to interact about. 

In other words, the current rhetoric about the English language 
suffocating regional cultures around the world rests on a view of 
language whose fundamental premises are that (a) in a monolingual 
setting, communication is always perfect, and (b) communicative 
harmony is invariably threatened every time there is the intrusion of 
an alien tongue. 

Questionable I believe that such a view of language, though highly appealing to our 
premises, arguable romantic imagination, and to some of our deeply embedded religious 

conclusions credos, flies in the face of what actually goes on in real-life situations of 
human contact and linguistic interaction. Furthermore, it is thanks to our 
having unquestioningly accepted such a romantic view of language that 
we also tend to be easily persuaded by the argument, implicit in the 
current rhetoric, that the introduction of an alien tongue into a speech 
community is an act of aggression resulting in a deviation from the norm. 
From there on, it is but a small step to arrive at the alarmist thesis that 
the teaching of English to speakers of other languages is an outrageous 
act of aggression, wantonly carried out with a view to colonizing their 
minds in a most treacherous manner. 

An alternative The alternative picture that I wish to submit for the reader’s 
view consideration is this. If English is what it is today, it is demonstrably 

due to a number of historical reasons. And it is pointless to wish that 
history were otherwise. But it is altogether a different matter when it 
comes to telling that history. I for one believe that we can learn to tell 
the history of the English language differently, in a way which may turn 
out to be more faithful to the way languages function in real life, and 
more congenial and less painful to the conscience of those who are today 
engaged in propagating it world-wide. 

If the English language is threatening the survival of many regional 
languages all over the world, or if, as Phillipson (1992: 1) puts it 
dramatically, ‘whereas Britannia ruled the waves, now it is English 
which rules them’, it has nothing to do with the brutal colonial contexts 
which originally made it possible for the language to spread to the four 
corners of the world. Indeed, I would argue that the status of English as 
the world’s international language today can only be understood in its 
true perspective if we dissociate it from the colonial conditions of its 
early diffusion. Whatever violence one may detect today in the 
confrontation between English and regional languages worldwide is 
always bound to be there already as a latent possibility in any concrete 
context of linguistic communication. 
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Violence in It is my contention, in other words, that it is violence - and not co- 
language operation - that holds the key to a proper understanding of the 

relationship between the different parties involved in verbal interaction 
as well as multilingual situations where two or more languages vie with 
one another to claim lectal power over the others. There is violence in 
language because human relations are fraught with power inequalities. 

The ‘Whose The question ‘Whose English ought we to be teaching our students?’ has 
English?’ question, been raised time and time again, and, from the looks of it, it will 

and its implications continue to be raised for some time to come. What we should not 
overlook is the fact that the question has to do with the sociology of 
power relations. Therefore there are no answers to it that can be 
justified on linguistic grounds. The view defended by Quirk (1990) that 
so-called standard English should be considered the sole pedagogically- 
suitable model for teaching English all over the world, no longer finds 
much favourable resonance among scholars. Nelson (1995: 273) suspects 
that such monocentric views are probably underwritten by an ethno- 
centric agenda, and Bhatt (1995: 247) characterizes them as ‘unfortunate 
and backward’. 

The change in perspective in respect of the ‘ownership’ of the English 
language has been nicely synthesized in the concept of World English 
(WE). Kachru (1988) ‘the chief architect’ of WE (Brown 1995) 
identifies three elements that characterize the WE perspective: (1) the 
idea that there is a ‘repertoire of models for English’, (2) regional 
varieties have pragmatic bases, and (3) English as a language now 
belongs to all those who use it. 

Of the three features of WE isolated above, feature (2) is the least 
controversial, (1) may still meet with resistance in some quarters, 
whereas (3) is most likely to raise many an eyebrow. Now, the reason 
why many of us still hold on to the view that human languages, among 
them English, are the monopoly of certain people(s) and not others, has 
to do with some of our most deeply-ingrained folk beliefs, a number of 
which have found their way into linguistic theories of enormous prestige, 
and have been transformed into ‘self-evident’ axioms. 

The myth of the Most theories about language are predicated upon the existence of a 
native speaker certain enigmatic creature called the ‘native speaker’. It is indeed 

heartening to note that applied linguists and language teachers are 
increasingly finding the concept unhelpful. I have argued elsewhere 
(Rajagopalan 1997) that it is at best a convenient myth the linguists have 
got used to working with, and at worst the visible tip of an insidious 
ideological iceberg. 

What interests me at the moment, however, is the genealogy of the 
concept rather than its ideological implications. The idea of ‘the native 
speaker of a language’ was very much in tune with a world order which 
saw the emergence of nation states in Europe in the 15th and 16th 
centuries, each with its newly demarcated boundaries, defined according 
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to cultural and linguistic considerations. The differences and disparities 
among regional and class dialects could be ignored in the name of the 
political expediency of national unification. 

What the linguists and many other theorists of language seem not to 
have adequately appreciated so far is the fact that the international 
order post-1945 is a far cry from that which served as the cultural 
backdrop for the elaboration of the grand theories about language. To 
confine the discussion to the case of English, the language had already 
spread far and wide by the 18th century, paving the way for the so-called 
‘transplanted varieties’. With the end of World War II, and the 
emergence of the US as the major power in the free world, the English 
language received the one last fillip it needed to become the world’s 
leading lingua franca, along with the world-wide acceptance of the US 
dollar as the world’s leading currency. 

The post-World War II era also witnessed massive migratory move- 
ments - of ‘transplanted speakers’ - all over the world on a hitherto 
unprecedented scale. These new contexts of ‘diaspora’ have led to highly 
fluid and endemically unstable linguistic environments, where multi- 
lingualism, rather than monolingualism, has become the norm. Even a 
supposedly monolingual country such as Great Britain has been 
described as ‘socially multilingual’ (Stubbs 1986: 15). The recent 
advances in satellite and cable television, and of information-flow over 
computer networks, have further helped reduce distances and make a 
mockery of zealously guarded cultural boundaries that until recently 
were considered inviolable. Many linguists and other language theorists 
seem not to have waken up to the full implications of the changes rapidly 
taking place under their very noses. To use Kachru’s felicitous phrase 
(Kachru 1996), many of them seem to be suffering from a ‘paradigm 
myopia’, which the author defines as ‘a short-sighted view of the fast- 
increasing English using community in the new contexts of diaspora’. 
Many linguists are still happy working with such discreet entities as 
language X, a monolingual speaker of language x, etc., that no longer 
corresponds even remotely to anything concrete to be encountered on 
the face of this earth. As Hutton (1996: 209) has observed, ‘Linguistics is 
perhaps the most ‘19th century’ of the academic disciplines taught in 
universities today.’ 

The question of It has rightly been pointed out by Kramsch and Sullivan (1996) that the 
authenticity and post-World War II scenario and the emergence of WE have rendered 
its outdatedness the once uncontroversial question of ‘authenticity’ highly problematic. 

This is so because, as noted by Widdowson (1996: 67) ‘authenticity is 
dependent upon the authority of the native speaker’. But then, it is the 
very authority of the native speaker that is today being increasingly 
called into question. And the authority of the native speaker is in doubt, 
if only for the reason that the very concept of a native speaker, by 
definition ‘unspoilt’ by contact with alien tongues, is fast becoming a 
chimera in a world marked, on the one hand by ever-growing 
multilingualism and, on the other, by unstable, mixed, or hybrid 
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identities. This is what the Chicana writer, Gloria Anzaldúa, has called 
‘the new mestiza’ consciousness, which according to her blurs the very 
boundaries of identity through the process of having to cross over and 
negotiate through those boundaries (Anzaldúa 1987). 

The emergence of Rethinking the concept of the unspoilt, monolingual native necessarily 
‘mestiza’ identities implies rethinking the very idea of language as a monolithic whole, 

publicly shared on a uniform and egalitarian basis by members of a 
putatively homogeneous speech community. Such an idealized view of 
language, nostalgically modelled after the Biblical notion of after-life 
and promised heavenly bliss, which the lion and the lamb share with 
each other equally and magnanimously, has been shown to be but a 
figment of romantic imagination (Mey 1987). In the words of Fairclough 
(1989: 10), ‘Co-operative interaction between equals is elevated to a 
prototype for social interaction [precisely in virtue of a certain tendency 
among theorists of language] to describe discourse as it might be in a 
better world, rather than discourse as it is.’ 

As Garcia and Otheguy (1989: viii) argue, there is no reason to expect 
that cross-cultural and inter-ethnic communication between groups of 
people who speak different varieties of English will have perfect 
communication guaranteed, by virtue of the fact that they speak the 
same language. In their own words, it is ‘precisely the shared language 
assumption that causes the communication breakdown’. If we ponder 
their claim in light of the diffuse or ‘mestiza’ identities that have become 
the hall-mark of the fin-de-siècle global scenario, it should follow fairly 
straightforwardly that communication, in the classical sense of the 
unimpeded flow of information, is the exception rather than the norm. 

The implications for What has the foregoing discussion about the nature of language, 
the EFL teacher communication, and speakers got to do with EFL teachers, and their 

possible crises of conscience in the face of the growing allegations that 
they are, albeit unwittingly, engaged in an activity that only helps to 
perpetuate certain power inequalities between nations, and between 
groups within nations? 

It has been my principal concern in this paper to suggest that such fears 
are thoroughly misplaced. They are misplaced, not because the 
knowledge of the English language does not empower its users in an 
increasingly competitive world economy, and hence contribute to an 
accentuation of existing power inequalities, or maybe the creation of 
new inequalities, but because it is in the very nature of human languages, 
all of them, to be riven by power inequalities. This means that EFL 
teachers have no special reason to feel guilty about being complicit in a 
gigantic neo-colonialist enterprise in the guise of emancipatory 
pedagogy. As Ray (1965: 335) aptly put it more than three decades 
ago, apropos of language planning in multilingual nations such as India 
and Nigeria: ‘It is hard to find a unifying purpose [for the propagation, 
including teaching, of a language] that will dominate without oppression, 
lead without jealousy, rule by persuasion rather than by force.’ In any 
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society, language planning and language teaching necessarily entail a 
rehashing of existing power relations simply because power is exercised 
in and through language. It is foolhardy to expect that such power 
inequalities can be rectified or done away with once and for all. From a 
linguistic perspective, all societies are riddled with what Ray (ibid.) calls 
‘indispensable inequality’. 
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