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Are Immigration Preferences for English-Speakers Racist?

As many as 1.9 billion people, one-third of humanity, have some
knowledge of the English language, and most of these people are non-
whites in developing countries. Therefore, claims that English-lan-
guage preferences or requirements for immigration to the United
Sates would be racially discriminatory are unfounded.

Although knowledge of the English languageis generally required for naturalization, it has not
heretofore been considered for purposes of immigration to the United States. Certain unsuccessful
Senate proposalsin the late 1980s to establish a“point system” to evaluate prospective immigrants
based on various characteristics would have rewarded applicants who spoke English. Applicants who
could understand and communicate in English would have been awarded 20 points out of atotal of
100, under the legidation introduced by Sens. Edward Kennedy (D-MA) and Alan Simpson (R-WY).
At thetime, the measure was denounced, especially by Hispanic groups, asracially discriminatory.

Thisyear, Rep. Charles Canady (R-FL) introduced a successful amendment to theimmigration
bill in the House of Representatives (HR 2202) to require immigrants entering under the diversity
program or the various employment-based preference categories to know English. (Despite enjoying
the support of House Speaker Newt Gingrich, the provision was later removed when the House voted
to strikeall sections of the bill dealing with legal immigration.)

Theoriginal immigration bill in the Senate al so contained alimited English-language require-
ment, for foreign health-care workers and for certain employment-based categories. The requirement
for the employment-based categories was removed in the Judiciary Committee markup, but the
requirement for health-care workersremainsin the bill the full Senate will consider.

Critics during the House debate again claimed that an English-language requirement for
immigration to the United States would discriminate against non-whites. Rep. Xavier Becerra (D-
CA), for instance, said during debate on the House floor that “we have an amendment on immigration
that would give a preference to a certain group of people.” Robert Underwood, the non-voting
delegate from Guam, was more explicit, saying the amendment was “ a back-door attempt that intro-
duces an ethnic element into the discussion of immigration policy.”

Whatever the merits of an English-language test for immigration, and whatever the fate of the
legislation moving through Congress, it isworthwhile to ask whether critics claimsare true: Would a
preference for English-speakersresult in discrimination against potential immigrantsfrom developing
countries?



At first glance, it seemsplausible; after all, most native speakers of English are white, even
outside the United States. But upon closer examination the claim is clearly unfounded, for two rea-
sons, onelogical, the other practical.

First, and most obviously, knowledge of alanguage is an acquired, not an inherent, character-
istic— anyone can learn English, regardless of nationality or skin color. After all, immigrants already
in the United States who don't speak English are lining up for classes, confident that learning English
will improvetheir prospects. And millions of newcomers have indeed mastered English asasecond
language, their children often growing up not speaking the language of the old country at all.

Second, an English-language immigration preference would not beracially discriminatory
because most speakers of English overseas, especially those who use it as a second or foreign lan-
guage, are not white. If the same question were posed about, say, Basque or Amharic or Khmer, one
could plausibly claim that the intention was to benefit members of certain ethnic groups, because
there are so few speakers of these languages beyond the ethnic boundaries of their native speakers.

But such aclaim with regard to English is untenable, given that is has become the most widely
used language in human history. English isthe main language of books, newspapers, airports and
air-traffic control, international business and academic conferences, science, technol ogy, diplomacy,
sport, international competitions, pop music and advertising. Half of Europe's business dealsare
conducted in English while more than two-thirds of the world’s scientistsread in English. Three-
quarters of the world’smail iswritten in English and 80 percent of the world's electronically stored
information isin English. And thisisaphenomenon that islikely to continue asthe world is net-
worked by computers — of the estimated 40 million users of the Internet, the majority communicate
inEnglish.

Exactly how many people speak English overseas? Thisisanotoriously difficult question to
answer because, when looking beyond native speakers, there are varying degrees of fluency, aswell
as pidgin and creole forms of English. During the reign of Queen Elizabeth |, there are believed to
have been between 5 and 7 million speakers of English, out of 500 million or so peoplein the world.
Estimates for today range from 1.1 billion to 1.9 billion people who use English in some capacity,
accounting for between one-fifth and one-third of humanity.

The British Council, the United Kingdom's principal agency for cultural relationswith other
countries, estimates that one out of five people speaks English at some level of competence. In
addition to the roughly 350 million people for whom English isafirst language, another 350 million
useit regularly as a second language and afurther 1200 million speak it fluently as aforeign language.
Thelanguageisused in over 70 countries as an official or semi-official language and hasimportant
statusin over 20 more, with more than 1.4 billion people living in countrieswhere English has official
status. The Council estimates that by the year 2000 more than one billion people will belearning
English.

Estimates by Braj B. Kachru, aprofessor at the University of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana, and
aleading expert in thefield of world English, are even higher: he concludes that for each native
speaker of English, there are four non-native speakers using the language in various ways around the
world, for atotal of nearly 2 billion people.
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If as much as one-third of the human race has some grasp of English, selecting immigrants
partly based on their command of the language can hardly be aprescription for racial discrimination.

Itistruethat Englishisless widespread in Latin Americathan in some other parts of the
world, but, as Table 1 shows, the mgjority of the world's English-speakers arein the developing
world. Hispanic lobbying groups opposition to an English-language preference would therefore
appear to stem less from concern about “racism” than from fears that the Latin American share of
immigrantsto the United States might decline, while the proportion of immigrantsfrom Asia, Africa,
the Middle East and Europe might increase. But as Table 1 also shows, even in Latin Americathere
aremillionsof English-speakers.

Estimates of the number of English-speakersin any given country can vary wildly. An extreme
exampleis Kenya (see Table 1). The lowest estimate, admitted as conservative by its author, Prof.
Kachru, is 714,000, calculated as four
percent of the country’s population in
1985. The Cambridge Encyclopedia of
the English Language estimates English-
speakersin Kenyato constitute 9 per-
cent of the population of 25 million, or
about 2.24 million people, whilethe
BBC World Service estimates 3.4
million adult English speakersthere.

And aspokesman at the Kenyan em-
bassy in Washington recently estimated
that 80 percent of the nation’s 23 million
population knows at least some English,
which would mean 18.4 million people.

To better understand the use of
Englishindifferent countries, Prof.
Kachru has conceived the idea of three
concentric circles of English, only one of
whichispredominantly white (see
Figure 1). The“inner circle’ representsthe traditional bases of English, and most speakers are white:
the United Kingdom (the long-ago-overshadowed cradle of our language), the United States, English
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Ireland and some of the Caribbean islands. The total number of
English speakersin theinner circleisashigh as 380 million, of whom some 120 million are outside
the United States. In Figure 2, these countries are shaded dark gray.

Next comesthe “outer circle,” which includes countries where English is not the native
tongue, but isimportant for historical reasons and plays apart in the nation’s institutions, either asan
offical language or otherwise. ThiscircleincludesIndia, Nigeria, the Philippines, Bangladesh, Paki-
stan, Malaysia, South Africa (though there are a'so many native speakersthere), Tanzania, Kenya,
etc. The total number of English speakersin the outer circleis estimated to range from 150 million to
300 million. Virtually all these people are non-white. In Figure 2, the countries where English is not
native but isan official language are shaded light gray.
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Figure 2. The Satus of English

B English as primary language _ o
1 English as secondary but official language

Finally, the“expanding circle” encompasses those countrieswhere English playsno historical
or governmental role, but whereit is neverthelesswidely used asaforeign language. Thisincludes
China, Russia, Japan, western Europe, Korea, Egypt, Indonesia, etc. Thetotal in this expanding circle
isthemost difficult to estimate, especially because English may be employed for specific, limited
purposes. But the estimates range from 100 million to 1 billion. Here too, the mgjority is non-white.

Even current immigration statistics suggest that an English-language preference would prob-
ably benefit non-whites from devel oping countries more than white native speakers of English. In
1995, for example, 150,000 of that year's roughly 720,000 immigrants came from nationsin the
“outer circle,” Third-World countries where English isan official language or plays some other major
role. Nationsin Prof. Kachru's“inner circle’ accounted for alittle more than 33,000 immigrantsin
that year.

It isclear, then, that giving preference for immigration to applicants who know the English
language would be racially discriminatory neither in theory nor in practice. There may be other
reasons to oppose such ameasure, but fear of a back-door return to a national-origins-based immi-
gration system cannot be among them.

i
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Table1l: English SpeakersAround theWorld
Country #of English | Country #of English | Country #of English | Country #of English
Foeakers Foeakers Speakers Speakers
Algaia Lmillian Bhigpia 25-4nil. Lexto 16millicn SreH 22nillion
Arra 3millian Fij Amillian Libaia 25milion Sahia 12millian
Argatina 35milian Firlard Bmillian Macau dmillian Saraleore  6-39mil.
Ausria 15millian France 119mil. Madegescar 1dmillion Srogpore 11-19mil.
Bagakh  38-81lmil. |Garhba 22nmillian Maani oiliian Sovada 16million
Bdgum 21 milion Gamay 21nml. Mdaysa 4-58mil. Sosmia Anillian
Bain 2nillian Gea 1-3million Maia 25niliian Svdia 26million
Basnera I-1mlion  |[Geerda  2Amilion Miconesa  dnilion SuhAfica  53-30mil.
Brazl 9milion Quan 9millian Maroooo 29million SEn Almillion
Bugaia 16millian Hait 3millian Maarbge  77milin Silaka 7-26mil.
BukinaFeeo ~ Zmillin Hadres dmillian Neel 6-47mil. Snetn Almillion
Buud Knillian HopgKag  1-42mil. Nehelands ~ 82million Snizalad  14nilion
Caraoon 11-6mil. Hurgay Bmillian Niger Lmillion Tawania 28-37mil.
OhgCaib.  17-23ml.  |Inda 2813mil. Nigaia 36-443mil. | Thelard 57million
Chle Smillian Indonesa 106mil. Naway 27milion Tin&Tdh  6-12mil.
Gim 13-20ml. | lged 2milion Paddan 25-132mil. | Tukey 23million
Cdarba 58milian Itely 29milion PN.Guinea  24milion Ugach 52nillion
Qoetia Hnilian lvoyCoest  BBmillian Fhilligres 07-50mil. Veenda  18-2mil.
Opus Bnillian Jmaca 16-23ml. | Rdad 14million W.Sna Amillion
CahRgp  Smilian Jpen 123millian Rortugd 13millian Yermn 9millian
Demak 22milion Jordn 14mil. RetRom  15milin Zdre L illion
Eoypt 22milian Keaya 7-184ml. | Romaia L1million Zarba 9-2million
BSvadr  19milin Kaea(S) 147millian Rea 58milion Zinteone 19-3mil.
Edona dmillian Leamn Lmillion SadArdba 29million

Sources: BBC World Service; The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English Language; embassy staff estimates; Crystal (1985);

Kachru (1985).

Center for Immigration Studies




References
BBC World Service, International Broadcasting Audience Research.

Bryson, Bill, The Mother Tongue: English & How It Got That Way, New York: William Morrow and
Co., 1990.

Crystal, David, “How Many Millions?: The Statistics of English Today”, in English Today, Cambridge
University Press, Vol. 1, No. 1, 1985.

Crystal, David, The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English Language, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995.

Kachru, Brag B., “ Standards, Codification, and Sociolinguistic Realism: The English languagein the
Outer Circle,” in English in the World, edited by R. Quirk and H. Widdowson, Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1985.

Kachru, Brg B., ed., The Other Tongue: English across Cultures, Urbana, Ill.: University of lllinois
Press, 1982.

Kachru, Brag B., “ The Second Diaspora of English,” in Englishin Its Social Contexts, edited by T.W.
Machan and C.T. Scott, New York: Oxford University Press, 1992.

McCrum, Robert, William Cran and Robert MacNeil, The Sory of English, London: Faber and Faber,
1986.

*k*

The Center for Immigration Sudiesis a non-profit, non-partisan research institution which examines
the impact of immigration on the United Sates.
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