“No language has ever
been spoken so widely”

Professor David Crystal is a linguist, lec-
turer, editor and author of more than 100
books. He talks to Spotlight about the state
of the English language today, the pace of
change and English as a global and cultur-
allanguage. By JULIAN EARWAKER

Spotlight: If you were a doctor giving the
English language a health check today,
what would be your prognosis?

Prof. David Crystal: Very healthy,and go-
ing from strength to strength. Of course,
itis really the speakers whose linguistic
health we're checking, and what I see
when I observe them is continuing and
increasing variation and change. The in-
ternet, for example, has hugely increased
the expressive richness of English (and
other languages, of course), with many
new styles; and wherever I look, I see
these being used and developed, show-
ing a natural and widespread creativity.
To take just one tiny example: Twitter
introduced the hashtag asa classificatory
device (#Hamlet),and within just a few
years, users had semantically extended it
(#amazing) and had begun to speak it in
everyday conversation. Some people see
linguistic change as deterioration.I don’t.
Change is the sign of a healthy language.
Spotlight: What are the most significant
trends in the English language?

Crystal: The increasing diversity that has
come from its spread as a global language.
This is unprecedented. No language has
ever been spoken so widely. And what is
especially interesting is to see the way
different countries are working out how
to balance the competing forces that gov-
ern this spread. On the one hand, there is
the need forintelligibility — people need
to understand each other on an inter-
national level. On the other hand, there
is the need for identity — people want
to express themselves in a local way. Of
the two, the former has been the focus
of study for a long time, through the no-
tion of Standard English. Now the latter
is beginning to be more systematically
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investigated, especially in the way a locale

adapts the language to express its culture.

Spotlight: Is the English language chang-
ing faster than in the past?

Crystal: Change doesn’t operate at a
steady rate. It has peaks and troughs, and
different aspects of language illustrate
these in different periods. Vocabulary, for
instance, peaked in the early Middle Ages
(after the French takeover of England),
thenagain in the Renaissance (with many
Latin and Greek words arriving), and
again in the Industrial Revolution (witha
huge increase in scientificand technolog-
ical terminology). Today, the digital revo-
lution is speeding up the rate of change
and may well lead to another peak, the
ultimate height of which we have yet to
discover. I don't sense a change of pace
in most other aspects: grammar is trun-
dling along with small changes, as it has
done for several hundred years, and so
are pronunciation and spelling. Punctu-
ation is the otherarea that has been more
noticeably affected, with new styles very
evident online.

Spotlight: What are the challenges for
teaching English today and in the future?
Crystal: The main challenge is one that
Spotlight is very good at meeting; introduc-
ing learners not just to the language, but
also to the culture that lies behind it. Very
few materials are available to help teach-
ers systematically explore culture-specif-
ic language with their students, the kind
of comprehension difficulty that arises
when a British speaker says, “It was like

Clapham Junction in there”,and the out-
sider has no idea what that means (“cha-
otic”, because that railway station is so
complex). The Longman Dictionary of Eng-
lish Language and Culture was one suchaid,
but thatis no longer being updated.Ican
see why. The task is enormous, when we
consider the adaprations that have taken
place in every country where English has
established a presence — in other words,
all countries nowadays.

Spotlight: Is there a risk that everyday Eng-
lish is becoming “grammar-light"?
Crystal: Not atall. The view that conver
sational English has less grammar than
formal written English is a myth. The
grammar is just different. The rules gov-
erning informal spoken constructions
are just as many and “heavy” as those
governing other styles. Learning how to
use such comment clauses as “you know”
or “you see” involves some quite tricky
grammatical points. One mustn’t be mis-
led by the way some written varieties of
the language motivate the use of short
sentences, as in Twitter or instant mes-
saging. Those varieties do lead to a sim-
pler kind of grammar, but notall internet
styles are like that. Blogging, for example,
displays quite complex grammarat times.
And even when tweets are 140 characters
long, they allow sentences of up to 30 or
so words.

Spotlight: Will global English continue to
be dominant?
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Crystal: Statistics indicate that it will for
the foreseeable future. In the third edition
of the Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English
Language, I recalculated the number of
English users for all countries, using the
same criteria as in earlier editions. Re-
sults have to be taken with the proverbi-
al pinch of salt, of course, but the overall
trend is very clear. Froma total of around
1.5 billion in 1995, it grew to around 2
billion in 2003, and in 2018 had reached
2.3 billion. So, the growth continues, but
ithas begun to flatten outa bit. Even so,
no other language is yet showing signs
of comparable dominance, although in
the unforeseeable future anything can
happen, of course. To predict the future
of alanguage is to predict the future of
society.

Spotlight: Looking into your “Crystal” ball,
what will the English language be like in
100years’ time?

Crystal: The ball is cloudy. It's never pos-
sible to predict language change. To take
just two examples: who would have pre-
dicted in 2010, for example, that within a
decade there would be a new suffix being
creatively used in English: -exit? I hear
all kinds of variations today — Mexit,
Bexit, Sexitand so on, each with a clever
meaning of some kind. Who would have
predicted the kind of political oratory we
now associate with Donald Trump? Be-
lieve me, folks, we're gonna make Spotlight
greatagain!

Spotlight: What is the most important
thing that all of your English studies and
learning have taught you?

Crystal: To respect all languages and all
varieties of language.

The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English
Language (3rd edition), edited by David
Crystal, is published by Cambridge Uni-
versity Press (ISBN 13:978-1108437738).
A Life Made of Words: the Poetry and Thought of
John Bradburne by David Crystal is availa-
ble from www.davidcrystal.com
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Latin English?
Some experts believe that English will

fracture into many different global forms

in the future.

“One way of predicting the future is
to look back at the past,” writes Simon
Horobin on the website mercatornet.com.
He sees parallels between modern-day
English and pre-modern Latin. “Having
been spread by the success of the Roman
Empire, Classical Latin was kept alive
as a standard written medium through-
out Europe long after the fall of Rome,”
Horobin explains. “But the Vulgar Latin
used in speech continued to change,
forming new dialects, which in time gave
rise to the modern Romance languages:
French, Spanish, Portuguese, Romanian
and Italian.”

“Itis estimated that the world loses a
language every two weeks,” writes Jacob
Mikanowski in The Guardian. “Linguists
have predicted that between 50 and 90
per cent of the world’s 6,000 or so lan-
guages will go extinctin the coming cen-
tury.” English is, for the moment, unlikely
to be one of them.
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