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Book Review 

Bernaisch, Tobias. The Lexis and Lexicogrammar of Sri Lankan English. (Varieties of 

English Around the World, Volume G54). Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins 

Publishing Company, 2015, xiv + 248 pp. 

Bernaisch’s The Lexis and Lexicogrammar of Sri Lankan English details a synchronic 

corpus-based study the object of which was to investigate whether or not Sri Lankan English 

(hereafter SLE) can be regarded as a fully-fledged and independent South Asian variety of 

English. Hence, the study critically examines, and ultimately rejects, the characterisations of 

SLE as either a mere variant of Indian English (IndE), or an interlanguage or learner language 

(5). To do this the study compares acrolectal SLE against IndE, its ‘neighbour variety which 

has been identified as a linguistic epicentre for South Asia’ and therefore likely to ‘exert 

epicentral influences’ on SLE, and British English (BrE), the historical input variety of SLE 

(5). The comparison was made on corpora of written acrolectal varieties of the three 

Englishes in question. The underlying idea is that if SLE can be identified as sufficiently 

different to BrE and IndE, then it can be considered a variety in its own right. 

The book is based on Bernaisch’s 2014 PhD dissertation in English linguistics and 

accordingly the information it provides is very methodically laid out, including 36 figures and 

32 tables, appendices and a competent index. Overall the book is exceedingly well written, 

offering great clarity of expression, and demonstrating careful consideration in structuring the 

text at both the macro and micro levels, so that despite the PhD arrangement and style, and 

the high frequency of (necessary) linguistic metalanguage throughout, the text is a pleasure to 

read.  

Chapter 1, Sri Lankan English and Sri Lankan Englishes, scopes the scale of the research 

project while at the same time providing a historical account of the complex sociolinguistic 

environment, a ‘volatile linguistic equilibrium’ (4), in which present-day Sri Lankan English 

emerged as one language alongside Sinhala, the language of the majority population of 

Sinhalese Buddhists, and Tamil, the language of the second largest ethnic group, the 

predominantly Hindu Sri Lankan Tamils. SLE is described in terms of a dialect continuum 

from basilectal to acrolectal varieties, along which proficiency and potential for stylistic 

variation ranges from low to high. This chapter also treats the none too clear legal status of 

English in Sri Lanka. 
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Chapter 2, The development of Sri Lankan English, examines the emergence of SLE in 

greater depth and detail. This emergence is described with reference to Schneider’s (2007) 

dynamic model of the evolution of postcolonial Englishes, and thus traces the growth and 

development of SLE under British colonial rule and thence in the postcolonial era. Special 

attention is paid to recent (i.e. twenty-first century) government policies, particularly the 

English As A Life Skill and Speak English Our Way campaigns, which actively promote the 

adoption and acceptance of the local variety of English, albeit in the face of the usual 

conservative attitudes of complaint-tradition adherents and alarmist falling-standards 

proselytisers. In 2008, Mukherjee had evaluated SLE as positioned somewhere between 

Schneider’s phase 3 (nativisation) and phase 4 (endonormative stabilisation), but Bernaisch 

suggests that a re-evaluation is called for in light of recent linguistic and sociolinguistic 

developments (39), and the fact that while previous studies have been ‘relatively small’ or 

else ‘not accurately documented’ (44), the present-day availability of corpus-linguistic 

resources allows for larger-scale empirical investigations and hence greater explanatory 

potential. 

Chapter 3 details the methodology used. The corpus-based research on the three comparison 

varieties (acrolectal SLE, BrE, and IndE) was executed utilising three main sources: (a) 

International Corpus of English (ICE) data, (b) newspaper corpora consisting of the British 

National Corpus (BNC) for BrE, and the SLE and IndE components of the South Asian 

Varieties of English (SAVE) corpus, and (c) the Google Advanced Search Tool (acronymised 

by Bernaisch as GAST). A useful and thoughtful discussion on the strengths and weaknesses 

of the data sources is provided, though while the explications of the limitations for the 

offline, static corpora (ICE, SAVE, and BNC) are perfectly fine, I found the discussion of 

GAST, and hence its use in the research project, less than reassuring.  

To be fair, Bernaisch does go quite deeply into the various pitfalls and foibles (there are 

many) of using the Google search engine as a corpus for frequency data, and in light of this 

GAST data was only used in the study to supplement the data already garnered from the 

offline corpora. Bernaisch notes such problems as (a) the possibility of texts not written by 

users of Sri Lankan English in the pages within in the top-level domain .lk, (b) the possibility 

that not all texts are acrolectal in nature, and (c) Google’s processing that attempts to identify 

‘the need behind the query’ rather than being based on actual occurrences of the token on the 

website (e.g. today’s Google will, for example, return results for lexicon for a query on the 
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term dictionary). However, from a linguistics perspective, by far the worst feature of 

Google’s search engine is the fact that Google deliberately keeps its search algorithms secret, 

and hence there appears to be no way of knowing if the number of results given in response 

to a query is an accurate number of pages or tokens of the search term within Google’s 

dataset. This is especially problematic for the research at hand. To illustrate, Bernaisch notes 

that the term ‘above mentioned is attested 67,000 times in GAST-SL’ (92), but it is dubious if 

Google really has 67,000 tokens of this word. My reason for doubting this is that if one tries 

to follow through and visit the 67,000 pages, it becomes clear that this cannot be done. In 

fact, by successively clicking through to the next page of hits, it turns out that the original 

estimate provided by Google is incorrect by two orders of magnitude (when I tried the search 

while writing this review, the first estimate for above mentioned in the Sri Lankan part of 

Google was 46,700, but actually only 248 relevant pages could be recovered). It is hard to 

determine why Google would have such a discrepancy. It may be that there are 46,700 tokens 

of the query term, but they will not let users get to them all, or, it may be that there are only 

248 relevant pages and 46,452 duplicates. Perhaps the answer is that the number of hits is 

deliberately inflated in order to discourage users from actually paging through all 248 sites so 

as to reduce the amount of traffic the search engine has to deal with (i.e. they want the user to 

believe there is an incredibly high number of hits so that they will only look at the first couple 

of pages of results before either finding what they want, or simply giving up). Whatever case, 

the real problem for linguists is that there appears to be no way to ascertain how Google’s 

results figures are calculated, and so this practically annuls any worth Google search result 

figures can have for calculating frequency. 

That said, we can presume the same algorithms are applied by the Google search engine for 

all searches done with the same parameters, and so therefore the relative frequencies between 

the Sri Lankan, Indian, and British sections of Google are more likely to be trustworthy. And, 

indeed, for the most part, Bernaisch’s use of GAST figures is to determine relative 

frequencies. But, given the opacity of Google’s computational machinations, I suggest even 

relative frequencies should be treated with caution if not outright suspicion. 

Chapter 4 deals with Sri Lankan English lexis. Eschewing borrowings from Sinhala and 

Tamil, which obviously will set Sri Lankan English apart from other varieties, Bernaisch 

examines words that overlap with other varieties in order to assess the distinctiveness of Sri 

Lankan English. First, formality markers were examined, that is, words which Sri Lankans 
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‘habitually employ’ that are considered formal in contemporary BrE (83). It was found that 

there was a higher frequency of formality markers in SLE and IndE compared to BrE, and 

that formality markers were more evenly spread across genres in SLE and IndE than in BrE. 

Interestingly, it was also found that in IndE formality markers were more commonly used in 

contextually less formal situations, and so, one might argue that to continue to call them 

formality markers is to beg the question. In other words, the nomenclature formality marker 

is a bit of a misnomer, for what it really means is ‘British English formality marker.’ Not that 

this undermines Bernaisch’s discoveries of the differences between the varieties examined 

nor the conclusions he draws. Nevertheless, if a certain term does not increase the formality 

of a statement in a certain variety of English, then we can hardly logically call it a ‘formality 

marker.’ The same applies to another of the lexical investigations of the study, archaism 

markers, that is lexical items that are considered archaic in BrE (e.g. sir applied to a male 

teacher, hail from a place) which were found to be prevalent in SLE and IndE. Again, if sir is 

the present-day ‘default address term’ (128) in South Asian Englishes, then surely calling sir 

an ‘archaism’ marker is rather overemphasising the BrE perspective. Nevertheless, laying 

nomenclatural concerns aside, the findings of the study were that there are marked 

differences between the three varieties according to the lexis examined, and the differences 

were reflected in a third set of lexical items examined, namely, pan-South Asian English 

lexemes such as goonda (= a thug), lakh (= 10,000), rupee, sari/saree, etc., which were 

‘unsurprisingly’ found to occur more commonly in SLE and IndE than in BrE, indicating 

‘lexical emancipation from BrE’ (206).  

Chapter 5 examines the lexicogrammar of Sri Lankan English, focussing on particle verbs, 

light verbs, and the verb complementation profiles of the three common verbs hate, like and 

love. The results of the study here generally complement those of the previous chapter, 

namely detectable differences between the three varieties being studied, such as the fact that 

SLE uses fewer particle verbs than IndE, which uses fewer than BrE. The chapter also 

identifies some interesting particle verbs that seem to be present in South Asian English but 

not BrE, such as waive off (= to waive), cope up with (= cope with), boast off (= boast of), 

and dispose off (= dispose of). It is pertinent to mention here that Bernaisch notes as a 

limitation of the research, and indeed many similar corpus-based linguistic studies, is the 

reliance on synchronic data (222–223) which inevitably neglects the diachronic perspective. 

The discussion of some lexicogrammatical items in the present the study would have 

benefited from diachronic data, and dispose off is a good example. Since both dispose of and 
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dispose off are followed by a noun phrase, Bernaisch concludes that ‘at its current 

developmental stage – DISPOSE off should probably be regarded as a spelling variant of 

DISPOSE of’ (167). He also quotes Zipp (2014) who describes dispose off as ‘an upcoming 

minority variant’ (Bernaisch 167), giving the impression that this verb is perhaps a novel 

form. On the contrary, dispose off has a long history in Indian English, being recorded by 

earlier commentators (Kindersley 1938: 30; Whitworth 1907: 230) and also appearing in 

earlier IndE literary texts (Marshall 1864: 318; Roy 1883: 27; Ewen 1890: 75). Moreover, 

examples from early BrE also occur (Withers, 1788: 390; Lipscomb 1847: 458; Buntline 

1848: 123; Private Laws 1859: 223), extending back to the seventeenth century, and so 

dispose off may not be a South Asian innovation but may have come into IndE directly from 

the historical input variety. The use of dispose off in SLE thence use may have come from 

either BrE or IndE, or both. On this point, Bernaisch acknowledges that since the study is 

‘synchronic in nature […] it can only attest that SLE and IndE have some structural features 

in common, but it cannot evaluate if or to what extent these are results of diachronic cross-

varietal influences in South Asia’ (Bernaisch: 223), and notes that such questions may be 

answered by diachronic studies to come. 

Chapter 6 begins by summarising the results of the investigations into SLE in which it is 

shown that SLE has ‘a distinctive structural profile […] differentiating it from other varieties 

of English around the world’ (209). With this in mind, Bernaisch then tackles the question of 

how this distinctive profile might have emerged and presents a ‘model of (the emergence of) 

distinctive structural profiles of semiautonomous varieties of English,’ both discursively 

(209–221) and diagrammatically (215). Here ‘semiautonomous variety of English’ refers to a 

‘stable, productive steady state in the evolutionary process in which there is an equilibrium 

between conflicting forces of progression and conservatism’ (Mukherjee 2007 cited in 

Bernaisch: 218), and the model is meant to work not only for SLE but all postcolonial 

Englishes. The developmental model attempts to provide a framework in which the various 

features of SLE that were investigated in the study (called ‘nativisation indicators’ by 

Bernaisch) are linked to three ‘forces,’ namely the ‘Common Core’ of English, ‘L1 

Influence,’ and ‘Autonomy,’ which in turn arise from the multiple language contact crucible 

in which SLE and postcolonial Englishes in general are born. In addition, the framework 

includes various ‘paths of structural nativisation’ (lexical, phraseological, textual, and 

cognitive) while also incorporating the dual impact of both endonormative and exonormative 

tendencies. Obviously Bernaisch’s model is in its preliminary stages and the fact that it is 
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relegated to some twenty or so pages in the final chapter, rather than being presented at the 

beginning and used as a guiding structure for the book, strongly suggests this. Further, as 

Bernaisch points out, the model itself is closely linked to the empirical (and synchronic) 

evidence of the study and could benefit from further studies that examine other structural 

features and patterns and other potential pathways of nativisation (224). 

In the end, the volume under review makes a compelling evidence-based argument for why 

Sri Lankan English should be considered a fully-fledged, independent variety of South Asian 

English. The study moves beyond simply looking at borrowings from native languages as 

variety-defining features and deals with core vocabulary items that overlap with other 

Englishes from both the lexical and lexicogrammatical perspective. Bernaisch’s study is an 

excellent example of how corpus-driven investigations can provide empirical evidence that 

can make significant contributions to greater understanding of the evolution and diversity of 

Englishes around the world. 
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