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Preface 

The Language Revolution is an attempt to see funher by 
standing on the shoulders of three of my books published 
between 1997 and 2001: English as a Global Language, 
Language Death and Language and the Internet. The topics 
evolved as a trilogy, but it was only after the third book was 
completed that the complementarity of their themes 
became apparent to me. The present book highlights the 
interrelationship between them,. and takes a view about the 
contemporary significance of the language trends they 
discuss. 

I have been faced with a literary problem, as a conse
quence, and I hope my solution is acceptable. Because the 
'Themes for the 21st Century' series is aimed at a general 
readership, I have assumed that readers will not be familiar 
with the earlier books. The first three chapters, accord
ingly, incorporate summaries of the three arguments. This 
will generate a strong sense of deja vu among those readers 
- I imagine, mainly linguists and language professionals -
who have read them, for which I apologize. But the present 
account was not written with them primarily in mind. 

The 'Themes for the 21st Century' series also likes to 
keep references and notes to a minimum, and so my few 
notes are here chiefly to provide a source for the occasional 
quotation. The downside of this procedure is that, if 
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readers want to investigate the basis of my observations in 
further detail, they will have to go to the earlier books, 
which contain several hundred footnotes and bibliograph
ical references - though in the case of English as a Global 
Language, these appear only in the second edition, pub
lished in 2003. 

David Crystal 
Holyhead, September 2003 
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Introduction: A New Linguistic 
World 

The year 2000 marked the end of a decade of linguistic 
revolution. The new century must deal with its conse
quences. 

Few people noticed at the time. But then, language 
change is like that - taking place slowly and subtly, unpre
dictable in its outcome, and recognized only after some 
time has passed. Most of us take language very much for 
granted, in any case, and are not used to bringing it into 
the forefront of our attention. And as revolutions affecting 
language do not happen very often in human history, it 
isn't obvious what to look out for when one does come 
along. Even the language professionals - the practitioners 
of linguistics - took until the end of the decade to draw 
public attention to the unprecedented nature of the vari
ous events they were observing. And we still lack inte
grated accounts of what happened - this book is a first 
attempt. But once we stand back and reflect on the dra
matic linguistic changes which took place during the 
1990s, the case that we are living at the beginning of a 
new linguistic era is, I believe, unassailable. 

You might have guessed that Something Was Up if you 
had noticed that 2001 was designated the European Year 
of Languages. This was the first time a whole year had 
been devoted to languages, and although it was being 
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celebrated only in Europe, it was ambitiously general in its 
aims. It was not, after all, called the Year of European 
Languages - in the sense of 'languages indigenous to 
Europe'. All languages spoken in Europe were included 
in its remit - and that meant dozens of African and Asian 
languages used by minorities all over the Continent. It was 
a year which focused on the importance of language as an 
expression of cultural identity, as a medium of inter
national and national intelligibility, and as a means of 
enabling individuals and countries to open doors to a 
wider cultural and commercial world. It might just as 
easily have been called the European Year of Language. 
The acronym would have been the same: EYL. 

Many events took place in many countries during that 
year, and one of the outcomes was the establishment of 26 
September as an annual World Language Day, to keep 
public attention focused on the importance of plurilingual
ism - or, if you prefer, multilingualism - and foreign lan
guage learning. It was the second such decision. In 1999, 
UNESCO had already created 21 February as International 
Mother Language Day - a date which commemorated the 
deaths on that date in 1952 of five students defending the 
recognition ofBangla as a state language of former Pakistan 
(now Bangladesh). Here too the aim was to protect and 
promote linguistic diversity and multilingual education. 
Two 'days' devoted to language within three years! Lan
guages had never received such limelight before. Was it a 
coincidence that the momentum for such outcomes 
gathered pace so successfully during the mid-nineties? If a 
language revolution was taking place, then probably not. 
This is precisely the kind of practical outcome we would 
expect to see if people were deriving fresh motivation and 
enthusiasm from a growing sense of new linguistic energies. 

I do not believe that 'revolution' is too strong a word for 
what has been taking place. A 'revolution' is any combin-
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ation of events which produces a radical shift in conscious
ness or behaviour over a relatively short period of time, 
and this is what has happened. There are always continu
ities with the past, but these are outweighed by the emer
gence of a genuinely fresh perspective. In the context of an 
individual language, revolutions are rare. In the history of 
English, for example, we might identify two, only, since 
the arrival of the language in Britain in the fifth century. 
First, in the early Middle Ages, there was the combination 
of linguistic developments and sociopolitical factors which 
around the eleventh century changed Old English to 
Middle English, with very different grammar, and an ad
mixture of Romance elements that profoundly affected 
spelling and vocabulary - a revolution which took us, in 
effect, from Beowulf to Chaucer. Then there was the period 
in the fifteenth century which took us from Chaucer to 
Shakespeare, resulting in an Early Modem English which 
was very different from its Middle English predecessor in 
grammar, sounds and spelling, and characterized espe
cially by the standardizing effect of printing and the cumu
lative impact of the Renaissance, with its vast influx of 
classical vocabulary. Since Shakespeare, the language has 
developed steadily, but its character has not been radically 
altered - as is evidenced by the fact that we can go to a 
Shakespeare play and understand most of what we en
counter. It is patently 'the same' language - an intuition 
we do not have so comfortably when we encounter Chaucer, 
and not at all when we try to read Beowulf. 

Many other languages have displayed their own periods 
of revolutionary change, but these have occurred at differ
ent times and for different reasons. The wars, alliances and 
political revolutions that cause massive social (and thus 
linguistic) change do not follow any shared or predictable 
timetable. The French Revolution had major conse
quences for both French and the minority languages of 
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France, but little linguistic impact elsewhere. The Russian 
Revolution, likewise, led to policies which seriously 
affected the maintenance of regional and minority lan
guages in the Soviet Union; but again, with negligible 
impact outside. It is unusual to find changes which are so 
broad in their implications that they affect groups of lan
guages, and extremely rare to find changes which are so 
global that they affect all languages. Indeed, to illustrate 
the last point we have to alter the level of the illustration 
and refer to the arrival of new media - such as writing, 
printing, telephony and broadcasting - whose influence on 
the character of languages has been universal. The Inter
net is the latest of these media, and its impact on language 
- as we shall see in chapter 3 - has been the most revolu
tionary of all. This is a case where there is so little continu
ity with previous communicative behaviour that the term 
'revolution' is especially well motivated - and, indeed, is in 
danger of being overused. 

What makes the second half of the twentieth century -
and the 1990s in particular - a highly significant period in 
the history of language is that we can find there a coming 
together of three major trends, each global in its implica
tions, which together have fundamentally altered the 
world's linguistic ecology. It is the combined impact of 
these trends, affecting all languages in unprecedented 
ways, which warrants my use of the epithet 'revolutionary'. 
I have written separately on each of them, but this is the 
first attempt to bring them together into a single frame of 
reference, and to explore the consequences for the future 
of languages in particular and of language in general. In 
English as a Global Language (1997), I discussed the 
reasons for the emergence of English as the world's first 
truly global language, and the dramatic effect this new
found status is having on English itself. The future of 
English is not as clear-cut as might be assumed - an 


