Text 16: The Story of English		Alleviivaukset
How an obscure dialect became the world's most-spoken language
Looking back, the transformation of English into a global language seems unlikely. How did a language spoken by only a few thousand Germanic tribesmen who had invaded Britain back in the 5th century CE go on to become the world-spanning phenomenon that is the English language? Today, around 400 million people speak English as their first language, a billion more know it as a secondary tongue, and it is an official language in at least 59 countries, as well as the unofficial lingua franca of dozens more. It dominates international business, the internet, science, diplomacy and space exploration. Despite this ubiquity, the success of English has little to do with its intrinsic qualities as a language; it is not easy to pronounce or spell or it is not especially musical. Instead, its rise comes from a series of historical accidents.
Early days
It is worth mentioning that early forms of English – known as Old English – bear little resemblance to modern English. Here is an excerpt from the Old English epic Beowulf which describes the eponymous hero:
Bēowulf wæs brēme — blǣd wīde sprang — Scyldes eafera Scedelandum in.
Modern English:

Beowulf was renowned; the fame of Scyld’s son spread far in Scandinavia.

Although the poem is unintelligible to most English speakers today, about half of the most commonly used words in modern English have their roots in Old English. These include basic verbs such as make, take, see, listen and walk, along with the more romantic love and kiss. In addition, many of the nouns we use to describe family – sister, brother, daughter, child, husband – are derived from Old English, as well as essential adjectives like good and evil, dead and alive.
However, Old English was transformed utterly by the arrival of the French in 1066.

English for peasants
When invaders from the region of Normandy in France took control of Britain, English was relegated to the status of a peasant language and French became the language of the nobility, the law, and high culture. Luckily for the English language, 150 years later a quarrel broke out between the King of France and the Norman King of England which led to the confiscation of Norman territory in France. Having lost their land on the Continent, the rulers of England began to identify themselves as English with the result that the English language regained its prestige, spreading through the upper classes. During this process, an estimated ten thousand French words poured into English giving rise to what academics call Middle English. Here is the opening of a story told in Middle English:

In th’ olde dayes of the Kyng Arthour,
Of which that Britons speken greet honour,
Al was this land fulfild of fayerye.

Modern English:

In the old days of King Arthur
Of whom British people speak with great honour
This land was full of fairies.

Less Latin
Although English was now the language of the aristocracy and of ordinary people, the language of religion and learning was Latin. That ended because of another squabble between powerful men, this time between the English king Henry VIII and the Pope in Rome. In 1527 Henry wanted a divorce which the Roman Catholic Church refused to grant him. Henry went ahead with his new marriage, nevertheless, declaring himself head of the Church in England. The split with Rome meant that English became the language of church services and the Bible was also translated. English began to make inroads into the intellectual life of the country, slowly morphing into what is now described as Modern English. William Shakespeare wrote in Modern English, and although his language is not always easy for today’s speakers to follow, it is, for the most part, recognisable. Here is the opening of a sonnet he wrote to his lover:

So are you to my thoughts as food to life,
Or as sweet seasoned showers are to the ground.

Age of empires
Up until this point the English language was mostly confined to the British Isles. That changed when Britain began colonising other countries and incorporating them into the British Empire. By the nineteenth century, the territories ruled by the UK extended across Africa and Asia giving rise to the saying that the sun never sets on the British Empire. Since English was the language used to administer these territories, it naturally spread far beyond British shores.

The rise of America
One English colony, America, unhappy with British rule, declared independence on July 4, 1776. Luckily for the English language, Americans did not sever linguistic ties along with political ones. The fact that Americans continued to speak English after independence had a powerful effect on the spread of the language, especially after the Second World War. While war-ravaged Europe slowly rebuilt itself, the USA boomed. American businesses took English around the world as the language of trade, while the music industry provided the soundtrack for the ensuing decades with rock and roll, jazz and, later, disco and hip hop. Meanwhile, Hollywood movies became global sensations and American television series became a part of childhood for generations of young people growing up outside the US.

The snowball effect
The widespread use of English online, on the radio and TV, in schools and in the business world, generates its own momentum. Artists who want their work to reach large audiences can achieve this using English. Companies that want to trade internationally will hire English-speaking staff. Students who want to get on in a globalised world will have English as a part of their skillset. Ironically, the fact that there are more people speaking English as a second language than there are native speakers, means that the future development of English is increasingly in the hands of foreigners. These non-native speakers will exert a powerful influence on the way the language evolves.
There is still plenty of debate over whether English will continue to dominate international communication in the future. After all, nobody knows what new twists history has in store for the English language.

