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What is English”

ENGLISH. adj.
Belonging to England; thence English is the language
of England.

Samuel Johnson, Dictionary of the English Language (1755)

Samuel Johnson’s straightforward identification of English
as the language of England hardly begins to capture the
diversity and complexity of the language’s use in the twenty-
first century; English today is spoken by approximately
450 million people all over the world. But the language
used by its many speakers varies, in pronunciation, spelling,
grammar, and vocabulary, to such an extent that it seems
necessary to ask whether these people can all be considered
to be speaking English. Even more people speak English as
a second language, with figures varying from 1 billion to
1.5 billion people, and with considerably greater levels of
linguistic divergence. Are all these people speaking the same
language, or are we witnessing the emergence of new Eng-
lishes? Since more than half of the world’s native English
speakers live in the USA, we might wonder whether the
balance of power has shifted such that to speak ‘English’
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today is to speak General American rather than Standard
British English. Does English no longer ‘belong to England’,
as Dr Johnson confidently claimed, but rather to the USA, or
to everyone who wishes to employ it?

English has been in use for 1,500 years; during that time it
has changed to such an extent that the form of the language
used by the Anglo-Saxons is unrecognizable to contemporary
English speakers. Today we refer to this language as Old
English, but should we perhaps think of it as a different
language altogether? Modern Italian is descended from the
Latin spoken by the Romans, but these are considered to be
different languages. Might that not also be true of Old Eng-
lish and Modern English?

The following sections contain five different translations
of the same passage from the New Testament (Luke 15:
11-16). Despite being very different, each of these has a
claim to represent a kind of English. But are they all forms
of English, or different languages in their own right? What
criteria should we apply when attempting to make such
distinctions?

Old English

He cweed: sodlice sum man heefde twegen suna. pa cweed se
yldra to his feeder; Foeder. syle me minne deel minre cehte pe
me to gebyred: pa dcelde he him his cehte; pa cefter feawa
dagum ealle his ping gegaderude se gingra sunu: and ferde
wreeclice on feorlen rice. and forspilde par his cehta lyb-
bende on his geelsan; pa he hig heefde ealle amyrrede pa
weard mycel hunger on pam rice and he weard weedla; pa
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ferde he and folgude anum burhsittendan men pees rices 0a
sende he hine to his tune pcet he heolde his swyn; pa
gewilnode he his wambe gefyllan of pam biencoddun pe
da swyn ceton. and him man ne sealde.

Given how different the language of this extract is from
Modern English, you may be wondering how it could be
considered a form of English at all. It is taken from a translation
into Old English—the scholarly term that refers to the
language used by the Germanic tribes who invaded and
settled in Britain in the fifth century ap up to the Norman
Conquest in 1066. But, while its vocabulary may appear
quite unrelated to that of Modern English, this is in part
the consequence of a different spelling system—including
the letters ‘p’ ‘thorn’, ‘@’ ‘ash’, and ‘4’ ‘eth’, which are no
longer used in English. If we look closely, we can spot a
number of familiar words, such as sunu, feeder, and tune,
which are the ancestors of Modern English son, father, and
town. Other words are harder to recognize, but are neverthe-
less demonstrably the root of the Modern English equiva-
lent: mycel ‘much’, twegen ‘two’, deel ‘dole’. All of these are
English words, yet their spellings and pronunciations have
changed so that we no longer immediately recognize them
as such.

In other cases, it is not just the spelling and pronunciation
that have changed. The word sylle is the origin of our
Modern English word sell, but here it means ‘give’; similarly,
wambe is Modern English womb, but here it refers to the
stomach. If we turn from the lexical, or content, words in
the passage to its grammatical items—prepositions, pronouns,
and conjunctions—we find that many are identical to
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their Modern English equivalents: he, him, his, me, and, to.
But, despite these clear correspondences, this Old English
extract remains significantly different from Modern English,
to the extent that contemporary speakers of English are
unable to read it without special study.

Early Modern English

And hee said, A certaine man had two sonnes: And the
yonger of them said to his father, Father, giue me the
portion of goods that falleth to me. And he diuided vnto
them his liuing. And not many dayes after, the yonger
sonne gathered al together, and tooke his iourney into a
farre countrey, and there wasted his substance with riotous
liuing. And when he had spent all, there arose a mighty
famine in that land, and he beganne to be in want. And he
went and ioyned himselfe to a citizen of that countrey, and
he sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he would faine
haue filled his belly with the huskes that the swine did eate:
& no man gaue vnto him.

This second example, taken from the Authorized, or King
James, Version of the Bible published in 1611, is much closer
to Modern English. Considering it was written four hundred
years ago, it is striking how easy it is for a contemporary
English speaker to understand. Although some of the
vocabulary sounds old-fashioned, most of the words are
still in use, albeit not always with the same meaning.
Words like liuing, substance, swine, fain, and vnto lend the
passage an archaic and formal feel, but present few barriers
to comprehension. By contrast, the use of the word belly
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strikes a discordant note, since it seems oddly colloquial for
such a serious context.

The seemingly random sprinkling of ‘e’s at the ends of
words contributes to the olde Englishe appearance; other
spelling differences include the interchangeable use of ‘v’
and ‘v'—compare gaue and vnto—and ‘i’ where Modern
English employs §’, iourney—the Modern English distribu-
tion of i/j and u/v was not established until the eighteenth
century. Grammatical distinctions are minor; instead of did
eat, Modern English would now say ate. The syntax of
the passage varies from Modern English translations in
preferring a paratactic sentence structure—one that begins
each new sentence with the conjunction and—a device
that is condemned by modern style guides as clumsy
and childish.

Scots

This, tae, he said tae them: ‘There wis aince a man hed twa
sons; an ae day the yung son said til him, “Faither, gie me
the faa-share o your haudin at I hae a richt til”. Sae the
faither haufed his haudin atweesh his twa sons. No lang
efterhin the yung son niffert the haill o his portion for siller,
an fuir awa furth til a faur-aff kintra, whaur he sperfelt his
siller livin the life o a weirdless waister. Efter he hed gane
throu the haill o it, a fell faimin brak out i yon laund, an he
faund himsel in unco mister. Sae he gaed an hired wi an
indwaller i that kintra, an the man gied him the wark o
tentin his swine outbye i the fields. Gledlie wad he panged
his wame wi the huils at they maitit the swine wi, but
naebodie gied him a haet’.
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This third version is much less clearly recognizable as a form
of English; it is in fact a translation into Modern Scots by
William Laughton Lorimer, published in 1983. But, as with
the Old English translation, many of the most basic words—
grammatical items and common nouns—are identical to
those of Modern English: this, he, said, them, there, man,
your, and, the, and so on. Other words are evidently related
to Modern English equivalents, once we make allowance for
the different spelling: richt ‘right’, faither ‘father’, gie ‘give’,
twa ‘two’, aince ‘once’, lang ‘long’. Some of these reflect
different spelling conventions, while others point to alter-
native pronunciations.

But this is not simply English with an accent, since not
all differences can be explained as the result of spelling
and pronunciation changes. Some of the words have no
recognizable English equivalent. This is the result of Scots
borrowing words from other languages, such as niffert
‘exchanged’, from Old Norse, sperfelt ‘scattered’, from Old
French, and panged ‘stutfed’, from Middle Dutch. The word
fell ‘cruel’ (related to the word felon) does survive into Mod-
ern English, but only in the phrase one fell swoop—often
mistakenly confused with foul.

As well as these lexical differences there are grammatical
distinctions, such as the use of the demonstrative pronoun
yon, not found in Standard English. Even the innocuous
preposition til ‘to’, a borrowing from Old Norse, attests to a
different history for this variety; although fil is not used in
Standard English, it is still found in northern dialects of
English, testifying to the close historical relationship
between Scots and northern English. While Scots and
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English evidently have much in common, Scots is more
intimately connected to the northern English dialects rather
than its standard form. Other differences set Scots apart
from English entirely, testifying to its long history as an
independent language.

Tok Pisin

Na Jisas i tok moa olsem, ‘Wanpela man i gat tupela
pikinini man. Na namba 2 pikinini i tokim papa olsem,
“Papa, mi ting long olgeta samting yu laik tilim long mi
wantaim brata bilong mi. Hap bilong mi, mi laik bai yu
givim long mi nau”. Orait papa i tilim olgeta samting
bilong en i go long tupela. I no longtaim, na dispela
namba 2 pikinini i bungim olgeta samting bilong en na
i salim long ol man. Na em i kisim mani na i go i stap
long wanpela longwe ples. Em i stap long dispela ples, na
em i mekim ol kain kain hambak pasin, na olgeta mani
bilong en i pinis. Na taim olgeta mani bilong en i pinis,
taim bilong bikpela hangre i kamap long dispela ples. Na
em i no gat wanpela samting. Olsem na em i go kisim wok
long wanpela man bilong dispela ples. Na dispela man i
salim em i go long banis pik bilong en bilong lukautim ol
pik. Em i lukim ol pik i kaikai ol skin bilong bin, na em i
gat bikpela laik tru long kisim sampela na pulapim bel
bilong en. Tasol i no gat wanpela man i givim kaikai
long em’.

This fourth extract is undoubtedly the hardest to justify as
an example of English, since it appears to bear few similarities
to the language spoken today. The translation is in Tok
Pisin, one of three official languages spoken in Papua
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New Guinea. But, while the language of this extract may
appear entirely foreign, some of the grammatical and core
lexical items are those of Modern English: man, yu, mi,
bilong, gat, samting, albeit with differences in spelling
indicative of alternative pronunciations. There are other words
that, although their English origin is no longer evident, are
derived from Modern English equivalents; the word pela,
for instance, originates in the English word fellow. But,
while such connections point to a shared heritage, the
role of the word pela sets Tok Pisin apart from English. In
Tok Pisin, pela functions as a grammatical ending added to
nouns to mark when they are plural, demonstrating a
major difference in the grammatical structures of Tok
Pisin and English.

The reason for the connections we have observed is
that Tok Pisin is an English-language creole—a term used to
refer to a simplified version of English mixed with one or
more other languages, employed by non-native speakers
as a lingua franca (a language used as a means of
communication by speakers of different languages). Are English
language creoles like Tok Pisin additional forms of English,
or languages in their own right? Given their reduced
vocabulary and simplified grammar, is it appropriate to
think of creoles, and the more basic form known as a pidgin,
as languages at all? Are they better considered as evidence
of idiosyncratic and failed attempts to acquire English,
similar to the crude efforts found in the spam emails
offering highly lucrative business proposals that flood our
inboxes?
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Modern English

Jesus continued: ‘There was a man who had two sons. The
younger one said to his father, “Father, give me my share of
the estate”. So he divided his property between them. Not
long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set
off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in
wild living. After he had spent everything, there was a
severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be
in need. So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that
country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. He longed to
fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but
no one gave him anything’.

This final example may seem uncontroversial, since it is self-
evidently a translation into standard Modern English. But,
while we call this English, many of the key terms it employs,
estate, property, divided, spent, famine, country, citizen, and
stomach, are borrowings from other languages. Since English
includes numerous loanwords of this kind, many of which
have been in use for centuries, this reliance upon foreign
words may appear entirely unobjectionable. Yet the extent
to which the English language should rely on words bor-
rowed from foreign sources, rather than preferring ones of
Old English origin, has been hotly debated for centuries, and
continues to be contested today by proponents of pure
English.

Attempts to create a purer form of English can be traced
back to the sixteenth century. Sir John Cheke (1514-1557),
noted linguist and Professor of Greek at Cambridge University,
was so determined that the English tongue should be
preserved ‘pure, unmixt and unmangeled with borowing of
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other tunges’ that he produced a translation of the gospel of
St Matthew using only native words, forcing him to coin
neologisms (‘new words’) such as mooned ‘lunatic’, hundreder
‘centurion’, and crossed ‘crucified’. This policy recalls an Old
English practice in which Latin words like discipulus were
rendered using native formations like leorningcniht, or
‘learning-follower’, rather than by borrowing the Latin
word, as Modern English does with disciple.

Attempts to fashion a purer form of literary English can
be seen in the poetry of Edmund Spenser in the sixteenth
century and William Barnes in the nineteenth century.
Barnes’ arguments against borrowing were primarily directed
at perspicuity and ease of understanding—although his pro-
posed replacements, such as two-horned rede-ship ‘dilemma’,
one-head thing-name ‘proper noun’, and fore-begged thought-
putting ‘hypothetical proposition’, were arguably no less
opaque. Yet the debate about linguistic purity cannot be
divorced from one of nationalism; for Barnes, borrowing, or
what he dismissively referred to as ‘Gallicizing, Latinizing,
and Hellenizing’, was a ‘proof of national inferiority’—an
admission that English was insufficient for its purposes and
must rely on other languages to make good its weaknesses.

The concern with clarity was taken up by George Orwell
in his 1945 essay, ‘Politics and the English Language’. Orwell
lamented the way bad writers are ‘haunted by the notion
that Latin or Greek words are grander than Saxon ones’.
Today’s plain English movements continue to campaign
for the use of straightforward words in place of pompous
jargon—frequently a case of preferring a native word over a
foreign borrowing.

10
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What is the status of foreign words in English today?
Should we be restricting the number of words adopted
from other languages? Are foreign words corrupting the
purity of the English tongue, leaving it impoverished and
capable only of unintelligible gobbledygook, or do borrowed
words add to the diversity and richness of English?

I might have added a further version to the translations of
the Bible quoted in the previous sections: one rendered into
text speech by the Bible Society of Australia. Commissioned
in 200S in order to make the Bible more accessible to young
people and to harness new technology to facilitate distribution,
this version employs the abbreviations typical of SMS
texting. It opens: ‘In da Bginnin God cre8d da heavens &
da earth.” Does the prevalence of this kind of writing herald
the emergence of a new kind of English, or are such creative
reworkings merely a passing fad? Is this an acceptable form
of communication, or a corruption of correct English spell-
ing and grammar? By giving text speech legitimacy in this
way, are we accepting lower standards of literacy, and
thereby condemning future generations to a lifetime of
underachievement? Or is this how we will all be writing
English in the future, as digital media become increasingly
central to learning and communication? (See Figure 1).

Each of these translations raises different questions about
the status of the English language, its linguistic forebears,
and progeny. To answer these questions, the following
chapters will look back at where English came from, and
how it has developed into the language used throughout
the world today. As the balance of power shifts from the
traditional authorities—dictionaries, style guides, and the

11
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Figure 1 The future of English?

12
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British upper classes—we will consider what the future holds
for Standard British English. Will it retain its status as a
prestige variety of English, recognized and valued throughout
the world, or will other regional standards challenge its
position? Will the future see more pidginization, as com-
promise varieties like Euro English emerge, forged in the
boardrooms of international business and the corridors of
the European parliament? As American English increases its
dominance, will it come to replace British English, or will
the two languages develop independently, so that George
Bernard Shaw’s quip about England and the USA being
‘separated by a common language’ will become truer than
he imagined?

13
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Origins

Where does the English language come from? Since there
are many correspondences between Modern English and
Modern French—think of common words like rmoney, fruit,
chamber, table—it is often thought that the two languages
are closely related. Since French is a Romance language,
one derived from Latin, it is presumed that English is from
the same source. This assumption gains support from the
large number of English words of Latin origin; common
words like village, picture, and figure all descend from
Latin. But these correspondences relate to individual words
rather than grammatical structure, and consequently are of
less significance when tracing the origins of a language.
While it is true that a language inherits much of its
vocabulary from earlier stages in its history, it is also
common for words to be borrowed from other, unrelated,
languages. Modern English includes words from a variety of
different languages, such as fea (Chinese), curry (Tamil),
sugar (Arabic), but these words are the result of later contact
through trade rather than genetic inheritance. Such words
may give the appearance of a genetic affiliation, but, to
determine whether such correspondences are indicative of

14



