
English is typically considered not only the language of
business, but also the language of the Internet. This brief
communication explores the cultural implications of the
power position of English as the language of the Internet
and discusses the likelihood of its continued domi-
nance.

Introduction

Although the number of Web sites in other languages is
increasing, English is still the language of the largest group
of Internet users, and dominates Web content. While none of
the current approaches for estimating the percentage of Web
content in any given language is free of criticism, there ap-
pears to be a consensus that English Web content represents
the lion’s share of Web sites (Paolillo, 2005), with estimates
for English running as high as 70% of all Web content 
(Nelson, 2003). Because of the large base of English-
speaking users and the high percentage of Web sites in 
English, many consider English to be the language of the 
Internet. In this article we argue that the use of English as 
the language of the Internet may subtly promote certain 
cultural values while suppressing others. It may also lead 
to “the loss of intellectual and cultural autonomy by those
who are less powerful” (Altbach, 2004, p. 9).

A Matter of Precedence

Because of the United States’ leadership role in the devel-
opment of the Internet, it was logical to use English initially

as the language of the Internet. The Internet was originally
developed as a means for the exchange of information
between organizations in the American military-scientific
complex, and its initial users were primarily U.S. scientists
and academics. The Advanced Research Projects Agency
(ARPA) was formed by the U.S. government in the late
1960s to develop ways of connecting computers in different
locations, making it possible for them to exchange data.
When people from other countries formed links with
ARPANET, it was necessary for them to use English 
(Crystal, 2003).

ARPA initially only connected research centers, but in
the mid-1980s the network’s focus was expanded and the
National Science Foundation was charged with creating a
structure for an expanded network of computers that
became the basis of the Internet in the United States. It was
the World Wide Web with its user-friendly graphical inter-
face that sparked the explosive growth of the Internet.
Because of the economic supremacy of the United States
and the Internet’s historical roots, the dominance of Eng-
lish was reinforced when the Internet began to be used for 
commerce.

There were also technical reasons for the use of English
as the language of the Internet, since the “first protocols 
devised to carry data on the Net were developed for the 
English alphabet” (Crystal, 2003). The Internet uses a tele-
communications infrastructure that is economically dominated
by U.S. companies (UNESCO, 2005). Further, the U.S. and
the U.K. led the development of computers and program-
ming in the twentieth century, and computer languages have
been greatly influenced by the mother tongue of program-
mers. The “linguistic patterns, principal architecture, and
best software” on the Internet have almost all been created
by English speakers (Specter, 1996, p. 1).
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While the percentage of native-English-speaking Internet
users has steadily decreased from a high of 80% when the
Web was first established in 1993 (Pimienta, 2005), English is
still the dominant language of Internet users (i.e., 323 million
or 29.7% of all Internet users; see Table 1. [Internet World
Stats, 2006]). English is the mother tongue of many nations,
and is rapidly coming to be spoken by more people as a
second tongue than as a first (Weiss, 2005). Only 16% of
European Union members claim English as their mother
tongue, but an additional 31% claim it as a second language
(Spurdon & Carr, 2004).

Despite the large base of English speakers, even more
people in the world speak Chinese than any other language
(see Table 1), and the Internet usage of Chinese speakers is
growing rapidly. Further, Chinese is becoming increasingly
popular as a second language in countries around the globe
(Graddol, 2006). Yet, when more Chinese speakers start
using the Internet, English may still remain the language of
the Internet due to reasons discussed below.

Political Perspective

Designating an official language(s) is often a political
decision, and may grow out of a history of cultural conflicts,
colonialism, and years of enmity between peoples of differ-
ent regions within a nation. At times language is used as a
tool of both oppression and social mobility, or at least it is
perceived as such by individuals who do not speak the lan-
guage. The use of English is playing a key role in structuring
inequality in developing economies (Graddol, 2006). For
example, in Africa many members of the ruling classes
speak English (or French), while individuals of lower
socioeconomic standing speak local tongues. Individuals
who only speak indigenous languages are finding them-
selves increasingly excluded from job markets and literate
social circles. In response, English has become the preferred
language of education, spurring a heated Africa-wide debate
about using the mother tongue versus using English in the
classroom. UNESCO is one of the strongest advocates of
using the mother tongue for basic education, because doing
so facilitates learning by young children (UNESCO, 2005).

Let us discuss an example from another part of the globe.
When establishing both English and French as official
languages, Canadian policymakers hoped that national bilin-
gualism would preserve and strengthen national unity.
However, in reality most Canadians are monolingual and the
province of Quebec has declared French as its sole official
language. Under Quebec’s Charter of the French Language,
English Web sites are illegal unless they are hosted on
servers outside of Quebec (Friedman, 1999).

While an ideal vision of the Internet portrays it as a level
playing field for all peoples of the world and as “a force for
global unity” (Specter, 1996, p. 1), the reality is somewhat
different, and not only because of technological challenges.
The Internet is not free from the control of national govern-
ments, and some nations like Saudi Arabia and China censor
their citizens’ use of the Internet. Chinese authorities have
“compelled the American Internet company Yahoo! Inc. to
hand over information on Chinese users guilty only of free
speech” (Bray, 2006, p. F1). Shi Tao, a Chinese journalist,
was sentenced to 10 years in prison for making public a
secret government memo telling newspaper editors how
they should cover the 15th anniversary of the Tiananmen
Square massacre. There are approximately a dozen Chinese
government agencies that employ thousands of Web censors
and Internet café police (Fowler, 2006).

Further, there is no truly autonomous international body
that governs the Internet. It is the U.S. government that has
ultimate veto power over the decisions made by the Internet
Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN), a
nonprofit, private organization that controls domain names.
Though ICANN has international board members, it operates
under the auspices of the U.S. Department of Commerce.
Critics are concerned that ICANN is moving too slowly
in forming domain names in languages such as Arabic and
Chinese. They claim that the delays hinder the development
of an Internet culture in countries that do not use Roman
characters. For example, one critic laments, “There is
no such thing as a global Internet today . . . You have only
English-language Internet that is deployed internationally.
How is that empowering millions of Chinese or Arab
citizens?” (Rhoads, 2006).

In the realm of international business, the large percentage
of European managers who speak English (i.e., 69%; Fox,
2000), not to mention the considerable number of U.S. and
Canadian managers, represent an influential force in privi-
leging English. Even in cyberspace the powerful can ensure
that their message will have the best chance of being under-
stood when they can dictate what language their audiences
must speak.

Deeper Societal Impacts

When consistently choosing the same language, either in
the EU or in the global marketplace, it becomes dominant and
other languages are consequently used less often. Many experts
worry about the loss of linguistic and cultural diversity in cy-
berspace. They are also concerned that the dominance

TABLE 1. Top six languages on the Internet.a

Internet Users Language as  Estimate for 
by Language Percent of Total Language–World

Language (Millions) Internet Users Population (Millions)

English 323 29.7% 1,126
Chinese 144 13.3% 1,341
Japanese 86 7.9% 128
Spanish 82 7.5% 438
German 59 5.4% 96
French 50 4.6% 381

World 1,023 100% 6,500

aFrom http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats7.htm, November, 2006.
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of a “universal” language over local languages is playing an
increasingly pivotal role in dividing the information “haves”
from the “have-nots” (Nelson, 2003). Even if individuals
have access to the Internet, obtaining and sharing informa-
tion is more difficult when using a language that is poorly
represented on the Internet (Paolillo, 2005). For example,
the powerful search engine Google restricts its accesses to
about 35 languages (Mikami et al., 2005).

Even the way that a language is represented digitally may
privilege some languages over others. In particular, English
is privileged since it can be represented in the 128-bit
American Standard Code for Information Interchange (ASCII)
code. Because of its early and widespread use, many other
standard encodings are defined around ASCII. Some of these
other encodings have expanded to 256 bits to accommodate
characters in other languages. However, critical Internet sys-
tems such as the domain name systems (DNS), as well as
popular ones such as Usenet news and Internet Relay chat,
support only a subset of ASCII characters. Hence the use of
ASCII creates a technical bias towards English and exacer-
bates the digital divide.

Language played a major role in creating a digital divide
between Ethiopia and the rest of the connected world.
Ethiopia was recently labeled by its own infrastructure min-
ister as “one of the ‘least-connected’ countries in the world”;
this lack of connection closed “the door to economic oppor-
tunity” (Heavens, 2004). One factor inhibiting wider adoption
of Internet and mobile technologies is the language of
Ethiopia (Amharic), one of the world’s oldest, with 345 letters
and letter variations—a challenge for keyboarding. To over-
come the challenges presented in using Amharic and other
language character sets, the Unicode Consortium has devel-
oped and is maintaining a multilingual encoding standard
called Unicode. Unicode provides the basis for processing,
storing, and interchanging text data in any written ancient or
modern language in all modern software and information
technology protocols. However, Unicode is not yet a perfect
solution since not all commonly used programming lan-
guages offer standard support for Unicode, and its most
basic form, Unicode UTF-32, requires four times more stor-
age space than a comparable ASCII text (Paolillo, 2005).
Unfortunately, the greater transmission, compression, and
decompression costs that are a consequence of Unicode’s
larger size often present enough of a penalty to discourage
its use in some contexts, especially monolingual ones.

Optimists who view technology as a means to unify cul-
tures overlook the fact that no communication technologies
are totally free of the influences of the culture in which they
were developed. Communication technologies carry the cul-
tural values and communication preferences of the cultures
in which they originate; frequently, these values and prefer-
ences come into conflict with the indigenous Asian, Latin,
and Arab cultures that receive the technology (Ess, 2004).

The Internet has been defined as a virtual country that can
be understood by applying Hofstede’s cultural variables,
including low power distance and low uncertainty avoidance
(Johnston & Johal, 1999). In cultures with low power distance,

less powerful members expect and accept that power is
distributed more equally throughout the organization or
society. Low uncertainty avoidance means the members 
of a culture feel relatively less threatened by uncertain or
unknown situations. It is not surprising given the demo-
graphics of Internet users that the characterization of an
individualist culture with a low power distance and low
uncertainty avoidance sounds very much like a description of
U.S. culture, or of cultures found in such predominantly
English-speaking countries as Canada, Australia, New Zealand,
and the United Kingdom. Since Anglo-American cultural
values of low power distance and equality are privileged in
the virtual community, cultures with differing values find it
challenging to adapt to the virtual, Internet culture. For ex-
ample, the virtual Internet community does not privilege the
cultural values of more formal, hierarchical societies such as
those found in Japan and Korea. Additionally, in terms of
cultural impacts, users’cultural conditioning affects their abil-
ity to adapt to new technologies (Zahedi, Van Pelt, & Song,
2001).

Reconciling Views

Since English speakers currently predominate on the
Internet, the use of English is a logical choice. However,
the growing number of Chinese speakers may eventually
overtake the English speakers, at which time it may seem
logical for Chinese to become the language of the Internet.
Yet the argument that Chinese will replace English as the
dominant world language can be called into question for a
number of reasons. Even though the number of people for
whom English is a first language is declining, English is still
the most widely spoken language in the world because it is
increasingly used as an official second language in many
nations. In fact, “[it] is projected that by the middle of the
twenty-first century, most of the countries that have an official
second language will have selected English as that language.
Thus, in those countries that publish official documents in two
languages, the second will probably be English; in those
countries that require children to learn a foreign language,
that language will be English; and in those countries that
demand second-language competence as a condition of
employment in the government or civil service, English will
usually be that language” (Weiss, 2005, p. 5).

Further, English dominates a number of other institutions,
including business, aviation, and universities (Altbach,
2004): “Scientific publications written in English represent
two-thirds of all scientific publications in the world.” (Prado,
2005, p. 36). English has become a global language because
of “the combined effect of American economic and military
power” (Weiss, 2005, p. 6). Also, as long as English is
viewed as the language of “empowerment” its continued
dominance will be ensured. Clearly, the emphasis on English
as a second language of choice reinforces the notion that it is
a language of empowerment.

Yet we may detect counterforces currently in effect.
Global institutions, such as UNESCO, continue to fight for
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governmental policies that favor the use of local languages
to preserve cultural diversity. UNESCO “unambiguously 
favors the provision of equal access to digital information”
(Paolillo, 2005, p. 45). Its lines of action include encour-
aging digital literacy, promoting linguistic diversity in cyber-
space, and working with the United Nations to help developing
countries master new technologies (Paolillo). Consequently,
more Web sites are likely to be written in local languages and
designed to reflect diverse cultures. This may be the case
whether English or Chinese is the dominant language. Addi-
tionally, for very popular Internet applications such as e-mail,
people in most cases are using the language of their choice,
which in many cases is not English. The task of building
Web sites and communicating in local languages using Inter-
net applications should be made easier through the multilin-
gual standardization effort undertaken by the Unicode
Consortium in cooperation with the International Standards
Organization (ISO).

Further, political groups may increasingly use the Inter-
net to promote local interests and politics (Main, 2002). For
example, China has directly confronted ICANN by creating
three domain names in Chinese characters: .gongsi (.com),
.wangluo (.net), and .zhongguo (China) (Rhoads, 2006).
ICANN’s response includes efforts to establish Internation-
alized Domain Names (IDNs) to benefit millions of people
whose languages do not rely on Roman characters (ICANN,
2006).

With strong forces militating for the use of local lan-
guages, there is less likelihood of a “universal” language of
the Internet, and the effect of a dominating language is
assuaged (Ornager, 2003). In fact, Richard Watts, linguis-
tics professor at Bern University, suggests that those who
speak only English are likely to be at a disadvantage as more
multilingual speakers will have access to Web sites in their
native languages and in English, while English-only speak-
ers will not have access to the new Web content (Nelson,
2003).

However, despite the increased localization of languages
on the Internet and the decreasing influence of the United
States, there are still a significant number of English-
speaking users of the Internet outside the United States, 
including people in the more than 60 countries that have
chosen English as their official language. While history has
shown us that the prominence of international languages is
tied to the economic and military power of the nations who
speak the languages, the dominance of English is tied to
much more than the dominance or decline of the United
States as a world power. The unique situation today is that
English is spoken by more people as a second language than
it is as a first language. English is one of the major languages
of India, the second most populous country in the world after
China. Linguistic scholar David Crystal argues that the spread
of English around the world has reached a critical mass, and
that English in some form “will find itself in the service of
the world community forever” (Crystal, 2003, p. 191) While
Crystal’s prediction about English’s unending service is
unlikely to come true, it is also unlikely that English will 

be replaced as the primary language of the Internet in the
foreseeable future.
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