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The Paradox of Language Internationalization: China and its Battle with English 

 In the 19th century, Charles Nodier, while criticizing the Dictionnaire de l'Académie, 

proclaimed that a good dictionary should change with the language instead of trying to do the 

impossible, that is rigidly fix word usage.1 While Nodier was exceptionally blunt with his 

opinions he was reasonable in describing language as living and mutable. Developed first and 

foremost as a form of communication, language has been subject to the cultural and 

technological changes brought about by ever changing civilizations. Today, even the Académie 

Française itself acknowledges the need to mold to the changing language. 

In the increasingly global community, France is only one of the many cultures that are 

subject to the influences of the English language. With the preeminence of English-speaking 

countries such as Britain and the United States in politics and trade, English has become the 

dominant present-day lingua franca, the leading language of communication between non-native 

speakers.2 Approximately 380 million people in the world speak English as a first language and a 

billion more use it as a second language to communicate with other non-native speakers.3 

Additionally, education trends show nations everywhere have responded to this dominant 

language. In 154 countries, English makes up 81.2% of secondary level first foreign language 
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curricula.4 As a result, many countries like India and Nigeria are now home to bilingualism 

where the native language blends seamlessly with English.5 As one of the world’s new 

prominent powers, the People's Republic of China faces the same cultural, political and 

economic concerns with the English language. 

 During China’s rapid modernization and globalization, the government has implemented 

various education and public policies. The nation recognizes that foreign language proficiency is 

needed for any hope of progress for the state. English as a foreign language education is 

promoted from a young age and required in universities. In addition, many commercial 

professions expect, even require, proficiency in the language.6 Changes in policy and culture are 

especially noticeable in urban areas where resources are available and the promise of 

modernization causes a desire to enforce the policies. As English education intensifies and 

bilingualism becomes more widespread, the mixing of the two languages affects the daily life 

and society of the Chinese people the same way bilingual culture has affected nations across the 

globe. However, the Chinese government desires to maintain a nationalistic integrity in its 

language and culture as it has tried to do since the latter days of the Chinese Empire. Joseph Lo 

Bianco, a researcher at the University of Melbourne investigating the relationship between China 

and English, asked how far and in what ways does the political and economic bond between 

English education and the Chinese state extend.7 It seems even more important to question where 

the line is between the use of English solely for utilitarian reasons and the acceptance of English 
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influences. The country aims to strengthen its position as an international power and improve its 

economy while preserving its political and cultural identity. The government has good reason to 

be cautious. English has become a mandatory tool that facilitates globalization while threatening 

a nation’s cultural integrity during decolonization or, in China’s case, while it fights Western 

influence.8 Due to the nature of language growth and cultural encounters, any attempt from the 

state to restrain the development and immersion of the English language in China is futile and 

will be detrimental to the state and its people’s success. 

The international community as a whole has become susceptible to changes the English 

language brings. Languages and cultures continue to evolve as a result of exposure to English. 

One prominent example is the simultaneous use of Hindu and English diction and vocabulary, 

often called Indian English. The media in India is the main source for such lexical borrowing as 

shown in the 1979 matrimonial advertisement in a newspaper: “Wanted well-settled bridegroom 

for a Kerala fair, graduate Baradwaja gotram, Astasastram girl... Subsect no bar.” 9 The 

integration began with a trickling introduction of special cultural terms. Today, after decades of 

bilingualism, the two languages with their separate sets of vocabulary have integrated and 

formed a nativized variety of English. While Indian English results mostly from cultural media 

influence, Singaporean English, also called Singlish, is greatly affected by the city-state’s policy 

of teaching through the medium of English. Illustrating this mixed language’s altered syntax and 

vocabulary, a fifth grade student says to the teacher: “Miss Lee, last time one hor [a discourse 

particle in Singlish meant to get the attention of the listener] not now one hor?”10 Singapore’s 
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linguistic personality incorporated itself into the unique speech particles. This is only one of 

many characteristics of Singlish. English has diffused into countries everywhere through 

colonization and trade, forming what are now labeled World Englishes. Media and education as 

well as popular culture contribute to the development of new linguistic features. These changes 

range from accents and inflections to new vocabulary and grammar. Constant use of languages 

will always cause said languages to evolve and change. 

Throughout history, languages have combined and developed to form new languages as 

different populations try to communicate with each other. The integration between English and 

various indigenous languages went a step further and allowed settling colonists to feel like they 

belonged both in the new lands and to the British culture while local people who learned English 

were able to associate themselves with a higher social status.11 A New English evolves when 

both sides feel the benefits of combining their languages. Rapid globalization in the past century 

has enhanced the spread the English language and culture even further and now to numerous 

nations that may or may not be under British control. Every nation that initiates English 

education and regular usage puts itself in a position susceptible to the influences of the Western 

society the language represents. In particular, borrowed terms are often representative of the 

foreign society and the increased use of such words is accompanied by greater exposure to the 

new culture. Governments are pressed to consider the implications for their national culture. 

Foreign language policies in China have fluctuated constantly in the past two centuries 

with the political and trade environment. With the collapse of the Tang Dynasty in 907 AD, the 

empire had blocked itself from the Western world and sustained its policy of restricted 

engagement thereby allowing no cultural and social influences from the European civilization. 
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China’s isolationism lasted until the next political interaction came in the 19th century Qing 

Dynasty.12 Social and industrial advancements had faltered while the nation vehemently 

inhibited the infusion of Western culture including the Industrial Revolution. This technological 

ignorance was apparent when the Empire lost the Opium wars of the mid-1800s, finally forcing 

China to reevaluate its scientific abilities and military strength.13 Lack of communication had 

resulted in weaker technologies and an ignorant society because they now possessed negligible 

understanding of the world outside their walls. The government soon realized the issue and 

responded to the foreign pressure by commencing English instruction as a tool for learning the 

Western nations’ advanced science and technology.14 The implementation of foreign language 

curricula in the higher education institutions marked the beginning of China's utilitarian use of 

English. Since then, English has been employed as the key to enemy weapons and the voice for 

intellects. Today, the language is one of the main concerns in the nation's program for 

modernization and international stature.15 The growth of English within China was not often 

accepted peacefully. As English was initially seen as the language of the barbarians, the nobility 

at the time of the Empire confined English speakers to certain areas such as Canton or colonized 

districts. A hundred years later, the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution and its Red Guards 

denounced, persecuted, and sometimes killed English teachers. Anybody who spoke English was 

branded as a traitor and also punished.16 In both eras, the traditionalists were concerned by the 

threat to their culture. They resented the philosophies and sociopolitical culture of the Western 
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world and fought to maintain the integrity of the Chinese. They were fighting a losing battle 

against the main reason for increased English use: the practical benefits of being well versed in 

the language of the international community in the modern world. Considering the historical 

consequences of banning English in China, it is illogical for the government to resume any sort 

of restraint on the language today. 

In recent years, education policies in China reflect the government’s response to the need 

for English. For the past two decades, the government has been adopting a more international 

stance as shown in its aggressive endeavor to join the World Trade Organization and host the 

Olympic Games. The ruling party leaders value the contribution English makes to the nation’s 

program for modernization, knowing that bids for worldwide events are dependent upon the 

ability to cater to linguistic needs of the foreign mass media and tourists.17 The policy makers 

realized the important of English education in this endeavor and so in the 1980’s, the Band 4 and 

Band 6 College English Tests were implemented and in 2005 these tests were reformed to be 

more refined and emphasize listening and speaking.18 These tests are prerequisites for obtaining 

a bachelor’s degree: Band 4 is required for non-English majors and Band 6 for English majors. 

Such mandatory nationwide exams have led to a surge of enthusiasm for learning English. 

Publications such as a handbook on English Language Teaching in secondary schools and 

collections of papers from the College Foreign Language Teaching and Research Association 

also spurred on the growth of English education.19 All this activity encourages teachers and other 

education professionals to focus on English as a Foreign Language (EFL). In turn, the number of 

EFL students quickly increases and the country begins to be more prepared for facing the outside 
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world. Such preparation is crucial for the nation’s development. In 2001, China’s admission into 

the WTO and win of the bid to host the Olympics in Beijing made English learning even more of 

a priority.20 The desire to propel English as a tool for modernization led to the 2001 policy 

statement “The Ministry of Education Guidelines for Vigorously Promoting the Teaching of 

English in Primary Schools,” an education policy dictating that compulsory English instruction 

should begin at age 9 in the third grade.21 Such a policy aims to improve the foreign language 

fluency of the younger generations which would enable them to participate in high level political 

and commercial dealings with international competition. Moreover, exposing younger children to 

the foreign language reflects the nation’s tolerance of English and Western influences as 

inevitable side effects of participation in international affairs. 

The English instruction in primary education policy was not the only policy enacted in 

response to the increasing English use. New education policies are devoted to instructional 

concerns, pedagogical effectiveness, program design, textbooks and assessment.22 The effect of 

these policies is most pronounced in coastal cities that are more economically advanced. In these 

cities experiencing rapid modernization, books from overseas are more available and schools 

have greater access to trained English language teachers.23 Equipped with more resources, the 

people of these areas become more proficient in English. However, because the policies are 

dedicated to the technical aspects of teaching, students do not have day-to-day exposure to the 

kind of English used in the Western world. In Agnes Lam’s study of English in Education in 

China, her interviewees expressed that “it seems we learn English to pass examinations” and 
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because of this learning format, they feel they are fluent but “talk like a book.”24 Evidently, there 

is still a barrier between educating the Chinese population in English and enabling them to 

communicate effectively with the international community. In spite of all the governmental 

actions, China lacks any immersion of the English language and thus far, this has made it 

difficult for its people to succeed as global citizens. 

As English education and use proliferated in China, bilingualism became more dominant 

and led to the emergence of China English. This new language form, also called Chinese English 

or Chinglish, merges linguistic aspects of the two languages and may be the beginnings of true 

English immersion. The mixing has proceeded in a few marked ways. One common result of 

combining two or more languages is code-mixing, defined by Cheryl W.Y. Chen in her 2006 

study as “the intrasentential use of two or more languages or varieties of languages.”25 It often 

involves borrowing words from one language to use in another. In China, both sides obtain 

loanwords from the other: romanizations of Chinese words slip into English and English words 

are dropped into Chinese conversations. For example, pipa is used to describe the Chinese 

instrument and meigancai to describe a dried pickled vegetable.26 Some words like kowtow and 

dumpling have already been assimilated into common English. Code-mixing is not confined to 

daily speech and is also present in the media and on the Internet. Words like flash and blog are 

particularly common when using Chinese online on forums and instant messaging.27 28 Like the 

other World Englishes, China English evolves through informal talking and popular media. As 
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more people are able to speak both languages at least partially, the integration of the two 

languages becomes and widespread phenomenon. 

As mentioned, China English is different in multiple ways. One of these is the 

phonological development as it deviates from Standard English, which is generally accepted as 

British or American English. These pronunciation changes include pronouncing multisyllabic 

words with syllable-timing, lack of voiced fricatives, dipthong simplification, and an avoidance 

of weak forms for function words.29 Another characteristic of China English is the syntax 

affected by Chinese, the mother tongue. Speakers of China English will tend to drop the subject 

in a sentence or use idioms made up of four morpho-syllables, that is, four words as in the four 

character Chinese idioms.30 31 These linguistic alterations incorporate the natural characteristics 

of Chinese into English. While English learners still believe that it is the fluency in Standard 

English that will bring them the most success, attitudes towards China English are gradually 

shifting as more people accept this variety as legitimate and even beneficial.32 Recognizing this 

particular version of English would allow Chinese speakers to feel more at ease with their 

accents and abilities and in the long run, help them master the language. Disallowing China 

English would result in a substantially more difficult route to English attainment. 

The development of a new English variety in China gives Chinese people easier access to 

Western ideas. These increasingly educated people are growing out of their shell, so to speak, but 

the leaders of the nation are still fearful of what ideas from Western culture could do to the 

fragile sociopolitical environment. Wen Jiabao, the Premier of the People’s Republic of China, 
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stressed the importance of Chinese culture in his speech at the University of Cambridge, “My 

beloved motherland is a country that values her traditions while opening her arms to the outside 

world.”33 The intensely nationalistic country recognizes the dilemma of this statement. It is 

difficult to completely protect traditions from outside influence, especially when the traditions 

have been changing and evolving for centuries. Wen described China’s traditional culture as 

“rich, extensive and profound” yet he knows “no culture can flourish in isolation.”34 As the 

executive representative of the Chinese government, he promotes global interaction but provides 

himself leeway to reject anything that could be deemed harmful to the country’s traditional 

values. The government therefore closely monitors all interaction with the foreign world in an 

attempt to restrain development of international culture, including the English language, within 

China. 

Elite individuals also voice concern on the diminishing focus on traditional Chinese arts 

and culture in connection to the rise of the English language. Guo Haiying, a research scholar of 

English in Hebei Province, asserts in an article published in the official newspaper of the 

Communist Party of China, People’s Daily Online, that “an overemphasis on learning English 

will have a negative impact on China’s internationalization.”35 His concern for the lack of 

enthusiasm for Chinese arts is well founded as every piece of culture and tradition is valuable to 

the nation and world. He protested that China’s national culture will stop developing and China 

may “lose the capital for internationalization” if its sense of national pride and identity is lost 

because of overzealous English language education.36 However, Guo undermines the value of 

people who can speak fluent English and communicate effectively with people from other 
                                                 
33  Wen, Jiabao. "See China in the Light of Her Development." University of  Cambridge. 2 Feb. 
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nations. The education may be intensive but it is too important for individuals to be able to 

interact with the foreign world and spread their influence to other countries. National culture 

only stops developing if the population becomes stagnant and the society ceases to aim for 

improvement but culture and tradition mean nothing if they cannot be showcased across the 

globe and have their value consolidated. This would be the case for China’s traditions if the 

nation continues to disapprove of the mixing of English language into Chinese culture. 

Public response to China English is varied. In his discussion of English mixing in 

Chinese Internet Language, Bi asserts that the main use for the integration is to ease the 

expression and promote a sign of modernization. However, 85% of participants in his survey 

agreed that there should be a regulation to supervise the code-mixing.37 Concern over cultural 

impact is no longer confined to the government and elites as the people become more aware of 

changes around them. As a population, they begin to see of the cultural repercussions that China 

English brings and the potential harm to the nationalistic Chinese purity. Still, the general public 

reaction to the spread of English has been positive as people recognize the benefits of knowing 

the language as they look for high-level employment and tertiary education. Immersion programs 

became popular as their English preparation exceeds regular foreign language curricula.38 Living 

in the competitive modern world, individuals prefer to increase their own chance of success and 

choose to disregard the social implications of learning a foreign language, assuming any effects 

are minimal. However, as Peking University English professor and researcher Gao explains, 

one’s cultural identity is built up through symbolic interaction and so learning a new language 

has to have an impact on a person as a whole.39 It is impossible to not change from outside 
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influence. The impact of the English language on individual and national identity is just as 

important as any other cultural development. Overall, financial progress begins to eclipse the 

traditionalist concerns over the lack of nationalistic pride. 

In face of the globalization and modernization trends that dominate the 21st century, the 

Chinese government should yield to the natural development and immersion of the English 

language in the People’s Republic of China. China English is developing as quickly as any other 

world English. Technology improves faster than ever and the age of Internet and information 

technology allows for an unrestrained amount of communication between Chinese citizens and 

the world beyond the country’s borders. The generations brought up in cities after the Open Door 

Policy was implemented are now essentially in control of the bilingual evolution of language in 

China. These are the people educated in both English and Chinese and access the media and web, 

using the languages as is the most convenient to them. After all, language is only useful if it 

enables effective communication between people. If the users are not comfortable with the 

medium of discussion, there is no use for said medium. The Chinese government overlooked 

this, however, when in 2010 it announced a new policy prohibiting the use of English in Chinese 

media, citing damage to the purity of the Chinese language and detrimental social impacts to the 

otherwise healthy cultural environment.40 Because the law is still new, there has yet to be studies 

on the effectiveness of the ban. However, China is already known for its “Great Firewall” that 

blocks certain Internet sites that are deemed threats to the country’s “harmonious society.” The 

censorship is part of the government’s effort to monitor and control how citizens, including 253 

million web-surfers, use the massive network and its connections with foreign culture.41 These 

actions appear to contradict the ideal of being “a country that is eager to learn from and 
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cooperate with others,” as Premier Wen described.42 The Chinese government has found itself in 

a state of paradox, always trying to modernize as well as keep traditional values but unwilling to 

compromise the nation’s culture and pride. The 21st century age of informational technology and 

globalization will force the country to choose between three strategies: give in completely to 

globalization, isolate itself to preserve its culture, or compromise and possibly lose a bit of its 

power and a bit of its pride. 

China’s emphasis on English in recent years stems from its goal to keep up with the rapid 

changes in the world. Nations everywhere are increasing relations with each other through 

trading and diplomacy as well as individual project collaborations. A medium is therefore needed 

to facilitate conversation and unite participating nations. In this vein, English has emerged as an 

essential vehicle for international economy, diplomacy, science, media, and individual cross-

border encounters. The language’s globalization was also driven by a variety of socioeconomic 

motives carried by states, companies, religious or cultural communities, and individuals during 

the colonial expansion.43 The development of English in the former colonies reflect their need to 

sustain themselves, fight back additional influences, and integrate their cultures during the post-

colonialism era. English’s fate in the global arena depends as much on the New Englishes 

emerging in all areas from Jamaica and Singapore to India and South Africa as on British or 

American English. Although, not a former colony, China is still subject to the econocultural 

model of the spread of English tied to the economic and political conditions under the 

international presence of the United Kingdom and the United States.44 If China wants to keep 

pace with the rapidly developing global community, it has to recognize and accept the spread and 
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evolution of English. This would mean allowing China English to develop in a way that would 

be beneficial to the society: natural, accessible, and useful. 

The Chinese battle with the English language is fairly recent and so China is not the first 

culture to attempt to control the infusion of English culture. With its close connection with 

England through history and the present day, the French language has been subject to many 

linguistic influences from English and France has actively fought back. The government attempts 

to purge English words that threaten the supposed purity of the French language and culture. In 

1635, the Académie Française was formed with statutes declaring the institute would regulate the 

language and render it “pure, eloquent, and capable.45 Since then, the Académie has worked 

diligently to preserve the French language tradition that represents the country’s culture. 

Together with the Ministries of the government, the Académie has drawn up lists of new 

acceptable words to replace Anglicized vocabulary. Every so often the Ministry of Education 

publishes lists of outlawed terms in the Journal Officiel along with the appropriate French 

replacements. In the 1980s, the Ministries refused to accept the new and increasingly popular 

international, and often English, technical and commercial vocabulary. Instead they created their 

own terminology for the modern developments.46 Examples include the word la bogue for a 

computer program bug, and le chalandage for shopping. Both are words that conform to the 

sound of established terms.47 The language is therefore unharmed because the new terms are as 

eloquent and French as any well-used vocabulary. In 2011, the Académie took an extra step to 

strike back compatriot terms and launched the website Dire, ne pas dire (translated: to say, not to 

say) to instruct French speakers on formal and correct word usages as well as alternatives for 
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neologisms and Anglicism’s.48 Users of the French language are therefore forced to pay attention 

to what they say and write and abide by the Académie’s rules. One can say France has been 

generally successful in guarding the French language and culture from the influences of English 

by using the power and reason of a dedicated official institution and the French Ministries. They 

created a compromise between preserving their traditions and accepting the changes of the 

modern world. This moderation is the key to France’s success and it is what China currently 

lacks. Instead of trying to understand the relationship between Chinese and English, the Chinese 

governmental authorities prohibit any mixing of the languages and shy away from cultural 

change.  

The futility and potential harm of prohibiting the development of the English language in 

China is evident. Yet with such a rich culture of history and arts that has developed over for 

thousands of years, China has good reason to want to guard every tradition it has. The cultural 

arts all depend on enthusiasm for the pure Chinese language, from calligraphy and traditional 

poems to song and opera. Moreover, the central government sees the benefits of promoting the 

sense of national pride and identity, especially as the country continues to emerge as one of the 

most powerful nations in the world, politically and economically. Straying towards English could 

harm the essence of the arts national pride. However, it is possible for a China English to 

develop that preserves traditions yet allows for easy communication with the international world. 

France has succeeded in this regard with its adoption of edited English terms into its dictionary. 

There is no reason that similar success could not be reached in China. The new variety of the 
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China English would evolve naturally and adhere to Premier Wen’s ideal of achieving 

“economic prosperity and social progress in a civilized and harmonious way.”49 

Individual citizens welcome English skills and Western culture with open arms as they 

hope this knowledge will help them find success in their careers and become more educated in 

everything that is happening in the world. Guo proclaimed: “let the market decide how many 

English language professionals China should produce.”50 It is more reasonable to let the 

individual citizens have the freedom and rights to choose their own path in society. The people 

should get to use languages that are as comfortable and useful for them as possible. China 

English and other varieties of the languages would get to develop and facilitate communication 

between the Chinese population and the English-speaking world.  Such interaction enhances the 

country’s economic and political standing in the global arena as the rate of trade and diplomacy 

increases. This relationship with the world is the epitome of internationalization. The Chinese 

government should not restrain the evolution of English and instead allow the language to evolve 

and become the base for a truly globalized and cultural Chinese society.   
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