China syndrome?

In his contribution to this issue of ET, ‘Learners and users of English
in China,’ Jian Yang notes:

‘In the now worldwide discussion about English in China, Eng-
lish in Asia, and World Englishes, China’s huge English-knowing
population is often cited as evidence in support of both the glob-
alization of the language and, in effect, its nativization in the
world’s most populous country. According to various estimates,
the number of Chinese able to use English is estimated at some-
where between 200 and 350 million: cf. Bolton, 2002, 2003;
Kachru, 1997c; Kirkpatrick & Xu, 2002; McArthur, 2002, 2003;
Zhao & Campbell, 1995. Notably, whereas the word user is
applied to those who use English in India, Singapore, and other
Outer Circle and Expanding Circle countries, it sometimes teams
up with the word learner when reference is made to the English in
China, often in the same paragraph or article (cf. McArthur,
2003) or the same chapter in a book (cf. McArthur, 2002). It is
thus clear that in such contexts a learner and a user are seen to be
synonymous or interchangeable, and the referents of the two
words (“someone who learns English” and “someone who knows
and uses the language”) are given the same status.’

I must plead guilty to at times conflating the labels learners and
users (which may well overlap in practical terms but are not in
essence the same). However I hope I have never argued (explicitly
or implicitly) that English is being nativized in China. Even in
terms of India, where the language has been in use since the eigh-
teenth century, it is risky to assert that it is indigenous there, apart
from one small community, the Anglo-Indians (who are Eurasians
of Indian and British provenance), regardless of how widely it is
used as a social vehicle. English is however further along a cline
towards indigenization in India than in China, a state of affairs
that is likely to continue. What is remarkable, though, is that
China does now have English as its ‘window on the world’, much
as India has done for generations — and that middle-class Chinese
parents want access to English for their children.

The inter-impact of language complexes like Chinese, Hindi-
Urdu, Arabic, Russian, Spanish, and English is one of the foremost
features of our time. Some of these complexes are widely distrib-
uted, as with English in the world, Spanish in the Americas, and
Arabic from Morocco to the Gulf, whereas others are predominant
regionally, as with Hindi-Urdu in India and Pakistan, and Russian
from the Baltic to the northern Pacific. Inevitably they interact
with and influence other languages, but just what will happen lin-
guistically in and around China is at present anybody’s guess.
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