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The English tongue is of small reach, stretching no further than this island of ours, nay not there over all
This was written in 1582. The writer was Richard Mulcaster, headmaster of the Merchant Taylors’ School, teacher of prosody to Edmund Spenser, and one of the earliest of English grammarians. At the time he wrote, English was spoken by between four and five millions of people, and stood fifth among the European languages, with French, German, Italian, and Spanish ahead of it in that order, and Russian following. 
Two hundred years later Italian had dropped behind but Russian had gone ahead, so that English was still in fifth place. But by the end of the Eighteenth Century it began to move forward, and by the middle of the Nineteenth it had forced its way into first place. To-day it is so far in the lead that it is probably spoken by as many people as the next two languages—Russian and German—combined.
It is not only the first—and, in large part, the only—language of both of the world’s mightiest empires; it is also the second language of large and populous regions beyond their bounds. Its teaching is obligatory in the secondary schools of countries as diverse as Germany and Argentina, Turkey and Denmark, Estonia and Japan. Three-fourths of all the world’s mail is now written in it; it is used in printing more than half the world’s newspapers, and it is the language of three-fifths of the world’s radio stations. No ship captain can trade upon the oceans without some knowledge of it; it is the common tongue of all the great ports, and likewise of all the maritime Bad Lands, from the South Sea islands to the Persian Gulf. Every language that still resists its advance outside Europe—for example, Spanish in Latin-America, Italian in the Levant, and Japanese in the Far East—holds out against it only by making large concessions to it. That is to say, all of them show a large and ever larger admixture of English words and phrases; indeed in Japanese they become so numerous that special dictionaries of them begin to appear. Finally, English makes steady inroads upon French as the language of diplomacy and upon German as the language of science.
How many people speak it to-day? It is hard to answer with any precision, but an approximation is nevertheless possible. First, let us list those to whom English is their native tongue. They run to about 112,000,000 in the continental United States, to 42,000,000 in the United Kingdom, to 6,000,000 in Canada, 6,000,000 in Australia, 3,000,000 in Ireland, 2,000,000 in South Africa, and probably 3,000,000 in the remaining British colonies and the possessions of the United States. All these figures are very conservative, but they foot up to 174,000,000. Now add the people who, though born to some other language, live in English-speaking communities and speak English themselves in their daily business, and whose children are being brought up to it—say 13,000,000 for the United States, 1,000,000 for Canada (where English is gradually ousting French), 1,000,000 for the United Kingdom and Ireland, and 2,000,000 for the rest of the world—and you have a grand total of 191,000,000....
Altogether, it is probable that English is now spoken as a second language by at least 20,000,000 persons throughout the world—very often, to be sure, badly, but nevertheless understandably. It has become a platitude that one may go almost anywhere with no other linguistic equipment and get on almost as well as in New York. I have visited since the War sixteen countries in Europe, five in Africa, three in Asia, and three in Latin-America, beside a large miscellany of islands, but I don’t remember ever encountering a situation that English could not resolve. I have heard it spoken with reasonable fluency in a Lithuanian village, in an Albanian fishing port, and at the edge of the Libyan Desert.
In part, of course, its spread has been due to the extraordinary dispersion of the English-speaking peoples. They have been the greatest travelers of modern times, and the most adventurous merchants, and the most assiduous colonists. Moreover, they have been, on the whole, poor linguists, and so they have dragged their language with them, and forced it upon the human race. Wherever it has met with serious competition, as with French in Canada, with Spanish along our southwestern border, and with Dutch in South Africa, they have compromised with its local rival only reluctantly, and then sought every opportunity, whether fair or unfair, to break the pact. If English is the language of the sea, it is largely because there are more English ships on the sea than any other kind, and English ship captains refuse to learn what they think of as the barbaric gibberishes of Hamburg, Rio, and Marseilles.
But there is more to the matter than this. English, brought to close quarters with formidable rivals, has won very often, not by force of numbers and intransigence, but by the sheer weight of its merit. “In wealth, wisdom, and strict economy,” said the eminent Jakob Grimm a century ago, “none of the other living languages can vie with it.” 
To which the eminent Otto Jespersen was adding only the other day: “It seems to me positively and expressly masculine. It is the language of a grown-up man, and has very little childish or feminine about it.” 
Dr. Jespersen goes on to specifications: English is simple, it has clear sounds, it packs its words closely together, it is logical in their arrangement, and it is free from all pedantic flubdub, by Latin out of the languages of Babel. What an immense advantage lies in a single thing: its lack of grammatical gender! (I spent the years from 1887 to 1892 trying to remember whether Hund and Katze were der, die, or das, and I can’t tell you to this day.) And what another in its reduction of all the pronouns of the second person nominative to the single you!
When American pedagogues discourse on the virtues of English they almost always begin by hymning its enormous vocabulary, which is at least twice as large as that of any other language. But this is not what enchants the foreigner; on the contrary, the vast reaches of the vocabulary naturally alarm him, and he keeps as close as he may to its elements. The thing that really wins him is the succinctness and simplicity of those elements. We use, for all our store of Latin polysyllables, a great many more short words than long ones, and we are always trying to make the long ones short. 
What began as mobile vulgus in the Eighteenth Century, two words and both Latin, is 
mob today, one word and that one as English as cat. What was once pundigrion is now pun; what was gasoline only yesterday is already gas.
No other European language has so many three-letter words, nor so many four-letter words, whether decorous or naughty. And none other can say its say with so few of them. “First come, first served”—that is typically English, for it is bold, plain, and short. In French, as Dr. Jespersen reminds us, the same homely proverb is stretched out and toned down to “Premier venu, premier moulu”; in German it is mauled and hammered into “Wer zuerst kommt, mahlt zuerst,” and in Danish it reaches the really appalling form of  “Den der kommer fØrst til mØlle, far fØrst malet.”
Several years ago an American philologian, Dr. Walter Kirkconnell, undertook to count the number of syllables needed to translate the Gospel of Mark into forty Indo-European languages, ranging from Persian and Hindustani to English and French. He found that, of all of them, English was the most economical, for it took but 29,000 syllables to do the job, whereas the average for all the Teutonic languages was 32,650, that for the Slavic group 36,500, that for the Latin group 40,200, and that for the Indo-Iranian group (Bengali, Persian, Sanskrit, etc.) 43,100. It is commonly believed that French is a terse language and, compared to its cousins, Italian and Spanish, it actually is, but compared to English it is garrulous, for it takes 36,000 syllables to say what English says in 29,000. Dr. Kirkconnell did not undertake to determine the average size of the syllables he counted, but I am confident that if he had done so he would have found those of English shorter, taking one with another, than those of any other language.
To most educated foreigners it seems so simple that it strikes them as almost a kind of baby-talk. To be sure, when they proceed from trying to speak it to trying to read and write it they are painfully undeceived, for its spelling is almost as irrational as that of French or Swedish, but so long as they are content to tackle it viva voce they find it strangely loose and comfortable, and at the same time very precise. The Russian, coming into it burdened with his six cases, his three genders, his palatalized consonants, and his complicated pronouns, luxuriates in a language which has only two cases, no grammatical gender, a set of consonants which (save only r) maintain their integrity in the face of any imaginable rush of vowels, and an outfit of pronouns so simple that one of them suffices to address the President of the United States or a child in arms, a lovely female creature in camera or the vast radio hordes of a Father Coughlin. And the German, the Scandinavian, the Italian, and the Frenchman, though the change for them is measurably less sharp, nevertheless find it grateful too. Only the Spaniard brings with him a language comparable to English for logical clarity, and even the Spaniard is afflicted with grammatical gender.
As I have said, the huge English vocabulary is likely to make the foreigner uneasy, but he soon finds that nine-tenths of it lies safely buried in the dictionaries, and is never drawn on for everyday use. Its richness in synonyms is hardly his concern; he is not trying to write English poetry but to speak plain English prose. That it may be spoken intelligibly, and even gracefully, with very few words has been demonstrated by Dr. C. K. Ogden, the English psychologist. Dr. Ogden believes, indeed, that 850 words are sufficient for all ordinary purposes, and he has devised a form of simplified English, called by him Basic, which uses no more. Of his 850 words no less than 600 are the names of things, which leaves only 250 for the names of qualities and actions, and for all the linguistic hooks and eyes that hold sentences together.
Does this seem too few? Then it is only to those who have forgotten one of the prime characteristics of English—its capacity for getting an infinity of meanings out of a single word by combining it with simple modifiers. Consider, for example, the difference between the verbs to get, to get going, to get by, to get on to, to get wise, to get off, to get ahead of, and to get over. Dr. Ogden proposes to rid the language of a great many verbs—some of them irregular, and hence difficult—by substituting such compounds for them. Why, for example, should a foreigner be taught to say that he has disembarked from a ship? Isn’t it sufficient for him to say that he has got off? And why should he be taught to say that he has recovered from the flu, or escaped the police, or obtained a job? Isn’t it enough to say that he has got over the first, got away from the second, and simply got the third?
Dr. Ogden is not much upset by the incongruities and irrationalities of English spelling. For one thing, his list of 850 words, being made up mainly of the commonest coins of speech, avoids most of them; for another thing, he believes that the very eccentricity of the spelling of some of the rest will help the foreigner to remember them. Every schoolboy, as we all know, seizes upon such bizarre forms as through, straight, and island with fascinated eagerness, and not infrequently he masters them before he masters such phonetically-spelled words as first, to-morrow, and engineer. In my own youth, far away in the dark backward and abysm of time, the glory of every young American was phthisic, with the English proper name, Cholmondeley, a close second. Dr. Ogden proposes to let the foreigners attempting Basic share the joy of hunting down such basilisks. For the rest, he leaves the snarls of English spelling to the judgments of a just God, and the natural tendency of all things Anglo-Saxon to move toward an ultimate perfection...
But as English spreads, will it be able to maintain its present form? Probably not. But why should it? The notion that anything is gained by fixing a language in a groove is cherished only by pedagogues, perhaps the stupidest class of literate men on earth. Every successful effort at standardization, as Dr. Ernest Weekley has well said, results in nothing better than emasculation. “Stability in language,” he adds, “is synonymous with rigor mortis.”  But such efforts, fortunately, seldom succeed. The school-ma’am has been trying since the Revolution to bring American English to her rules, but it goes on sprouting and coruscating in spite of her, like the vigorous organism it is. My guess is that it will eventually conquer the English of England, and so spread its gaudy inventions round the globe. When Macaulay’s New Zealander stands at last upon the ribs of London Bridge, it will be in lusty American, not in embalmed London (or Oxford) English, that he will voice his polite regrets.
This guess indeed is rather too easy to be quite sporting. English has been yielding to American for fifty years past, and since the turn of the century it has been yielding at a constantly accelerated rate. The flow of novelties in vocabulary, in idiom, even in pronunciation, is now overwhelmingly eastward. We seldom borrow an English word or phrase any more, though we used to borrow many; but the English take in our inventions almost as fast as we can launch them. The American movie, I suppose, is largely responsible for this change, but there are unquestionably deeper causes too. English, subjected to a violent policing in the Eighteenth Century, has scarcely recovered; it is still a bit tight, a bit stiff, more than a little artificial. But American, having escaped that policing and become quickly immune to the subsequent school-ma’am, has gone on developing with almost Elizabethan prodigality. All the processes of word-formation that were in operation in Shakespeare’s England are still in operation here, and they produce a steady stream of neologisms that he would have relished as joyfully as he relished the novelties actually produced in his time, for example, lonely, multitudinous, dwindle, and bump.
The English, from the Age of Anne onward, have resisted the march of American with a mixture of patriotic watchfulness and moral indignation, albeit with steadily decreasing effectiveness. . . . The main attack began in 1787, when the European Review fell upon the English of Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia, and especially upon his use of to belittle, apparently his own invention. Thus it roared:
Belittle! What an expression! It may be an elegant one in Virginia, and even perfectly intelligible; but for our part, all we can do is to guess at its meaning. [A fling at another Americanism.] For shame, Mr. Jefferson!  Why, after trampling upon the honor of our country—why trample also upon the very grammar of our language?
... *Freely, good sir, will we forgive all your attacks, impotent as they are illiberal, upon our national character; but for the future spare—O spare, we beseech you, our mother-tongue!
... [S]oon all the other English reviews of the time, and especially the Edinburgh, the Monthly Mirror, the Critical, the Annual, and the British Critic, were heavily engaged. 
The Annual... denounced “the torrent of barbarous phraseology” that was pouring from the new republic, and the Monthly Mirror, forgetting the Treaty of Paris, moaned and beat its breast over “the corruptions and barbarities which are hourly obtaining in the speech of our trans-Atlantic colonies.” But the most violent of all the periodical alarmists was the Edinburgh, then edited by the bitterly anti-American William Gifford. In almost every issue Gifford warned his readers that the toleration of Americanisms would ruin the English language irrevocably, and it was also he, I believe, who spread the story that the Americans were preparing to abandon English altogether, and to use Hebrew (or Greek, or some unnamed Indian language) in its stead.
The English travelers who began to swarm in America after 1800, and especially after the War of 1812, gave willing aid in this benign work, and scarcely one of them failed to record his horror over the new American words that he encountered, and the unfamiliar American pronunciation. Captain Basil Hall, who was here in 1827 and 1828, went to the length of making a call upon Noah Webster, then a septuagenarian, to lodge his protest.
“Surely,” he said, “such innovations are to be deprecated?”
“I don’t know that,” replied Webster stoutly. “If a word becomes universally current in America, why should it not take its station in the language?”
“Because,” answered Hall, with a magnificent resort to British complacency, “there are words enough already.”
This hostility continues into our own day. At regular intervals the London dailies and weeklies break into sonorous complaints against the American invasion. The latest inventions of the Hollywood gag-writers are seized upon as proofs that the language is fast going to pot in this country, along with the sub-species of the human race that speaks it. Even the relatively cautious and plainly useful simplicities of American spelling (as in the -or words, for example) are sometimes denounced with great rancor. But it is really too late for the English to guard the purity of their native tongue, for so many Americanisms have already got into it that, on some levels at least, it is now almost an American dialect. It has often amused me to count the Americanisms in articles written to put them down. There are hundreds of them in daily use in England, and many have become so familiar that an Englishman, on being challenged for using them, will commonly argue that they are actually English.
Thus a note of despair reveals itself in the current objurgations, and there are Englishmen who believe that the time has come to compromise with the invasion, and even to welcome it. The father of this pro-American party seems to have been the late William Archer, who was saying so long ago as 1899 that Americans had “enormously enriched the language, not only with new words, but (since the American mind is, on the whole, quicker and wittier than the English) with apt and luminous colloquial metaphors.” The late Dr. Robert Bridges, Poet Laureate from 1913 until his death in 1930, was of like mind with Archer, and of late there have been influential recruits to the party—among them, Richard Aldington, Wyndham Lewis, Edward Shanks, and Virginia Woolf. 
“In England,” said Mrs. Woolf not long ago, “the word-coining power has lapsed. When we want to freshen our speech we borrow from American – poppycock, rambunctious, flip-flop, booster, good mixer. All the expressive, ugly, vigorous slang which creeps into use among us, first in talk, later in writing, comes from across the Atlantic.”
I turn to Dr. Ogden’s list of fifty “international” nouns for the Basic vocabulary—and find that no less than nine of them are American, not English. I turn to Professor Ichikawa’s list of English words that have been taken into Japanese—and Americanisms bristle from every page. Plainly enough, the conquest of the world by English, if it ever comes off, will really be a conquest by American.
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