
The American Fight Over the English
Language: A Controversial History
The English language is a powerful force in American society. It is the
language of government, education, business, and media. It is the
language that we use to communicate with each other, to tell our stories,
and to express our ideas. But the English language is not neutral. It is a
product of history, and it reflects the values and beliefs of the people who
have shaped it.
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In The American Fight Over the English Language, author John McWhorter
explores the complex and often contentious history of the English language
in the United States. Drawing on a wealth of primary sources, McWhorter
examines the ways in which the language has been shaped by
immigration, regionalism, social class, and political ideology.
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McWhorter argues that the American fight over the English language is not
simply a matter of grammar and usage. It is a struggle for power and
control. Those who seek to impose their own standards of English on
others are often motivated by a desire to maintain their own social and
economic status. Conversely, those who resist these impositions are often
fighting for their own identity and self-respect.

The American fight over the English language is a complex and ongoing
one. There is no easy resolution to the many issues that divide us. But by
understanding the history of this fight, we can better appreciate the power
of language and the importance of free expression.

The Colonial Era

The English language was first brought to North America by English
colonists in the early 17th century. At that time, there were many different
varieties of English spoken in England, and the colonists brought their own
dialects to the New World. Over time, these dialects began to diverge, and
American English developed its own unique characteristics.

One of the most significant factors that shaped American English was the
influx of immigrants from other countries. In the 18th and 19th centuries,
millions of people from Ireland, Germany, Italy, and other countries came to
the United States. These immigrants brought their own languages with
them, and their influence can be seen in the vocabulary and grammar of
American English.

Another factor that shaped American English was the westward expansion
of the United States. As settlers moved west, they encountered new



environments and cultures. These experiences led to the development of
new words and phrases that are unique to American English.

The 19th Century

The 19th century was a time of great change for the United States. The
country experienced a rapid expansion of its population and economy, and
the English language underwent a number of changes as well.

One of the most significant changes was the rise of standard English.
Standard English is a form of the language that is used in government,
education, and business. It is based on the dialect of English that was
spoken by the upper classes in England. In the 19th century, standard
English began to be taught in schools, and it gradually became the
accepted form of the language in the United States.

The rise of standard English led to a number of conflicts with other varieties
of the language. Speakers of non-standard dialects were often stigmatized,
and they were sometimes denied access to education and employment.
These conflicts continue to this day, and they are a reminder of the power
that language can have over our lives.

The 20th Century

The 20th century was a time of great change for the United States and the
English language. The country experienced two world wars, the Great
Depression, and the Civil Rights Movement. These events had a profound
impact on the language, and they led to the development of new words,
phrases, and meanings.



One of the most significant changes in the 20th century was the rise of
American English as a global lingua franca. After World War II, the United
States emerged as a global superpower, and its language became the
language of international communication. American English is now spoken
in countries all over the world, and it is the most widely spoken language in
the world.

The rise of American English as a global lingua franca has led to a number
of new challenges. One challenge is the need to develop new ways to
teach English to non-native speakers. Another challenge is the need to find
ways to preserve the diversity of the English language.

The 21st Century

The 21st century is still in its early stages, but it is already clear that the
English language is facing a number of new challenges. One challenge is
the rise of digital media. Digital media is changing the way that we
communicate with each other, and it is also changing the way that we use
language.

Another challenge that the English language faces in the 21st century is the
rise of globalization. Globalization is leading to increased contact between
people from different cultures, and this is leading to new changes in the
language. For example, many new words and phrases are being borrowed
from other languages.

The challenges that the English language faces in the 21st century are
significant, but they are also an opportunity. The English language is a
living language, and it is constantly adapting to new challenges. It is likely



that the English language will continue to change in the 21st century, and it
is important to be aware of these changes.

The American fight over the English language is a complex and ongoing
one. There is no easy resolution to the many issues that divide us. But by
understanding the history of this fight, we can better appreciate the power
of language and the importance of free expression.

The English language is a powerful tool that can be used for good or for
evil. It is important to use language responsibly and to be aware of the
impact that our words can have on others.
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