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Preface

The essays in this book, written over the past two years, began as
responses to particular preblems arising during my earlier work on
attempts to reform the English language, and on the questior of
language and sex (Baron 1982a, 1982b, 1986). Although they startec
as discrete entities, a pattern gradually developed interconnecting the
essays and establishing a progression from start to finish. Consequently,
while most of the chapters may be read independently of ¢ne another,
or in small groups of two or three, they also cohere to form a book
about where the English language—particularly its vocabulary—has
been, where it is now, and where it is going.

Declining Gramrar is about English words, how we define them,
value them, and argue over them. And it is about the importance we
attach to English as the language of our individual and our national
expression. One of the things readers will discover in this book is the
extent to which mistaken ideas about language influence language
development. We will look at some of the attitudes toward English
frequently expressed by language commentators, and some of the
ways in which our language—particularly our vocabulary—is changing
and developing to meet the new demands placed on it.

In the first section, we will examine some of the myths and mis-
conceptions that affect our attitudes toward language—and toward
English in particular. False or skewed ideas about language crop up
in everyday conversation. They influence the criteria we set for proper
writing style and contribute to our hazy notions of what constitutes
standard English. Ultimately they affect how English teachers teach
about our language, a subject which continues to vex students, teachers,
and the American public at large.

The second section examines some specific questions of meaning
and usage. “Declining Grammar,” the book’s title essay, traces the ups
and particularly the downs in the meaning of the word grammar, which
went from something originally very positive to something that is now
rather negative, though this latter fact is generally ignored by our
dictionaries. The other chapters in this section look at specific usage
controversies of the past and present to demonstrate that while there
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viti Declining Grammar

is little agreement on what constitutes proper English, the endless
debate over language standards shows that language concerns are
never far from our consciousness.

Section three examines some controversial trends in English vocab-
ulary, and some developments too new to have received comment
before. The final section treats several aspects of linguistic politics,
from specific attempts to deal with the ethnic, religious, or sex-specific
elements of our vocabulary to the broader issues of language both as
a reflection of our public consciousness and constitution and as a
refuge for our most private forms of expression.

A great many people have listened patiently to the ideas explored
in this book. My family, colleagues, and friends have contributed
examples and counterexamples too numerous to mention. I want to
thank the staff and audience of WILL-AM, the American Public Radio
affiliate at the Universitv of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, for the
opportunity to air my views on language in a continuing series of
commentaries. And I want to thank the National Council of Teachers
of English, and its Commission on the English Language, fur their
active encouragement and support of my work Released time provided
by the University of Illinois allowed me to complete my manuscript.

Earlier drafts of some of the essays in this book have appeared
elsewhere, sometimes under different titles. Parts of “Academies of
One” appeared in the English Journal, and William Safire has cited a
number of my usage comments in his books and his columns in the
New York Times Magazine. “Nothing Like a Good Pun” was first
published as “Public Cutespeak” in Verbatim, the Language Quarterly.
“Sexist Language” and “A Literal Paradox” originally appeared in
Righting Words. “The English Language and the Constitution” was
published in The Brandeis Review. “Declining Grammar” appeared as
"“The Ugly Grammarian” in English Today, and “The Passive Voice Can
Be Your Friend” was published in the same journal. Parts of ““The
Myths of Teaching English” will be published under the title ““Watching
Our Grammar” in Essays for English Teachers, edited by Gail Hawisher
and Anna Soter (Albany: SUNY Press, 1989). All are reprinted with
permission. I also want to extend my gratitude to 1ioughton Mifflin
Company for permission to reprint the first 100 words of the Brown
Corpus from Nelson and Kuera’s Frequency Analysis of English Usage,
and to Longman Group Limited for permission to reprint the first 100
words of the LOB Corpus from Hofland and Johansson’s Word Fre-
quencies in British and American English.

Most of all, I want to thank the teachers who participated in the
Writing Outreach Workshop sponsored by the English Department at
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the University of lllinois at Urbana-Champaign, during the summers
of 1986 and 1987. It was your enthusiasm for the English language
and your dedication to our profession that inspired this collection, and
it is to all o/ you that I dedicate this book.
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1 Weather Report

Language, like the weather, is a popular topic: everybody’s got some-
thing to say about it. And like the weather, where there is language,
there is also change. One of the most common weather sayings goes
something like this: “If you don't like the weather around here, just
wait five minutes.” You hear this in New England and the Midwest,
in California and the South, and while it is sometimes attributed to
Mark Twain or Thoreau or Emerson, it has achieved the status of
proverbial folk wisdom.

Language changes like the weather, cyclically, seasonally, according
to forces that seem mysterious if not sinister to the average person,
and we could modify our weather proverb to apply to language: “If
you don't like the way language is used now, just wait five sminutes;
you'll like it even less,” since those who complain about the language
are never happy for long.

The metaphors we use tc describe this change for the worse reveal
our inner feelings about English. We think of language in terms of
organic imagery: it may live and grow, like a garden, if properly
nourished and weeded, while in the haads of the common crowd—
so goes the opinion of the linguistic elite—language will sicken and
die. Some critics see bad usage as a virus causing physical illness,
usually gastrointestinal, in those most sensitive to its nuances. Language
has a moral life (corrupt language may be a force for ethical as well
as physical corruption), a political one (it may be anarchic, democratic,
or autocratic in its structure), and an economic one as well (languages
mint, lend and borrow their words, like <oins, and the debts that they
incur must eventually be repaid). Since we are used to thinking of
language in terms of metaphor, and we rely on language as a social
barometer measuring the class, education, and overall worthiness of
our fellow human beings, a weather model of language should not be
all that revolutionary.

In terms of its metaphoric treatment, language has a psychological
and social life too. One currently popular view, an extension of the
Sapir Whorf hypothesis, considers language a cognitive prisen whose
walls and bars control our thoughts and prevent vur direct knowledge

3




4 Declining Grammar

of reality. This theory sharply contrasts with the competing notion that
‘anguage is the transcendental representation of the real world and
thus the source of all inner and outer knowledge. In this view, words
either are cr bear an ineffable but nonetheless certain affinity to the
things they represent. According to either mouel, we cannot know
what we do not have woids to express, a stricture which places
depressing limitations on the human imagination.

Practically speaking, though, language is neither a mirror or x prison,
but a prism, a lens which affects our perceptions to a certain degree,
but which we can also control and focus. In a more down-to-earth
social model, language 1o a set of laws, initiated individually but
adopted by consensus, as with any social compact, changing in response
to an ever-changing environment, and possessing in turn the power
to alter that environment. Those who transgress the laws of language
are open to censure. Frequently we view them as criminals i need of
punishment. In the eyes of the language judges, for example, people
should be imprisoned for using such supposed innovations as Jift as
a transitive verb—They gifted us with a copy of the book (a usage which
goes back to the sixteenth century). or aggravate f{or irritate (a usage
dating from the seventeenth centu.y), while dangling hopefully at the
start of a sentence (Hopefully, this won't happen again), wh.ch is indeed
a new construction, dating back only to the 1960s, is ccnsidered by
the authorities to be no less than a hanging cririe.

If we are to believe most of what we hear about English at cocktail
parties or ir: the popular press, we have been heading downhill in our
speech since some unspecified point in the past. Soriething is always
going wrong with the language; things are never as they used to be,
or as they should be. Pessimists maintain that Enhsh is in a state of
decay, and all our efforts to bring about or restor= the “Golden Age,”
where people gave lanruage its due and used it correctly, fall on deaf
ears. The language forecast for these doomsayers continues to be dim:
partly cloudy with a sixty percent chance of double negatives.

To complete the analogy between language and the weather, I have
found that we trust commentators on language about as much as we
trust meteorologists. Yet ironically, we can’t seem to get along without
either. No news broadcast is complete without the weather report, and
while most of us don’t open the newspaper simply to look for William
Safire’s language column, or Ann Landers’s advice on good grammar,
popular books and articles on the state of the language generate
dependable, often devoted audiences. Just as many of us remember
our schooltime exposure to English grammar with chagrin, if not
outright pain, we also carry inside us a model of an English teacher
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whose perfection we never managed to emulate, whose disappointment
in our performance did not make language study a dead issue but
spurred us on toward new heights of correctness.

The Facts of English

Although we all may have something to say about language, a little
knowledge often proves a dangerous thing. Much of what we do say
is wrong, for few of us take the trouble to study the science of language,
yet quite a few of us go about pretending that science simply does
not exist. Consequently, our ideas about language are based on sub-
jective preference rather than objective fact. There is nothing unnatural
about this, since subjectivity is one of the main forces behind language
use. But we seldom acknowledge that our language judgments, or the
judgments of those whom we take for experts, are arbitrary, not graven
in stone but inked on wood pulp.

Our attitudes toward language have a profound effect both on
English itself and on those who use it, but it is never easy to characterize
this effect with much precision because speakers of English display
an astonishing ambivalence toward their language. On one hand we
disparage our own abilities, constantly apologizing for our mistakes,
real or imagined. More often than not we labor under the delusion
that our English is riddled with error, that it is inadequate to the
demands placed on us. Ir our unending desire to say or write it right,
we seek out and defer to the opinions of teachers, editors, and usage
experts. But on the other hand, although we bemoan our linguistic
incompetence and fret over our insecurity, we are also loath to accept
the advice we so desperately seek. How dare anyone tell us what to
say or write, or how to go about it? It's undemocratic. There ought to
be a law.

Itis an unfortunate fact that many otherwise well-educated native
speakers of English either reject or shy away from the formal study
of their own language. Since it became a fundamental part of the
American educational curriculum well over a century ago, students—
and even some teachers—have resisted initiation into the mysteries of
grammar, and the term grammarian has taken on a negative connotation
thatis difficult to counteract. It is a further measure of our linguistic
walffling that we alternate complaints about too much grammar in our
schools with cries of not enough.

Despite our endemic unhappiness with grammar instruction, infor-
mal interest in English remains keen. Language may not be a big-time
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issue in this country, like politics, religion, or the economy, but it is
an issue that concerns everybody, and it surtaces all the time. The
press regularly prints commentaries and edituerials on the state of
English. There are as well frequent stories about aitempts to reform
our pronunciation, spelling, and grammar. The bureaucratic style of
governmental prose is continually held up for ridicule by all manner
of essayists and media commentators. Watchdog groups seek out the
deceptions embedded in public doublespeak. Individuals crusade against
the misused apostrophe or the encroachment of quotation marks. And
the introduction of new words is noted now with amusement, now
alarm. More important, though it still receives nowhere near the
attention it deserves, is the fact that many of our citizens pass through
our schools without learning to read or write effectively.

There is no doubt, then, that interest in language is high. And we
are not always defensive about our linguistic prowess. Sometimes we
plead ignorance, but just as often we are language bullies, correcting
our relatives and friends (they may not stay friends for long), and
even our teachers. True, the public dutifully seeks out the advice of
the numerous guides to good English, but should a usage authority
make a mistake, scores of amateur guardians of our tongue are quick
to respond with unkind censure.

I myself have been guilty of language hubris. Once in high school I
dared to challenge a pronunciation by the severest of my teachers. The
word 1n question was written gaol, the British spelling of our American
jail. It is proncunced to rhyme with rail on both sides of the Atlantic,
a fact which I knew in my precocity, but which my teacher had missed.
Instead she said something with a hard g that rhymed with a drawn-
out cowl. I knew nothing then of spelling pronunciation, the reading of
words not with their traditiunal sounds, but as they appear on the page,
and I knew even less of classroom decorum a:d respect for authority,
but once the correction was out of my mouth I knew I had done wrong.
The class was silent. The teacher became dangerously calm. I was made
to walk the length of the room, up to the desk, and told to find gaol
in the dictionary. This I did, though with difficulty, for I suddenly lost
all sense of alphabetical order.

Of course I was proved right, hrt at what cost! My teacher took the
correction gracefully, more gracefully than I had offered 1t, but things
were never the same between us. Nor did I become an instant folk hero
among the students—I was just the fool who corrected Mrs. N. on some
amazirgly trivial point. With language, as with everything else, we all
must leam that there are times to be correct, and times to be still.
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Grammar and grammar

When we speak of grammar we frequently confuse two of its basic
senses. Sometimes we divide these into gra.amar as science and
grammar as art. I prefer to call these Grammar witk a capital g and
grammar with a small one. In any case, Granmmar writ large refers to
the structure, or the formal features of a language, its sounds and
syllables, its morphemes, words, and sentences. It is a descriptive
study, one which catalogues and inventories a language, accounting
for its elements accordi 1g to the general principlss of linguistic science.
grammar with the little g refers to the rules of preferred or prescribed
usage associated with standard language. It is the etiquette of knowing
which pronunciations or words or idioms are privileged, and which
are stigmatized. It is the art of being correct.

These different grammars can get us into trouble, and tne ordinary
English speaker is often caught in the cross fire between (or is it
among?) the experts. When descriptive linguists go after the facts of
English, which they must do for us to have a record of our tongue in
all the stages of its development, they are sometimes accused of
abandoning all standards and approving language forms some people
label as inferior. When prescriptivists attempt to lay out codes of
behavior for all of us to follow, which they must do as well, for they
too are part of the self-regulating system of our language, they seldom
agree on general or specific prinaples. No matter how much we laud
their efforts, we find the procrustean bed of the language commentators
too much for our unsupple limbs. The language commentator Logan
Pearsall Smith (1948) has called grammar in this prescriptive sense
“the natural enemy of idiom.” As hard as we may try to follow their
advice, we become lost 1n the contradictory opinions of the prescribers.
Aiming for an impossible standard of language perfection, we make
new mistakes, pushing English in new and unforeseen directions,
provoking the language critics further still.

In 1921 the Oxford philologist H. C. Wyld lamented that despite our
persistent interest in things linguistic, too many of us resist the notion
that a considerable body of well-ascertained facts about language exists,
and that a knowledge of lir.guistics can iiluminate the language questions
which concern teachers, writers, editors, and the general public. I hope
with this book to counteract in a small way this tendency to reject the
facts of English, and to encourage my readers to pursue the subject in
all its fact and fancy well beyond the confines of these pages.




Language commentators and weather forecasters depend to some extent
on signs Of the times for their predictions. Just as we look at clouds
and test the wind to estimate the weather, we listen to words or read
magazines and make claims about the direction of English. But we
also depend on folklore for our guesses. Red skies tell sailors all sorts
of things about storm and calm, and we deduce the severity and
duration of winter from the likes of woolly worms and groundhogs.
General forecasts about language and literacy are similarly grounded
in misinformation and myth.

Some misinformation about language takes the form of advice:
complete your sentences (many sentences are physically incomplete,
yet completely understandable); never begin one with and; don’t
contract; avoid I and you. And, of course, avoid the passive voice.
There is also myth: French is a rational language; Greek is democratic;
Chinese is transcendental; English i- in a state of decline.

The Myth of Elizabethan English

One commoit American language myth asserts the existence of a
settlement in a remote corner of the Ozarks, or possibly the Appala-
chians, where time stands still, where English is spoken today exactly
as it was in Shakespzare’s time. Underlying this myth is another: that
the original European settlers of this area were a racially homogeneous
group of Scotch-Irish and English, an assertion that has been challenged
and has never been proved. A recent public television series on the
English language went so far as to locate this untouched-by-time
settlement not in the mountains but in the Sea Islands off the Carolina
coast. Viewers saw the resident fisherfolk speaking in their quaint,
old-fashioned ways. Of course this linguistic fountain of youth cannot
exist, for no speech community, whether ethnically homogeneous or
not, can ever become frozen in time. Language never stops changing,
no matter how isolatea its speakers are from the world around them,
or how old-fashioned .hey sound tc others. As the sociolinguists Walt

9



10 Declining Grammar

Wolfram and Donna Christian remind us in their study of Appalachian
English (1976), the language of any group may be conservative in
some aspects but progressive in others. Although Appalachian, Ozark,
or Sea Island speech may preserve a few features of older English
that have been lost by other dialects, they also produce advanced
forms that Lave not yet spread to other areas.

As the Elizabethan English story suggests, a major function of
language myth is to mark one form of speech as purer than or
otherwise superior o another. Some myths assert that language reflects
the speaker’s inner self. For example, it is a common but mistaken
notion that the speech of city folk (or northerners), is too fast and too
nasal and reflects an unfriendly disposition, while their southern (or
rural) counterparts are wrongly characterized as slow of speech, with
drawling vowel habits that are supposed to evidence a combination
of sociability and decreased mental activity. Such commonly used terms
as nasality and drawl are frequently subjective and invariably negative.
To cite two personal examples, when I was in college a friend of mine
trom central Illinois, whose accent seemed to my then-unpracticed
New York ears to evoke the deadly-drawling pace of antebellum Tara,
likened the words of a Florida student we both knew to “bubbles
slowly oozing up through the swamps.” And more recently a colleague
of mine at the University of Illinois, a professor with urba., east coast
origins and an ivy league education—someone, in short, who would
be described by central Illinoisans as a snooty if not downright nasal
Yankee—orice complained that the one thing he hated most about
living in the Midwest was having his children grow up with what Fe
called “that horrible midwestern nasal accent.”

The myths sometimes deal with ways that language both channels
and limits how we think. According to this view of language, we can
only conceive what our language has words to express. By extension,
the more words a language has, the more its speakers can do with
them. In one bit of folklore we are asked:to envy the semantic richness
of the Eskimo, whose language offers countless words (the number
varies with the teller) for different kinds of snow: according to the

ay

Encyclopaedia Britannica there is “’falling snow,” “snow on the ground,”
“drifting snow;” “encrusted snow,” and so on. On the other hand, we
might pity speakers of those impoverished languages like English with
only snow and slush.

We are also asked to sympathize with speakers whose languages
distort or limit their cognition: some would argue that the syntactic
structure of German interferes with comprehension, since its periodicity

makes us wade through parts and parts of speech before coming to
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The Myths of Language 11

the verb. They also point to an unnamed, mythical, primitive language
which, lacking a future tense, is supposed to prevent its users from
developing any concept of time.

Cultural bias enters clearly into these myths about the relationship
between language and cognition. English speakers seldom question
their assumption that the only natural way to think is to put the verb
between subject and object, not before or after, though in Old English
the verb appeared in various parts of the sentence without any
measurable interference with comprehension. And we never suppose
that those earliest forms of our own language, which had no separate
future tense, gave the first English folk any trouble conceiving yesterday,
today, and tomorrow. Today’s Enghsh offers several ways of naming
what is yet to come, all of them dependent on the present tense: "I
close (am closing, am going to close) the deal next Thursday’” Even
our so-called future tense requires the present inflection of the auxiliary
shall or will.

Similarly, those who treasure lexical diversity often forget that despite
its many words for arctic precipitation, the Eskimo language lacks a
term for the general concept ‘snow. (Arabic similarly has words for
different kinds of camels, though it lacks a generic term for camel
itself.) This deficiency does not mean that Eskimo inhibits abstraction
in its speakers, but rather that, in the case of snow, species outweighs
genus. There is a similar situation in American English, though it is
not quite analogous and hardly so picturesque: we readily listinguish
at least two score types of burgers by brand (Big Mac, Whopper) or
type (pizzaburger, tunaburger), having less and less recourse nowadays
to the basic hamburg. Surprisingly, no one takes this as evidence of
modem overspecializing, or concludes that the American preoccupation
with chopped meat rivals what we naively suppose to be the Eskimo
remance with weather.

The Myth of Greek

Language myths are subject to change, even to eventual debunking.
We once thought that the form of governmen! in a given society
determined the nature of its language: an autocratic society fostered a
rigid, authoritarian language, wl.ile a democratically constituted society
literally reflected the voice of the people. In the eighteenth century,
speakers of English regarded classical Greek as the ideal language to
imitate because it was developed by the first and foremost democracy
of the ancientworld. They also thought that Greek persisted unchanged
over amillennium, a sure sign of a language that has reached perfection.
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Now we know better. Participation in Greek, or rather Athenian,
democracy was limited by class and sex, which did not disturb
eighteenth-century philosophers but seems much less congenial to our
attitudes today. Furthermore, scholarship has shown that no language
goes unchanged for very long. Greek varied over time and distance
as much as English, or any other language, for that matter. There were
sharp distinctions among the dialects of ancient Greek, in addition to
the striking differences that have been so iong apparent between the
Homeric, classical, and modern tongues.

French, the Rational Language

The French will tell you, if you do not already know it, that French
is a superior language because it is rational. Some go so far as to claim
that French reflects the very structure of the human mind, assuming
that structure to be rational as well. And the French perceive of
themselves as more concerned with language than just about anyone
else: they are a nation of grammarians who thrive on purity and unity.
After the French Revolution, in an effort to solidify the power of the
central government, the educational system of the country was na-
tionalized, Parisian French became the standard, and all regional
languages and dialects were virtually outlawed. But as the language
historian L. C. Harmer (1954) has pointed out, the Gallic view of
themselves and their language conflicts with linguistic reality.

For one thing, French is not pure and it never was. French is a
language which borrows words, difficult as that is for its citizens to
admit. The name France suggests as much. the French were originally
Franks, a Germanic tribe (so were the Normans, or Northmen) who
“borrowed”” Latin more or less unwillingly from the conquering Ro-
mans. Today the purists in France object so much to the many English
words adopted by their less chauvinistic comrades that non-French
words have been outlawed: not only the new words like le footing,
‘jogging, and le pull or pullover, ‘sweater,’ but the good old words that
crossed the Channel over two centuries ago, such as rosbif, redingote,
and club. Vigilante groups monitor radio, television, and the press,
and offenders must pay fines to the government for any vernacular
contraband uncovered.

Officially, at least, the French position is that the language must be
kept pure. In fact purism itseif is a term we have borrowed from the
French, and it is always negative: “Scrupulous or exaggerated observ-
ance of, or insistence upon, purity or correctness, especially in language
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or style” (OED, s.v.). In addition to keeping out foreign words, the
French pride themselves on maintaining a standard language with
little or no variation. They have an Academy charged with deciding
matters of ccrrectness, and a national system of education to promulgate
these decisions and suppress local innovation and change. Unfortu-
nately neither the Frenck Academy nor the teaching cadre has been
able to exterminate regional and social dialects or to clamp down on
variation.

This variation is found not only in rare or isolated cases, but in
common, everyday French. For example, evidence from no less central
an area than Paris suggests that the markers of grammatical gender
which gave so many of us trouble when we learned French in school
are breaking down in the spoken language (Durand 1936). Also, while
French teachers in American high schools still take off points for
incorrect accent marks, the French themselves have become sloppy
about these things: when I taught English to English majors at a French
university some years ago, I noticed that my students, who did their
written work in French because the;r English was so poor, evaded the
problem of acute and grave accents on their vowels by drawing
horizontal lines instead. Even the standard literary language of France
is so full of disputed usage that a thriving business exists in usage
and style manuals to guide the perplexed through the maze of variation.

So much, then, for the myth of French.

The Myth of Chinese

Because it is so different from English and the European langurges
both in speech and in writing, Chinese was romanticized by westerners
and a variety of myths have arisen about the language spoken by so
great a percentage of the earth’s inhabitants. In the seventeenth century,
for example, the writer John Webb praised Chinese as “plain, easy,
and simple, as a natural speech ought to be,” and he sought to prove
that it was the first language spoken on earth. Webb (1669) found
Chinese to be chaste as well as natural, for he was under the mistaken
impression that the language had no way of referring to what he
chastely calls “the privy parts.” He also mistakenly finds that there is
a basic human predisposition to speak Chinese: “The very first expres-
sion we make of life, at the very instant of our births, is . . . by uttering
the Chinese word Ya.”

The Chinese language has both fascinated and repelled western
observers from the start. Some commentators described it as “pure
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applied lcgic,” but John Wilkins, the seventeenth-century philosopher
of language who tried to create an ideal artificial language, complained
that Chinese, like Latin and Greek, is imperfect: it has too many
characters and words, it is ambiguous; and it is too difficult to pro-
nounce. The Chinese writing system, certainly one of the world's
oldest, is held up to ridicule by proponents of the alphabet. But as
spelling reformers argue, the alphabet isn’t perfect either.

The Myth of the Alphabet

Writing has always been associated with magic and the unknown, and
it is not surprising to find myths about writing systems permeating
our thoughts on language. Western intellectuals once supposed that
both the Chinese and Egyptian writing systems offered transcendent
representations of ideas and things, providing closer ties between the
mind and the external world than the halting phonetic symbolism of
the alphabet-dependent European languages, and in the seventeenth
century some attempts were made to create universal, philosophical
writing systems using ideographs. The decipherment of Egyptian
hieroglyphics showed, however, that phonetic symbols—keys to pro-
nunciation—were interspersed among the pictures. Similarly, although
western myths about the Chinese charactery persist, linguists now
know that not every character forms an independent word, as we
think of words in English, and that some ninety percent of Chinese
characters contain phonetic as well as semantic information.

The myth of the philosophical superiority of picture writing is coun-
terbalanced by the myth of the developmental superiority of the alphabet.
According to this story, the three major types of writing systems reveal
an evolutionary pattern. The first stage in the developmer.t of writing is
ideographic, each symbol standing for an individuai word or concept.
The second stage gives us the syllabary (used, for example, in early
Semitic writing and in Japanese), where each written symbol represents
a syllable, generally a combination of sounds. Finally comes the most
advanced stage, the culmination of the graphic process. the alphabet, in
which each letter represents a single, discrete sound.

Implicit in this myth is the notion that the alphabet is the inevitable
outcome of the rise of writing or, put more simply, that last is best.
Alphabetists fault ideographic systems for their complexity. It is a
commonplace that illiteracy is rampant in China because the Chinese
must memorize thousands of individual symbols before they can read
their literature. Syllabaries are somewhat more efficient, but they still
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contain at least twice as many graphic elements to learn as alphabets,
and they are often perceived as an intermediate and therefore imperfect
stage in the development of writing,.

The alphabet is last and the roman alphabet is not the least, claims
the myth. Whether it is the most efficient is something else again.
Unfortunately, most of the letters of the English writing system have
more than one sound associated with them; sometimes letters are not
pronounced at all; and in certain instances, such as BarBQ, we could
even claim that English verges on the logographic. English writing
may not present as much difficulty as Chinese, but it is clear that our
vowels and consonants offer the learner of English—native speaker
as well as second language learner—a phonetic maze from which few
emerge without considerable difficulty.

Spelling Reform

Actually the alphabet may be the biggest problem we have with
English. When I ask students what aspect of English they would
change if they could, they invariably point to our illogical spelling
system. Language experts too would like to reform orthography. Quite
a few have tried and failed to do so. Thomas Spence, an eighteenth-
century spelling reformer, likened English orthography to “the darkest
hieroglyphics, or most difficult cyphers” George Bernard Shaw dem-
onstrated that ghoti could be pronounced “fish” (gh as in “rough,” o
as in “women,” #i as in “ammunition”’) and complained that although
his own last name had only two sonds in it, he had to use four
letters to spell it. Shaw called for a new, truly phonetic writing system,
and his will (1950) established an “alphabet trust”” to promote a new,
rational English spelling.

Since the sixteenth century, spelling simplification or rationalization
has been the goal of most English language planners and coinmentators,
though their success has been minimal. The case of Chinese illegibility
notwithstanding, readers of English, like their Chinese counterparts,
must memorize countless patterns and irregularities—nonphonetic
place names like Cholmondeley or Cirencester (pronounced Chumley
and Sizister) not to mention such common difficulties as the b in
“subtle” and “bomb,” the ough in “rough, though, through, slough,”
and “ought,” or the p in “pop, psychology,” and “phonetic” itself—
before they can tackle even the simplest of literary texts.

Reformers argued that phonetic spelling would save money as well
as time: words would be shorter, resulting in lower printing costs, and
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children would learn to read more quickly. Spelling as a schoo! subject
could be mastered in ¢ matter of months, instead of years, and
foreigners would acquire English much more readily. But it is also
clear that phonetic spelling would cost us something. Opponents of
reform argued that books would have to be reprinted and everyone
would-have to be retrained in the new spelling. In addition, respelling
would render the etymology and history of our words obscure. Replying
to this, the reformers claimed that everyone would be temporarily
bilingual so far as spelling went, with new generations learning only
the newer forms of words. As for etymology, the spelling reformers
pointed out that only a few classicists and linguists ever had any use
for etymology, the bulk of English speakers being thoroughly ignorant
of the sources and structures of our words anyway.

But there are deeper problems with orthographic revision. Despite
their high-minded aims, the new spellings were inconsistent. The
Amerncan Philological Association advocated simplifying double letters:
kettle becomes ketl. But in sapphire, where ph is respelled as ff the
double consonant remains. Silent ¢ was also dropped, but decked is
spelled as deckd, while thanked becomes thankt, despite the fact that
both final consonants have the sound of t. Greater still, however, is
the problem that because the sounds of speech are in continual, albeit
gradual, flux, and because pronunciation varies not only with time,
but also with geography, education, age, class, and situation, among
others, a phonetic writing system can only succeed at the ex)rense of
standardized spelling. Noah Wewster, in his Compendious Dictinary of
1806, argued that our reluctance to allow spelling to changje along
with pronunaation "is destroying the benefits of an alphabet, and
reducing our language to the barbarism of Chinese characters instead
of letters” But standardized spelling is a goa! that not only Webster,
but most of our schools and dictionaries, as well as the general public,
have fought long and hard to achieve, a goal they are unlikely to give
up in the near future.




3 The Passive Voice Can
Be Your Friend

Righteously, mercilessly, he weeded out the passive voice.
—Anne Tyler, The Ascidental Tourist

The myth of alphabetic superiority is one that is held by many linguists
and sinologists. Language professionals, particularly editors and English
teachers, may also subscribe to an even more popular modern myth
which claims that the active voice is preferable to the passive. The
passive voice is frequently cited as a stumbling block for student
writers, who run into trouble with the inversion and syntactic com-
plexity which the passive requires. It is also clear, however, that
professional writers, whose syntax is generally under control, do not
sufficiently refrain from the passive to satisfy the usage critics.

Modern style seems founded on the premise that shorter is better,
when it comes to language, and when the agent or doer of the action
is not deleted, the passive form of an expression—see sentence (2)
below—is just a bit longer than the active sentence (1). When the
agent is deleted, of course, as in sentence (3), the passive is shorter
than the active. But critics of thie passive do not find this information
comforting.

(1) active (5 words): The grammarian parsed the sentence.
(2) passive (7 words): The sentence was parsed by the grammarian.
(3) passive with deleted agent (4 words): The sentence was parsed.

Embedded in our official distaste for the passive is an idea that the
passive is a recent development in English, and that the only really
good writing is essay writing and fiction, where use of the passive is
said to detract from stylistic strength and directness of expression.
However there is a clear prejudice among today’s commentators on
voice—particularly those who express themselves in writing textborks—
against one of the commonest types of prose, report writing, where the
passive voice is not only common, it is generally less wordy than the
active, more direct, and more efficient in conveying information.

The passive is not a form that is new to English, nor is 1is spread
a recent phenomenon. Instead, it is tue attack on the passive: voice
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that is a recent development in the history of English usage. Eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century commeniators did not proscribe the passive,
though they did not hesitate to correct improperly formed passives
when they found them. A few language experts even argued that
English had no true passive voice, but most accepted it as an essential
clement of our graminar and style. While today’s language critics fault
it, our twentieth-century grammarians seem happy with the passive
as a fact of life. For example, in his grammar, George O. Curme (1935)
remarks without regret that the passive “has become a favorite form
of expression in English.” The historical linguist F. Th. Visser (1973)
documents the popularity of a variety of passive constructions not
only in modern times but throughout the history of English. And
Michael Halliday (1970) is one of several linguists to observe that the
number of intransitive verbs with passive signification is expanding;
The recruits trained; The house sold quickly; The book reads casily; The
soup that eats like a meal. Quirk ¢f al. (1985) find the active voice
“generally by far the more common,” though the passive occurs more
commonly in informative than imaginaiive prose. They note that in
certain types of texts the passive may actually outnumber the active
by as much as ten to one.

Nineteenth-century usage guides do nc* advise against the passive,
though some do warn writers not to change + jice in mid-sentence. In
fact, William Swinton, in his School Manual for Enghsh Composition
(1877, 41), tells student writers to use the passive for variety. Nor is
the passive the major concern in the early part of this century that it
was later to become. The usage critic Alfred Ayres (1991) goes to great
lengths to argue that brief sentences are preferable, and that excess
verbiage makes sentences weak. Objecting to nominalizations—the
turning of verbs into nouns— .yres complains, “Why use six syllables
when three will suffice?”” But, though he worries at great length
whether it is appropriate for the indirect object of the active to serve
as the subject of the passive (for example, Alice was given the book by
Martha), he doesn’t find the passive wordy at all.

The Fowlers do not favor one voice over the other in either of their
extraordinarily popular works on usage (1906, 1926), though by 1907
American school texts were recommending the active voice, labeling
the passive as less direct or effective (Sampson and Holland 1907),
clumsy and wordy (Wooley 1907), sluggish (Han-on 1908), and less
emphatic (Hanson 1912). Greenough and Hersey (1918) say, ““Use the
passive voice sparingly” because the active is more interesting. The
grammarians MacCracken and Sanderson (1919) advise that “inac-
curate substitution of passive for acti ‘e produces sentences that are
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vague, wordy, or faulty in emphasis,” and Maurice Weseen, in his
Dictionary of English Grammar (1928), maintains that “the active form
is nearly always preferable to the passive because it is more direct and
forceful” While Johnson, McGregor, and Lyman (1939) find that the
passive “is frequently a desirable construction,” they prefer the active,
which ““adds a feeling of liveliness and vigor to the sentence.” Even
the linguist Albert Marckwardt (1940) finds the active voice more
"effective,’ recommending its use “wherever possible.” Among these
textbook writers, only Cook and Chapman (1936) defend the passive
as often more “convenient [than]. . . the crude and indefinite they.”

It is not clear just when or why this negative assessment of the
passive first arose, though for want of a better explanation we may
attribute the spread of such comments to a general shift in English
toward a concise, plain literary style. In addition, by the 1940s the
passive, with its deletable agent (“The chemicals were added and the
resulting change in temperature recorded; The requested item will be
sent as soon as it becomes available”) became associated not simply
with the mildly distasteful traits of wordiness and confusion, but with
the even more negative practice of conscious deception by deliberately
hiding the doer of the actior: (“Funds have not been allocated The
bombs were dropped on innocent civilians”).

Eric Blair, writing under the pen name George Orwell, reinforces
this moral evaluation of the passive voice in his influential essay
"’Politics and the English Language” (1946), where he includes the
passive in the catalogue of what he calls the “swindles and perversions”
of modern writing. Of course pseudonyms are a most deliberate way
of hiding the agent of an action, and Orwell does use agentless passives
both in his condemnation of the construction—the passive voice is
wherever possible used in preference to the active—and throughout his
essay,

A survey of writer’s guides shows that current advice about voice
ranges from the practical to the rabid. For example, in their influential
commentary Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren (1970) recoin-
mend choosing voice carefully to achieve appropriate emphasis, though
they warn writers against using the passive simply because they are
“too lazy or vague to think who or what the true subject is!’ The
McGraw-College Handbook, by Marius and Wiener (1985), is typical in
counseling its readers, “Use verbs in tue active voice in most instances;
use verbs in the passive voice sparingly ard only for good reason.”
The authors further label the passive a means of evading responsibility,
permitting its use “only when the recipient of the action in the sentence
is much more important to your statement than the doer of the action.”
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Though Marius and Wiener acknowledge that the passive is a general
feature of scientific and technical writing, their stress upon the active
as essential for a clear and direct writing style demotes scientific prose
to writing of a lower order.

Another textbook author, James Raymond (1980), maintains that
writers use the passive “when they want to evade or conceal the
responsibility for someone’s behavior”” The poet and essayist Donald
Hall (Writing Well, 1976), after labeling the passive as hazy, distant,
watery, and evasive, remembers its conventional use in science and
concedes, “occasionally the passive is right, or unavoidable,” or is at
best a lesser evil. And Sheridan Baker, in his classic text The Practical
Stylist (1981), does not even consider the needs of scientific, technical,
or business report writers and their readers in his strong, yet wordy
condemnation of the mushrooming passive:

I reluctantly admit that the passive voice has certain uses. In fact,
your meaning sometimes demands the passive voice; the agent
may be better under cover—insignificant, or unknown, or mys-
terious.. .. But it is wordy. It puts useless words in a sentence. Its
dullness derives as much from its extra wordage as from its
impersonality. The best way to prune is with the active voice,
cutting the passive and its fungus as you go. [Emphasis added]

For the writer William Zinsser (On Writing Well, 1980), the passive
fungus n:ay actually prove fatal: ““The difference between an active-
verb style and a passive-verb style—in pace, clarity and vigor—is the
difference between life and death for a writer.”

With apologies to The Practical Stylist, some texts geared to more
practical sorts of writing do not reject the passive with such ferocity,
though most subscribe to the myth of the evasive passive. A number
of business and technical writing books do not even mention voice as
a stylistic or moral concern. Those writers who clearly prefer the active
argue that the passive is also necessary. John M. Lannon (Technical
Writing, 1985) warns of passive danger, yet advises his readers to use
both voices selectively. Nancy Roundy (1985), who also favors the
active, recommends the passive for its impersonal and objective func-
tion, while the handbook of the Delaware Technical and Community
College (1982) reminds us of the diplomatic power of the passive
construction.

One standard composition book, Writing with a Purpese (James
McCrimmon 1980), actually challenges the common belief that the
passive is weak: “There are situations in which the passive voice is
more emphatic.” Unfortunately McCrimmon does not trust his readers’
judgment or ability. “Because misuse of the passive voice often results
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in an awkward or ungrammatical sentence, it is wise to choose the
active voice unless there is a clear gain from using the passive.” Other
writers defend the passive more strongly. Mills and Walter (1970) call
the active-passive debate subjective, crediting the passive with the
- ability to produce “crisp and effective sentences.” Waldo H. Willis
(1965) argues that in technical writing, which is largely impersonal,
the active voice has no particular advantage, adding that ““a blanket
ban on the passive robs the author of more freedom of expression.”

Doris Whalen (1978) finds the passive important in reports and in
the writing of minutes, while Harry M. Brown (1980) recommends it
to soften bad news. Fielden, Dalek, and Fielden (1984), who generously
claim “the passive voice can be your friend,” observe that most writers
who object to its use have no experience in the business world, where
thc passive is often called for. The authors stress that the deceptive
powers of the passive may be used to advantage, for example when
conveying negative information to a supervisor or an important cus-
tomer. However, they also warn managers that the passive voice in
the writing of subordinates signals deception or evasion, and should
be Jooked into.

Today’s bias, however, even in business and technical writing guides,
is toward the active voice. Writing theorist Elaine Maimon and her
colleagues (1981) favor the active in all sorts of prose and, noting that
it is becoming increasingly popular in scientific writing too, advise
technical students to pepper their work with active sentences. But
Carolyn J. Mullins (1983) goes further, urging the replacement of
passives by actives in scientific and social science writing because the
passive does not mark objectivity, as is generally assumed, but masks
uncertainty instead, permitting both bias and imprecision in a text.
Conversely, the active form is often used when science writers want
to emphasize their fallibility. According to the rhetorician Charles
Bazerman (198%, personal communication), the active appears as a
sign not of hubris but humility, a call for other researchers to validate
the writer’s experiment or theory.

Of the modern usage critics, Bergen and Cornelia Evans (1957) are
virtually alone in supporting the passive construction. Though edu-
cators seem bent on eradicating the passive, Evans ana Lvans describe
it as a sophisticated device popular among educated speakers and
writers. They dismiss claims that the passive is weak or clumsy, finding
it often just the opposite: “When the agent is mentioned in a passive
construction it has more emphasis than it would have with an active
verb.” While they do not recommend the passive for description or
narration, Evans and Evans find it “almost indispunsable in presenting
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ideas and generalizations.” And while they concede that the passive
may be used to disguise responsibility for a given act, they sensibly
urge us 0 “blame the person who is not being candid, and not the
grammatical form that makes this possible.”

Unfortunately, accurate information on syntactic frequency is not
readily available, and it is difficult to judge whether the passive is
spreading or declining in specialized types of writing, or in writing in
general. Even if we did count the syntactic structures of published
prose our results would mislead us, for many an active voice owes its
appearance to the vigilance of an editor with an antipassive outlook.

One textbook laments that writers do not follow advice against the
passive because they do not understand the concept of voice. It is true
that naive writers, in their efforts to clean up their prose, tend to
suspect any form of the verb fo be of passive affiliation. But this hardly
explains why the passive is so common. Indeed we may even argue
that the multitude of passives in the writing of nonprofessionals
indicates the naturalness of the construction. We freely and effectively
use all sorts of syntactic constructions whose nature and function we
cannot explicitly analyze. Nor is it wise to ban a syntactic form just
because it is difficult to master. Considerations of style notwithstanding,
to view the passive as unnatural or inappropriate is to accept uncritically
the myth that twentieth-century comrr >ntators have spread about the
voice. Apparently the passive is alive and in some cases it may even
be well, despite the pcor press it has been given. It is more than likely
that the passive cannot be restrained because it is so much a part of
English, always has been, and still needs to be. Why else would Orwell
begin “Politics and the English Language” with an agentless passive,

Most people who bother with the matter at all would admit that
the English language is in a bad way, but it is generally assumed
that we cannot by conscious action do anything about it,

and strategically place one in his closing paragraph as well?

Political language—and with variations this is true of all political
parties, from Conservatives to Anarchists—is designed to make
lies sound truthful and murder respectable, and to give an ap-
pearance of solidity to pure wind. [Italics added]
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4 Brevity and Style

I cannot speak well enough to be unintelligible.
—Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey

One problem with passives for the modern critic is their length. Com-
mentators on style have always linked sentence length with compre-
hension, but only recently, with our twentieth-century insistence on
brevity as the soul of a natural style, do we hear the universal cry
that long sentences, whether active or passive, tend toward affectation,
and that while good style demands a mix of sentence lengths, most
of our sentences could stand some cutting.

Natural Style

We often praise a writer for a natural style, yet like other critical terms
of language, such as standard and grammatical, there is an uncertainty
built into the notion of natural writing that merits exploration. Natural
itself is a word that conjures vagueness. It is a popular label for foods
as well as styles, though the Food and Drug Administration, which
strictly prescribes our food terminology, does not define natural at all,
and permits manufacturers to call products high in salt, sugar, fat, and
all manner of preservative chemicals natural foods.

Natural is also one of many stylistic labels we attach to English
prose and poetry. There are the high, middle, and low styles, echoing
Aristotelian categories. In the nineteenth century we spoke of the
nervous (or strong) style and the feeble; and there are the dry, plain,
neat, elegant, and florid styles. Some of these stylistic categories overlap,
and commentators frequently mix terms from several categories. So
the middle style may also be the plain style for some, while others
will insist the middle style has more ornament than the plain style,
which in turn is fancier than that style they call dry. To the ordinary
reader this confusion of terms underscores the subjectivity of stylistic
assessment. But one point critics have agreed on throughout the
centuries: they call the best style, whatever its features, natural, while
the epithets rude and affected apply to any style they find displeasing.
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Although we should know better, we are many of us disposed to
believe the pretense of modern literature that it invented the plain,
natural style as a reaction to the linguistic excesses of some twelve
hundred years of prose and poetry in English. In fact, the natural
style, whatever its definition, has always predominated among our
writers, and it has been set forth by many commentators since the
Renaissance as the preferred mode for formal discourse.

While Aristotle defines the terms somewhat more specifically, English
writers generally think of the ‘high style as formal, elevated, ornate
diction. In contrast, the low style is not only informal, it is blunt and
crude as well. It has always been the case that the high and low styles
are extremes reserved for special functions in English prose. They are
available to create localized emphasis, usually humor or a temporary
shift in the degree of formality, but when they predominate in a work
or with a group of authors, they are generally marked as faddish and
are considered outside the mainstream of a given age.

In contrast, the natural style represents a mean, an average, com-
fortable, ordinary kind of language suitable for a broad range of
occasions. The basic problem in defining the natural style is the
slipperiness of the term: what is natural for one critic or literary period
is unnatural for another. Although we are quick to characterize modern
writing as plainer and for that reason more natural than what has
gone before, we are apt to forget that what is plain to one age may
appear hopelessly ornate, confused or self-conscious to its successors.

That natural diction is plain, concise, and exact is seldom questioned
today, for modern notions of style associate ornament, whether in
diction or syntax, with a past whose modes of expression are no longer
appropriate. No one will deny that a plain style is still preferred for
what we loosely denominate “expository prose.” Moreover, the high
or elevated style has little place any longer in our own discourse, even
on the most severely formal occasions. Our scholars and wits do not
use it, except perhaps in parody, and the closest we come to it may
be the inflated language we associate with bureaucracy and occasionally
with the writing of students, or the technically dense jargon of
specialists in the arts, sciences, and professions, whose use of language
tends to challenge the common notion that the purpose of language
is to facilitate communication. The low style remains in a variety of
dramatic representations of speech. in plays and the novel, film, radio,
and television. It has never been a significant part of expository writing,
except as the subject of analysis.

At any given time, the term natural may be applied to the style of
writing currently in vogue, or to the style which is proposed as superior




Brevity and Style 25

to the current favorite. Even more troublesome is the fact that some
critics use natural to mean writing that is like informal speech, while
for others it is writing that does not draw attention to its own ar*:fice.
But there seems to be one distinction between the modern notion of
naturai style and its precursors that all critics share: until the twentieth
century, the mainstream natural style of every age aimed at simplicity
in diction and, perhaps to a lesser extent, the avoidance of elaborate
and intricate sentences. To this, modern English critics, teachers, and
editors have now added the goal of shortening all sentences.

Style and Sentence Length

As part of his definition of the sentence, Aristotle notes that it must
be “‘of such a length as to be easily comprehended at once.” In his
Philosophy of Rhetoric, George Campbell (1776) advises against sen-
tences that are too complex, either ones with many layers of embedding,
or with lengthy parenthetical inclusions. He also faults sentences that
are too long: his illustrations are from Bolingbroke and Swift, one
sixteen lines in length, the other fourteen. The rhetorician Hugh Blair,
in his Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1783), agrees that “using
long periods. . .overlvads the reader’s ear,” but he warns as well
against excessive brevity, “by which the sense is split and broken, the
connexion of thought weakened, and the memory burdened by pre-
senting to it a long succession of minute objects.”

Blair prefers a style that intermixes long and short sertences. He
also argues for simplicity in writing, which includes both unity of
construction and clarity of thought. The simple style is neither dry—
that is, totally lacking in ornamentation—nor is it excessively figured.
It contains, furthermore, a naturalness of expression that is opposed
not to ornamentation but to the affected use of ornament. Natural
writing for Blair is artless—it does not draw attention to itself—because
natural writers, the classical authors, for example, are more in tune
with nature than the moderns. Blair cites Addison as one modern who
shows some of this natural style: ““There is not the least affectation in
his manner; we see no marks of labour; nothing forced or constrained;
but great elegance, joined with great ease and simplicity.”

In Englisk Prose, John Earle (1890) finds sentence length varying
from language to language, with the English sentence both simpler
and shorter in nature than its Latin equivalent, though English is more
likely to string together coordinated clauses. Earle argues that the
earliest English writers mix concencrated, latinate sentences with the
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more expansive, serially organized English types, ““the one being the
fruit of their scholastic discipline, the other the gift of boon Nature.”
He maintains, however, that the “alien structures” of Latin are inap-
propriate for modern prose. Earle cites a twenty-line sentence of
Ruskin’s to prove that the short, varied sentences of modern English
are preferable.

Like his predecessors, Earle favors a plain, natural style rather than
an affected one. He also stresses the individuality of style, and he
takes the notion of idiosyncratic style a step further by drawing an
analogy with gardening. As a good gardener does not simply repot
flowers already in bloom. so whoever “would write with anything
worthy to be called style must first grow thoughts that are worth
communicating, and then he must deliver them in his own natural

language.”’

Simple and Direct

The nineteenth-century rhetorician Alexander Bain (English Composition
and Rhetoric, 1887) is in basic agreement with the tradition that prefers
a2 mix of short and long sentences, though he is one of the first
commentators to emphasize that “short sentences are simple and
direct.” Although virtually all of today’s critics consider varying sen-
tence length cssential to good style, many of them also advise writers
to slim down every sentence as much as possible. Modem writers,
particularly student writers, are faulted for wordiness, though critics
sometimes substitute more colorful pet words for this phenomenon.
The editor Claire Kehrwald Cook (1985) speaks of ““baggy” sentences.
Richard Lanham (1979) gloomily predicts a “lard factor’’ of 33 to 50
percent in unrevised sentences. Language historian and stylist Joseph
Williams (1981) encourages writers to control sentence “sprawl.’ And
in Simple and Direct, the writer Jacques Barzun (1975), though he is
no Saxonist, aims to reduce surplusage in syntax and in diction:
“Communication is most complete wher it proceeds from the smallest
number of words—and indeed of syllables.”

Some studies actually turn the notion that short in language is
better than long into a law specifying readability factors for sentences.
The critic L. A. Sherman (1893) observes a decline in sentence length
in literary prose from the Elizabethan period to the late nineteenth
century. Though much of this decrease in sentence length can bz
attributed to changes in punctuation practice that result in simple
rather than compound sentences, Rudolf Flesch (1949) seizes on
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Sherman’s tentative statistics and charts a more drastic decline from
an Eiizabethan average of 45 words per sentence to a Victorian average
of 29, a turn-of-the-century figure of 20, and a more recent tally of
between 13 and 17 words per sentence. Flesch also considers word
length in computing readability, with an implicit preference for the
native word. For a 20-word sentence—a long one by his standards—
to qualify today as standard on Flesch’s readability scale, it must have
an average of 1.4 syllables per word. Flesch excludes any consideration
of genre from his calculations, recommending that all writers aim at
the sentence and word limits of newspaper stories.

In Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace, Joseph Williams (1981), of
the University of Chicago, is more sensitive to the contextual require-
ments of writing: newspapers have short sentences, magazine writing
has 20-22 word averages, and technical and academic prose runs
longer still. Williams does not hold writers to a predetermined length,
though he does suggest that writers reconsider sentences more than
2.5 lineslong. John Lannon’s Technical Writing (1985) imposes a twenty-
five word average limit on sentences in technical documents. The Bell
Laboratories style programs in Writer's Workbench (1983), using four
different readability formulas, set an acceptable range of 16.7 to 25.3
words per sentence, flagging for possible revision sentences that are
too short as well as those that are too long. WWB further recommends
that the total number of short sentences in a text range between 29.2
percent and 38.0 percent, while the mix of long sentences should be
from 11.7 percent to 18.9 percent. According to WWB, the present
chapter has an average sentence length of 29 words, somewhat longer
than that recommended by the program for technical memoranda.

Whose Default?

Whether or not we have the statistics fur ducumentation, it certainly
seems true that writers today create shorter sentences than their
counterparts in times past. It is not clear however that this change is
the result of any cognitive shift that has taken place among readers
and writers. Shorter sentences may be easier in general for readers to
process, and some less-accomplished readers may not be able to decode
sentences whose length and structure go beyond certain testable limits.
But we cannot claim that shorter sentences are either more or less
natural than longer ones. Nor are they demonstrably better, even:
though we may sometimes prefer them.

In Writing Well, Donald Hall (1985) suggests that short sentences
are easier for everyone to write, while only practiced writers are likely
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to succeed at longer ones. This may indeed account for the emphasis
in textbooks and writing guides on cutting long sentences, and it may
explain the problems novice writers have with passive constructions.
But if novices do not grapple with hard forms, they will never master
them. While newspaper sentences may be quite short, it is not clear
that sentences in other types of writing should adhere to the same
standard. True, the notion of readability has directed textbo~". prnse
for twenty years or more. And the recent strength of the Plain English
Movement has led to the simplification of many legal documents so
that the average person may better comprehend them. But this is only
part of the story, for despite Flesch’s claim to the universality of his
formulas, both the degree of readability and the plainness of language
depend to a great extent on the content and presumed audience of a
text.

The need to pitch college textbooks at a ninth grade reading level,
apparently the limit of the average college student, has caused concern
among writers and educators, who would prefer to raise reading levels,
not simplify materials. And the translation into plain English of the
technical langtiage of contracts, leases, guarantees, and other official
documents, which is part of a larger move toward consumer protection,
represents a limited attempt to make these important aspects of modern
life accessible to all the citizenry. No one seriously proposes to reduce
every text to the least level of difficulty. Despite tiie passion to cut fat
from sentences, the more sensible writing guides stress comprehensive
revision rather than cutting alone, for good editing involves amplifi-
cation as well as reduction. Even the computer style checkers, whose
major concern is with the readability of technical documents, recognize
the need to vary sentence length, and both Writer's Workbench and
ISM’s style program, Critique, allow users to define their own criteria
for sentence length rather than accepting the default.

The movement of nat cal style in the direction of shorter words
and phrases thus proves to some extent illusory. For one thing, we
cannot with any confidence assert that modern writing is in fact shorter,
more concise, or more natural in every context than writing in any
cther age. For another, we recognize that a natural style docs not come
naturally. As Sir Philip Sidney knew four centuries ago, natural style
is the art of making the difficult look easy. Claire Cook, in The MLA's
Line by Line. How to Edit Your Own Writing, illustrates this by connecting
today’s passions for physical and syntactic fitness. “Trim sentences,
like trim bodies, usually require far raore effort than flabby ones.”

It is what readers perceive as effortless, not the effortlessness of
production, that brands a style as natural. Because readers bring to a
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text varying degrees of ability and oxperience, what is comfortable
prose for one may prove difficult tor another. Readability formulas
that aim at the least common denominator will not solve this problem,
for prose that is too easy can be as unnatural as prose that is too hard.
One difficulty in constructing reading texts for use in schools is the
fact that the simpler the words and sentences, the less interest the
material has for students. A similar problem for writing instruction is
the fact that naturalness is also a function of the appropriateness of
language to the context of writing, and here no one can safely claim
that less is always better than more, or vice versa.




5 Going Native

Good authors too who once knew better words,
Now only use four letter words, writing prose.

—Cole Porter, “Anything Goes"

The push for simpler sentences and shorter words has been aided and
abetted through the centuries by a fringe element among language
commentators who claimed that native words are better—shorter,
purer, and more natural—than words that come from other languages.
These “Saxonists” called for the expulsion of all foreign words from
English and their replacement with words of native, Anglo-Saxon
origin.

In The King’s English (1906), the brothers Fowler urge us to prefer
the concrete word to the abstract, and the Saxon to the Romance.
Their recommendation—hardly a new one in the history of English
style—is echoed almost verbatim, though without attribution, in George
Orwell’s frequently reprinted essay, “Politics and the English Lan-
guage” (1946), and is now repeated by almost everyone in the business
of giving advice to writers. Like warnings against the passive, the
Saxon rule assumes that ideal prose is i.variably simple and direct,
and it presents a misleading picture both ot the complexities of writing
and the mixed nature of the English vocabulary. Carried to its extreme,
Saxonism produces a style that is anything but natural.

From the sixteenth century down to the present day, the Saxonists
have telebrated both the antique English of Beowslf untainted by
Latin or French, and the “pure” speech of the uneducated rural folk.
The Saxonists urged the revival of archaic, disused words like boon
and doughty, freely coining new words on native models when the
old words could not be adapted to modera circumstances. For per-
ambulator or baby carriage, both newer words of foreign origin, the
Saxonists recommend the domestically manufactured push wainling
(wainling is an old word for ‘small wagon’). Butler, from the French
bouteilleur, “bottler, bows before the made-up, but native-sounding
compound cellar thane, while escalator gives way in modern Saxonist
vocabulary to the Germanic monstrosity, «pgangflow (in contrast, the
German word for this contraption is die Rolltreppe).
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Traditionally, the Saxonists claim they are restoring the purity of
English and celebrating the unspoiled language of the common people.
Like the sentence shorteners, whose goal is natural syntax, the Saxonists
aim for a naturel vocabulary. But once aguin the definition of natural
proves slippery. In the Rhctoric, Aristotle recommends using words
that a~ <lear, current, and appropriate, “so that we may seem to be
speaking not with artifice, but naturally”” This sentiment is almest
universally affirmed among English writers, though there is some
disagreement over whose words are natural and whose are not.

In The Art of English Poesic, George Puttenham (1589) defines
natural diction as that which is pure and national, specifically the
language of the royal Court, the good towns, and the great cities. It
is definitely not the speech of rustics, nor is it the language of foreigners,
or professors, whose words are characterized as local, mongrelized,
and affected. Sir Philip Sidney also faults the deliberate, pretentious,
scholarly style, preferring instead the language of the “smally learned
Courtiers,” whose style naturally hides the art that produces it.

A few critics locate natural vocabulary not among intellectuals,
artists, and the court, but exclusively among the common folk. For
example, E. K., in his Epistle Dedicatory to Spenser‘s Shepherds’ Calendar
(1579), applauds the poet’s attempt to restore the archaic language of
rustics, those “good and natural English words as have been long time
out of use/” The natural words of the commoner are more officially
endorsed in Thomas Sprat’s History of the Royal Society (1667). In a
view of language that reflects a Renaissance preference for the .magined
speech of shepherds, and prefigures a similar Romantic taste for the
bucolic, or rural, Sprat links philosophical or mathematical discourse
not with writers and philosophers but with those who are unspoiled
by too much knowledge, a class of people, interestingly enough, who
do not typically engage in writing:

[The Royal Society) have exacted from all their members, a close,
naked, natural way of speaking; positive expressions; clear senses;
a native easiness; bringing all things as near the Mathematical
plainness, as they can: and preferring the language of Artisans,
Countrymen, and Merchants, before that, of Wits, or Scholars.

Natural words are not only unaffected, according to Sprat, they are
also concise (113). Instead of “extravagant’* speech and “swellings of
style,” the negative features of a high style gone wrong, English
scientists are advised, in what may constitute the first official recom-
mendations on the language of scientific and technical writing, “to
return back to the primitive purity, and shortness, when men deliver'd
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s0 many things, almost in an equal number of words.” Just as in a less
scientific context, Adam is credited with naming the animals, in the
seventeenth-century view language was tightly bound with the natural
world. An ideal or philosophical language, such as that created by
Jok.. Wilkins (1688), himself a member of the Royal Society, seeks to
return human communication to the state of nature from which it has
strayed, if not to Eden itself at least to a time before the incident at
Babel, when each word unambiguously signified one thing or concept,
and economical language was the rule rather than the exception.

Regenerating Saxon English

In the mid-fifteenth century, Reginald Pecock, Bishop of Chichester,
used forcign words whenever they were handy, but created native-
looking English words to render Latin terms for which there was no
ready equivalent. Pecock produced such uncomfortable English com-
pounds as un-to-be-thought-upon, ‘unimaginable, and unagainsayably,
‘undeniably, as well as the folksy netherer, ‘inferior; and outdraught,
‘extract. One of the carliest practicing Saxonists was Ralph Lever, who
in 1573 wrote a treatise on logic with a technical vocabulary largely
of native origin, or more precisely, native-like origin, for Lever forms
his terms of witcraft (logic) from familiar building blocks, creating
strange words the average reader cannot decipher without a glossary:
backset for predicate, likemeaning word for synonym, foresay for premise,
and saying for sentence, to cite but a few. The Baconian scientist
Nathaniel Fairfax (1674) also replaced words of foreign, or as he
preferred to call then., outlandish, origin with homespun neologicms:
forespeech, ‘preface, brack, ‘atom,’ cverbeing, ‘eternal,’ flowsom, ‘liquid,
sturl, ‘a sudden impulse, and whereness, “position, location.’ Fairfax’s
prose is dense with such Saxonisms, whose idiosyncrasy makes for
rough going. For instance, instead of simply recommending that his
readers choose native ,uuds in preference to foreign imports, he
attempts to illustrate his notion that native English words are closer
to the things they represent than "sorrowed ones:

Call in from the fields and waters, shops and work-housen, from
the inbred stock of more homely women and less filching Thorps-
men, that well-fraught world of words that answers works, by
which all Learners are taught to do, and not to make a clatter;
znd perhaps, if we slip this tide, we shall never come again at
such a nicking one. (B7'~-B7")
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Although he is certainly alone in his assumption, it is clear that Fairfax
considers his writing natural in contrast to the ornate style of his
contemporaries:

As for the way of wording it, I know aforehand, ‘tis not trim
enough for these Gay days of ours; but dressing is none of my
business. . . . I had rather speak home than fair, nor do I care how
blunt it be, so it be strong. (B5%)

Unlike Lever, whose neologisms were ignored by lexicographers, many
of Fairfax’s words made their way into the OED, though we have no
trouble understanding why only a few of his “natural” terms managed
to live on outside the dictionary.

In the nineteenth century the Saxonists, encouraged by a renewed
interest in medieval chivalry, took the field again. The philologist William
Barnes campaigned for native words by writing poems that incorporated
his local Dorset dialect. A cleric, Barnes treated his parishioners to Saxon-
tinged sermons, and filled his studies of grammar, or speech-craft (1878),
and logic, or rede-craft (1880), with Saxon terms as well. Like Lever, he
substituted nativized technical terms for traditional ones: thought-wording,
‘proposition, speech-thing, ‘subject, free-breathing, ‘vowel, and three-step
thought-putting, ‘syllogism. Among his many nontechnical neologisms or
revivals, Barnes proposed book-lore, ‘literature, folkdon, ‘democracy; gin,
‘machine,’ and teachsome, ‘didactic’

The American language reformer Elias Molee’s thoughts on nativ-
ization were even more comprehensive. An enemy of grammatical
gender, arabic numerals, and uppercase letters, as well as an advocate
of phonetic speiling, masculine and feminine nominal suffixes, and
the use of abbreviations to replace the commonest English words,
Molee argued in several works published between 1888 and 1919 for
the creation of an international “union” language to serve not just the
United States but all the “Germanic” nations. Its vocabulary consisted
of an anglicized, but thinly veiled German: dir ‘animal, deerlore,
‘zoology, spraki, ‘language,” and wishfeineri, ‘luxury. Finally, Charles
Louis Dessoulavy (1917), a translator by trade, pubiished a list of
hundreds of native synonyms for borrowed words, including beword,
‘report, bow-wow ‘onomatopoetic, cranky, ‘abnormal, holed, ‘porous,
reckoning, ‘arithmetic, sawbones, ‘surgeon, and self-working, ‘automatic.

Such outbursts of radical Saxonism occurred during periods of
intense antiquarian interest, both in the Renaissance and again in the
nineteenth century. They also coincided with reactions against an
ornate, latinate style in diction. The Renaissance ultimately rejects the
coining of the inkhorn terms that riake the language of some of its
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writers both difficult and distinct. The Romantics, dismissing the literary
pretensions of the immediate past, show a predilection for the doughty
ways of Arthurian England, and pretend to imitate the unspoiled
language of the common folk.

Most of the Saxonists’ suggestions appear bizarre and distinctly
unnatural to the native English speaker. Though the various nativist
movements never achieved their aim of ousting the Romance and
Hellenic elements that permeate English, they did have some effect

. on the English vocabulary, and on our general thinking about language.

The Saxonists are directly responsible for the revival of the word
handbook, the exact equivalent of the latinate manual. The rhetorician
John Earle (1890) credits the Sa:.on movement with popularizing such
new or revived words as ashamedness, featureliness, knowingness, liv-
ingress, open-mindedness, seamy, settledness, shaky, unknowable, unyield-
ingress, and uphillward, several of which are still common today, and
he himself tries to introduce formlore in his discussion of English verbs.

More important, though, Saxonism ultimately confirms a number
of our modern stylistic assumptions. Many eighteenth-century writers
on language viewed Chinese as an ideal language—indeed as we
noted above, one commentator even argued that it was the first
language—because its supposed monosyllabic vocabulary was thought
to reflect most directly the world of nature. While Anglo-Saxon was
not so terse as Chinese, it was certainly more available to English
writers. Disregarding the many compounds and near-compounds in
our language (bookcase, firehouse, personal computer) or viewing them
as composites of unaltered monosyllables, commentat.rs found Saxon
words shorter and therefore more natural than their Romance coun-
terparts. Short words are characterized as purer, stronger, or more
active than polysyllables. Short words are alsu thought to be concrete
rather than abstract, and it is sometimes even maintained that although
they are supposed to be natural, Saxon words come less easily to us
than latinate terminology, which is consequently characterized as lazy.
Ultimately, native words are portrayed as more democratic because
their etymology is transparent to the unlearned, while the derivations
of ‘borrowed words, and therefore their meanings, are clear only to
those with a knowledge of the classical tongues.

Of course these assumptions are not entirely correct. While it is true
that the most frequent words in English are also native ones (see the
next chapter), many of these are abstractions (love, hate, thought, god),
and many borrowed words are concrete (people, bagel, ventricle, squash,
telegram). A computerized analysis of the vocabulary in this chapter
(excluding the Saxon examples) indicates that some 45 percent of the
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abstractions are of native, or Saxon origin. Nor is the native word
always more concise: foreword is a bit longer than preface, if we measure
size either by number of letters or length of vowels, and afterword
similarly outruns appendix. We must also acknowledge that abstractions
are as indispensable to human communication 1s concrete terms, and
that the etymologies of most words, native or borrowed, are obscure
to the average language user, who will not recognize Old English aeng,
‘pain, in hangnail, and who will tend to “correct” the wend in wend
one’s way to wind, or the wright in playwright to write (chapter 13).

The nativist movement has affected other languages besides English.
In the nineteenth century, and again during Nazi rule, Germans sought
to purify their language from romance influence. During World War
I, the Japanese outlawed the use of English in the territories they
controlled, and the French, always on the qui vive, continue to fight
English encroachments. Graham Pascoe (1988) reports in English Today
that a recent deanglification competition heid in French schools pro-
duced such nativizations as automaison for camper, saucipain, lierally
a clipped and blended ‘sausage bread,’ for hotdog, and flanophone for
Walkman, a trademark name used by Sony, a Japanese corporation,
which has become one of the newest international generic terms.
Although he is certain these new coinages will have as little effect as
the efforts of the Saxonists, Pascoe reflects his own Saxon bias, noting
that the French neologisms are roughly one third longer than their
English counterparts.

Like the Saxonists, spelling reformers, who were most aciive in
England and America during the later nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, also argued that their refurms would result in shorter words.
And like the Saxonist movement, simplified spelling has affected our
usage to a small degree: catalog is common, analog is preferred to
analogue, and such formas as thru, tho, nite, and most recently lite,
regularly appear in advertising and in some informal writing. While
most of these forms are not considered standard, the Saxonists’
emphasis on monosyllables, combined with the abridgement tactics of
the spelling reformers, no doubt influenced the modern English pref-
erence for short words and possibly short sentences as well.
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I find vocabulary a great drawback.
—~—Elizabeth Taylor, A Game of Hide and Seek (1951)

The Saxonists took an extreme position on our vocabulary, but they
were right about one thing. Of the 100 commonest words in English,
only a handful are of non-native origin.

Two new frequency lists of Modern British and American English
were recently published, allowing us to judge quite accurately the
popularity of today’s words, to see just what is on everybody’s lips,
or more precisely, to count the words everyone is writing. One of the
lists is based on the Brown Corpus, a collection of one million words
of published American prose drawn from a wide variety of sources
by researchers at Brown University (Francis and Kudera 1982). The
other comes from the Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen, or LOB, Corpus, a similar
collection of one million words of British prose made at Lancaster and
Oslo Universities, and at the Norwegian Computing Centre for the
Humanities in Bergen (Hofland and Johansson 1982). These two lists
(seechapter end) differ somewhat partly because of differences between
British and American English, and partly because Brown lumps together
all variants of the base form of a word. For example, in making its
frequency tally, Brown considers me, my, and ..ine the same as I, while
the LOB Corpus treats each form separately. Thus I and its variants
rank 13th in the Brown frequency list, but the LOB list places I in
17th place, with my in 59th and me in 66th, while mine uoes not
appear at all in the LOB top 100.

In either case, tha top 100 are clearly words we cannot do without,
lean words of one syllable, by and large, and mostly wwrds of native
origin as well. There are a few two-syllable words among the 100,
and no trisyllables. Only a few borrowed words—about 5 percent—
appear in the lists: they comes from Oid Norse but enters English very
early, and even the stoutest Saxonist would claim it as a native word.
Also from other languages are Mr. ind just, from Latin, and very and
people, ultimately from Latin as weli, though we actually borrowed
them from French. These 10J wouxds, th+ first century of the English
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language, if you will, may be short and common, but they tell us a
lot about the way we use (and abuse) our language.

Frequeuncy and Sex

Comparing the lists at the end of this chapter can reveal some
differences between British and American English. In the LOB Corpus,
the noun Mr. occurs 1,535 times in a corpus of 1,000,000 words, while
in the Brown Corpus it is usec only 857 times. This may indicate that
British usage is almost twice as formal as American when it comes to
naming adult males in print. Furthermore, the fact that the titles Miss,
Mrs., and Ms. do not appear in either of our lists of top 100 words
confirms what many feminists—both men and women—have alleged
all along, that males are more likely to be the snbjects of reference in
written discourse than females.

Consistent with our sexist grammatical tradition of placing women
and children last, the word man is the most common noun in written
American English. Even so, it just barely makes it into the first half
of the Brown frequency list, where it ranks 44th, and it is an even
less popular 88th in the LOB list. Although some commentators still
argue that man includes woman in most of its incarnations, many
language authorities and a good number of researchers in psychology
maintain that the word has primarily masculine connotations. Further
documenting this imbalance in gender reference, the word woman is
clearly nowhere near as popular as man. Brown ranks woman 199.
While boy is 227 in Brown, its feminine counterpart, girl, is a less
common 254. John is the most popular masculine name, ranked at 244
in the Brown Corpus, but Mary, the most common female name, is
ranked a distant 1167 in frequency. Even God is less common than
man, weighing in at a relatively infrequent 292, occurring less often
than such nouns as woinan, John, doctor, student, president, and life.

Our sex-stereotyping culture demotes womuaa to the bottom of the
list. The gender-neutral word child is only 138, beating out woman in
popularity. Even Mrs., at number 165, is more common than woman.
Ranked 445, Miss is clearly out of favor as a title. But both man and
woman are more frequent than their gender-neutral alternatives, person
(341), human (396), and individual (641). Lady, frequently considered
euphemistic and frowned on by usage critics and by feminists, is not
a popular word in print. Brown ranks it 924. Although women make
up slightly more than half the population in the United States, son is
mentioned in texts twice as frequently as daughter, corroborating the
suspicion that many speakers and writers prefer male children.
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The evidence of these gender-specific words suggests that women
are less visible in public discourse than are men, and while this fact
reflects a sexist bias in our culture, it also represents a linguistic bias
that makes the status quo more difficult to change. Even the two
exceptions to this pattern of masculine domination tend to reinforce
the pattern of discrimination by allowing women to become more
visible than men only in words describing their familial function. The
two feminine words that occur more frequently than their masculine
counterparts are mother, which is 368 in the Brown Corpus, while
father is 434; and wife, which is 391, while husband is out of the
running at 653.

The personal pronouns also offer some information about sex
differentiation in our vocabulary. In both the Brown and LOB lists,
the masculine forms of the third person pronoun are more common
than the feminine forms. The masculine third person pronoun he is
even more common than the gender-neutral first person I, an indication
that on both sides of the Atlantic we refer to males more than we
refer to ourselves, and to females less. Complicating this conclusion
further is the fact that we do not know the extent to which the author’s
sex skews the numbers. In addition, the two lists are compiled from
texts published in the early 15tJs. It is clear that the women’s
movement has had - significant effect on the formal vocabulary of
American English in the past twenty-five years, and the relative
frequencies of words like he, she, man and Ms. might be quite different
if measured in texts published today.

Speaking of she, we can sa. ly say that the most popular feminine
pronoun. is a mystery word of sorts. In Old English, the feminine
personal pronouns all began with h: hio, heo, hie. By the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries, however, the feminine pronouns were almost
wholly indistinguishable in pronunciation from the masculine ones,
and it is during this time that she begins to appear in written texts.
But the origin of our feminine pronoun is still a subject of contention
for etymologists.

She may derive from the feminine form of the Old English dem-
onstrative pronoun seo, meaning ‘that” The masculine demonstrative,
se, developed into the definite article, the. It is not entirely clear why
English would preserve a feminine word beginning in s, while trans-
muting its corresponding masculine into th, though separate use of seo
as a feminine pronoun might account for the different development
patterns of the two words. In Old Norse, demonstratives could function
as personal pronouns as well, and there is some evidence that she
arises in areas of England settled by Norse invaders in the Middle
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Ages. Furthermore, a feminine pronoun in s has some precedent in
the Germanic languages. Both Gothic and Old High German had
feminine personal pronouns analogous to she (compare the Modern
German feminine pronoun sie).

Perhaps the most bizarre account of the origin of she derives the
feminine pronoun from the masculine, as Eve is supposed to derive
from Adam. According to this thoroughly erroneous explanation put
forth by a nineteenth-century writer known only as S. S. S., she
consists of he plus the prefix s, a letter whose sound and shape remind
the author explicitly of the serpent in the Garden of Eden. The same
author saw her as the masculine he with the addition of the letter r
symbolizing Adam’s rib.

While English pronouns changed in the Middle English period to
preserve the threatened masculine/feminine distinctions in the third
person singular, the counter tradition in which gender distinctions are
blended also lived on. Fcr example, in British and American informal
folk speech the masculine, feminine, and neuter pronouns can refer
indiscriminately to masculines, feminines, and neuters. Furthermore,
there arose in Middle English a precursor to the sexless pronouns that
have been proposed over and over for Modern English (see below,
chapter 23), a gender-neutral form of the pronoun, represented as a
or un, which still occurs today in British folk speech.

The Most Common Word

Most of us know that e is the most common letter of the English
alphabet. The, the definite article, is the most comn.on word in English,
occurring almost three times as often as the indefini.®s a and a1, and
forming about 7 percent of our written speech. And the has nothing
to do with sex. Incidentally, the least common words in Brown are
shopping (noun) and chip (verb); in LOB the last word is psaln.
Despite the frequency of the, it is a newcomer compared to some
of our words. Old English did not even have a definite article. Inistead,
it used a set of demonstrative pronouns with the separate forms se,
seo, and that for masculine, feminine, and neuter. These demonstratives
also functioned as articles and eventually, under the influence of the
other forms of the paradigm, which began with th-, they coalesced
into the modern word the. The neuter gives us Modem English that,
now a pronoun, adjective, adverb, and conjunction. And as we have
seen, the feminine seo is the likely source of she. According to the
OED, the was firmly established by the year $30 in the north of
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England, and had become the most popular form of the definite article
by 1150 in the small but growing English-speaking world. The s-
forms of the definite article had completely disappeared by the four-
teenth century.

Like many little function words, the definite article has a great
variety of uses. Mostly the alludes to knowledge shared between
speaker and hearer, or writer and reader. The is used to specify
something already known or mentioned, or somehow defined by the
context in which it is found. The may be a directional word. It can
refer back to something already mentioned: She found fifty cents. The
money was lying on the sidewalk. It can also refer forward: She found
it on the afternoon of February 3; here the specific date justifies the use
of the definite article. In some cases, the article simply points to the
attached noun as generally known: The sun is very hot.

The use of the may also be a pure convention. For example, rivers
and mountain ranges commonly take the definite article: The Thames,
The Hudson, The Alps, The Smokies. So do certain other place names:
The Bronx (but not Manhattan, Queens, Brooklyn, or Staten Island).
Universities vary on the use of the article: The Sorbonne, The University
of Illinois, The Johne Hopkins University, but not Harvard or Brandeis.
College sweatshirts tend to drop the article, however, and even the
preposition: University Illinois, University Hawaii. It was once customary
to refer to professional or recreational activities using the definite
article: the chess, the dressmaking. We have remnants of this pattern in
the law, the ministry, the hunt, and the arts. The is also found in titles:
The Aeneid, The Mona Lisa, The New York Times. And it is common in
expressions of time: the hous, the roaring '20s.

The is used as an emphatic device (and as such is stressed in
pronunciation so that it rhymes with thee): Urbana is the place to be
this season. In other cases, the may be a stylistic or geographical option.
A work may be translated from German, or from the German. Americans
speakof Lebanon, while the British use The Lebanon. Similarly Americans
say The doctor is in, and Harry was in the hospital, while British English
shows Doctor will see you now, and She spent two days in hospital. We
may suffer from the Plague, the shakes, and the blues, but we also get
(the) toothache and (the) flu. Formerly, the could introduce abstracts: the
posterity. In weights and measures the can alternate with the indefinite:
Fifty cents a/the pound. It is also used as an alternative for the possessive
pronoun in reference to the body parts of a person already mentioned:
They led Charlie around by the /his nose.

Colloquially, the occurs in such expressions as How’s the boy?
(referring to the person addressed, rather than a third party), as well
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as in reference to relatives: How’s the wife/the mater and pater? And it
occurs in imitation of European usage in the names of prominent
women actresses or singers, as in The Duse. The is used in proverbial
reference or generically: The good die young; The police officer is your
friend. Tt also occurs in comparatives and superlatives: The better part
of valor is discretion; The best is yet to be.

One interesting use of the is found in expressions like The worse for
wear; She is the better for it; and The more fools they. Here we have not
a definite article but a remnant of an Old English instrumental py
functioning adverbially. A similar formula pairs the instrumentals,
the. .. the, the first being relative, the second, demonstrative, as in the
sooner the better; the more the merrier; the bigger they are, the harder
they fall.

The may seem like a versatile word, but in fact it is less varicus
than another function word, of (number 3 in the Brown list). T takes
up eleven columns in the OED, while the little word of occupies some
nineteen columns, not counting its variants 0’ and off, which are treated
separately. In contrast, two other words in the Brown top 5 pose less
complex tasks to lexicographers. The conjunction and occupies four
columns of print in the OED, and the dictionary deals with the indefinite
article 4 in only three. One reason for the complexity of of is the fact
that it has been influenced in the course of its history by both the Old
English and Latin genitive (or pcssessive) case, as well as Latin and
French de. Also, of serves as a particle attached to a great number of
English verbs (for example, cure of, rid of think of). In the process of
its development, of has completely lost its original sense, ‘away, away
from, now retained only in the spinoff word, off.

Basic English

While the words in the top 100 are necessary words, they are clearly
not sufficient, for if we relied on them and them alone we would be
unable to express most of the things we need to express in formal and
informal speech and writing. How many words do we really need?
The OED and its i..2ntly completed supplements contain about 500,000
separate word entries. Webster’s Second boasts more than 600,000
entries, and Webster’s Third lists over 450,000 (many archaic words
were omitted in the new edition to allow room for more recent terms).
The newest unabridged, the second edition of the Random House
Dictionary (1987), treats 315,000 words. The more selective desk
dictionaries record about 170.000 words in current use. And lexicog-
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raphers estimate that several thousand new words are added to the
language every year. There are some writers who maintain that we
could make do with much less with just a little effort. After all,
Shakespeare got by with a writing vocabulary of about 17,000 words
(presumably his reading vocabulary was somewhat greater), and it is
hard for us to imagine him ever being at a loss for words.

In the 1930s, the philosopher and literary critic C. K. Ogder: devised
a means of communication that he called Basic English, consisting of
some 850 words and a set of simple grammatical rules for combining
them to express anything a language needs to express. Basic English
was designed as an international language like Esperanto, but unlike
Esperanto, it was meant as an introduction to and not a replacement
for, English. The supporters of Basic English claim that as a language
it can stand alone, dealing efficiently with the matters of business,
industry, science, medicine, and with the addition of specialized
technical vecabulary, fulfilling the specialized needs of the aits, sciences,
and trades. Through the process of combining and recombining the
850 words of Basic, the General Basic English Dictionary renders the
senses of 20,000 other English words (Richards 1943).

The 850 words of Basic are not ranked, but they are divided into
categories. One hundred words dealing with “‘operations” include the
pronouns and prepositions, some adverbs expressing time and direction,
conjunctions, articles, and the verbs come, get, give, go, keep, let, make,
put, seem, take, be, do, have, say, see, send, may, and will. One verb
from the Brown 100 does not appear in Basic: know though it could
be expressed by a combination of three Basic English words, have
knowledge of. There are 600 “things” (we would call them nouns) in
Basic English, 400 general and 200 “’picturable” things, including some
nouns on the Brown list at the end of this chapter, but not Mister,
people, state, or world. Basic English also contains a catugory of “verse”
or poetic words, mostly nouns, desighed to be suitable for literary
expression. These words include such relics of romantic British and
American poetry as angel, dawn, dream, fountain, joy, lamb, lark, meadow,
raven, rapture, robe, sorrow, spear, veil, and weeping. Understandably,
not much poetry has been written using Basic English.

Basic English did not catch on as an auxiliary language like Esperanto.
Nor has its use to introduce English to non-anglophones been accepted
with universal enthusiasm, although it retains enough supporters
among, teachers of English as a second language to warrant its own
computer program, called “’Basic English” for the IBM PC and com-
patibles (1988), which will flag words in a text that are not among
the sanctioned 850. Lancelet Hogben (1963) argued that Basic English

a0 .




44 Declining Grammar

was too limited in its vocabulary, forcing the small number of Basic
words to carry too many different and confusing meanings. He
proposed instead what he called “Essential World English,” expanded
to some 1,300 words, or semantic units. However, Hogben's suggestions
did not draw much response. Since the average child masters several
thousand words by the age of six, 850 words, or 1,300 “semantic
units,” even when they are combined indefinitely like the squares of
a Rubik’s Cube, just don't fill the bill when it comes to expression.
On the other hand, we don't need to have all of the 170,000 words
of the Random House College Dictionary at our fingertips, either.

The rank list of the Brown Corpus contains just under 6,000 words
which occurred eight or more times in the materials sampled, and the
LOB rank list has about 7,500 words occurring at least twice. These
studies of the natural frequency of our written words suggest that we
might get by with a vocabulary of about 10,000 words, including
technical or specialized terms not necessarily shared by many other
users of English. But even that number is insufficient. According to
reading specialists William Nagy and Richard Anderson (1984) of the
Center for the Study of Reading at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign, many important words have a frequency of less than one
in one hundred million, for example amnesty, elevate, furor, jellybean,
raccoon, and stenographer. Furthermore, half the words in printed school
English occur with a frequency of only one in a billion. Such ultra-
low-frequency words include billfold, cyanide, emanate, extinguish,
inflate, nettle, saturate, and ventilate. Clearly our word hoards must
contain the rarest as well as the most common words for us to
communicate effectively.

Words for Success

Experts differ on their estimates of actual vocabulary size—sometimes
by as muck as 2 factor of 12, I myself have seen guesses placing the
average vocabulary as high as 100,000, and even an incredible 250,000.
Much of this variation results from different definitions of what
constituies a word, but one reliable estimate made by William Nagy
and Patricia Herman (1987) puts the average twelfth-grade vocabulary
at about 40,000 words.

Desgite this healthy figure, many Americans feel a yearning to
increase the size of their vocabulary. We are constantly reminded in
and out of school of the need to acquire new and bigger words. When
I was in school, and later on, when I taught in high schools, students
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got weekly lists of ten or twenty words to learn by iooking them up
in a dictionary and using them in sentences. These words were always
stripped of context, just lists of free-floating words arranged alpha-
betically and according to level of difficulty by some state educational
authority, and the resulting sentences frequently demonstrated the
dangers of such an educational approach.

This kind of list learning, based on an incomplete understanding of
meaning, all but guarantees that words will be misused. For example,
adulterate means ‘cheapen, according to a pocket-sized lexicon popular
among my former high school students. This is hardly an adcjuate
definition, and I still recall one well-intentioned sentence that missed
the mark but told me something about adolescent attitudes toward
school: The teacher adulterated the student in front of the class.

The learning of words out of context is an inefficient way to increase
vocabulary. Rote memorization of word lists may provide a short-term
gain, but such words, deprived of context, are also quickly forgotten.
I can cite a personal example of an uncontrolled but instructive case
of vocabulary development. When I was in high school, I prepared
for the College Board achievement test in French by reading several
books of French short stories in the month before the test. My French
was good, but there were many unfamihar words in the text, so many,
in fact, that I frequently had little idea of what was happening in the
stories. But I resolutely plowed through, soaking up what I could,
looking nothing up as I went along. A friend of mine, whose French
was equally good—we had been in the same honors French classes
for three years and received identical grades—studied for the exam
not by reading but by poring over word lists and testing herself with
flashcards. I received a nearly perfect score, while my friend got over
100 points less on the 800 scale of the test. Two weeks later she had
forgotten most of the words she memorized. I seldom read French
now, but when I do, I find much of the vocabulary still with me.

We learn words, really making them our own, from hearing or
reading them in context, not from looking them up and meniorizing
them. Nagy and Herman find that average readers encounter about
2,000,000 running words of text annually in their school reading,
adding about 3,000 words per year to their vocabulary from reading
alone, and not from the study of lists. College students may hear and
read a million words a week in their studies, and their vocabularies
will increase accordingly. Nonetheless, commercial and academic vo-
cabulary improvement courses abound.

According to Rudolf Flesch (1974), the commercial word-building
industry got its impetus from studies showing that successfu.l executives
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had large vocabularies. The reason, to be sure, is that successful people
need to have a lot of experience, and that experience does indeed
broaden vocabulary. But the simple-minded response to this finding
is that large word hoards make for quick personal success, and how
fo books and courses on word power proliferate almost as fast as fad
diets and fitness programs. Enterprising word peddlers now sell a
calendar with a new word to learn for every day of the year, and a
cassette tape that you can listen to in your car while you're stuck in
traffic, for those budding executives who don‘t even have time to look
at the calendar.

According to Flesch, the push toward bigger vocabularies coincides
with a push to use overly fancy words. Flesch is only one stylist to
fight long and hard against verbosity in writing. From the good old
days of Strunk and White's Elements of Style (still in print and very
much in use) to the National Council of Teachers of English Committee
on Public Doublespeak, with its annual awards condemning the use of
words to mask reality, and the Plain English movement mentioned
carlier, language critics have urged simplicity and directness in writing
and speech. According to this school of thought, we should know
more than we say. But like many aspects of language use, we are
continually striking an equilibrium between pushes toward simplifi-
cation and pushes coward complexity. That happy medium, the natural
style in our words and in our sentences, while not always casy to
maintain, is what we head toward, intentionally or not.
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he
to
have
to

it
for
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with
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The 100 Commonest English Words

26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50

Brown Corpus

from
do
but
or

an
which
would
say
all
one
will
who
that
when
make
there
if

can
man
what
time
go

no
into
could

51 up
52 other
53 that
54 year
55 out
56 new
57 some
58 take
59 these
60 come
61 see
62 get
63 know
64 state
65 two
66 only
67 then
68 any
69 now
70 may
71 than
72 give
73 about
74 as
75 day

Source: Francis and Kufera 1982, 465-66.

Copyright ©® 1982 by Houghton Mifflin Company.

Used with permission.

76 also
77 find
78 first
79 way
80 must
81 use
82 more
83 like
84 even
85 many
86 more
87 think
88 such
89 where
90 so

91 through
92 should
93 people
94 each
95 those
96 Mister
97 over
98 world
99 seem

100 just
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The 100 Commonest English Words

LOB Corpus

1 the 26 have 51 more 76 Mr.

2 of 27 are 52 said 77 made
3 and 28 which 53 out 78 first

4 to 29 her 54 about 79 should
5 a 30 she 55 what 80 over
6 in 31 or 56 up 81 very
7 that 32 you 57 some 82 our

8 is 33 they 58 only 83 like

? was 34 an 59 my 84 new
10 it 35 were 60 them 85 must
11 for 36 there 61 can 86 such
12 he 37 been 62 into 87 after
13 as 38 one 63 time 88 man
14 with 39 all 64 than 89 much
15 be 40 we 65 could 90 years
16 on 41 their 66 me 91 before
17 1 42 has 67 two 92 most
18 his 43 would 68 then 93 where
19 at 44 when 69 other 94 many
20 by 45 if 70 its 95 well
21 had 46 so 71 these 96 even
22 this 47 no 72 now 97 also
23 not 48 will 73 do 98 being
24 but 49 him 74 may 99 those
25 from 50 who 75 any 100 people

Source: Hofland and Johansson 1982, 44.
Copyright © 1982 by Longman Group Limited.
Used with permission.




7 The Myths of Teaching English

You taught me language, and my only benefit is
that I learn’d how to curse.

—William Shakespeare, The Tempest

The study of the English language is an essential and unquestioned
part of cvery level of our educational system. We actually take it for
granted that without formal instruction, the language we so carefully
guard and cultivate would languish or worse yet, that it would
deteriorate into unrecognizable grunts and scrawls. While most of the
students we teach English to already know how to speak it quite well
before they are of school age, we assume that their English is either
not very good to begin with, or if in some few cases it is good, then
we try to make it better. But we are wrong to view the situation of
language so bleakly.

Despite its present position in the curriculum, the centrality of
English is a recent phenomenon in the history of education. Although
English grammar and spelling were frequently taught in the eighteenth
century, English language and literature did not become a universal
subject until well into the nineteenth century in the United States (and
even later in England), and it is clear from the complaints lodged
against our schools, and from the uninterrupted string of diatribes
against the misuse of English that have appeared over the past two
centuries, that the spread of English education has reinforced rather
than stemmed our fear of linguistic barbarism.

One reason why language instruction is felt to be central, yet
perceived to be inefficient, is an educational philosophy that charac-
terizes the teacher as an expert imparting knowledge to the student-
novice, combined with an educational practice that effectively limits
how much teachers may learn about the language they must teach.
This may not be the most appropriate model for English language
instruction, and it puts teachers in an unfair position. In learning to
speak their language before coming to school, students h:ive already
become experts, mastering 1 much more complex form of verbal
behavior than that required by any reading or writing task we are
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likely to set before them. Moreover, though students are skilled in oral
communication (their writing is something else again), English teache:s
do not generally qualify as experts in the English language for, although
the curriculum emphasizes the importance of their literary training, it
does not prepare teachers in language as a subject.

The focus of English language instruction, particularly at the upper
levels, is on writing, but teachers are not encouraged to become writers
themselves (few of them have the time to induige the urge to write),
nor are they provided with adequate training in writing instruction.
As a result of this curricular inadequacy, there is a great deal of myth
and misinformation associated with the teaching of the English :in-
guage, and often no more than a smidgin of what might count as
good linguistic or pedagogical theory. Specifically, we find confusion
about the notion of Standard English, ambivalence over the linguistic
expertise of English teachers, and a failure to understand the writing
prrcess and the cyclic nature of writing competence.

Standard English

While much of our grammatical terminology dates back to the earliest
grammars of the classical languages, the now prevasive phrase Standard
English, referring to the prestige literary dialect of spoken or written
English, is fairly new. The word standard as a measurement of cor-
rectness or perfection first appears in the fifteenth century, but it is
not connected with language until the eighteenth, when it is applied
to Greek and French, languages whose reputed superiority was fre-
quently held up for users of English to envy.

Standard is not joined to English until the late nineteenth century.
Cach expressions as the King’s English, the K.ng's language, and received
English do occur before that, giving evidence for our early and ongoing
concern with c