Being wise before the event: a prejoinder to Phillipson

DAVID CRYSTAL

‘Living backwards!’, Alice repeated in great astonishment. ‘I never heard of such a thing!’

(Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass, Chapter 5)

Prologue

Invited by the editors to respond to Phillipson’s (P) review of my book, English as a Global
Language (EGL) in volume 20/2 (Phillipson 1999a), it is difficult to know what to do. P,
breaking a cardinal rule of academic reviewing, did not tell the Applied Linguistics (AL)
readership that his review had already been published, in all its essentials, in another journal a
year previously, The European English Messenger (EEM) (Phillipson 1998). And, as I had
already replied to his review in that journal (Crystal 1999a), I am now in the curious position
of having to respond again to an item I had already replied to (in Spring 1999) before the
current item appeared (in June 1999)! Alice would surely have been at home in such a

strange, back-to-front state-of-affairs.

What I have done, first of all, is reproduce my resporfse largely as it was, because P’s AL
version keeps his own EEM text virtually intact,' then added an Epilogue which takes up a
couple of fresh issues. I have incorporated a few further remarks into my original reply, each
of which is distinguishable by being placed in square brackets. I have also added extra page
references to the quotations from P’s review, so that they can be found in the corresponding
AL pages; these too are in square brackets, as are any changes in phrasing which appear in the

AL version. Page references in round brackets are always to EGL.

On trying to be Crystal-clear: a response to Phillipson

[tis 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
editor's kind invitation to respond to the review by Phillipson (P) of English as a Global
Language (EGL) [in The European English Messenger, V11/2], | 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
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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.

What mindset has P brought to the task? Here are two illuminating extracts from towards the
end of the review. 'The idea [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.' [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 "aid" and World Bank [World Bank and IMF] policy'.
[271] You might like to read these quotations again - yes, you from any linguistics or applied
linguistics department anywhere - the man 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. That is the
state of mind you have to recognize before you can possibly begin to see what is going on in

the review of EGL.

P complains about me: 'his loyalty is to linguistics' [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 globalisation, 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, |
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'.[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).[266] But to me, linguistics is
a social science. When | was at Reading, the department of linguistics was in the Faculty of

Letters and Social Sciences. Our next door neighbour was sociology.
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