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The major role of English in ASEAN (and 

most of Asia) is as a lingua franca

ASEAN

BRIC

SEAMEO

etc. etc.
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A definition

óA contact language between persons who share 
neither a common native tongue, nor a common 
(national) culture, and for whom English is the 
chosen foreign languageô (Firth 1996:240) 

[no necessary linguistic advantages to any 
speaker]

But English also functions as a lingua franca 
when English is used as the common language 
between L1 speakers of English and others 
[linguistic advantage to LI speakers] ï
(Phillipsonôs ólingua frankensteiniaô)
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Many languages have been lingua francas

For example, in Asia:

an old form of Malay óKwôenlunô served as a 
lingua franca for SE Asia several hundred years 
ago (Alisjahbana 1976).

The dream / objective of some Malay scholars 
today (Rashid 2006)



Research Centre into Language Education and Acquisition

in Multilingual Societies (RCLEAMS) 
5

Two major regional lingua francas are Bahasa 

Indonesia (BI) and Putonghua (Pth) [And note 

presence of a ócommon national cultureô]

They became lingua francas in quite different 

ways

BI is, in fact, derived from Malay. Malay was 

spoken by less than 2% of the population in 

multicultural and multi-ethnic Indonesia.
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Indonesia has a population of more than 

200 million with more than 200 ethnic 

groups and 400+ languages.

Javanese is the ólargestô language with 75 

million L1 speakers; but was not 

considered as a possible lingua franca 

because:
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(i) It would privilege an already powerful group;

(ii) It is a language / culture in which hierarchies 

are expressed in linguistically complex ways.

Malay was chosen because: 

(i) its speakers were not considered a threat;

(ii) it had a history of being a lingua franca;

(iii) It was considered relatively easy.
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The adoption of BI as Indonesiaôs lingua 

franca has proved very successful.

But, are other Indonesian languages and 

cultures under threat as a result?

óandaô in BI and hierarchy and language in 

Javanese (Siegel 1986)


