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Abstract

In this lecture, I foreground several mobilities that are significant for our study of emergent varieties of English
in Asia, with particular attention not to the usual suspects — the English-speaking settlers and administrators, and
the immediate local communities and languages — but rather to itineraries which are often unanticipated. These, I
suggest, need to be appreciated for their significance in the contact dynamics that ensued, and the corresponding
impact on the evolution of Asian Englishes (also see Ansaldo & Lim 2020; Lim 2022a, b).

My first contemplation comprises minority communities which came into being as a consequence of historical
migration (Lim 2016a), focusing on the Peranakans (also known as Straits-born Chinese or Babas), descendants
of early southern Chinese seafaring traders to the Malay archipelago who married local women, and settled in
the Southeast Asian region in the 17"/18% centuries. I examine the community with regard to their spatio-social
mobility (Kaufmann, Bergman and Joye 2004), in how they maximised their potential on (i) access to different
forms and degrees of mobility, (ii) competence to recognise and make use of access, and (iii) appropriation of
particular choices (Lim 2020). Attention to such communities and their languages, though apparently on the
periphery, is in fact crucial for fuller and more rigorous accounts of the linguistic features observed in the
emerging variety of English in an ecology, in this case, Singapore English (Lim 2009, 2011, 2016b).

My second contemplation involves an examination of ‘cultural words’ (after Hoogervorst 2018) which have
assumed a prominent position in Asian imaginaries and languages. Just as material artefacts provide insights into
population movements, so too do intangible ones. Examining the evolution of lexical artefacts such as congee,
godown, joss, shroff, 1 illustrate how charting the routes of their transmission affords us a more nuanced
consideration of the contact amongst populations and languages across the networks of the Indian Ocean and
South China Sea beyond the usual identification of conventional colonisers and indigenous populations (Lim
2022b), which are equally as critical in the formation of Asian Englishes. Such close study of lexical
transmission also offers, at the methodological level, an approach to reconstructing sociolinguistic trajectories.

Finally, I consider the domain of computer-mediated communication as a vital platform — in particular in non-
English-dominant communities — for intense language contact and consequent rapid language change, as well as
as a crucial channel for spread to other, more everyday domains (Lim 2015). Using Hong Kong as illustration of
such a sociolinguistics of globalisation, I show how diverse mobilities — encompassed within contemporary
(return) migration, communication technology, art, and politics — come together to prompt, and even catalyse,
the evolution of a variety such as Hong Kong English (Lim 2015, 2022b).

Giving more than a superficial glance to the unanticipated — the communities beyond the British settlers and
administrators, the populations on the edges of the mainstream majorities, the domains and platforms of the
digital world — affords us rich and invaluable revelations to further our scholarship in language contact.
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