ON TRYING TO BE CRYSTAL-CLEAR: a Response to Phillipson
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Applied Linguistics published a review article by Robert Phillipson on David
Crystal’s book English as a Global Language in issue 20/2. Here follows a
rejoinder by David Crystal.

When the review was published it had already appeared in a similar but
shorter version in the European English Messenger (EEM), the publication of
ESSE, the European Society for the Study of English. Since then there has
been a reply by Crystal and a further response by Phillipson in the EEM.

It is not the general policy of Applied Linguistics to republish material that
has already appeared in any form elsewhere, but in the circumstances we feel
that it is appropriate to publish a reply by Crystal.

Any further contribution related to the matters raised in Phillipson’s review
and Crystal’s reply should be submitted for publication in the article section of
this journal.

It is an axiom of contemporary linguistics that language events should
always be seen in context. This applies to books as well as to the reviews they
receive. And in accepting the editors’ kind invitation to respond to the review
by Phillipson (1999a) of English as a Global Language (EGL), I must begin by
doing some contextualizing—some discourse analysis, even—for it is not
* otherwise possible to make sense of it. Only by careful reanalysis of the
quotations used, and of the context in which they appear, can one identify the
hidden agenda which motivates a review of this kind. I hope the exercise will
be useful to readers, who will undoubtedly encounter the ideology involved
from time to time, and who may be wondering how best to deal with it.
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What mindset has Phillipson brought to the task? Here are two illuminating
extracts from towards the end of the review. ‘The assumption that experts
from countries such as the UK or the US, deeply monolingual and with a very
patchy record of foreign language learning, can contribute to policy on
education and language matters in multilingual societies is completely
counter-intuitive’ (p. 271). And next: ‘linguistic hierarchies reminiscent of
the colonial period, and master-minded by the type of linguistics and applied
linguistics department that Crystal used to work for, still underpin much
World Bank and IMF policy” (p. 271). You might like to read these quotations
again—yes, you from any linguistics or applied linguistics department
anywhere—he is talking about you, not just me. Simply by being
professionally involved in linguistics you are, it seems, imperialist and
triumphalist, and if you are from a department in Britain or the USA, your
inherent monolingualism makes you incapable of saying or doing anything
useful in relation to multilingualism. Ignore the fact that hundreds of linguists
from monolingual countries have spent years working with minority and
multilingual situations, are fluent in more than one language, and are worried
sick at the moment by the endangered language situation in the world today.
Ignore the vast amount of work that has gone on within sociolinguistics. None
of that can help. Linguists are misguided, incapable, conspiratorial people,
with a colonialist political agenda.

Phillipson complains about me: ‘his loyalty is to linguistics’ (p. 266) (ignore
his reference to my page 113, where there is no mention of this issue). He’s
absolutely right—but the kind of linguistics he is thinking of isn’t anything
like the world I know. Apparently if you're a linguist, so says this review, your
work is valueless when you come to study globalization, education, or the
media. Eat your hearts out, educational linguists, anthropological linguists,
sociolinguists, clinical linguists, critical linguists, and others. You're all wasting
your time. Personally, I think it is an insult to 30 years of sociolinguistic
research to suggest that linguists have nothing to say about ‘multilingualism,
official, national and minority languages’ (p. 266). In fact, where would such
topics be today without sociolinguistics? ‘Lack of any grounding in the social
sciences is a major weakness of the work” (EGL, that is) (p. 266). But to me,
linguistics is a social science.

Let me begin by doing some basic discourse analysis to show how an
ideologically fuelled selection of information works in a review of this kind.
The account of EGL’s content is a good example. Phillipson’s summary is in
terms of chapters. Why? Because that suits his argument. If you look towards
the beginning of his review (p. 266), you will find the briefest of remarks
about each chapter, with the whole summary taking up 20 lines in all; and of
this 20, he devotes 10 to an account of ch 5. He states that ‘nearly half of this
chapter’ is on US English, ‘implying that Crystal’s understanding is that the
internal affairs of the present-day US are central to the future of ““global”
English’. It sounds impressive—half a chapter devoted to this topic. That
sounds like real evidence of a right-wing plot lurking somewhere around.
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But when we summarize the book in terms of pages, a very different picture
emerges. Excluding the preface and further reading, EGL takes up 140 pages.
Ch. 1 (pp. 1-24) asks why there is a global language; Ch. 2 (pp. 24-63)
outlines the historical context; Chs 3 and 4 (pp. 64—112) present the cultural
context; and Ch. 5 (pp 113-40) discusses the future. Note that only 27 pages—
just over an eighth of the book—are devoted to Ch. 5. And only just over 11
of these are devoted to the official English issue in the USA. It is plain that the
US English issue is not a major topic for me. Nor, indeed, is the book chiefly
about the future of English—an emphasis, which distinguishes Graddol
(1998) from mine. The bulk of my book is elsewhere.

I put those pages about US English in, incidentally, because I had had an
opportunity to learn a great deal about the official English movement while I
was writing the book, and I had not found a summary of the arguments for
and against it anywhere in my reading. Most people outside the USA are not
aware of what has been going on there. References to the US situation are
often wrong, and usually oversimplified. Phillipson is no exception. He says,
‘the intellectual community in the United States . . . is massively against
English Only” and ‘one would not suspect this’ (p. 271) from reading EGL.
There are two points here. First, my exposition was chiefly about US English,
not ‘English Only’: there are important differences between the various US
protectionist movements—but it is important not to oversimplify what is a
very complex situation. Second, I don’t know what Phillipson means by ‘the
intellectual community in the United States’, but I would have thought that
my extensive quotation in EGL from the Linguistic Society of America’s
official statement on the matter, and some associated proposals, would do to
represent that perspective. But I was forgetting. They‘re linguists, of course.
They don’t count.

The content summary of the book is just one example of the way
Phillipson’s political views have led him to misrepresent EGL. But the
whole review is like this. Phillipson begins with politics, quoting my
observation that the book has been written ‘without any political agenda’
(p. 266). Out of context, it does sound silly, and this then allows him to
impute political naivety: ‘even the wish to be apolitical involves political
choices” (p. 266). But the context of my remark, in the preface, was the
competing agendas of the two positions outlined there. My observation refers
to the fact that I was not adopting either of those agendas. It is well-known
that there are two senses of the word ‘political” in English, one referring to a
general concern for the state and its citizens, and the other for the partisan
world of party politics (compare OED political, senses 1 vs. 4). Phillipson has
blurred those meanings: I say I am not taking sides (sense 4); Phillipson tries

to get you to believe that I am saying my book is outside politics (sense 1).

" Phillipson then moves on to history. Here’s how he tries to justify his claim
that my historical account is unimpressive. First, he notices that I head a
section in my ‘historical context” chapter (Ch. 2) ‘America’. ‘Oops’, he says,
Crystal ‘does not mean the two continents, but the USA—his synecdoche



