
The Tower of Babel                                                         by Felix Schrodinger 

There was time when I was young and impressionable when I was forced, under duress, to learn 

French. This was an essential component of the syllabus of the grammar school which I attended and 

a pass at ‘O’ level was a requirement for matriculation. The headmaster explained that learning 

French was a requirement in case I should become a diplomat as it was the ‘lingua franca’ of the 

foreign office. I scraped a pass and promptly gave up all interest having acquired a lasting distaste 

for anything Gallic. If I wanted to go to Oxford or Cambridge then I would have to get ‘O’ level Latin 

or Greek and, of course the Latin would be essential if I was considering medicine or pharmacology. 

At college I discovered that most of those on engineering courses were learning German; or, at least, 

technical German. This would enable them to read scientific and technical papers which were 

frequently written in that language (we have many things to thank Max Planck and Albert Einstein 

for but this is not one of them). 

Years later I went to work in Mexico and learnt (learned?) sufficient Spanish to converse with the 

taxi drivers. I frequently cursed the education system which had ignored this most elegant language 

which I found both interesting and useful. At this time one of my children had learned French and 

Latin and he was progressing well in Russian with a view to joining the armed forces who actually 

wanted him to learn Serbo-Croat. Obviously this requirement has been overtaken by the need for 

Arabic speakers. 

“What a mess!” You may say but things have changed though my view of languages, with the 

exception of Spanish, has really not moved on. Interestingly, I often come across people who are 

astounded to find that Spanish is the primary language in many parts of the USA, especially Florida. 

What they fail to realise is that the state was purchased from Spain and that Spanish was the main 

language long before Americano (the version of English spoken across the pond) became favourite. 

Obviously French was (and still is) spoken in Louisiana which was acquired in a similar manner 

though I don’t think that Alaska came with an indigenous Russian speaking population. Texas was 

also assimilated from Mexico after its war of independence and the other southern states came over 

(some say illegally) after the American-Mexican War and Santa Anna’s capture. What’s the relevance 

of this to our story? Well, one might argue, if things had happened in a different order, and 

Washington had been built in Florida, then Americans might all be speaking Spanish instead of 

Americano. 

Where does this take us? Well (again), we now have a new lingua franca and one which covers all of 

the issues raised above and this is all down to ‘Murphy’s Golden Rule’. This states that: ‘the man 

with the gold makes the rules’ – and who has the gold? – the USA so they decide what language we 

speak. 

There are several basic reasons why the world speaks English which relate to the motherland: 

• The British Empire, now the Commonwealth 

• Dickens and Shakespeare as representatives of English literature 

• The BBC World Service 

The rest all point to that version of English which is widely used by ex-colonists across the water and 

which can be listed as: 

• Hollywood through its endless outpourings of visual images and subsequently to ‘Friends’ as 

epitomising the new generation 

• Elvis, who made popular music a worldwide phenomena with the exception of the Soviet Empire; 

we had to wait for The Beatles to break down the Iron Curtain 



• Boeing – as the providers of cheap international travel; every international airport and carrier in 

the world uses English to inform passengers 

• IBM/Microsoft who brought computers into business and later into every home with the 

development of the PC and cheap software 

• Coca Cola who created a business with trademarks that are recognised across the world and made 

it cool to converse in English 

• The Internet, which, despite being invented by a Brit, is almost a 100% American lead development 

There have been the occasional counter movements: in Israel where Hebrew was adopted as their 

national language on the achievement of their nationhood and in India where Indira Gandhi threw 

out English and foolishly adopted Hindi as the national tongue – a decision still regretted everywhere 

in India except Delhi. 

The American influences are the key issues in making English into the world’s vocal exchange 

currency and this is now apparent in China where all children are learning it as their second 

language. I recently took out a bet over which country would be the first to ditch its national tongue 

and adopt English; Finland and Greenland were near the top of the list but a colleague tells me that 

it is already underway in Rwanda, much to the chagrin of the francophone minority and the Quay 

d’Orsay. 

But English is not an easy language, you say? Well (again), it is easy to learn the basics but difficult to 

become fluent because of the peculiar spellings. I once took a visitor from India out for a meal on 

the Melton Road in Leicester. After the meal he told me that he had to get back to Lowburow. 

“Loughborough,” I said questioningly. “Yes luffboruff,” he responded. 

So what should we do about our wonderful language? “Keep it the same as it’s always been,” comes 

the chorus of the ignorant and ill informed. But should we change it – the Americans have and 

generally for the better. Even the Oxford English Dictionary uses some of the changes as standard 

e.g. ‘stigmatize’ rather than ‘stigmatise’. Language is never a dead thing; it is a living entity and 

moves with the times. Chaucer is unintelligible to all but the studious. Parents often have difficulty 

with the vocalisations (or vocalizations) of their children and most cannot understand the lyrics of a 

rap number. 

My view is that we should, in collaboration with other English speaking nations, set up a system to 

simplify spelling and pronunciation changing, by agreement, about ten words each year starting with 

such obvious candidates as fight, might, sight, night and light. This development would be called 

‘Standardized English’ and become the way in which English is taught internationally. Those at home 

who wish to adopt it would be free to do so and those who don’t could continue in the old ways 

until their version simply withers on the vine. 

If we don’t do it then someone else will! Do you want your grandchildren speaking Chinglish? 


