@

INTERVIEW




s there such
a thing as
olobal English?

David Crystal beschaftigt sich seit Jahrzehnten mit den englischen
Sprachen — Pluralform beabsichtigt. LORRAINE MALLINDER unterhielt
sich mit dem britischen Linguisten Uber die Entwicklung von Englisch als
Weltsprache und die unzahligen Auspragungen rund um den Globus.

ADVANCED

Name: David Crystal
Born: 6 July 1941, in
Northern Ireland

avid Crystal has been thinking Eainois as: Bhian ihaalt

about the English language for a
long time - and has written more
than 100 books on the subject. You
might say it’s his life’s work, but don’t look to
him for rules on grammar and pronunciation.
This world-famous linguist has a decidedly in-
formal take on English as a constantly chang-
ing, egalitarian language owned by all those
around the world who choose to speakit.
But before asking for his views on global
English, the theme of this interview, there’s
something we need to get out of the way: 100 WORD TO GO
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understand people in my house, but
couldn’t always understand people on
the streets,” he says. In 1951, his family
moved to Liverpool, where he learned
French, Latin and Greek at school.

“By the time I ended school, I was
definitely interested in languages,” he
says, speaking online from his home
in Holyhead. It was a passion that took
him from his early linguistics and lit-
erature studies at University College
London, to giving lectures at Bangor
and Reading universities. This was ata
time when the field of linguistics was
exploding. He then became a consul-
tant in the 1980s. Crystal advised Lon-
don’s Shakespeare’s Globe on “origi-
nal pronunciation” and served on the
board of the British Council.

So,who better to ask about the rise of
global English? Does it actually exist?
And, if so,what does the term mean?

What is “global English”?

The emergence of global English was
perhaps inevitable, given the influence
of Britain and, latterly, America, on sci-
ence, technology, finance and culture
over the past few centuries.

“There’s never been so many people
speaking one language before,” says
Crystal. Working on various editions
of The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the
English Language, he asked every nation
in the world a simple question: “How
many people speak English in your
country?”

With about 200 countries to survey,
it was a big job, drawing on conversa-
tions with examining bodies, embassies
and British Council offices. In 1987, he
found 1.5 billion English speakers.
In 2003, that figure had increased by
around a third, to just over two billion.
By 2018, there was another, slightly
smaller increase, to 2.3 billion - a lot of
people.

So, English is still on the rise, largely
due to second-language learning, even
if the pace of growth has slowed. That
slowdown could be caused by a number
of factors,including the use of Al trans-
lation tools, but also geopolitical shifts,

which can cause a country to prioritize
other languages, such as Mandarin. As
Crystal points out, we're now moving
into sociology and politics - not his do-
main.

But make no mistake: English is
still the world’s most widely spoken
language, used in some form by more
thana quarter of the globe’s population.
And here’s where it gets tricky, because,
according to Crystal, there’s more than
one English in the world.

A world of “Englishes”

“Look at this big baby,” says Crystal,
wielding a great red tome plucked from
his crowded shelves. It’s the Dictionary of
the English/Creole of Trinidad & Tobago. It
turns out that “those two little islands
in the Caribbean” have around 12,000
English words all of their own.

“I've got 20 or 30 dictionaries like
that,all with 10,000,20,000 words,” says
Crystal, pointing round the room.

Here’s the thing: it turns out there are
two parallel forces driving the growth
of English. The need for intelligibility,

“The future of a
language means
the future of
society and the
future of politics
and economics’

for everyone to understand each other,
has increased the numbers speaking
the language. However, as the language
spreads around the world, the desire for
nations to foster distinct identities has
pushed itin different directions.

“The future of a language means the
future of society and the future of poli-
tics and economics,” says Crystal. In the
postcolonial world, newly independent
nations may have retained English asa
“devil-you-know language”, he explains.
Take Nigeria, which preferred to stick
with imperialist English rather than
be faced with the impossible task of
choosing one of the hundreds of local
languages battling for supremacy.

“Everyone hates English equally, as
itwere,” says Crystal. “But the interest-
ing thing was they then said: "'We will
make it our English. We will give it our
identity.” And so it happens that coun-
tries wind up collecting words that
better express their national character,
describing their flora and fauna, myths
and legends and cultures.

lecture ['lekt o]
= Vorlesung, Vortrag

tricky
= schwierig

Reading['redin]
= (wg. Aussprache)

consultant
« Berater(in)

board
= Vorstand

emergence [i'ms:d3ons]
= Aufkommen

inevitable [in'evitobol]
= unvermeidlich

given ['given]
= hier: angesichts

latterly
= neuerdings

examining body
= Priifungskommission

pace [peis]
= Tempo

prioritize sth.
= etw. Prioritdt geben

domain
= Bereich

mistake: make no ~
= man darf sich nicht
tauschen

wield sth. [wild]
= etw. schwingen;
auch: austiben

tome [toum]
= Schinken, dickes,
schweres Buch

pluck sth.
= etw. herausziehen

intelligibility
[mn,telidza'bilati]
= Verstandlichkeit

foster sth.
= etw. unterstiitzen,
fordern

retain sth.
= etw. beibehalten

devil-you-know
« unbeliebt, aber ver-
traut

supremacy
[su'premasi]
= Vormachtstellung

wind up [waind] (ifml.)
= damitenden
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Before long, A Dictionary of South African
English also comes off the shelves, with
its 10,000 or so unique terms, some of
them borrowed from Afrikaans, Zulu
and other languages, but others very
recognizably English - even if they
have completely different meanings.

Suchas “robot”.On one trip to South
Africa, Crystal was chatting to his
British Council driver when he saw a
“Robot Ahead” road sign.

“Robot, but what's a robot?” he asked.

“You don’t know what the robot is?”
said the driver, nearly swerving off the
road.

“No, really, I don’t know. Tell me.”

‘Artobotisa trafficlight.”

“The word ‘English’ most definitely
hasa plural these days,” says Crystal.

The world’s language

Of all the Englishes, the best known is
perhaps American English - a variant it-
self spawned by a desire to asserta sep-
arate identity. When the first settlers
setup camp in Virginia in the early 17th
century, it took only weeks for them to
start developing a new vernacular that
would soon feature words like “wig-
wam” and “moccasin”.

Today, American English wields the
biggest influence globally. “You can see
itin how Britons speak, young people
using terms like ‘quarter of rather than
quarter to’' when telling the time,” says
Crystal. It has also affected verb usage,
many ditching the old-fashioned pres-
ent perfect - “I have just eaten”, for in-
stance - in favour of the past simple - “I
justate”. Increasingly, itaffects spelling,
with “encyclopaedia” now replaced by
the Americanized “encyclopedia”.

But the Americans have competi-
tion, especially from India, home to
an astounding 400 million English
speakers with a massive global dias-
pora. Crystal highlights the impact on
cognitive verbs: “doing words” relat-
ing to the mind. In the past, using the
present continuous in “I am thinking”
or “I am remembering” would have
been considered wrong. Nowadays, it’s
perfectly acceptable. The trend found

its ultimate expression in a McDon-
ald’s slogan that eschewed the 20th-
century “Iloveit”,going instead for the
zeitgeisty “I'm loving it”.

Other Englishesare also leaving their
mark on global English, with guides
like the Oxford English Dictionary grad-
ually including new words that turn
up in written language, particularly
on the internet. “On the whole, they're
attempting to ... incorporate the varia-
tions rather than keep them separate,
which doesn’t stop local countries hav-
ing their own local dictionary,” says
Crystal.

So, where is this all headed? Does
global English have much of a future
as the world’s most widely spoken lan-
guage? The British Empire has long
been replaced by American imperial-
ism, but the geopolitical balance of the
world is shifting and it’s by no means
certain that English will continue to
dominate. A thousand years ago, few
would have predicted that Latin - once
the language of instruction and spoken
by the educated elite - would become
almost obsolete.

For now, it seems global English’s
greatest asset is its adaptability, its ca-
pacity for morphing into new shapes
and forms, with pidgins or creoles. For-
mal English often coexists, maintaining
the flow of the language through di-
verse societies. As Crystal puts it: “The
historical situation, one where Britain
or America owned the language, that’s
history. It’s universal ownership now.”

“Anybody who takes the trouble to
learn a language almost by definition
hasrightsin it,” he says.

So, Spotlight reader, take itaway. It's all
yours!

LORRAINE MALLINDER
is a Scots-Mauritian jour-
nalist based in London. Her
work has been published
by the BBC, Al Jazeera, The
Irish Times, The Guardian
and many others.

swerve headed: be ~
= schlingern,ausscheren = hinfiihren
trafficlight means: by no ~
= Ampel = keinesfalls

spawn [spo:n]
= hervorbringen,

language of instruction
= Lehr- Unterrichts-

entstehen sprache

assert sth. obsolete ['pbsalizt]

= etw.durchsetzen, = veraltet, hinfallig

zur Geltung bringen e

vernacular [va'nzkjulo] = Vorteil, Wert

= Umgangssprache morph

affect sth. = (sich) verwandeln

= etw. beeinflussen pidgin ['prd3mm]

ditch sth. (ifml.) = Pidginsprache (aus

= etw.loswerden mehreren Sprachen
gemischte Sprache)

astounding
= erstaunlich

diaspora [dar'®spara]
= Verbreitung

impact ['impzekt]
= Auswirkung(en),
Einfluss

eschew sth. [1s'tfu:]
= etw. vermeiden

incorporate
[in'ko:parert]
= integrieren

creole ['krizoul]
= Kreolsprache

INFO TO GO

For more information
on “robot” and South
African English, see
pages 54-57.

GLOBAL ENGLISH

SPOTLIGHT 2024

1"



