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1 Introduction 

“Linguistic diversity is an important feature of Europe’s cultural heritage and also of its 

future – Cultural and linguistic wealth is one of Europe’s strengths” (Grosser 2002: 22). 

This is what many advocates preach in order to make people understand the importance 

of Europe’s cultural and linguistic diversity. However, many people, even Europeans 

themselves, do not see or appreciate this unique richness. The legacies we have 

inherited from our ancestors are not valued and considered as something truly unique 

and special by everybody, or as what Grosser calls “wealth” and “strength,” but rather 

as burdens. The European Union, as part of the European continent, is a multifaceted 

community. One can fly in less than six hours from the most westerly to the most 

easterly point or from the northernmost to the southernmost frontier of the member 

states. During that journey, one will pass various different countries with powerfully 

distinct cultures, climate, food, people and languages. The language issue is especially 

fascinating: Almost 493 million people live in the European Union (Eurostat 2007: 18) 

and speak countless languages; nonetheless, the EU has selected only 23 languages as 

“official.” 

In Germany, one of the 27 member states of the Union, students who graduate from a 

grammar school have learned at least two foreign languages during their schooling. This 

is more foreign language instruction than a typical high school student in the United 

States or in Mexico has, who usually learns only one foreign language during his or her 

education. There are probably not a lot of teenagers who think about reasons why they, 

as students in the European Union, have to learn at least two foreign languages, even if 

some of them complain about too much foreign language education. However, most 

students simply take for granted that someone had a plan or good reason for deciding 

for all European school children what languages are really important.  

“The Role of English in a Multilingual European Union” will be about language 

planning in general, the special language situation in the community of states, and the 

outstanding role of English in this multilingual environment. The question which will be 

answered in the end is whether English should become the only common working 

language or if this would destroy the fundamental ideas of equality and diversity within 

the EU. It is assumed that it is exactly this great diversity that makes the European 
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Union so extraordinary, and that therefore all European languages need special attention 

to sustain the impacts of English.  

In order to create a starting point for later discussions, the following chapter will be 

about language planning. It contains questions about who is involved in planning 

activities, what has to be decided, what tasks need to be fulfilled, what kinds of goals 

exist and what conflicts may arise. Special attention will be given to the situation of 

minority languages and linguistic human rights.  

In the year 2007, the EU saw the 50th anniversary of a decisive document called “Treaty 

of Rome,” which laid the cornerstone for its very establishment. Chapter 3 will 

therefore give background information on the history of the EU and its linguistic 

diversity and introduce the language situation in the Union. One part focuses on the 

creation of identity through languages. Furthermore, details will be presented about the 

intended equal treatment of all official EU languages, how practice differs from theory, 

and how translation and interpretation services of the Union are realized. The European 

Union considers itself as a multilingual structure in accordance with the motto “Strength 

through Diversity”; however, the demand for a common working language of official 

institutions increases. On the one hand, the easiest choice would be English, since it 

already has the status of being a natural lingua franca worldwide and within Europe. 

This extraordinary role and the question of whether the dominance of English is a 

danger for diversity will be examined in this chapter, as well. On the other hand, 

possible alternatives to an “English-only-model” will be shown.  

Chapter 4 shortly gives some recommendations and hints for the general European 

language policy and for the preservation of linguistic diversity in spite of the strong 

impact of the dominant position of English. 

A lot of research has been done on many of these issues, and a vast amount of literature 

is available. However, since the European Union is such a young entity and has 

accepted so many new member states within the last few years, many questions cannot 

be answered yet, due to the lack of information and in some cases lack of investigations. 

Examining the behavior of almost half a billion citizens is not easy since languages are 

a very emotional concern. Nevertheless, trying to derive developments of the future, this 

thesis scans the past and present situations of EU language policy and explores many 

sources in order to give at least trends.  
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2 Language Planning 

2.1 What is Language Planning? 

As national borders are seldom language borders (cf. Witt 2001: 38), tensions and 

disagreements about the use of certain languages may arise. Hence, language policy is 

about establishing explicit rules for conflict situations when these situations cannot be 

implicitly solved (cf. ibid.: 23). According to Phillipson, language policy is based on 

central assumptions that include the idea that this issue is an essential part of social 

policy and that language should not be treated as a problem, but as a resource. Language 

is considered a basic human right, and therefore each state should promote language 

rights and coordinate and facilitate their protection. Another supposition on which 

language policy is based is the idea that positive reinforcements - like incentives, 

encouragement and persuasion - should be used to guarantee language usage, instead of 

language usage under compulsion. The main thoughts people should adopt are mainly 

that no language is inferior to another language and that developing and implementing 

language policy takes time (cf. Phillipson 2003: 69). All those policies are unstable 

concepts which, of course, may alter over time (cf. Schiffman 1996: 40), and in the first 

instance, they are social constructs which are about different elements of juridical, 

constitutional and administrative matters of a language. Some jurisdictions may mention 

this topic, but even if there is no explicit reference, such policies consist of cultural 

elements like beliefs, perspectives and myths, and are thus referred to as “linguistic 

culture.” This “is the sum totality of ideas, values, beliefs, attitudes, prejudices, 

religious strictures, and all the other cultural ‘baggage’ that speakers bring to their 

dealings with language from their background” (ibid.: 276).  

Even though there is no clear boundary between the terms language policy and 

planning, language planning focuses on the actual means which are initiated within a 

certain policy in order to influence linguistic communication within a community to 

change the direction of the development of a certain language. It includes some 

deliberate actions which are aimed toward the future of one or more languages in a 

society. These planned changes on paper sometimes seem very easy to implement, but 

reality often shows that it takes several generations to change behavior (cf. 

Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 5). It is more than just a political decision, and almost always 

in the beginning of such a discussion or even an implementation, it is unclear what 
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exactly the outcome will be or where the road leads. Furthermore, it is nearly 

impossible to calculate the costs in advance of such a project if the future is so 

uncertain.  

Altogether, language planning is a collection of concepts, laws and rules that describe a 

certain language policy, and is aimed at the modification of regulations, principles and 

habits in order to achieve either a planned change, or to avoid a predictable change in a 

community’s language usage. It is the endeavor to change linguistic behavior of a 

community for a reason (cf. ibid.: 3).  

2.1.1 Participants Involved in Language Planning 

Lo Bianco uses Weinstein’s terms and describes the individuals who make language 

policy and influence language as “language strategists and cultural elites.” Everyone 

who works with language, such as writers, poets, interpreters, translators, or 

lexicographers, has an impact on language, and this may be even stronger than the 

impact of governments on that issue (cf. Lo Bianco 2005: 112). Nevertheless, the 

participants involved in language planning at the very top are indeed government 

agencies such as the ministries of foreign affairs, military, the ministry of 

communication and the ministry for commerce, for example. Likewise, education 

institutions on national or local levels, as well as other quasi-governmental1 and non-

governmental organizations, like churches, courts, hospitals, banks or the post office 

have a certain authority. Sometimes smaller groups and maybe even individuals with 

some influence are important participants, too (cf. Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 5f).  

The basic question is, “in whose interests is language planned – individuals, the state, or 

agencies and organisations” (ibid.: 196)? There are several possibilities regarding who 

is in charge of planning. Top-down planning means people with authority and power 

make decisions for whole groups and their language usage; these are mostly 

government-initiated actions. Usually the ultimate person, the smallest part of a system 

which is directly affected, is not even asked for his or her opinion. Who exactly these 

planners are is often not known, as the individuals may not be important, but they rather 

represent a political institution or a social class (cf. ibid.). The other case, bottom-up 

                                                 

1 Quasi-governmental means that some organizations receive some governmental support; e.g. the British 
Council and the English-speaking Union promote the English language, the Alliance Française 
disseminates French, and the Goethe Institute the German language (cf. Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 9). 
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language planning, would be initiated by the language community itself. Since 

language is a communal good and cannot exist without this community and its 

communication, “it can also be argued that language is an essential component of 

community identity” (ibid.: 211). 

As soon as the decision to implement a new language policy has been made, the 

education sector is probably the most important institution, although in some countries 

not everybody has to go to school. Even for those people who do go to school, it is only 

the young ones who attend these implementation programs. Therefore it can take more 

than one generation to “educate an entire population through the education sector” 

(ibid.: 8). Nevertheless, this sector has to determine many features, such as which 

languages are to be taught at school, in what way they should be taught, and the 

duration of the instruction. Furthermore, the teacher supply has to be defined, as well as 

the pre-service training for the teachers and what is necessary to keep their proficiency 

and what textbooks and other materials shall be used in the curriculum. Another factor 

is the determination of assessment procedures and other testing and evaluation 

processes. Finally, financial resources need to be available to maintain the 

implementation project (cf. ibid.: 8f). However, often it is no wonder that language 

policy does not work on a supranational level, when only little interest and low priority 

are given to that issue nationally (cf. Phillipson 2003: 137).  

2.1.2 Decisions in Language Planning 

The decisions a state usually has to make about language policy include finding out and 

determining what languages in a region or state should become official or working 

languages, how to guarantee certain laws or rules which protect minorities or minority 

languages2, and when and where majority and minority languages can be used in public 

life, education, commerce, the media, publications and announcements. Besides, 

authoritative reference works, such as grammar books or dictionaries, need to be 

produced and published for citizens so that they know which forms are appropriate or 

correct. Phillipson adds that it is necessary to determine “regulations and policy 

statements prescribing the learning of particular languages in education, whether as 

first, second, or foreign languages” (ibid.: 14). 
                                                 

2 Minority languages are languages which are non-dominant in a society. Compared to other languages, 
they either have less users or less power and influence (cf. Witt 2001: 35). 
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Surprisingly, sometimes “language planning is an accidental outcome of the primary 

function of the body” (Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 12); so for example, the U.S. Postal 

Service has agreed that Roman script shall be used on all envelopes in order to simplify 

mail delivery, and the International Olympic Commission decides what languages are 

used during international sports competitions. Although these two examples show that 

certain groups have had no language planning intention, they have generated language 

policy in some way (cf. ibid.). 

Language planning, in general, is a descriptive procedure when it comes to the 

collection of data. But as soon as somebody goes a step further and gives 

recommendations, determines or even implements policies, the action becomes 

prescriptive (cf. ibid.: 302). 

2.1.3 Goals of Language Planning 

The goals of language planning may be influenced by several factors, for instance, how 

homogenous or heterogeneous the languages of a state were and are; if language rights 

are granted to minorities, and if so, to what extent; if the dominant language of a state is 

used in other countries, too; how many illiterates there are in a country; who controls 

education and how centralized the education system is; how interested in language 

policy the public is; and how competent policy-makers are (cf. Phillipson 2003: 144). 

Language planners have a difficult task to carry out. They are captured in the 

unavoidable tension between social, linguistic and political goals. The latter are 

concerned with matters of control and when an organization or language planning 

agency wants to regain or strengthen control over language behavior, it initiates to plan 

a language. Linguistic aims are mainly about the scientific and neutral description of the 

language environment (cf. Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 309). 

Goals of language planning are, e.g., language purification, language revival3, language 

standardization, language shift4, language spread5, lexical modernization6, 

                                                 

3 A form of revival is language reversal, which is directed towards the turning around of the present 
language usage. Its main focus is about finding out how the use of a particular language can be promoted 
and encouraged (cf. Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 64). The examples of Catalan and Basque in Spain show 
that a reversal can happen legally. In 1978 Catalan received official status after having been illegal until 
then. The Basque language received official status in the same year (cf. MSN Encarta 2007). 
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terminological unification, stylistic simplification, and language maintenance. Kaplan 

and Baldauf Jr. furthermore mention, among others, language survival7 and literacy 

development. These constructs can be invoked simultaneously, which means that they 

could all happen to a language at the same time (cf. ibid.: 271). Moreover, it has to be 

pointed out that the boundaries of the constructs are not clear. There may be small 

linguistic or political nuances.  

Language policy helps to promote national unity; to establish democracy and to protect 

language rights through equality; to promote multilingualism; to “promote respect and 

tolerance towards linguistic and cultural diversity,” which is considered as an 

enrichment; and language policy also serves to advance national economic development 

(cf. Phillipson 2003: 143). To illustrate this, “any business person trying to market a 

product has to be able to sell it well” (Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 167), which clearly 

underlines the fact that every salesperson should have the awareness that the chance for 

selling a product increases if the seller not only understands the culture of the consumer, 

but even speaks the consumer’s language and therefore does not force the buyer to use a 

language other than his or her own national or regional language, or his or her mother 

tongue (cf. ibid.: 186). Describing the nature of required language skills, it is important 

to emphasize that the level of proficiency in a foreign language depends on the task that 

needs to be done. 

2.1.4 Types of Language Usage 

There are several ways to explain types of languages. They can be described with 

political, social, educational or popular definitions; often the boundaries are not clear. 

The priority goal of the official language ruling is not only - as it is expected very often 

- to influence efficient communication, but also to avoid conflicts (cf. Witt 2001: 28).  

                                                                                                                                               

4 Language shift happens not only as a result of bigger resources in the external language’s registers, but 
may be resulting from a changed attitude (higher popularity) towards the external language (cf. 
Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 284). 
5 Language spread is a more active form of language shift, with an emphasis on acquisition planning (cf. 
ibid.: 285). 
6 E.g. creation of new words (neologisms); old words receive new meanings; loan words and borrowings 
from other languages (cf. ibid.: 69). 
7 “The conditions for language survival are exactly the opposite of the conditions for language death”, 
which means parents must want to pass on their language to their children; the language must keep its 
functions; and the language community must be vital, stable or increasing (cf. ibid.: 274). 
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According to one definition, the political term languages of wider communication is 

“widely used for official purposes across communities which speak primarily some 

other languages” (Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 14). “National languages are so recognized 

in official political constitutions” even though they do not have to be spoken by the 

whole nation, but by a numerical majority. Having been granted a political status within 

a nation, a national language is in many cases associated with power and is often the 

only language taught in school (cf. ibid.: 15). “Official languages occur in extremely 

linguistically heterogeneous polities,” and as stated by Kaplan and Baldauf Jr., 

languages do not receive official status because of their usage, their applicability or their 

feasibleness, but for political reasons only (cf. ibid.: 16). The difference between official 

and national languages is that one notion rather has symbolic value, whereas the other 

expression has a practical function. A national language is a symbol for national unity, 

however, it has to be admitted that official languages can receive that meaning as well 

(cf. Holmes in Witt 2001: 32). In linguistically heterogeneous societies, regional 

languages are generally the dominant languages in a geographical area. Those 

languages obtain official permission through educational institutions that offer 

multilingual systems (cf. Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 17). Local speech is primarily an 

identity marker, whereas national languages help to organize nationality (cf. Lo Bianco 

2005: 111). A working language, as the name already implies, has the central function 

of being the language an institution works with. However, these languages do not 

necessarily have to be official languages. Working languages can either be determined 

explicitly through agreements, or implicitly, without any mentioning. There are also 

document languages, which are languages used to write or translate certain documents. 

The language of the original version of a document is called authentic language, and 

from this language it is translated into other languages (cf. Mickel in Witt 2001: 36).  

The social terms for languages have little in common with the political definitions. 

Mother tongue is probably the most important form. A mother tongue is sometimes also 

called majority language, as it represents the language the majority of one nation 

speaks, and since there is no exact definition of mother tongue, it is generally 

considered literally to be the language one’s mother speaks, or the language in which 

one communicates with his or her mother. Another synonym is first language, in 

contrast to the second language, which is acquired at a later point in life. Of course, 

children who grow up bilingual can have more than one first language or mother 
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tongue. A further social expression for a type of language is, e.g., educational language, 

which is a language that is taught in school, but not necessarily to all students (cf. 

Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 18f).  

On the whole, all citizens should know which languages can be used, written or spoken 

in specific domains of society. Also, in regard to international communication, it is 

advantageous if, e.g., economic partners know what language they should use in order 

to communicate with a country and its institutions (cf. Schloßmacher 1997: 17).  

2.1.5 Hands-Off vs. Hands-On Policies  

There are two approaches to form the constitution of a nation and the treatment of 

language issues: The “hands-on” policy wants to solve problems of coexisting 

languages in one nation whereas the “hands-off” policy simply believes that language 

issues should be left alone (cf. Faingold 2004: 18). The first case is often visible in 

countries where different groups want more autonomy or are even trying to become 

independent, and the latter case is often recognizable in nations with a strong identity 

(cf. ibid.: 11). “Ideally, the purpose of language legislation should be to solve such 

conflicts and differences by legally defining the status and use of coexisting languages” 

(ibid.: 12). 

In the constitutions of the member states of the European Union, it is often difficult to 

distinguish the two approaches. For instance, the constitutions of the Czech Republic 

(1992), Denmark (1953), the Netherlands (1983) and the United Kingdom (1998) do not 

mention any official or national languages and there are no provisions guaranteed for 

any language. This would clearly be a hands-off approach. The constitutions of 

Germany (1995), Greece (1975), Hungary (1996), Italy (1947), Portugal (1976) and 

Sweden (1975) do not designate national or official languages; however, they have 

provisions to protect speakers of minority languages or sometimes even all languages in 

the country, and therefore they cannot be called 100% hands-off, since they are not 

silent on language. In contrast to that, there are the constitutions of France (1992) and 

Latvia (1998), which do mention official languages, and therefore have the tendency to 

use the hands-on approach, but they do not establish provisions for the protection of any 

language, and therefore cannot count as 100% hands-on. The best examples for a clear 

hands-on approach are the constitutions of Austria (1929), Bulgaria (1991), Cyprus 

(1960), Estonia (1972), Lithuania (1992), Poland (1997), Romania (1970), Slovakia 
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(1992) and Slovenia (1991). All those countries have explicitly mentioned an official 

language, without calling it a national language; nevertheless, provisions for the 

protection of the official languages, minority languages and sometimes even for all are 

established. Although Belgium (1994), Finland (1919) and Spain (1972) have specified 

at least one official language each, there are only provisions for these languages, and not 

for minorities. Ireland (1973) and Malta (1964) even mention official and national 

languages, and provide support for these languages, though Ireland does not mention 

minority languages, whereas Malta wants to protect the linguistic rights of everybody 

(cf. ibid.: 18f). The constitution of Luxembourg does not mention anything about 

languages, however, in 1984 a language law was adopted, which stated that the national 

language is Luxembourgish and this language, together with French and German, was 

used for administration purposes (cf. Luxembourg 1984: 6f). As Luxembourg explicitly 

names a national language, it uses the hands-on approach as well, although, 

unfortunately, it does not mention anything about language minorities. 

Constitutions and official regulations can strengthen either monolingualism or 

multilingualism. Even when there are no explicit laws for language policy, this does not 

mean that there is no language policy at all. Often the dominant language of a state has 

not been explicitly labeled as “national” or “official” (cf. Phillipson 2003: 14). Reasons 

may include the many covert policies, which do not mention any languages in any legal 

documents; this policy is rather implicit and informal. On the other hand, overt policies 

explicitly declare the rights of language use in different domains of one or even all 

linguistic spheres. Policies which offer guarantees in constitutions or other legal 

documents and encourage the use of a certain language are called promotive. In these 

cases, financial means, human resources and space are provided, and domains of use are 

defined. It may also be the case that this happens non-explicitly by promoting one or 

several languages without clearly mentioning them. If this is not the situation, and 

neither money, time or domains are provided, but the use of a certain language is 

allowed, one speaks of tolerance policies. They can be covert or overt as well. If 

languages of minorities are tolerated in order to simplify bureaucracy, we speak of 

mixed policies (cf. Schiffman 1996: 29f). 
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2.1.6 Planning Tasks  

There are different but completely interdependent kinds of activities that deal with 

language planning. Corpus planning includes the “attempts to modify a language itself” 

(internal modification of a language) and status planning is “concerned with attempts to 

modify the environment in which a language is used” (Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 28). It 

is impossible to separate those two because every modification in the nature of a 

language results in a change in the environment in which that language is used, and the 

other way round. However, this thesis will focus on status planning and therefore there 

will be no further information about corpus planning. The tasks of status planning are 

the selection of the languages and the language implementation, so to speak, the 

external factors of language. The selection of one or more languages for a society is 

made by political leaders and powerful institutions, as seen in chapter 2.1.1. The basic 

problem is that a state needs to have a language that citizens can understand; and most 

people can identify themselves with a national language, as language is an emotional 

concern. This is not as easy as it sounds, since the language chosen should be the one 

with the smallest disturbance of the social system and therefore a national language 

should be politically neutral. Unquestionably, it is in most cases a dominant, prestigious 

language, with some history in that country (cf. ibid.: 30f).  

The third type of language planning is called acquisition planning. When a decision has 

been made about what language(s) and what variety(ies) shall be selected, the plan 

needs to be implemented and spread, usually through the education system and with 

certain laws in order to motivate or to discourage people from using a certain language 

or dialect. The organization of language learning from preschool to university is 

arranged typically under the control of a ministry of education. This ministry’s task is to 

put into practice implementation policies in regard to the languages to be used as the 

medium of instruction. In European countries, the ministries of culture, commerce, 

foreign affairs and research are often involved in that process as well (cf. Phillipson 

2003: 15). The responsibility for language policy tends to be shared between the 

different ministries. Usually they have little knowledge of the subject, and therefore 

interact with inadequate coordination (cf. ibid.: 65). 
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2.2 Language Conflicts 

Classical language planning is not as easy as it sounds. As it can be criticized for being 

“conducted by elites that are governed by their own self-interest,” it often “reproduces 

rather than overcomes sociocultural and econotechnical inequalities,” and it “inhibits or 

counteracts multiculturalism” (Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 80). Furthermore, language 

planning takes a lot of time and financial resources, and the implementation of certain 

rules needs a lot more than simple top-down decisions. Thus, it is important for 

everybody to keep in mind that there is no contact between languages as abstract 

objects, but between users and language communities. In this world there are no 

congruent language communities, which have the same number of users, the same 

prestige of language, whose gross national product (GNP) is identical, and whose 

quality of life is comparable. As a consequence, contact without conflicts is hardly 

detectable. Language conflicts in Europe not only have their roots in history, but are 

already preprogrammed for the future by language politicians (cf. Nelde 1999: 40f). 

Some examples, namely language loss and linguistic genocide of minority languages, 

are topic of chapter 2.2.2. 

2.2.1 Possible Solutions to Language Conflicts 

In order to deal with language conflicts, multilingual states in the European Union, e.g. 

Belgium, have developed several concepts for coping with the situation when more than 

one language is considered official. The territorial principle, for instance, means that 

several languages coexist and have the same status. Many monolinguals imagine a 

bilingual country to be a place where every citizen speaks two languages; however, 

bilingualism can also mean that two languages coexist (at least theoretically), and imply 

the same status and rights. This so-called “institutionalized multilingualism” is a 

consequence of the principle of territory, where authorities have declared a specific 

region a monolingual area, and citizens are forced to use the official language, at least in 

official communication (cf. ibid.: 46).  

In contrast to that, there is the individual principle, which states that every person can 

use his or her mother tongue in every private or political sphere, no matter where he or 

she lives (cf. Nelde 2003: 35). In other words, the individual principle is used when 

speakers of different languages within one country have equal linguistic rights (cf. Witt 

2001: 34). An example is the information boards at the Brussels airport in Belgium. The 



Language Planning 

 

 13 

information is represented in four languages: the three official languages of Dutch, 

French and German, and additionally, the international ‘Airspeak’8 English. Languages 

on these signs are consistently in this order to avoid discriminating one language 

community. Of course, such a method is expensive, but it seems as if this strategy helps 

avoiding language conflicts (cf. Nelde 1999: 47). Essentially, the individual principle  

is generally regarded as offering better safeguards to individuals, whose language rights 
are not subject to geographical restrictions, while the territorial principle is usually seen 
as a better protection for collective rights, because it is considered more conductive to 
the maintenance of linguistically homogeneous settings in which a group’s language 
and culture can thrive (Grin 1994: 35).  

Both principles can also be combined in a country (cf. Witt 2001: 34).  

A method that supports minor or to some extent relevant languages in order to reach a 

certain goal or comparable results to a major language is called positive discrimination. 

This could mean, for instance, that class sizes in schools are smaller for smaller 

language groups, or teachers who work in different languages receive better salaries. In 

general it could be said that everybody who has to earn his or her money in a bi- or even 

multilingual environment should be rewarded. This would lead to a higher prestige and 

a higher respect for multilingualism (cf. Nelde 2003: 38). Carnevale also suggests that 

educational institutions who offer minority languages should receive more financial 

means (cf. Carnevale 2003: 270). Positive discrimination simply means that minorities 

receive more rights and advantages than they are actually entitled to according to their 

percentage of users, compared to other languages (cf. Nelde 1999: 50). 

Other solutions for language conflicts could be, according to Nelde: (1) the introduction 

of a planned language (Esperanto9, or even sign language); (2) the transfer of an already 

existing strong international language as a lingua franca10 (English); (3) the preference 

of few main languages (e.g. German, French and English); or (4) maintaining the status 

quo (all official languages are also working languages). The question is whether the 

present status (option 4), i.e. acceptance of the language variety of the European Union, 

                                                 

8 International Air- and Seaspeak are short, standardized English phrases used whenever pilots, captains, 
controllers or the crew do not speak the same language. So, e.g., instead of saying ‘I am sorry, I did not 
hear you. Could you please repeat that?’ one simply says ‘Say again’. Although this language is only a 
recommendation and has many restrictions, it is very expressive. The reason why English was chosen as 
the international aviation language in 1951 is that after World War II English was the language of the 
leaders of the Allies and most pilots and manufacturers of aircrafts had an English-speaking background 
(cf. Crystal 1997: 98f). 
9 Please refer to chapter 4.3.  
10 The term lingua franca will be explained in chapter 4.  
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can be developed further and continued (cf. Nelde 1999: 42). This will be subject to 

discussion in the following chapters. 

2.2.2 Language Loss and Linguistic Genocide of Minority Languages 

Language death is one possible result of language planning or rather non-planning. 

Languages die when they no longer have a real function and people stop using them. 

This can be caused by different factors, such as the introduction of a new language 

which replaces some societal functions (also possible through a forceful action in which 

“certain functions must be conducted in the imposed language” [Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 

2003: 272].11); or the disappearance of a population that spoke a certain language, 

maybe because parents are unable or hesitant to pass on a special language to their 

children. Samuel Johnson (1709-1784), an English poet, essayist, lexicographer and a 

critic of English literature said, “There is no tracing the connection of ancient nations, 

but by language; and therefore I am always sorry when any language is lost, because 

languages are the pedigree of nations” (Johnson 1773). This illustrates how important 

every single language is, no matter if it is used by many or just few. A weakening of 

this linguistic vitality happens when linguistic functions are firstly abolished in public 

institutions and matters, and later private areas are cut back. The direction of the 

weakening process goes from formal to informal, and from specialized to more general 

functions. In this process, a language looses its status as a regional official language, 

language of instruction in education, written language, language at work, medium of 

communication in a circle of acquaintances, or as a language which is spoken outside 

the family (cf. Haarmann 2001: 57). 

When members of a group are unable to use their minority language, and therefore 

cannot form a distinct ethnic or cultural identity, their linguistic human rights are 

violated, and in some cases languages that are not that powerful become victims of 

“linguicide” (linguistic genocide). Language and money share certain features: They are 

both systems of exchange and stores of value (cf. Phillipson 2003: 145). These are only 

a few reasons why linguistic human rights need to be protected.  

                                                 

11 E.g. the introduction of business, religious and governmental systems for immigrants and indigenous 
peoples in the United States, Canada and Australia (cf. Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 2003: 272). 
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2.2.3 Linguistic Human Rights 

The prohibition of linguistic discrimination as part of human rights - and therefore an 

ethic principle - seems reasonable. One may comprehend this as, “nobody should be 

discriminated against because of his or her language, just as with skin color or religion.” 

Although this general statement sounds easy, it is difficult to implement in reality. The 

precondition that a speaker of a specific language does not feel discriminated against or 

ostracized is that the other language partners speak his or her language, too, or can at 

least understand; but that is seldom the case and impossible to guarantee (cf. Siguan 

2001: 141).  

The rights and the respect majority groups take for granted need to be guaranteed for 

linguistic minorities as well. This is the task of linguistic human rights. “There are 

rights for individuals and groups to maintain and develop their languages, and the state 

has a duty to implement them” (Phillipson 2003: 152). In some nations “universal 

linguistic rights – the right to speak and understand a language of one’s choice – are 

recognized implicitly as a component of freedom of speech, or as a historic right for 

some linguistic minorities” (Faingold 2004: 13). 

Problems that deal with language are seen as likely conflict reasons “only in situations 

where groups lack linguistic rights and/or political/economic rights” and where 

linguistic and ethnic origins cause a disproportionate distribution of economic and 

political influence (cf. Phillipson/Rannut/Skutnabb-Kangas 1994: 7). 

Observing linguistic human rights means, on the one hand, that the individual person 

can identify with his or her mother tongue in a positive way, and that others respect this 

identification, no matter if this mother tongue is a majority or minority language. Apart 

from that, it implies having the possibility to learn one’s mother tongue and to receive, 

as a minimum, basic education through this language. In the country where one resides, 

everybody should have the possibility to learn one official language (at least), and 

bilingual teachers should be the rule rather than the exception. Limitations on these 

regulations are regarded as serious violations. On the other hand, at a collective level, 

linguistic human rights demand the right to exist for minority groups and the right to set 

up and to maintain educational institutions in order to develop and keep their language. 

Moreover, financial support should be provided in order to guarantee an autonomous 
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administration of education, culture, social affairs and information, and political 

representatives of these minorities should be present in the state. (cf. ibid.: 2). 

Learning one’s mother tongue and one of the official languages, if they are not the 

same, is considered a necessary linguistic right. In contrast, learning a foreign language 

is an enrichment right, as it “only” broadens one’s cultural and economic horizon, 

instead of being a necessary human right (cf. Phillipson 2003: 155). 

In Kirchhof’s opinion, law is the expression of cultural commonness, and law is always 

based on language. This makes the use of one’s mother tongue a human right, a part of 

human dignity. Thus, using one’s mother tongue for one’s personal name or place 

name, receiving education in that language, and being able to use that language in 

official administrative or legal matters belong to the basic minority rights (cf. Kirchhof 

2002: 206). Hence, language is both basis and tool of law, because only those people 

who have a good command of a certain language are able to take part in democratic 

processes (cf. ibid.: 208). Laws and rights are valid for every single person, and 

therefore have to be understandable or accessible for all (cf. ibid.: 211). As the 

European Union is a unique political construction and sovereignty is shared by national 

and supranational levels, ensuring language rights becomes complicated (cf. Phillipson 

2003: 155). 

The United Nations has created a Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to 

National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities, and that declaration was 

adopted by the General Assembly in December 1992. As recognized by Skutnabb-

Kangas and Phillipson, most articles in this document include the term “shall” and are 

rather imprecise and vague in their statements. Modal verbs in laws and regulations lead 

to fuzziness, which then results in an insecure situation and only minimal protection. 

Article 4.3 states, e.g., that “states should take appropriate measures so that, wherever 

possible, persons belonging to minorities have adequate opportunities to learn their 

mother tongue or to have instruction in their mother tongue” [emphasis of Skutnabb-

Kangas/Phillipson] (Skutnabb-Kangas/Phillipson 1994: 380 and United Nations 1992). 

This blurry sentence brings up many questions. What exactly are “appropriate 

measures” and “adequate opportunities”? Who decides what is “possible?” This leaves 

one with ambiguous guessing, rather than a forced understanding of what the 

declaration demands. Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson wonder whether “‘instruction in 

the mother tongue mean[s] ‘through the medium of the mother tongue’ or does it only 
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mean instruction in the mother tongue as a subject” (Skutnabb-Kangas/Phillipson 1994: 

96f)? Another example for this ambiguity is Article 1.1, which posits that “states shall 

protect the existence and the national or ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic identity 

of minorities within their respective territories, and shall encourage conditions for the 

promotion of that identity” (ibid.: 379). What exactly does “encourage” mean? No 

concrete action is mentioned and so it is - again - a question of interpretation in regard 

to what shall be done. 
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3 The European Union and its Languages 

In order to understand the discussions in the following chapters, it is important to keep 

in mind - just as Muschg points out - that the European Union (EU) is not Europe, and 

Europe does not only consist of the European Union (cf. Muschg 2005: 12). This thesis 

will be about the EU. Vlaeminck summarizes its special role when she says the EU  

is about the right of ordinary people to live and work in other EU countries. It is about 
the right for young people to pursue part of their education or their professional training 
in another country. It is about the right of businesses to operate throughout the single 
market. It is about Europeans of all ages and professions – individuals, public and 
private enterprises, local and regional authorities, professional organisations, NGOs – to 
work together, to exchange ideas and to learn from each other’s experiences (Vlaeminck 
2003: 41).  

In this chapter, background information on the history of the Union will be given, the 

question whether the EU has an identity or not will be examined, cultural and linguistic 

diversity will be highlighted, functions of languages will be explained - particularly how 

language can help to create identity, especially in the EU. Moreover, the languages of 

the European Union will be introduced and the principle of equality will be clarified. 

The Union’s institutions’ language usage in theory and practice will be compared, and 

the author of this thesis wants to observe the translation and interpretation services of 

the EU. This chapter will end with an analysis of European multilingualism, how 

minority languages are protected, and how language programs can help furthering 

language use. 

3.1 History of the European Union 

On May 9, 1950, the French foreign minister Robert Schuman suggested the founding 

of a European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), and one year later, on April 18, 

1951, the so-called Treaty of Paris was signed between Belgium, West Germany, 

France, Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands (“the six”). This document was not only 

supposed to end the German-French hereditary enmity, but also to create a common 

market for coal and steel. The economic integration should be followed by a political 

unification. On March 25, 1957, the Treaty of Rome was signed by the six countries, 

and thereby the European Economic Community (EEC) and the European Atomic 

Energy Community (EURATOM) were established. A customs union and a common 

external customs duty were formed in 1968. On January 1, 1973, the European 
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Community got three new members: Denmark, the United Kingdom and Ireland. In 

June 1979 the first European elections took place in order to determine the European 

Parliament. On January 1, 1981, Greece became the 10th member of the European 

Community, and five years later Portugal and Spain followed. The Treaty of Rome was 

officially changed on July 1, 1987, and was then called Single European Act (SEA). 

The most important rulings were the introduction of majority decisions, and the 

expansion of rights of participation of the European Parliament. Two years later, in June 

1989, the heads of states and governments decided to implement a European Economic 

and Monetary Union (EEMU) in three stages.  

In the end of 1991, the Treaty of Maastricht was signed in order to create the European 

Union (EU) out of three pillars: firstly, the European Communities (EEC, ECSC, 

EURATOM), secondly the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), and thirdly 

the cooperation in Justice and Home Affairs (JHA). This treaty came into effect on 

November 1, 1993. On January 1, 1995, Finland, Austria and Sweden joined the 

European Union, which now consisted of 15 member states. In the same year the 

Schengen Agreement went into effect, which abolished border controls of people 

between Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Spain and Portugal. In the 

end of 1996, Denmark, Finland, Sweden and the non-EU members Iceland and Norway 

joined this agreement as well, and in 1997 Italy and Austria followed. In June, 1997, the 

heads of states and governments agreed on a change of the Treaty of Maastricht, in 

Amsterdam, and the Treaty of Amsterdam came into effect on May 1, 1999. Some 

months earlier, on January 1, 1999, the European Economic and Monetary Union had 

started in eleven member states (Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, 

Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal and Spain), and two years later Greece 

joint the Euro zone. The official launch of the Euro hard cash in the 12 countries was on 

January 1, 2002.  

On May 1, 2004, the European Union had its biggest enlargement and got 10 new 

member states at once: Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 

Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia. On October 29, 2004, the heads of the 

member states signed the “Treaty for a European Constitution,” which summarizes all 

previous treaties, in Rome. This treaty had to be ratified by every single member state of 

the European Union so that it could come into force, but in the late spring of 2005, the 

“non” of the French, the “nee” of the Dutch, and the suspension of the referendum in 
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Great Britain and in some other countries brought a crisis and a serious setback to 

Europe, not only because France and the Netherlands belong to the founding members 

of the EU. Nevertheless, according to Weidenfeld, the rejection of the constitution was 

no rejection of Europe (cf. Weidenfeld 2006: 10f). On January 1, 2007, Bulgaria and 

Romania became members of the European Union, which currently has 27 member 

states (cf. ibid.: 19ff). 

In the future, Turkey could become a member of the EU, and accession negotiations 

started at the end of 2004. The possible integration of that country has started a severe 

discussion about Europe’s identity. Further candidates are Croatia, Macedonia, Serbia, 

Bosnia-Herzegovina and Albania, and with them the EU would consist of more than 30 

members (cf. Pfetsch 2007: 18). 

The European Union as a whole is no state but a confederation of states, which means a 

voluntary union of sovereign states. In general, a constitution determines the basic order 

of a state; however, a EU constitution would not create a European state, but define the 

range of action for the European Union. Although the constitution and the laws of the 

EU institutions have higher priority than the laws of the single member states, EU laws 

do not replace, but rather complete the individual legislation (cf. Weidenfeld 2006: 14f).  

Pfetsch believes that what stands on many feet, stands solidly, however, movements 

become ponderous (cf. Pfetsch 2007: 19). The expansions in 2004 and 2007 have 

indeed led to a weakening of the EU: “widening means weakening” (ibid.: 22). 

Decisions need more time since there are more members involved and translations and 

interpretations need to be made, which is very time-consuming. This will be the topic of 

chapter 3.5.3.  

3.2 EU Institutions 

According to Phillipson, the European Union is a complex hybrid of a state and a 

federation. In this new kind of political structure, supranational and national systems are 

combined, and sovereign power is shared, even though people often do not notice or are 

not aware of the fact that the EU legislates and coordinates every imaginable feature of 

the EU citizen’s life. Phillipson calculates roughly that 60 to 80 percent of national 

legislation is about acting out EU policies. Hence, the importance of language as the 
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medium of discussion and implementation becomes visible (cf. Phillipson 2003: 18). 

Before this paper examines language, below is a short summary of EU institutions: 

The Council of the European Union, informally called Council of Ministers or only 

Council, was established in 1952, and together with the European Parliament it forms 

the highest legislative body of the European Union. It consists of 27 national ministers 

(one of every EU member state) and one minister who is responsible for the particular 

subject to be discussed. There is no real president of the Council, as a rotation principle 

is applied, which gives the role of the presidency to a new member state every six 

months. The minister of that particular state is then responsible for setting the plan 

during his or her six months in office. This is getting more and more difficult because of 

the large number of member states. Therefore the European draft constitution wants to 

implement a permanent president of the Council of the European Union in the future 

(cf. Weidenfeld 2006: 70f). 

Since 1974, the European Council, also known as the EU summit, is a meeting where 

the heads of the EU member states, the President of the European Commission 

(executive body of the EU), a member of the Commission and all foreign ministers 

come together regularly. The chair of the meeting is the leader of the current EU 

Presidency of the Council of the European Union. The Council is an intergovernmental 

institution and no direct body of the EU (cf. ibid.). 

To sum up, instruments of the EU are community institutions. The Commission 

executes actions and goals which are designated in the treaties. Furthermore, it suggests 

and supervises them when they have been chosen. Suggestions of the Commission need 

to be agreed on by the representatives of all member states of the Council. The 

Parliament is a consultative power and takes care of the budget. The exertion of the 

EU’s laws is protected by the Court of Justice (cf. Truchot 2003: 99). 

3.3 Is there a European Identity? 

Thinking about the importance of the question ‘Does Europeanness or a European 

identity exist?’ it is essential to explain what identity and nation means and what their 

connection is. Haarmann finds that identity creates solidarity within a group and builds 

the basis for interaction (cf. Haarmann in Witt 2001: 7). According to Smith, a nation is 

a mass, a human population that has a name, lives on historic territory and does not only 
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share myths and history, but also public culture, economy, common laws and equal 

duties for everybody (cf. Smith in Barbour 2000: 4). Barbour explains the relationship 

of both concepts and argues that unlike “many popular views, nations in the modern 

sense are a relatively recent phenomenon.” They are so important because they are often 

“those units with which individuals identify most strongly beyond their families” and 

modern nations “cannot exist without a shared sense of identity;” in order to have this 

common identity, a minimal communication must be possible (cf. Barbour 2000: 3f).  

In the case of the EU, Peter Wagner first explains identity with equality, which would 

mean that EU citizens were alike or similar to each other, but hardly anyone would 

claim that. In the history of Europe and the European Union it is more variety that was 

stressed. Hence, Wagner states that European identity is similarity within Europe and 

consistency through history, and therefore we need to ask what the shared features that 

guide our actions are, and what distinguishes us from others (cf. Wagner 2005: 495f). 

Responding to the question of whether Europe has a cultural identity, Wagner would 

answer with a “hesitant yes,” although he explains it with the fact that Europe is not 

deeply rooted in its history and therefore cannot derive its destiny from its roots (cf. 

ibid.: 510f). In the end, the EU needs to be a matter that makes sense because without 

emotionally linked forces the European unification will not be experienced as a fortune 

(cf. Muschg 2005: 33f). The EU will not and is not allowed to become a super nation 

like the United States. But where does it take the ‘we-feeling’ from, a feeling which is 

indispensable for the union of rationality, a feeling which is an identity collection (cf. 

ibid.: 95)? Everybody lives in several cottages and can distribute his or her loyalty 

without revealing the loyalty or having to reveal him- or herself (cf. ibid.: 100). 

Phillipson argues that citizens of the EU “have a national identity to the member state 

that they come from” or where they have migrated to. This does not necessarily mean 

that they have only one national identity. Some may even feel Scottish and British, or 

Sicilian and Italian, at the same time. EU citizens are sometimes not aware of having an 

additional identity: European citizenship. In the Treaty of Maastricht (1992), this phrase 

was mentioned, without explaining what it meant or how it was connected to national 

citizenship. Five years later, the Amsterdam Treaty explicitly stated in Article 2(9) that 

“every person holding the nationality of a member state shall be a citizen of the Union. 

Citizenship of the Union shall complement and not replace national citizenship” 

(Eurotreaties 2004: 25). Here it becomes clear that being a citizen of the European 
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Union may include having at least dual citizenship (cf. Phillipson 2003: 50). This can be 

underlined by a metaphor of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing12, who once said that being a 

member of a family does not hinder you from staying an individual. Therefore being a 

member of the European Union does not hinder you from staying a citizen of your own 

country (cf. Weidenfeld 2006: 17). 

“Europe is, as we have seen, the area that has seen the clearest development of a large 

number of nationalisms in which the linguistic element is of very high importance,” 

(Barbour 2000: 16) not only since in Europe, traditionally, especially language and 

religion mainly create group identity (cf. Kremnitz in Witt 2001: 8). On the one hand, 

“it can be argued that there is a shared European culture in the sense of a shared set of 

beliefs and values, and possibly behaviours.” On the other hand, it seems to be 

impossible to find a symbolic European language that creates identity “or embod[ies] 

the shared beliefs and values in the way that a national language does. So neither shared 

culture nor shared language have sufficient reality as a basis for identity” (Byram 2003: 

71).  

The unpredictability about where we, as EU citizens, are heading, and our strong innate 

national and local identity, create a lack of commitment for the European Union (cf. 

Phillipson 2003: 51). European identity means for more and more Europeans, not only 

for members of the EU, an awareness of the cultural diversity of our continent (cf. 

Haarmann 2003: 157). 

3.4 Cultural and Linguistic Diversity 

Generally, the EU sees itself as a multilingual structure. The foundation for that 

multilingualism was laid by the countries that signed the Treaty of Rome in 1957, which 

stated that all official languages were equal, that the treaty had equal value in all official 

languages versions and that all accessory member states’ languages had the same 

automatic status (cf. Truchot 2003: 100f). In a European Union of 27 member states, or 

even more in the future, differences between the interests of the member states and their 

citizens will increase and the ideas of the future of the EU will differ even more than 

they do now (cf. Weidenfeld 2006: 90). Some people say that the most serious problem 

for the European Union is that it has so many languages, which prevents integration and 

                                                 

12 President of France from 1974 to 1981 
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development of the Union (cf. Phillipson 2003: 1). In contrast to that opinion, Article 22 

of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union states ‘The Union shall 

respect cultural, religious and linguistic diversity.’ In addition, Article 21 states that 

‘Any discrimination based on any ground such as sex, race, colour, ethnic or social 

origin, genetic features, language, religion or belief, political or any other opinion, 

membership of a national minority, property, birth, disability, age or sexual orientation 

shall be prohibited’ (European Union 2000: 13).  

In 2001 the European Parliament passed a Resolution on Regional and European 

Lesser-used Languages in order to support linguistic diversity in the European Union. 

The resolution states under point A that “all the European languages are equal in value 

and dignity and are an integral part of European culture and civilisation.” Article B 

highlights that “linguistic diversity must be preserved and multilingualism promoted in 

the Union, with equal respect for the languages of the Union.” The Parliament also 

wants to put its words into effect and refers in point 7 “to the fact that it has voted EUR 

1 million for preparatory action on the promotion and safeguarding of regional and 

lesser-used languages, dialects and cultures in the 2002 budget” (European Parliament 

2001). This shows that the EU has the duty to safeguard lesser-used languages and 

language diversity.  

Those who are unable to speak and write in two other languages - and maybe even read 

some more - besides their mother tongue will not experience how colorful, musical and 

true their own language will become when it is not the only one. The key to a 

hospitable, presentable and future-oriented Europe does not lie in Brussels, but in every 

single person’s household (cf. Muschg 2005: 126). 

According to the motto of the European Union ‘Strength through diversity’ (cf. 

Weidenfeld 2006: 105) the number of mixed families in European countries steadily 

increases (cf. Siguan 2001: 102).  

3.4.1 Functions of Language 

Language policy is a politically explosive issue, since languages are sometimes only 

regarded as simple tools of communication, and the way how languages shape and 

create our understanding of the world, is ignored (cf. Phillipson 2003: 108). Of course, 

in the first instance language is the medium of communication in all areas of human 
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life, such as media, Internet, technology, commerce, politics and sciences. “Languages 

are therefore central to our increasingly international world, to globalization and the 

accelerating processes of European unification” (ibid.: 5). However, “making oneself 

understood is only one function of language: If several people are conversing in a 

tongue which they master only imperfectly, all the nuances are lost. One says what one 

is able to say, not what one wants to say” (Berchem 2003: 26). There is always the same 

problem in multilingual conversations: The more languages are involved, the more 

complex communication will be (cf. Phillipson 2003: 137). As we have seen, 

language is more than just a technical medium of communication. Language is 
intimately connected with our perception and interpretation of the world, with our 
identity as individuals and as members of a community, with self-expression and the 
expression of our culture and values. Real communication is not about using the same 
words, it is about understanding and respecting other cultures and their values and 
customs (Vlaeminck 2003: 36).  

Therefore, if culture is an important factor in economic development, language needs to 

be treated as the most important cultural possession (cf. Grzega 2006: 277). “Today, it 

is widely accepted that culture and language are intrinsically interconnected. Culture 

presupposes communication, and communication presupposes culture” (Schmidt 2003: 

245). 

3.4.2 Language and Identity 

As shown, languages are not only means for communication, but also a medium for 

knowledge transfer and instruments for the development and conservation of identity 

(cf. Ehlich 2002: 52). Ehlich argues that there is a high probability that the world and 

mankind will develop further, and thus it will be important that we develop a new 

concept of identity. This concept should treat identity as a process rather than a state. 

Differences will become the impetus of that process. Those who do not care about their 

own issues and those who do not accept the challenges of others will stand still. But 

those who take these challenges seriously and accept them will flourish in the process of 

identity building (cf. ibid.). “Language thus plays a major role in distinguishing Us from 

Them, in shaping group loyalty, and in marking distance from others” (Phillipson 2003: 

25). As Phillipson states, language is an important factor for identification. At some 

particular point in time it may be of importance that you speak the same language as 

somebody else, just as it could be relevant for some reason that you have the same 

descent as another person, you come from the same culture or social organization (ibid.: 
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28). Since “culture results from communication and communication performs culture” 

(Schmidt 2003: 246), language is the way to shape cultural and political identity, 

however complex that may be. For example, Kirchhof refers to Isidore of Seville’s 

statement (which is still believed to be appropriate) that nations were created out of 

languages rather than languages created out of nations (cf. Kirchhof 2002: 207). 

“National identity, like other social identities, is reinforced by comparison and contrast 

with other identities, and the boundaries between the in-group nationality and out-group 

nationalities are marked, among other things, by language” (Byram 2003: 70). Since 

individuals may have several social identities, they may also have several linguistic 

identities. “Many pass between dialect and standard language with no problems, but, 

perhaps more significantly, many use different languages at work or at study” 

(Carmichael 2000: 287). 

Apart from these external or visible features, identity is about emotions, and emotions 

can be expressed, e.g. through language. “But if language inhabits the realm of 

emotions, it is also involved in state formation and in functioning as a citizen in a 

modern unified (i.e. linguistically unified) state” (ibid.: 285). This “strong emotional 

interface between language and identity” (ibid.) becomes obvious in the treatment of 

one’s mother tongue:  

Children learn via socialisation how to perceive, feel, imagine, communicate etc. in a 
given society. […] Languages are not neutral systems of signs. Instead, in their material 
(semiotic) forms as well as in their rules and grammatical prescriptions they incorporate 
social practices which children learn to live. Learning a mother tongue means learning the 
cultural praxis of a society as materialised in communication (Schmidt 2003: 251).  

3.5 Languages in the EU 

To begin, here is an overview about all EU member states and their official and regional 

official languages:  

Country Language Status 
Austria - German 

- Croatian 
- Slovenian 

official language 
official language in Burgenland 
official language in South Carinthia 

Belgium - French, Dutch, 
German 

official languages 

Bulgaria - Bulgarian official language 

Cyprus - Greek 
- Turkish 

official language in South Cyprus 
official language in North Cyprus 

Czech Republic - Czech official language 

Denmark - Danish 
- German 

official language 
official language in North Schleswig (German border)  
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- Greenlandic 
- Faroese 

co-official language in Greenland 
co-official language in Faeroe Islands 

Estonia - Estonian 
- Russian 

official language 
regional official language  

Finland - Finnish, 
Swedish 
- Sámi 

official languages 
 
regional official language in North Finland 

France - French official language 

Germany  - German 
- Danish 
- Low German 
 
- Lower Sorbian 
- Upper Sorbian 
- North Frisian 
 
- Saterland Frisian 
- Romany 

official language 
regional official language (rudimentary) 
concession in direction of official language in 6 of 16 federal 
states 
regional official language in Brandenburg 
regional official language in Saxony 
concession in direction of official language in Schleswig-
Holstein 
regional official language in Lower Saxony  
regional official language (rudimentary) in Schleswig-
Holstein 

Greece - Greek 
- Turkish 

official language 
regional official language (rudimentary) 

Hungary - Hungarian official language 

Ireland - English, Irish 
Gaelic 

official languages 

Italy  - Italian 
- German 
- French 
- Ladin 
- Slovenian 

official language 
regional official language in province Bolzano 
regional official language in Aosta Valley 
regional official language in several regions 
regional official language in province Trieste 

Latvia - Latvian official language 

Lithuania - Lithuanian official language 

Luxembourg - German, French, 
Luxembourgish 

official languages 

Malta - Maltese, English official languages 

Netherlands - Dutch 
- Frisian 

official language 
regional official language in Friesland 

Poland - Polish official language 

Portugal - Portuguese official language 

Romania - Romanian official language 

Slovakia - Slovak official language 

Slovenia - Slovene 
- Italian, 
Hungarian  

official language 
can be used for languages of administration 

Spain - Spanish 
(Castilian) 
- Basque 
- Galician 
- Catalan 
- Valencian 

official language 
 
regional official language in Basque country and Navarra 
regional official language in Galicia 
regional official language on Balearic Islands and Catalonia 
regional official language in Valencia 

Sweden - Swedish 
- Finnish 
- Sámi 

official language 
regional official language in the North East 
regional official language in the North 

United 
Kingdom 

- English 
- Scottish Gaelic 
- Welsh 

official language 
regional official language in Scotland 
regional official language in Wales 
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(cf. Witt 2001: 60f [member states until 2001], further additions by German Federal 

Foreign Office (2007). Länder- und Reiseinformationen. Retrieved October 20, 2007. 

<http://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/diplo/de/LaenderReiseinformationen.jsp> and BBC 

(2007). Languages across Europe. BBC Education – Languages. Retrieved October 28, 

2007 <http://www.bbc.co.uk/languages/european_languages/languages/index.shtml>). 

3.5.1 The Principle of Equality 

The starting point for the language regime of the European Union was the Treaty of 

Rome of the European Economic Community in 1957, which states in Article 217 that 

at least one official language of each member state automatically becomes an official 

and thus working language (although no explicit distinction has been made between 

those two terms) of the European Union (cf. Witt 2001: 81). Furthermore, all official 

languages of the EU are also authentic contract languages (cf. ibid.: 83). In 1997, the 

Treaty of Amsterdam established a rule that every EU citizen can write in one of the 

official EU languages of his or her choice to any EU institution “and shall receive a 

reply in the same language (Article 21)” (Truchot 2003: 103).  

The basic principle of the common European language policy is equality of all official 

languages of the member states. As illustrated in the table above, the official languages 

of the EU are Bulgarian, Czech, Danish, Dutch, Estonian, English, Finnish, French, 

German, Greek, Hungarian, Italian, Irish, Latvian, Lithuanian, Maltese, Polish, 

Portuguese, Romanian, Slovak, Slovenian, Spanish, and Swedish. This is theory. In 

practice it is inefficiently to use all languages at once. Therefore 

each institution (i.e. the European Commission, the European Council, the European 
Parliament, the European Court of Justice) has its own practices, which are partly 
defined in internal regulations, based on an article of the official linguistic regime, 
which states that ‘the institutions of the Community may stipulate in their rules of 
procedure which of the languages are to be used in specific cases’ (Article 6) (ibid.: 
101). 

However, for example the Foreign Ministry of the Netherlands stated in 1998 that “the 

Netherlands takes the standpoint that all the official languages should have an identical 

status and that considerations of efficiency and expense should never override the 

principle of equality in the European Union” (in Witt 2001: 116). Of course, the present 

way to translate everything into all official languages of the EU is unsatisfactory 

because it can hardly be managed. Some booths for interpreters stay empty or 
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documents are translated too late in more than 50 percent of the cases. Often, texts in 

“smaller” languages are translated when the document has already been changed and 

developed further in the “big” languages (cf. Bruha 1998: 89). Equal rights for each 

language will become more difficult to fulfill as the amount of languages involved in 

the European Union increases. Being strict, no lawyer or judge should work with a 

document in only one language, he or she should rather consult all languages in order to 

make sure that there are no differences. Those small differences are unavoidable, as, 

from a linguistic point of view, there are no exact translations. A translation can only try 

to render the meaning as close as possible (cf. ibid.: 99).  

3.5.2 The EU’s Language Usage in Theory and Practice 

Interestingly, it is not entirely clear what the central terms lingua franca, international 

language, national language, official language, minority language and working language 

mean since they are used quite inconsistently by all authors, although the terms are very 

important for language policy (cf. Phillipson 2003: 186). The expression lingua franca 

literally means ‘Frankish tongue’ and was coined in the Mediterranean area as a 

language that should ease communication between speakers of different mother 

tongues. Its vocabulary used to have Romanic (mainly Italian) and Arabic elements, but 

nowadays this expression is used generally for world languages (e.g. English) and 

international auxiliary languages (e.g. Esperanto) (cf. Meyers Lexikonverlag 2007). 

According to the findings of the European Commission in 2005, Eurobarometer states 

that “the mother tongue of the majority EU citizens is the national language of their 

country” and the national language is the language which has official status in the 

member state (cf. Eurobarometer 2005: 1). However, as a counterexample, in the Baltic 

States the highest numbers were found where the mother tongue was not one of the 

official languages13 (cf. ibid.) and in immigration countries like France, Germany and 

Great Britain, some citizens also have a mother tongue which is not an EU language at 

all (cf. ibid.: 3). In general, the European Union distinguishes working languages from 

official languages, i.e. although Irish and Luxembourgish have the status of official 

languages, they are not working languages, and only the most fundamental documents 

are translated into those two languages. Therefore they are also called contract 

                                                 

13 29% of the population of Latvia, 19% of Estonia, and 8% of Lithuania indicated Russian as their 
mother tongue (cf. Eurobarometer 2005: 1) 
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languages (cf. Siguan 2001: 145). Contract languages are also Catalan, and to a certain 

extent Basque and Galician (cf. Blanke 2002: 10). In the European Court of Justice in 

Luxembourg City, plaintiffs can choose a so-called language of the case. They can 

choose from every official language of the European Union and the whole case and all 

documents will be in this particular language. Nevertheless, all sentences or decisions 

need to be translated into all other official languages (cf. Mickel in Witt 2001: 91). The 

languages of the European Court of Auditors in Luxembourg City are formally all 

official languages of the European Union, however, the Court has unofficially agreed to 

use only English, French and German as working languages (cf. Labrie in Witt 2001: 

92).  

Theoretically, as seen in the previous chapter, all official languages of the 27 EU 

member states have equal status and equal rights in EU institutions (cf. Phillipson 2003: 

7). However, when in 1957 the Treaty of Rome was signed to establish the European 

Economic Community, the treaty contained almost no details of languages or linguistic 

problems, since the treaty was about the foundation of a common economic union. The 

founding fathers did not notice the necessity to determine such a concrete form of a 

union right from the start, but rather thought that it would be the task of the future 

Europe to determine its own culture and language policy (cf. Siguan 2001: 140). 

Despite all these theoretical provisions for official languages the EU has undertaken, 

administrative reality looks quite differently: “Some languages have always been more 

official than others. Indeed, the dominant languages [are] English and French” 

(Bliesener 2003: 78), although the United Kingdom joined the Union much later. “On 

paper German is the third working language in the Commission, but it is used only 

marginally” (ibid.: 81). Meetings of the members of the Commission are interpreted out 

of and into English, French and German, but in daily interaction only the first two 

languages are used (cf. Lever 2003: 104), whereas, e.g., in the Directorate-General for 

telecommunication and information technology English is clearly the dominant 

language (cf. Witt 2001: 86f). Concerning the working language provision, there is 

mostly only a limited number of languages in an assembly of institutions of the 

European Union. In most cases there are three: English, French, and the language of the 

country which has the current EU presidency. In meetings of the European Parliament 

every member has the freedom to speak in one of the 23 official EU languages (cf. 

Busch/Druviete 2003: 222).  
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For the future, it is important to make the admission that the principle that every official 

language of the EU member states automatically becomes official and working 

language of the European Union has been exhausted maximally in the past and is 

incompatible with the situation right now or with further extensions. The only possible 

way out is to translate all final documents in the official languages, but for all other 

activities of the institutions only few languages should be chosen as working languages. 

According to Siguan, these languages could be English, French and German; or in an 

extended version with Spanish and Italian (cf. Siguan 2001: 181). For a discussion 

about a common European working language, please refer to chapter 4.5.  

3.5.3 Language Services (Translation and Interpretation) 

As a general fact, it is important to know that EU institutions such as the European 

Commission, the European Council, the European Parliament, and the European Court 

of Justice probably have the largest and most complex translation and interpretation 

services in the world (each has its own service) (cf. Phillipson 2003: 8). Phillipson 

states that more than 1,600 people work full time in the language services of the EU, 1.2 

million pages are produced per year, and every day interpretation for more than 50 

meetings is provided (cf. ibid.: 106). Interpreters and translators who work for EU 

institutions are proficient in two foreign languages, and during their work they learn 

additional EU languages. During their office time, they are allowed to spend four hours 

a week learning new languages, either of member states or of applicant states. On 

average, every interpreter speaks four languages. Translators are grouped into different 

topics, for instance social affairs, information market, agriculture, or research (cf. ibid.: 

113). Special training programs and recruitment procedures ensure that qualified 

interpreters and translators are employed for each language. “It is estimated that 

applicant countries need about 200 translators per language to staff all EU institutions, 

and approximately 80 full-time interpreters.” This is a task for both status and 

acquisition planning (cf. ibid.: 133). 

Contributions in all formal meetings of the representatives of the EU member states 

(Council of Ministers, meetings of the European Parliament and its Commissions, 

meetings of experts of the Commission for the preparation of contracts) are translated 

simultaneously in all official languages and every person can speak in his or her 

language (as long as it is an official language of the EU) (cf. Siguan 2001: 145). With 
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23 official languages, there are 506 directions of translation and interpretation. If there 

were only two more official languages, the sum would be 600 directions (cf. Fishman 

1994: 53). Literal interpretation between any two languages is in most cases suffering 

because words often have no congruent expression, which then causes conflicts (cf. 

Phillipson 2003: 58).  

According to Phillipson’s descriptions, interpretation during a meeting of the Council 

functions as follows: For the official languages of every member state a separate booth 

is needed. The interpreters need all relevant documents before the meeting starts in 

order to become familiar with technical vocabulary, and during the meeting the material 

lies in front of them (cf. ibid.: 116). There are different interpretation types. Consecutive 

interpretation is mostly used informally and it describes an interpreter who renders 

what another person has said in another language without technical support, and only 

one person speaks at a time. In contrast, simultaneous interpretation involves technical 

support like headphones and microphones, and interpreters sit in booths. One possibility 

is that one language is directly interpreted into another one, which is usually the mother 

tongue of the interpreter, without the speaker stopping in his speech and waiting until 

the interpreter has finished. When this happens for all official EU languages and 

translators and interpreters for every single language direction are there, this is total 

symmetry. If not, then this is usually the case when there is only a restricted amount of 

languages into which that is interpreted and not all directions of translation and 

interpretation can be offered. Then it is assumed that although everybody can speak in 

his or her mother tongue, another language can be understood by that person and 

interpretation is not necessary. Another possibility is the retour or bi-active 

interpretation: Here, the interpreter works with two different languages and in two 

directions, e.g. English-Finnish and Finnish-English. Another possibility, one that is 

used more often now that the EU has 23 official languages, is called pivot interpretation. 

Here, several languages are interpreted into a single pivot language in one booth, and 

from the pivot language into other languages in another booth, e.g. from Greek into 

English, and then from English to Finnish. Usually two interpreters cover one language, 

and this is then called relay interpretation. In this form “provided savings can be made 

and quality maintained” (ibid.: 117). 

Not only in interpretation, but also in translation, the facts that there are so many new 

texts which need to be translated every day, that there are sometimes long delays, and 
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that the costs for translations and interpretations are immense, and the results are 

sometimes fairly poor, lets many people in the Union think that the principle ‘All 

languages of the European Union are official languages’ can no longer be kept up in 

real life and some languages need to be dropped (cf. Siguan 2001: 147). Of course, it is 

impractical and unnecessary to translate every single document into every language, 

because in some cases the texts to be translated are not relevant for a country at all and 

may not take legal effect. For example, documents about asparagus production are not 

important in Sweden and Finland, because the climate does not allow the cultivation of 

this vegetable. The availability of translations depends furthermore on time constraints, 

limited budgets and the pressure to increase productivity (cf. Phillipson 2003: 120). 

If they have questions, translators can sometimes consult the person responsible for the 

original when working on a document. Inadequate knowledge in foreign languages of 

the writer and time pressure during translation and interpretation are problematic. 

Furthermore, the source text is often of insufficient quality, especially when the 

language skills of the writer were not adequate, or unknown abbreviations were used 

(cf. Witt 2001: 105). Often, translators can electronically access clarifications and 

improvements of the text. Legal translators vet the final version to ensure that the texts 

in the official EU languages are maximally equivalent in their meaning in the end. 

Theoretically, there should not be only one original text with many translations, 

although most texts are originally English or French. “This principle reflects a 

complicated production process with no single author and the reality of many 

contributing to the words finally agreed on” (Phillipson 2003: 131).  

The translation service of the European Parliament needs to translate documents within 

a very short time, so that all documents are available in all official languages. All 

speeches from the plenum are transcribed in the language that they were held in and 

afterwards shown to the speaker for correction, before they are translated into all other 

official languages (cf. Labrie in Witt 2001: 89). Moreover, terminology databases and 

automatic translations by computers shall help the translators during their work (cf. 

Siguan 2001: 146), but whenever translation programs are used, the translation has to be 

proof-read by a professional translator in any case (cf. Witt 2001: 98). 

The most popular counter-argument for a broadly based working and official language 

provision is the argument of costs for translations and interpretations. However, those 

costs cannot be compared to the ‘costs of monolingualism’ (cf. Busch/Druviete 2003: 
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223). Monolingualism would destroy the EU’s cultural and linguistic wealth. The 

European Union is a multilingual institution and therefore those costs should not be 

seen as evil but as a necessary investment. Financial expenses can include translations, 

language trainings and change of TV broadcasting, for instance (cf. Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 

1997: 169). Concrete numbers vary, e.g. Grzega states that the costs for the language 

services in the European Union are approximately 1 percent of the total EU budget per 

year (compared to 50 percent for the agrarian budget) and 1 percent means that every 

EU citizen does not even pay 3 Euro per year for this service (cf. Grzega 2006: 262). 

Maurais writes that the costs add up to 2 percent of the EU’s total budget (cf. Maurais 

2003: 30). Lwowski confirms this number (cf. Lwowski in Witt 2001: 104). This shows 

that only a fractional amount of the budget is used to ensure linguistic diversity and  still 

some people want to minimize it. Here, the argument that in the future the number of 

working languages will be restricted, just as in all other international organisations (cf. 

Siguan 2001: 176), comes up. For further discussions see chapter 4.5.  

Problems are not only the costs (according to some people), but also the time factor (for 

longer conversations), and the space requirement. Moreover, experts claim that during 

simultaneous interpretation of a speech, 20 percent of the substance and many 

undertones and nuances are lost. And do even written translations always contain all 

meaning of the original text? Of course, even a translated text is better than a version 

which is not translated and therefore not understood at all. But the question is: What 

version should be legally binding (cf. Grzega 2006: 262)?  

Knauer demonstrates how serious the inadvertent wrong choice of words can be: One of 

the main issues of the EU is the ‘acceptance capacity.’ In Brussels, people say ‘capacité 

d’absorption’ in French, but is it really about countries who shall be absorbed? 

‘Capacité d’intégration’ would be a better translation. Due to the wrong choice of words 

false ideas in people’s minds can develop, and they can poison a lot (cf. Knauer 2007: 

16). Another example is the following problem: Biological cultivation (biologischer 

Anbau in German) in Germany means ‘cultivation without using chemical fertilizer, 

insecticides and pesticides,’ however, in Portugal and Spain it means ‘no cultivation in 

greenhouses.’ A further example which can cause misunderstanding is in the fact that in 

Greece, a farmer is already considered unemployed because he or she does not have an 

employer. So a translator or interpreter not only needs simple vocabulary but also 

background information about contexts where words can be used and whether the 
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meaning will stay the same. These and similar issues are often not treated correctly in 

translations and interpretations of the EU organs (cf. Witt 2001: 104).  

3.5.4 Language Typologies 

Most state frontiers in Europe are not language borders, but more or less random cuts in 

complex constellations (cf. Siguan 2001: 54). This results in multifaceted language 

typologies of all member states of the EU. According to Haarmann, we have three 

different criteria to classify that situation: The first case includes states with a relatively 

homogenous population (e.g. Portugal, Ireland and Luxembourg). The second 

possibility groups all states with linguistic minorities with less than 10 percent of the 

whole population (e.g. Austria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Great Britain, Greece, 

Italy, Sweden, The Netherlands), and the third case is about polyethnic and multilingual 

states with linguistic minorities with more than 10 percent of the population (e.g. 

Belgium, France, Spain) (cf. Haarmann in Witt 2001: 38). These cases show that 

knowing one’s mother tongue is insufficient in a multilingual and multicultural EU and 

our concept of literacy should change insofar that it includes multiple languages 

(Vlaeminck 2003: 36).  

3.5.5 European Multilingualism: Strength Through Diversit y 

In order to clarify terminology in the beginning of this chapter, Raasch suggests some 

important distinctions: An individual can learn several languages; some individuals can 

learn many languages; but in general the number of languages one learns stays a 

manageable size. He would call that plurilingualism, in contrast to that what a society, a 

nation, or the European Union needs: manifold languages competences, so to say 

multilingualism. The plurilingualism of the individual person is the basis for the 

multilingualism of a society, but only if the society enables the individuals to learn 

different languages (cf. Raasch 2003b: 257). Each EU citizen should have some 

knowledge of languages as a basic skill so he or she will be able “to take part effectively 

in the European knowledge society” and this will facilitate “both integration into society 

and social cohesion” (Phillipson 2003: 196). It is a clear fact that language skills 

improve individual chances and therefore plurilingualism of every citizen of the 

European Union is a societal task, as a lack of language skills not only impairs an 

individual’s life but also a society’s (cf. Raasch 2003a: 243).  
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The foreign language situation in the EU member states is as follows: 3 percent of the 

worldwide 6,809 languages are spoken on the European continent (cf. Lo Bianco 2005: 

117). “The best language skills are found in relatively small member states with not 

widely spoken national languages. Ninety-nine percent Luxembourger, 93 percent 

Latvians and Maltese and 90 percent Lithuanians know at least one other language than 

their mother tongue” (Eurobarometer 2005: 4). According to Grosser, an average of 53 

percent of the EU citizens can speak at least one other language beside their mother 

tongue. About one quarter of the EU population speaks two languages beside their 

mother tongue and 8 percent even three. (cf. Grosser 2002: 21). It is astonishing that 

Brussels, the capital of the country where linguistic tensions are strongest, is the city in 

Europe where the most languages are spoken. Could this be a symbol for the future of 

Europe (cf. Siguan 2001: 75)? “In the EU, English (34 percent) is the most widely 

known language besides the mother tongue followed by German (12 percent) and 

French (11 percent)” (Eurobarometer 2005: 4). 

In 2002, the Council of the European Union created a Council Resolution on the 

promotion of linguistic diversity and language learning in the framework of the 

implementation of the objectives of the European Year of Languages 2001 which states, 

inter alia, that “pupils should, as a general rule, have the opportunity of learning two 

languages of the Union other than their mother tongue(s)”, “the Union shall respect 

cultural, religious and linguistic diversity”; and again “all European languages are equal 

in value and dignity from the cultural point of view and form an integral part of 

European culture and civilization” (Council of Europe 2002). This proves again that 

multilingualism seems to be an EU mantra and the EU’s motto is not for nothing ‘Unity 

in diversity.’ Vlaeminck uses a well-chosen description: “The founding metaphor of 

Europe is not the melting pot, but rather a concert of different instruments playing 

together” (Vlaeminck 2003: 34). This point is also picked up by an online portal called 

EUROPA which says that “it is this diversity that makes the European Union what it is: 

not a ‘melting pot’ in which differences are rendered down, but a place where diversity 

can be celebrated as a source of wealth“ (EUROPA 2007). A comparison to the melting 

pot is also made by Schröder, who states that an e pluribus unum ideology in the sense 

of the American melting pot would be the cultural death of Europe (cf. Schröder 2003: 

268). Our cultural and linguistic diversity is so important and unique, that Bliesener 

asks “Why give up this rich treasure?” (Bliesener 2003: 76) 
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Although the existence of different languages within a society furthers bilingualism, the 

number of bilingual people - measured at the total number of inhabitants of a state – 

will stay relatively small. In all probability this will not change in the future, in spite of 

all efforts in foreign language instructions (cf. Siguan 2001: 102). The need to learn a 

new language, attitude and natural curiosity ease language acquisition, and “motivation 

is also a key actor in a socially and culturally defined learning experience” (van de Poel 

2002: 103). “However, sometimes needs have to be made explicit by another party 

before they are felt as needs” (ibid.: 105) and this is the task of language policy. When 

planning language instruction, the basic condition for conflict avoidance is a 

psychological phenomenon: acceptance. Acceptance is also important for efficient 

communication, since understanding also implies ‘wanting to understand’ (cf. Witt 

2001: 28f).  

3.5.6 Protection of Minority Languages in the EU 

Language planning is also about discussions on linguistic minorities. Both languages 

with only few speakers and languages with a large number of speakers belong to the 

wealth of sophisticated European languages (cf. Schubert/Ehlich 2002: 9) and therefore 

need to be protected and special provisions have to be established for them.  

The integration of languages in a society does only work if – in the optimal case – all 

members have the possibility to make themselves understood by each other. If this 

happens without the help of translators or interpreters, it is called direct integration; if 

help is needed and also provided, it is called indirect integration (cf. Grucza 2003: 18). 

In the case of the European Union, Grucza argues that a direct integration of all 

languages is impossible, although the official member states’ languages have officially 

the same status. Here one could only talk about a direct integration if everybody spoke 

all the official languages, which is of course unrealistic (cf. ibid.: 20). It is also not 

realistic to try an indirect integration, as this would mean that not only each member 

state’s government, but also all the citizens had permanent access to translation and 

interpretation services for all languages, which is neither affordable nor feasible (cf. 

ibid.: 21). Hence, for Grucza only a system of integration would be possible, where only 

some EU languages were working languages with equal rights. Every incomplete 

integration of languages in the EU is therefore not acceptable since this would result in 

a classification of, on the one hand, citizens with privileged languages, and citizens with 
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discriminated languages, on the other hand (cf. ibid.). Language discrimination causes 

fewer chances on the job market and less right to a say in legal matters. If the European 

Union decided to use incomplete language integration, it could reckon to be accused of 

an exclusion policy concerning linguistic co-determination. The most radical choice 

would be made if only one single language was chosen to be the working language of 

the EU (cf. ibid.). For further discussions about that issue please see chapter 4.5.  

Coming back to minority languages, we have to realize that “almost all minority 

speakers in Europe have become multilingual” (Nelde 2002: 34) since it was absolutely 

necessary for them to learn the majority language(s) of their environment. Minority 

languages can only be preserved if they have a function in society, and thus, they need 

to be supported by their state in the first place (cf. Carnevale 2003: 270). Carnevale also 

requests better access to media in minority and neighbor languages (cf. ibid.) in order to 

further language learning and to understand each other. Several steps have already been 

taken. With the financial help of the European Commission many programs were 

initiated to support language political actions, especially for minority languages (cf. 

Rautz 2003: 264). Some concrete examples will be described in the next chapter, where 

other important achievements will be introduced.  

The European Parliament initiated the European Bureau for Lesser Used Languages 

(EBLUL) “with the task of promoting the languages and cultures of autochthonous 

minority groups of the member countries [of the European Union]” (Skutnabb-

Kangas/Phillipson 1994: 90). In 1982 the EBLUL was founded in Dublin, and is an 

independent institution for the safeguarding and support of lesser widespread and lesser 

used languages. In the EU this concerns all languages that do not have the status of 

official languages in their respective countries. The Bureau has been existing for 25 

years now and has its headquarters in Dublin, Ireland, an information office in Brussels, 

Belgium, and agencies in almost all EU countries (cf. Siguan 2001: 158).  

Another achievement of the EU’s Council was the ‘European Charter of Regional and 

Minority Languages’ of 1992, which was and still is an important document for the 

preservation of the EU’s multilingualism (cf. Stickel 2002a: 11) since maintaining 

Europe’s linguistic and cultural diversity is still desirable (cf. ibid.: 7) and today it is a 

hotter issue than ever. The Charter is a “comprehensive document on the use of 

language in education, public services, media, cultural, economic and social life” 

(Skutnabb-Kangas/Phillipson 1994: 90). Every state that ratifies and applies the Charter 
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can determine which minority languages it wants to protect. At least 35 paragraphs or 

subparagraphs of the Charter need to be chosen which shall be applied to the state. (cf. 

ibid.: 91). Article 10(b) of those paragraphs states, e.g., that the ratifying countries 

“make available widely used administrative texts and forms for the population in the 

regional or minority languages or in bilingual versions” (ibid.: 389). 

However, strong critique is uttered by Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson for the wording 

of the Charter: 

While the Charter demonstrates how difficult it is to write binding formulations which 
are sensitive to local conditions, it permits a reluctant state to meet the requirements in a 
minimalist way which it can legitimate by claiming that a provision was not ‘possible’ 
or ‘appropriate’, numbers were not ‘sufficient’ or did not ‘justify’ a provision, and that 
it ‘allowed’ the minority to organise teaching of their language, at their own cost (ibid.: 
91). 

These two authors try everything to show people that it is more than necessary and 

urgent to protect regional languages with historic character and other endangered 

minority languages before they get extinct in order to contribute “to the maintenance 

and development of Europe’s cultural wealth and tradition” (ibid.: 383). Phillipson 

makes clear, that “speakers of some languages have de facto more rights than speakers 

of other languages. As in George Orwell’s world14, some are more equal than others, 

and language plays a decisive role in upholding inequality” (Phillipson 2003: 22). This 

inequality is what the EU needs to control and stem somehow. If Europe wants to 

achieve something and gain importance, this is only possible through the maintenance 

of the minorities, of which it consists (cf. Muschg 2005: 35). “Although modern nation 

states are more pluralistic and linguistically diverse than homogenisers and cultural 

nationalists would like, minority languages occupy only marginal spaces in the polity” 

(Lo Bianco 2005: 123). Minority languages have lost their rank due to the pressure from 

English and other strong international languages. It is much simpler to receive 

information and to sell products in those bigger languages (cf. Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 

154). If one language had a monopoly, the existence of other languages would be 

impacted negatively. The right to choose and to use one’s language freely have become 

contractual and therefore cannot be undermined by the claim of a language to become 

the one and only language (cf. Haarmann 2003: 150). The exceptional role of English 

will be examined in chapter 4.4.  

                                                 

14 George Orwell: Animal Farm 
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Concluding, for the role of minority languages one can say that “what minorities in fact 

need is affirmative action, probably over a prolonged period. Such ‘special rights’ do 

not represent a privilege but merely a means to ensure equality of treatment” 

(Phillipson/Rannut/Skutnabb-Kangas 1994: 15).  

3.5.7 Language Political Actions  

Since the end of the 1980s the European Commission developed programs like 

LINGUA, SOKRATES, LEONARDO, and ERASMUS (cf. Raasch 2003b: 259). With 

all those programs, which have names of European personalities in order to evoke 

connectedness, the EU wants to strengthen the internationalization of education. In 

Phillipson’s opinion, the programs, which offer financial support for the participants, 

unfortunately do not change anything in the national education systems, except for some 

foreign students coming into one’s country and increasing diversity and the use of the 

English language. Many students use the opportunity to spend some time in a foreign 

country and have first-hand insights into a different lifestyle and learn something about 

another European country. Getting to know one’s neighboring countries better often 

contributes to the feeling of having a European identity (cf. Phillipson 2003: 93). 

Interestingly, there is no getting away from the fact that very often a stay abroad only 

strengthens a student’s competence in English rather than the proficiency in another 

European language (cf. ibid.: 186).  

Remarkable efforts are going on to guarantee that all children learn at least two foreign 

languages at EU schools, and many parents think “that their children [should] learn at 

least English” (Skutnabb-Kangas/Phillipson 1994: 101) as a foreign language. In most 

cases one of the other languages is the language of a neighbor country. The programs 

mentioned above shall improve and support this policy about two foreign languages for 

every EU citizen. “This reflects the wish of Europeans to provide a counterweight to the 

pervasive influence of English and to bolster the official languages of other European 

countries” (ibid.).  
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4 European Lingua Franca 

There has never been a time when so many nations were needing to talk to each other so 
much. There has never been a time when so many people wished to travel to so many 
places. There has never been such a strain placed on the conventional resources of 
translating and interpreting. Never has the need for more widespread bilingualism been 
greater, to ease the burden placed on the professional few. And never has there been a 
more urgent need for a global language (Crystal 1997: 12).  

Does the European Union need a global - or rather European - language, as well? Could 

English as a global language also be the language of EU institutions? This will be 

discussed in chapter 4 and 5 of this thesis. Critics argue that a real equality of treatment 

of all official EU languages can hardly be managed economically and technically. 

Therefore, one single or several Euro-languages are needed as working languages (cf. 

Blanke 2002: 27). Blanke criticizes that authors not always formally state whether they 

want English as the only working language or even as the only official and working 

language of the EU (cf. ibid.: 28). The basic questions to be discussed in the following 

chapters are: “Can Europeanness and European citizenship be expressed in any 

European language? [Or] is European linguistic identity multilingual” (Phillipson 2003: 

2)?  

4.1 What is a Lingua Franca? 

As defined in chapter 3.5.2, a lingua franca should ease communication between 

speakers of different mother tongues. For example, “Koine is a dialect of ancient Greek 

that was the lingua franca of the empire of Alexander the Great and was widely spoken 

throughout the eastern Mediterranean area in Roman times” (WordNet 2006). Its 

vocabulary used to have Romanic (mainly Italian) and Arabic elements, but presently, 

the expression lingua franca is used generally for world languages (e.g. English) and 

international auxiliary languages (e.g. Esperanto, chapter 4.3) (cf. Meyers 

Lexikonverlag 2007).  

In June 2001, the Austrian Academy of Sciences in Vienna organized a conference 

titled “The cost of Multilingualism – Globalisation and Linguistic Diversity,” and it 

created a manifesto called Vienna Manifesto on European Language Policies: The cost 

of monolingualism. The paper states in principle (b) that in some cases a lingua franca 

will be necessary and it names English as an example; however, in the same principle it 

stresses: “European communication processes should not rely exclusively on it. The 
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introduction of a ‘leading’ European language would mean to favour the native speakers 

of this ‘single language’ politically and economically” (Austrian Academy of Sciences 

2001). This would result in unpredictable consequences and political conflicts. The 

manifesto highlights in principle (c) that many European cultural achievements are 

closely connected to European languages and therefore the disappearance of all those 

languages would result in “a depletion and loss of Europe’s cultural diversity” (ibid). 

The loss of multilingualism in the European Union would have serious consequences, as 

there would no longer be any financial support of smaller languages, knowledge and 

skills in certain languages would disappear, and precious intellectual heritage would no 

longer be accessible (cf. ibid).  

Long ago, the decision that the European Union needs one common working language 

has been made. The problem is, what language will that be? It could be either the choice 

or the creation of an artificial language, or an already existing national language of the 

European Union could be selected. The first possibility used to be the method up to 

now, because the European Union always decided to standardize already existing 

features and to create new things at the same time in order to change or develop laws, 

banks or the common European currency, for example. An argument for this choice 

would be that since a new language was not connected to a concrete nation or ethnicity, 

there would not be any issues of prestige or dominance. An argument against an 

artificial language would be that so far no attempt to implement a planned language was 

successful, because up to now artificial languages have always only been means of 

communication, without any cultural connection, and therefore, did not generate any 

feelings of identity. If an already existing national language was chosen to become the 

“Euro-language,” advantages of the planned or artificial language would become 

disadvantages here, and vice versa. According to Grucza, the past experiences with 

planned languages prove that only a natural language is possible (cf. Grucza 2003: 26). 

Essentially,  

the use of a single language by a community is no guarantee of social harmony or 
mutual understanding […]; nor does the presence of more than one language within a 
community necessitate civil strife, as seen in several successful examples of peaceful 
multilingual coexistence (Crystal 1997: 13). 

It is not about putting away one’s own language, but about adding another one.  
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4.2 Short History of Natural Lingua Francas  

In order to show the development of the history and the change of the European lingua 

franca, the next chapter will give a short overview. 

The expansion of Rome in the Mediterranean and on the continent happened very 

quickly, but the spread of Latin in the conquered territories was at least as remarkable. 

Of course, it was the language of the conquerors, but their number was rather small and 

they had no special interest in spreading their language. It can only be explained with 

the fact that Latin was a carrier of culture and for that reason a prestige language and 

effective instrument of the Roman organization (cf. Siguan 2001: 19). Rome was the 

capital of the Empire and the Christian community there had an outstanding position, 

therefore Christianization of the West flourished in Latin. The church used this 

language as an internal instrument and as a means of communication during missionary 

work in those regions that never before had been in contact with Latin (cf. ibid.: 21). 

For centuries in western countries, Latin was the lingua franca, thus, the authoritative 

language for legal and religious texts, and the main language of education (i.e. 

instruction). Local languages were only used for local needs (cf. Phillipson 2003: 39f). 

Latin was chosen to be the language of universities (even though it was already 

considered “dead” at that time) because Europe had so many countries and regions with 

countless dialects and “a national language sophisticated enough to easily express and 

present scientific problems and facts did not exist on the continent of Europe” (Berchem 

2003: 23). Latin stayed the universal language of education until the 17th century, 

afterwards national languages were used (cf. ibid.: 84).  

Since the Treaty of Rastatt in 1714, French became the general language of international 

treaties, thus replacing Latin and other national languages. In scientific academies in 

Europe, French was used as the main written and spoken language. In the 19th century, 

French and German had equal status as academic languages (cf. ibid.: 93). French was 

“merely” a fashionable language and a language of culture and education, which 

children of the upper classes had to learn. The language of diplomacy, administration 

and sciences was solely Latin (cf. ibid.: 92). In every case the preferential languages of 

curricula in secondary education schools in Europe were French and German, and only 

seldom English (cf. Siguan 2001: 123). 
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Today, the idea to use Latin as a European lingua franca seems rather absurd (cf. ibid.: 

23). However, in contrast to Esperanto (see following chapter), Latin would be the 

better choice since it is deeply interwoven with European culture and society (cf. 

Grzega 2006: 265). Even a grammatically simplified Latin would be feasible, as it was 

suggested in the beginning of the 20th century with “Latino sine flexione” (cf. ibid.: 

265).  

Towards the end of the 19th century and more so during the 20th century, French was 
increasingly replaced by English: Important stages in this triumphal march of English 
were certainly the rise of Britain and then the U.S.A. as the leading industrial nations, 
their winning the First and particularly the Second World War, the formation of the 
Commonwealth and many more factors (Berchem 2003: 25). 

Throughout history the phenomenon of language spread15 could be observed whenever 

two populations with different languages came into contact, e.g. during the era of the 

Roman Empire the Latin language was spread and French was spread in the 17th 

century. There are various reasons for that, such as military conquest, as in Rome, and 

economic factors, which is the cause for the spread of English in the 20th century (cf. 

Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 67). 

4.3 Esperanto: an Artificial Lingua Franca 

Possible alternatives to natural languages are planned languages, of which Esperanto is 

the best and most famous example. Blanke argues, Esperanto, as a representative for all 

underprivileged languages, could be one of the few working languages of the EU (cf. 

Blanke 2002: 30).  

“In 1887, Ludwig Lazarus Zamenhof published his own project called Esperanto” 

(Hüllen 2003: 119) after he had decided to develop a new appropriate, international 

language of communication, since no language already existed, that had no national or 

cultural meaning for anybody. The new language should be very regular and simple so 

that everybody could quickly and easily learn. Zamenhof, a linguist, did not want to 

invent an artificial language and so he used a Latin structure and combined it with 

elements of Germanic and Slavonic languages (cf. Siguan 2001: 135). Today, 

                                                 

15 “While language spread is a naturally recurring phenomenon, language policy makers and planners 
have also made it an explicit goal. In language planning terms, language spread is the attempt to increase 
the number of speakers, often at the expense of another language(s) leading to language shift” 
(Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 67). 
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worldwide more than 2,000 families speak Esperanto and raise children who are 

growing up with it as one of their mother tongues. Many books are published or 

translated into the language, and congresses on scientific topics are discussed in 

Esperanto. An advantage of Esperanto is that it can be learned faster than other 

languages since it has more regular rules. There is much more symmetry when people 

talk to each other in Esperanto because here the mother tongue and the country of origin 

are irrelevant. The primary disadvantage of Esperanto is the lack of political and 

economic power (cf. Phillipson 2003: 172). No country, no international political union 

or academic organization has ever shown any serious interest in Esperanto, 

recommended or even initiated its usage. Nowadays, English solves many of the tasks 

that Esperanto wanted to fulfill (cf. Siguan 2001:136). Due to the fact that English and 

other languages of wider communication become more widespread, and are often 

superior in the competition with smaller languages, the general and scientific interest in 

auxiliary, international and artificial languages, especially in Esperanto, decreased. 

Planned languages like Esperanto have the advantage that they are politically neutral, 

but the disadvantage of having no social or cultural home. That is the reason why 

Phillipson believes “these languages are unlikely to contribute much to worldwide 

interlingual communication. However, the growth of English as a lingua franca or as an 

international auxiliary language has been phenomenal” (Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 76). 

To conclude, the majority of Europe does not want Esperanto as a lingua franca (cf. 

Grzega 2006: 264).  

4.4 The Role of English Worldwide 

That English is the international language is widely asserted, often as an objection to 
Esperanto. What is exactly involved by this assertion is rarely made clear. It is not 
specified, for instance, whether it is anticipated that English will completely replace 
foreign languages; whether English will be a second language for all, or only for certain 
groups or for certain purposes; and if so, for which groups or purposes (Forster 1982: 
266).  

The global role of English will be the focus of discussion in this chapter. Occasionally it 

is argued that international English is rather basic English, which is not bound to 

English-speaking culture and therefore it is neutral (cf. Blanke 2002: 28). Worldwide 

“almost 400 million people speak English as a first language, and around the same 

number as a second language. 80 per cent of Internet users communicate in English. 

Around one quarter of the world’s population has some knowledge of the language” 
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(Lever 2003: 102). Crystal has another figure and states that in the world almost 25 

percent of the population is at least competent or even fluent in English,16 and that not 

even Chinese (or any other language) has a comparable growth (cf. Crystal 1997: 4f). 

Witt says that without doubt, English can be called the most important global lingua 

franca of the 20th century. Despite the growth mentioned above, English does not boast 

the most native speakers worldwide - rather, Chinese does - but it has enormous 

economical power, not only because the United States is a world super power and 

economic power (cf. Witt 2001: 220f). In spite of the increase of speakers of the English 

language, “some two-thirds of the world population do not yet use it” (Crystal 1997: 

23). In Europe, about 41 percent of the population speak English, which makes it “by 

far the most frequently spoken foreign language. … Additionally, seven in 10 

Europeans believe that everyone should speak English. Nineteen percent speak French, 

10 percent German and 7 percent Spanish as a foreign language” (Grosser 2002: 21). 

The fact that 70 percent of Europeans demand some kind of knowledge of English 

explains why in key qualifications in job searches, a good command of English is by far 

more important than the command of other languages (cf. Witt 2001: 222). Many 

people argue it is not about English replacing one’s mother tongue, but about adding 

English to different spheres in life. Hence, speakers of all other languages should learn 

English so that they can communicate with each other in spite of language frontiers (cf. 

Siguan 2001: 138).  

The information age has brought us a new type of communication: national-English 

bilingualism. Like the name already implies, the national component consists of the 

national language, and the other language is English (cf. Haarmann 2003: 155). In many 

areas of life, the national language is dominant; in some others, English dominates. 

Haarmann calls this type of bilingualism not only impersonal and functional, but also 

elitist. The prepared and functionally bilingual elite of knowledge monopolists controls 

the development on economic, political and cultural procedures of the Network Society, 

while the vast majority of the inhabitants depends as consumers on the knowledge of 

those few. In this situation the English language resembles Latin in its historical, 

functional-specific and elitist universality (cf. ibid.: 156). “English is still a ‘lingua 

                                                 

16 Unfortunately, Crystal does not define what exactly “fluent” and “competent” means for him. 
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franca’ in most countries, especially for contract documentation, so fluency in another 

language is a bonus, not an absolute necessity” (Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 177). 

The present-day world status of English is primarily the result of two factors: the 
expansion of British colonial power, which peaked towards the end of the nineteenth 
century, and the emergence of the United States as the leading economic power of the 
twentieth century (Crystal 1997: 53).  

However, it is rightly assumed that the worldwide spread of English rather leads back to 

the power of the United States than to the shadows of Great Britain’s glorious past (cf. 

Siguan 2001: 82). “A language becomes an international language for one chief reason: 

the political power of its people – especially their military power” (Crystal 1997: 7). Yet 

the global dominance of English is not only due to a country’s military power: As 

Crystal explains, “it may take a militarily powerful nation to establish a language, but it 

takes an economically powerful one to maintain and expand it” (ibid.: 7f). Phillipson 

explains the success and popularity of English as a global language (although the 

majority of the world’s population cannot speak, understand or write that language, as 

stated above) with the assumption that it promises prestige, pleasure, facilitated 

mobility, and therefore better employment opportunities; influence, because many 

decisions about the entire world are made in English, and this language opens doors for 

every single person (cf. Phillipson 2003: 7). For example, in tourism, English is a lingua 

franca, and in whatever country one is, one can be sure that somebody at the hotel 

reception has at least rudimentary knowledge of that language (cf. Siguan 2001: 129). 

When English-speaking people travel the world, they recognize that English is spoken 

almost everywhere. Therefore it is understandable that many think there is no necessity 

to learn another language (cf. Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 158). Nevertheless, when 

English native speakers and speakers for whom English is a second or foreign language 

converse, communication is not symmetrical because the non-native speakers have a 

clear disadvantage. “This communicative inequality is obscured when English is 

referred to as a ‘lingua franca,’ a concept that appears to assume communicative 

equality for all” (Phillipson 2003: 40). For the multilingual situation in the European 

Union it could be important to stress that “proficiency in English will in the future be so 

widespread that proficiency in other languages will be essential for commercial 

success” (ibid.: 5). After all the facts Phillipson is giving about English being the 

language of the Internet and the world’s lingua franca, he suddenly calls labeling 

English like that “wishful thinking,” because “many languages are used as lingua 
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francas, and many languages are used on the Internet, including demographically small 

ones. The status of English may well be challenged in the future” (ibid.: 71). Could this 

be the case in the European Union? 

4.4.1 Is English the New Latin? 

In the 17th century, English started to become the world language in the literal sense, 

through colonization and the development of the British Empire. After the break-up, 

English was the mother tongue and language of administration in the United Kingdom, 

Ireland, the U.S.A., Canada, Australia, New Zealand and solely or co-official language 

in more than 50 states worldwide (cf. Grzega 2006: 103). The British Empire had 

colonies, territories and estates strewn all over the world. This wealth and global 

presence had effects on the power of the British Navy and mercantile marine, which 

was soon the most powerful in the world, and English became the language of maritime 

trade, and so, of all exchange of goods. The fast development of the U.S.A.’s economy 

ensured English’s dominating position in international trade, as well as the economic 

power of the United States to advance technical progress, especially in 

telecommunication. The development and spreading of telephone and telegraphy started 

in the U.S.A. From then onwards English was not only a language on the oceans, but 

also in telecommunication (cf. Siguan 2001: 124).  

Some people compare the former role of Latin to the role of English today. Of course, 

both languages have things in common, for example, there are many written texts in 

both languages and in different genres; English and Latin are/were access to knowledge 

and influence (e.g. medicine, history, politics, law, science and religion); both languages 

enable international contact; and both languages have been learnt by many students in 

school for many years (cf. Phillipson 2003: 40). But there are also essential differences 

between the two languages. During and after the Middle Ages Latin was not linked to 

an economic or political system “other than feudalism and institutional religion,” 

whereas English was the language of the industrial capitalism of the British Empire 

until 1914, and afterwards the language of “the neoliberal economic world order that the 

United States has spearheaded since then” (ibid.). Another difference is the limited 

function of Latin in different areas of life, in contrast to English, which has a lot more 

functions nowadays. The most obvious dissimilarity is that after the Roman Empire 
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collapsed, Latin was not spoken as a mother tongue anymore, but today English still is 

(cf. ibid.). 

Looking at the language situation of the EU and the role of English, Schröder argues 

that the EU is not well prepared for working with so many languages. Thus Schröder 

asks: “The more languages, the more English” (Schröder 2003: 271)? 

4.4.2 English as a European Lingua Franca 

The role of English in the multilingual European Union is indeed a special one. The 

United Kingdom and Ireland joined the Union in 1973 as the first native English 

speaking countries, and immediately, English was one of the EU’s official languages. 

Languages like German and French have had official status in the EU for 16 years 

already. From then on, the use of English steadily increased, although the United 

Kingdom was not even a founding member of the EU (cf. Siguan 2001: 138). There are 

several factors why the use of the English language in Europe has increased. Phillipson 

mentions, among other things, the globalization process in the media, science, 

commerce, politics, military affairs, education and finance. Typical for this trend is the 

application of English as the company, academic or institutional language. A reason for 

that could be the success of the American and British global promotion of their 

language since the mid-1950s. Moreover, the United Kingdom, the U.S.A. and Australia 

offer very attractive possibilities in higher education and entice students from all over 

the world. Not only in those English-speaking countries higher education is offered in 

English, but numbers increase for courses and degrees offered with English as the 

language of instruction at continental European universities. Of course, other factors, 

too, are partly responsible for the increased use of English, so for example, the growing 

mobility of work, joint ventures and cross-cultural marriages (cf. Phillipson 2003: 64f). 

These factors “contribute to an acceptance of the inevitability of English expanding. 

The result is fundamental inequality between speakers of English – those privileged are 

native speakers and fluent users of English as a foreign language – and the rest” (ibid.: 

136). 

The exposure to the English language in more and more areas of life increases, and for 

many European citizens the language feels less foreign. This could be one of the factors 

for its success. Of course, English is in most countries a central subject in school, but 

proficiency in that language is also a requirement for higher education and often for 
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employment. In Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands, the usage of English is so 

frequent that one can hardly discuss English as a foreign language there anymore, it is 

rather a second language (cf. ibid.: 95f). In many cases English is not only used for 

private life, but “the trend in leading transnational corporations, whether in […] 

telecommunications in France, or cars in Germany, is to shift to English as the in-house 

corporate language” (ibid.: 71). Phillipson concludes that English is not “merely a 

lingua franca but also a lingua economica” (ibid.: 149). Carmichael goes even further 

and says that  

any business in Europe that uses computers or the Internet will communicate in English. 
The EU, despite the official status of other languages and the hordes of translators in 
Brussels and Luxembourg, is increasingly an English-speaking club. (Carmichael 2000: 
287). 

So for example, the European Central Bank, an EU institution, does exclusively all its 

business in English (cf. Phillipson 2003: 146).  

Ninety percent of all students in the EU learn English (cf. Blanke 2002: 6). Bliesener 

thinks “the simple fact that English is generally the first foreign language taught in the 

Member States’ schools and thus is understood by a vast majority of people is the main 

reason for the dominance of English” (Bliesener 2003: 78). However, it is unclear what 

exactly “speaking a language” means. The amount in percentages in foreign language 

education does not really demonstrate how vast the language competence is. 

Furthermore, one has to distinguish between active and passive skills since they can be 

different (cf. Blanke 2002: 7). Of course, English needs to be learned at school, but not 

only English, and not at the expense of the acquisition of other languages. English 

should not be treated as an extrusion language but rather as a useful complement (cf. 

Nelde 2003: 40). This emphasizes that the mastery of one’s mother tongue and the 

acquisition of English in school can hardly be called European multilingualism (cf. 

ibid.).  

But what kind of English is suitable for the European Union? Global English as a 

supranational language – could this be the most economic solution (cf. Grzega 2006: 

267)? It surely would offer more opportunities for cooperation gains for both native 

English speakers and non-natives (cf. ibid.: 283). There is the proposal of a form of 

English that is distinct from British and American English. The idea is that in this 

language, people from different countries and cultures could interact freely, despite their 

different levels of competence (cf. Phillipson 2003: 163). On the one hand, in written 
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English, there is great similarity between the various kinds of English; on the other 

hand, spoken English highlights the differences. Due to the strong influence of the 

media in spoken English, Phillipson assumes that global English, and in the end the 

European lingua franca, “is likely to be a North American one, or possibly some kind of 

BBC/CNN hybrid” (ibid.: 165). 

In general, Brits and Irish need to get used to “Global English” in international 

communication and need to accept an attitude of “wanting to understand” (cf. Grzega 

2006: 266). According to Grzega, it is important not to determine certain differences to 

Standard English as the norm, or variants of mother tongues as false Global English. 

Otherwise we would, again, deal with an artificial language which could get rejected 

very quickly (cf. ibid.: 282). Siguan states, it is likely that the lingua franca that is 

spontaneously developed today at different places will be simplified English with local 

terms and expressions (cf. Siguan 2001: 104). Raasch argues that English as a lingua 

franca is not the English which he would call lingua culturalis, what you have to learn 

in school seven, eight or even nine years. In his opinion, if English is implemented as a 

lingua franca, one would only need to learn it for four or five years (cf. Raasch 2003b: 

261). Global English as a lingua franca europea has to allow certain changes to 

“traditional English”, such as the replacement of phones like [ð] (as in that) and [θ] (as 

in thing) with [d] and [t] or [z] and [s] (the last one is typical for Germans and 

Frenchmen), or the omission of the third person singular ending (he sing instead of he 

sings) (cf. Grzega 2006: 265). Further problems of English as a lingua franca europea 

arise: 

If English became the one language for all, it would mean enormous advantages for the 
British. They could present themselves as the only qualified language teachers in 
Europe and while members of other language communities would have to study English 
and pay them for it, British officials could generate themselves as controllers of the 
competence in English for the whole of Europe and, lastly, all other language 
communities and their cultures would in the future be accessible only via English as far 
as culture is transported via texts (Bliesener 2003: 82).  

In the end, a basic English and the English of those who speak it as their mother tongue, 

will remain one and the same. Thus, people who speak English as their first language 

will be in a superior position in all English-speaking communication situations, and the 

inferior ones will be aware of that and of the fact that they need to improve their 

language skills. Grzega calls the kind of English that non-native speakers use 

‘International English.’ Therefore one could argue that Europeans use a language that 
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does not have any native speakers - just like Latin once upon a time (cf. Grzega 2006: 

104). 

In contrast, Schröder stresses that Brits obviously do not want to accept that their British 

English will be one of the losers of a centralistic language solution for Europe. The new 

“Euro-Speak” will culturally not belong to them anymore, it is wrinkled and shows 

clear tracks of its substrates out of which it prospers (cf. Schröder 2003: 268).  

Still, Grucza thinks that English has the highest probability to become the Euro-

language, since it is not only in Europe or worldwide the most popular language, but 

also that it is more than only the language of the English speaking countries, especially 

not England alone, although it is still called like that. Due to globalization of the English 

language, new world variants have developed and today non-native speakers of English 

can expect to be treated with the highest tolerance, as not only Oxford-English is 

accepted (cf. Grucza 2003: 26). The idea of global English will continue to influence 

national and regional plans. In cases like the EU, in which the ideal and goal of 

language planning has been called plurilingualism, reality might be different in the end. 

Fettes believes that we will end up with a combination of “elite plurilingualism” and 

“consumer English”: this means “active competence in several languages for the 

upwardly mobile, and limited, primarily passive competence in English for the rest” 

(Fettes 2003: 40). 

To sum up, the author of this thesis wants to use a suitable quote by Lever to 

demonstrate the most probable future of EU language policy, concerning English:  

In the Europe of the future will we all speak English? Let me begin with a ‘no.’ Not in 
our homes, not in our theatres, not in our cinemas, not in our television programs. Not 
in what we write or what we read when we are really seeking something which touches 
the soul. In all areas of private life and of pleasure, we will continue to use our national 
languages. […] If we really want the European Union to be a political union, then ‘yes.’ 
The very phrase ‘political union’ is of course a source of confusion. Whatever the EU 
becomes, however it develops, it will be a unique structure (Lever 2003: 110). 

4.4.3 English, the Dominant Language in Science 

Crystal assumes that 50 percent of all scientific publications worldwide between 1750 

and 1900 were written in English (cf. Crystal 1997: 73). This number has increased. 

Today,  

according to the International Federation on Documentation – a United Nations body 
that keeps track of all the information systems – something like 80 percent of all the 
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scientific and technical information available in the world is either written in, or 
abstracted in, English (Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 245).  

Even in countries where English is not an official language, internal publication is more 

and more found in English, rather than in the own language(s) (cf. ibid.). There is the 

general conviction that if academic work is published in a language other than English, 

the risk of being internationally ignored is very high. Nowadays, the international 

scientific community works almost exclusively in English, and articles are mostly 

published in journals, whose editors are, to a high percentage, citizens from the United 

Kingdom or the U.S.A. (cf. Phillipson 2003: 80f). If “an individual or nation wishes to 

gain access to, or contribute to, a huge portion of the world’s current scientific 

knowledge, the language of access is English. English has become the key to unlocking 

the world’s information storage and retrieval systems” (Eggington 1997: 42). 

Furthermore, there are significant effects of the English language on international 

science and technology, as new terms are created to a very large extent almost 

exclusively in English, regardless of where developers or scientists come from.  

In the beginning of the 20th century, German, English and French had equal status as 

languages of science, at least in their numbers of scientific publications. Between 1910 

and 1920, German was for a short time the main language of science, but after that time, 

the number of English publications was higher than in any other language (cf. Ammon 

1999: 17). Most research on languages in science was in the field of natural sciences. 

This has several reasons: There is a high degree of professional specialization and 

differentiation, and therefore there are hardly any other experts in one’s own language 

community in the same special subject. In order to communicate with colleagues 

worldwide, scientists use English, as it is the mostly used language all over the world 

(cf. ibid.: 21).  

In contrast to that, English does not play such an extraordinary role in social sciences 

and humanities. According to Ammon, the reason is that scientists would rather address 

lay people in one’s own language community, and maybe even write more about 

subjects that matter to that specific group of people. Another reason is that - according 

to Ammon - social sciences and humanities are not as specialized as natural sciences 

(cf. ibid.: 22). “Using a common medium like global English may work in the field of 

natural sciences, in technologies and engineering, but when it concerns values, attitudes, 

convictions or beliefs, it is more of a hindrance than a help” (Bliesener 2003: 78).  
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As English is the language of science, most scientists say that a minimal competence, 

i.e. being able to read and understand texts, is absolutely necessary to inform oneself 

about the latest research results. Siguan, moreover, suggests that for scientists it is 

desirable to be able to write in simple English as well, in order to publish the results of 

one’s work easier. With that, they implicitly confirm the statement that everything that 

is not published in English does not achieve international recognition (cf. Siguan 2001: 

132). To illustrate this with an example, Sandelin and Sarafoglou examined databases, 

search engines and programs that offer access to scientific and technical journals. 

Journals and authors have a goal to attract as many readers as possible, and therefore 

Sandelin and Sarafoglou examined in what countries and in which languages these 

journals and their articles were mainly published. They found out that “English 

language article titles, abstracts, and keywords are essential. Not only that, but English 

language cited references are also recommended” (Sandelin/Sarafoglou 2004: 3). 

Crystal further criticizes that, of course, non-native English speakers require more time 

to write their scientific reports in English than the native speakers do and thus they 

cannot be as creative as their colleagues. Moreover, “it is possible that people who write 

up their research in languages other than English will have their work ignored by the 

international community” (Crystal 1997: 14).  

Despite all that, Besters-Dilger et al. say that although English is the dominant language 

in many disciplines, science simply cannot afford to stay monolingual, because sciences 

have always been multilingual, and even in times of the Iron Curtain, political and 

linguistic borders were overcome. If international cooperation shall work in the future, 

sciences will still depend on multilingualism (cf. Besters-Dilger/de 

Cillia/Krumm/Rindler Schjerve 2003a: 9). The sense of language loyalty felt by every 

single scientist is also an essential part of the system. On the one hand, they should not 

stop publishing their findings in English, on the other hand, this should not happen 

exclusively (cf. Stickel 2002b: 28). The dependence on only one language in science 

restricts the diversity of perspectives and questions, which can harm scientific progress 

(cf. Ammon 1999: 31). The Vienna Manifesto17 recommends for humanities and 

sciences that “measures have to be taken to ensure that national languages other than 

English domineering as a lingua franca in academia will be preserved and further 

                                                 

17 please refer to chapter 4.1 for further details 
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developed” (Austrian Academy of Sciences 2001). The Austrian Academy of Sciences 

furthermore suggests that multilingualism, or at least bilingualism, of scientists should 

be promoted in order to create a multilingual academic culture. If this happened, 

multilingual abstracts, journals and theses could be published. 

The question is: Do we not need more than only one language? Languages are sources 

of knowledge and, therefore, we rather need as many as possible. Every language opens 

new perspectives. For example, if the French les banlieues is translated into English it 

becomes suburbs, which means spuriously middle class in society, according to the 

structure of American cities; however, in French les banlieues refers to the lower class 

(cf. Ammon 1999: 30). This could cause serious political misunderstandings and 

problems, as illustrated in chapter 3.5.3.  

To conclude this chapter, countries in which English is a national language have the 

highest publication rates in sciences in the English language. The trend is only a little 

lower in countries with very small languages, such as the Netherlands, Sweden, Finland 

or Denmark, and countries with strong and widely spread national languages, such as 

Germany, France and Spain, do not publish as many scientific reports in English (cf. 

Sandelin/Sarafoglou 2004: 1ff).  

4.4.4 English Only: Danger for Diversity? 

There is a big contrast between, on the one hand, the permanent pressure of 

Americanization, cultural homogenization, and the dominant position of English, and on 

the other hand, Europe celebrating its cultural and linguistic diversity, multilingualism 

and support for minority and national language rights. As illustrated in chapter 3.4.2, 

languages are sometimes discussed as if they were only technical, pragmatic tools, but 

actually they are fundamental identity criterions for states, ethnic groups, cultures and 

individuals (cf. Phillipson 2003: 12). Therefore, an English-only model would pose a 

serious danger for the maintenance of the multilingual European Union and its cultural 

diversity (cf. Blanke 2002: 13). Otto von Habsburg once said that Europe’s biggest 

wealth was the diversity of its peoples, its languages and its cultures (cf. von Habsburg 

in Grzega 2006: 255). EU citizens are quite aware of that fact, and thus “introducing an 

English-only system by the back door […] ought to be impossible, and introducing it by 

the front door unthinkable” (Phillipson 2003: 123). Tulasiewicz uses a metaphor to 

express his ideas about the position of the English language in comparison to the 
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position of all other languages: In his opinion, it is the picture “of a lion amidst lambs, 

taking account of both its size and its strength” (Tulasiewicz 1995: 2). English is often 

treated as the linguistic nostrum, but only a small amount of EU citizens speak English 

as a mother tongue, or can proficiently speak English as a foreign language (cf. 

Phillipson 2003: 12). The reasons for that are numerous, e.g.  

the principal motivating force behind the bilingualism of a Holland or a Sweden is an 
economic one: The Dutch and the Swedes cannot compete in a world where English is 
the international language of business if they do not have a good command of English. 
Americans and the British do not, unfortunately, have this motivation to learn other 
languages (King 1999: 12).  

If the usage of English becomes generalized in the European Union, as it already is in 

Northern European countries, it will become the second language of the population and 

will exert its influence and pressure on the first language (cf. Siguan 2001: 178). 

Therefore, it is indeed a danger for linguistic diversity. 

However, English as the European lingua franca is required and wanted by many, as 

there are also many advantages: it simplifies trade, it makes scientific reports and 

achievements more easily and quickly recognized, and it has advantages in political 

discussions (cf. Hüllen 2003: 113). English as lingua franca seems to be an easy means 

of communication, and the propagating and spread of English thus seems to be 

mankind’s general task (cf. Schubert/Ehlich 2002: 8). Another advantage of English’s 

strong influence is described by Phillipson with the example that on Danish TV 

programs, movies are often shown in the original language, i.e. English. This results in 

better proficiency for the Danes in that language, because the omnipresent exposure to 

English enables easier learning, and it strengthens bilingualism. Additionally, in most 

movies there are Danish subtitles, and reading those “is the most widely practiced 

literacy activity in the country” (Phillipson 2003: 87). 

As shown, “English is the only language eligible” to be the EU’s lingua franca, 

nevertheless, “English as a world language is dreaded, because it allegedly tends to 

level out national individuality, to determine new, possibly undesired, ways of feeling 

and thinking, and to encourage a general monoculture in Europe and elsewhere” (Hüllen 

2003: 113). Those who believe English is a post-ethnic or post-national language should 

consider some important issues: When a language is used for international or 

supranational purposes, or is treated as a lingua franca, and this language favors one 

group through the unjust distribution of economic benefits, bitterness and pique will 
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result. Is it possible that the English language will ever develop in such a way that it is 

independent of American and British norms and control? Will there ever be the case that 

non-native speakers are at an advantage? Or will it just become worse (cf. Phillipson 

2003: 44)? These rather rhetoric questions illustrate some doubts of EU citizens. 

According to Muschg, English is not allowed to become the European community 

language. For him, laborious translations in more than 25 languages would be the lesser 

of the two evils (cf. Muschg 2005: 106). This statement favors multilingualism. Long 

before the Treaty of Maastricht, Europeans decided on active multilingualism, which is 

backed up in the wealth and diversity of European languages and cultures (cf. 

Schubert/Ehlich 2002: 8). Grosser supports this by stating  

English as lingua franca is not enough. It does not allow Europeans to take full 
advantage of the possibilities neither of the labour market which becomes increasingly 
multilingual nor of free movement of people within the EU. Furthermore, language 
learning is intimately linked to getting to know other cultures. It contributes to openness 
towards others, to a better understanding of differences and to cooperation. Language 
skills enable us to understand and appreciate the culture of other people which is 
essential for building European citizenship and constructing the European Union 
(Grosser 2002: 23). 

This shows the importance of language planning, since “a laissez faire policy, leaving 

matters to the laws of the linguistic market, entails serious dangers and risks” 

(Phillipson 2003: 18). Phillipson gives an example that demonstrates this theme: He 

complains about Danes being “bombarded with ads” in English everywhere, although a 

considerable proportion of Danes, mostly older ones, have no proficiency in English. 

Here lies the danger of a national laissez faire policy, when the national language is 

completely replaced by a foreign language in certain areas. In Phillipson’s opinion, this 

is social injustice (cf. ibid.: 87). 

4.5 Common Working Language for the EU 

As the title of this chapter implies, the discussion will not be about a common language 

in general for everything in the EU, but only as a working language, in order to ease 

administrative processes, etc. Kirchhof wrote about the importance of the common 

German language for German speakers in different countries, which could be compared 

to a common European language in some aspects: According to him, the common 

language makes human communication a matter of course; builds a basis for personal, 

business and legal contact; causes and forms joint actions, and is the precondition for a 

common cultural and personal development. A common language procures the creation 
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of a common set of cultural beliefs; and establishes and strengthens internal cohesion. If 

the European Union had a common language, there might be more understanding, 

agreement, a safer inner peace, a sense of togetherness (cf. Kirchhof 2002: 213). But 

what is really important to mention here is that citizens of the European Union do NOT 

currently have a common language. They do neither have the same command of the 

English language nor any other language. Thus, on the one hand, it is predictable what a 

common European language could effect, on the other hand, it is not foreseeable if there 

will ever be a common language in the European Union of which all people have 

approximately the same command. Until people who live in areas such as parts of 

Romania, where there is neither electricity nor running water, have the same command 

of, let us say the English language, like other members of the European Union, and can 

be compared somehow, a long time will pass. Nevertheless, the language service of the 

European Union can hardly handle the present language situation anymore, as seen in 

chapter 3.5.3, and the need for a common working language increases. This is the 

decisive difference: a common working language, not a common European language. 

The European Union needs a common language for politics, economy and justice. This 

could be possible and feasible, and those documents could then be translated into the 

official languages of the European Union. Like many other authors, Kirchhof has the 

opinion that English would be the best choice. It would be a bridge to the worldwide 

linguistic exchange in politics, economy and sciences, which could be regarded as the 

most pragmatic solution of a certain kind of bilingualism, that contains the cultural 

understanding of the mother tongue, and communication in a common second language. 

Kirchhof calls that “a mirror image of modern democracy” (cf. ibid.: 220). 

Right now, European issues are not discussed in supranational European media, in a 

European language, from a European point of view, but from national media in national 

languages, from a national perspective. A communication community does not require 

that everybody uses the same media, but requires that everybody could use the same 

media. A European communication community cannot develop, according to 

Strohmeier, if there are almost exclusively national media, which are almost exclusively 

used by national audiences with exclusively national communication habits. A 

European publicity, or a European discourse, needs a range of European media for the 

European audience in a European language. The lack of a European language is 

therefore the lack of a European publicity (cf. Strohmeier 2007: 29). 



European Lingua Franca 

 

 59 

In November 1997 the Gallup Institute did a survey in eight member states of the 

European Union (which consisted of 15 states at that time), and the question asked was 

whether there should be one common working language for the EU. In total, 7,515 

citizens in Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Spain and 

the United Kingdom were asked for their opinions. The number of those people who 

supported the idea of one common language was as high as the number of people who 

did not agree to that proposal. If only one language should become the official language 

of the EU, the preferences were as follows: English 86 percent of the people, French 65 

percent, German 47 percent, Spanish 30 percent, Italian 21 percent (multiple answers 

were possible) (cf. Witt 2001: 122f). Unfortunately, current figures are not known.  

Muschg states that there is a great demand for a language that serves the new Europe, 

i.e. the European Union, the same purpose as Latin used to serve the old Europe: a 

language that nobody needs to speak, but everybody can identify with; a language that 

symbolizes unity, without being a universal language. Nevertheless, it needs to be a 

language of the heart. Muschg suggests imagining that a real language will be chosen. 

Of course, the English language is offered, due to the fact that during the past decades it 

became the leading language of global communication. It is the “bad Latin” of the 

knowledge society; the language of modern technologies; the language of worldwide 

social institutions and important organizations and their acronyms; the language of 

world trade; of Hollywood, pop culture and lifestyle. From its roots it is a European 

language, a perfect amalgamated language born of Germanic and Romanic components. 

According to Muschg, English has saved us from well-meant impertinences like 

Esperanto or other planned languages (cf. Muschg 2005: 105). 

If we want it [the European Union] to be more than just an association of nation states, 
if we want it somehow to have a political character that is European, then a common 
language is needed. And the only language which can aspire to this role is English. It is 
already the language in which young Slovenians, Germans and Lithuanians 
communicate with each other (Lever 2003: 110f).  

So why not take advantage of the special role English already embodies? Phillipson 

refers to an article from the Daily Mail in 1991, which said that if Europe wants to have 

a future, it does not only need a common currency, or a common foreign policy, or 

common laws, but it also needs a common language, which could only be English (cf. 

Phillipson 2003: 150). 
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In contrast to all these pro one-common-working-language arguments and the top 

priority of English, Lever writes that in the EU  

more people are born German-speaking than English- and French-speaking. Why 
shouldn’t German be an official language? But then if German, why not Spanish, which 
its adherents would argue is, unlike German, a world language? And if Spanish, then 
why not Italian or Polish and so on. So realistically, if there is to be a simplification of 
the EU language regime on grounds of efficiency and economy, using English alone is 
probably the least unwelcome option in political terms. But unwelcome it would 
certainly be. No-one is currently suggesting it (Lever 2003: 105).  

This is not quite true as today in many debates a lot of people do suggest English. 

English will be an inescapable language in the EU, but as it is the language of one 

member state, it will stay disputable, not only from jealous Frenchmen, but hopefully 

from self-confident Finns, Maltese, Cyprians and Germans as well (cf. Muschg 2005: 

105). The most common argument against English as the only common working 

language is that a person whose mother tongue is not English will never be as 

competent in English as in his or her mother tongue, “even if they are superficially 

fluent” (Phillipson 2003: 134). So all civil servants and other official people who would 

have to use English at their workplace could not work as well in that foreign language 

as in their mother tongue. In 2002 Grosser wrote concerning language protection: 

“About half of the Europeans do not believe that the enlargement of the EU to include 

new member countries means that we should all speak a common language” (Grosser 

2002: 22). Here it becomes unclear if the author thinks that we all should speak English 

EVERYWHERE (e.g. only language of instruction in schools, all products in 

supermarkets are labeled in English, only English TV programs, etc.) or if he really 

means a common working language in EU institutions ONLY. The unclear definition of 

many authors makes it quite difficult to really confirm their positions.  

However, “a majority (63 %) believes that it is necessary to protect their own languages 

as the enlargement of the EU is envisaged” (ibid.). If all languages were treated the 

same way, there would be no discrimination, and everybody could feel as a full part of 

the European Union. Although all official languages of the European Union do have 

equal status, the European Commission today has only three working languages 

(English, French, sometimes German), and only relevant documents are published in 

every other language (cf. Besters-Dilger 2003: 212). Besters-Dilger is sure that none of 

the official languages of the newer EU members will become a working language in the 

Commission or a relay language (also called “bridge language”) in the Parliament (cf. 
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ibid.: 213). What exactly a relay language is and if this could be a solution for EU 

language policy, will be explained in the next chapter.  

4.5.1 Relay Language 

There are considerable financial charges on the budget of the European Parliament 

because of translation and interpretation services, since all speeches and texts are 

translated in every language, as mentioned in chapter 3.5.3. Of course, there are already 

discussions about that issue and there is, for example, the suggestion that only few 

languages should be used as working languages. These target languages could be 

English, French, German, and maybe Spanish. Those languages could be used as relay 

languages and out of them translations in every other EU language could be made. 

However, there will always be the problem of loss of information when more than one 

or two languages are involved, when there is another language between the source and 

the target language, which is the case in a relay translation (cf. ibid.: 212f). 

On the one hand, if two interlocutors do not have a common intersection, they will 

always need an interpreter. This slows down the exchange of thoughts, contents can be 

interpreted wrongly, or associations can get lost. With the help of the common code of a 

world language, or in our case a common European language, even if it is only used as a 

relay language in EU institutions, not only the exchange of ideas and knowledge would 

be simplified, quickened, and democratized, but also the risk of double inventions with 

long and expensive projects would be stemmed (cf. Grzega 2006: 282). Another 

argument for relay languages is that there is a lack of interpreters and translators for 

certain language pairs, which should be translated and interpreted into, therefore the 

principle of relay interpretation is used (cf. Witt 2001: 107). 

On the other hand, complaints about interpretation include that some documents are not 

available in a certain language but rather in English and French only, and there are 

inadequacies or even errors in translations.  

Delegates would like coverage of more languages, and less use of relay interpretation 
[…]. Interpreters, on the other hand, are convinced that relay interpretation functions so 
well that listeners are often unaware that this system is in use (Phillipson 2003: 135). 

Relay languages have advantages and disadvantages: The information flow is faster, but 

at the same time more susceptible to information loss and transmission errors due to the 

lack of precision. The search for suitable interpreters and translators is simplified, but 
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will hardly have any effects on the quantitative demand for interpreters and translators. 

Relay languages simplify practical collaborations, but discriminate those who are no 

native speakers of those relay languages (cf. Grzega 2006: 263).  

Feldweg compares the method of relay interpretation to the game “Chinese whisper,” as 

no colleagues can interfere in the process in booths in order to help. Therefore, the 

organization Professional Conference Interpreters Worldwide (AIIC) urges not to use 

this system at all (cf. Feldweg in Witt 2001: 108).  

4.5.2 Rotation Principle 

In order to promote the role and the importance of every single official language of the 

European Union, Pachev suggests a rotation principle, as in the EU presidency, which 

would fulfill the needs of a multilingual community. This rotation practice could in the 

future include the promotion for the official language of the presiding country and a 

special role during these six months. Pachev also proposes that this language then 

should become one of the working languages in EU institutions as well, but it seems 

rather unrealistic since there would not be more translators and interpreters for smaller 

languages on hand. Even if, many job positions would only be available for six months 

and this would be an enormous administrative effort. However, the fundamental idea is 

not that absurd at all. During this half year “a ‘bonus’ support for various language 

learning and mobility schemes in secondary and higher education aimed at 

strengthening competence and performance in the particular language” could be tackled 

(Pachev 2003: 221). 



Recommendations 

 

 63 

5 Recommendations 

5.1 … for the European Language Policy in General  

In general, one has to say that the language problem should not become an obstruction 

for further expansions of the European Union (cf. Schloßmacher 1997: 26). Witt 

suggests keeping up the status quo in the language policy of the EU, so that at least one 

language of each member state becomes an official language of the Union (cf. Witt 

2001: 242). He suggests the following scheme for an official language policy (number 

updates according to current situation were made by author of this thesis):  

Number of official languages on all levels: 23 + x 

Number of working languages for politicians: preferably always 23 + x 

In urgent cases: < 23 + x 

Number of internal working languages for civil servants: 3 = English, French, German  

(“x” indicates possible new languages through accession of new member states)  

(cf. ibid.: 246)  

Advantages of such a regulation would be the reduction of costs and efforts; a guarantee 

of transparency since at least all final documents would be available in all official 

languages; clarity about working languages would avoid complaints; no two-class 

society after the accession of a new member state; and no language would finally be 

rejected, which would cause severe resistance (cf. ibid.: 247).  

There are only three possibilities for authentic and official working languages, namely 

English, French and German (these languages are often also referred to as de facto 

working languages). Reasons for this choice are 1) these three languages are the most 

taught in foreign language instruction in European schools, 2) the number of those 

people that have at least one of the languages as their countries’ official language, and 

3) the number of official representatives of the member states in organs of the EU (cf. 

ibid.: 244). Decreasing the number of working languages, instead of increasing the 

number after an accession, would lead to a two-class society of the member states and 

hurt the principle of equality (cf. ibid.: 250).  

Some of the decisions taken by the European institutions are directly applicable to 
people and bodies in the member states. Therefore, the relevant legal documents – and 
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also their draft versions – must be available in all the official languages of the Union 
(Grosser 2002: 24).  

Nevertheless, almost all suggestions for a change in the current language policy of the 

organs of the European Union include a reduction of the languages. The demand to 

accept all official languages as potential working languages of the organs, however, is 

seldom. The most extreme proposal is the introduction of only one single working and 

administrative language. Basically, this could be one of the presently used languages, or 

a neutral language – mostly illustrated with Latin or an artificial language. Background 

for the hypothesis that a language can be neutral is the conviction that nobody could 

receive any advantages from such a language policy, where no mother tongues were 

allowed (cf. Witt 2001: 229). If one language, which already has the status of an official 

language, is suggested to receive the status of the one and only working language, it is 

English and some people even say that English is as neutral as Latin or Esperanto (cf. 

Stark in Witt 2001: 230).  

To sum up this issue, reducing the number of official languages of the European Union 

would lead to legal and political-psychological problems since the EU would appear 

even less people-oriented than it already does now to some (cf. Witt 2001: 122).  

Every government that truly wants to promote bilingualism or even multilingualism 

needs to give incentives to those people who reach that goal. Incentives could be, 

amongst other things, certain tax advantages for companies that engage and reward 

bilingual employees; or the government could set standards in its civil service and be a 

good example and role model (cf. Kaplan/Baldauf Jr. 1997: 187). 

Besters-Dilger has some concrete demands for the European language policy: Every 

member state should offer university studies in every official European language, and 

not only language courses, but whole studies of literature, culture and history. 

Furthermore, the stronger exchange of school students, teachers, university students, 

and scientists must be activated. In border areas, efforts to learn the neighboring 

language(s) at school should be increased (cf. Besters-Dilger 2003: 215). “What is 

needed is more co-operation between the country where the foreign language is taught 

and the country where the language is spoken; some kind of joint ventures in education” 

(Gustavsson 2003: 256).  

Candidate countries should have institutions that receive learning material and offer 

education and training in European matters and languages. Moreover, it is especially 
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important that every country protects and builds up its own language and vocabulary for 

scientific terms and the language of mass culture. This is the only way to show people 

that being a member of the European Union does not mean losing one’s own national or 

regional identity (cf. Besters-Dilger 2003: 215). 

5.2 … for the Preservation of Multilingualism 

Children should already be reared with the conviction that bilingualism and 

plurilingualism are rather expressions of cultural and intellectual wealth than a conflict. 

In general, there is no rivalry between languages, although personal preferences can 

develop. Those who accept multilingualism and different languages without any 

prejudices, profit from an extended communication radius, different linguistic 

perspectives and cultural enrichments, and could use them to perceive the world always 

new, with linguistic means (cf. Siguan 2001: 92). “The acceptance of linguistic diversity 

is the price of democracy within a multi-ethnic community where everyone wants to 

keep and safeguard his/her cultural and linguistic identity” (Cwik 2001: 3). Learning a 

language is, on one hand, the right of everybody, but, on the other hand, also in a certain 

way one’s duty. It is a condition for the development of one’s personality and for the 

optimization of the position – regional, national, international, European (cf. Raasch 

2003b: 260). “With the maintenance of linguistic diversity as well as the development 

and adjustment of languages to the requirements of the modern world, the cultural 

wealth of Europe as a basis for a European identity will be retained” (Stickel 2002a: 

233).  

All citizens of the European Union should keep in mind that if they want to preserve 

their own language, they need to learn other languages as well (cf. Stickel 2002b: 32). 

Carnevale especially highlights that in multilingual areas instead of the formula 1+2 

(mastery of mother tongue plus two other languages of the EU) the formula 2+2 

(mastery of the national language, a minority language, and two other languages of the 

EU) should be applied (cf. Carnevale 2003: 270f). Every young European should 

receive the opportunity to learn at least two other languages of the Union besides his or 

her mother tongue, and be able to communicate in those (cf. Nelde 2003: 33). Schubert 

and Ehlich both think that an active competence in two or three European languages 

will be inevitable in the future (cf. Schubert/Ehlich 2002: 10). Grzega suggests a 

minimal competence, which he illustrates with the formula “mother tongue + Global 
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English + further foreign language” and he calls that “Global Triglossia” (cf. Grzega 

2006: 269). Moreover, he demands an improved receptive multilingualism because then 

all Europeans (and citizens of the world) would have the same rights and duties (cf. 

ibid.: 270). Additional to the furtherance of language education, it is indispensable to 

take all efforts and guarantee an appropriate status in mass media (the press, movies, 

radio, TV) (cf. Siguan 2001: 181).  

Other concrete actions for the future should be the  

early beginning of foreign language education, with a special emphasis on neighbouring 
languages, minority languages and contact languages; […] promoting receptive 
multilingualism; […] expansion and promotion of foreign language instruction in non-
philological courses of study; […] reduction of administrative and organisational 
barriers against linguistic diversity in schools and universities (e.g. allowing smaller 
class sizes in order to arrange courses for less popular languages) (Besters-Dilger/de 
Cillia/Krumm/Rindler Schjerve 2003b: 286). 

Stickel adds that “non-native speakers should be supported in their efforts to learn the 

standard language of the country in which they reside” and “their right to maintain their 

own first language remains unaffected” (Stickel 2002a: 234) since the work of the 

European Union is about communicating ideas and contents. The best way to do so is 

using one’s mother tongue or a language one has been using for a long period of one’s 

life, since we are familiar with it, its nuances, intonation, stress and the use of pauses for 

special emphasis. Gestures, facial expressions and emotions can be much better 

expressed in such a language (cf. Zimmermann in Witt 2001: 106).  

In conclusion, Carnevale criticizes that the European Union does not have a legislation 

for language policy. Furthermore, she has the opinion that there should be only one 

official working language within the EU, and member states that have more than their 

officially recognized national language should pay all interpretation and translation 

costs themselves (e.g. Catalan in Spain). The European Charter for Regional or 

Minority Languages, initiated by the Council of Europe, should be implemented by all 

states, because it is not valid in all countries yet, but would help to protect and develop 

lesser used languages. Another request of Carnevale is that every citizen of the EU 

should have the right to receive instruction on all education levels in his or her mother 

tongue. In states with more than one national language, the acquisition of those should 

be obligatory (cf. Carnevale 2003: 269f). 
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“All governments should appropriate a reasonable percentage of their GDP [Gross 

Domestic Product] for the promotion of multilingual aspects in education, research, 

media, politics, administration and business” (Besters-Dilger/de Cillia/Krumm/Rindler 

Schjerve 2003b: 286). It is difficult to estimate the resulting costs since numbers vary in 

all references. But one thing is sure: Multilingualism is expensive in the short term, but 

useful in the long term (cf. Ehlich 2002: 53). 

5.3 … for the Treatment of English 

Many professionals believe that the only solution could lie in the active acceptance of 
English as the dominant language, which is a fact already. But this active acceptance 
should be accompanied by a proactive policy to further the learning of other languages, 
on the level of Member States as well as on the European level. Most important, the use 
of these other languages must be encouraged as much as possible in daily private and 
official communication. Otherwise they will lose their vitality (Bliesener 2003: 93).  

English instruction, which suits Europe, needs suitable English teachers. They need to 

know other languages besides English and need to have certain curiosity and the will to 

deal with another language every now and then (cf. Schröder 2003: 286). 

If all European citizens had a working knowledge of English it would be a major 
educational achievement; people would not be excluded from communication within 
Europe. The official recommendation of the EU and the Council of Europe (two foreign 
languages for every European citizen) is a bit out of touch with reality” (cf. Bliesener 
2003: 96). 

For most people, English is sufficient to handle the computer and to work in the Internet 

(cf. ibid.).  
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6 Conclusion 

There is an urgent need in the European Union for a public discussion about language 

policy and the planning of national and European guidelines. Nevertheless, “predicting 

the linguistic future is always a dangerous activity” (Crystal 1997: 68) since it is unclear 

what the exact outcome will be. Deciding on languages in the EU means making a 

decision based on almost half a billion people’s habits and personal matters. Whether 

habits can be changed is another question. Often only time will show. “It is one thing to 

arrive at general agreement on European language policy, but quite another to 

implement the policy effectively” (Little 2003: 298). The doubts about the influence of 

EU institutions are huge, although countless decisions about the lives of EU citizens are 

made supranationally. However, this influence is so little noticed, because 

communication between the EU and the normal citizen is minimal. “At the mundane 

level of everyday interaction, the language policies recommended in Brussels, and the 

internal policies of EU institutions, have little impact, if any” (Phillipson 2003: 192).  

The Treaty of Maastricht will only become reality when the European Union changes its 

views and actively starts to do something about language policy. Without any budgetary 

funds, hardly anything will change (cf. Ehlich 2002: 54). Bliesener adds that “the EU 

has, without doubt, the necessary means, especially the money, to pursue a considered 

language policy” (Bliesener 2003: 85). Financial resources obviously are not the 

problem, and since the Union has always emphasized its cultural and linguistic 

diversity, it should not be tight with money when dealing with problems and decisions 

concerning these issues. Today, not only the European Union, but also all the sovereign 

states which are part of it need to spend a lot of money on the safeguarding and support 

of their national language(s). This will be even stronger necessary in the future (cf. 

Besters-Dilger 2003: 214).  

Each citizen of the EU needs to do something as well: In order to safeguard linguistic 

diversity, it is important to bring up children with a tolerance for European diversity (cf. 

Siguan 2001: 182) and Witt assumes that “language policy can only be successful if the 

groups involved accept it” (Witt 2001: 253). Acceptance and tolerance of the special 

language situation of the EU are the key factors for a successful future.  

One thing is sure: The EU needs to have active policies, such as the requirement of 

bilingualism or even multilingualism on all levels of the EU institutions. This would 
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help to work against linguistic discrimination (cf. Phillipson 2003: 183). Inequalities 

should be solved with active positive discrimination policies in order to safeguard 

multilingualism and show respect for other people and languages. Equal respect for 

majorities and minorities and their languages can obviously not be taken for granted, as 

literature has shown, but as part of linguistic human rights the prohibition of linguistic 

discrimination is strived for. 

Basically, the feasibility and efficiency of multilingualism is a difficult issue which 

needs a well planned basis (cf. Phillipson 2003: 175f). For example, high priority 

should be given to the possibility for all immigrants to learn the official languages of 

that specific country, without paying for it. The foreign language competence or 

plurilingualism of every single EU citizen is a huge benefit for the multilingual Union. 

It is not only about what the European Union can do for its population but also what 

every citizen can do for the Union. A pluricultural and multilingual Europe needs 

plurilingual citizens (cf. Schröder 2003: 269). 

It is the task of schools, universities and institutions of advanced training on the one 
hand, and of governments on the other hand to safeguard multilingualism. These sectors 
have to interact and create instruments to make multilingualism possible and to enhance 
its status (Besters-Dilger/de Cillia/Krumm/Rindler Schjerve 2003b: 284). 

Adequate knowledge of several languages (medium competence) in Europe is more 

efficient than fluency in only one (and possibly in every case the same language) (cf. 

Schröder 2003: 269). This could be a realistic goal for EU language policy and citizens.  

Nonetheless, how uncertain the future is and how far opinions are split, shows, on the 

one hand, Bliesener, who thinks that only some people will master several languages 

when saying that  

it is necessary to admit that multilingualism will in all probability be restricted to an 
elite of people with degrees in higher education. Being able to move with ease in 
different linguistic and cultural contexts will be a selective criterion for those who will 
rise to positions of influence (Bliesener 2003: 96).  

On the other hand, Berchem does not agree and generalizes that “in the future 

multilingualism will be the rule rather than the exception” (Berchem 2003: 28). 

Another concluding point is that the principle of equality of all official languages should 

be invulnerable, although it has been shown that it has been maximally exhausted in the 

past. The new situation with currently 23 official languages and maybe even more in the 

future, when new countries accede the Union, demands new ways of thinking and 
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alternative solutions. A rotation principle, like in the EU presidency, is an option, 

however, the efforts and costs that would be needed for that short period should rather 

be used for a consistent solution for all languages together. The European Union does 

not boast about its multilingualism for nothing, and actually it expects strength through 

this diversity. Besters-Dilger, de Cillia, Krumm and Rindler Schjerve greatly stress the 

fact that “many cultural achievements of Europe are closely linked to the achievements 

of specific languages and intellectual traditions. If these languages are no longer used, 

this would mean a serious depletion and loss of Europe’s cultural diversity” (Besters-

Dilger/de Cillia/Krumm/Rindler Schjerve 2003b: 284). 

The pressure of English is really enormous and it is difficult to protect minority 

languages in the EU. Raising awareness and giving background information on the 

serious threat of the weakening process of minority languages is what the Union should 

do in an active language policy.  

Even if the results of language planning are not predictable, leaving things alone is not a 

solution since not planning anything and implementing a laissez faire policy is 

definitely the wrong and most dangerous option. Phillipson shows quite plainly that one 

could envision worst-case scenarios, which a laissez faire policy would provoke:  

Laissez faire at the national and supranational levels, linguistic nationalism, antagonism, 
and defensiveness lead to English ‘triumphing’ over all other European languages, 
speakers of which experience increasing marginalization, domain loss, attrition of their 
languages, and a loss of cultural vitality, and there is an intensification of the 
polarization between haves and have-nots locally, Europe-wide, and globally, that 
correlates closely with a consolidation of corporate power, and proficiency in English 
(Phillipson 2003: 176). 

Another scenario is that English becomes the only EU working language, which would 

result in a limited, simplified and pidginized ‘Euro-English,’ where people could not 

express themselves creatively or precisely at all. Furthermore, if there is no change in 

foreign language learning, efforts in school will stay unrewarding and ineffective, and 

elites will be multilingual while others stay monolingual. Another case could be that 

British and Irish native English speakers, for the greater part, work as under-qualified 

employees, because in influential positions bilingual competence in at least two 

languages is a minimum requirement (cf. Phillipson 2003: 177). 

A further important issue is, as Witt and many others want to remind readers, that 

language policy in the European Union has to become more explicit and the 
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differentiation of the definitions of an official language and a working language urgently 

has to be made clear (cf. Witt 2001: 231). Otherwise statements like “Whatever the 

solution will be – three, four, eleven or more official languages – the Europe of the 

future will, at any rate, not be monolingual” (Nelde 2002: 36) will confuse everybody. 

The EU will definitely not have only a couple of official languages. All current 

discussions are about reducing working languages! Working languages are mainly only 

used in EU institutions and EU citizens rarely come in contact with them, so there 

would not be a direct or immediate effect. It is unknown when or whether at all there 

will be discussions about reducing the number of official languages. 

Hypothetically, if there was only one common working language in the European 

Union, European multilingualism, cultural diversity and traditional national identities 

would be seriously threatened (cf. Grucza 2003: 22). However, if there is one common 

working language, English would be the best and most probable solution. English 

would then only be used for discussions and decision-making processes in institutions 

of the EU. In the end, every result would be translated in all other official EU languages 

anyway and citizens would not even know or notice that previous debates have been 

made in English only. English as the only working language is simply efficient and 

saves time. The worldwide role of English should be exploited and used for the EU’s 

own benefits. English is inevitable in the future. Accepting that and exerting oneself to 

improve one’s English in order to participate in world affairs is the key to a successful 

future. After all, the world does not end at the borders of Europe (cf. Raasch 2003a: 

244). The triumphal procession of English is unavoidable. We need to make the best of 

it. Instead of repelling it, we should take advantage of it.  

Considering the issue from another point of view one has to argue that it is really 

impossible to find a language that suits all Europeans and helps to create a common 

identity. The highest stage of linguistic-cultural integration will be reached when all, or 

at least the vast majority of EU citizens, have a common linguistic-cultural Euro-

identity. This will be the case when they experience the internalized common working 

language as ‘their’ language, and as a part of their internal culture (cf. Grucza 2003: 23). 

A further essential thought which should be considered in European language policy is 

that everybody can handle issues safest and most naturally in his or her mother tongue. 

“They express themselves with a nuance, a directness which, however well they may 

speak a second language, is difficult to replicate” (Lever 2003: 107). Everyone wants to 
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optimally communicate and nobody wants to be disadvantaged by his or her linguistic 

actions. The easiest way to avoid the latter is to use one’s mother tongue (cf. Stickel 

2002b: 17). Therefore, a positive identification with the mother tongue and receiving at 

least basic education through the medium of this language are parts of linguistic human 

rights and should have highest priority in a multilingual structure like the EU. 

Nevertheless, no matter how language policy evolves in the Union, and no matter which 

language gets what status, “when people express themselves on matters which are 

closest to their heart they will use their mother tongue” (Lever 2003: 111).  

On this basis, it can be concluded that it is difficult to give future prospects or even 

unambiguous tendencies. Right now it is impossible to predict upcoming changes since 

there are only few concrete things that have already been examined. Even if there are 

many discussions going on, multifarious research still needs to be done. Although the 

Union itself is 50 years old, the EU's current structure of 27 member states and 23 

official languages has yet to meet the one-year mark. Further studies on this topic are 

necessary in order to elicit significant theories and theses.  
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