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Preface

1982 Since English began to spread around the world in the great
age of exploration five hundred years ago, all its varieties have
taken on an independent history, some of them much influenced
by local circumstances, others responding to changes in the
prestige dialects of Great Britain and the United States, and all of
them affected by the inexorable trends in language change that
affect every community from one generation to the next. By 1975,
English was the sole official language of twenty-one nations, and
in sixteen more it is the co-official language of government,
education, broadcasting, and publication.

~ Preface, Richard W. Bailey & Manfred Gorlach, editors, English as a World Language,
Ann Arbor, the University of Michigan Press, vii.

The above comment was made at a point when the sheer scale and diversity of the
English language had begun to impress itself worldwide on scholars and lay people
alike. When I first opened a copy of Bailey and Gérlach’s book, at the stall of the
University of Michigan Press at a TESOL conference in Hawaii in 1982, the collec-
tion of papers which they had brought together seemed very well timed indeed. As
the editors also noted in their introduction: ‘Only in the last decade has the study of
the forms and functions of English around the world begun to take shape as an aca-
demic discipline. In earlier scholarship, the most detailed studies were those of the
English of Great Britain and the United States.’

WHho'’s ‘centric’ now?

The turning point was the 1970s, before which the focus was not in fact straight-
forwardly ‘Britocentric’ or ‘Americocentric’. Rather, it was even more restricted,
pre-eminently to the emergence and nature of the higher-level social usage of south-
eastern England on the one hand and of the north-eastern United States on the
other—without much apparatus for, as it were, considering the two together or con-
sidering whether there might in some sense be a one-world common-denominator



standard language (in actuality or in the making). From each of these ‘rival’ centres
accounts would radiate outward (and at times downward), becoming hazier the
farther one moved from the core regions, bringing in the rest of the UK and US, then
such neighbours as Ireland and Canada, then in a fairly minimalist way such
farther-off territories as New Zealand and the Philippines, India and South Africa,
Nigeria and Malaysia. And this was partly because of the worldview of the time
and partly because any research done in the farther-flung regions was minimal or
unknown to the heartland writers.

Bailey and Gorlach’s book helped bring that era to a close, and in the year 2000
Oxford University Press in Australia confirmed the closure when it brought out a
collection of conference papers with the title Who’s Centric Now?—The Present
State of Post-Colonial Englishes, about English worldwide, edited by Bruce Moore
of the Dictionary Centre of the National University of Australia in Canberra.

By the early 1990s, English was manifestly a universalizing medium and
acknowledged as such. In fact, the process of universalization had been proceed-
ing—and accelerating—for decades, and English had been polycentric for at least
two centuries, a condition most notable where, at the formal level, a dictionary or a
style guide emerged elsewhere than in the UK and the US—notably in Australia,
Canada, New Zealand, and South Africa, and more recently in the Philippines and
Singapore. In addition, it became increasingly clear that an account of any one
language today (and especially of this language) could no longer limit a discussion
of the other languages with which it has interacted in such processes as hybridiza-
tion and the transfer of material in both directions.

Nor can discussions of language at large, and especially of this language, be
hygienically marked off locally or globally from such issues as politics, economics,
science, and technology, or indeed such facts of life as wealth and poverty, health
and disease, and social change, including indeed terrorism and outright war. It
is not simply that all such matters impinge one on another and on language: they
saturate language, and language in turn animates them.

A shared possession

At the same time, the aim of any specialist work is to remain true and close to its
subject, resisting the temptation to use it as a vehicle for the discussion of something
else. Consequently, the focus in this work is language and languages, and primarily
the English language, with the aim of providing a decent balance between discus-
sions of pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary on the one hand and social, his-
torical, and cultural commentaries on the other. In this, the Oxford Guide to World
English takes up where its ‘mother book’, The Oxford Companion to the English
Language, left off, and very particularly from a statement I made in its Introduction,
as published ten years after Bailey and Gérlach:

1992 In the closing years of the twentieth century, the English
language has become a global resource. As such, it does not owe
its existence or the protection of its essence to any nation or
group. Inasmuch as a particular language belongs to any
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individual or community, English is the possession of every
individual and every community that in any way uses it,
regardless of what any other individual or community may think
or feel about the matter.

~ ‘The Organization of the Companion, p. xvii.

This statement is even more to the point in 2002 than it was a decade ago—and
indeed more widely accepted (to such an extent that for some people it may have
in the meantime become a truism).

The organization of The Oxford Guide
to World English (OGWE)

The Oxford Companion to the English Language (OCELang), with its abridged
and concise versions in 1996 and 1998, was alphabetically organized, manifestly
covered a wider area of language study and use than the present volume, and rested
on the expertise of over 150 editors, contributors, and commentators. OGWE, on the
other hand, has emerged out of discussions with Oxford over several years, regard-
ing ways in which the national, regional, and international language information
in OCELang might be foregrounded, updated, and expanded in order to provide
as comprehensive and accurate a description as possible of English as a world (or
global or international or universal) language today—beauty spots, warts, and all.
To do this, OGWE takes a different approach from OCELang, being organized not
alphabetically but thematically, continent by continent. This approach has given
me the freedom to re-work, update, and, where necessary, expand the relevant texts
from OCELang, discussing the world’s many varieties of English in an inter-
connected way within their more or less self-contained regional blocs, while also
noting the ties that bind varieties and regions that happen to be geographically far
apart, as with, for example: West African English and African-American English;
Scots, Ulster Scots, the Scotch-Irish migrations to Appalachia in the US, and coun-
try and western music; and aspects of Australian, New Zealand, South African, and
Falklands English as southern-hemisphere varieties). The end-product seeks to
indicate and differentiate, as appropriate, sociolinguistic issues which are local,
regional, national, continental, and global, within the following eight sections:

O Introduction

Discussing English as a language among languages and as the world’s ‘lingua franca’

© Europe

Reviewing the continent’s territories and languages, and the varieties and roles
of English as a European language, both in traditional offshore terms and on the
Continent, where it has recently acquired the new label ‘Euro-English’

© The Americas

Looking at English as a language of the Americas, primarily in terms of the US,
Canada, and the Caribbean, but also covering (among other dimensions) matters



xii The Oxford Guide to World English

relating to Spanish in Latin America and the United States, and French in Canada
and Louisiana

O American and British

Comparing and contrasting the two standard varieties that together constitute the
‘dual standard’ that by and large dominates world English, pre-eminently in print
and therefore notably in terms of grammar, orthography, and usage

O Africa

Focusing primarily on the sub-Saharan region, and discussing the varieties and
roles of English as an African language, distributed throughout West, East, and
Southern Africa, and alongside indigenous African languages and other Africanized
European languages

O Asia

Dividing the vast region into West, South, South-East, and East, each with its own
marked characteristics vis-a-vis English and Asian languages, English and other
European languages in Asia, and English as an Asian language

© Australasia, Oceania, and Antarctica

Covering the most vast and varied region in the world, but with the smallest popula-
tion of speakers, many of whom use ‘southern-hemisphere’ varieties of the language

© Conclusion

Reviewing, among other matters: the nature and power of large languages; such
issues as gender and political correctness; the role, status, and nature of broken
and/or fractured English; the worldwide English language teaching industry; and
the issue of standardness, considered both locally and globally.

Such a continental/regional approach allows one to look more closely at language
realities on the ground rather than in terms of the political divisions marked on
maps. Thus, within the Americas, political and linguistic boundaries are not always
the same thing: although something homogen(e)ous called American English rules
the linguistic roost worldwide, the actual English of Americans is immensely
diverse, is rife with social and cultural distinctions, and is also inclined to leak:
northwards into Canadian English and Canadian French and southward into
Caribbean English and Spanish and Portuguese. In addition, many other languages
in the western hemisphere, both indigenous and immigrant, leak into American as
well as Canadian and Caribbean usage—as well as into one another.

Linguists, models, and the ecology
of language

Since the early 20th century, the dominant name for the scholarly or scientific study
of language has been linguistics (from Latin linguistica, ‘matters of the tongue’),
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which largely replaced the more classical term philology (from Greek philologia,
‘love of speech’). However, whereas philologist was once a fairly clear-cut title for
someone academically interested in language, the term linguist when used for
someone trained in the more recent science of linguistics is by no means neat and
tidy, clashing as it does with the longer-established and more widely-known sense
of ‘someone skilled in languages’ (especially as an interpreter and/or translator,
as for example in the title of the international London-based Society of Linguists).

By no means all students of linguistics are linguists in this older and more widely
understood sense, and in any case neither kind of linguist has a monopoly on the
study of language(s). Many literary humanists, for example, argue that the compila-
tion of linguistic data, the objective analysis of language structure, and theorizing
about the ultimate nature of language do not and cannot replace (and should
indeed also take account of) the more traditional and subjective insights of those
who engage in and study literature, drama, and the media—and who, in any case,
when necessary also adopt objective techniques. OGWE consequently takes a
‘broad church’ view of language studies, and, to cast a wide net and avoid con-
fusion, generally refers to investigators of language as ‘language scholars’.

All models are convenient fictions, from the Equator to the Millennium, and
often have a bewitching quality. Most models of English often, whether explicitly or
implicitly, take the form of—or may be open to interpretation as—a hierarchy or (to
put the matter more fiercely) a pecking order. These range downwards from the
most prestigious standard varieties of the United States and the United Kingdom
through, say, Australian English and South African English (which are middle-
range peckers of the varieties ‘below’ them and of the languages ‘around’ them),
to Indian, Singaporean, and Malaysian English in Asia, Bahamian and Falklands
English in the Atlantic.

By and large, the aim here has been to describe all such matters appropriately but
also to offer a novel perspective on a language complex that is simultaneously
highly diverse in territorial and functional terms and yet ‘blessed’ with a remark-
ably coherent world print standard and a bearable range of ‘educated’ accents. I
have also sought to be even-handed with regard to the power, prestige, pressures,
and practicality of world English on the one side and the manifest threat that
this juggernaut—and other large languages—represents for many smaller, often
endangered languages planet-wide: sometimes nowadays tellingly compared with
the world’s environmental crises; a matter of ‘language ecology’ parallel to environ-
mental ecology. Depending on circumstance, English can be either a blessing or a
curse—or both at the same time. An international requirement over the next decade
at least is finding a means through which English can function usefully as the
world’s first-ever universal language while its users—especially those in positions
of influence and authority—also take a committed interest in global linguistic
damage control.

Tom McArthur,
Hong Kong, October 2001



OGWE includes a map, a chronology, a select bibliography, and an index. Not all
works quoted in the body of the book are listed in the bibliography, but all quota-
tions are appropriately sourced on the spot, whether those sources are in the index
(if immediately concerned with English) or not.
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Introduction: A
Global Lingua Franca

1995 Our infinitely adaptable mother tongue is now the world’s
lingua franca—and not before time.
- Lead-in, ‘The Triumph of English,” The Times of London, 25 February

1997a [T]he use of English as a global lingua franca requires
intelligibility and the setting and maintaining of standards.

- David Graddol, The Future of English?: A guide to forecasting the popularity of the
English Language in the 21st century (London: British Council)

1997b [Tlhe spread of one language across the globe as the one
monopolizing tongue, part lingua franca, part ‘master’ language,
and in part the sole language that gives access to the world.

- Michael Toolan, ‘Recentering English: New English and Global’, in English Today 5 (13:4),
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), October

1997c¢ ... astabilized and standardized code leased out on a
global scale . . . English the lingua franca, the franchise language.

- Henry G. Widdowson, ‘EIL, ESL, EFL: global issues and local interests,” World Englishes,
16:1, Oxford: Blackwell

2001 Jazz is in the process of becoming the musica franca, the
one language spoken everywhere, a glue in the global village,
the musical common denominator, like English.

- Mike Zwerin, ‘Global Jazz: Everything Is Fusing With Everything’, International Herald
Tribune (14 April)

1998 lingua franca . . . noun (pl. lingua francas) a language that
is adopted as a common language between speakers whose native
languages are different.

- The New Oxford Dictionary of English, Judy Pearsall (ed.), (Oxford: Clarendon Press)

1999 Lingua franca . . . (plural lingua francas or linguae
francae...) n. 1. LANGUAGE USED FOR CONVENIENCE a language or
mixture of languages used for communication by people who
speak different first languages . . .

- Encarta World English Dictionary, Kathy Rooney editor-in-chief, Bloomsbury



There are, at the present time, three labels for English as the universalizing language
of the human race. The first of these is world English (with or without a capital W,
and perhaps first used in the 1920s), which covers every kind of usage and user. It
takes in everything from the most polished diplomatic, academic, and media prac-
tice to the broadest of vernaculars and the most fractured of foreignisms. The second
is international English (with or without a capital I'), which, depending on context,
covers both Standard English (with or without a capital S) worldwide and the kind
of common-denominator business English (with or without a capital B) used by
natives with non-natives and non-natives with one another. The third and most
recent is global English (usually with a small g), which runs parallel with economic
globalization. It has an MBA quality about it: the medium (and part maybe of the
message) of a fast-moving deal-making globe-girdling élite.

In tandem, the recent close to clichéd use of lingua franca in terms of English is
not quite what the dictionaries say ‘lingua franca’ means. Traditionally, a lingua
franca has been a rough-and-ready socially low kind of medium between people
who (for the most part) do not have it as a mother tongue. In recent years, however,
the sense of the phrase (notably when applied to English) has been extended: a
lingua franca can now be a fully formed ‘high’ language that also serves as a medium
for people who do not use it natively. As a result, at the start of the 21st century, we
have an avowed worldwide lingua franca that happens also to have a centuries-old
literature, a vast array of media and electronic outlets, and over 300 million native
speakers, many of whom cannot communicate effectively or at all in any other
language. For them, it is not in the least a lingua franca, and a foreigner who uses it
like a traditional lingua franca has ‘broken’ or ‘fractured’ it.

Because of this unique set of circumstances, commentators have found it useful
to extend the phrase lingua franca from its traditional meaning to something rather
complex, such as: ‘a language common to, or shared by, many cultures and commu-
nities at any or all social and educational levels, and used as an international tool’.
In the two large desk dictionaries quoted above, both Oxford University Press and
Bloomsbury/Microsoft seek to cover this ‘world English’, Encarta using the phrase
initstitle, introduction, and publicity and Oxford in its introduction and publicity.
Yet in their definitions of lingua franca neither has quite kept up with the times in
relation to the language in which they work and which they have sought to describe
in global terms.

This is not surprising. We now have a universalizing language, used by over a
billion people, of whom native speakers constitute maybe a quarter: the statistics (as
the panel on page 3 demonstrates) are very soft. In addition, when English is used in
an airport or hotel (in Amsterdam, Delhi, London, Hong Kong, Johannesburg, New
York, Tokyo, Zurich, and the like), native and non-native users are rendered equal
by mutual strangeness: Tokyo people in the company of folk from Yorkshire, Puerto
Ricans with Nigerians, a Californian college kid and a Singaporean taxi-driver.
Except perhaps for places such as an airport check-in counter or the tills in a
McDonalds (where formulas predominate), everybody needs to negotiate.

It is this element of bargaining towards comprehension that makes the phrase
lingua franca appropriate, but even a definition from a third, fuller dictionary, the
New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (two volumes, editor Lesley Brown, 1993),
does not stretch quite far enough. There, lingua franca is ‘a system of communica-
tion providing mutual understanding’. Yes, of course, in principle, but there is no
guarantee. In airports, hotels, restaurants, shopping centres, and bazaars, English
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The statistics of world English

Three 1997 estimates of number of users of English worldwide (in millions):

Native Second- Foreign-

language language TOTAL
The British Council English 2000 350m 350m 100m 800m
campaign
David Crystal 320-380 150-300m 100-1,000m 570-1,680m
English as a Global Language
(Cambridge University Press)
David Graddol 375m 375m 750m 1,500m

The Future of English?
(British Council)

Three firmer facts:

1 Englishisusedinover 70 countries as an official or semi-official language and has asignificant role
inover 20 more: 90in all.

2 Worldwide over 1,400 million people live in countries where English has traditionally been in use
(one billion of them in India).

3 Some 75% of the world’s mail and the world’s electronically stored information is in English.
Of an estimated 40 million users of the Internetin 1997, a majority used English.

offers a basis across cultures only for negotiating understanding. Success is not
underwritten.

At another level, however—in science, the humanities, higher-level publishing,
the global media (notably The Times and TIME, CNN and BBC World), and in
organizations such as the United Nations and the World Bank—an English is used
which goes well beyond the phrase lingua franca either as traditionally understood
or currently extended. At such social altitudes, in its full panoply of grammar,
vocabulary, idiom, and nuance, English is both the world’s key up-to-the-minute
operational language and a kind of living classical language. Indeed, it draws very
fully on the resources of Latin and Greek, the languages that have provided much
of the fundamental currency of Western scholarship, science, and education. As a
result, the middle classes everywhere, whether or not they have it themselves, want
English for their children. At this level, English is the Latin or Sanskrit of our time.
Or, to draw on yet another culture, it is the medium of the world’s new mandarins,
and quality control is strict.

Uniquely human

The original French

La langue est une raison humaine qui a ses raisons, et que
I’homme ne connait pas.

The English translation

Language is a kind of human reason, which has its own internal
logic of which man knows nothing.

- Claude Lévi-Strauss, La Pensée Sauvage, and its English translation The Savage Mind,
1962



For scholars and scientists who have studied language, the faculty of speech is a
defining part of being human. Chimpanzees are our nearest relatives: indeed, in
terms of their genome they are closer to us than we could ever have imagined. They
are intelligent and live on the edge of language, and can be coaxed a little further by
dedicated researchers, but their limits appear to be anatomically and neurologically
fixed; they cannot go where we go. Among humans, however, languages differ both
in how they portray the world and how they portray what English calls ‘language’.
The above translation of just one line from the work of a major 20th-century French
anthropologist indicates this difference, and these two languages have been neigh-
bours for a thousand years.

The preceding paragraph says something, but its Englishness shapes and limits
what can be said, just as French shaped and limited what Lévi-Strauss wrote in
1962. A discussion of the nature of communication is not likely to be the same in the
various linguistic shapes that our communication takes, despite the fact that they
share some universals, such as the use of the tongue. A raw machine translation into
English of Lévi-Strauss’s elegant and very French sentence might be: ‘The tongue is
a human reason that has its reasons, and man does not know it.” That would hardly
do. Yet his French has a poetic quality which the English translation has not caught,
although it has certainly caught the scholarly intention.

In English, the word language is used not only to label a uniquely human faculty,
but is rhetorically stretched to cover such other more or less related matters as
animal cries and movements (the language of birds), gesture systems (sign
language), and mechanical codes (machine language), as well as occurring
metaphorically in such phrases as the language of dreams and the language of
the genes. Whenever such a word is invoked in speech or writing, all its senses,
nuances, and potential come implicitly with it, no matter how carefully it is delin-
eated. The same is true for comparable words in other languages, but the kinds of
core meaning and the kinds of stretching will in each case be different.

In etymological terms, language is ‘what the tongue does’—from Latin lingua
through French langue. In terms however of anatomy, physiology, neurology,
sound, expression, and gesture, it is much more. Language is primarily both an
individual and a collective physical activity, involving mouth, ears, face, hands,
indeed the whole body, and it has gone several stages beyond that: to writing on
tablets of clay and treated animal skins, to printing on smoothed-out wood pulp and
the like, and to using electricity to inscribe short-lived text on back-lit screens.
Broadly speaking, these stages constitute four successive communicative shifts
in human history: speech, script, print, and electronic multimedia. And it will
probably go further, in ways that we cannot now imagine, just as ancient Romans
could never have imagined laptops.

The meaning and use of the word language also extends to such registers as legal
language, scientific language, journalese, and slang (even slanguage). The term
has also narrowed in social range, as in bad language, foul language, and strong
language, and further still in the warnings ‘Mind your language!” and simply
‘Language!’ Even there, the elastic does not break. A writer might urge readers to use
their mother tongue better, in a book with the playful title Mind Your Language.
And even when dealing with the most profound issues of communication, the
everyday senses of the word and their subversive implications need to be borne in
mind. Whatever the context in which a word performs, and however restricted it is
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to one sense and set of associations, it carries with it all its other resonances—
whence the possibilities of wordplay, jokes, and misunderstanding.

‘True’ or ‘full’ linguistic communication is multi-modal: on one side, speech,
gesture, stance, and touch, on the other writing, printing, calligraphy, the media,
and electronic usage, all of them inter-operative. Seen from this perspective, the
faculty of language has at least the following ten elements, aspects, or properties:

© A primary vocallauditory channel
Technically the phonic medium, in which sequential sounds are produced by vocal
organs and vocal tract, received by the ear, and encoded and decoded by the brain.

@ Convertibility to additional channels

Extensions or analogues of speech include the graphic medium (writing, printing,
and keyboarding, etc.), the visual medium (including sign language, notably for
the hearing-impaired), and the tactile medium (including Braille, for the visually
impaired). Some kinds of language are also beyond direct communication: in
thinking and in dreams (an inner neurological medium, often set aside by language
scholars because it defies easy discussion and examination).

© The use of arbitrary symbols

There is no motivated link in most elements of language between spoken and
written (etc.) forms and the meanings they express: that is, the old-time farmer was
wrong when he said, when watching some of his animals feeding: ‘Rightly be they
called pigs.’

O Double articulation: medium and message

In principle, languages have two modes of expression: on the one side phonic
or graphic symbols, on the other the meanings that invest those symbols. Thus, the
word cat is a flow of sound and a set of letters (the medium) that refer to a kind of
animal (the message, which may include extensions of meaning and reference).
Both modes, when operating together, constitute double articulation (‘the duality of
the linguistic sign’).

O Interdependence

Language functions as an integrated structure in which the role of every element in
the system is defined and made possible by the roles of the other elements, includ-
ing a semantic system that maps many of these phonic, graphic, or other elements
on to a wider universe of objects, activities, and relationships.

® Open-endedness

Language is marked by a productivity and creativity in principle without limit:
the number of possible communications is indefinitely large, as is the number of
‘words’ (discrete units with both form and meaning) in any language. The distinct-
ness of words is less obvious in rapid speech and more obvious in those forms of
writing and print that require space between groups of characters. A capacity to
recognize listable ‘words’ as a category within language could well be a con-
sequence of the development of writing systems.

@ Displacement

All language allows reference to events that are removed in time and place, includ-
ing states of affairs which have never existed, do not yet exist, or may never exist,



as in telling lies, creating imaginative stories and writing fiction, formulating
hypotheses, and talking about the future.

O Continual change

Individual languages are in a state of change, sometimes slower, sometimes more
rapid. Although ‘movement’ in particular ‘directions’ of form and meaning may be
discernible, there is no evidence that either progress or decay inherently emerges
from such change, although people may perceive change as (among other things)
good or bad. Such perceptions may have a sociocultural impact, and be noted and
assessed, as in discussions of style and standardness.

O Turn-taking and solo performance

Spoken and some other kinds of language activity (such as conversation, telegraphy,
and Internet chat) commonly involve structured exchanges in which people take
turns in communicating. However, there are also occasions for solo performance,
as in: monologue and lectures; soliloquy (as a special stage performance, to let an
audience know what a character in a play is thinking); the authorial ‘voice’ in a
novel (purportedly ‘telling’ a story); and talking to oneself.

@ Classification

Scholars can marshal languages variously in terms of what they share, such as a
deduced common origin (as with the Indo-European language family, to which
English, Persian, Sanskrit, and Spanish all belong) or a range of attributes (as with
the contrastive use of tone in Chinese and in certain West African languages, or
the syllable-timed ‘rat-a-tat-tat’ rhythm of French and Japanese, as opposed to the
stress-timed ‘HUMpty DUMpty SAT on a WALL’ rhythm of traditional English).

Language behaviour matures in the first fifteen or so years of life, in that (to use
a computer metaphor cautiously) it has been ‘programmed’ to emerge at stages in
one’s development (if the nervous system and the environment are in appropriate
states). Occasionally, normal development and usage are impaired, some situations
being temporary (as with paralysis of the speech mechanisms, induced for example
by fear), while others are long term, maybe permanent (as with aphasia and
dyslexia). Some language disorders are situational, and unique to the sufferer;
others may be inherited. The language faculty is now generally considered to be, in
some sense, a matter of genetic predisposition, but currently the nature and extent
of any in-born contribution and its triggering mechanisms are uncertain and
controversial. Environmental influences are better understood, although much
work remains to be done. Considerable attention has also been bestowed in recent
decades on how education relates to language development, notably (though not
always so stated) in how children at school acquire the standard version of the
language they speak.

There have been various attempts to define the sociocultural notion of ‘a
language’. Political and geographical boundaries do not necessarily coincide with
linguistic boundaries, nor do ethnic or national names necessarily coincide with
the names of ethnic or national languages. Thus, German is regarded as both the
national and the ethnic language of the Germans, but it is also the national language
of Austria and one of the national languages of Switzerland, leading to such special



names as ‘Austrian German’ and ‘Swiss German’ that may prompt, in fun or seri-
ously, such a term as ‘German German’. Some Belgians speak French, others Dutch,
others German. The Scots, the Irish, and the Welsh all speak English, and some
also speak a Celtic language, so that one can talk of ‘Scottish Gaelic’ and ‘Scottish
English’, as well as ‘Irish Gaelic’ and ‘Irish English’. These lead on contrastively
(and inevitably) to ‘English English’, a term now common among scholars of the
English language. Furthermore, varieties of the ‘same’ language can be mutually
incomprehensible: in England, a Cockney from London and a Geordie from
Newcastle may or may not always understand one other; in the United States, a
Texan may not always grasp what a New Yorker is saying; and in the wider world
a Jamaican may not be transparent to someone from New Zealand. Yet all have
used ‘English’ all their lives.

Scholars of language tend to regard the circle of a particular language as defined,
by and large, by those who say (without intent to deceive) that they speak it, not by
where they live or what other people think (including other people claiming to
speak the same language). This point is central to making sense of very large lan-
guages, such as Arabic, Chinese, English, Hindi-Urdu, and Spanish. Scholars are
well aware that across two or more politically distinct languages there may be con-
siderable understanding—enough, say, to place Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish
within the framework of a ‘Common Scandinavian’. Or indeed that the range and
variety of kinds of American, British, Caribbean, Indian, and Singaporean English
can lead to failures of understanding within what is traditionally regarded as a
single language.

Language as a phenomenon is one thing, everywhere, but establishing the status
of individual languages and their varieties within that single reality is often far
from easy. Any such status is not, in the normal way of things, based on linguistic
criteria alone, but can be untidy, socially controversial, and often resistant to neat
classification. The many non-linguistic factors that often come into play include
nationalism, ethnicity, ideology, religion, politics, and culture, often in complex
(and sometimes explosive) mixes.

Dialects, varieties, and ‘English languages’

The many forms of English around the world are commonly defined as ‘English’
because, in the first instance and most cases, that is how their speakers identify
them, usually for good historical reasons. However, in such a large and diverse
complex, awareness of (and the effort to adhere to) an internationally manage-
able norm may or may not be enough to allow users of different varieties to
cross-communicate. Nor is it surprising that, in such a complex, a variety may (on
occasion or commonly and routinely} be regarded as a language in its own right,
if there is enough of a literary, religious, social, or national tradition behind it. An
ancient example is Scots in Scotland and Northern Ireland; other examples, all with
centuries behind them, are Patwa in Jamaica, Pidgin in West Africa, Saramaccan
in Surinam in South America, and Tok Pisin in Papua New Guinea. All are, in a
serious sense, ‘English languages’, and are being increasingly recognized as such.
Indeed, a ‘variety’ can be regarded as a ‘dialect’ for some purposes and a
‘language’ for others, and casual ambivalence about such matters is common



worldwide. Thus, the French of Quebec in Canada can be regarded as both part of
world French and a distinct language, as in Léandre Bergeron’s Dictionnaire de la
langue Québécoise (‘Dictionary of the Quebec Language’). Comparably, African-
American Vernacular English (‘Ebonics’) has ties with kinds of English in the
Caribbean and West Africa, and is regarded as a distinct language by many African
Americans, for various reasons. Such a claim is most successfully made for one
of its highly distinctive historic forms: Gullah in the Sea Islands of Georgia and
South Carolina. Such matters tend to be controversial, people often dividing into
opposing (and sometimes hostile) camps, but they and their claims or beliefs can-
not simply be dismissed with a wave of the hand.

A geographical subdivision of an established language has been known for
centuries in Europe as a dialect, as in the dialects of French and German dialects.
This word and its equivalents in other languages are, however, both insufficiently
precise and often negative when used on a worldwide basis to contrast everyday
vernaculars with one another and, crucially, with a prestigious religious, court,
or school variety that is not itself usually classed as a dialect (although it may have
arisen out of one, and people will generally agree to that). A potent example is
the contrast between the ‘high’ form or forms of Chinese (known traditionally as
Mandarin and in China for national purposes as Putonghua, ‘Common Speech’)
on the one side and a range of regional ‘dialects’ on the other, many of them so
mutually opaque that it is hard not to regard them as distinct languages. Elsewhere
in the world such varieties might well qualify as independent languages. A tradi-
tionally avowed Chinese dialect that manifestly functions worldwide as a distinct
language is Cantonese.

In the West, everyday vernaculars are often contrasted with an elevated level
of what is manifestly the same language, to which however the name of the whole
language is commonly and unreflectingly applied. Thus, the term English routinely
(but ambiguously) refers to both a major language with many varieties and that
aspect of itself which is regarded as (more or less) above regionalism, either within
a country such as England or the United States or throughout the world. This high
variety is nowadays usually called Standard/standard English, but it has also often
been referred to (more judgementally) as good English or even the best English.
Commonly, in a more socially stratified past, in the UK and elsewhere, it was called
the King’s/Queen’s English (a term still current, but far less so than in the first half
of the 20th century). Similar, though not identical, contrasts and statements have
been made about such languages as French, Portuguese, Russian, and Spanish.

Largely to avoid such difficulties and the social judgements that go with them,
language scholars have in recent decades used the term variety to label a subdivi-
sion within a language. Varieties may relate to place or community (as with Indian
English and two of its subvarieties, Anglo-Indian English and Gujarati English), to
uses (as with legal English and advertising English), and to combinations of the two
(as with British legal English and American advertising English). It has not been
easy, however, to apply the term variety directly to vernaculars long associated with
the word dialect; it is not (or at least not yet), for example, usual to refer to Yorkshire
dialect as the Yorkshire variety (of English in England), although the phrase is
accurate and appropriate. Even the unusual phrase Yorkshire English may make
sense, say, when contrasted with London English, a range of speech that is mani-
festly no longer amenable to the term ‘dialect’ (if indeed it ever was). In the case of
Yorkshire, however, affection and respect for the variety is so strong that the usage
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Yorkshire dialect tends to escape the long-established negative implications of the
term dialect in England and elsewhere.

In recent years, variety has proved to be a fairly safe term, allowing language
scholars to avoid being too specific about kinds of speech and usage on occasions
when being specific is not necessary and/or when there is a risk of being charged
with discrimination against a group by calling its usage ‘a dialect’. The negative
baggage that attaches to this term in English is greater than any occasional positive
connotations it may have. We can consider here the contrast between the phrases
speakers of dialect and speakers of the standard language. Historically, varieties
labelled as dialects have tended to retreat in the face of the standard, or manage
to survive as ‘working-class’ or ‘rural’ usage with a kind of subversive counter-
prestige.

In addition, the terms dialect and accent are commonly used as rough synonyms,
often in ways that arouse apprehension and/or resentment. In social and technical
terms, dialect has always meant more than a difference of pronunciation; it covers
speech, grammar, vocabulary, and idiom, but even when used clinically the term
may jar on the ear. To say, for example, that the Queen of England speaks a ‘prestige
dialect’, as some scholars have done, is for many people a contradiction in terms,
and for quite a few is a slur on both the monarch and her usage—or even on dialect.
All in all, the use of variety allows more to be said with fewer risks.

Most importantly, however, the term dialect fails when discussing English as
a world language. Although it has done sterling service in detailing, for example,
regional variations in Old, Middle, and Modern English in Britain, and for regional
varieties of English in the United States (notably Northern, Midland, and Southern},
itis entirely inadequate in other situations, as for example two of the most vigorous
US ‘Englishes’: African-American English (which has never neatly fitted the tradi-
tional dialect criterion of regionality), and the entity not quite covered by the term
‘Spanglish’: a hybrid of Spanish and English used by Spanish-speaking immigrants
from Latin America in many parts of the country. Indeed, not far from the fons
et origo of English, many people in Ireland, Wales, and the Highlands of Scotland,
because of their links (past or on-going) with Celtic languages, have never fitted the
native-speaker dialect model. Rather, their communities have nativized a foreign
language, usually to the detriment of the indigenous language. Many users of
English in the world today are in positions closer to theirs than to traditional
speakers of ‘dialect’.

Kinds of stability, kinds of change

A majority of cultures has sought to homogenize and standardize their most presti-
gious languages or varieties of a language, so as to refine and regulate them, and
sometimes fix them forever. None, however, has succeeded in doing more than limit
the rate of change in times when their community has been stable and enough chil-
dren have been going to school for enough time. History’s most successfully fixed
languages have ended up being labelled ‘dead’, in that they stopped being passed by
word of mouth from parent to child, but have instead been kept going by priests
and scholars and formally (often rigidly and painfully) taught to novitiates. Latin,
Sanskrit, Classical Greek, Classical Arabic, and Mandarin Chinese have all been
sustained in such tough-minded (often ascetic and disciplinarian) ways.



It can be argued that the standard varieties of many present-day languages
(buttressed by writing, print, radio, television, and now computer systems) are
rather similar to the classical languages. They are institutionalized, geared to
schools, colleges, and professions, and in many ways are distinct from everyday
colloquial usage. Such registers are hardly ‘dead’, but they are to a great extent arti-
facts geared to writing, print, and public performance, and are the outcomes of
cultural programmes similar to (and sometimes historically associated with) the
methods used in transmitting Latin, Classical Greek, Classical Arabic, Sanskrit, and
Mandarin to select members of the next generation. Among the upper and middle
classes of a society they may be close to the language of the home, but among the
majority in many populations they can be far removed from everyday life.

In this sense, the standard stratum in a language like English can be regarded
as ‘semi-classical’; it is an artifact acquired at school and has within it masses of
material absorbed from two fully classical (and therefore ‘dead’) languages. This
process began centuries ago because kinds of lexical, stylistic, rhetorical, and gram-
matical enrichment from these sources were greatly desired. Such learnéd strata
can be found among many languages, such as French (also drawing on Latin and
Greek), Hindi (drawing on Sanskrit), Persian (drawing on Arabic), and Urdu
(drawing on Persian and Arabic).

In addition to its classical inheritance, English not only continues to take in
material from other languages but also serves as a conduit through which such
material passes into still further languages. Notable among these are Malay and
Japanese. For Malay in both Malaysia and Indonesia there have been planned lex-
icographical approaches through which English technical terms are systematically
Malayanized, In the case of Japanese, there has been a free-and-easy conversion
of English words into gairaigo, a reservoir of borrowings into everyday Japanese,
usually written in the katakana script. Examples from Malaysia are derebar
(‘driver’), mesin (‘machine’), sepiar (‘sphere’), and kalorifik (‘calorific’). Examples
from Japanese are erebeta (‘elevator’), masukomi (abbreviated from ‘mass com-
munication’), sekuhara (a casual abbreviation of ‘sexual harassment’), and wapuro
(adapting ‘word-pro’, from ‘word processor’).

Even an apparently dead language does not remain immune to change. Classical
Latin, though ‘fixed” on paper, came in the Middle Ages to be spoken in many
different national and institutional styles, usually aligned with the mother-tongue
pronunciation of its ecclesiastical and scholarly users. The Italianate Latin of the
Vatican and the High Anglican Latin once common at the universities of Oxford and
Cambridge are prime examples of such change. Mutual intelligibility under such
circumstances can come only with effort: at that time in international Latin; today
in international English.

Change may affect any aspect of a language: pronunciation, orthography,
grammar, vocabulary, word-formation, usage, and idiom. It may be massive or
slight, abrupt or gradual, on one occasion or incremental. The adoption of new
spelling conventions in a publishing house or of a new national orthographic
style may happen overnight and become stable quite quickly (despite conservative
grumbles) or may change very slowly (to the chagrin of radicals). The competition
in England between such spellings as labour and labor came to an end quite quickly
at the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries after the Americans chose labor. Over a
longer period, however, without pressure to adapt, radical changes in pronunciation
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can leave spelling far behind, as with debt (‘det’) and sergeant (‘sarjint’). In writing,
debt contrasts with debit (which has a similar etymology, a related meaning, but a
very different pronunciation), and the ancient form sergeant contrasts (in the
British Army at least) with the soldier’s informally abbreviated ‘sarge’, the officer’s
clipped ‘sarnt’, and the routine written abbreviation Sgt. (as a title).

Sometimes creative change is rapid, radical, and system-wide, as when pidgins
come into existence. These makeshift languages are hybrids formed, by and large,
through the blending of elements from two or more existing languages, the vocabu-
lary of one (usually the more powerful) being prominent while the grammar of the
other(s) provide(s) a structural base. If the need later arises for an expanded vocabu-
lary, the resources of the new variety (or language) are likely to be flexible enough
to provide it. Thus, the English word cardboard has not passed into everyday Tok
Pisin (‘Talk Pidgin’) in Papua New Guinea, but the concept is covered by strongpela
pepa (‘strong-fellow paper’). In less vivid cases, however, change spreads so
gradually across and within languages that people hardly notice it, as with the slow
processes through which whole areas of Greek entered French and English through
Latin. The list below highlights some changes in sound, structure, and wording that
have affected English:

Pronunciation

1 Many changes in patterns of speech have extended over long periods of time
and may or may not have extended to all varieties within a language or
language group.

2 A noted series of changes, known as the Great Vowel Shift (¢.1400-1600) was
responsible, among other things, for such universal present-day pronunciations
as house and mouse, where previously the pronunciations were ‘hoose’ and
‘moose’. This change did not however affect Scots, in which such forms as
hoose and moose have continued to this day, allowing such rhymes as ‘a moose
loose aboot the hoose” and jokes about the difference between a Scots moose
and a Canadian moose.

3 Scots usage has as a result been described as more conservative than English
usage. A social outcome of this description has been a view, common in both
England and Scotland, that English pronunciation is therefore more dynamic
and up-to-date. Many Scots have however disagreed and others still have never
been able to make up their minds about whether Scots has been successfully
traditional or sadly behind the times. In strict linguistic terms, something like
a sound shift is neither positive nor negative; it simply takes place or does not
take place. But in social terms it may have a variety of repercussions.

Grammar

1 Because of changes in syntax and morphology over centuries, speakers of
Modern English cannot understand Old English without serious study—
and even if they have studied it would never normally seek to speak it. The
structure of Old English (OE) is similar to Latin insofar as words have a range
of inflected endings. Thus, the form of the definite article, now only the, varies
in OE according to case, number, and gender, as in: se mona (‘the moon’:
masculine nominative singular); seo sunne (‘the sun’: feminine nominative
singular); and thaet tungol (‘the star’: neuter nominative singular).
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2 Word order in OE is therefore more flexible than later English, because

grammatical relations are indicated by the endings: Se hund seah thone
wifmann (‘The dog saw the woman’) could also be expressed as Thone
wifmann seah se hund, because the inflected forms of the definite article make
it clear that wifmann is the direct object in both cases. If the woman saw the
dog, it would be Se wifmann seah thone hund. In Modern English, grammatical
relations are indicated largely by word order, so that The dog saw the woman
and The woman saw the dog mean entirely different things. It is difficult to
imagine a greater change than this in what has often been thought of as ‘the
same’ language over time, supporting the case for classifying Old English
(Anglo-Saxon) and Modern English (English) as distinct languages rather

than different temporal states of the same language.

Comparably, Modern English has lost its system of classifying nouns into three
grammatical genders, as in German. This does not mean that English has ceased
to be historically and typologically a Germanic language; it has simply become
a rather distinct kind of Germanic language. Scots, on the other hand, has
remained markedly more Germanic, notably in pronunciation and vocabulary,
and Scottish English reflects this feature to varying degrees.

Vocabulary

1
2

Change in words comes about through both internal and external factors.

Internal change may alter both the meanings and forms of words and phrases,
and the history of the adjective tawdry is a striking illustration of this. The
Anglo-Saxon name of the patron saint of Ely Cathedral in Cambridgeshire (died
679) is Etheldreda. The Normans, in the years after 1066, reduced her name to
Audrie, and an annual fair in Ely came to be known as Saint Audrie’s Fair, at
which was sold a fine silk lace called St Audrey’s lace. In due course, this came
to be known as tawdry lace. The quality of the lace declined over time, giving
tawdry (in this and then in other contexts) the meaning ‘showy, but cheap and
ill-made’. However, it makes no difference to the present use of tawdry that the
‘t’ came from saint and the ‘awdry’ from Etheldreda.

External change includes the adoption of words from other languages, which
may be rare (as with the adoption from Persian through Turkish into English
of divan and kaftan/caftan) or overwhelming (as with the flow into English
of French, Latin, and Greek words, of which madam, multitude, and
metamorphosis are representative in their look, sound, and relative lengths.

Conservatives are often wary (if not downright suspicious) of change, including the
novel expressions that delight the young. Most of the world’s language changes
are safely in the past, and no longer disturb their comfort, but have produced kinds
of usage that may seem fusty and even unjust to radicals. Sometimes changes are
deliberate, as with adaptations towards gender equalization in English; often they
are the outcome of usage that shifts with circumstance. The only guarantee is that as
long as a language is ‘alive’ it will, like the biological organisms that use it, undergo
various kinds of shift, large, small, and continual. The remarkable thing is that in
such a vast and varied complex as present-day English there is so much that remains
stable.



AGlobalLinguaFranca 13

The world’s default mode

1949 English is now well on the way to becoming a world-
language: and this means many types of English, many
pronunciations and vocabulary-groups within the English
language. There is, for instance, an Indian—and even a Bengali
form of English. . . . Language is a social activity: and whether it
is really desirable for English or any other language—real or
invented—to become a world-medium, is a question which
perhaps concerns the anthropologist and other students of the
‘social sciences’ rather than the student of the English language.
C. L. Wrenn, The English Language (London: Methuen), 185, 205

1999 In 1500 Henry VII of England had barely 2m subjects. Even
100 years later English-speaking inhabitants of the British Isles
were a none too large majority. Yet before long two major English-
speaking nations emerged in rapid succession to dominate by
turns the 19th and 20th centuries. No less a figure than the first
German chancellor, Bismarck, called the English colonisation
of North America ‘the decisive fact of the modern world’.

- unsigned, ‘America and Britain: Water is thicker’, The Economist (London, 13 March)

There is no agreed figure for the number of languages in the world at the present
time. Estimates cluster around 4,000—-6,000, and there is a great deal of justified
concern about how rapidly many of the small languages are dying out. Some of the
reasons for the statistical uncertainty are:

O Diversity and similarity

Some parts of the world have not yet been fully explored in linguistic terms,
including areas rich in languages, such as Papua New Guinea and Central Africa.
Deciding whether a newly encountered community speaks a distinct language or a
variation of one already charted often takes considerable time and effort. Normally,
people who readily understand each other are said to speak the same language (even
if an effort is required and despite major differences, such as between Cockney
usage in London and Yat in New Orleans). In some situations, however, variation
may be less a matter of typology and comprehension than of culture and/or politics,
as with Hindi and Urdu, whose speech forms are close but whose scripts are differ-
ent, aligned with Hinduism and Islam respectively.

O Re-classification

Assumptions about status as a language may change as circumstances change. In
the 19th century, Dutch and Flemish were regarded as similar but distinct, while
Netherlands Dutch and Cape Dutch (‘Afrikaans’) were taken to be the same.
However, in the early 20th century, Afrikaans established itself as a distinct
language and, in the later 20th century, Flemish came to be regarded in both
Belgium and the Netherlands as a variety of Dutch.

© Cultural, legal, and other pressures

Politics, religion, and other factors can play a part in deciding what is a language
and what is a variety of a language. For some people, Scots has for centuries been
a language, and the European Bureau of Lesser Used Languages (an agency of the
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European Union based in Dublin) takes this view. Others consider Scots a northern
dialect of English, and others still consider that it was once a language (with a
significant literature), but that this has not been the case for several centuries. Such
matters are not simple: in Scandinavia, for example, Danish, Norwegian, and
Swedish are widely agreed to be both distinct national languages and varieties
within a common Scandinavian.

O Rapid social change

Changes in the perception of the status of a language can occur quite quickly, as in
the Balkans at the close of the 20th century, when the disintegration of Yugoslavia
disrupted the unity of Serbo-Croat as a national language, re-creating two avowedly
distinct South Slav languages (Serbian to the east written in Cyrillic, Croatian to the
west written in Roman).

Because situations and definitions vary so much, it is impossible to establish a
single canonical total for languages in the world today. It is also not easy to indicate
the number of speakers of particular languages. In many territories, people speak
several languages and may find it difficult or even impossible to decide which is
their first. In addition, in many places, everyday hybridization across languages is
common, a fact which may embarrass some people when their attention is drawn
to it but which has always been a fact of life in complex societies.

Just such hybridization took place, and on a massive scale, when Middle English
emerged as a composite of Anglo-Saxon, Danish, and Norman-French (all of which
died out as distinct languages in England). Inmense amounts of Greco-Latin poured
into this new kind of language throughout the Middles Ages and Renaissance
and the flow has continued to this day. The result is Modern English, which in its
vocabulary is polysystemic. Its ‘word store’, ‘vocabulary’, or ‘lexis’ falls into three
broad areas:

© Germanic

‘The children came running into the house’; ‘Little Bo Peep has lost her sheep/And
doesn’t know where to find them.’

@ Latinate

‘A series of relevant experiments was recently concluded at the Institute’; ‘Let us
reflect on the Latinate content of formal composition’.

© Greco-Latinate
‘Our thesis requires a systematic exegesis of the various ontogenetic and phylo-
genetic factors involved’; ‘A team of paleontologists worked on the fossiliferous
Mesozoic strata’.

This layered aspect of English can be demonstrated in terms of three-part lexical
groups such as bird, aviary, and ornithology. All three words in this group relate to
creatures that generally have feathers and wings. The first, bird, is vernacular
Germanic (like be, bad, beach, bear, but); the second, aviary, is ‘educated’ and
Latinate (like apiary, aquarium, attraction, complexion, universe); and the third,
ornithology, is from Greek as a source of erudite technical words (like agnostic,



anorexic, atheistic, diagram, diaphragm, diagnosis). Bird is typical Germanic, with
extended and often slangy usages (‘aircraft as bird’, ‘woman as bird’). An aviaryisa
place where birds are kept in cages or a netted area, and ornithology is the scientific
study of such creatures. Each word is physically and stylistically distinct, but all
three belong conceptually and often contextually together, despite the differences.
As a broadcaster on an informal radio programme put it some years ago in the UK:
‘Plenty happening tonight, folks. We start off with a visit from an ornith-, an
orthinol- —a birdman.’

In the early 20th century, the American linguists Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee
Whorf took an interest in the differentness of languages. They argued that each
language has its own way of framing reality, a proposition now known as both the
Sapir—Whorf Hypothesis and the Whorfian Hypothesis. It has two forms: the strong
form, which says that the differences among languages cannot ultimately be
reconciled (all languages really are islands), and the weak form (accepted by most
language scholars) that there is routinely a lack of fitamong languages, which can be
an impediment to communication, acquisition, and translation, but even so such
things remain necessary, desirable, and—to a considerable extent—possible.

No language has a perfect ‘take’ on the world we live in, and the fewer the
languages in the world, the fewer such takes there will be. It may be argued, how-
ever, in defence of linguistic hybridization (which is a commoner phenomenon
worldwide than might be supposed), that if anything can reduce the Sapir-
Whorfian separateness of mind across languages it could be the flowing together of
elements and structures from several languages into one language. If this is so, and
if the world must have a single medium available to all, then it could be beneficial
if that language is itself traditionally a hybrid and open to further hybridization.
Much can be said against some of the social processes through which English and
other world languages have reached their current positions. Equally, however,
there are things that can be said in their favour; in terms of English, its versatility in
drawing on other languages and in turn being drawn into those languages has long
been cited as a notable advantage (although purists might disagree).

There are many books in English on language(s) at large, such as the Encyclopedia
of the Languages of Europe, edited by Glanville Price (Blackwell, 1998/2000),
which provides detailed comment on Albanian, Basque, Corsican, Frisian, Gaelic,
Latvian, Crimean Tatar, Welsh, and many other languages. In the production of
such volumes, we can note two distinctive and fairly novel roles for English, roles
that complement and extend its historic versatility:

O As ametalanguage

According to The New Oxford Dictionary of English (above, p. 1), a metalanguage is
‘a form of language or set of terms used for the description or analysis of another lan-
guage’. According to the Encarta World English Dictionary (see p. 1), itis ‘a language
or system of symbols used to describe or analyse another language or system of
symbols’. English has, as it were, become a kind of super-metalanguage, a world-
wide vehicle for the discussion of language and languages in general.

O As adefault language

Adapting a term from computer programming, English can be described as the
option likely to be used in the world’s system of communication if one does not or
cannot opt for any other. In the same way that many people accept the default mode






2 Europe

1997 The English language has not existed in isolation and has
always been in close contact with other European languages . . .
English pronunciation is largely Anglo-Saxon, but also in part
Danish and French. English grammar is basically Germanic, but it
has been modified by French and Latin.

- Gerry Knowles, A Cultural History of the English Language (London: Arnold)

1996 Worldwide, English spread in the wake of British
conquests. It was diffused as the language of the peoples of North
America. And in African and Asian colonies it often came into use
as the language of communication with the original population,
and . . . often as the common vehicle for communication. Yet it is
a veritable newcomer on the European Continent.

- Cay Dollerup, ‘Englishin the European Union’, in The English Language in Europe, ed.
Reinhard Hartmann (Oxford: Intellect)

The continent of Europe is, in strict geographical terms, a peninsula jutting west
into the Atlantic Ocean. In a strict physical sense it is a subcontinent within Eurasia,
much like the Indian subcontinent that juts south into another ocean. There is no
common sense in the status of Europe as a continent, only centuries of familiarity:
Europeans might intellectually accept that they live in a vast land mass called
Eurasia only since the 19th century, but that could never make them Eurasians, a
word that serves very different ends, referring to individuals and communities that
came into existence only because Western Europeans found a way to sail east by
first sailing south.

The easterly islands of the North Atlantic belong traditionally to Europe, but
no logic or planning ever went into making them European: their proximity and
people’s ignorance of what lay beyond them was enough. What else could they be
but European? What else was there to the west besides Europe?; in any case, for cen-
turies being European was hardly important, when people had trouble enough being
French or German. It would be no surprise, however, if the Europeanness of the in-
habitants of the islands was different from that of such heartland regions as Hungary
and Poland, or even from the peoples who lived in western coastal regions, like the
Portuguese, the French, the Dutch, and the Danes. Location matters, and its signific-
ance is as real for both language and attitudes to language as for anything else.
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What Knowles (above) wrote in 1997 accords with earlier histories of English,
pointing out as he does how much the present-day language owes to the mainland
European tongues. Dollerup’s comment, however, identifies a less-discussed
matter: that English is a major European language which nonetheless for centuries
had little impact on the Continent. Dominant in the home island and prominent
overseas, it has been hugely influenced from across the Channel but has done little
influencing in return. That is, until the second half of the 20th century, when
everything linguistic in mainland Europe began to change.

Britain, the Atlantic, and the West

In Atlantic Europe there emerged the primary elements of a society and a culture
now identified worldwide as simply ‘the West’. At first this concerned only
some coastal and insular peoples, but in the course of half a millennium this West
expanded—first to eastern North America, then across to California, then further
still to Hawaii and maybe even Guam (where, as it were, West has met East by the
back door). For some four decades, the Iron Curtain provided a tidy, if sinister, line
between two European power blocs, described as Western and Eastern, in terms of
which the ancient concept Central Europe disappeared, only however to re-surface
quite swiftly in the 1990s. In addition, following the collapse of the Soviet system
after 1989, many territories in the European East have expressed the wish ‘to join
the West’, in terms that include the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, the
European Union, and the use of English as a lingua franca.

A world away, Australia and New Zealand have long routinely claimed—and
been accorded—Western status, despite being in both the southern and eastern
hemispheres, and in recent years also seeking (more or less) to be in some sense part
of Asia. It is clear, however, that Australasia (ironically, ‘Southern Asia’ in Latin) is
indeed Western in a sense that adds something to everyday geography. Its popu-
lation is predominantly Atlantic European in origin, lives in much the same way
as Western Europeans and North Americans, and operates overwhelmingly in
the Atlantic European language English. The majority of Australasians, while
celebrating their Antipodean distinctiveness, fully and routinely expect to go on
being Western and acknowledged as such, while other territories settle for
Westernization.

Broadly, the process of in some sense Westernizing all humanity refers to a
cultural, technological, and educational shift in which literal westernness has long
been secondary, although migration patterns (legal and illegal) make it clear that for
millions location does matter. English has become the linguistic icon of the West
not only because it was dominant in the erstwhile British Empire, but because of
its overwhelming presence in North America, where two other Atlantic European
languages are also used: Spanish in Mexico and the United States, and French in
Canada and the United States.

English is therefore, inevitably, both the world’s lingua franca and the primary
communicative vehicle of Westernization. a process widely perceived as desirable



(despite reservations and opposition), either as an unexamined whole or in more
or less controlled doses that permit other societies to keep their identity more or
less intact and still flourish, notably in eastern Asia, as with Japan, South Korea,
Taiwan, Singapore, and Hong Kong. In all of this; however, the English language has
hardly been alone: Spanish, French, Dutch, Portuguese, German, and Italian have
all had worldwide mercantile and colonial associations, all originate in Western
Europe, all have been massively disseminated via the Atlantic Ocean, and all have
been vehicles for Western perspectives and techniques.

At the heart of this immense complex of shifts in cultures, populations, and
languages are the physical nature and social history of Atlantic Europe, in which
at least the following fifteen points are worth noting with regard to the English
language:

O Insularity (etymology: Latin insula ‘island’)
The cultures of the islands of Atlantic Europe—most notably Britain, Ireland,

and Iceland—have for centuries been physically and psychologically distinct from
mainland Europe.

A Isolation (etymology: through French from Italian isola ‘island’ from Latin insula)
By ap 1500, when the Americas had been discovered, English had no apparent
prospect of becoming a significant language in Europe (and therefore the world).
English was however by then the most involved of the insular languages in
developments on the Continent.

© Linguistic distinctness yet dependence

For speakers of English, their separateness from the European mainstream
prompted both pride in being different and concern about being left behind, a
condition alleviated to some degree by the centuries-old influence of French and
Latin.

O Sociopoliticalindependence

Although the peoples of Britain and Ireland have often strongly disagreed about
what constitutes freedom, they have sought it assiduously. Notable instances have
been: Magna Carta in England in 1215, the Declaration of Arbroath in Scotland in
1320 (one a declaration of rights, the other of rights and independence), and the
drives for Irish self-determination and the survival of Welsh.

O Tradition, freedom, and eccentricity

In Britain, jealously guarded civil rights have co-existed with kinds of eccentricity
and paradox (especially as judged from the Continent): democracy has co-existed
with aristocracy and monarchy, and the assertion and denial of human rights have
gone side by side. The phrase ‘an Englishman’s home is his castle’ asserts a right to
both freedom and eccentricity.

@ Ship-based expansion

Once ships became capable of navigating the open Atlantic in relative safety,
six rival nations (and their languages) were free to compete for primacy both there
and beyond: in rough historical order, Portugal, Spain, the Netherlands, France,
England, and Germany.



@ Literary and religious canons

At the turn of the 16th—-17th centuries, English acquired both a dramatist, William
Shakespeare, capable of writing on an epic scale, and a people’s bible, the
Authorized Version of 1611.

© Government non-involvement in language

No government, either before or after the Union of England and Scotland in 1707,
concerned itself directly with the condition or prestige of the language. No academy
was created, and there was no government promotion or vetting of dictionaries,
grammars, or orthographic systems. The same hands-off approach followed in
both the Empire and the United States.

© The Union of Crowns and Parliaments

The reorganization of England, Wales, and Scotland within the United Kingdom
of Great Britain reduced then eliminated internal wars and disputes, and encour-
aged the consolidation of a single language with a standard for writing and print
in Britain, Ireland, and overseas territories, notably including the colonies that
became the United States.

@ Educational publishing

The emergence of a publishing industry, especially in London, Oxford, Glasgow,
Edinburgh, and New York, catering first to adult then to children’s needs, creating
a tradition of manuals, textbooks, dictionaries, and other works that strengthened
and disseminated the standard printed language.

@ University and other studies in and of English

In 1762, the first academic department of English was established at the University
of Edinburgh. Over the next 200 years, such departments became common place in
English-speaking territories and elsewhere, and participated in a vast and profitable
worldwide language-and-literature ‘industry’.

@ The autonomy of the United States of America

In 1775, thirteen American colonies declared their independence. The new nation
adopted English as its key language (like the UK, without making it official) and
established a distinctive style, notably in print and orthography.

¢B The British Empire and American world influence

The 19th-century extension of British power and trade created a large piecemeal
empire ‘on which the sun never set’ (heyday ¢.1880-1920). The effort needed to
win two world wars enfeebled this empire at the same time as it enhanced the global
position and usage of its ally, the United States (with its own quasi-imperial inter-
ests worldwide).

@ Theindustrial-communicative revolutions and ‘globalization’

When technology and commerce began to develop in Western Europe, their
epicentre was in Britain. Shipping, railways/railroads, telecommunications, tele-
vision, electronics, and other technological developments became hallmarks of
both the Industrial Revolution and globalization, developments that further con-
solidated the position of English worldwide.



B The global primacy of US usage

A key feature of the present English-language complex is polarity and complement-
arity between UK and US usage, the US predominating (and including a strong
influence on UK usage). All other Englishes (and many other languages) also experi-
ence the impact of the US and its usage within a socio-economic web that centres/
centers on the media, Hollywood, the Internet, and information technology.

These developments cover some fifteen centuries, during which the major
languages of mainland Western Europe also emerged. All such languages belong
within an intricate social, cultural, and linguistic tradition that notably includes
the five following events, features, and developments:

O Thefall of Rome

The slow disintegration of the Western Roman Empire in the 4th to 6th centuries
AD entailed vast upheavals and migrations, in which the Dutch, English, French,
German, Portuguese, and Spanish languages had theirrough-and-ready beginnings.

@ Therise of the Atlantic European empires

When their speakers began to extend their influence beyond Europe, the six major
Atlantic European languages experienced various commercial and colonial dias-
poras. In each empire, Latin was used for centuries in various roles and, when a
standardizing form of each language became entrenched, its prestige began to
resemble that of Latin. In addition, when such languages spread worldwide, Latin
spread with them.

© Ashared Graeco-Latin inheritance

To strengthen and embellish their prestige varieties (and because they were them-
selves generally comfortable with the classical languages), educated users of the
newer European languages (including the six above) ‘borrowed’ or ‘loan-translated’
Latin and Greek words and word elements in large numbers. English was so notably
receptive to the inflow of such ‘classical’ material that its ‘hybrid heritage’ has often
led people to call it both ‘a mongrel tongue’ and see it as virtually an additional
member of the Romance language family.

O Aliberalization and hybridization of the Graeco-Latin inheritance

This process of classicizing English has never stopped. However, throughout the
19th—20th centuries, the use of classical material became less conservative and
more flexible, leading in recent years to such relaxed ‘post-classical’ forms as cell
phone, cyvberspace, genomics, and glocalization (mixing global and local). Many
are nowadays hybridized with native English forms and often abbreviated, as
with: hifi, dot.com, hyperlink, and Internet (terms that would have been labelled
‘barbarisms’ at the beginning of the 20th century).

O The concept of ‘civil society’

Complex techno-cultural and other developments with linguistic dimensions
emerged after the Renaissance and Reformation periods, including: the nation-
state; open-sea navigation; regulated schools and public examinations; armed forces
with literate officers and sergeants; gunpowder-based weapons; alphabet-based



typography; mechanized printing; commercial publishing; industrial mass produc-
tion; parliamentary-style legislation; and documentation backed by copying and
filing systems, contracts, law, and government policy. A currently popular term in
English for the type of stable, productive, and relatively safe community served
by such a social and technical complex is civil society, a condition widely asserted
at the present time as a fundamental requirement for all communities on earth.

Drawing on both their Graeco-Latin heritage and vernacular translations of the
Hebrew/Greek Bible, the users of Western European standardizing languages
possessed a mass of shared knowledge and experience, in terms of which they con-
stitute variations on a common theme. Despite their rivalry, mutual suspicion,
and often warfare, all had access to the same pool of institutions, motifs, allusions,
and lexical and stylistic resources. The forms through which this shared tradition
was expressed grew increasingly diverse and mixed as these countries undertook
transcontinental quests for resources, trade, knowledge, and kinds of glory, includ-
ing the creation of empires that echoed Rome in their senates and monuments.

Their options were in fact limited. The Austro-Hungarian Empire, Russia, and
the Islamic world blocked expansion to the east (an exception being the movement
of German settlers into eastern Europe) but, after improvements in both navigation
and weaponry, and with the discovery of new lands on its far shores, the Atlantic
became a liberating medium, allowing passage west to a new world, and south and
east to an older one. In the process of exploiting new resources and peoples (and
spreading both ideas and disease), the Atlantic nations had the satisfaction of
outflanking and disconcerting old rivals in Central and Eastern Europe, North
Africa, and West Asia.

English was one among many languages, large (such as French and Spanish) and
small (such as Basque and Welsh), which were carried to new regions. At first it
had no great prestige. Well into the 18th century, Spanish and French were surer
candidates for cultural and linguistic glory, and Spain and France were ahead of
England in consolidating their national languages. In the 16th—17th centuries, the
founders of European academies for the protection and elevation of the ‘polite’ and
‘pure’ forms of their languages considered that the kind of miscegenation typical of
English was reprehensible, and some observers in 17/18th-century England agreed
with them. But there was no support for an English Academy. When Johnson pro-
duced his Dictionary of the English Language in 1755, he was widely applauded—
and taken to be worth forty ‘immortal’ French Academicians any day.

Origins: Indo-European and Germanic

Such an overview of the development of Atlantic Europe is necessary, but not
sufficient, to set the stage for world English. Another, older dimension needs to be
discussed: the shared origins of English and many of the languages with which it
has been in contact, from Ireland to India. Language scholars agree that the ultimate
roots of English lie in what is now by common agreement called Proto-Indo-
European (PIE), a hypothetical language that was probably spoken some five
thousand years ago, perhaps near the Black Sea. For some two hundred years, it has



been accepted that small changes over decades and centuries adapted this single
original tongue into many very distinct languages. A well-known example of the
resultant radiation from one source are such cognate words as Modern English
daughter, Old English/Anglo-Saxon dohtor, Scots, Dutch, and Old Frisian dochter,
German Tochter, Old Norse déttir, Persian dokhtar, Armenian dushtr, Classical
Greek thugater, and Sanskrit duhitri—all descended from an ancestral form
reconstructed as *dhughater.

Such radiations from older into newer Indo-European forms continue to occur,
even though they may be disguised by institutionalized spellings. Thus, the written
form daughter contains a fossil gh unpronounced for centuries, but still pronounced
in its nearest linguistic neighbours Scots, Frisian, Dutch, and German. This archaic
spelling accidentally serves to conceal a range of pronunciations that include
‘dawtuh’ (an informal representation of Received Pronunciation) and ‘dahdur’ (in
informally spelt General American). These variants, in strict phonetic terms, only
have initial d in common, a condition within a single language that offers proof
of language change as convincing as any that can be demonstrated across related
languages.

Some IE words have undergone changes so profound that a common origin would
be hard to discern if it weren’t for the many easier parallels. Thus, English father,
Old Irish athair, French pére, and Armenian hayr do not look or sound as though
they could ever have had a shared origin, yet there is adequate evidence that they
too share a common ancestor. Indeed, divergence of this kind characterizes much
of the sound, structure, and vocabulary of all Indo-European languages. It was a
growing awareness of such shared yet diverging patterns that led the 18th-century
philologist and Indologist Sir William Jones (whose observations led to the concept
of PIE), to make the following much-quoted observation to the Asiatic Society
(which he founded):

1786 [Tlhe Sanscrit language . . . bear[s to Greek and Latin] a
stronger affinity, both in the roots of verbs, and in the forms of
grammar, than could possibly have been produced by accident;
so strong indeed, that no philologer could examine them all three,
without believing them to have sprung from some common
source, which, perhaps, no longer exists.

Currently, scholars agree that PIE was differentiated through population dispersal
after ¢.2000 sc. Its increasingly distinctive offspring apparently emerged through
a combination of migration, natural language change, and contact with other
languages—some of them exhibiting both hybridization and pidginization. One of
the intermediate ‘daughter’ languages of Proto-Indo-European is Proto-Germanic
(PG), for whose existence there is also no direct evidence, because there were no
writing systems in northern Europe when it emerged. Indeed, as a natural language,
without writing or print, it was probably never homogeneous.

PG differed from other earlier descendants of PIE in certain features of pronunci-
ation and grammar, and in a vocabulary that included non-PIE words (that is,
there was a degree of hybridization). Early speakers of this original Germanic
appear to have moved west from the IE homeland to what is now northern Germany
and Scandinavia, from which some moved on, leaving behind a North Germanic



that eventually became Norwegian, Swedish, Danish, Icelandic, Faroese, and
Norn (formerly in Orkney and Shetland). There was also a Proto-East Germanic
out of which emerged the long-extinct Gothic language, and a Proto-West Germanic
that became German, Dutch, Frisian, and Letzburgish (Continental West Germanic)
and English and Scots (Insular West Germanic). Two West Germanic languages
with exceptional histories are Yiddish from German, becoming an international
Jewish language, and Afrikaans from Dutch, becoming an autonomous language
of southern Africa, and the only Germanic language to come into being outside of
Europe.

The Germanic languages of central interest in this discussion are English and
Scots, traditionally regarded by many scholars as two forms of the same language
(one major, one minor), but regarded for centuries by most Scots as a distinct
language (‘the guid Scéts tongue’), increasingly accepted as such by contemporary
language scholars, and most notably recognized recently by the European Bureau
for Lesser-Used Languages (set up by the European Union in 1982) and regarded
sympathetically by the devolved Scottish Parliament (set up within the UK in
1999). Whatever view is taken, the common source of English and Scots died out
just under a millennium ago, and is known as both Old English and Anglo-Saxon.

Some cognate Germanic words

English Scots Old English Dutch German Swedish
one ane, yin an een eins en

two twa, tway twa twee zwei tva
three three thrie drie drei tre
come come cuman komen kommen komma
day day daeg dag Tag dag
earth yird, erd eorthe aarde Erde jord
hay hey heg hooi Heu héouml
live (verb) leeve libban leven leben leva
water watter waeter water Wasser vatten
young young geong jong jung ung

Origins: Old English or Anglo-Saxon

1994 The term ‘Old English’itself . . . is not unproblematical.
There is no single or uniform corpus of Old English, but rather
a collection of texts from about the seventh to the eleventh
centuries, representing dialects spread out from the North

of England to the West Country and Kent. This collection is
extremely heterogeneous, as the range suggests: runic OE of the
seventh century is in many ways as different from the ‘classical’
literary OE of the eleventh as Chaucer’s language is from
Shakespeare's.

- Roger Lass, Old English: A Historical Linguistic Companion (Cambridge University
Press), 1



Long before there was an English language, the earliest recorded word associated
with Britain appeared in the record of a pioneering voyage west in the 4th century
BC, led by a Greek mariner called Pytheas. Although he did not provide a name for
the largest island he found off the coast of Atlantic Europe, he called its people
Pretanoi. The later Latin version of this word was Britanni, applied to a people who
evidently painted their bodies blue with a dye called woad (from the plant Isatis
tinctoria). The place-name Britannia appears therefore to have meant, originally,
‘Land of the Painted People’. In parallel, the Latin name for the unconquered north-
ernmost inhabitants of the same island in Roman times was Picti (‘Painted People’:
Picts in English). This name suggests that those Britons beyond the reach of Rome
continued to ‘wear’ woad, much as such North American peoples as the Mohawks
and the Hurons later used war paint.

From the 5th century ap, Germanic settlers in a disintegrating Roman Britain
called the island Breten or Bretenland, and some of their leaders used the title
bretwalda (‘Brit-ruler’), probably translating the Latin phrase dux Britanniarum:
‘leader/duke of the Britains’. Only much later did the bulk of post-colonial south
Britain become Englaland (‘Angleland’) then, more compactly, England (Latin
Anglia), whose language was later spelt as Englisc (probably pronounced ‘Ing-lish’,
without a hard g). The newcomers called the Celtic territory to their west Wales
(‘Land of Foreigners/Slaves’) and later a mixed Celtic and Germanic territory to the
north came to be known as Scotia in Latin and Scotland in English, after the Scotior
Scots, Celtic settlers from Ireland every bit as opportunistic as the Germans.

Traces of the usage of the first Anglo-Saxons survive primarily in place-names
(often side by side and mixed with Celtic and Latin), and names formulated later do
not help much in assessing what people were called during the first two centuries
of settlement and expansion. Such words as ‘English’, ‘German’, ‘Welsh’, and
‘Scottish’ have very different current implications from both their earlier forms and
such Latin equivalents as Anglicus, Germanus, Cambrensis, and Scotus as used
at the time. In addition, such present-day semi-technical terms as ‘language’ and
‘dialect” also inadequately describe Germanic speech during and after the collapse
of the Western Roman Empire.

Until around Ap 600, most Germanic peoples appear to have been able to under-
stand each other. Thus, when the missionary Augustinus (later St Augustine of
Canterbury) and his companions (Latin-using southerners who knew no Germanic)
set out to convert ‘the English’ in 597, they engaged Franks to interpret for them.
These intermediaries apparently did well, because the conversion of the English
to Christianity followed quite quickly.

There are no eye-witness accounts of the inflow of Germanic settlers into post-
Roman Britain. Much later, however, around ap 730, the historian Bede wrote
in Latin about three groups of invaders, the Angli, Saxones, and Iutae (routinely
translated as ‘the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes’). Such settlers probably also included
Frisians, Franks, and maybe others, and the various groups could only have
become homogeneously ‘English’ after several generations, when all of them, no
doubt along with Romano-Celtic-Germanic offspring, all came to see themselves
as Angelcynn (‘Angle-kin’).

Of these, the Angles occupied the Midlands and the east coast from the Thames
to the Forth, their two great dialects being Mercian (in the Midland kingdom known
in Latin as Mercia, from the Thames to the Humber) and Northumbrian (in the



kingdom known in mixed Latin and English as Northumbria, from the Humber
to the Forth). The Saxons settled around the Thames and in the south-west: East
Saxons in ‘Essex’, Middle Saxons in ‘Middlesex’, South Saxons in ‘Sussex’, and
West Saxons in ‘Wessex’. The West Saxon speech associated with Wessex became
the culturally dominant dialect and the primary (but not the sole) literary medium.
The Jutes settled in Kent and along parts of the south coast, and very little is known
about them.

The first written form of ‘Old English’ (or ‘Anglo-Saxon’, as it has often been
called in recent centuries) used runic letters, derived from runes, marks cut on
wood, bone, and stone that were themselves early adaptations of Romano-Greek
letters. Such marks were often accorded magical properties, as in ‘the casting of the
runes’ when telling fortunes. A more conventional Roman alphabet replaced them
after 597, when the English were converted to Christianity. The new script retained
several runic letters, along with certain letter shapes used by Irish scribes, to repres-
ent sounds not present in Latin, such as the distinct th-sounds in this and three—a
distinguishing feature lacking in the present-day writing system of English.

However, although Old English had an alphabetic writing system, developed a
literature, and was the language of the annals called the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,
it was culturally lower than Latin, which continued after the Empire as the high
language of the West and of Roman Catholic Christianity. Its script was much less
standardized, and varied from dialect to dialect, and it continued for centuries,
but within a hundred years of the Norman Conquest (1066) it was defunct. By that
time, spoken usage in much of England had been affected by both the settlement of
Danes in the east and north and the influence of French and Latin, especially in the
south-east.

Old English/Anglo-Saxon can be conceived in at least three ways, either choosing
one in absolute terms (as ‘the truth’) or using all three relativistically:

O As the first of several phases in a single on-going language

In this more or less standard approach, English as the language of England passes
through three (or four) stages whose boundary points are not clear-cut but tend to
be treated as if they were. The stages are Old, Middle, and Modern (the last usually
subdivided into Early Modern and Modern). In this model, Scots is usually treated
as part of the Northern dialect and its distinct national history, literature, and
dialects are given limited consideration.

O As the ancestor of an English within which Scots is a distinct entity

In this more radical approach, Old English is the extinct language from which two
further more or less distinct languages have evolved in succession, primarily
in England: Middle English (also extinct), and Modern English (generally known
simply as English). Here, Scots is treated as a part of the language that developed in
distinctive ways north of the border, with a literary high point in the late Middle
Ages, followed by decline as standard English spread after the Union. In this
perspective the terms Old English and Anglo-Saxon are synonyms.

© As the common ancestor of both English and Scots

In this most radical approach, Old English is the common ancestor of two closely
related national varieties of Insular West Germanic. Its more southern and more
northerly branches developed as in effect separate languages in separate nations, as
Middle English and Old and Middle Scots (within distinct time periods), each with



its own literature, followed by an internationalizing Modern English and a belea-
guered Modern Scots (in Scotland and Northern Ireland). Its most appropriate
name in this perspective is probably Anglo-Saxon, which serves to underline its
distinctiveness.

Old English or Anglo-Saxon, however we regard it and name it, was spoken for
some seven hundred years (5th—-12th century). Although its surviving texts are as
unintelligible to present-day users of English as Latin to speakers of French, even
after modest exposure some sense can be made of them, as with the following
sentence, from Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People:

® Anglo-Saxon Breten is ga-secges iegland thaet waes geo geara Albion haten.
® Gloss Britain is sea’s island that was ago years Albion called.

o Translation Britain is an island of the sea that was formerly called Albion.

In the original, word order in the main clause is the same as in present-day English,
but in the subordinate clause is markedly different (with suggestions of German).
Some words are the same as, or close to, Modern English (is, Albion, Breten, waes),
some are further removed but easily identified after translation (iegland ‘island’;
geara ‘years’), and some are entirely alien (garsecges ‘of the sea’; geo ‘formerly’, and
haten ‘called’). A second set of sentences, taken from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, is:

e Original version On thissum geare com Harold cyng of Eoferwic to

Westmynstre.
® Gloss On this year came Harold king of York to Westminster.
o Translation In this year, Harold the king of York came to Westminster.

Although an adequate understanding of Old English requires considerable time,
study, and effort, there is enough in common, even after a modest examination,
for present-day users of English to make some sense of this ancient tongue. This,
however, is only true if the present-day alphabet and its print styles are used. If
Old English is presented in either runic or Old English script, the problem of
understanding becomes insurmountable without prolonged study. Below are
some general points of pronunciation, spelling, and grammar which also indicate
the extent to which the vocabulary of OE differs from present-day English and
resembles such languages as Dutch and German:

Pronunciation and spelling
1 The effects of the first Germanic sound shift, generally known as Grimm’s
Law, can be seen in Old English. Indo-European p, as in *peku (‘property’,
Latin pecus), becomes fin OE feoh; IE t, as in *trei (‘three’), becomes Latin
tri- and OE thri. The speech patterns of OE are comparable to those of its
fellow North Sea languages Old Frisian and Old Dutch.

2 In words of more than one syllable, OE stress falls typically on the first
syllable (marked here with an acute accent), as in present-day English:
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morgen (‘morning’); séttan (‘to set’). However, when the first syllable is a
prefix, stress in nouns and adjectives is on the prefix, but not in verbs:
dndswaru (‘an answer’) and dndward (‘a current’), but forgiefan (‘to forgive’,
cf. Dutch vergéven and German vergében), tobérstan (also simply bérstan, ‘to
burst’: cf. Dutch bérsten), and gethdlian (‘to tolerate’, whose base thol survives
in Scots tae thole and Yorkshire to thoil, with much the same meaning).

All the elements of initial consonant clusters are pronounced in all written
positions, as in the gn, cn, hl, and wrof gnagan (‘to gnaw’), cneo (‘knee’),
hlaf (‘loaf’), and writan (‘to write’).

Double letters represent ‘geminated’ sounds, as in Italian, so that biddan
(‘bidden’) is said like ‘bid den’.

Non-initial h is pronounced like either German ich or nacht, or Scots ach
and loch.

Written g after or between vowels made at the back of the mouth is
pronounced as in the German sagen (a voiced version of the ch in loch).

There are several distinctive letters: ash (&), the sound of the RP vowel in
that hat (almost ‘thet het’); eth (0), the sound of th in this; thorn (p), the
sound of th in three; wynn (o), the sound of w; and yogh (3), a variant of

g that in written Middle English came to represent the yin ‘yellow’ and
‘beyond’.

The letters fand s both have voiced and voiceless values, neither vnor z being
normally used. The spelling faet is used for both the words now spelt and
pronounced as fat and vat; each could be pronounced either way, depending
on dialect. The v-version has survived in the West Country pronunciation of
such words as fat and feeling as ‘vat’ and ‘veelin’.

Thorn can represent the th sound in both three and these, much as th does
now.

The letter ¢ has the value ‘k’ before the ‘hard’ vowels a, o, u, y, and any
consonant, and the value ‘tch’ before the ‘soft’ vowels e and i, as in ceaster
(‘chester’: town) and cirice (‘church’).

Comparably, gis hard before q, ae, 0, u, and any consonant, as in gast (‘spirit’)
and grim (‘fierce’), and has the value of y as in present-day yet before e and I,
as in geac (‘cuckoo’) and gif (‘if’).

The letter combinations sc and cg have the values ‘sh’ and ‘dzh’, as in scip
(‘ship’) and bricg (‘bridge’). Although Anglo-Saxon was considerably different

from present-day English, such orthographic conventions serve to make it
look more alien than it actually was.

Grammar

1

The grammar of OE is more like that of German or Latin than Modern English,
having singular and plural number as today but also masculine, feminine, and
neuter gender, and nominative, accusative, genitive, dative, and instrumental
cases.

Verbs, as in ModE, vary according to whether they are strong (rather like
give/gave/given or swim/swam/swum) or weak (rather like love/loved and



try/tried). A typical combination of pronouns and verb is Heo beswac hine
(‘She betrayed him’).

3 Like other IE languages, OE distinguished three grammatical persons, not only
in the plural (as in ModE we, vou, they) but also in the singular (as in E ModE I,
thou, he/she/it).

4 OE also distinguished three genders and five cases, categories that extended to
the article, adjective, and noun, and no longer exist even as the remnants of a
system.

Despite the use of such closely related names, Old English and present-day
English are as different one from the other as Classical Latin and present-day
French. While the links are manifest, Old English and present-day English are not
the same language, just as French is manifestly not Latin. It is as valid a matter to
study Old English or Anglo-Saxon as ancestral to contemporary English as it is to
study Latin as ancestral to contemporary French, Spanish, and other languages,
but such studies are not essential for an understanding of either French or English.
In addition, if one studies Old English as an aid to understanding later phases of the
historical English-language complex, one cannot study it alone. One also needs to
pay attention to Old Danish, because in the 9th—-11th centuries Danes settled and
consolidated themselves in large numbers in eastern England). Contact between the
Anglo-Saxon and Danish communities affected both. Danish eventually died out in
England, but not before it had radically changed Old English, including providing
it with the definite article the.

Origins: Middle into Modern

Retroactive scholarly titles such as Old, Middle, and Modern are both handy and
awkward: they affirm both stability and transition, but at the same time impose a
view from the wrong direction. The unknown creator of the epic poem Beowulf
did not know that he was composing it in Old English, but we know, and judge
accordingly. Geoffrey Chaucer had no perception that the hybrid in which he wrote
The Canterbury Tales would occupy an unkempt middle ground between ancient
and modern phases of a language that was once (apparently) neat and tidy and
would one day (apparently) again be so, but in a very different way. Chaucer did not
know he was in the middle, but we do, and this is in a serious sense false, because
Chaucer was no more in the middle of anything historical than we are today. It was
later commentators who place him between Old and Modern.

‘Middle English’ can be considered a language in its own right, characterized by
low status and the impact of Danish, French, and Latin. It came to an end around
1450, with the emergence of somewhat standardizing government usage and the
first European printing press, after which it became elevated enough to become, in
retrospect, something else (and implicitly something better): Early Modern English.
Traditionally, and crudely, but in a powerfully symbolic way, Old English belonged
to the Dark Ages (after the decline and fall of the Western Roman Empire, also often
called ‘the Early Middle Ages’), Middle English to the (Late) Middle Ages, and



Modern English to something new in the world: an ever-evolving, never-ending
modernity with no precise cut-off point. The model does not allow for a transition
from Modern into anything else: certainly not into ‘Postmodern’.

A tripartite schema of this kind has worked usefully for many languages, especi-
ally but not only in Europe (Old, Middle, and Modern French, Old, Middle, and
Modern Persian, and the like), and suggests a cycle in which however the earliest
and youngest phase is the oldest, because it happened longest ago, and the oldest
phase is ‘Modern’, because it includes us, the labellers. The model also has implica-
tions of ‘progress’ associated with a period of ‘enlightenment’ in which scholarly
and scientific rigour became a touchstone for all things. In addition, by implication,
only a ‘modern’ language can go beyond speech and writing into print and now
into electronic modes.

None of this, however, means that the three-ages-of-English model is useless.
Quite the contrary: it not only highlights change but also allows scholars to identify
and track features over time. Thus, three key features of Middle English manifestly
contrast with Old English: grammatical inflections are much reduced; lexical
borrowing from other languages has massively increased; and orthography is
volatile, in both writing and early print. These changes are clear in the following
sentence from Chaucer’s translation in the later 14th century of De consolatione
philosophiae, I:VI (‘On the Consolation of Philosophy’), by Boethius:

Middle English

First woltow suffer me to touche and assaye the estat of thy
thought by a fewe demaundes, so that  may understonde what be
the manere of thy curacioun?

Translation 1 (Early Modern)

First wilt thou suffer me to touch and try the state of thy thought
by a few demands, so that I may understand what the manner of
thy curation might be?

Translation 2 (Present-day)
Will you first let me try to assess the state of your thinking with a
few questions, so that I can see how you set about curing people?

There is little left here of Old English, and many words in Chaucer’s original
have the same spelling in Modern English ( first, suffer, me, to, and, the, of, so, that,
I, may, what, be), although meanings may or may not be the same (for example, first
isthe same but demandes means ‘questions’), while some are alien at first encounter
but become less so on translation (as with woltow), and some remain strange
but manageable (as with curacioun, whose modern form would be ‘curation’).
A notable grammatical element is the loss of subjunctive be in so that I may
understonde what be. Middle English’s blending of Germanic and Romance
(in sound, spelling, and vocabulary) was often forced (because it was all rather
new). It took several centuries for the major sources of English (Anglo-Saxon,
Danish, French, Latin, and Greek) to come together so seamlessly that the joins
are now barely detectable, especially in speech. In spelling, however, the sources
are easier to detect: voyage from French; dictator from Latin; photosynthesis
from Greek. These can seldom be mistaken for Germanic material like begin, set up,
and takeaway.



In this internationalizing area, a notable feature of present-day English vocabu-
lary first emerged in Middle English: parallel pairs of Germanic and French-
cum-Latin words, such as freedom/liberty, hearty/cordial, knight/chevalier,
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