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Global English, Covert Translation and
Language Change

Juliane House

(University of Hamburg, Germany)

In this paper I present a project currently carried out at Hamburg
University’s Research Centre “Multilingualism” funded by the German
Science Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft). This project
investigates for the first time whether and how English as a global
lingua franca influences texts in other languages. The paper is
structured as follows: I first describe the project’s background, detailing
its research questions, its (working) hypotheses as well as its corpus.
Secondly, I describe the analytical procedure used, and thirdly I present

and interpret some of our results.

1 The Project “ Covert Translation”

Globalised and internationalised communication in many areas of
contemporary life has led to to an increasing demand for texts that
address members of many different linguistic and cultural communities.
Such texts are either produced simultaneously in these different
communities as what has been variously called “parallel texts” or
“comparable texts”, or they are translated “covertly” (House 1977;
1981; 1997) mostly from English, currently the dominant global lingua

franca. In the project “Covert Translation” we are trying to find out

Whe project team currently consists of Nicole Baumgarten and Demet Ozcedin as
research associates and myself as principal investigator. From 1999 until 2005 Claudia Bottger

and Julia Probst also belonged to the project team as research associates.
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whether and how English as lingua franca influences German and other
European languages in multilingual parallel text production and covert
translation. Parallel texts are texts on comparable topics which, despite
being produced in differing environments, belong to the same genre and
fulfil the same function. Covert translations are translations in which the
function the original text has in its discourse world is maintained
through the use of a “cultural filter” with which culture—specific source
language norms are adapted to the norms holding in the “receiving”
language community. In view of the impact “Global English” has been
having on other languages in many influential domains of contemporary
life, this process of adaptation or cultural filtering may now be in a
process of change. We therefore ask in this project whether maintenance
of target culture norms in multilingual text production and covert
translation is currently no longer operative such that source and target
norms are in a process of convergence.

The general hypothesis underlying this project is therefore that
German (French, Spanish, later also Persian, Chinese) textual norms are
adapted to Anglophone ones. More concretely, and initially for German
only, we assume that these adaptations can be located along a limited
set of dimensions of culturally determined and empirically established
communicative preferences such as preferred foci on the interpersonal
or the ideational function, and on informational vagueness or specificity.
These (and other) dimensions have emerged from a series of German—English
contrastive pragmatic discourse analyses conducted by the present
author (cf. for recent summaries see House 2003; 2006), and from
analyses of translation texts in different genres (House 1977; 1997). But
changes along these dimensions may also entail lexico —grammatical

[13 . . » . . . .
Anglicisation” in terms of, for instance, information structure,
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perspective, and word order. On the basis of existing contrastive work
(cf. e.g. Clyne 1987; Fabricius-Hansen 1996; Doherty 1999; House
1996; 2003) I set up the following intial hypotheses for the project:

1. A shift from a conventionally strong emphasis in German
discourse on the ideational function of language to an Anglophone
interpersonal orientation focussing on addressee involvement.

2. A shift from a conventionally strong emphasis on informational
explicitness in German texts to Anglophone inference—inducing implicit-
ness and propositional opaqueness.

3. A shift in information structure from packing lexical information
densely and integratively in German texts to presenting information in a
more loosely linearised, “sentential” way.

4. A shift in word order such that the German “Satzklammer” with
its two discontinuous left and right parts gives way to more continuous,
juxtaposed positions of the two parts.

To test these hypotheses we put together a corpus holding at
present some 550 texts (800 000 words) that reflect a sphere of text
production and reception which is of pervasive, global socio—cultural

@

influence. @ The structure of the corpus can be displayed as in figure 1

below:

@ For other and somewhat different approaches to translation studies and corpus use see
e.g. Baker 1999; Doherty 1996; Fabricius—Hansen 1998; Schmied and Schiffler 1996; Steiner
and Yallop (eds.) 2001.
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Covert Translation

Translation and Parallel Text Corpus

PRIMARY CORPUS

ENGLISH TEXTS

German Translations

French Translations

Spanmish Translations

GERMAN TEXTS
English
Translations
| FRENCH TEXTS |
| SPANISH TEXTS |
VALIDATION CORPUS

Interviews
Background Documentation

Figure 1

To get an overview of textual norms and language conventions
operative in genres especially influenced by global English, we
investicated  internationally  operating business companies and

supranational organisations, introduced our design and asked for texts



