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‘They told the woman she should be speaking English in England’, The Independent 

reported, after a woman was assaulted for speaking Spanish on the London Underground.1 

Following the EU referendum in 2016, news outlets reported cases of harassment and hate 

crime (there was a reported 49% increase in incidents at the end of July in 2016 compared 

to the following year2), and this was often based on the language or accent that the victim 

was speaking in. In addition to these public offences, there have been reported accounts of 

xenophobia. In a survey conducted by the University of Strathclyde, eastern European 

students at an English school stated that they had suffered xenophobic bullying, and that 

49% of these students had encountered increased harassment following the Brexit vote.3 

While the EU referendum has exacerbated harassment against migrants, discrimination of 

this kind is not new, with the past presenting cases of resistance towards externally caused 

change. In this paper I will compare present-day xenophobia with ways in which the past 

dealt with migration. Firstly, I will discuss the historical belief that the status of the English 

language is constantly being threatened. Secondly, I will identify a specific change in the 

history of the English language, the decline of the structure ‘verb-second’, to demonstrate 

influence from other languages. Overall, in response to the reported cases of present-day 

language discrimination, I will argue that there is no benefit to preserving ‘Englishness’ in 

England, due to the diversity of its genetic makeup. 

 

Rules have long been prescribed to the English language. In the early eighteenth-century, 

Grammarians, a group interested in the study of grammar, placed an importance upon 

 
1 Colin Drury, ‘Woman attacked on London Underground for speaking Spanish’, Independent, 2018 
<https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/london-underground-attack-woman-speaking-
spanish-tube-hair-pull-racist-a8303771.html> [accessed 20 February 2020]. 
2 Alan Travis, ‘Lasting rise in hate crime after EU referendum, figures show’, The Guardian, 2016 
<https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/sep/07/hate-surged-after-eu-referendum-police-figures-
show> [accessed 13 November 2020]. 
3 Sally Weale, ‘Xenophobic bullying souring lives of eastern European pupils in UK’, The Guardian, 2019 
<https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/aug/22/xenophobic-bullying-souring-lives-of-east-european-
pupils-in-uk> [accessed 20 February 2020].  

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/london-underground-attack-woman-speaking-spanish-tube-hair-pull-racist-a8303771.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/london-underground-attack-woman-speaking-spanish-tube-hair-pull-racist-a8303771.html
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/sep/07/hate-surged-after-eu-referendum-police-figures-show
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/sep/07/hate-surged-after-eu-referendum-police-figures-show
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/aug/22/xenophobic-bullying-souring-lives-of-east-european-pupils-in-uk
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/aug/22/xenophobic-bullying-souring-lives-of-east-european-pupils-in-uk
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ensuring English had a written standard form4. This standard concentrated on the 

‘presumed excellence’ of languages such as Latin,5 which spread into the pedagogical 

sphere, to ensure correct language forms were being taught. These practices, enforced by 

writers of a high social standing, placed a level of prestige upon specific languages in 

English writing. In addition to the era of the Grammarians, concern for the status of English 

can also be seen following the Norman Conquest in 1066, which was a pivotal moment for 

English in terms of French influence. Following the conquest, in the fourteenth-century, 

many feared that the French language, which was gathering higher levels of prestige in the 

courts, government and administration, might be ‘threatening the position of English’.6 A 

study conducted by Eric Haeberli showed that John Wycliffe, a fourteenth-century English 

philosopher and theologist, may have avoided French language features in his writing.7 This 

conclusion is made as a result of Wycliffe, who, among other writers, aimed to preserve 

English in religious settings at a time of ‘growing vernacular-consciousness’.8 In these 

examples it is clear that English writers had envisioned what the language should look like, 

how it should be taught, and how it should be written or spoken. In comparison, similar 

issues can be seen in today’s news, which emphasises an element of fear that the English 

language is no longer ‘English’, despite English never being made up of one language. It is 

therefore crucial to inform others’ understanding that English was and is in a constant state 

of fluctuation, as a result of the enrichment of other languages, right from its earliest roots. 

 

 
4 Don Chapman, ‘The eighteenth-century grammarians as language experts’ in Grammars, Grammarians and 
Grammar-Writing in Eighteenth-Century England, ed. by Ingrid Tieken-Boon van Ostade (Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2008), pp. 21-36. 
5 Richard J. Watts, ‘Justifying Grammars: A Socio-Pragmatic Foray into the Discourse Community of Early 
English Grammarians’, in Historical Pragmatics: Pragmatic developments in the history of English, ed. by 
Andreas H. Jucker (Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Co., 1995), pp. 145-186 (p. 145). 
6 Richard Ingham, The Transmission of Anglo-Norman: Language History and Language Acquisition 
(Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Co., 2012), p. 1. 
7 Eric Haeberli, ‘Investigating Anglo-Norman Influence on Late Middle English Syntax’, in The Anglo-Norman 
Language and its Context, ed. by Richard Ingham (York: York Medieval Press, 2010), pp. 143-163 (p. 154). 
8 Rolf Berndt, ‘The period of the final decline of French in medieval England (fourteenth and early fifteenth 
centuries)’, Zeitschrift für Anglistik und Amerikanistik, 20 (1972), pp. 341-369 (p. 348). 



trackchanges ‘Xenophobia and Language Discrimination’ Issue 13, 2021 

3 
 

An instance of a language change in the history of English, which highlights the diversity of 

the English language, is the decline of the language structure ‘verb-second’. Verb-second, 

or V2, occurs when the verb is in the second position in the sentence, following the fronting 

of a phrase, as seen in the following example: ‘than shall he revenge you of youre enemyes 

as ye have done on his’.9 Many scholars have recognised that the decline in V2 could be 

attributed to influence from other languages, following periods of settlement post-invasion. 

For instance, there is evidence that English V2 was affected following Scandinavian 

settlement as early as the eighth century. A study by Anthony Kroch and Ann Taylor10 found 

that the V2 exhibited in English northern dialects was similar to that of Scandinavian 

languages, in terms of their structural properties. During a period of increased mobility11 

from the twelfth century onwards, these northern dialects came into contact with southern 

dialects, impacting upon the structure of V2. In addition to Scandinavian12, Haeberli posits 

that the French language may have influenced English V2, particularly due to the influx of 

migrants in the Anglo-Norman period. For instance, a temporary increase in frequency may 

have occurred with the use of V2 with pronoun subjects, and Haeberli states that this could 

be ‘calqued on Continental French/Anglo-Norman usage’.13 To further demonstrate the 

complexity of the English language, Walkden posits that a less strict V2 word order may 

have arisen out of the imperfect acquisition of Brythonic Celtic speakers.14 This theory 

suggests that Celtic speakers made errors in learning the structure of English V2. Walkden 

explains that this is a result of Celtic speakers coming into contact with the more socially-

dominant Anglo-Saxon invaders, in an attempt to learn a Germanic language which would 

 
9 Thomas Malory, ‘Le Morte D’Arthur’, in The Penn-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Middle English (PPCME2), by 
Anthony Kroch and Ann Taylor, CD-ROM, second edition, release 4 (Department of Linguistics, University of 
Pennsylvania) <http://www.ling.upenn.edu/ppche-release-2016/PPCME2-RELEASE-4> (cmmalory-m4 
31.994). 
10 Anthony Kroch and Ann Taylor, ‘The Syntax of Verb Movement in Middle English: Dialect Variation and 
Language Contact’, University of Pennsylvania Working Papers in Linguistics, 1.1 (1994), pp. 45-68. 
11 Anthony Kroch, Ann Taylor and Donald Ringe, ‘The Middle English Verb-Second Constraint: A Case Study in 
Language Contact and Language Change’ in Textual Parameters in Older Languages, ed. by Susan C. Herring, 
Pieter van Reenen and Lene Schosler (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2000), pp. 353-392 (p. 357). 
12 Kroch, Taylor and Ringe, p. 356. 
13 Haeberli, p. 153. 
14 George Walkden, ‘Language contact and V3 in Germanic varieties new and old’, The Journal of 
Comparative Germanic Linguistics, 20.1 (2017), pp. 49-81 (p. 74). 

http://www.ling.upenn.edu/ppche-release-2016/PPCME2-RELEASE-4
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be beneficial for future generations.15 These examples provide an insight into the 

complexity of the history of English, and that language evolution is inevitable at any point in 

time. 

 

The negativity of opinion exerted by the public signals a lack of understanding of how 

English has been formed throughout time. In addition, the increased belittlement of 

speakers of other languages shows that change arising from migration is not something 

that has been normalised. Throughout the history of English, the perceived prestige of 

certain languages in England, and the avoidance of writings in certain languages, highlight 

subtle ways in which migrants have been discriminated against. The inevitability of 

language change does not have to be perceived adversely. In fact, there is evidence that 

second-language learners make languages more complex (see Trudgill on 

‘complexification’16), as opposed to making errors in the learning process. This theory would 

suggest that the language of English-learning speakers is not reduced and error-prone and 

occurs alongside knowledge of their first language. In response to harassment reports in 

the media, it is evident that there is widespread casualisation of discrimination against 

speakers of other languages in England. It is therefore important to demonstrate how other 

languages have enriched the English language. In conclusion, this paper aimed to highlight 

that English, at its core, has a genetic makeup that is not simply ‘English’. It also emphasised 

that language discrimination, in an attempt to preserve English, is not based on any 

substantial evidence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
15 Walkden, p. 74. 
16 Peter Trudgill, Sociolinguistic typology: Social determinants of linguistic complexity (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2011). 
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