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Mind the generation gap! Of language. Remember
the dayswhen we were elementary or intermediate learners
of English at school? Probably all Hong Kong studentsin
those daysweretold that British Englishwas“the’ English.
Anyone using American spelling or pronunciation was
heretic, or worse, arustic.

But language is so sensitive to changes in culture,
politics, economy and technology. British English today
is not the same as it was yesterday.

A summer course at the University of Edinburgh has
given me much insight into how English is used today,
and how people see the so-called New English. Some,
especially older Britons, are not terribly happy with the
way things are going. Some find it more interesting than
annoying. Take our course director for example. He has
fun recording how his supposedly well-educated son talks
differently from his parent:

Father: Son:
Thank you. Cheers.
No, thanks. It's OK.

| am really upset. | am absolutely gutted.
| don’t want to discuss it. Whatever.

Cel ebrities best demonstrate how the young talk today.
Private Eye parodies the speech of the younger generation
in a spoof account of interview with Stella McCartney,
chic fashion designer. She spoke of what it was like
growing up the daughter of Paul McCartney:

“Like, in many ways it was kind of normal. | mean
like if you're the kid of the local vicar, then you're, like,
the kid of the local vicar, and people say, like, there goes
the kid of the local vicar, or whatever, and you' re going to
be treated like the kid of the local vicar... People arelike
always coming up and they’re, like, how’s your dad? So
I’'m like, yeah, how's Y OUR dad? |
mean, like, why are they awayslike
coming up and saying, like how’s
your dad? Isit just because I’ m the
daughter of Paul McCartney?'*

Likeis, like, becoming, like, the
trendiest conversational filler. So
much so that amagazine parent forum
discusses how to stop youngsters
from saying like so abusively. One
suggestion is saying like twice as
frequently as they do and they will
for sure stop it within one week.

Mind the Gap

Ledia Lin
Official Languages Officer I
Chief Executive’s Office

Pronunciation isanother bone of contention. Peopleloya
to the Queen’s English are complaining because the younger
generation prefer “skedule’ to “schedule’ and “tomayto” to
“tomato”. They aredsolosing to the scandal ous Great Stress
Shift, which accentuates misCHIEvous, conTROversy,
CONtribute, REsource, PROgressing, PROtester,
TRANSlator, Unique...

While Americanism takes the biggest share of blame,
other forces are blatantly at work. The BBC now prefers
their weathermen with local accents. Received
Pronunciation sounds pedantic. In vogue is Estuary
English, perfected by Victoria Beckham and Jamie Oliver
and many others who may say they are just really “ornry
peepaw” and don’t need that “ hassaw from the meedyur” .2
Even their Oxford-educated Prime Minister may drop his
h’'sand t'sin an attempt to reach out to the masses.

Politicians are not alonein playing on linguistic overt
familiarity. The use of surnames was once something old-
fashioned and starchy. So instead of Dear Mr Blair, banks
and hotels now begin their promotional letters with Hi,
Tony. But first-name intimacy no longer sells so well asit
used to. Today the more familiarly a stranger addresses
you, the less friendly he or she can seem.?

Plain English definitely sounds friendlier and
communicates better. Many have gone further by making
all forms of English conversational. Loads of new words
and usages are casually created everyday. Itisso not a
surprise to be asked in a highbrow restaurant, “Have you
been menued?’ If you google something and get nil result
today, don’'t worry, you will get some tomorrow.

| wonder if orthodox British English is still apreferred
choice for schoolsin Hong Kong. The differences among
Englishes resulting from geographical distance are quickly
diminishing. It is the speed with
which they change that takes our
breath away. Shall we catch up or
hold back? Anyway, mind the gap.

! Private Eye, July 2003.

2*... ordinary people ... hassefrom the media’
Private Eye, February 2000.

8 The Independent, 28 April 2004.
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Changeisthelaw of life. And those who look only to the past or the

] present are certain to miss the future.
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Word,

English Vocabulary: A Constant Variable B

Time changes all things: there is no reason why
language should escape this universal law.

Ferdinand de Saussure, linguist (1857-1913)

Languages are in a state of constant change. English
is a good example. The Old English of Beowulf (about
1000), or the Middle English of The Canterbury Tales (about
1388) looks compl etely foreign to modern English speakers.
While “Whither goest thou?’ or “I' m three score years and
ten” would sound archaic today, people having
difficulty understanding Shakespeare (1564 -
1611) would be surprised to learn that he wrote
in (Early) Modern English.

Indeed English is a most creative and
changeable language, and the emergence of
new wordsis one of the most pal pable changes
init. The main sources of new wordsinclude
loan words from other languages, semantic
change of existing words and word-building
with Latin, Greek or English roots.

The English languageis no stranger to borrowing from
foreign tongues, notably French and Italian. Loan words
usudly refer to foreign things that become popular in Britain
or the United States. Would you liketo try picking some of
the loan words from the following passage?

Before | went to the cinema, | ate a pizza in the
restaurant in the food forum. The decor is pleasant
and you can have a buffet there at the weekend.
The entrées and main courses from the a la carte
menu are also very good so it's a great place for a
rendezvous with your friends. But beware, if you
are a gourmet, you will certainly need a siesta
afterwards!?

Many of these |loan words are about food and eating.
When it comes to food words, Chinese has much to offer,
to name afew: soy, dim sum, ketchup, and, of course, chop
suey and tofu. Loan words from other cultural aspects
include feng shui, kung fu, tai chi and tai pan.

With the Internet spreading English far and wide, new
words are added to the language every year. How arethese
words invented? Susie Dent, a language expert, has the
answer: “The extraordinary thing about new words is that
probably only about one percent of them are new.®> Most are
old wordsrevived and adapted”. Semantic change of an old
word, namely specialisation, generalisation and metaphorical
change of aword, isacommon way of coining new words.
For example, liquor originally meant any liquid. Over time

t Modern English can be dated back to 1500, when the English language
was transitioning from Middle English to Modern English. The
principal distinction between Early- and Late-Modern English liesin
vocabulary. Pronunciation, grammar and spelling arelargely the same,
but Late-Modern English has many more words.

it narrowed in scope to mean strong alcoholic drink. Grasp
originally referring to holding something in the hand came
to mean comprehend. A bureau was once awoollen covering
used to cover adesk. It eventually came to mean the desk
itself and then the office that used the desks.

Apart from semantic change of an old word, word-
building by affixation (e.g. debug and ageist), abbreviation
(e.g. British Broadcasting Corporation yields BBC) and
blending (e.g. brunch (breakfast + lunch) and infotainment
(information + entertainment)) is a major source

of new words. Some new words such as body
count and joyriding are formed to describe new
events while others such as chairperson and
follically challenged are created to suit the
current mood of political correctness. In
addition, technological development,
scientific discovery, the worlds of computing
and communications, aswell asenvironmental
concerns also contribute constantly to the
English word bank.

Affixation is the most common type of nhew word
formation. It istheformation of words by adding prefixes
and suffixesto aroot, or to existing words, to give a new
meaning. Examples of prefixation include cybercrime (the
prefix cyber + crime) meaning criminal activities carried
out on computers or the Internet, and astrobiology (the
prefix astro (referring to stars and to outer space) + biology)
meaning the branch of biology concerned with the
discovery or study of life on other planets. Examples of
suffixation include satphone (sat (derived from satellite)
+ the suffix phone) meaning a telephone that transmits its
signal via a geostationary communications satellite, and
dot-commer (dot-com + the suffix er) meaning one who
works, especially in a professional or managerial capacity,
for an Internet business.

English has been the fastest-moving language for 100
years. The world is changing all the time, and so is the
English language. New words are aways invented to meet
temporary needs and many of them disappear soon after
they are coined. Those that have managed to achieve
permanence in a dictionary must be the ones that came
into popular use or have enjoyed avoguefor agiven period.
While celeb (1913), ceasefire (1918), pop culture (1921),
megabucks (1946) and Internet (1992) are still very much
alive today, the bulk of coined words have sunk into
oblivion. Nevertheless, each new word, however short its
life may be, tells a story about its environment and says
something about the concerns and trends of itstime.

2 Loan words from
Italian: pizza
Spanish: siesta
French: decor, buffet, entrées, ala carte menu, rendezvous, gourmet
3 The word Okay, for example, did not exist before the 20th century
and now has global usage in many languages.
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Areyou up with the trend? Do you know what the following new words mean?

If yes, do have ago at our quiz and circle your choices.

1. What is a“gangmaster”?
A: An Internet game
B: A person who organises and oversees the work of casual
manual labourers
C: A leader of agroup of criminals

2. What does a “wordrobe” mean?
A: A person’s vocabulary
B: A kind of software for word-building
C: A person who isinterested in collecting difficult words

3. What isa“blue on blue” incident?
A: An abortive gambling raid
B: Aninsider dealing involving a blue-chip corporation
C: An attack made by one's own side that accidentally harms
one's own forces

4. What does “latte factor” mean?
A: Unconscious day-to-day frivolous spending
B: One's daily consumption of coffee
C: A reason for keeping a diet

5. What do you eat when you have a“potsticker”?
A: A Chinese wonton dumpling
B: An Italian pizza
C: A Japanese pancake made of batter and peach

6. What isa“larp”?
A: A form of role-playing game
B: A radio talk show
C: A street performer

7. What isa“ crittercam”?
A: A place for keeping livestock
B: A closed-circuit television installed in a zoo
C: A camera attached to awild animal

8. What does a“furkid” mean?
A: Anill-tempered child
B: A pet treated as though it were one’s child
C: Aninsect

9. What isa*“spork”?
A: A computer virus
B: Unsolicited e-mail of acommercial nature
C: A utensil with both bowl and tines

10. What is the meaning of “handbags’?
A: Protective gloves for women
B: A confrontation that does not lead to serious fighting,
especially among soccer players
C: An armchair specialy designed for working women
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11. What does “ marketspace” mean?
A: Commerce carried out by electronic means, especialy via
the Internet
B: Spacein amarket
C: Room for new productsin a particular market

12. What does “m-commerce” mean?
A: Commerceinvolving cash
B: Commercial transactions conducted electronically by
mobile phone
C: Marketing strategy
13. What is “retail therapy”?
A: Medical treatment for kleptomania
B: Going shopping to make one happy
C: Therapeutic treatment provided by individual practitioners

14. What are “ batchmates’?
A: Goods of the same batch
B: Classmates
C: Soldiers of the same regiment
15. What is a“ mystery shopper”?
A: A person employed to visit a shop incognito in order to
assess the quality of the services
B: A plain-clothes policeman who is tasked to investigate
shoplifting cases
C: A client of afortune-teller

To participate, pleasefill in theinformation below and
send it, with the circled answers, to the Word Power
Editorial Board, Official Languages Division, Civil Service
Bureau, Room 2315, Queensway Government Offices, 66
Queensway, Hong Kong before 21 February 2005.

Answers and names of the winners will be published
in the next issue of Word Power. Five prizes will be
awarded. Lotswill be drawn if necessary.
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The contents of Word Power are also available on the OLD, CSB Homepage at http://www.csb.gov.hk/hkgesh/ol/news/index.htm . For enquiries, please contact us at the Officia Languages Division,
Civil Service Bureau, Room 2315, Queenswvay Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong. E-mail: csholrs@csh.gov.hk
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