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Preface

English, Chinglish, and Wronglish

English: A language.

Chinglish: A form of English used in China. It is not necessarily
wrong, but it sounds odd—a bit like an alien creature that is trying
very hard to speak a language it has learned via intergalactic radio
transmissions.

Wronglish: English, only wrong. The USA has been involved in
a long-standing campaign to turn things that are Wronglish into
English.

| have spent almost ten years editing documents translated into
English by Chinese translators. Over this period | have noted a
wide-ranging set of mistakes that are regular and repeated. This
book contains more than one hundred examples.These are not
errors being made by inexperienced individuals in the course of their
work and later corrected; in many cases they are made by some
of the best-qualified and most experienced of translators.They are
clearly mistakes that are being taught within the system.

It is not surprising that this should be the case. After the founding
of the PRC, it suffered many years of externally-imposed isolation.
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The combination of these factors meant that in many remote places,
and for a long period, English was being taught in China by people
who might never in their lives have spoken to or even met someone
whose native language was English. It is hardly surprising that
mistakes crept in, were repeated, and took root.

And English is hard work. Traditional English is a hybrid language—
a blend of Germanic, Nordic, and Romance, with some hints of
Celtic influence and plenty more. For every rule there are hordes of
exceptions, and often there are numerous ways of saying the same
thing. Formal English tends to be Romance-based. One reason for
this is that from medieval times the nobility were French speakers;
another is that the first people who could write were largely monks,
and they wrote in Latin. Meanwhile, the common people still spoke
Germanic languages. So, for example, in English you can say “/
started work...”, or you can say “/ commenced employment..." Both
essentially mean the same thing, but one is German and the other is
French.

Another factor that is often neglected is the important distinction
between written and spoken English. We speak a very different
language from the one we write. When we speak we use shorter
sentences, and less complex language. We sometimes ignore
or even flout basic rules of grammar. Here is a simple example:
in written English there are clear rules about when to use less,
and when to use fewer. In spoken English fewer can sound a
little pretentious, and it is not unusual to use /ess even though
grammatically it is incorrect. So nobody would raise an eyebrow if
they heard someone saying:
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“Isn’t it great!! make a lot less mistakes since | read English, Chinglish
and Wronglish...”

Several expressions that are more suited to spoken English have
made the opposite journey in China, and crop up regularly in formal
documents—examples are “Besides...” “50 far...” “What’s more...” “and
soon..”

Nowadays, modern English enjoys the benefits of Americanization,
involving the use of archaic expressions that have fallen out of use
in the homeland (“/ have gotten...”), and the forced adoption of new
expressions that used to be wrong (“The demonstrators protested the
new traffic law outside the government building...”).

Americanization is probably the biggest single issue for people trying
to learn to speak ‘correct’ English. There are large numbers of words
and expressions that used to be ‘wrong’ in formal English, and are
in the process of becoming ‘right’ in American English. Verbs are a
good example. They are a complicated topic with many rules about
issues such as transitives and intransitives, and which verbs can be
followed by an infinitive. American English increasingly solves these
problems by lumping all verbs in together and using them however it
pleases. | have already given the example of ‘protest’ above, which
used to be an intransitive verb and is now a transitive verb.

‘Award’ is another example. In the olden days you couldn’t ‘award
someone’. You had to award something to someone. Nowadays it is

quite common to see sentences like “He awarded the best students in
the class.”

There are a number of reasons for this. One is that a very large
and growing number of Americans do not have English as their first
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language. They don't actually know the difference between stuff
that’s right and stuff that's wrong, and by sheer weight of numbers
they introduce anomalies into the language.

This intersects with what is perhaps the most pernicious of all issues
affecting the study of English—the relentless dumbing down of
educational standards in the two most influential English speaking
countries, the USA and the UK.

In the 1960s, during the time that | was at school in the UK,
progressive educationalists decided that English grammar would
no longer be taught in schools because it was ‘old-fashioned’.
Whole generations of pupils, some of whom would go on to become
teachers, grew up with only a rudimentary understanding of
grammar and punctuation. Shortly afterwards spelling followed the
same pathway.

More recently, governments have acknowledged the error and tried
to remedy this problem. But it's not easy for teachers to teach what
they never learned themselves, even if there is a will. | had a recent
exchange with a primary school teacher who was lamenting the fact
that he was being asked to teach basic punctuation to his pupils,
and described punctuation marks like semi-colons, hyphens, and
apostrophes as ‘hard’ and ‘complicated’. He decried the inhibiting
effect that the obligation to teach them had on his pupils’ ‘creativity’.

Of all the arguments against teaching grammar and punctuation
to young children, this has to the silliest and most spurious. For a
start, you cannot teach people to be ‘creative’. People either have
a creative instinct, or they don't. And grammar and punctuation are
tools. They can be used to lend subtlety and tone to your writing.
If | might employ an analogy, no one with any sense would claim
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that teaching a cabinet-maker how to use her chisels will inhibit her
creativity.

It is true that there are many great writers who have flouted the rules
of grammar and punctuation—James Joyce, for example, or more
recently Irvine Welsh, the author of Trainspotting. But there is a world
of difference between ignoring punctuation in the deliberate pursuit
of an artistic effect, and ignoring punctuation because you have no
idea how to use it.

The result of all this is that the native-speaking population becomes
less and less reliable as a source of guidance. Any foreign visitor
who reads the discussion forums on ‘quality’ British media websites
like the well-read Guardian newspaper will quickly become rather
demoralised by the number of contributors who believe that ‘/ose’
is spelt ‘loose’. (Well, ‘choose’ is spelt ‘choose’!) At least lose is a four-
letter word. Growing in popularity is the idea that ‘led’ is spell ‘lead".
(Well, ‘head’ is spelt ‘head’!) It's quite an achievement to emerge from
university with a degree, and still not know how to spell a three-letter
word in your own native language.

Here is an excellent example of what | am talking about. The
following sentence is an extract from an article in the Daily
Telegraph—a newspaper that would certainly consider itself ‘a cut
above the rest'.

In recent weeks, the amount of Western-inspired TV programmes such
as talent and talk shows— “deemed trashy and vulgar” have been
axed by two thirds during prime time."

1 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/8995123/Chinas-vice-
presidentorders-more-thought-control-over-students.html
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A generous examiner might conclude that there are five grammatical
errors in the sentence; a more exacting one might argue that there
are six. Well done to the journalist and the sub-editor from one of
Britain’s top newspapers, who managed in the space of 28 words to
include quite so many mistakes, and then failed to spot any of them
on reading or re-reading the work.

Here is another example, which is even worse (or better, depending
on your perspective). Connie St Louis has a prominent place in the
field of science journalism. She came to widespread public attention
in 2015, when she launched a campaign on social networks to
pillory a Nobel prizewinning scientist, Sir Tim Hunt, for what she
claimed to be ‘sexist and misogynist’ comments he had made during
a speech in Korea.

Ms St Louis is a Board Member of the World Federation of Science
Journalists. She stood as a successful candidate for this post
during the 2015 election. Here are some extracts from her electoral
address and the CV she made available:

« According to latest figures it is been engulfed by the relentless
march of the science public relations army... (x)
 According to the latest figures it has been engulfed by the

relentless march of the science public relations army... (V)

* This programme was received successful reviews within and
outside the BBC... (x)

« This programme received successful reviews within and outside
the BBC... (V)
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* According to latest figures it is been engulfed by the relentless
march of the science public relations army... (x)

* According to the latest figures it has been engulfed by the
relentless march of the science public relations army... (\)

» This programme was received successful reviews within and
outside the BBC... (x)

» This programme received successful reviews within and outside
the BBC... (\)
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» These programmes have been heralding as both ground
breaking and as ‘an extraordinary contribution’... (x)
» These programmes have been hailed as both ‘groundbreaking’

and as ‘an extraordinary contribution’... ()

+ | played a major role in responding to, two serious compliance
breeches in the BBC... (x)

« | played a major role in responding to two serious compliance
breaches in the BBC... (V)

» A career highlight was been invited to produce the 1997 Reith
Lectures with Patricia Williams on race... (x)
« A career highlight was being invited to produce the 1997 Reith

Lectures with Patricia Williams on race... ()

One would assume that Ms St Louis took some time and trouble
over her electoral address, rather than scribbling it on the back of a
cigarette packet during her lunch break. And yet some of these errors
are jaw-dropping.

As well as her activities with the World Federation of Science
Journalists, Ms St Louis is a senior lecturer with London City
University (now part of the University of London). She teaches a
Master’s Degree in Science Journalism.’

What these two examples highlight very clearly is that even native-
speaking sources must be treated with great caution when trying to
get things right. So what to do? Here are a few practical suggestions:

it As of November 2017 this course appears to have been cancelled, and Ms St Louis no longer
appears to work for this university.



