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What is “Colonial Lag”?

Nowadays, the English language has risen to the status of the World Language, or Global English, which is a result of the synergetic impact of numerous factors on historical, economic, geopolitical, cultural and other changes over the past four centuries. However, there are certain differences between, say, British English and American English and/or the English spoken in South Africa, in Australia, in Canada and so on.
While studying regional varieties of English in modern globalized world, one is likely to come across the term ‘colonial lag’. It seems important to consider the term and its applications to further research into language development.
Our review of special literature on the subject has made it possible to conclude that there is a popular belief according to which the English language, ‘transplanted’ in territories other than Britain, reveals certain conservatism in its evolutional development as if ‘lagging’ behind the original source on the British Isles. The changes (or their absence) can be found on different levels of language: phonemic, morphemic, lexical and syntactic. Phonetic discrepancies are reported to occur more frequently than those on the syntactic level. The nature of variety of such rates of change is analyzed in [1].

Scholars list samples of some ‘old’ uses of orthographic and / or phonetic norms and even grammatical structures which were common in Early Modern English but are no longer in use on the British Isles nowadays. 
Thus, Laurie Bauer refers to the form holp standing for the modern helped as one of the examples of ‘Shakespearian’ English that is regularly cited in the USA. The author also mentions that the Australasian use of footpath for British pavement or American sidewalk was current in Britain when Australia and New Zealand were settled, and that pavement, according to The Oxford English Dictionary, is a more recent innovation (in that sense) in Britain [for more details see: 2 , p. 5-6.].  Another word is the noun biscuit. In Britain, it is used mainly for a sweet biscuit: “Still it is clear that biscuits were not always sweet in Britain (think of ship’s biscuits, for example), which implies that British usage has changed. The US usage preserves an older sense. This is colonial lag” [2, p. 113].
 As an example of a colonial lag on the phonetic level, L. Barrie sees the absence of lengthening of front vowels before /f/, /θ/ and /s/ in words like laugh, bath and castle, which are accordingly pronounced /læf/, /bæθ/ and /kæsl/ in the USA with a phonologically short vowel, but with a phonologically long vowel in RP, South African English and New Zealand English (Received Pronunciation  /lɑ:f/, /bɑ:θ/ and /kɑ:sl/) [ibidem, p. 6].
However, the first remarks on the conservative character of phonetic changes in American English in comparison to British English were made as early as 1789 by Noah Webster, and later, in 1869, by Ellis who referred to them as ‘a kind of arrest of development’: “There is a kind of arrest of development, the language of the emigrants remains for a long time at the stage in which it was at when emigration took place, and alters more slowly than the mother tongue, and in a different direction. Practically the speech of the American English is archaic with respect to that of the British English” [cited in: 3, p. 13].

The term ‘colonial lag’ was suggested in 1958 by Albert H. Marckwardt. In his book, “American English”, he described what in terms of synergetics could be called trajectories of the development of the English language in North America. His observations made it possible to conclude the following: “These post-colonial survivals of earlier phases of mother-country culture, taken in conjunction with the retention of earlier linguistic features, have made what I should like to call a colonial lag. I mean to suggest by this term nothing more than that in a transplanted civilization, as ours undeniably is, certain features which it originally possessed remain static over a period of time. Transplanting usually results in time lag before the organism, be it a geranium or a brook trout, becomes adapted to its new environment. There is no reason why the same principle should not apply to a people, their language, and their culture. [4, p. 80]. 
Hence, the term ‘colonial lag’ can be applied not only to a low rate of language changes, but also to specific retention of culture in general.  However, we agree with those linguists who tend to speak not about ‘colonial lag’, but about more complex changes in a historical development of language. It would be incorrect to believe that the English language in North America or in South Africa must go through the same diachronic pattern as the English language on the British Isles.  
Language should be understood as a synergetic system, i.e. non-linear, self-organizing, open and dynamic, which means that at every moment of its existence the given language interacts with other systems of the environment.  The external factors influencing the state of various levels and/ or subsystems of a language are different and make up its peculiar ecology determining potential ways of its further change. 
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