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Introduction

English has moved on somewhat since its humble beginnings as the language of a small island race with as few as  5-7 million native speakers at the end of the 16th century (Crystal 1995). It is now spoken on a regular basis in more than 60 countries around the world with estimates of almost 330 million native speakers and more than 420 million learners (ibid.). Even NASA's Voyager spacecraft  is carrying its principal message from the Secretary General of the UN in English: ' I send greetings on behalf of the people of our planet.' (cited in Pennycook 1994). This spread of English throughout the world has been described as two diasporas (Kachru 1992). The first involving the migration of people largely from the British Isles to Australasia and North America and the second, more the transportation of the language than the people, to facilitate business in Africa and Asia. The 20th century global domination of the United States of America both in terms of military and economic power has also had a powerful effect on English's status as the de facto world language. 

Languages always change, however. The English used in London in the 16th century would be incomprehensible to most modern speakers so it is not surprising that different forms and usages have become established in every corner of the world where English is regularly spoken. The contents pages alone of Jenny Cheshire's book English around the world refer to 15  kinds of English from Hiberno-English and Maori English to Liberian English and South African Indian English. But what of Korean English or Konglish? A quick Google search at the time of writing leads to a Konglish dictionary containing the play on words 'Konglish-->Wronglish' and an article in the Education Guardian beginning:


How bad can English get? Very bad indeed, in the view of a commentary published in the 
Korean Herald, in which the writer laments the state of 'Konglish', the hybrid of jazzy Korean 
and messy English that, 'like heavy traffic is an unpleasant but tolerable side of life' in the East 
Asian capital. (Cohen 2001)

This 'unpleasant but tolerable side of life' only seems so bad when one thinks Korean English speakers should sound just like their British or North American counterparts.  In the first part of this paper I will be arguing that English exists in a number of relatively stable varieties and each one is as 'correct' as British or American standard English in the right context. Korean English doesn't have institutional backing in the same way as Singapore Englishes or Indian Englishes but various scholars (see Tranter 1997, Kent 1999, Song 1994) have discussed a substantial number of English loanwords and phrases. Many of these are used differently and yet are often assumed to be Standard English by Korean people conversing in English giving Konglish a distinctive flavour. Phonology and syntax are rarely referred to explicitly as Konglish but we will see that these factors are significant. In the second section I will discuss definitions and usages of Konglish; I will discuss the results of a short survey and a number of interviews with my own colleagues and students at a university language centre in South Korea enquiring about their own definition of Konglish, who uses it and whether it has a place in the English classroom.  

1 Is there really more than one English?

David Crystal (2001) admits capitulation to the 'fashionable neologizing of recent years' when it comes to the pluralisation of the noun English. There is the established journal World Englishes and there have been various references to standard Englishes, local Englishes and new Englishes in published papers since the early 70s. But can there really be more than one English? To answer this it is useful to consider what a language actually is. 'A collection of mutually intelligible dialects' is often heard. This is utilising the idea of a dialect as simply a subdivision of a language such as a northern dialect or the Yorkshire dialect rather than the common idea of a dialect as a substandard aberration of a  correct language. In fact scholars agree that no dialect is in any way linguistically superior to any other. The mutually intelligible dialects definition is problematic because a number of mutually intelligible dialects are often described as two or more languages. Norwegian, Swedish and Danish are good examples of mutually intelligible languages as well as Serbian, Croatian and Bosnian. Also, some dialects of German are not mutually intelligible to speakers of other types (Chambers and Trudgill 1994). As the aforementioned authors put it 'our [mutually intelligible dialects] definition...would have it that Danish is less than a language, while German is more than a language.'

Chambers and Trudgill (ibid) point out that, in fact, the term 'language' is a relatively nontechnical term and suggest the more descriptive label variety. The term variety can be used to describe any kind of language that we wish to consider a particular entity, for any reason. We could refer to the varieties Australian English, Sydney English or working class Sydney English depending on the context. Of course it should be noted that not all varieties are regarded as equally prestigious and are not all considered standard Englishes. The concept of a standard variety will be discussed in more detail in the next section but one reason talk of several Englishes is considered more acceptable than, say, Chineses or Spanishes is a rather more pluralist view of what counts as English. American English was arguably the first 'new' English in one sense as it began to seek its own identity in the 19th century. Following on from the traditional native English speaking inner circle countries (see Kachru 1982) other countries,  notably those once colonised  by Britain, began questioning the right of the centre countries to set standards for English. Few would argue today that any one country 'owns' English in the sense that it can now be bent to anyones will, turned to anyones advantage (Widdowson 1994). 

In addition to standard varieties and well known local varieties in centre countries there exist a well documented number of '-ishes.' Benglish, Chinglish, Finglish, Runglish, Spanglish and Yinglish are just a few nicknames given to varieties of English that contain a lot of mixed code. Namely Bangladeshi, Chinese, Finnish, Russian, Spanish and Yiddish in the above examples. Singlish in Singapore differs in that it is a contact variety rather than a code-mixed variety (Gupta 1999), everyone can and does speak Singlish. Indeed at a recent conference Professor Phyllis Chew mentioned that it was essential to buy fish at a good price in her local market. In the following section I will be discussing the concept of standard varieties and what is generally regarded as good English and bad English.

1.1 Which is the right one?

In the previous section I introduced a number of varieties containing mixed code such as Chinglish and Spanglish but would these varieties be appropriate in the language classroom? What about New Zealand English or Glaswegian? Melanie van den Hoven (2005) asked 'Whose English should you teach?' in a recent publication and she suggested typical answers may include 'The English I speak', 'Everyday English' or even 'Standard English.' But the English many of us speak may not be useful in every context, do people use the same 'everyday English' in every region and whose standard are we referring to? It is worth remembering at this stage that scholars don't regard varieties as linguistically superior to one another; attitudes to different dialects are social constructs. Post-vocalic [r] in words like 'car' and 'floor' for example, is perceived as a sign of high status in New York City, yet as low status in many parts of England (Labov 1966). Lesley Milroy (1999) points out that experts and laypersons alike have [had] just as much success in locating a specific agreed standard spoken variety [...] as have generations of children in locating a pot of gold at the end of a rainbow.  

Milroy suggests that standardisation is a process given that all living languages vary and are in a constant state of change. Received Pronunciation (RP) is often described as 'standard English' in Britain and former colonies and yet 'network American' is identified as the standard in the United States. From personal experience a number of ESL teachers in Asia seem to regard standard as simply meaning 'sounding okay' or free from any notably unusual structures. To complicate matters even further there is also disagreement whether speaking 'standard English' dictates a certain accent or whether it is reasonable to discuss spoken standard English in a regional accent or, in fact, whether it is proper to speak of standard English having a spoken form at all. Even offering a simple working definition such as 'the English spoken by education members of any given native English-speaking community' would risk being labelled a 'purist' by Chisanga and Kamwangamalu (1997). These authors describe two schools of thought that have emerged in recent decades; a 'purist school' led by by Prator (1968) and Quirk (1988) who believe that varieties of English that have emerged outside the mother country are 'strange, improperly-formed conglomerations' and a 'pragmatist school' led by Kachru (1976) and his associates (e.g. Bailey 1991, Kamwangamalu 1996) who prefer the view that English varieties formed outside of native speaking contexts help define a distinct form of English that cannot be judged by the norms of older varieties. Whilst these labels may oversimplify matters somewhat they serve as a simple way to illustrate the two sides of the argument.

Randolph Quirk's citation of the conclusions of the Kingman committee, a committee of inquiry into standards of English in British schools, seems to summarise his feelings: 'It is the duty of British schools to enable children to acquire Standard English, which is their right.' (Kingman 1988, cited in Quirk 1990). He goes on to say  that such a statement may seem so obvious that the only surprise is why it needs to be stated. Quirk doesn't explicitly define standard  English but references such as varieties of English 'getting out of hand' and a contrast of Standard English to regional, social and ethnic varieties give the impression that he regards the most rigorously defined varieties of American English and British English as standard with 'one or two others' having informally defined standards such as Australian English. Formal definitions of these varieties are again lacking. Of course I wouldn't argue that any utterance should be defined as acceptable for any purpose but the purist school seem to imply that English should only be taught in prestigious varieties. English is used for telling stories, writing songs, novels and telling jokes as well as formal presentations and job interviews. Increased awareness of non-standard varieties could also increase the public's interest in descriptive grammar and language variation as a scientific study. It certainly is a child's right to learn prestigious varieties but I believe it is also their right to have exposure to a number of varieties without feeling that any are intrinsically inferior. An impression that may not be linguistically justified but certainly exists and will continue to exist with only one variety supported by schools and governments.

 It is also worth remembering that interactions involving native speakers are certainly not the only ones heard around the world. Seidlhofer (2002), for example, reports some preliminary findings from the Vienna-Oxford International Corpus of English or VOICE. This corpus is being compiled to study ELF interactions exclusively i.e. interactions between English speakers from different linguistic communities, none of which are native speakers. Seidlhofer reminds us that it is too early to report reliable findings but there are indications that metaphorical language, idioms and phrasal verbs have a tendency to cause misunderstandings. Seidlhofer's anecdote about a waiter in Crete is an excellent example of why I believe the purist viewpoint risks becoming outdated. The waiter was struggling to make himself understood offering several glasses of the local raki with the phrase 'this is from the house'. An Englishman's clarification that he meant it was 'on the house' didn't help matters much given that the group consisted largely of Norwegians. It was only Seidlhofer's own explanation that he meant it 'was a present' that the group finally understood. Why should the waiter and, in fact, the whole group have to learn and use the idiom 'on the house' to appeal to native speakers when it seems that simply explaining that the drinks were a gift would have been better understood by  everyone? 

Chisanga and Kamwangamalu (1997) give examples of how English has been altered so that it is now 'owned' as much by southern African states as Britain. Lexical items such as lobola, a kind of dowry paid by the bridegroom to the bride's parents and the verb ngena, to marry off a widow without her consent, are regularly printed in English publications but cannot be easily translated into any traditional standard variety. It defies logic that English speakers around the world should follow British and American standards when alternative varieties can be more easily understood in many contexts. English must be appropriated to any local context if it to describe local customs and traditions in full and I have experienced numerous occasions myself when I have told students in South Korea that certain concepts and ideas simply cannot be translated into 'real' English. Perhaps Konglish is one solution to this problem. 

2 What is Konglish?

In this second section I will be discussing the phenomenon of 'Konglish' and Korean English varieties as well as introducing data from an informal study of twenty university students on their attitudes to Konglish. The word Konglish is used as a coverall term, sometimes describing sets of lexical items such as words used in everyday Korean that are perceived as being of English origin through to varieties of English spoken by Korean people, including syntax and phonology, though usually when it is not considered close enough to a 'perfect' native variety. There is no universally accepted standard definition and I have never seen the word in any major dictionary. The two main schools of thought can be summarised by two definitions:

'...the English which is spoken and written by native speakers of Korean.' Kosofsky (1986)

The Four Categories of Konglish. Everest (2002) cited in Thorkelson (2005)

Category 1: Direct loan words from English or Japanese with the same meaning but a simplified form such as self meaning self-service.

Category 2: Direct loanwords with a broader or narrower meaning such as Burberry meaning any long raincoat.

Category 3: Shift extenders or loan words with altered meanings, for example rinse meaning hair conditioner.

Category 4: Fabrications such as eye-shopping rather than window shopping and handphone for mobile phone.

Kosofsky and Everest's definitions can be thought of as two sides of a continuum with Kosofsky seeing Konglish as a language variety and Everest simply describing a lexical set. Kosofsky's definition was met by gasps of shock at a recent conference as he appears to include any variety of English spoken by a native Korean speaker. It is surprising in that it could include anything from a working class New York variety to a well educated New Zealand variety, the only common denominator being the speaker's first language. I have never heard anyone who took this very broad definition in their everyday conversation. The closest has been the various references I have heard to people 'talking Konglish.' This view of Konglish as a variety of English is mostly prevalent around US military establishments and areas where Korean people, often market traders and students wanting to practise their English, interact with native English speakers but clearly speak a different variety than is perceived 'correct.'

Examples implying that Konglish is a variety include the following excerpt from Kiana Davenport's novel Song of the Exile (2000):


Nights when immense fatigue blurred his perfect textbook English, he staggered round the 
house speaking garbled Konglish.

And Native Speaker by Chang-Rae Lee (1998):


I would cringe and grow ashamed and angry at those funny tones of my father and his 
workers, all that Konglish, Spanglish, Jive.

As can be seen from these references Konglish as a variety is not generally regarded as a viable alternative to the English used by native speakers. In my experience it tends to collocates with words such as garbled, weird and bad. 

Discussions amongst English teachers tend to focus around Konglish as mainly a  lexical set. Indeed few would want to describe their own students as 'talking Konglish' in class. Notably lacking from Everest's definition, however, are loan words from Korean that are regularly used in English conversation such as food items and unique cultural concepts. The line between syntax and lexis is a fine one, too. It is hard to avoid describing very common phrases such as my family is five rather than there are five people in my family and repeated omissions of plural -s and third party -s as Konglish. English loanwords are often pronounced with Korean phonology, most notably being confusion between [l] and [r] and limitations to the number of consonants that can end a syllable. Words ending in [d], [t] and [g] for example, are usually followed by an unrounded close back vowel [] not used in English; words normally ending in [] and [d] are followed with an [i] giving a distinctive sound to many Korean people's speech. George Bush, for example, often sounds like Georgy Bushy to unaccustomed listeners. These are all factors that need to be taken into account when one hears 'he spoke a little bit of Konglish'. 

Many aspects of Korean English, however, give it legitimacy as a variety of choice. Academic literature is hard to find but I will mention a few of examples that I feel begin to show this side of Konglish and hopefully will inspire further research. One such piece of evidence is the adoption of Konglish phrases by native English speakers and continued use by highly competent English speakers aware that these phrases are unknown in other regions. Phrases such as ajumah for an older woman, handphone rather than mobile phone and  one shot for the act of drinking a shot of an alcoholic drink are examples of phrases that are quickly picked up and used by many English speakers after a short time in Korea. I have noticed at least one occasion when a handphone was referred to by a CNN reporter. Words such as casino, croissant and sauna  are loanwords used in Korean with very distinctive differences in pronunciation and I have noticed many friends and  colleagues using the Korean version in otherwise native-like English speech arguing that it feels more natural even after many years of living overseas. 

 Thorkelson's (2005) paper offers further evidence of choice by showing that Korean students will edit a paper differently for different audiences. In his experiment students were asked to edit a magazine style article once for a Korean audience and once for an American audience as they thought appropriate. Words like apart for apartment, ballpen for pen and note for notebook were left in the final version for a Korean audience while over 100 of the same editors changed these to standard words when told that the article was intended for an American audience. Some evidence, at least, that  students are aware of the appropriacy of these phrases for a Korean audience and they are not simply errors.

Konglish is then, often used as a disparaging term for poor English, in the most general sense it is seen as a local variety with Konglish speakers. In more specific terms it is used to describe loan words, consistent divergences from standard grammar and Koreanised pronunication. It is hard to imagine that we can easily turn the negative image around and describe Konglish as a valid English variety with proud Konglish speakers but the problem is more to do with the word's negative image than the idea of a Korean variety of English which is, in fact, developing and being used by speakers aware of its limitations. As we will see in the next section there are a number of situations when it is seen as okay in an appropriate context.

2.1 What are local attitudes to Konglish?

In order to get a better picture of Konglish's image in Korean society I prepared a short survey for the students and staff of the university language centre where I work and followed it up with a number of informal discussions. The university is in a small town in one of the most southernmost provinces of South Korea so it is essentially not affected by the international trade and US military communities of larger cities. English conversation is largely restricted to limited occurrences of communication with foreign friends and small English conversation clubs and classes. Each of the twenty respondents fell into one of three main groups, students and members of the local community taking non-credit English conversation classes, army officers taking conversation classes in their lunch breaks and staff  of the language centre all varying in age from 18-60. The survey consisted of four  questions:

· What is Konglish? Can you give a rough definition?

· Is it okay to use Konglish? When is it okay? When is it not okay?

· What kind of people use Konglish?

· Can Konglish ever be appropriate in an English class? Why or why not?

The question were translated into Korean and participants were asked to respond in any language they felt comfortable with. English glosses of Korean responses  are used for the purposes of the following discussion; English responses are reproduced exactly as they were written. It is hoped that this will give readers some experience of Korean English. 

Definitions of Konglish vary from references to wrong English to indications that it is part of Korean culture. Some of the more negative responses include:


Konglish is incorrect expression.


Konglish means a language using imperfectly or using not grammatically


A habit of using wrong English; only Koreans use it and it's wrong

About half of the responses included the words wrong, incorrect or improperly formed with many others giving a generally negative impression. The more positive responses included: 


Konglish is a kind of culture in Korean lifestyle.


When we explain to other country people we explain to them our think with our way


Korea has a different culture so Konglish was created to explain our culture.

Only about four out of twenty respondents offered a neutral definition, free of references to poor English. The respondents were generally more accepting of the fact that there were appropriate contexts for Konglish. Most participants agreed that Konglish can be used:


In emergencies


When you don't know enough 'real' English 


In private or informal conversations

There was a distinctive impression that Konglish has its place in informal conversations and that it can facilitate understanding when ones standard English is limited. The question asking about the kind of people that use Konglish certainly drew out comments about people with limited English or poor vocabulary. Only three respondents admitted that everyone uses Konglish with one student offering an interesting theory as to its origin:


There was a war in Korea so many schools are destroyed. Some people learned from 
US army. 
They became teachers. Army is not a teacher so they didn't know which one 
is Konglish or not.

Indeed there was general agreement that the older generation uses more Konglish as they has less formal education and experience of native speaking models than younger people. I was somewhat surprised that the final question  generated the most acceptance of Konglish. Half of the respondents commented on the survey that Konglish was useful for intercultural communication and could be a useful bridge between Korean and standard varieties of English. A clear majority said that Konglish had a place in the classroom when there was no alternative or as a temporary means of communication until skills improve. This time only three respondents commented that Konglish should never be used and one student mentioned that it was likely to hinder ones learning. The following is an example of perhaps the most extreme comment followed by a comment that better reflects the majority view:


Never, ever use it. If you use it without noticing you should correct it immediately. As a 
learner it cannot be allowed.


I think that Konglish is sometimes useful, when native speaker and students can't 
understand speaking each other, students discribe [sic]  situation as Konglish. And 
teacher and students are communicating. 

The survey was intended to capture the participants views without any discussion of the topic but when viewpoints were shared with one another the idea that Konglish has its uses seemed to be generally accepted. Demographic information was not included on the survey but in follow up conversations younger Koreans seemed to agree that it was fine to use Korean English in appropriate circumstances while elder students seemed more hesitant to accept it as much more than a poor substitute for American English. Staff were more likely to describe Konglish as appropriate in certain circumstances but there were no apparent differences between overall attitudes of the army based class compared to the campus-based class. It should be noted that student ages varied greatly in both groups.

In sum it seems that Konglish is tolerated as a means of improving ones English or for essential communication. Only a minority see it as an important part of Korean culture although they agree that a Korean variety of English may be better accepted in the future. It became apparent that many students had never considered English as a changing language. A number of respondents commented that it was part of traditional Korean culture that everything should have a right answer and a wrong answer in a language class but believed that attitudes were slowly changing. It would be interesting to do further studies that separate the perception of the word Konglish itself from the principle of a Koreanised English variety. Some variety of Korean English may get accepted in the future but it at this time it seems unlikely that the word Konglish will be used in a positive way.

3 Conclusion

There are a number of language varieties collectively known as Englishes. Dwelling on the exact definition of a language and debates about when one language 'starts' and another 'stops' is a pointless exercise. All living languages vary both in terms of geography and with the passing of time. American English was probably the first variety to significantly distance itself from British English and the question of one country's  right to dictate language norms for another began. Today there is no agreement on a single world standard. Many would say RP or is the standard in the UK and Network American the standard in the US; many other countries set their own standards often based on one of these. Opinions tend to fall into two groups when faced with varieties that differ significantly from the traditional centre varieties. The purists maintain that non-native varieties of English are improperly formed and should never be taught whereas the pragmatist school of thought is more accepting and recognises that local cultural ideas simply cannot be expressed in standard British or American English. 

Konglish is the name given to Korean varieties of English although it is also used to refer to a specific set of loanwords depending on the context. References to Konglish in books, websites and everyday conversation usually carry a negative connotation but questionnaires given to my own students and class discussions show that a new attitude is slowly developing. Students accept that certain aspects of culture and ways of thinking cannot be expressed in foreign varieties and Konglish at least has a place in informal conversations and emergencies. It doesn't seem likely that anyone will call themselves a proud Konglish speaker in the near future but there seems to be no reason why a Korean Standard English couldn't develop a better image and be the target variety for future generations.
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Appendix 1: Konglish Attitudes
Thank you for taking the time to help me with this research into local attitudes to Konglish. Please answer in Korean or English, whichever is easier to explain your real feelings.

What is Konglish? Can you give a rough definition?

콩글리쉬가 무엇인지 대강의 정의를  내린다면?

Is it okay to use Konglish? When is it okay? When is it not okay?

콩글리쉬를 사용해도 괜찮을까요? 언제 사용가능한지 또 아닌때는 언제인지요? 

What kind of people use Konglish?

어떤 사람들이 콩글리쉬를 사용합니까?

Can Konglish ever be appropriate in an English class? Why or why not?

영어강의중에 콩글리쉬가 적절하게 사용될수 있을까요? 

왜 사용될수 없고 있는지 이유를 설명하여 주십시요.

Any other comments?

Thanks again for taking the time to fill this questionnaire in.  I appreciate all your help.
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