
NORMS IN BRITISH AND SOUTH AFRICAN ENGLISH 
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1 Norms, communication and identity 

In E n g l i s h as w i t h a l l other languages, norms r e f l e c t and d e f i n e common e x -

p e r i e n c e and a r e e s s e n t i a l to e f f i c i e n t communication. T h i s e x p l a i n s the 

unconsc ious f o r c e s which operate w i t h i n s o c i e t y to r e t a i n language c o n v e n -

t i o n s . I t a l s o accounts for language p r e s c r i p t i o n . A t h r e a t to norms i s 

p e r c e i v e d as a t h r e a t to c u l t u r a l i d e n t i t y . 

2 Dynamic norms: English a changing language 

E n g l i s h has a lways e x h i b i t e d a h igh degree of t o l e r a n c e of d e v i a t i o n s from 

norms, and a generous a b i l i t y to accept v a r i e t y and change. C h a u c e r , w r i -

t i n g i n the 1 4 t h c e n t u r y , comments i n t h i s v e i n on the d i f f e r e n c e between 

the E n g l i s h of h i s time and e a r l i e r E n g l i s h . 

"Ye knowe ek, that i n forms of speche i s chaunge 
With inne a thousand y e r , and words the 
That hidden prys now wonder nyce and s t r a u n g e 
Us t h i n k e t h hem, and yet they spake hem so. 
And spedde as wel i n love as men now d o . " 

[Chaucer: T r o y l u s and C r l s e d e 1 1 : 2 2 - 6 ] 

We might say the same of h i s E n g l i s h . 

Today E n g l i s h i s the most w i d e l y used language i n the w o r l d . Dan C r y s t a l 

( 1985) puts the f i g u r e of u s e r s of E n g l i s h at a b i l l i o n . There can be no 

q u e s t i o n of a standard form being used by a l l of them. Each a r e a has the 

p o t e n t i a l for q u i t e independent development and thus the l i k e l i h o o d of 

s e p a r a t e e v o l u t i o n . However, d i f f e r e n t E n g l i s h speech communit ies i n f l u e n c e 

one a n o t h e r . I n t e r a c t i o n through m i g r a t i o n means t h a t even E n g l i s h i n 

B r i t a i n may be a f f e c t e d i n t h i s way. In f i v e l o c a l e d u c a t i o n a u t h o r i t y 

d i s t r i c t s i n B r i t a i n — B r a d f o r d , C o v e n t r y , H a r i n g e y , Peterborough, and 
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H a l t h a m F o r e s t - - 18% of t h e s c h o o l c h i l d r e n s p e a k some l a n g u a g e o t h e r t h a n 

E n g l i s h i n t h e i r homes ( B a i l e y 1 ^ 1 - 9 8 5 : 6 ) . S i m i l a r s o c i o - 1 i n g u i s t i c 

i n t e r a c t i o n may be o b s e r v e d i n South A f r i c a . I n the f a c e of t h i s v a r i e t y , 

i t i s r e m a r k a b l e t h a t the forms of E n g l i s h u s e d t h r o u g h o u t the w o r l d a r e 

m u t u a l l y i n t e l l i g i b l e . 

The main d i f f e r e n c e s between speech c o m m u n i t i e s may be f o u n d i n p r o n u n c i a -

t i o n . I t i s e a s y t o d e t e c t the d i s t i n c t i v e d i f f e r e n c e s between the ways i n 

w h i c h p a r k i s p r o n o u n c e d i n R . P . E n g l i s h , S . A . E x t r e m e E n g l i s h , A u s t r a l i a n 

E n g l i s h , New Z e a l a n d E n g l i s h and A m e r i c a n E n g l i s h . However, w i t h i n a n y one 

o f t h e s e g r o u p s t h e r e would be d i f f e r e n c e s . T h e r e i s no l o n g e r t h e p o l i t i -

c a l p r e s s u r e w i e l d e d by t h o s e who u s e " t h e " s t a n d a r d p r o n u n c i a t i o n a s was 

t h e c a s e when R e c e i v e d P r o n u n c i a t i o n was a c c o r d e d t h i s s t a t u s . At t h e t i m e , 

t h o s e i n power were e d u c a t e d i n London, O x f o r d or C a m b r i d g e and t h e i r p o l i -

t i c a l power l e n t a u t h o r i t y t o t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r p r o n u n c i a t i o n . 

T h e r e a r e s h a r p e r c o n s t r a i n t s on E n g l i s h t h a t i s w r i t t e n t h a n on the 

spoken l a n g u a g e . W r i t t e n E n g l i s h i s r e m a r k a b l y u n i f o r m . The norms of S t a n -

d a r d E n g l i s h a r e m a i n t a i n e d to a c o n s i d e r a b l e e x t e n t by t h e g r e a t p r i n t i n g 

houses and the firm adherence to "house style" t h a t was f i r s t i n t r o d u c e d b y 

C a x t o n . T h e n o t i o n o f a s t a n d a r d E n g l i s h i s c o n s e q u e n t l y p a r t i c u l a r l y a s s o -

c i a t e d w i t h E n g l i s h i n a w r i t t e n form. 

The v o c a b u l a r y o f B r i t i s h E n g l i s h i s g e n e r a l l y a c c e s s i b l e t o a l l v a r i e t i e s 

o f E n g l i s h a s a common c o r e . However, a l l n a t i o n a l v a r i e t i e s o f E n g l i s h 

i n c l u d e some words w h i c h r e f l e c t p a r t i c u l a r or l o c a l e x p e r i e n c e . J u s t a s 

C a n a d i a n s have t h e word k u l e t a k (a garment l i k e an a n o r a k ) , A u s t r a l i a n s 

have the word w o i r i g a i ( w i l d p e r s o n or a n i m a l ) . S o u t h A f r i c a n have the 

words e t f , iopala and b i l t o n g . 

I n t i m e , some o f t h e s e w o r d s , such a s SAE trek, become common p r o p e r t y . I t 

i s r e g i o n a l c o l l o q u i a l i s m s which o f t e n make c o m p r e h e n s i o n d i f f i c u l t . 

A u s t r a l i a n e x p r e s s i o n s l i k e smo o ( t e a b r e a k ) and come the raw prawn would 

be j u s t a s a l i e n t o E n g l i s h s p e a k e r s i n B r i t a i n a s t h e S o u t h A f r i c a n 

tackles, faggot ( t y p e of b r i c k ) , cooldilnk and bonsella. 
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3 The rote and function of norms in English 

s t a n d a r d E n g l i s h r e f l e c t s the complex of l i n g u i s t i c and c o m m u n i c a t i v e norms 

w h i c h have been adopted over the w i d e s t a r e a and o v e r the w i d e s t r a n g e o f 

u s a g e . The i d e a l u s e r of S t a n d a r d E n g l i s h c a n c o m m u n i c a t e u s i n g t h e f u l l 

range of c o m m u n i c a t i v e and l i n g u i s t i c norm c o n v e n t i o n s w h i c h a r e a p p r o -

p r i a t e t o the needs o f p a r t i c u l a r s i t u a t i o n s . O u i r k ( 1 9 6 8 b : 8 4 ) d e s c r i b e s 

s t a n d a r d E n g l i s h a s " t h a t k i n d of E n g l i s h w h i c h draws l e a s t a t t e n t i o n t o 

i t s e l f " . For t h i s r e a s o n i t i s c l e a r l y e a s i e r to i d e n t i f y a s t a n d a r d w r i t -

t e n form t h a n s t a n d a r d p r o n u n c i a t i o n even w i t h i n B r i t a i n . 

T h r e e i m p o r t a n t developments made c l e a r i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of norms n e c e s s a r y . 

The use o f E n g l i s h a s a l i t e r a r y l a n g u a g e begun by C h a u c e r meant t h a t d e c i -

s i o n s had t o be t a k e n as to w h i c h E n g l i s h s h o u l d be c o n s i d e r e d c o r r e c t . 

S e c o n d l y , the I n d u s t r i a l R e v o l u t i o n marked t h e b e g i n n i n g of w i d e s p r e a d 

s o c i a l m o b i l i t y . R i s i n g i n s o c i e t y meant l e a r n i n g the E n g l i s h t h a t a l l o w e d 

one to " f i t i n " o r o b t a i n or h o l d down a j o b . G u i d e s t o n o r m a t i v e u s a g e 

have become e s s e n t i a l f o r b o t h l e a r n e r s and t e a c h e r s . The r o l e of g o v e r n e s -

s e s i s a l s o an i n t e r e s t i n g one f o r t h e y had to t e a c h t h e i r c h a r g e s 

" c o r r e c t l y " and t h u s needed some r u l e s t h a t c o u l d be f o r m u l a t e d and 

r e f e r r e d t o when c o r r e c t i n g or t e a c h i n g s o c i a l l y a c c e p t e d l i n g u i s t i c 

b e h a v i o u r . P e r h a p s even more so a s to be a c c e p t e d by the c l a s s t h e y were 

work i n g f o r . 

The t h i r d r e a s o n was t h e s p r e a d o f E n g l i s h t h r o u g h o u t the w o r l d a s a s e c o n d 

or f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e f o r w h i c h t h e r e was a p r e s s i n g p r a c t i c a l n e e d . 

To some e x t e n t , t h e n , norms must be seen a s a r t i f i c i a l . T h e y a r e g e n e r a l l y 

t a u g h t t o p r e s c r i b e what would be l i n g u i s t i c a l l y a c c e p t a b l e i n a g i v e n 

s o c i a l c o n t e x t . T h i s i d e a l i s f a i r enough, but i t i s of l i m i t e d p r a c t i c a l 

v a l u e . As Q u i r k ( 1 9 6 8 a : 7 0 ) r e p o r t s , 

" f o r no p e r i o d i n i t s h i s t o r y has t h e grammar of E n g l i s h been 
d e s c r i b e d w i t h a n y t h i n g a p p r o a c h i n g s y s t e m a t i c a c c u r a c y and com-
p l e t e n e s s , and w r i t e r s o f p r a c t i c a l m a n u a l s i n c o n s e q u e n c e have 
no body o f f u l l and o b j e c t i v e d a t a from w h i c h to draw m a t e r i a l 
or on w h i c h t o b i i i l d a s t r u c t u r a l a p p r o a c h o r base d e p e n d a b l e 
r u l e s . . . . " 
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Not even Q u i r k et a l ( 1 9 7 2 ) managed t h i s when t h e y produced t h e i r s t a n d a r d 

r e f e r e n c e w o r k . ^ 

4 Norms: prescriptive and descriptive approaches 

T h e r e a r e two d i s t i n c t t r a d i t i o n s i n E n g l i s h grammar: a p r e s c r i p t i v e a p -

p r o a c h w h i c h f i n d s i t s main a u t h o r i t y i n a n a l o g i e s w i t h c l a s s i c a l l a n g u a -

g e s , and a d e s c r i p t i v e a p p r o a c h w h i c h a t t e m p t s to d e t e r m i n e the n o r m a t i v e 

f o r c e o f p a r t i c u l a r forms w i t h i n a s p e e c h c o m m u n i t y . 

4.1 Prescriptive approaches 

P r e s c r i p t i o n became p o p u l a r i n t h e e i g h t e e n t h and n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s when 

an u r g e n t need was f e l t b o t h f o r f o r m a l t e a c h i n g o f E n g l i s h and f o r r e -

f i n i n g and " f i x i n g " t h e l a n g u a g e . T h e s e needs f o s t e r e d a u t h o r i t a t i v e 

s t a n c e s and r u l i n g s t h a t were not v a l i d a s t h e y r e f l e c t e d what c e r t a i n 

s c h o l a r s f e l t p e o p l e s h o u l d u s e r a t h e r t h a n the usage t h a t had been w i d e l y 

a d o p t e d by w r i t e r s of s t a n d i n g . T h e s e s c h o l a r s p r o m u l g a t e d r u l e s a s i f 

e x t e r n a l p r e s s u r e e s t a b l i s h e d good p r a c t i c e I n s t e a d of r e c o g n i z i n g good 

p r a c t i c e a s t h e u s e r ' s a p p r o p r i a t e l y v a r y i n g the forms a t h i s d i s p o s a l t o 

f i t the s o c i a l c o n t e x t . They a l s o i g n o r e d E n g l i s h ' s p r o c l i v i t y f o r a d o p t i n g 

new words and u s a g e s . 

Lowth ( 1 7 6 2 : 1 7 0 ) c o m p l a i n e d t h a t 
• 

" t h e E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e h a t h been much c u l t i v a t e d d u r i n g t h e l a s t 
200 y e a r s . . . but . . . i t h a t h made no a d v a n c e s i n G r a m m a t i c a l 
a c c u r a c y " . 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , he ( 1762 : i x ) a t t e m p t e d t o l a y down r u l e s of good u s a g e b e -

c a u s e "our b e s t A u t h o r s f o r want of r u d i m e n t s of t h i s t y p e have s o m e t i m e s 

f a l l e n i n t o m i s t a k e s , and been g u i l t y of p a l p a b l e e r r o r i n p o i n t s of G r a m -

m a r " . F o r h im ( 1 7 6 2 : x ) 

" t h e p r i n c i p a l d e s i g n of a Grammar o f any Language i s t o t e a c h 
u s to be, a b l e to j u d g e of e v e r y p h r a s e and form of c o n s t r u c t i o n , 
whether i t be r i g h t or n o t . The p l a i n way of d o i n g t h i s i s t o 
l a y down r u l e s " . 
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B a y l y ( 1 7 7 1 ) , H a r r i s ( 1 7 8 1 ) and Murray ( 1 7 9 5 ) were some o£ the g r a m m a r i a n s 

who s u p p o r t e d L o w t h ' s p o s i t i o n . Thus s u c h p r o s c r i p t i o n s a s 

i t i s wrong to end a s'entence w i t h a p r e p o s i t i o n 

i t i s wrong to s p l i t an i n f i n i t i v e 

i t i s wrong to u s e me i n a s e n t e n c e s u c h a s It i s me 

were i n t r o d u c e d and a r e s t i l l s t a p l e s o f p r e s c r i p t i v e t e a c h i n g . The d e -

c i s i o n s of t h e s e g r a m m a r i a n s were based on t h e p r i n c i p l e s of l o g i c , the 

r u l e s o f c l a s s i c a l l a n g u a g e s , e t y m o l o g y and a e s t h e t i c s . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g 

t o n o t e t h a t l o g i c was r e s p o n s i b l e f o r the e l i m i n a t i o n of t h e d o u b l e n e g a -

t i v e s i n c e two n e g a t i v e s make a p o s i t i v e . 

The work o f t h e s e p r e s c r i p t i v e g r a m m a r i a n s r e f l e c t s t h e norms o f p o l i t e 

l e t t e r w r i t i n g i n the s e v e n t e e n t h and e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s and t o t a l l y 

i g n o r e d d r a m a t i c m a t e r i a l or the l a n g u a g e o f p r o p e r d i s c o u r s e . T h e y were 

c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e f o r m a l r e g i s t e r . T h i s p r e o c c u p a t i o n i s s t i l l e v i d e n t i n 

modern p r e s c r i p t i v e grammars where r e f e r e n c e t o o t h e r r e g i s t e r s s u g g e s t s 

d e v i a n c e from the norm. 

P r o b a b l y e x a m i n a t i o n s and s c h o o l i n g have been t h e c h i e f means by w h i c h 

t h e s e p r e s c r i p t i o n s have been a c c e p t e d a s v a l i d j u d g e m e n t , but t h e y e x i s t 

s i d e by s i d e , w i t h the conventions w h i c h the grammar. ians hoped to p r o s c r i b e . 

C o n s e q u e n t l y what i s t o l e r a t e d and w i d e l y u s e d i n s p e e c h i s c o n s i d e r e d 

o b t r u s i v e and o b j e c t i o n a b l e i n w r i t i n g . Q u i r k ( 1 9 6 8 b ! 2 4 2 ) p o i n t s o u t , f o r 

i n s t a n c e , t h a t t h e r e a r e p o w e r f u l c o n v e n t i o n s w h i c h f o r b i d the s p l i t t i n g o f 

the i n f i n i t i v e i n w r i t t e n l a n g u a g e , and F o w l e r ( 1 9 6 5 : 1 4 1 ) comments w i t t i l y 

t h a t due t o though p r o s c r i b e d , has l i t e r a l l y become p a r t o f the Q u e e n ' s 

E n g l i s h . 

4.2 Oescriptiva approaches 

T h e r e i s some e v i d e n c e as f a r back a s the e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y of g r a m m a r i a n s 

who i d e n t i f i e d t h e norms e s t a b l i s h e d by u s e . J o h n s o n ( 1 7 5 5 ) , f o r i n s t a n c e , 

r e c o r d e d m i d d l e and upper c l a s s u s a g e . The most u s e f u l work t h u s f a r h a s 

a r i s e n from m a t e r i a l g a t h e r e d for the S u r v e y o f E n g l i s h Usage p r o j e c t 

( Q u i r k 1 9 6 B a ) . T h i s p r o j e c t l e d , f i r s t , to The Gramur of Conteaporary Eng-
l i s h ( Q u i r k e t a l 1 9 7 2 ) . A aniversity Granar o f English, b a s e d on i t , 

r e c o r d s as " e s p e c i a l l y i n f o r m a l usage" the use of o b j e c t i v e forms a s s u b -
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j e c t complements: e . g . " I thought i t was her" ( Q u i r k and Greenbaum 

1972 : 54 ) . As another development ^ o m t h i s p r o j e c t . Leech and S v a r t v i k 

( 1 9 7 5 ) have produced A Communicat ive Grammar of E n g l i s h which e x p l o r e s the 

c o n s t i t u e n t e l e m e n t s of both communicat ive and l i n g u i s t i c norms. 

The 

D i c t i o n a r i e s e s t a b l i s h norms. Some s e t out to do so; o t h e r s , s i m p l y by r e -

c o r d i n g c e r t a i n u s a g e s , g i v e them c u r r e n c y . 

5.1 Prescriptive and descriptive dictionaries 

The n o t i o n of d i c t i o n a r y as l e g i s l a t o r was e s t a b l i s h e d i n 1755 by Samuel 

J o h n s o n ' s D i c t i o n a r y of the E n g l i s h Language. Johnson a s s e r t e d f i r m l y 

" e v e r y language has i t s i m p r o p r i e t i e s and a b s u r d i t i e s , which i t 
i s the d u t y of the l e x i c o g r a p h e r to c o r r e c t or p r o s c r i b e . The 
d i c t i o n a r y i s a means by which the p r o n u n c i a t i o n of our language 
may be f i x e d and i t s a t t a i n m e n t f a c i l i t a t e d ; by which i t s p u r i t y 
may be p r e s e r v e d , i t s use a s c e r t a i n e d and i t s d u r a t i o n l e n g t h e n -
e d " . (Johnson i n (Mc Adam and M i l n e 1 9 6 3 : 4 ) ) 

Users c o n s i d e r e d h i s work, and t h a t of s u c c e e d i n g l e x i c o g r a p h e r s , as an 

a u t h o r i t y to w h i c h they might have r e c o u r s e on p o i n t s of usage, much as the 

F r e n c h d i d t h e i r academy. 

The second t r a d i t i o n i s f i r m l y grounded i n A Hew E n g l i s h D i c t i o n a r y on H i s -

t o r i c a l P r i n c i p l e (NED), now known a s The O x f o r d E n g l i s h D i c t i o n a r y (OEO). 

Here the l e x i c o g r a p h e r i s a f f i r m e d a s an o b j e c t i v e r e c o r d e r of a c t u a l 

usage. So the OED "embraces not the s t a n d a r d language of l i t e r a t u r e and 

c o n v e r s a t i o n , whether c u r r e n t at the moment or o b s o l e t e , or a r c h a i c , but 

a l s o the main t e c h n i c a l v o c a b u l a r y and a huge measure of d i a l e c t a l usage 

and s l a n g " . I t s h o u l d not b e , t a k e n a s an a c c u r a t e g u i d e to c u r r e n t u s a g e . 

As the E d i t o r s of W e b s t e r ' s New World D i c t i o n a r y of the Amer ican l a n g u a g e 

( 1 9 5 3 : v l i ) p o i n t o u t , "a l i v i n g language w i l l not p e r m i t i t s e l f to be 

immutably pinned down". 
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Dictionaries and spelling norms 

The Oxford E n g l i s h D i c t i o n a r y i s n e v e r t h e l e s s s e e n a s the s t a n d a r d 

reference. 

" A l l t h e w o r l d l o o k s t o The O x f o r d D i c t i o n a r y a s t h e h i g h e s t 
a u t h o r i t y on a l l a s p e c t s of our l a n g u a g e " . ( P o t t e r 1 9 5 0 : 1 2 7 ) 

T h i s may b r i n g i t c l o s e t o b e i n g i t "a m a l e v o l e n t l i t e r a r y d e v i c e f o r 

c r a m p i n g t h e g r o w t h of a l a n g u a g e and making i t h a r d and i n e l a s t i c " ( B i e r c e 

1 9 7 1 : 9 6 ) . But i t was J o h n s o n ' s d i c t i o n a r y t h a t f i r m l y e s t a b l i s h e d t h e d i c -

t i o n a r y a s a c o n s e r v a t i v e and s t a n d a r d i z i n g a g e n c y f o r t h e s p e l l i n g o f E n g -

l i s h . S p e l l i n g i s no l o n g e r open to much e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n o r i n d i v i d u a l i t y . 

" C a n t ' t e v e n s p e l l " i s o f t e n a h a r s h j i b e a t an i n d i v i d u a l ' s l e v e l o f e d u -

c a t i o n . A c c o r d i n g to Baugh ( 1 9 5 1 : 3 8 9 ) , two f a c t o r s make a t t e m p t s a t s p e l -

l i n g r e f o r m f o u n d e r : i n n a t e c o n s e r v a t i s m , and t h e e t y m o l o g i c a l v a l u e of 

c o n v e n t i o n a l o r t h o g r a p h y ( t h e Greek ' p h ' f o r / f / i n telephone a n d t h e 

F r e n c h ' c ' f o r / s / i n cede and r e c e i v e ) . Where a t t e m p t s a t r e f o r m h a v e been 

s u c c e s s f u l . Brook ( 1 9 5 8 : 1 0 3 ) p o i n t s out t h a t t h e new s p e l l i n g has r e a d i l y 

been a b s o r b e d i n t o the l a n g u a g e as a v a r i a n t e . g . civilisation and civili-
zation, connexion and connection. However, many p e o p l e s t i l l p a s s i o n a t e l y 

a r g u e s u c h p o i n t s a s the r e s p e c t i v e m e r i t s o f " - i s e " o r " - i z e " e n d i n g s . 

The p r e s s u r e t o conform to a norm i s f e l t most s t r o n g l y i n the a r e a o f 

s p e l l i n g . 

5.3 South African Dictionaries 

B r a n f o r d ( 1 9 7 8 ) produced a d e s c r i p t i v e d i c t i o n a r y w h i l e B e e t o n and D o r n e r 

( 1 9 7 5 ) were more c o n c e r n e d to r e c o r d a c c e p t a b l e u s a g e . B o t h have had a n o r -

m a t i v e e f f e c t i n g i v i n g f o r m a l r e c o g n i t i o n t o S o u t h A f r i c a n E n g l i s h . A 

j o u r n a l , E n g l i s h Usage i n S o u t h e r n A f r i c a , ma)ces i t p o s s i b l e for e d u c a t e d 

u s e r s t o a r r i v e a t some c o n c l u s i o n s a s to what may be s e e n a s a v a l i d p a r t 

of S o u t h A f r i c a n E n g l i s h . 
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Bodies concerned with norms of English usage in Britain and 
South Africa 

I n B r i t a i n and S o u t h A f r i c a , a s i s the c a s e i n v i r t u a l l y e v e r y c o u n t r y as 

f a r a s a t a u g h t l a n g u a g e i s c o n c e r n e d , t h e r e a r e e x a m i n i n g b o a r d s w h i c h a r e 

i n a p o s i t i o n t o i n s i s t on the o b s e r v a n c e of l a n g u a g e norms ( p a r t i c u l a r l y 

t h o s e w h i c h l e n d t h e m s e l v e s to e x a m i n a t i o n ) . I n the p a s t , " c o r r e c t " E n g l i s h 

was r e q u i r e d , b u t , i n c r e a s i n g l y , the a b i l i t y t o p r o d u c e l a n g u a g e w h i c h 

meets b o t h l i n g u i s t i c and c o m m u n i c a t i v e norms w i l l be t e s t e d . 

An academy s u c h a s t h o s e i n S p a i n , F r a n c e or even S o u t h A f r i c a ( f o r A f r i -

k a a n s ) h a s n e v e r been e s t a b l i s h e d i n B r i t a i n . Baugh ( 1 9 5 8 : 3 1 8 f ) b r i e f l y 

s k e t c h e s the s h o r t - l i v e d a t t e m p t to r e f i n e and f i x the l a n g u a g e i n the 

e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y . The a t t i t u d e o f E n g l i s h m e n i n g e n e r a l then p r e v a i l s 

t o d a y . 

" E n g l i s h m e n have a l w a y s been moved by a s p i r i t of p e r s o n a l 
l i b e r t y i n t h e u s e o f t h e i r l a n g u a g e " . 

O r , a s J o h n s o n p u t i t , i n commenting on S w i f t ' s P r o p o s a l ( 1 7 1 2 ) : 

"The c e r t a i n t y and s t a b i l i t y w h i c h c o n t r a r y t o a l l e x p e r i e n c e he 
t h i n k s a t t a i n a b l e , he p r o p o s e s t o s e c u r e by i n s t i t u t i n g a a c a -
demy, the d e c r e e s of w h i c h e v e r y man would have been w i l l i n g , 
and many would have been proud to d i s o b e y " . (Baugh 1 9 5 8 : 3 2 5 ) 

6.1 The English Association 

T h e E n g l i s h A s s o c i a t i o n i s an i n t e r n a t i o n a l body f i r s t e s t a b l i s h e d i n 

B r i t a i n . I t h a s b r a n c h e s t h r o u g h o u t the E n g l i s h s p e a k i n g w o r l d , i n c l u d i n g 

S o u t h A f r i c a . I t t a k e s a s i t s a i m "To promote the knowledge of E n g l i s h 

l a n g u a g e and l i t e r a t u r e and t o u p h o l d the s t a n d a r d s of E n g l i s h " . I t has no 

l e g i s l a t i v e power, and f u n c t i o n s r a t h e r more a s a g r o u p o f p e o p l e d e t e r -

mined to s e e E n g l i s h f l o u r i s h and so p r o v i d e o c c a s i o n s t o f u l f i l t h e i r a i m . 

S o m e t h i n g o f the l i m i t a t i o n on t h e i r a u t h o r i t y may be s e e n i n N e s f i e l d ' s 

a c c o u n t ( 1 9 2 2 ) of the E n g l i s h A s s o c i a t i o n ' s b e i n g v i r t u a l l y i g n o r e d i n the 

d e c i s i o n s r e l a t i n g t o E n g l i s h made by the J o i n t Committee on G r a m m a t i c a l 

T e r m i n o l o g y . 
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The English Academy of Southern Africa 

The E n g l i s h Academy o p e r a t e s v e t y d i f f e r e n t l y from i t s A f r i k a a n s c o u n t e r -

p a r t W h i l s t " D i e Akademie" s e e ? i t s r o l e a s to g i v e r u l i n g s , t h e E n g l i s h 

Academy r a r e l y d o e s . I t has i n a u g u r a t e d an E n g l i s h L a n g u a g e S e r v i c e ( G r a m -

marphone) t o o f f e r a d v i c e t o p e o p l e on m a t t e r s of u s a g e . P r o f e s s o r R. 

Sand ' s 'comments ( 1 9 8 4 : 1 4 6 ) h i g h l i g h t the d i f f e r e n c e i n f o c u s b e t w e e n T h e 

Academy and D i e A k a d e m i e . 

" F r a n k l y , what I f e a r e d was t h a t the Academy o f f i c e would be d e -
l u g e d by r e q u e s t s from the a d v i s e r s ( n o t o n l y members of t h e 
p u b l i c ) a l l o v e r the c o u n t r y w a n t i n g a l l manner o f r u l i n o s w h i c h 
i n t h e c o n t i n u a l f l u x and e x p a n s i o n of a l a n g u a g e s o h o s p i t a b l e 
(or you might s a y , s o i n d i s c r i m i n a t e of a p p e t i t e ) a s E n g l i s h 
c o u l d p r o v e a d a u n t i n g i f not i m p o s s i b l e t a s k . " 

I t does e n j o y some s t a t u s and i s c o n s u l t e d by o f f i c i a l a g e n c i e s . The SABS 

i s a t p r e s e n t i n v e s t i g a t i n g the e x t e n t to w h i c h u n i f o r m i t y may be a t t a i n e d 

i n the h o u s e - s t y l e o f v a r i o u s government o r g a n i z a t i o n s s o p r o p o s a l s may be 

s u b m i t t e d t o the S . A . Akademie v i r Wetenskap and K u n s . When i t d i s c o v e r e d 

a n o m a l i e s i n t h e E n g l i s h w r i t i n g c o n v e n t i o n s of s o u r c e i t e m s and a b b r e v i a -

t i o n s , i t l o o k e d to the Academy to a p p o i n t a w o r k i n g g r o u p t o c o n s i d e r 

t h e s e q u e s t i o n s and make r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s , " b e a r i n g i n mind t h e p o s s i b i l i t y 

of e s t a b l i s h i n g a u n i f o r m s y s t e m of a b b r e v i a t i o n s i n t h e RSA" ( P e r r e i r a 

1 9 8 4 : 7 ) . 

I t s a t t e m p t s to i n f l u e n c e u s a g e have not been g r e a t l y s u c c e s s f u l . The p r o -

n u n c i a t i o n o f k i l o a e t r e p r o v i d e s a good e x a m p l e . The Academy s u g g e s t e d 

( ' k i l a u , m i : t a ) t o the SABC on the B r i t i s h model but i t i s [ k i ' l a m i t » 1 t h a t 

has become e s t a b l i s h e d i n o r d i n a r y u s a g e . Not t h a t , t h e SABC h a s a l w a y s s o 

r e a d i l y t a k e n i t s a d v i c e . A t t e m p t s t o p e r s u a d e the b r o a d c a s t i n g company t o 

use b r o a d c a s t e r s whose d e l i v e r y i s a c c e p t a b l e to t h e e a r of E n g l i s h 

s p e a k e r s ( i . e . c h a r a c t e r i z e d by a s e n s e of i d i o m , s t y l e and p r o p e r 

i n t o n a t i o n ) h a s not had c o n c r e t e r e s u l t s ( P e r r e i r a 1 9 8 4 : 6 f ) . 

7 The influence of the media on British and South African English 

B r i t a i n h a s a number of e s t a b l i s h e d p u b l i s h i n g h o u s e s a s w e l l a s t h e BBC 

w h i c h e f f e c t i v e l y u p h o l d norms o f u s a g e . T h i s i s done i n two w a y s . F i r s t , a 

s e c t i o n o f the B r i t i s h p u b l i c is h i g h l y c r i t i c a l and r e g u l a r l y a i r s i t s 
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views i n j o u r n a l s such as The Listener. Second, language s p e c i a l i s t s are 

employed to act as watchdogs. 

In South A f r i c a as has a l r e a d y been noted, the SABC has been s t r o n g l y c r i -

t i c i z e d by the Academy. 

Speakers of E n g l i s h i n South A f r i c a share with the B r i t i s h the assumption 

that E n g l i s h has an entrenched p o s i t i o n . I t s long h i s t o r y has shown that i t 

has e x t r a o r d i n a r y powers of s u r v i v a l . Not even y e a r s of having no s t a t u s , 

as i n Norman England, have endangered i t . A v i g o r o u s Middle E n g l i s h emer-

ged, a l though s t r o n g l y i n f l u e n c e d by F r e n c h , and e s t a b l i s h e d i t s e l f as the 

language used by a l l people l i v i n g i n England. I t i s an i n t e r n a t i o n a l l a n -

guage which, as Maley ( 1 9 8 5 : 3 2 ) has p o i n t e d o u t , has even led to the d i s -

appearance of l o c a l languages i n some c a s e s . In South A f r i c a E n g l i s h has 

remained the o f f i c i a l language i n the independent homelands. I t i s c l e a r 

that there i s l i t t l e fear that i t i s endangered by A f r i k a a n s . The E n g l i s h 

speaker w i l l never have to f i g h t for the e x i s t e n c e of h i s language as the 

A f r i k a a n s speaker had to do for h i s . I t i s obv ious that there i s l e s s 

pressure on the E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g people to protect t h e i r language by means 

of a b s o l u t e r u l i n g s . 

8 American influences on Britisti and South African English 

As we have a l r e a d y noted, E n g l i s h has a r e c e p t i v i t y to new words and u s a -

g e s . I t has borrowed f r e e l y and f o r e i g n words o f t e n do not r e v e a l them-

s e l v e s as s u c h . Who r e c o g n i z e s the French o r i g i n of uncle, aunt or cousin; 
the Dutch of aloof, skipper, rover or landscape; the S p a n i s h of umbrella or 

influenza? These words have moved i n q u i t e n a t u r a l l y to f i l l a s e m a n t i c 

gap. Nor has E n g l i s h argued f o r the " t r u e " word to be upheld a g a i n s t the 

i n t r u d e r . E n g l i s h has a r i c h e r semantic f i e l d through being a b l e to draw on 

synonyms to p r o v i d e s u b t l e shades of meaning and tone. T h i n k , for i n s t a n c e , 

of royal, r e g a l , kingly , inperlal and majestic. A word taken from another 

language can be c o n f i n e d f a i r l y c l o s e l y to i t s d e f i n e d meaning p r o v i d i n g a 

degree of energy and p r e c i s i o n to i t s r o l e i n E n g l i s h . 

When the c e n t r a l r o l e of America in the economic sphere i s c o n s i d e r e d , i t 

i s not s u r p r i s i n g that Americanisms have taken hold i n the world of b u s i -

ness and e n t e r t a i n m e n t . 
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g ^ Americanisms in advertising 

To an i n c r e a s i n g e x t e n t a d v e r t i i e r s use A m e r i c a n a c c e n t s or e x p r e s s i o n s a s 

e v i d e n c e o f s u c c e s s . I n S o u t h A f r i c a we a r e t o l d 

Beef has it all. 

Aint it nice, I bought it with my slice. 

Cleans great. New Close Dp. It's got it all together. 

I n B r i t a i n t h e i n f l u e n c e i s not a s o b v i o u s . N e v e r t h e l e s s t h e y hear Children 
of today play hard - and they need to eat hard, too. 

g.2 Americanisms in journalism 

A m e r i c a n i n f l u e n c e i s more p e r v a s i v e i n n e w s p a p e r s and news b r o a d c a s t s 

b e c a u s e i t i s l e s s e a s y t o d e t e c t . I n B r i t a i n , the e s t a b l i s h e d n e w s p a p e r s 

have l a n g u a g e e d i t o r s who m o n i t o r a r t i c l e s t o see t h a t l a n g u a g e p o l i c y i s 

m a i n t a i n e d . N e v e r t h e l e s s q u o t a t i o n s from A m e r i c a n s p e e c h e s a r e p u b l i s h e d . 

S v e j c e r ( 1 9 7 8 : 1 5 8 ) n o t e s t h a t i n t h e i r u s e o f A m e r i c a n i s m s t h e news m e d i a 

o u t s t r i p t h e i d i o l e c t o f the a v e r a g e E n g l i s h m a n . 

S o u t h A f r i c a n j o u r n a l i s m i s more d e e p l y i n f l u e n c e d . Mr. H . F . S n i j d e r s h a s 

p o i n t e d out t o me t h a t The Argus, a c o n s e r v a t i v e S o u t h A f r i c a n n e w s p a p e r 

seems to have no l a n g u a g e p o l i c y . I t u s e s the A m e r i c a n s p e l l i n g percent b u t 

the B r i t i s h programmes. I t a l s o u s e s s u c h A m e r i c a n i s m s a s vote-catcher, 
face up t o , presently in the news, and top South African journalists w h i l s t 

g e n e r a l l y u s i n g E n g l i s h s e m a n t i c norms. H y p h e n a t i o n and p u n c t u a t i o n a r e 

a l s o i n c o n s i s t e n t a s may be s e e n from " . . . the f a c e - t h e - p r e s s v e r s i o n o f 

E y e l i n e s h o u l d be a ' m i k e s open, n o t e b o o k s o p e n ' s i t u a t i o n " . It i s l i k e l y 

t h a t t h i s newspaper w i l l become i n c r e a s i n g l y A m e r i c a n a s f a r a s t h e b u s i -

n e s s s e c t i o n i s c o n c e r n e d . South A f r i c a n b u s i n e s s p e r i o d i c a l s a l s o t e n d t o 

f a l l back on A m e r i c a n u s a g e a s c a n be seen i n p h r a s e s s u c h a s macro-econo-
mic climate, roll-back of i n d e x a t i o n of t a x e s , (cashl g o i n g into call, the 
stayaway has impacted significantly on business, a l l from Finance Week, 
November 8 - 1 4 , 1 9 8 4 . 
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8.3 American influences on Standard English 

mtf: 

T h e s e e x a m p l e s a r e e a s y to i d e n t i f y but may s t i l l be r e g a r d e d a s p a r t of a 

p a r t i c u l a r r e g i s t e r . A c c o r d i n g to F o s t e r ( 1 9 6 8 : 1 9 ) much o f A m e r i c a n i d i o m 

has become p a r t of t h e s t a n d a r d l a n g u a g e and most p e o p l e would not r e c o g -

n i z e A m e r i c a n i s m s f o r what t h e y a r e . An o b v i o u s r e a s o n i s t h e i r f o r m a l and 

p h o n e t i c c l o s e n e s s t o s t a n d a r d E n g l i s h . I n a d d i t i o n , t h e y a r e a t t r a c t i v e l y 

s e l f - e x p l a n a t o r y : u p - a n d - c o m i n g , f o o l p r o o f , b r a i n w a s h i n g , b a b y - s i t t e r , 

b l u r b , t o s t e a m r o l l e r ' , t o h i t the h e a d l i n e s , h o l d i n g down a j o b . 

An i r o n i c s i d e l i g h t i s t h a t words and e x p r e s s i o n s w h i c h have l o n g s i n c e 

d i e d out or became r a r e i n B r i t i s h E n g l i s h s u r v i v e i n t h e USA. Among them 

a r e I g u e s s ( c f . C h a u c e r ) , maybe, and s h o e - s t r i n g . 

9 Language change: constitutive rules and usage norms 

B a r t s c h ( 1 9 8 2 ) p r o v i d e s a u s e f u l means of e x a m i n i n g l a n g u a g e c h a n g e and 

l a n g u a g e a c q u i s i t i o n . C o n s t i t u t i v e r u l e s d e s c r i b e what i s t h e o r e t i c a l l y 

p o s s i b l e w h i l s t u s a g e norms d e s c r i b e the r u l e s t h a t make f o r s o c i a l l y 

a c c e p t a b l e l a n g u a g e b e h a v i o u r . T h e s e i n t e r a c t t o some e x t e n t so t h a t 

d e v i a t i o n s from the norm a r e produced by n a t i v e and n o n - n a t i v e s p e a l c e r s 

a l i l c e : • t h i s p e o p l e ( n o n - n a t i v e s p e a k e r ) and •These k i n d o f k n a v e s ( K i n g 

L e a r ) . 

A n a l o g y i s a s t r o n g f o r c e i n d e t e r m i n i n g u s a g e so t h e r e i s l i k e l y t o be 

p r e s s u r e on a s p e c t s l i k e t h e s e w h i c h seem e x c e p t i o n s . V e r b i n f l e x i o n , and 

the i n d e f i n i t e pronoun a r e p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t i n g from t h i s p o i n t o f 

v i e w . The. d i s a p p e a r i n g d i s t i n c t i o n between s h a l l and w i l l i s a c a s e i n 

p o i n t , a s i s the vexed i s s u e of s e x u a l b i a s i n t h e i n d e f i n i t e u s e o f t h e 

pronoun h e . 

T h i s i s s u e h i g h l i g h t s the c o m p l e x i t y of what a p p e a r s mere p e d a n t r y . Good 

a u t h o r s l i k e J a n e A u s t e n , W a l t e r S c o t t and S w i f t used t h e y a s a s i n g u l a r 

s e x - i n d e f i n i t e pronoun a s E n g l i s h d o e s not have o n e . I n t h e l i g h t of modern 

demands f o r an end t o s e x - d i s c r i m i n a t i o n , B o d i n e ( 1 9 7 5 ) a r g u e s c o n v i n c i n g l y 

for the abandonment of the d e f e c t i v e h e . Mackay ( 1 9 8 0 ) r e v e a l s a r a t h e r 

more complex p i c t u r e i n w h i c h examples such a s E v e r y o n e o u s t hand i n t h e i r 

book ace u n r e p r e s e n t a t i v e and so c a n n o t be used to a r g u e t h a t mere p e d a n t r y 

p r e v e n t s us from a c c e p t i n g g e n e r a l u s a g e . H i s s t u d y p r o d u c e d e v i d e n c e t . i 
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suggest t h a t c o m p r e h e n s i b i l i t y would be s e r i o u s l y a f f e c t e d . O t h e r p o s s i b l e 

d i f f i c u l t i e s s u c h a s a m b i g u i t y and i n a c c u r a c y were a l s o e x p l o r e d . He c o n -

c l u d e s t h a t a l t h o u g h a s o l u t i q n w i l l not be r e a d i l y found f o r i t , t h i s 

i s s u e c o u l d be r e v e a l i n g a s f a r a s the d y n a m i c s o f l a n g u a g e and l a n g u a g e 

change a r e c o n c e r n e d . Though we have s e e n t h a t p r e s c r i p t i o n c a n g i v e r i s e 

to l i n g u i s t i c or c o m m u n i c a t i v e norms, p u t a t i v e s e x - i n d e f i n i t e p r o n o u n s 

among them c o , B, et, hesh, hir, jhe, na, person and t h o n have a l l f a i l e d 

(Cheshire 1 9 8 5 ) . 

The c l a s h between p r e s c r i p t i v e and u s a g e norms i s p a r t i c u l a r l y e v i d e n t i n 

the t r e a t m e n t of c a s e . I n c o n t e m p o r a r y E n g l i s h , c a s e g e n e r a l l y t e n d s to be 

marked by p o s i t i o n so t h a t , t h e s u b j e c t i v e c a s e i s u s u a l l y f o u n d b e f o r e t h e 

v e r b and the o b j e c t i v e c a s e j u s t a f t e r t h e v e r b . Two i n t e r e s t i n g e x a m p l e s 

a r e the u s e of I/me and who/whom. P r e s c r i p t i v e grammars i n s i s t on t h e 

c o n s t i t u t i v e l y It is I ( i g n o r i n g the F r e n c h C'est Boi and u s i n g the L a t i n 

m o d e l ) . E m p h a s i s on I and not a e has l e d to h y p e r c o r r e c t n e s s a s i n Give it 
to Susan and I. I told the man whom I knew would be interested, a r i s e s i n a 
s i m i l a r way. On t h e o t h e r hand. It i s me ( o b j e c t i v e f o r s u b j e c t i v e ) and 

This is the man who I gave it to ( s u b j e c t i v e f o r o b j e c t i v e ) e x i s t s and is 
w i d e l y a c c e p t e d . 

10 Conclusion 

T h i s t e n t a t i v e e x p l o r a t i o n of the way norms a r e a d o p t e d by B r i t i s h and 

South A f r i c a n E n g l i s h has n e c e s s a r i l y been r a t h e r s e l e c t i v e . I t d o e s , how-

e v e r , i n d i c a t e how a d i f f e r e n t s o c i a l c o n t e x t ( t h e o l d e s t a b l i s h e d l a n g u a g e 

which has i n t e r n a t i o n a l c u r r e n c y v s . the young l a n g u a g e s p o k e n by a s m a l l 

group of p e o p l e ) d e t e r m i n e s t h e e x t e n t t o w h i c h p r e s c r i p t i o n and p r o s c r i p -

t i o n a r e n e c e s s a r y . I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t t h e r e i s not a t r a n s l a t i o n e q u i -

v a l e n t i n E n g l i s h of "normeer" or " n o r m e r i n g " . 
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