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ABSTRACT

On a visit to the Ministry of Education in Beijing two years ago an official showed me the organisational
map related to languages. A friendly and helpful man he took care to make sure | understood how
language support was organised in China, given the 2001 law to require 5-10% percent of instructional
time in universities be done in a foreign language. “Here we have Spanish, Japanese, Arabic,
French...” he said. “See the line, they work to the Director.....over here national minority languages
and here....”. We stopped talking and sipped tea for a moment. “Thank you that is very interesting” |
said, impressed at the scale and evidence of planning. “Perhaps I didn’t see it but where is English?”
| asked. “Oh, English. Not foreign language. English for everybody, like a basic skill " he said.

In his 2006 assessment that approximately % of the world’s population, some 3 billion people, might
soon know or be learning English David Graddol makes a similar observation, that in many societies
English has entered this zone of being considered a ‘basic skill. All this represents a profound
sociological change in the world. Never in human history has there been a phenomenon like today’'s
English, transcending place and association with an identifiable body of speakers. And yet, as Anna
Wierzbicka’s English Meaning and Culture amply demonstrates, deep inside the grammatical heart
beats an ‘ethnosyntax” which links epistemic adverbs, phrases and lexical items to culture, place and
philosophy and particular people. If English is placeless on Chinese organisation charts it has history, it
might no longer reside in one place but that doesn’t mean that it is equal, or equally present, in all its
places. Whatever semantic predisposing English affords it is put to use in the mouths and writing
instruments of many millions of people who have no connection nor any need of any connection with its
ethnosyntax.

In this talk I will discuss some issues related to English in the world, with specific reference to identity
research we have conducted with Peking University Department of English to explore dilemmas and
perhaps propose some new ways to think about languages, place and identity.
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