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Abstract

This paper, part of a larger study, deals with the inefficiencies of English as a globalized conference language. It commences with an overview of the way varieties of spoken English impede understanding. Next, it argues for appreciation that many words have legitimate homes in both demotic and technical discourse. The usage of neologisms and buzzwords, which can be socially and academically divisive, is then considered. It concludes with recommendations for future research.
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Introduction

The following arguments, part of a more wide-ranging study, derive from an observation: that international conferences are increasingly important but that, ungoverned and sometimes ethnocentric, they frequently fail to realize their potential, which leads to academic misunderstanding and stunts international friendships. English provides the unrivalled but often seemingly inefficient communication machine. Problems may arise from the way a language of great geographical and social variety and largely unregulated development has taken on a very novel, precise and restraining global role. However, none of these difficulties are insurmountable. The first task is to identify the nature and extent of the problem.
English obstacles

Journalist Anne McElvoy (2009) put her finger on it when she claimed with regard to public speakers “....it is not what is said that is the point; just what is heard.” In fact “hearing” does not necessitate understanding, as Liber (2008) points out: “…anyone in the language business knows learning a language is not just about articulateness…but the deeper cultural signifiers, codes and semiotics.” Even within a fluent English milieu understanding cannot be taken for granted, as Ken Smith, a Bucks New University don (BBC4 2008) found when his spelling reform plans were universally interpreted as a free-for-all. In a sense recipients can understand the oration only in terms of their own expectations and experiences, which may mean reading more or less into it than was intended, finding a deeper decontextualized significance or simply “cherry picking.”

The issue of understanding can be analyzed from the perspective of the listener, the foreign and the native speaker. According to Zander (2009) adults listening to a paper can only keep 5-7 ideas in their short-term memory at one time, whilst the work of linguist, Andrew Linn (2008), at Sheffield University, much distorted by the media, suggested “the perfect voice” [for understanding] requiring a downward intonation, bass tone and a delivery of 150 words per minute.

As for the foreign speaker, in the worst cases, where speakers have no “feel” for English and misuse stress and intonation, papers can be both tiresome and incomprehensible. On the other hand, although in principle a Singaporean scholar might find “Thai-English” easier to follow than “Arabic-English”, frequently non-natives claim that they find the English of foreigners easier to understand than that of native speakers, perhaps because of the Englishman’s rapid idiomatic speech.
Misunderstanding of foreigners is not simply a matter of pronunciation, but also of aberrant deviation. “Mistakes” are always logical, interesting and revealing, often sprouting from the vernacular substratum. The errors that a Bulgarian makes in English are specific and, to some extent, predictable and are almost never the errors that an Egyptian makes and vice versa. Moreover, it is even a matter of culturally-specific language analysis. A Thai student once asked the writer what the tone of a particular English word was (she was learning English in her Bangkok college in terms of tones); this is as wrongheaded as an Englishman asking a Thai instructress how she constructs adverbs.

The English language of the British Isles possesses a great many accents, sometimes very peculiar and difficult, and, since the British scientific community no longer speaks with or accepts a standard English, these tricky accents are likely to be met in the lecture theatre. What gives each its distinctiveness is largely a question of vowel variation, which then involves a universal vowel shift. Thus, if a Dubliner calls a “vice” a “voice”, then he cannot use the same vowel for a “boy”. The audience must fine tune their receptors and swivel their antennae in the first few minutes of the talk.

Paradoxically the strength of these regional accents lies in their weakness. They are accents not dialects. Of course genuine dialects did exist in the fairly recent past, notably the robust oral and literary Lallans of the poet Robert Burns and his contemporaries in Lowland Scotland and, little known, the Yola dialect (Dolan 1996) of SE Ireland, a fossilized Middle English growth, which died out in the 19th century. [Both these dialects are considered by some as distinct West Germanic languages.]

 Today the contrast of English with the German-speaking lands is instructive. Over there may be found many dialects (mutually incomprehensible) with vigorous lives in the media and literature of their own regions, but, in a pan-Germanic or global context, the speakers of plattdeutsch and schwitzerdootsch would leave their native argots on the kitchen table and present their conference ideas in the standard school-learnt hochdeutsch. No educated British person accepts that he is speaking an inferior deviant or purely localized form: the Yorkshireman’s enunciation of “lake” (to cite a key variable) is as good as the Cockney’s. Therefore the individual written words are, in a very modest sense, akin to ideograms. Regional speakers need make no adjustments to teach English-as-a-foreign language and thus one may come across Chinese academics making representations in the clanging tones of northern industrial English cities they could not place on a map. 
Standard English, variously called Received Pronunciation (RP), the Queen’s, BBC or Oxford English is, as said, in serious decline, largely because the aforementioned institutions no longer provide it with a safe haven. This is a recent development, within living memory, as old movies confirm. Yet RP still exists and it might be supposed that it would prove most acceptable and understandable for foreigners. In the writer’s experience this is the type that at least Japanese scientists find most difficult. As one such opined, “Why do the English go weak at the end of sentences?” Perhaps the difficulty is that RP has become (it was not formerly) so languid, mumbled, unassertive and unstressed. Maybe in these more egalitarian days it is trying to hide its face behind its hands.

Although, as a result of the media and greater social mixing, distinctive British accents are tending to converge, there are major countercurrents which militate against understanding: the adoption of a mid-Atlantic drawl by mediafolk and their imitators; the slide of the unvoiced ‘t’ to a somewhat blurred voiced ‘d’ (in imitation of American usage); the rising intonation at the end of a sentence adopted by the young and the would-be young so that every statement sounds like a diffident question (perhaps an imitation of Australian usage); the spreading of the glottal stop outside its natural regions to places where it plays havoc with vernacular rhythms.

It should be remembered that, apart from its distinctive use in North America and the Antipodes, English is a natural fluent second language in many of the Afro-Asian former British colonies, where, since independence, the language has grown in strange exuberant tropical ways. Often these new varieties have been given distinctive names, such as the “Singlish” of Singapore, which, like many others, is not confined to the untutored classes but has climbed right up the social ladder and, through Singaporean technical teachers (who of course speak Chinese dialects), is being spread to mainland China. More specifically, as Yongo (2008) and Blench (2008) demonstrated in a Nigerian context distinctive academic slangs can develop. (Puzzlingly in this argot “bulgaria” means “money.”)

Technical and demotic language

Some time ago at an academic social gathering a retired transport engineer chided a social scientist on the inexact usage of language in her discipline. For him the word “stress” had a very precise meaning related to metal reaction to pressure and it was incorrect to use it in psychology for a vaguely defined mental unease. It would indeed be possible to apply the engineering concept to psychology but this would be a fanciful conceit and an academic and therapeutic cul-de-sac, because human beings do not, even in a physical sense, respond like metals. Indeed no organic matter responds like metal to stress. Moreover such an application would lead to a stretching of the intrinsic terms of “elasticity” and “frangibility.”
There are broader issues. It cannot be claimed that the most precise usage of a word is the only legitimate one or the original one; indeed words are normally born messily. In fact “stress” is particularly interesting, because it is at home in at least four distinct sciences (engineering, linguistics, psychology and physiology (including botany)) and is also found in common speech as a synonym for “emphasize” and, perhaps in a folk borrowing from psychiatry, to identify a pervasive contemporary angst.

The original “stress” may be a confused coalescence of two distinct words (OED 1989): the Middle English destresse (“distress”) with the Old French estrece (“narrowness”). Thus even at its inception it combined the mental with the physical. The OED supplies the first literary usages of the various “stress meanings” [all subsequent “word dates” in brackets are from the OED]: hardship (1303); conversational sense (1749); linguistic meaning (1880); engineering sense (1855); physiological (1942); psychological (1955). 
Clearly this versatile word cannot be tied down. The Archbishop of Canterbury (BBC3 2008), stating “we are creatures of stress and slack” gave it an existential connotation, whilst biological evolution can be seen as a process of specific adjustments to environmental stresses of varying intensity. At the other extreme the writer purchased in Punkaharju (Finland) a table top stressimylly (“stress mill”) where emotional stress is relieved by imposing physical stress on a wooden lever; it has since broken.

It is not however true, as Lindsey (1970) says, that we should “take every word at its primary, ordinary, usual, literal meaning”; nor indeed that the oldest and simplest is correct or best. Nor can we make the facile assumption that the concrete always precedes the abstract, although this is probably a strong working hypothesis for the study of the fundamental evolution of languages.  Thus “horsepower” is a measure of machine energy and nobody in any social stratum uses it in its literal sense, not even in poetry. Yet at times the vernacular usage of a term is so ingrained as to militate against correct technical usage even among students and mature academics. In statistics a random sample is one in which each item has an equal chance of being selected, but in ordinary English “random” signifies “haphazard”.  Foreign students, making the first acquaintance of the word in the classroom, do not share these difficulties.
There is a two-way traffic between the demotic and the technical. Also of course the ordinary folk were often technical workers, who absorbed and modified the concepts of their managers or, say, in areas of pre-industrial mining, such as the Kanturk coal area of SW Ireland, supplied ready-made words for the burgeoning intellectual elite. Among the coal miners of NE England “pit talk” (Douglass 1974), an entirely novel secret underground language, both technical and familiar, developed. Though only marginally relevant in this context the multitude of sheep-counting glossaries of the North of England provide a fascinating, if frustrating, study (Smith 2009).
In modern days scientific terms are forever leaking into popular usage, easily disseminated by TV and the popular press. Thus terms like DNA, genes and GM crops seem to be on everyone’s tongue but usually with only the dimmest comprehension. At times a technical term of classical origin is used with such diffuse abandon in the vernacular as to block scientific understanding. Thus in “chaos theory” (Prigogine 1984) the “mixture of necessity and chance constitutes the history of the system”, but this goes against not only the popular usage (as in “an untidy teenager’s bedroom”), which actually dates from 1660, but also formal literary usage (1531) as the “formless void of primordial matter” and the opposite of “cosmos” (which is theologically tricky as it seems to imply that matter existed before creation, because “nothingness” cannot be chaotic.) However the original meaning (1440) was very physical and ordinary: “gaping void.”
Now all this word-hunting may be enjoyable but it is too tedious and time-consuming to be used regularly and, while it may close an argument, it never wins one. First of all, lexicography is an evolving and improving science. Secondly, as Shermer (1999) puts it “dictionaries do not give definitions, they give usages.” Thirdly, the excellent OED cites only first literary usages of words and it may be suggested that writers, great or lesser, would not utilize words that did not have at least some prior significance among their readership. Fourthly, dictionaries do not always say the same thing and they are not all equally reliable; the various self-regulating online lexicons can be especially erratic. Finally and most compellingly, words do change their meaning and it is perverse to cling to antiquarianisms. Thus when Portia in Scene 1 of Act 5 of “The Merchant of Venice” (Wells 1988) compares a little candle to “a good deed in a naughty world”, she means “morally bad and wicked”, a meaning that only the most heartless mother would apply to her wayward child. Yet even Shakespeare’s usage was an adaptation of an even earlier meaning of “having nothing, poor, needy” (1377). Thus poverty was transformed into wickedness and then re-emerged as innocent playfulness. 

The practical point of all this is that words may have diverse popular and technical meanings, not all of which are in the dictionaries. In general foreign scholars, unlike their English counterparts, are not hindered by the demotic meanings – except in social intercourse – but they should be aware of the potential alternative meanings and misunderstandings. It is pointless to argue legitimacy and possession of words from etymological study. However, each academic discipline has a right to insist on specific meanings and usages within and only within its chambers.
Neologisms and buzzwords

Since at least the Age of Enlightenment it has been the practice in English to mint neologisms from classical origins, sometimes, as in “television”, mixing Latin and Greek roots. These classical neologisms normally allow a pan-European, even global, comprehension; “vaccination” and “nuclear” appear with only slight modification in many languages, making learned papers, at least in Roman script, partly intelligible to those not fluent in the tongue. On the whole these classical neologisms belong to all,  because they belong to no one and, since we are all considered heirs of the ancients, such words carry no competitive nationalistic baggage, as, arguably, do the Russian soil class names, accepted in Europe, but, apparently, paraphrased in the USA.

On the other hand such classicisms, beyond the shop-soiled familiar, contain no immediate clue to their meaning in English or indeed, since practice differs, to their pronunciation. There is no short cut to appreciating what “entropy” means. This makes study doubly hard. Of course not all languages are saturated with classicisms. In Germany modern technical terms were generally derived from common Germanic roots, even though in some cases this simply meant a germanization of an already familiar classical form. The advantage of the German system is that, although it cuts the foreigner out of the discourse, it effectively allows native speakers, even relatively uneducated ones, to know what is being talked about. With English the situation is precisely the opposite, especially as English, unlike the Romance languages, cannot recognize a family resemblance in old Latin. Thus in England a great gulf exists between scientific-technical and demotic discourse and a daunting vocabulary has to be mastered before ordinary people can dip into debates that willy-nilly impact upon their lives. These misunderstandings are particularly marked and upsetting in the field of medical science. English children may learn to fear pneumonia without knowing exactly what it is, unlike their German cousins, who can at least discern from Lungenentzündung “fiery lungs”. If people knew what diseases were in plain English, they might be more alert to symptoms, causes and irritants. These strange words do not make diseases more terrible but they do make them more terrifying.

In a sense a buzzword is a type of neologism, but, being modern, has not yet acquired global acceptance and respectability. Moreover, modern buzzwords are seldom classicisms (perhaps an acceptance of the decline of classical studies), but are more usually a rearrangement of more mundane vocabulary. Almost always they are, unlike, apparently, the older neologisms, making an ideological point. Nonetheless the study of the origin and diffusion of buzzwords might throw light not only on the way past neologisms developed but even on the growth of language itself.
Sometimes buzzwords are straight substitutions of one normal word for another. Thus an international chief examiner of Geography recently wrote to an academic journal (Burton 2008) castigating them for using the term “natural disaster” instead of the more current “natural hazard”. On the face of it the two terms are quite different, since “hazard” refers to a potential and “disaster” to an actual destructive event, but the examiner’s quibble was ideological rather than semantic, because the disaster on the ground must be seen as emanating not from the earthquake, much less from an act of God, but from the unpreparedness of the state and society to protect the “vulnerable.” Thus renaming involves a paradigm shift in analysis.
Elsewhere clever juxtaposition of words leads to a new perception of a familiar problem. Surely every thinking person realizes that water management involves administration as well as hydrology, but London University’s Professor Tony Allan (News in Brief 2008) was specifically praised by the panel of the 2008 Stockholm Water Prize for his “important new concepts such as ‘virtual water’ and ‘problem shed’”, which emphasize that serious water management problems are managed “outside the water sector”. On the other hand, when UK politician Ed Miliband (Wordsworth 2008) says, “We green the largest single market in the world”, he is, arguably though inelegantly, expressing a concept which is new to both economics and politics. 
In many instances the buzzword seeks to neutralize or remove the barbs from the word. Thus “issue” has almost completely replaced “problem” in British intellectual discourse, despite the fact that they are not synonyms and “problem” is a word understood in most European languages. The reasoning is partly ideological and partly strategic. Ideologically, as with “the issue of exams not being what employers want”, it means that no group or individual can be tainted as being, having or causing a problem. Strategically, issues, by definition, cannot and do not need to be solved; they can only be debated. Nor does “issue” have positive or negative connotations. What it does suggest is fluidity, fecundity and productivity, ambience and renewability; yet puzzlingly some speak of “issues around the issues.”
Sometimes the euphemistic side of buzzwords is more evident. Thus the terms “backward” and “retarded” to describe slow-learning children have been replaced by the positive “special educational needs” or, more generally, the neutral SEN. (The tangential “issue” of acronyms as a powerful and divisive linguistic form is one worthy of a separate study.) Now, it is a laudable effort to expunge hurtful words form the official vocabulary, but the danger is that the new word may have only the most tenuous semiotic link with the disgraced one. In this case “special”, although it suggests “valuable”, does not indicate what constitutes this “specialness”. Therefore foreign scholars, unless they are “in the know” and absolutely up to date with regard to British technical nomenclature, will have no idea what type of children are being discussed. Moreover, euphemisms cannot escape vulgar prejudice. The negative connotations of a particular physical or mental condition follow and attach themselves to a new buzzword, no matter how euphonious or misleading that word may be. 

Arguably the more successful buzzwords emanate from politicians rather than scholars, though academics grasp them with both hands and sometimes such words are used to camouflage a target under attack from a populace. Thus now we must be aware of a speaker’s “hinterland”. This word, borrowed from the German where it implied “the land behind (a town)” has long been used in geographical circles to refer to “the land around”. In its new political sense the “behindedness” is reintroduced, albeit in a social or psychological sense. A politician’s hinterland seems to mean: his childhood and family background; the struggles he has had with friends and foes to arrive at this particular policy; “what is at the back of his mind”. In all these senses it implies that a policy cannot be judged on  its own merits but only in terms of the personal background conditions, near or far, which nurtured it and, since we cannot be a party to all this information, our mouths are muzzled. It is like a fox metamorphosing into a hare in the heat of the chase.

Still, buzzwords are here to stay and, though some are still-born, others evolve and replicate, but, regardless of their value, they pose particular problems. First, unlike genuine neologisms, buzzwords often blur rather than refine category edges. Thus whole series of phenomena escape scholastic scrutiny, because they have disappeared from public consciousness. Secondly, although buzzwords do not spring from one source and sometimes have quite humble unassuming birthplaces, eventually the most powerful and influential groups take possession of them and in turn smother others. Thus “whoever is in power gains control of the perspective” (Qui 2007) 

More practically, even though buzzwords may be everyday words, these words do not appear with their buzz meanings in English dictionaries or English-foreign language dictionaries or even in special scientific dictionaries. Indeed it was only in 2008 that the vital term “carbon footprint” made it into Chambers Dictionary – after all dictionaries are not updated every year; even online lexicons cannot keep pace with linguistic change. This means that foreign scholars as well as many native English-speaking ones may simply not know what the buzzword means and may be unable to find out. Within the scholastic community buzzwords make their appearance without an accompanying definition. Therefore the practitioners interpret and re-use the buzzwords in various differing ways; “Global Village” is an example of this. It may be years later that a standard definition is agreed upon, an exclusive definition that will earn a tick in a student’s exam answer. Surprisingly for such new words it is often difficult to trace their exact source. Completing claims are like the diverting but pointless letters to British newspapers as to where the first cuckoo in spring was heard.  Ironically, it might be easier to pin down an Anglo-Saxon poetical term than a 21st century scientific buzzword.

Still, these buzzwords, unlike the Anglo-Saxon words, are alive and in their rude vigour they can be violently divisive. They create an in-crowd who know and use the word confidently and a larger word-shy out-crowd, who are cut off from the dialogue. Marginalized scholars may cling to outmoded buzzwords, which, having been supplanted, acquire negative, even immoral, connotations, which they formerly did not possess. Buzzwords sometimes win the day not by intellectual integrity but by cajoling, ostracism and even bullying.
Buzzwords divide scholarship as well as scholars, since solid scientific work of the past is neglected or misunderstood; it falls through the net. On the other hand, where that past scholarship is seen as too seminal to ignore, then it will be reinterpreted and repackaged in terms of present nomenclature. Ghosh (2007) demonstrated how Lewis’s open system economics was remoulded to fit modern neoclassical economics, which “tells volumes about the different, and perhaps even compartmentalized world, we economists live in.” 

A great deal of scholarship is intellectual porterage; in this great scheme of things buzzwords often involve just slapping new labels on the suitcase. Yet scholars, to be taken seriously, must keep up to date with the relevant academic buzzwords and this can only be achieved through constant vigilance and persistent networking. In the final instance ignorance of a buzzword is not a mark of intellectual deficiency but signifies that “you are not one of us.”

Conclusion

It is difficult to formulate any precise conclusions and recommendations from this partial, somewhat unelaborated and unexemplified, study. However, tentatively, it may be stated: that delivery style has a major impact on attentiveness, understanding and enjoyment; no group can claim exclusive possession of technical terminology; all-round sensitivity with regard to variation and ambiguity in vocabulary is required. This leads to a grander conclusion, increasingly accepted by language scholars: that there are many different Englishes and the global conference English should be allowed to develop with its own idioms and within its own evolving guidelines. The recommendation is that this study might stimulate research into this vast complex topic, which is of practical as well as purely academic importance. Such research need not be solely theoretical. Controlled experiments on, say, attentiveness and understanding, can be carried out in relatively closed communities, such as a student class or a learned society.
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