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A book about the English language – or about any individual language
– is a daring enterprise, for it has as many perceptive critics as there are
fluent readers. The language as a whole belongs to no one, yet every-
one owns a part of it, has an interest in it, and has an opinion about it.
Moreover, whenever people begin to talk about their own language,
they all have something to offer – favourite words or sayings, dialect
anecdotes and observations, usage likes and dislikes. Individual lin-
guistic memories, experiences, and abilities enable everyone to make a
personal contribution to language chat. In a sense, we are all truly equal
when we participate – even though this democratic vision is disturbed
by the widely-shared perception that some (notably, those who have
learned the terminology of language study) are more equal than others.

The stories of English

That is why the metaphor of ‘the story’ (as in ‘the story of English’) is
somewhat misleading. There is no one ‘story’ of English. There are
innumerable individual stories. And even if we look for broad narra-
tive themes, there are several dimensions competing for our attention.
For example, there is the structural story – the way the sounds, gram-
mar, and vocabulary of the language have evolved. There is the social
story – the way the language has come to serve a multiplicity of func-
tions in society. There is the literary story – the way writers have evoked
the power, range, and beauty of the language to express new orders of
meaning. And there is the chronological story – apparently the most
straightforward, though even here it is not possible to give a simple
account, in terms of a beginning, middle, and end. There is no single
beginning to the story of English, but several, with waves of Anglo-
Saxon invaders arriving in various locations, and laying the founda-
tions of later dialect difference. There is no single middle, but several,
with the language diverging early on in England and Scotland, then
much later taking different paths in Britain, North America, and else-
where. And, as we observe the increasingly diverse directions in which
English is currently moving around the world, there is certainly no
single end. 

A traveller’s guide

The biggest problem in compiling this book, accordingly, was what
order to impose upon the mass of material which presents itself for
inclusion. I have started with history, moved on to structure, and con-
cluded with use. But it might have been otherwise, and I have written
the six parts so that it is possible for readers to begin with any one of
them and move in any direction. The same principle was applied to the
structure of each part. While there is a certain logic of exposition in
some topics (such as Part I, the history of English), there is none in
others (such as Part V, the account of major regional or social varieties).
In all cases, therefore, chapters, and sections within chapters, have been
planned as self-contained entities, with relevant conceptual underpin-
ning provided by the frequent use of cross-references.
The basic unit of organization in the book is the double-page spread.
Sentences never cross turn-over pages, and the vast majority of topics

are treated within the constraints of a single spread. I have tried to
ensure that it will be possible for readers to dip into this book at any
point, and find a coherent treatment of a topic in a single opening.
There is too much in any language for the information to be
assimilated in a continuous reading, and this is especially so in the case
of English, with its lengthy history and vast range of use; and while
some may wish to read this book ‘from left to right’, I suspect most will
prefer to make more leisurely excursions over a period of time – more
a casual stroll than a guided tour. The double-page spread approach is
designed for that kind of traveller. Indeed, the metaphor of travelling
is far more suitable for this book than the metaphor of story-telling.

Treatment and coverage

I have kept several criteria in mind while writing CEEL (pronounced
‘seal’, as we have come to call it). I have tried to find a balance between
talking about the language and letting the language speak for itself.
Most spreads distinguish between an expository overview and detailed
examples (largely through the typographic convention of main text vs
panels). Then within each spread, I have tried to provide examples of
the wonder which can be found when we begin to look carefully at the
language. All languages are fascinating, beautiful, full of surprises,
moving, awesome, fun. I hope I have succeeded in provoking at least
one of these responses on every page. I would be disappointed if, after
any opening, a reader did not feel to some extent entertained, as well
as informed.

Obviously it has all been a personal selection. The hardest part, in fact,
was the choosing. Once I had decided on a topic for a spread, I would
collect material relating to it from as many sources as I could find. I
would write the opening perspective, and then look at all the material
to find textual and pictorial illustrations. Invariably I had enough
material to fill several spreads, and choosing what to put in and what
to leave out was always painful. The moral is plain. There are several
other possible encyclopedic worlds. 

Wider horizons

In particular, there has not been space to go into the many applications
of English language studies in proper detail. I touch upon some of
these areas in Part VI, but the aim of that part is not to be comprehen-
sive, but simply to illustrate the various directions that applied
language studies can take. There are many other horizons which can
only be approached by using systematic information about the lan-
guage, but this book does not try to reach them. However, in view of
its special place in the history of language study, I do try to reach out
in the direction of literature as often as possible, and it is perhaps worth
drawing attention to the way that literary examples are dispersed
throughout the book. I have always been strongly opposed to the great
divide which traditionally separates ‘lang’ and ‘lit’. It seemed to me that
it would only reinforce that divide if I were to include a separate
chapter called something like ‘literary language’, so I have not done so
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– a position which is discussed towards the end of §22. Many pages,
accordingly, display a literary presence – sometimes by way of stylistic
comment, often through extensive quotation.
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paperback edition. For this edition I have taken the opportunity of cor-
recting a number of typographical errors which slipped through in the
first printing, and have made a number of small textual 
modifications in response to points made by readers and reviewers.
The only major authorial change affects §7, where I have brought the
table of World English statistics up to date, using 1995 population esti-
mates; this has also involved a rewriting of the 
associated commentary.

Several other changes have affected later sections of that chapter,
largely as a consequence of the rapidly growing position of English
throughout the world. Indeed, since the text of CEEL was completed,
in 1994, this topic has attracted greatly increased media attention, with
the millennium providing the excuse for fresh discussion of ‘the future
of English’. A related publication, English as a Global Language
(Cambridge University Press, 1997, 2nd edn 2003), has enabled me to
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Preface to the second edition

The amount of revision for the new edition has been considerable, but
can be easily summarized. Time-related tables, such as the table of
statistics on World English usage and country population figures, have
been updated to 2001. The rapid evolution of the Internet during the
1990s has required the addition of a separate 10-page  section (§23),
with consequent revision of later chapter numbers. Political events of
the decade, such as in Hong Kong, have been addressed, and a number
of dated illustrations have been replaced. The section giving details of
further reading has been updated, and Web sites have been added to
institutional addresses. Last but not least, with the turning of the
millennium all references to ‘this century’, and the like, have been
faithfully revised.

David Crystal
Holyhead, October 1994
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