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Abstract
“Brexit” as a word entered the European language’s scene eight years ago as a term 
describing what seemed as a surrealistic scenario for the British. Since then, it has 
become the ‘political word of 2016,’ paved its way to the Oxford English Dictionary, 
and globally into the computer dictionaries which no longer underline it in red as an 
unknown term. ‘Brexit,’ as a political campaign motto, has also transformed into a 
realistic political strategy and eventually into a complicated, exhausting, dividing, yet 
finalized process. By the time it was accomplished, everyone in Europe was tired of it, 
but tiredness did not change the fact that Brexit was an historical period of turmoil of 
an unprecedented nature. Brexit occurred on a multitude of dimensions, including the 
EU language policy dimension. For the past 20 years, English has been by far the most 
commonly used language in the Union, not only as one of the 24 official languages of 
the Member States, but as a working language of all the institutions, all negotiations, 
and all political debates. This contribution aims to analyse the legal status and the 
practical dimension of the European Union working languages and to explore the posi-
tion of the English language among them—both presently and with possible scenar-
ios in the future Union, without the United Kingdom as the biggest English-speaking 
Member State. The initial assumption states that the geopolitical weight of the English 
language will diminish even if the Irish and Maltese will hold the language’s position 
as an official language of the Union. In mathematical terms, there will be more native 
speakers in Hungarian or Slovak than in English. In political terms, Germany and 
France will have a chance to improve their influences by advocating for more efficient 
use of their languages. ‘Quo vadis English?’ seems a timely question to ask.
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1 Introduction

Since February 1, 2020, after the United Kingdom’s withdrawal, the European 
Union (EU) is composed of 27 Member States and 24 official EU languages. This 
paper will focus on Brexit’s consequences for the EU, in particular on the legal sta-
tus and the practical dimension of the EU working languages. It aims to explore 
the position of the English language among them—both presently and with possi-
ble scenarios in the future Union, without the United Kingdom (UK) as the biggest 
English-speaking Member State.1

Currently (and until the end of 2020 when the transition period in relations 
between the EU and the UK is to be finalized), the EU has 24 official languages. 
Their number is based on the principle of multilingualism, adopted by the EU and 
still considered valid, as well as on Regulation 1/1958 determining the languages to 
be used by the European Economic Community. All acts of EU primary law have 
official versions in all 24 official languages. Acts of secondary EU law are also 
drafted and/or translated in the 24 official languages. There are fewer official lan-
guages than Member States, as some share common languages. German, Greek, 
English, French, Dutch, and Swedish serve as official state languages in more than 
one country [26, p. 19].

Many papers have been devoted to the EU language policy [1, 7, 29, 30, 35, 20], 
the EU multilingualism principle [6, 1, 63], and to descriptions of official and work-
ing languages of the EU [36, 32]. Nowadays, the situation is dynamic as the EU has 
lost one of its Member States and might lose one official language, which de facto 
played a role of a lingua franca in the European institutions.

According to the Regulation No. 1/1958 [79] (amended by Regulation No. 
517/2013 [17]) each Member State has the right to demand that its official language 
receive the status of an official language of the EU. It is Article 53 (1) of the Treaty 
on the European Union (TEU) [92] which enumerates the languages in which the 
Treaty is drawn up and shall be authenticated in. It currently contains 24 languages. 
English was notified as an official language only by the United Kingdom. The affir-
mation of equal status of languages of the Member States is contained in Art. 53 of 
the TEU, Art. 342 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) 
[91], and in Art. 22 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union 
[12]. According to EU law, there is no distinction between official and working lan-
guages. As a result, all official EU languages are also working ones. All languages 
are equal. However, in practice there are three languages most commonly used in 
the European institutions as the working ones—‘the big three’—English (the domi-
nant one), French, and German [59, p. 216; 54, p. 43]. Before British accession to 
the EU, the French language had been particularly privileged and had been the sole 
official language of the European Coal and Steel Community established in 1951 
and of the European Economic Community (EEC) built in 1957. For more than 

1 Gret Haller, Ombudsperson for Human Rights in Bosnia and Herzegovina; speech at a Council of 
Europe conference in 1999 on Linguistic Diversity for Democratic Citizenship in Europe, Innsbruck 
(Austria).
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20 years, French remained the language most frequently used among the Commu-
nity partners [45, p. 62]. The leading role of the French language in the European 
Communities resulted from understandable reasons, such as French being an official 
language of three out of six founding Member States in that time. French was also 
the language of diplomacy and in fact, France was the largest Member State of the 
European Economic Community [57, p. 72]. French started to lose its dominance as 
the main working language after the EU enlargement in 1995. In 1996, for the first 
time, the use of English in the primary texts of the European Commission ran over 
that of French [93, p. 101]. Finally, the 2004 enlargement influenced the situation of 
the Union’s official languages [45, p. 62]. The special status of English, especially 
within the European Commission, has been reinforced by the fact that English was 
used exclusively in all negotiations with candidate states [58, p. 157]. Consequently, 
English has reflected the socio-linguistic situation in the EU as the vast majority of 
EU citizens use English as a foreign language for modern communication. The citi-
zens will always come first.

Once the UK leaves the EU and the transition period is over, English probably 
will no longer stay an official EU language. The question arises: whether English 
can be used as a working language? The initial assumption states that the geopo-
litical weight of the English language will diminish even if the Irish and/or Maltese 
decide to hold the language’s position as an official language of the Union. In math-
ematical terms, there will be more native speakers in Hungarian or Slovak than in 
English. In political terms, Germany and France will have a chance to improve their 
influence by advocating for more efficient use of their languages. ‘Quo vadis Eng-
lish?’ seems a timely question to ask.

This paper is composed of five parts. Section 1 starts with a short introduction to 
multilingualism and linguistic diversity in the EU. Section 2 analyses legal basis for 
English as an official language, both nowadays, as well as in the post-Brexit Union. 
Section 3 is devoted to varieties of English, including Euro-English. Section 4 dis-
cusses arguments in favour of keeping English as a working language in the EU after 
the UK exit. Finally, Sect. 5 will draw some conclusions.

2  Brief overview of multilingualism and linguistic diversity in the EU

The process of multilingualism started in 1958 when the European Council declared 
all languages of the Member States official and working languages of the European 
institutions. Back then it was politically impossible to designate one official lan-
guage of the Community from among languages of the founding Member States. 
Choosing German language was not an option due to temporal proximity of the two 
world wars. French would not have been accepted by the Flemish because of Bel-
gium’s linguistic diversity, nor by the Italians because of equality issues. After the 
Second World War, the founding members tried to avoid any potential conflict. “As 
the language issue had a direct impact on the question of national identity, the choice 
to opt for multilingualism encompassing all languages was both the most obvious 
and the least conflictual. European multilingualism thus began with four official lan-
guages: German, French, Italian and Dutch” [9, p. 2].
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The appointment of Leonard Orban in 2007 as the commissioner for multilin-
gualism is recognised as significant “step in institutionalising multilingualism as 
an official policy area within the EU” [80, p. 21]. The motto of the EU—“unity 
in diversity”—reflects preservation of identities, cultural values, history and also 
national languages of the Member States. Diversity is understood as a crucial com-
ponent of unity [81, p. 12]. The Council is responsible for the EU language regime, 
by unanimous vote. The principle of multilingualism adopted by the EU in its docu-
ments guarantees the language equality and equal rights of the EU citizens to access 
to legal documents in their national languages. The EU citizens enjoy the fundamen-
tal democratic rights to understand the applied EU law in their own languages and to 
equal access to European institutions without language barriers [4, p. 3].

The EU egalitarian language policy is a unique example of fully democratic lan-
guage policy implemented in international organisation. The EU encourages lin-
guistic pluralism and cultural diversity [96, p. 119] as the EU’s 500 million citizens 
speak more than 60 national, regional and minority languages and it is hard not to 
agree with Phillipson that “language is a sensitive political issue, as it is a profound 
symbol of national and personal identity” [75].

The institutional EU language policy had been working successfully as long as 
membership in the EU was limited; the growing number of Member States brought 
along some difficulties in this respect as more languages were added to the “official 
language” group [15, p. 272]. Enlargement of the EU set a challenge to the legisla-
tor and provoked questions about limitation the official languages of legislative acts 
to a small number of the most broadly spoken languages. According to House, the 
EU language policy is ineffective and hypocritical [42]. Officially all EU languages 
are equal, however some of them seem more equal than others and some languages 
are more “international” than others. As a result, the equality of all EU official lan-
guages is a kind of a myth. Moreover, language equality refers only to the EU offi-
cial languages. It is not a universal principle as it does not respect the principle of 
equality for all the languages spoken in the EU Member States [88, p. 152] (e.g. 
Catalan, Basque, Corse). Minority languages, apart from the policy of their protec-
tion and promotion, have different status in the Member States [77, pp. 21–22; 72, 
pp. 106–113]. Although there are 24 EU official languages, in fact, English is a lin-
gua franca in the EU. In the name of linguistic equality, the EU promotes illusory 
policy of languages equality [42]. For this situation House blames the French who 
cannot accept the recession of French as linguistic power, translators’ lobbies inter-
ested in keeping status quo and the politically-correct ideologies against the concept 
of English as a European lingua franca [42]. Thus, the question why the EU does 
not agree to one common language keeps returning. The answers are consequently 
the same: first, the EU’s aim is to protect the linguistic diversity and language rights 
recognised as fundamental European values and the core of European democracy 
[52, pp. 4–5]; second, it could provoke “anglicization of Europe” [76, p. 60], even if 
linguistic diversity complicates political dialogue and the exchange of ideas.
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3  Legal Basis for English as an Official Language in the EU

Regulation 1/1958 does not explicitly state whether more than one official lan-
guage may be declared by a Member State. The original version of the regula-
tion in French indicates that this is not possible. The same applies to the English 
version of the document [79]. Articles 3 and 8 of Regulation 1/1958 specify (by 
using the word ‘language’ in the singular) that a Member State may have only one 
language for communication with the EU. Article 3 provides: ‘Les textes adressés 
par les institutions à un État membre ou à une personne relevante de la jurisdic-
tion d’un État member sont rédigés dans la langue de cet État’ (Documents which 
an institution of the Community sends to a Member State or to a person subject to 
the jurisdiction of a Member State shall be drafted in a language of such State); 
Art. 8 similarly provides: “En ce qui concerne les États membres où existent plu-
sieurs langues officielles, l’usage de la langue sera, à la demande de l’ État inté-
ressé, determiné suivant les règles générales découlant de la législation de cet 
État” (If a Member States has more than one official language, the language to 
be used shall, at the request of such State, be governed by the general rules of its 
law).

Literal interpretation provides that each Member State has the right to choose 
one mother tongue which will be the official language in the EU. Presently, the 
EU has 24 official languages as each Member State nominates one. The UK was 
the only Member State that named English as its official language. There are two 
other Member States that commonly use English, but they have notified a dif-
ferent language as their EU official language—Ireland nominated Irish (Gaelic), 
Malta nominated Maltese. Upgrading Irish and Maltese to the status of an official 
EU language has a symbolic meaning reflecting on identity [90, p. 70]. However, 
very few Irish speak Irish as their first language, whereas nearly all Maltese speak 
equally Maltese and English as their first language. According to the Regulation 
1/1958 and the present statement of the Council, once the UK leaves, English is 
likely to no longer be an official language. The exit of the UK from the EU causes 
not only a reduction in the number of Member States, but also a decrease in the 
number of official languages.

Therefore, it is difficult to maintain English as an official language if the noti-
fying country withdraws from the EU. As each Member State can choose only 
one official language, English will stop to be EU official language as only UK 
nominated it as its official. According to Ginsburgh and Moreno-Ternero, there 
are three possible (and debatable) scenarios for saving the current status of Eng-
lish as official (and working) language of the EU. First, “To argue that it is the 
language that disenfranchises the smallest number of EU citizens, and that it 
probably is the most spoken language in the world” [38, p. 4]. Second, to replace 
by Malta and Ireland their EU official language (Maltese and Irish) by English. 
Third, to convince Luxembourg to nominate English as its official EU language. 
All above options provoke many doubts. The second solution, even if accepted by 
Malta and Ireland, does not guarantee that the decision of the EU Council will be 
unanimous. The third option seems completely unlikely. There are three official 
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languages in Luxembourg: Luxembourgish, French and German. Nominating 
English as EU official language by Luxembourg would seem at least as artificial 
and a bit of stretch gesture. English will cease to be an official language of any 
Member State, but it will still be used as a mother tongue by five million Irish and 
460,000 Maltese. Even if Ireland and Malta nominate English as an official lan-
guage, it will have fewer native speakers than Hungarian or Slovak. Ireland and 
Malta as states small in size and population are less influential in the EU compar-
ing with the big players such as France or Germany.

However, it should be stressed that Regulation 1/1958 is a secondary, not primary 
law of the EU. Primary law, such as the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU in 
Art. 342, clearly expresses: ‘The rules governing the languages of the institutions of 
the Union shall, without prejudice to the provisions contained in the Statute of the 
Court of Justice of the European Union, be determined by the Council, acting unani-
mously by means of regulations.’ This provision includes two significant rationales. 
First, the Council is responsible for drafting and proposing of the rules regarding the 
language(s) of the EU. Second, this regulation must be adopted unanimously by all 
27 Member States after the UK exits from the EU. Is there any chance that the repre-
sentatives of the Member States in the Council will vote unanimously on preserving 
English, not only as an official, but also as a working language? This situation is, 
admittedly, possible and legally permissible. The agreement of all Member States 
would sanction the status of the English language in the EU institutions. However, 
with the exit of the United Kingdom, 60 million English native speakers leave the 
Union, making the other official EU languages more valuable and significant [37]. 
In this instance, Ireland and Malta could notify English as a second language, but 
this would risk opening up difficult regional claims (Catalan, Basque, Corsican, Bre-
ton, etc.). It is no coincidence that none of the countries have indicated its intention 
to do so [73].

English could continue to be a working language if other Member States agree to 
it. At the same time, the EU Member States—France and Germany—are reluctant 
to accept keeping the dominant position of English and suggest the need to increase 
the role of French and German as working languages. They believe English, as a 
main working language, will be limited. The French president Emmanuel Macron 
wants French to replace English in the EU institutions as it was before the UK joined 
the EEC in 1973. He claimed that, ‘English is not destined to be the only foreign 
language Europeans speak’ [3]. The return of French as the primary working lan-
guage seems to be an interesting and fortunate perspective for France, especially 
when at least 80% of the European Commission officials speak French as a first, sec-
ond, or third language [97]. At the same time, this idea might not be very attractive 
to other EU Member States. French is no longer recognised as a global (European) 
language. The majority of EU citizens do not speak French [44, p. 65]. Then again, 
there are counterarguments listed by Francophones. They stress the necessity of a 
rebalance between languages which, without excluding English, would give prefer-
ence to French. French is the language spoken by 130 million Europeans, includ-
ing 19 of the 27 EU states, which have joined the International Organization of La 
Francophonie [70]. Why a language becomes a global one does not have much to do 
with the number of people who speak it. It has more to do with who those speakers 



1423

1 3

Quo Vadis English? The Post‑Brexit Position of English as…

are. There must be a link between language dominance and economic, political, and 
cultural power. Without a strong power base, no language can make progress as a 
global medium of communication [18, p. 7].

German, in turn, would be advantageous for the respective native speakers and 
disadvantageous for non-native speakers, in particular, in preparation of texts and 
communicative impacts [2]. The position of Germany (and of German) grew sig-
nificantly in the1990s after the reunification of the two German states, and in 1995 
when Austria joined the Union with German as an official language [14, p. 3]. Pres-
ently, Angela Merkel wishes for more German to be spoken in the European Parlia-
ment, the Commission, and the Council [87].

4  English or Englishes?

English is the language spoken by the English people and by non-English people in 
many other states [40, p. 93]. According to the functional range and the norms of 
correctness, one can distinguish English as a native language, as a second language, 
as a second dialect and as a foreign language [39, p. 19]. The common Standard 
(British) English core has developed to Englishes. There are various regional sub-
varieties—British English, Irish English, American English or Mid-Atlantic [65], 
Indian English, Australian English, Canadian English or even European English. 
Standard English is based on the South-East Midlands dialect of a prominence as it 
was used in XV century in London, at the Court and the universities of Oxford and 
Cambridge [78, p. 26]. For Trudgill, Standard English is usually used in print and 
normally taught in schools and to non-native speakers learning the language [94, 
p. 5]. At present, Standard English is a pluricentric language [62, p. 445]. Kachru 
distinguishes three categories of users of English: (1) the ‘inner circle’ with native 
speakers for whom English is a mother tongue and to most of them the only lan-
guage they know; (2) the ‘outer circle’ comprising second-language speakers who 
use English as the other tongue in everyday communication; (3) the ‘expanding cir-
cle’ of people who use English as another tongue, e.g. as a foreign language [49, pp. 
356–357]. In the context of nowadays, European Union English seems to be relevant 
for ‘inner’ and ‘expanding’ circles [22, p. 25]. For years Europe has been catego-
rized as a part of the ‘expanding circle’ of learners of English with no legitimate 
variety of their own. Since the late 1990s. this perception started to be challenged 
with debates on legitimizing European English [68, p. 4].

In 1980s for the first time European English was proposed as a possible vari-
ety of English [30, pp. 49–66]. In 1993 Décsy in focused on the development of a 
European form from English and called it ‘Eurish’ [19]. Today, Eurish is a fusion of 
English with other European languages within the EU [89]. The term ‘Euro-English’ 
was originally used by Carstensen in 1986 [10, p. 832]. For Carstensen, the Euro-
English was an interesting phenomenon as English language spoken by European 
politicians was different from the real daytime English usage that was its original 
model.

Euro-English is a new variety of English in the process of its formation [51, 
p. 14]. Many non-native speakers of English in Europe use this language; thus, it 
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makes it possible to term the English language widely spoken in Europe as ‘Euro-
English’. According to Mollin, Euro-English can be recognised as a variety of 
English in Europe and sufficiently fulfils “the linguistic and sociolinguistic criteria 
distinguishing learner English from an endonormative variety” [68, p. 12]. Euro-
English has some specific features and lexis, e.g. euro, Euro zone, Euro area, Mem-
ber States, four freedoms, Euroscepticism, Berlaymont (as a red tape), internal mar-
ket [33, p. 453]. These words are commonly used in the EU, however, they might 
not be understood by persons unfamiliar with the EU context. A new status of Eng-
lish language in Europe can be observed in its vocabulary and structure. As Fenyő 
rightfully points out, the new lexical elements demonstrate euro-mania—vocabulary 
which contains many words with euro element [84, p. 61]. It is also defined as Euro-
speak—English characterised by usage of the EU jargon. The style of English in the 
EU now and in the future is likely to diverge from ‘native’ British norms [7, p. 4]. 
Euro-English or Eurish is still English, but it has its own features that are often com-
mon to both Roman and Germanic languages. One characteristic feature is the Euro-
pean uncountable noun—singular in native-speaker English but plural in Eurish: “he 
received feedbacks”, “we have a lot of informations” and “we are producing online 
contents” [85]. According to Modiano, continental Europeans are developing their 
own variety of English, a process that will accelerate when the United Kingdom 
leaves the European Union and continental Europeans pay less attention to British 
rules of what is right or wrong in the language rules [66, pp. 319–324]. Maybe one 
day, Euro-English could, like American or Australian English, even have its own 
dictionary.

5  Speak English or Die? Why English Should Remain a Working 
Language of the EU

There are several reasons why English should be kept as a working language.
First, English is a lingua franca. There are many definitions of English as a lin-

gua franca. The simplest and most useful for the purpose of this paper is a defini-
tion given by Seidlhofer: a lingua franca is a language used to communication in 
English between speakers with different first languages [82]. English is used in the 
EU internationally as a lingua franca and takes on second-language proprieties [67, 
p. 19]. English is the language which dominates as first foreign language in the EU 
Member States educational systems. Therefore, it has become the working language 
of many of the EU’s transnational teams and networks [96]. English is more and 
more frequently used between non-native speakers. The EU is composed of sev-
eral different Member States, different cultures and has ‘Europeanized resonance’ 
[74, p. 26]. English is a lingua franca as it is used for academic and professional 
communication. It is a language of science, technology, popular culture, media and 
globalization.

Second, English reflects the socio-linguistic situation in the EU. The dominance 
of the English language in the EU institutions has so far not been directly linked to 
UK membership in the EU, but to the language skills of the EU staff and the knowl-
edge of English by ordinary people. English is the dominant language not only in the 
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EU institutions, but also among regular people. English is the most spoken foreign 
language not only in the EU, but also in the world [36, p. 6]. Eurobarometer data of 
2012 [24] and 2016 [25] show that the five most widely used foreign languages by 
citizens of EU Member States are: English, French, German, Spanish, and Russian.

According to Eurostat data [27], English is the most studied language in Europe. 
91% of students in primary and secondary schools were studying English in 2017. 
English is a compulsory foreign language in nearly all education systems in the 
EU. The number of its users is systematically increasing [5, p. 41]. The Council 
approved the European Commission’s recommendation of the ‘1 + 2 language pol-
icy’ whereby EU citizens should learn at least two foreign languages and their own 
mother tongue [8, p. 213]. The Council’s recommendation of May 2019 on a com-
prehensive approach to the teaching and learning of languages have been published 
and strongly encourages speaking at least two languages other than one’s mother 
tongue [16]. Ireland and the United Kingdom are the only countries where learning 
a foreign language at school is not compulsory. Apparently, only one in five Europe-
ans can speak two languages other than their own [46]. The popularity of English as 
a foreign language in European schools now and in recent years means that young 
Europeans are much more able to communicate with others than their parents and 
grandparents were [11, p. 28]. Yet, “The small margin by which English was ahead 
of German and French as a learned language in the generation born before the sec-
ond war has been turned into a huge gap in the younger generation, with secondary 
competence in English now five times more common than secondary competence in 
German or French, and with over double as many secondary speakers of English as 
secondary speakers of all other languages taken together”[95, pp. 8–9] (Fig. 1).

Figure 1.  Percentage of all students learning English in school in 2017 [23, 27]
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French is the second most learnt foreign language in European countries (learnt 
by 15% of students in school). German is the third most learnt foreign language in 
education in 2017 (11%), followed by Spanish (9%) and Russian (2%). In compari-
son with European statistics data (2014), there has been a significant decrease in 
the number of students learning languages other than English. In 2012, English was 
studied by 97.1% of students, French by 34%, German by 22%, and Spanish by 12% 
[29].

Third, the EU official documentation (including legally binding acts such as trea-
ties, directives or regulations as well as non-binding documents such as reports, 
recommendations, opinion, etc.) is translated and published in all EU official lan-
guages. Loss of the status of an official language means that acts are not translated 
into English. It is difficult to imagine that the EU—a major player in a global market 
of 500 million inhabitants—would not have its legislation and economic agreements 
available in the language of world trade. I cannot agree more with Alfred Hayes, 
who stated in 1920 that, “the supremacy of the French language in diplomacy and 
the English tongue in trade is due to no direct action on their behalf, but is merely 
accidental accompaniment of the national character and genius in their special 
fields” [41, p. 199]. In fact, English is a lingua franca for international trade or at 
least the leading candidate to play this role [55, pp. 250–251].

Fourth, a compromise would be to leave English as the official language for inter-
national trade, but to intensify the use of French and German in the European insti-
tutions. English is a lingua franca not only in the EU, but also in the entire world. 
English is the (global) language of communication, as well as between the EU and 
the rest of the world. English, as a common foreign language, enables us to com-
municate in everyday life, in the trade of goods and services, and the provision of 
information [35, p. 8]. Moreover, English is a language of business and international 
negotiations for the foreseeable future.

Fifth, the use of English as the main language of communication in EU insti-
tutions after Brexit could have a positive impact. The EU-27 would use a neutral 
language for communication, without preferring any of the official languages of its 
Member States. This would ease tensions between Member States with regard to 
discussions on which official language should be used as a working one. As Wright 
points out, a common language is a common good that benefits all. However, when 
a common language is the mother tongue of one of the groups benefiting, this is 
unfair, because its members do not need to pay for the common good [96]. In addi-
tion, in the post-Brexit EU, the English-speaking multilinguals would pose a higher 
percentage of English speakers than nowadays [61, p. 73]. The post-Brexit situa-
tion is a win–win situation for the non-native English speakers [47 p. 32]. No other 
official EU language would be privileged. This is especially true as the English 
currently used in European institutions is not the classic British English, but rather 
Euro-English. Since there are a lot of variations of English and people adopt them 
for their own purposes [71, pp. 22–29], the variety of the Euro-English might be 
a successful tool. The European variety of English (known as Euro-English, Euro-
pean English, Brussels-English, or even Continental English) would promote legiti-
macy for the EU institutionally and support speech community within the EU. This 
would perfect the idea of two kinds of language: languages for communication and 
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languages for identification [43, pp. 559–560]. Language for communication stands 
for an instrument for making oneself understood in international meetings. Lan-
guage for identification is related to identity, such as literature, culture, history, and 
the arts [64, p. 129].

Euro-English might serve as a language for communication (a working one). 
Other EU official languages would serve as languages for identification and 
strengthen the cultural identity of particular Member States especially that language 
is perceived as the prime marker of national identity in Europe [68, p. 58]. English is 
not a “killer language” that works to the detriment of other European languages [69, 
p. 8]. The situation where there are only 1% of English native speakers in the EU 
may provoke and cause a development of English varieties instead of protecting the 
integrity of British English. However, linguistic changes are rather slow, complex 
processes and need time. European English could be an official medium of commu-
nication with its own standards for lexical use, grammar, spelling and punctuation 
[66, p. 321] in the future. The EU would be using a neutral language in its commu-
nication without preferring any of the official languages of its states [86]. Perhaps, 
over time, Brussels-English will be one of the ‘New Englishes’ languages [60]. Nev-
ertheless, it is worth remembering the words of Andy Hamilton: ‘Once Latin was 
everyone’s second language, it was no longer anyone’s first’ [83]. The former Italian 
Prime Minister and European commissioner—Mario Monti—in 2017 said that Eng-
lish should become the EU’s main official language once the UK leaves the Union, 
French should be side-lined and English given a more prominent role [20].

Sixth, exclusion of English from European circles would result in disorder and 
enormous costs, it would deprive Europe of part of its identity, and seriously reduce 
opening EU citizens up to the world. Replacing English with French, German, or 
any other language would require the EU to invest enormously in training of the 
translators. Remaining English as a sole lingua franca would definitely reduce the 
costs of translation (and interpretation) and promote bigger efficiency in communi-
cation relative to the existing communicative regime [31, p. 33].

6  Conclusions

There are many indications that in the new European Union (one without the United 
Kingdom), the geopolitical importance of the English language will be lower than 
in the past. English will likely cease to be an official EU language of any Member 
State. It will be used as a mother tongue by five million Irish and 460,000 Maltese 
(a total of 1% of the EU inhabitants). Even if Ireland and Malta choose English as 
an official language, it will have fewer native speakers than Hungarian or Slovak. 
Both Ireland and Malta are small and not influential states in the EU compared to 
France or Germany. Certainly, France and Germany will use Brexit to strengthen 
their languages in EU institutions. It would be a surprise if Germany and Austria or 
France and French-speaking Belgium were to support the status quo of the current 
dominance of the English language.

One of the reasonable arguments for keeping English as a working language is the 
adoption of Euro-English. A common foreign language such as European English 
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would provide for an added value as it would facilitate trade in Europe, improve 
the opportunity for political participation of EU citizens, and support communica-
tion in the European public sphere. A common foreign language as a working one 
would create trust among people and it would not exclude the EU from the rest of 
the world, especially in terms of trade relations which shape the international rela-
tions as such. As Modiano points out, “In the act of recognising the validity of Euro-
English, one liberates continental European [second language] users of English from 
the tyranny of standard language ideology” [48]. Using English, all EU citizens will 
be communicating in a second language, not mother tongue. Hence, only a narrow 
group of people (Irish and Maltese) will be unfairly advantaged.

On the other hand, multilingualism and linguistic diversity are the fundamental 
principles of the EU. The EU language policy supporting linguistic diversity can be 
recognised as opposite to the promotion of the Euro-English language. European 
society is excused from the threat of dominance from one language. English hegem-
ony, as the EU’s lingua franca, may cause reasonable resistance. However, all 24 EU 
official languages would still exist and reflect the cultural and sovereign identities of 
the Member States. Adoption of a single foreign language as a working one would 
be only a desired completion. Using English as a lingua franca in Europe would 
not hinder linguistic diversity, it would unite more than it divides, because it could 
be "owned" by all Europeans—not in a cultural meaning, but as means of enabling 
understanding. If native speakers of e.g. French and English can use their mother 
tongues, how can one ensure equivalent (linguistic) rights for others? The question 
“quo vadis English” remains open: should it be a neutral language for communica-
tion in the EU and between the EU and the outside world? Remaining English as a 
neutral language should be acceptable by EU Member States and would correspond 
to the EU’s official language policy on the preservation of language diversity.
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