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TZE-WAN KWAN

3 The Overdominance of English in
Global Education
Is an Alternative Scenario Thinkable?

In the course of human history, language has played a remarkably impor-
tant role. Intellectually speaking, language constitutes the core of mental
activities, It is the formative force of consciousness and culture, and the
means of individual expression and interpersonal communication. As a
social institution, language unites as well as divides, integrates as well as
segregates. Language has much to do with the identity and solidarity of
a people; it is at once the subject matter and the carrier of cultural tradi-
tions. On the other hand, languages compete with each other and can be
a source of conflict. In the age of globalization, these aspects of language
have become more complex than ever with the rise of English as a truly
global language. '

Historically speaking, mankind has witnessed the coming and going of
many lingua francas. In the West, there was Greek in antiquity, Latin in the
Middle Ages, and French and to some extent German in modern times. In
the East, there was Chinese, especially in its written form. In Africa, there
was Swabhili, and in South America Quechua and Spanish, to mention just
the most prominent examples. However, in terms of scope and impact, it
seems that English has become the truly first global lingua franca, “global”
not merely in a geographical sense, but in the sense that its diffusion has
become an inseparable part of what we now call globalization.! It is for this
reason that Robert Philipson and Tove Skutnabb-Kangas, two proponents
of linguistic human rights, have coined the term “englishisation,” which
they define as “one dimension of globalization.”?

From a pragmatic point of view, the world has always been in need
of a lingua franca. In fact the term “lingua franca,” originally referring
to “language of the Franks (Europeans),” was invented in the European
Middle Ages, when there was a need for different peoples in the Mediter-
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ranean and throughout the Middle East to have a common language that
could be used “freely” to facilitate multilateral trade and diplomacy as well
as scholarly exchange. In our globalized world today, the urgency of the
need for international communication has reached an unprecedented level.
Think of the various economic summits, of organizations such as the UN
or UNESCO, of the many international academic conferences held from
day to day around the globe. Nowadays, peoples of the world can hardly
afford to disregard the importance of English, in whatever walk of life, if
they do not want to be marginalized by the global community.

Dominance versus Overdominance

Language is power. This much-expressed dictum? takes on a new meaning
with the upsurge of English as a global language. Like many lingua fran-
cas in history, including Greek and Latin, the power of English was first
backed up by military and economic force. Now, whether we like it or
not, proficiency in English has become in many societies not only a mat-
ter of practical competence but also a yardstick of social prestige, or “cul-
tural capital” as depicted by Pierre Bourdieu.* Finally, the power of Eng-
lish expanded greatly when it became the most important vehicle of new
knowledge.® It is also through this means that the dominance of English
poses a challenge to global education. Whoever wants to be well informed,
whoever wants to be globally heard or read, finds reading or publishing in
English a necessity.

Yet, while this dominance of English is unavoidable, the world roday
is facing an additional challenge — the overdominance of English. By over-
dominance of English, I mean the danger of individual languages being self-
estranged through an overemphasis on English at the cost of the mother
tongue. While dominance is an externally imposed challenge, overdomi-
nance is largely a self-inflicted endangerment of the mother tongue through
self-neglect and self-degradation on the part of the people of various lin-
guistic communities. In education, one serious consequence of the over-
dominance of English is the “crowding out”® of the native tongue from
school curricula and from higher education, a scenario that is not uncom-
mon around the globe today.

One reason we need to draw a distinction between the dominance and
overdominance of English is that the two issues allow for different reac-
tions. As a result of globalization, the dominance of English is a brute fact
from which some nations benefit and others have to tolerate. It is a global
issue that is now under no nation’s direct control. As a danger to native
languages, however, the overdominance of English is a matter of domestic
language policies or attitudes, which are under the control of members of
the respective linguistic communities— whether they be government policy
makers, university administrators, or the general public. This essay seeks to
stimulate reflection on, and constructive responses to, this problem.
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The Experience of Germany through Four Centuries

To exemplify how far-reaching the problem of “overdominance” can
become, let us examine the experience of the Germans. In terms of influ-
ence, the German language was at its prime during the nineteenth century,
reaching its pinnacle just before the outbreak of the First World War. Dur-
ing that period, German was the most important scholarly language for
academic disciplines ranging from astrophysics to art history, from math-
ematics to sociology, and from economics to philosophy. But before and
after this heyday, the situation was quite different.

Being a language with a traceable history, German in the time of Leib-
niz and Bach was very much neglected, even by Germans themselves. One
remarkable story tells us that Frederick the Great, when introduced to J. S.
Bach, tried to speak to him in French. Another story relates that Voltaire
felt so at home in the Prussian court that he wrote his countrymen saying,
“It is just like in France, people here just speak our language, German is
used only when they are talking to soldiers and horses.” And this schwar-
merei for French was not confined to royals or nobles. Peter von Polenz,
a historian of German, tells us that, at the turn of the eighteenth century,
it was common for middle-class German families to require their children
to speak French to their parents and friends, while German was spoken
only to the helpers or maids.” In academia, too, German had at that time
a very low status. We only need to recall that most of Leibniz’s own writ-
ings were either in Latin or in French, the two leading lingua francas of
that time.

But, most interestingly, Leibniz did write a few short essays in Ger-
man, two of which dealt precisely with the future prospect of German as
an academic language, namely, (1) “Unvorgreifliche Gedanken, betreffend
die Ausiibung und Verbesserung der deutschen Sprache” (Some unantici-
pated thoughts concerning the practice and improvement of the German
language; 1697/1704/1709), and (2) “Ermahnung an die Deutschen, ihren
Verstand und ihre Sprache besser zu iiben, samt beigefiigtem Vorschlag
einer deutschgesinnten Gesellschaft” (Warning to the Germans, to better
exercise their understanding and their language, together with a proposal
for a German-minded society; 1682/83).% In these two essays, and in some
related correspondence, Leibniz introduced two important notions related
to the use of the German language, namely Sprachpflege (language care)
and deutschgesinnte Gesellschaft (German-minded society). The concept of
language care is quite akin to that of language planning (Sprachplanung),
for both concepts suggest that we should take measures on behalf of our
native language so that it may develop in a favorable direction. The differ-
ence is that language planning is more or less a matter of governmental pol-
icy, whereas language care has to do mainly with the duty of members of
the linguistic community. And Leibniz’s idea of a German-minded society?
refers precisely to this need of “caring” for the German language through
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its active use by the German people so that the strength and vitality of the
language might develop and prosper.

According to Leibniz, German exhibited its strength in having a rich
vocabulary for sensible and technical objects (metallurgy, mining, etc.), but
suffered from a shortfall in terminology in two specific areas—that of “the
expression of the emotions” and that of “abstract and subtle cognitive
expressions, including those used in logic and metaphysics.” In other
words, Leibniz thought German was weak in the areas of literature and
philosophy.'?

For admirers of German culture, this “diagnosis” of Leibniz is hardly
comprehensible. A close look at the history of the German language reveals
that precisely in the two specified areas the track record of the German
language was indeed not a bad one. There was, on the one hand, a long
tradition of medieval and baroque German poetry and, on the other, an
equally remarkable tradition of German schoolmen and mystics." In other
words, Leibniz arguably underestimated his own linguistic heritage. And
the fact that an academic as serious as Leibniz could also make such a
mistake seems to indicate clearly that the German people of his time,
with few exceptions, must have lost confidence in and esteem for their
own language and given up on its “care” to the extent that they could
even have become unaware of its previous glamour. In any case, with the
proposal of “language care” and of a “German-minded society,” Leibniz
did point the direction along which the German language might experience
a resurrection.

Within a hundred years after Leibniz’s “warning,” German eventu-
ally did make enormous progress in both literature and philosophy. In
the hands of such literati as Goethe and Schiller and such philosophers
as Kant and Hegel, the German language experienced a kind of rebirth.
Through the work of these intellectual giants, it reclaimed all its lost ter-
ritory, becoming one of the most powerful and expressive academic lan-
guages of modern Europe.

After another century of development, the power of German reached
its climax just before World War I, With the rise of English during the inter-
war period, however, the influence of German was significantly checked,
and during and after World War I1, German suffered further due to the neg-
ative image and inhumane deeds of the Nazis.!? Culturally and politically,
today’s Germany is very similar to the Germany of Leibniz’s lifetime. First,
the continual weakening of the Holy Roman Empire in the decades after
the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) finds a parallel in the lingering mem-
ories felt in present-day Germany of the country’s defeat in World War
Il some fifty years ago. Second, while Leibniz’s Germany came under the
influence of the language of France, the final winner of the Thirty Years’
War, the same “Western-influence” is felt by today’s Germany, the differ-
ence being that in this case the West wind comes not from France but from

the farther shores of the United States. With the upsurge of (American)
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English, the future of the German language, which once burdened Leibniz,
seems to have become a matter for alarm again.

Out of their great concern for this issue, a group of German professors
(thirty-seven in number) wrote an open letter on June 2.4, 2001, addressed
to the ministers of culture, science, and education of all sixteen German
states.” In this open letter, which bears the caption “Protection and Devel-
opment of German as the National Academic Language,” the authors
called the world’s attention to two noticeable trends in the use of Ger-
man on German soil. First, an increasing number of international confer-
ences in Germany use English as the only official language, even when the
main target audience is German laypeople. Second, an increasing number
of publications in Germany accept only English contributions, and many
basic university courses are offered in English rather than German. See-
ing the gravity of the issue, the authors made the alarming statement that
“[t]he three undersigned together with the 34 countersigned, coming from
the most disparate disciplines, observe with great concern how the Ger-
man language is being expelled from our country’s academic enterprise by
English. We most politely ask you to take issue with this problem. We also
recognize the danger that the primordial language basis for our scientific
thinking and for the social exchange of knowledge will be lost within the
next five to ten years. This applies also to the significance of Germany as
an independent country for academic research.”"

Looking back at the heyday of Goethe and Kant, when German was so
alive, it is hard to imagine that the same language now faces such a decline.
The open letter concluded, rather sadly, saying that what is aimed at is not
the “upgrading anew of German to an international language for commu-
nication,” but merely its “protection and development.” To put the whole
case in Leibniz’s words, what the open letter was complaining about was
nothing other than the Germans’ own abandonment of “language care,”
which is precisely what should again be strengthened. What if the sug-
gested measures are not followed? Of course, with so many speakers the
German language will not easily die out. But it would be bad enough, as
depicted in the open letter, if German higher education were to produce a
class of “isolated elite” cut off from the rest of society and incapable of
using German in academic writing, discussion, or even thinking!'*

How Should the Overdominance of English Be Dealt with?

The above described trajectory of the German language shows clearly how
the globalization of English might affect all other languages. With expe-
rience gained from this account, I shall proceed to reflect on a number
of topics in the hope that some key issues can be identified and clarified
so that peoples in the world may deal with the same problem in a more
deliberate manner. In presenting this case, I unavoidably have to occasion-
ally proceed from a “Chinese” perspective. This is necessary, as there are
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indications that major universities in China and Hong Kong have consid-
ered or are considering major revisions of their language policy in favor
of English. But I hope this “Chinese” perspective will not prevent us from
seeing that the challenge here is one the whole world is facing., Given the
global nature of this challenge, which will intensify in the time to come,
some generic reflections might already be timely.

English as the Indispensable Key to the Global Community

Afrer decades of self-seclusion, the opening up of China has become an
issue of paramount importance both for the Chinese and for would-be
partners. Propelled by the enormous opportunities that lie ahead for those
who can communicate outside their own borders, it is perfectly under-
standable that a great interest has arisen among the Chinese population
in learning English, which is regarded, not unjustifiably, as the key to the
outside world. Besides economic interest, the acquisition of English is also
educationally important for contemporary China, because English is now
the most important conveyer of new knowledge. For Chinese learners of
most disciplines, the mastery of English is educationally much more cost-
effective than the mastery of any other foreign language. On the intellectual
level, the influx of English into China will in the long run benefit the Chinese

sornltinh shealls besinss lessniaa s faiaan lansiasasaables the leaias
lJ'UiJLl dliUll giCdlly, Lilalou lballlllliy a Luitipll lalipudai Ll

ers to realize that things can be described, formulated, or perceived from
different angles. With the correct approaches, obtaining a decent grasp of
a foreign language can help develop a more flexible and liberal mind-set,
which in turn will even help us to better appreciate our own culture, or to
be critical of it if necessary. Goethe once said, “whoever knows no foreign
language, knows not even his own.”' With the increased need for cross-
cultural communication, China’s further emphasis on English should in the
first place be considered in a positive light, as it will bring about positive
“capital” for her. For any country in the world, including China, tapping
into a globalized language like English is a matter of national interest.

The Need of the World to Have an International Language

Taking a cosmopolitan point of view, having a language that is globally
understood is a matter of practical necessity. It is for this reason that I
find expressions like “hegemony” or “imperialism” too emotional, as they
might prompt us to indulge in historical animosities and distract us from
the many positive roles a global language might play, in areas such as inter-
national law and human rights, international rescues and amnesties, aca-
demic exchanges, urgent medical consultancies, cross-cultural understand-
ing, interreligious dialogues, and so on. The fact that English rather than
French or Esperanto has succeeded in assuming this dominant role should
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not prevent us from accepting this truth. Even less should it encourage us
to take a “boycotting” attitude toward English, which would be against
the interests of individual countries and of the international community.
All in all, despite the critical stance I am going to take, I do not believe that
any country should undermine the importance of English as a global lan-
guage. The question is only, given the inevitable need to strengthen the use
of English, how should individual countries cope with its dominance while
preventing its overdominance?

Treating English as OFL and Not as ENL

In language matters, a rule of thumb is to take linguistic realities seriously.
In human societies, the most basic linguistic reality is the acquisition of the
mother tongue, an iron fact that should be made the starting point of all
sensible language policies. While the learning of English is culturally and
politically inevitable, it remains debatable what educational strategy any
given nation-state should adopt. A major concern here is that a nation’s
strategy for English education can only be part of a more generic language
strategy, which has to do mainly with policies regarding the native lan-
guage, so that measures concerning the former must always be discussed
with reference to those concerning the latter. It is in this light that we can

differentiate conceptually between two strategies of treating English: “opti-
mized foreign language” (OFL) on the one hand, and “emulated native lan-
guage” (ENL) on the other:

By “optimized foreign language,” hereafter OFL, 1 mean fostering
English education as a foreign language with all possible resources and
measures while paying full attention to mother-tongue literacy (MTL). Of
course, the adoption of an OFL policy is not an easy task, especially for
nations (like China) whose language is typologically dissimilar to English.
How under such circumstances can the learning of English be optimized
is the task of research on teaching English as a second (foreign) language
(TESL/TEFL). What we need to emphasize is that, regardless of the extent
of the resources a nation might inject into the promotion of English, all this
has to be done in parallel with a solid education in the native tongue. If this
condition is not met, the whole language strategy will cease to be one of
OFL and degenerate into one of ENL.

By ENL or “emulated native language” (oxymoron), I mean the strat-
egy of treating English “as if” it were a native language, to the extent
that the true native language is severely jeopardized. ENL is so depicted
(“emulated”) because it looks away from the linguistic reality of the native
tongue and presumptively assumes that, with enough resources, English
can be taught and learned as well as if it were a “native language.” Of
course, given unlimited resources, ENL is theoretically possible. But taking
into consideration the actual linguistic environment and the actual expo-
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sure of learners to English, the outcome of ENL is always limited while
its price can be enormously high.'” And the highest price involved here is
not just a matter of money, but the alienation of learners from their native
tongue, which could have adverse consequences for their intellectual devel-
opment. Bearing our reference to Leibniz in mind, it is clear that the dif-
ference between OFL and ENL lies precisely in their different attitudes
toward “language care.”

The distinction between OFL and ENL is meant to single out the for-
mer as the more viable and the latter as a self-delusive approach to English
education. For a successful implementation of OFL, various issues have
to be carefully considered. Besides TESL research as mentioned, we might
need to consider other issues such as the integration of an “optimized”
English curriculum into a basic scheme of mother-tongue literacy, the full
exploitation of educational technologies, and strategies for the implemen-
tation of OFL in different segments of the educational system.

Medium of Instruction of the University Curriculum

For university education in non—English-speaking countries, the holding of
more international conferences, symposia, lectures, and so forth and the
delivery of some courses in English can no doubt increase students’ expo-
sure to English. But introducing more English is one thing; changing the
language of instruction to English completely or to any extent that might
jeopardize the future prospects of the native tongue as an academic lan-
guage is quite another. We must understand that the university lecture hall
is the main platform of “language care” for any nation-state. It is often
the place where the intellectual endeavors of the teacher become consoli-
dated and creative. And, most important, university teaching is the device
through which the culture, knowledge, and values of a nation are transmit-
ted from one generation to the next. In a word, as far as “language care”
is concerned, university teaching in the mother tongue is a bulwark that no
nation can afford to give up without serious cultural and educational con-
sequences.

Besides Germany, one might argue, there are many countries in Europe,
such as the Netherlands and the Nordic states, that have started much
carlier and gone much further in switching their language of university
instruction to English. But we must bear in mind that these countries have
much smaller populations than Germany or China, which might have left
them with little real choice in the matter.' It is well known that the peo-
ple of these countries tend to speak English extremely well as a second lan-
guage. Some even say that for these peoples English has become a “second
first language” rather than a “first second language.” But this “success” in
English comes at a high price, for it is obvious that Dutch, Norwegian, or
Danish belong to those national languages that have long been “overdom-
inated” by English, at least in academia.'” In recent years, there has been a
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strong tendency for universities in China to adopt more English, which is
understandable. But the crucial question is: how far should we go?

Language Care as an Unshirkable Duty of the Entire
Linguistic Community, and of Academics in Particular

The German philosopher Herder was of the opinion that, if a language is
to develop healthily, it has to be supported by a group of well-educated lin-
guistic users.?’ For any nation-state, university teachers and students are,
so to speak, the cream of society. As intellectuals and academics, they have
a duty to learn new knowledge in their respective disciplines. But whether
the knowledge thus acquired can be successfully “retained” and transmit-
ted to the school (secondary and primary) and public sectors depends to
a large extent on whether these university people can use their native lan-
guage to recapitulate, reflect on, criticize, apply, and debate the new knowl-
edge gained. It is only thus that new knowledge from the outside world
can be assimilated and internalized into the mother tongue and eventu-
ally become a common intellectual asset of the nation and the basis for fur-
ther conceptual innovation. For academia worldwide, it would be a great
humiliation if progress in thought and scholarship could be made only in
English! ‘ o

‘Therefore, university academics, especially those who have acquired
training abroad, should require themselves to publish at least occasionally
in their mother tongue, despite a possibly smaller and localized readership.
Here, 1 am referring to both the publication of advanced-level research
papers and to more basic-level educational materials such as textbooks.
This is the most important way the abstract notion of “language care” can
be realized.

The Role of Language in Natural Sciences and in the Humanities

The question of how much English and how much native language should
be used in academic research has always been a matter of dispute. Regarding
this problem, there has been much discussion on the need to treat natural-
science subjects and humanistic or social-scientific subjects differently. One
general observation is that natural sciences deal with universal phenomena
that are quite independent of the cultural identity of the researcher, and
for that reason English alone would best serve as a universal medium of
communication. On the other hand, it has been emphasized that, in the
case of research on the humanities and social sciences, the objects and
concepts of study are in fact not “objective” and “universal” in a natural-
scientific sense, but are significantly motivated by the culrural heritage
from which they derive. Thus, in handling humanistic issues, approaches
from different linguistic formulations often provide important contrasts
and nuances that lead to deeper and more genuine understanding of the
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issues.?! It is for this reason that such researches should not be confined to
or rely on one global language alone. Along this line of thought, Wolfgang
Frithwald, president of the Alexander von Humboldt Stiftung of Germany,
once remarked thar “all cultural and human sciences (in a broader sense
all theoretical sciences) have to do with language. Whereas the concept of
science in modern natural sciences is a result-oriented one, the concept of
science in the human sciences is always process-related, This means that the
results of the human sciences are not lying there prior to the process of their
description. They are bound to language and style and are therefore not
readily transferable to one lingua franca.”® By the same token, Maurice
Godé, a famous French Germanist, once opined that “knowledge of the
respective national languages is a basic prerequisite for meaningful study
in the humanities,”?®

In short, humanities studies rely on linguistic diversity and on cultural
traditions to a much greater extent than do the natural sciences. For the
humanities in general and for philosophy in particular, proficiency in one
single lingua franca is very often a sign of inadequacy, if not of impover-
ishment. While this might not apply to Kongzi or Plato, it is certainly true
of today’s humanities scholar, for whom intercultural understanding and
a global outlook have become necessary. As for researchers in the natural
sciences, although they do not need a multiplicity of languages to operate,
their countries and peoples do need them to fulfill the duty of “language
care,” which should apply to all disciplines, although to varying degrees.

Bargaining Power of Various Native Languages in Face of
English Dominance

As English is “the” language of globalization, its influence will continue to
grow in the foreseeable future. It also seems inevitable that many languages
of the world will succumb to this dominance. The question of how far and
how long individual languages can retain their identity and idiosyncra-
sies 1s a matter of cultural dynamics. Here, a host of factors are involved,
of which two are the most crucial: (1) the size of the linguistic commu-
nity, which accounts for the multitude of linguistically active authors; and
(2) the bulk of the cultural legacy of a language, which accounts for the
overall attraction for the recurrent use of the language.?* Taking these fac-
tors into consideration, we can give a rough approximation of the future
of some languages. Take German as an example. With 95 million speakers
in Europe, the German-speaking community is sizable compared to other
EU languages such as Dutch, Danish, or Swedish. In terms of cultural leg-
acy, contemporary German differs greatly from the German of Leibniz’s
time because of the richness in literary, philosophical, and other disciplin-
ary classics accumulated over the past two centuries, and this strength or
“capital” might remain significant for many centuries to come. With this
bargaining power, will German follow the examples of Dutch or Danish
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in becoming further marginalized? Or should Germany choose to actively
resist such a path?

Take Chinese as another example. Needless to say, the bulk (over 1.3
billion in mainland China) and, to a lesser degree, the spread of Chinese
speakers in the world are strengths that no one can ignore. As with cultural
tradition, the nearly uninterrupted several-thousand-year legacy of Chi-
nese literature, philosophy, art, and so on, obviously will render the Chi-
nese language extremely competitive into the distant future, In fact, people
often speculate that while many languages will be conquered or overdom-
inated by English, Chinese is probably among the very few (with Spanish
or probably Arabic being two other such candidates) that might eventually
be able truly to withstand the onslaught of English, or in the long run even
compete with it. But is the future of Chinese really so assured, despite the
great bargaining power it possesses?

While such wild guesses might have some point, they do not represent
the complete picture. One important thing to bear in mind is that, in addi-
tion to the two main factors we have mentioned, other factors (see note
24) might complicate the picture too, and among these factors we should
never ignore two subjective but equally crucial factors: the perseverance of
the government in maintaining consistent and favorable language-planning
policies, and the readiness of members of the linguistic community to con-
tribute to “language care.”

What Should We Aim at When Talking about the Future of a
Language? Defending a Native Language as “Object Language”
or as “Operative Language”

In our discussion on the likelihood of a nation defending its language in
an “englishized” globe, we left out a very important issue, namely that a
native language can be defended merely as an “object language,” or also
as an “operative language.” By “object language,” I mean the language
in which intellectual subjects such as poetry, philosophy, and history are
recorded. By “operative language” I am referring to the language in which
we operate when dealing with whatever issues require our attention. Obvi-
ously, classical Greek, Latin, or Sanskrit were great languages, but they are
nowadays only objects of study because, except for very few users, people
no longer operate in them. A pure object language, thanks to the “jewels”
it carries, might be “safe” from immediate extinction, but as long as it does
not “operate,” it is not vital. In this regard, Wilhelm von Humboldt was
perfectly correct when he said, “[l]Janguage is one of the fields whence the
general mental power of man emerges in constantly active operation.”?
Of course, when we talk about operating in a language, we might
understand operation loosely as everyday usage. But if it is the academic
status of a language that we care about, then we should note that a lan-
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guage might remain in use by a sizable population, but lose its esteem as
an intellectually operable academic language. So we have to know what
we are defending!

All of these reckonings are important insofar as they have much to
do with the Janguage policies of universities in Germany and elsewhere,
including China and Hong Kong. Let me explain this, taking German
again as an example. Up to the present moment, German is obviously still
both an object language and an operative language, because Kant, Schiller,
Weber, or Simmel are still being discussed in German by scholars in Ger-
many and elsewhere. But suppose the Germans themselves were to decide
to stop using German to lecture or publish, what would happen, say, in
fifty years, or even ten? The truth is very simple: if an academic language
stops operating vigorously, it will quickly degenerate into a mere academic
object. And this was exactly the warning expressed in the open letter to the
German politicians.

Language Not Merely as a Tool of Expression But as the Key to
Intellectual Development: The Relevance of the Mother Tongue

Advocates of English-only policies often adopt a biased, instrumentalis-
tic conception of language, or the view that language is nothing more than
an instrument for the eéxpression of what one already clearly has in mind.
But a closer look at the development of modern general linguistics shows
that, contrary to this “instrumental” view, linguists are readily adopt-
ing a “Bildung conception” of language, or the view that language is not
merely an instrument for the expression of clear, ready-made ideas, but a
formative medium through which human intelligence and consciousness
can take shape and develop at all. In other words, for many modern lin-
guists, including Humboldt, Saussure, and Jakobson, language competence
and intellectual capacity are equiprimordial and inseparable. If language
indeed has such an important role in the development of human intelli-
gence, then the part played by the mother tongue should also be accorded
special importance, because the mother tongue is precisely “the” language
medium through which all human individuals actually acquire their basic
intelligence. Since the acquisition of the mother tongue is a process that
is irreversible and inevitable, fostering the learning of English at the cost
of the mother tongue (as in the case of ENL) is like building an edifice on
a sand dune or developing a view from nowhere, which is pedagogically
problematic and intellectually against the best interests of the learner. This
explains why the overdominance of English is such an important issue. It is
along this line of thought that some Neo-Humboldtian researchers on lan-
guage have studied the role of the mother tongue, which they think is the
very basis for human intellectual existence as well as the very link to our
social life-world and to our cultural heritage.?
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Multilingualism

Having underlined the importance of the mother tongue for the cultiva-
tion of human intelligence, nevertheless it is also important for us to limit
this emphasis to prevent this position from degenerating into provincialism
or ethnocentrism. In fact, we should note that the philosophical justifica-
tions that confirm the primary importance of the mother tongue also lend
support to the advantage of supplementing mother-tongue learning with
the learning of foreign languages. As suggested at the outset, the learning
of a foreign language is beneficial because it helps to broaden the linguis-
tic-intellectual horizons of learners by providing contrasts in perspectives,
formulation strategies, conceptual networks, and so forth. In general lin-
guistics and in philosophy of language, many major theoretical positions
are in fact closely related to this issue— for instance, the concept of lin-
guistic value, lexical field theory (Wortfeldtheorie), world-picture (Welt-
ansicht), the fusion of horizons (Horizontverschmelzung), and so on. All
of these add up to suggest that, as far as education is concerned, the more
languages one learns, the better. Emperor Charles V’s dictum, “How many
languages one speaks, so many times is he a man,” is a most drastic formu-
lation of this position.?” Naturally, with limited time and resources, there
are limits to what can be achieved in multilingualism in education. In order
to strike a balance, I would suggest that, while bilingualism should be a
minimum for preuniversity education, education from the undergraduate
program onward should at least aim at trilingualism, which should even be
made a requirement at the graduate level. Just one word on the concept of
“trilingualism.” Instead of being a mere numerical compromise, many lin-
guistic and philosophical studies have pointed out that the learning of at
least three languages entails the intellectual advantage of “triangulation,”
that is, the prevention of premature antagonism or bipolarity in conceptual
comparisons, enabling the learner thus to be more receptive to the com-
plexities of our world and better prepared for multilateral discourses.?®

Toward a Glocal Language Policy in the Age of Globalization

Having underlined the importance of English as a global language, but
warned of its overdominance, one general position we arrive at is the adop-
tion of a language policy that is “glocal” in nature. What is a glocal lan-
guage policy? In brief, it is a language policy that is locally rooted but glob-
ally perspectivized. In practical terms, it is the combination of the MTL
(mother-tongue literacy) and OFL (optimized foreign language). While the
significance of MTL is programmatically self-explanatory and pedagogi-
cally fundamental, we must note that OFL should not be confined to mere
TESL or English learning, but should include the teaching and learning of
any “foreign” language relevant to one’s respective disciplines. With the
dominance of English, it is certain that English will remain globally the
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most popular “foreign language,” but this dominance should not lead to
monopolization in the world linguistic arena, especially not in academia.
Given available resources, foreign languages other than English should not
be excluded, for they do make contributions of their own to global civi-
lization, and are valuable cultural “capital” awaiting fruitful investment
by every global citizen. If this “glocal” language policy is adopted con-
sistently by a considerable number of nations with the support of their
major universities, then every individual language will have a better future,
both locally and globally. How popular individual languages can become
depends naturally on their “bargaining power.” So why shouldn’t Chinese
scholars, out of disciplinary needs, learn alongside English some Sanskrit,
Greek, Latin, German, French, Tibetan, Japanese, or even Tokharian in
order to derive the most intellectual benefit? Alternatively, Chinese is obvi-
ously a good candidate for peoples in the world.”” Wilhelm von Humboldt
once underlined the idiosyncrasies of the Chinese language with the won-
derful remarks that Chinese and Sanskrit, despite their antipodal struc-
tures, represent the two “fixed extremes” or “end points” of linguistic per-
fection,*® and that the Chinese script has “in a certain manner embraced
philosophical work within itself.”*!

Educationally speaking, as long as one learns a foreign language seri-
ously enough, whether English or another language, one will be able to
get a great deal from the effort. But whatever the combinations, the most
important thing is that in any glocal language program the native tongue
should always be in place, for without a solid educational foundation in
one’s native tongue, which is the fountainhead of human intelligence and
thus the “true” key to the outside world, all other linguistic maneuvers will
become pointless and ineffective. For any country, any attempt to achieve
a “better” standard in a foreign language (say, English) at the expense of
the native tongue is intellectual-pedagogically unwise and cultural-politi-
cally suicidal.

Conclusion

The dominance of the English language is the result of a long historical
process that can hardly be reversed: it is a basic fact that no nation or gov-
ernment can ignore. Unless a nation does not want to connect economi-
cally, politically, intellectually, and culturally with the world, strengthening
its use of English is unavoidable. Yet, coming to terms with the domi-
nance of English as an international language is one thing; tolerating its
overdominance or allowing it to intrude into domestic language matters
is quite another. As we have explained, such overdominance amounts to
the encroachment upon and endangerment of other native tongues, but
whether or not this scenario should be allowed to prevail is to a large extent
in the hands of members of individual linguistic communities, be they gov-
ernment policy makers, university administrators, professors, students, or
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the general public. What we are dealing with here is our very linguistic
human rights, which we might all-too-easily forsake if the overdominance
of English is accepted without reflection. In this regard, Leibniz’s notions
of “language care” and of the establishment of a “[mother-tongue]-minded
society” are obviously of great heuristic value.
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