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Introduction

Our language is immediately interesting because it is human. It is
as fascinating and complicated as people. Talk about language naturally
becomes personal or moral or social or political. The first section,
Openers, illustrates this. Learning “correct” English, an apparently
simple matter of linguistic habit formation, was an agonizingly emotional
part of Alfred Kazin’s carly life, and there are obviously deep personal
feelings and moral convictions beneath Kurt Vonnegut's seemingly flat
account of speaking and acting “correctly” or “politely.” Other illustra-
tions are on all sides. An editorial in a recent New York Times (May 4,
1970) carries a linguistic headline, “Webster’s New American Dictionary,”
but the purpose or subject of the editorial is more than simple linguistic
definition, as a single sample will show: “Credibility: maintenance of
the beliefl that the United States is a superpower that angers easily and
will use its military force suddenly, without notice or consultation.”

The third selection is an attempt to reduce feeling by taking a long
view of linguistic change—although neutrality may in fact simply bring
in a different set of feelings. At any rate, Albert Marckwardt was trying
to persuade people who feel personally threatened by changes in English
usage to stand back from their anxieties and feel change as part of a
very long historical pattern. This detachment not only helps to reduce
anxiety, but it also transforms language into a more nearly impersonal
subject suitable for objective observation. Section II, Changes, is a series
of such observations—on language in general, on the English language,
on Colonial American English, on grammar, shifting meanings, and re-
lated topics.

It is hoped that the information and detachment gained from the
objective observations in Section II will enable the reader to keep his
teet and his cool in the warm discussion of Standards in Section III. The
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X : INTRODUCTION

discussion is warm because it is involved with a deep question: On what
terms should the established community let in the young and the new-
comers? When you are young and outside, English scems to mean chiefly
being tested and sorted. You are always being asked to spell, to recite,
to write your theme, to step up and say your piece. When you do it right
often enough, the elders beam and let you in with them, but it is often
hard to know what doing it right means. The situation at the beginning
of King Lear is familiar. Three girls are tested by being asked to make
speeches saying how much they love their father. The two older daughters
are quite contemptuous of their father and his egotistical idea of a com-
munity, but they are on the make and so they comply cynically by mouth-
ing flowery speeches. The youngest daughter is revolted by the situation,
and so she becomes stubbornly idealistic and refuses to say anything at
all. She is disinherited and expelled, and the result is violence and dis-
order.

But when things are right, it is wonderful, as Shakespeare went on
to show in The Winter’s Tale. The girl being tested is Perdita, a shep-
herd’s daughter. Her assignment is to act as hostess of a big picnic for the
whole community and to say the right thing to everybody, young and
old, high and low. Her father wants her to do it just the way her mother
did, and he remembers with pride and affection how hard his wife worked
and what a wonderful hostess she had been in the old days:

SHEPHERD. Fie, daughter! When my old wife lived, upon 55
This day, she was both pantler, butler, cook;
Both dame and servant; welcomed all, served all;
Would sing her song, and dance her turn; now here
At upper end o’ th’ table, now i’ th’ middle;
On his shoulder, and his; her face o’ fire 6o
With labor and the thing she took to quench it,
She would to each one sip. You are retired,
As il you were a feasted one, and not
The hostess of the meeting. Pray you bid
These unknown friends to 's welcome, for it is 65
A way to make us better friends, more known.
Come, quench your blushes, and present yourself
That which you are, mistress o’ th’ feast. Come on,
And bid us welcome to your sheep-shearing,
As your good flock shall prosper. v, iv)

Perdita performs this assignment, but in her own way. She repeats
the past, and yet at the same time she redefines and refreshes it. One of
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her tests along the way is a trick question about the meaning of the word
corpse. She knows the standard meaning, but she insists that in her new
dictionary it means the boy she loves alive in her arms. She is talking
with the boy, Florizel, who is really a prince dressed as a shepherd, while
she passes out flowers to the guests:

Daffodils,
That come before the swallow dares, and take
The winds of March with beauty; violets, dim, 120
But swecter than the lids of Juno’s eyes,
Or Cytherea’s breath; pale primroses,
That die unmarried ere they can behold
Bright Phoebus in his strength (a malady
Most incident to maids); bold oxlips, and 125
The crown imperial; lilies of all kinds,
The flower-de-luce being one. O, these I lack
To make you garlands of, and my sweet friend,
To strew him o’er and o’er!
FLORIZEL, What, like a corse?
PERDITA. No, like a bank for Love to lie and play on; 130
Not like a corse; or if, not to be buried,
But quick and in mine arms.

Florizel agrees that her English, the way she speaks and acts, is
naturally correct, even better than the past:

FLORIZEL. What you do 135
Still betters what is done. When you speak, sweet,
I'd have you do it ever; when you sing,
I'd have you buy and sell so; so give alms,
Pray so; and for the ord’ring your affairs,
To sing them too. When you do dance, I wish you o
A wave o’ th’ sca, that you might ever do
Nothing but that—move still, still so,
And own no other function. Each your doing,
So singular in each particular,
Crowns what you are doing in the present deeds, 145
That all your acts are queens.

Everyone finally recognizes that Perdita is really a princess, and at
the happy ending her definition of corpse is accepted, the harsh distinc-
tions between young and old, high and low dissolve, and it is even pos-
sible to joke about social levels of English usage. The shepherd and his
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son realize that “‘we must be gentle, now we are gentlemen.” In fact they
can swear now: “Not swear it, now I am a gentleman? Let boors and
franklins say it, I'll swear it.”

The reality of the happy ending is the theme of the last section,
Language as Metaphor and Play. It is part of an old dream or question:
Can you have fun and still be good? Can you play around and still make
sense? The dream hints that the best way to be good and make sense
linguistically is to take a chance on the language. It is something like
open admissions, or falling in love with a stranger. It can lead to trouble
and it looks foolish, but it is a persistent dream even though it is not
the Roman thing to do, as Shakespeare pointed out. There is nothing
dreamy about the Rome that Antony returns to after his tour of duty in
the East. Of course it is perfectly all right to have an affair with Cleopatra
—it comes with the tour; it is a normal part of the big, brassy, sexy show
that the desk-bound Roman colonels are so eager to hear about. But in
Rome things are arranged more sensibly: you marry Caesar’s sister, the
thoroughly respectable Octavia, for the good of the party and the partner-
ship. And then Enobarbus, who has been regaling the Roman colonels,
is caught up in a version of the dream:

Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale

Her infinite variety: other women cloy

The appetites they feed, but she makes hungry
Where most she satisfies; for vilest things
Become themselves in her, that the holy priests
Bless her when she is riggish.

Riggish is an old and interesting word, with meanings like loose,
lascivious, immoral, tricky, mischievous, prankish, tomboyish, playful, all
fancied up. It is not the kind of thing that priests ordinarily bless.
Bishop Hall in 1634 sounded more like the conventional churchman:
“The wanton gesticulations of a virgin in a wild assembly of gallants
warmed with wine, could be no other than riggish and unmaidenly.” In
fact Enobarbus’s whole speech is a series of foolish contradictions—or
oxymorons as they are known technically from the two Greek words
meaning “pointedly foolish.” But this kind of langunage does permit
Enobarbus or Shakespeare to play into a kind of truth that “Roman”
language cannot express or contain. His foolish metaphors, like Perdita’s
assertion that a corpse should be the boy she loves alive in her arms,
redefine reality and point to its endlessly fresh possibilities.
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Openers

The first three authors in Section I are concerned with the same dis-
tinction between two kinds of language. The distinction is one between
“standard,” “correct” English, the language of the establishment, on the
one hand, and ‘“non-standard,” “uncultured” English, the language of
the streets, on the other hand. Thus Kazin knew he would be penalized
by the Wasp world for speaking “broken” or “foreign” English. Vonne-
gut argues that school kids have adopted a pattern of non-standard
English calculated to “show hatred” toward the older establishment.
And Marckwardt, looking at these two kinds of language from a
scholar’s point of view, believes that English teachers must be aware of
those lapses from “propriety” that do in [act penalize people in the
practical business of life.

How di(! we get into this box of having two languages, one “‘supe-
rior” to the other, with all the unfortunate consequences of anxiety,
snobbery, and failure? The explanation is one that most Americans are
reluctant to mention. It is a question of social and economic class, and
the “inferior” languages of our non-establishment classes are symptoms
of socio-economic inferiority, not causes of it. People speak a ghetto
dialect because they are forced to live in ghettoes; the reverse is simply
not true. It is of course possible to “upgrade” one’s sub-standard dialect
in order to improve oneself in the social-economic competition. Kazin
himsell is a noteworthy example. But for the society as a whole, a more
sensible way of going about the problem, if certainly a more difficult
one, is to remove the causes of class differences. There would be no slum
children if there were no slums.

No book on language, however playful, can ignore the socio-eco-
nomic origins of dialectal differences. And the most conspicuous group
of Americans suffering the consequences of dialectal difterences are the
blacks. Recently it has become fashionable among educators to preach a
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policy of “bi-dialectalism™ in the teaching of blacks—that is, to introduce
an establishment dialect for job-seeking, and to encourage retention of
the original black dialect for home use. This view has appealed to many
concerned teachers; Marckwardt suggests some of its details. But what if
this too is a cover-up for continued segregation? The author of the last
piece in the section, addressing English teachers, argues that bi-dialec-
talism is just more white supremacy. He is not persuaded that the key to
salvation is to enforce on everyone the language of middle-class white
businessmen. What do you think? As you read James Sledd’s radical
argument, consider the almost overwhelming consequences of those socio-
economic differences that our first three authors have illustrated.



ALFRED KAZIN

Brownsville School Days

I worked on a hairline between triumph and catastrophe. Why the
odds should always have felt so narrow I understood only when I realized
how little my parents thought of their own lives. It was not for myself
alone that 1 was expected to shine, but for them—to redeem the con-
stant anxiety of their existence. I was the first American child, their
offering to the strange new God; 1 was to be the monument of their liber-
ation from the shame of being—what they were. And that there was
shame in this was a fact that everyone seemed to believe as a matter of
course. It was in the gleeful discounting of themselves—what do we
know?—with which our parents greeted every fresh victory in our savage
competition for “high averages,” for prizes, for a few condescending words
of official praise from the principal at assembly. It was in the sickening
invocation of “Americanism”—the word itsell accusing us of everything
we apparently were not. Our families and teachers seemed tacitly agreed
that we were somehow to be a little ashamed of what we were. Yet it
was always hard to say why this should be so. It was certainly not—in
Brownsvillel—because we were Jews,-or simply because we spoke another
language at home, or were absent on our holy days. It was rather that a
“refined,” “correct,” “nice” English was required of us at school that
we did not naturally speak, and that our teachers could never be quite
sure we would keep. This English was peculiarly the ladder of advance-
ment. Every future young lawyer was known by it. Even the Communists
and Socialists on Pitkin Avenue spoke it. It was bright and clean and
polished. We were expected to show it off like a new pair of shoes. When
the teacher sharply called a question out, then your name, you were ex-
pected to leap up, face the class, and eject those new words fluently off
the tongue.

From A Walker in the City, copyright 1951 by Alfred Kazin. Reprinted by permission
of Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc.
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There was my secret ordeal: I could never say anything except in the
most roundabout way; I was a stammerer. Although I knew all those new
words from my private reading—I read walking in the street, to and
from the Children’s Library on Stone Avenue; on the fire escape and
the roof; at every meal when they would let me; read even when I dressed
in the morning, propping my book up against the drawers of the bureau
as I pulled on my long black stockings—I could never seem to get the
easiest words out with the right dispatch, and would often miserably
signal from my desk that I did not know the answer rather than get up
to stumble and fall and crash on every word. If, angry at always being
put down as lazy or stupid, I did get up to speak, the black wooden floor
would roll away under my feet, the teacher would frown at me in amaze-
ment, and in unbearable loneliness I would hear behind me the groans
and laughter: tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh.

The word was my agony. The word that for others was so effortless
and so neutral, so unburdened, so simple, so exact, I had first to medi-
tate in advance, to see if I could make it, like a plumber fitting together
odd lengths and shapes of pipe. I was always preparing words 1 could
speak, storing them away, choosing between them. And often, when the
word did come from my mouth in its great and terrible birth, quailing
and bleeding as if forced through a thornbush, I would not be able to
look the others in the face, and would walk out in the silence, the in-
finitely echoing silence behind my back, to say it all cleanly back to
myself as I walked in the streets. Only when I was alone in the open
air, pacing the roof with pebbles in my mouth, as I had read Demosthenes
had done to cure himself of stammering; or in the street, where all words
seemed to flow from the length of my stride and the color of the houses
as I remembered the perfect tranquillity of a phrase in Beethoven’s
Romance in F 1 could sing back to myself as I walked—only then was
it possible for me to speak without the infinite premeditations and
strangled silences 1 toiled through whenever I got up at school to respond
with the expected, the exact answer.

It troubled me that T could speak in the fullness of my own voice
only when I was alone on the streets, walking about. There was some-
thing unnatural about it; unbearably isolated. I was not like the others!
I was not like the others! At midday, every freshly shocking Monday
noon, they sent me away to a speech clinic in a school in East New York,
where I sat in a circle of lispers and cleft palates and foreign accents
holding a mirror before my lips and rolling difficult sounds over and
over. To be sent there in the full light of the opening week, when every-
one else was at school or going about his business, made me feel as if I
had been expelled from the great normal body of humanity. I would
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gobble down my lunch on my way to the speech clinic and rush back to
the school in time to make up for the classes I had lost. One day, one
unforgettable dread day, I stopped to catch my breath on a corner of
Sutter Avenue, near the wholesale fruit markets, where an old drugstore
rose up over a great flight of steps. In the window were dusty urns of
colored water floating off iron chains; cardboard placards advertising
hairnets, Ex-Lax; a great illustrated medical chart headed The Human
Factory, which showed the exact course a mouthful of food follows as it
talls from chamber to chamber of the body. I hadn’t meant to stop there
at all, only to catch my breath; but I so hated the speech clinic that I
thought I would delay my arrival for a few minutes by eating my lunch
on the steps. When I took the sandwich out of my bag, two bitterly hard
pieces of hard salami slipped out of my hand and {ell through a grate
onto a hill of dust below the steps. I remember how sickeningly vivid an
odd thread of hair looked on the salami, as if my hunch were turning stiff
with death. The factory whistles called their short, sharp blasts stark
through the middle of noon, beating at me where 1 sat ontside the city’s
magnetic circle. I had never known, I knew instantly I would never in my
heart again submit to, such wild passive despair as I felt at that moment,
sitting on the steps before The Human Factory, where little robots
gathered and shoveled the food from chamber to chamber of the body.
They had put me out into the streets, I thought to myself; with their
mirrors and their everlasting pulling at me to imitate their effortless
bright speech and their stupefaction that a boy could stammer and stum-
ble on every other English word he carried in his head, they had put me
out into the streets, had left me high and dry on the steps of that drug-
store staring at the remains of my lunch turning black and grimy in the
dust.



KURT VONNEGUT, JR.

Topics: Good Missiles,
Good Manners, Good Night

I went to high school in Indianapolis with a nice girl named Barbara
Masters. Her father was an eye doctor in our town. She is now the wife
of our Secretary of Defense.

I was having lunch in Indianapolis recently with another man who
had known her in school. He had an upper-class Hoosier accent, which
sounds like a bandsaw cutting galvanized tin. He said this: “When you
get to be our age, you all of a sudden realize that you are being ruled by
people you went to high school with.”

He was uncomfortably silent for a moment, then he said: “You all of
a sudden catch on that life is nothing but high school. You make a fool
of yourself in high school, then you go to college and learn how you
should have acted in high school, and then you get out into real life, and
that turns out to be high school all over again—class officers, cheer
leaders, and all.

“Richard M. Nixon,” he went on. There was another silence. We
had no trouble imagining that we had gone to school with Mr. Nixon,
too.

“So optimistic, so blooming with mental health,” I said.

I live on Cape Cod now, and, on my way home from Indianapolis,
I read an article by Dr. Ernest J. Sternglass in the September Esquire.
Dr. Sternglass, a professor of radiation physics at the University of Pitts-
burgh, promised that, if Mr. Laird’s and Mr. Nixon’s Safeguard anti-
missile system was ever used, all children born after that (anywhere)
would die of birth defects hefore they could grow up and reproduce.

From the New York Times, 13 September 1969. © 1969 by the New York Times Com-
pany. Reprinted by permission.
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So I marveled again at the cheerfulness of our leaders, guys my age.
They were calling for nothing less than the construction of a doomsday
machine, but they went on smiling. Everything was O.K.

Humans and Bombers

Mr. and Mrs. Laird and I graduated from high school in 1940, in-
cidentally. That was when we got to see the first obituaries of ourselves—
in our year books.

At a party a few months ago, a Hoosier friend told me that Mrs.
Laird read my books and liked them. She had supposedly said that I was
to get in touch with her, if T was ever in Washington, D.C. That seemed
wild to me. I was a pacifist. I thought most American weapons were
cruelly ridiculous. My newest book was about utterly pitiful things that
happened to unarmed human beings on the ground when our bombers
went about their technical duties in the sky.

Pentagon Pacifism?

But then I remembered high school, where all of us learned to
respect each other’s opinions—no matter what the opinions were. We
learned how to be unfailingly friendly—to smile. So, maybe, the Secretary
of Defense would be friendly about my pacifism and all that, and I would
be expected to be friendly about the end of the world and all that.

As it happened, I found myself in Washington last June, so I left a
friendly message for Mrs. Laird at her husband’s office in the Pentagon.
“I will be at the Sheraton Park for three days,” I said. There was no
reply. Maybe Mrs. Laird’s supposed enthusiasm for my work was a hoax.

Word of honor—if T had been invited into the Laird home, I would
have smiled and smiled. T would have understood that the defense es-
tablishment was only doing what it had to do, no matter how suicidally.
I would have agreed, hearing the other fellow’s side of the story, that
even for planets there are worse things than death. Upon leaving, 1
would have thanked the Lairds for a nice time. I would have said, “I
only regret that my wife couldn’t have been here, too. She would have
loved it.”

I would have thanked God, too, that no members of the younger
generation were along. Kids don’t learn nice manners in high schools any
more. If they met a person who was in favor of building a device which
would cripple and finally kill all children everywhere, they wouldn’t
smile. They would show hatred.



ALBERT H. MARCKWARDT

The English Language:
A Long View

About Christmastime last year some of us received a message from
one of our Nassau Club Korpsbriider, viewing with alarm what he char-
acterized as a communications crisis, a shocking decline in the use of the
native tongue. Not only the present generation of students but those of
the past twelve to fifteen years as well were charged with a total in-
capacity to employ the English language with accuracy and force, both
in speech and in writing. “It’s not merely the abandonment of sentence
and paragraph structure that threatens our capacity to make ourselves
understood; it’s also the use of words without even a dim notion of their
meaning,” the author told us, and he then went on to place a good share
of the responsibility upon “the advocates of full permissiveness in the
structure of sentences and the meanings of words.” “The language is a
living thing,” they say. “Let it grow; let it go in any direction it will.”

This sketchy summary does much less than justice to the closely
knit and well-reasoned presentation, which ran to some six pages, but it
does raise two fundamental issues which have concerned a good many of
us at one time or another. Is the English language really going to pot?
If so, has it been the result of a laissez-faire attitude on the part of a
significant sector of the linguistic and educational professions? These are
questions which merit thoughtful consideration and as honest an answer
as the circumstances will permit.

For the record, it must be pointed out that a feeling of despair about
the present state of the language and the incapacity of those who use it
is a hardy perennial, which extends of course to other forms of socially
A paper read in 1968 to the Nassau Club of Princeton and printed here with the
permission of the author.
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conditioned behavior. We slip easily into the lament “O Temporal
O Mores!” and language, possibly because it is so intensely personal, be-
comes an easy target for our suspicion.

“And certaynly our langage now used varyeth ferre from that
which was used and spoken when I was born,” wrote William Caxton in
1490. “For we Englisshe men ben borne under the domynacion of the
mone which is never stedfaste but ever waverynge, wexynge one season
and waneth and dyscreseth another season. And that comyn Englysshe
that is spoken in one shyre varyeth from another.” The specific incident
which set off this cry of dismay was some uncertainty about the proper
plural of egg. A certain merchant had asked a country wife if she had
any eggs, and her response was that she knew no French. One of the
merchant’s companions explained that eyren was what the man wanted,
and of course he got them at once. “Lo, what sholde a man in thyse days
now write, eggs or eyren,” Caxton went on to complain. “Certaynly it
is hard to playse every man bycause of dyversitie and change of langage,”
and at this point he begins to sound strikingly like our contemporary
Christmas letter: “For in these dayes every man that is in ony reputacyen
in his contre will utter his commynycacyon and maters in such terms that
few men shall understonde them.”

Not much more than half a century later, Roger Ascham, writing in
the Toxophilus (1545), copiously included in a condemnation of the
current state of language not only English but Italian, Spanish, French,
Dutch—by which he presumably meant German—and even Latin, except
for Cicero and one or two other authors. “They be all patched clouts and
rags in comparison with fair woven broadcloths,” he charges. “And truly,
if there be anwy good in them, it is either learned, borrowed, or stolen
from some one of those worthy wits of Athens.” This last must be under-
stood as a professional plug, of course. Ascham was a teacher of Greek.

Skipping a few centuries, let us'listen now to Thomas Sheridan,
father of Richard Brinsley Sheridan, the playwright, writing in 1780.
“Yet so little regard has been paid to [the English language] that out of
our numerous array of authors, very few can be selected who write with
accuracy. Nay, it has lately been proved by a learned Prelate in an essay
upon our grammars, that some of our most celebrated writers, and such
as have hitherto passed for our English classics, have been guilty of great
solecisms, inaccuracies, and even grammatical improprieties, in many
places of their most finished works.” If Sheridan believed this about the
language of the most finished writers, what must he have thought about
undergraduate English, or even worse, the language of the man in the
street?

Just a century later the story was still the same. For the first time,
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now, we have a reflection of the attitude in the United States, in a quota-
tion from Edward S. Gould, in his book Good English or Popular Errors
in Language: “For example, the English language, within the last quarter
of a century, through the agency of good writers, critics, and lexicogra-
phers, has in many respects been greatly improved; but through the
heedlessness of those who should be its conservators and the recklessness
of those who have been, and are, its corrupters, it has deteriorated in
other respects in a greater proportion.”

The year 1941 gives us a dialogue between Brigadier General Ed-
win P. Parker, then commanding general at Fort Bragg, and T. H. Field-
ing, now the author of a series of travel guides. It went as follows, at
least according to the New Yorker:

“Fielding? That’s your name, isn't it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Fielding, this is the biggest Goddamned Field Artillery Replacement
Training Center in the country.”

“Yes, sir.”
“We've got five hundred and fifty new buildings right in this area, and
there was nothing but scrub pine and sand five months ago. No one knows
how to get to the PX. Everyone asks a thousand jerkwater questions. We
need to write out the answers. What we need is a guidebook, but no one
can write it. There have been four tries, all terrible. The chaplain tried
and his book was the worst. Now it’s your turn.”

I am happy to report that Fielding’s attempt was successful, and it
was this experience that really started him on his career writing guide-
books.

It is all very well, of course, to recite a catalogue of these prophecies
of doom, even somewhat amusing, but they do not constitute a wholly
satisfactory answer to the issue that has been posed. Suppose that the
cry of “Wolf!” is really genuine at long last. How do we know that the
language really isn't coming apart at the seams? At this juncture I be-
lieve we must look at the situation from a demographic point of view,
especially in the light of our educational aims.

Let us begin with a consideration of the number of native speakers
of the language. There are undoubtedly something like 275,000,000, more
than a fiftyfold increase over the numbers who spoke it at the time of
Shakespeare. Even so, we are greatly outnumbered by the Chinese, possi-
bly by the speakers of Hindi-Urdu, and we may well be equalled by the
Russians. The uniqueness of English, however, lies in its geographical
spread. It is spoken as a first or native language on four continents of the
globe, a distribution that is unparalleled in any of the other languages of
wider communication.
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It is well known that no two speakers of a language ever use it in
identical fashion. Certainly, they have not precisely the same vocabulary.
There are at least minor differences in pronunciation; indeed the same
individual will not pronounce his vowels and consonants in identical
fashion every time he utters them. Everyone possesses in addition certain
individual traits of grammatical form and syntactical order, constituting
that peculiar and personal quality of language which we call style, all of
which is implicit in the familiar statement, “Style is the man.” No two
men are identical; no two styles are the same. If this be true of but two
persons, the potential of difference resident in a language spoken by
more than a quarter of a billion with a geographical spread extending
over virtually the entire globe truly staggers the imagination.

Historically this situation has resulted in the development of not
one but several prestige-bearing dialects, which is another way of saying
standard forms of the language. In England, the one that is best known
is called Received Pronunciation, often identified in the public mind
with BBC English, although there has been a recent change in BBC
policy in this respect. Even so, certain types of regional pronunciation are
firmly established in the North, and no matter how uniform cultivated
British speech may sound to us, the British themselves commonly recog-
nize three types of Received Pronunciation: the conservative RP forms
used by the older generation, and traditionally by certain professions and
social groups; the general RP forms, most commonly in use and typified
by the pronunciation used exclusively by the BBC until recently; and the
advanced RP forms, used mainly by young people of exclusive social
groups—mostly of the upper classes, but also, for prestige value, in cer-
tain professional circles.

In the United States the range of acceptability is even wider, il we
consider the pronunciation patterns of several recent occupants of the
presidential chair: Messrs. Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson. Each of
them, in his own time, seemed to part of his constituency to be speaking
a rather unusual regional form of the language and to the rest of it per-
fectly normal English. The truth of the remark of a little old lady in
Texas, to the effect that it was so nice to have someone in the White
House who didn’t speak a dialect, was brought home to me forcefully
last summer, when I addressed a group of English teachers in Kentucky
about regional differences in American English. Part of the discussion
which followed dealt with emotional reactions to different varieties of
speech, how many of us are prone to translate dialect differences into
judgments about character. Virtually every person in the room com-
mented that when they heard a coastal New England dialect, they im-
mediately associated it with a sense of superiority on the part of the
speaker, coldness, and even snippiness. If there were any reactions there
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against what someone has referred to as the corn-pone overtones of former
President Johnson, they were not mentioned, and I suspect that there
were none. Kentucky and Texas English, though by no means identical,
have too much in common.

What I have been saying about ranges in the standard pronunciation
of English in England and the United States could be applied with equal
facility to the English of Canada, to that of South Africa, to Australia,
and indeed to Ireland. Not only do the countries differ among them-
selves, but there is patently more than a single acceptable form within
each country. There is what might be called a fairly broad area of per-
missibility, understandable in the light of the numbers and geographic
spread to which I have already referred, a characteristic typical of a
more or less open society. This is in direct contrast, for example, with the
situation prevailing in a much more stratified and circumscribed social
order, such as that of Spain, where the term Castellano (Castillian) is
used synonymously with Espariol to mean the standard language.

I realize that for the past several paragraphs I have been writing
principally about pronunciation, where the concern of those who are
troubled over the present state of the language is with other features of
it, principally the grammatical structure, and I shall come back to this
in good time. My present purpose is to establish the premise of alter-
natively acceptable forms in any aspect of the language, and obviously we
generally make this concession not only with pronunciation but with
large areas of the vocabulary as well. Scarcely any of us would insist
upon asking for a spool of thread in a London shop, if he knew that to
get what he wanted he would have to call it a reel of cotton, nor would
he consider the Briton coming to these shores anything but pigheaded
if he insisted upon using his term in Woolworth’s on Main Street. But
we shall deal with the grammatical factor after we look at the changing
situation in our schools, for this is where we often place the blame for
the supposed decline in the ability to use the language.

In order to place the current school situation in proper focus, it will
be helpful to compare what goes on now, our current language program
so to speak, with what prevailed at an earlier period. The beginning of
the century, 19oo, is convenient for our purpose, since most of the present-
day critics would feel that the schools were discharging their function
reasonably well at that time. Let us ask them, what were we doing with
English and how were we doing it?

It was a time when the total enrollment in all the colleges and
universities in the United States amounted to very little more than
250,000 and constituted only 4 per cent of the population with ages
ranging from eighteen to twenty-one. There were 630,000 students in the
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secondary schools, both public and private, representing no more than
10 per cent of those in the appropriate age group. In short, one youth
out of ten was attending high school; one person out of twenty-five was
in college.

Although among this restricted population there were undoubtedly
some instances of the children of share-croppers, factory workers, and
recent immigrants pulling themselves up socially and economically by
their bootstraps, the vast majority of the students must have come from
homes where Standard English was the normal vehicle of communication.
The problem of superimposing the prestige dialect of the language upon
that which represented the linguistic heritage of the lower middle or
working class was minor, il indeed it existed at all.

What, then, went on in the high-school and college English class-
rooms? Chiefly the reading and discussion of literature and the periodic
writing of essays. The essays, moreover, were written according to models
which made up the bulk of the textbooks of rhetoric of the time. Such
popular texts as Genung's Practical Elements of Rhetoric, Hart's Manual
of Composition and Rhetoric, and Hill's Beginnings of Rhetoric and
Composition, devoted relatively little space either to a formal presenta-
tion of grammar or to specific items of usage. These matters were the
reponsibility of the elementary schools, which already included a fairly
high percentage of the eligible school children of the country.

As time went on, this relatively simple pedagogical situation changed
considerably. By 1930 over 50 per cent of the children in the age group
from fourteen to seventeen were in the secondary schools, five times the
percentage for 1goo. More and more students were going to college,
possibly one in ten by 1930, compared to one in twenty-five at the turn
of the century. An inevitable consequence of this was a shift in respon-
sibility for what came to be called “the decencies” in language from the
elementary to the secondary schools. 'No longer could the high-school
teacher depend upon the home environment to establish and reinforce
competence in the use of Standard English. The high-school classrooms
now included children from both sides of the tracks, and English-teaching
necessarily had to assume a remedial function. These changes were re-
flected in the colleges as well, especially those which for one reason or
another were unable or unwilling to establish rigorous standards for
admission. These same tendencies have, of course, gone on at an ac-
celerated pace, so that we now have virtually the entire youth popula-
tion in the secondary schools, and about 40 per cent enrolled in higher
education.

As a consequence of this shift in school population, the textbooks
of rhetoric, which had been the staple of the high-school and college
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courses, were replaced by handbooks of usage. These reflected a shift in
emphasis from rhetorical nicety to linguistic propriety, and they were
soon accompanied by auxiliary workbooks which permitted but one
approved response to any of the linguistic quandaries they propounded,
no matter how ambivalent the language might be. Thus, over a period
of as little as twenty-five years, it had become necessary for the secondary
schools and even the colleges to assume a large share of responsibility for
the development of native-language competence.

For a number of reasons, the teachers of English, especially those in
the secondary schools, were not at all well prepared to cope with this new
situation. For one thing, their professional training included little or no
work in the structure or history of the language. For many of them, teach-
ing was a step upward on the social scale; they lacked sophistication
about linguistic matters, and even confidence in their own ability to
handle the language. They were scarcely equipped to go about their
tasks in any way other than attempting to resort to a shotgun corrective
technique, inevitably doomed to ineffectiveness by virtue of creating two
forms of the language, one reserved for the English classroom, and the
other one, employed by most students on the occasions where actual
communication was involved.

Nothing has occurred since 1930 except, as I have already pointed
out, the continued influx of an ever-increasing proportion of our youth
population. Thus, the situation has not been altered in any material way.
Even so, we have not yet examined the total implication of our native-
language teaching program in the schools. What is it that we are driving
at? What command or degree of command of the native language do we
aim to produce?

Our answer to the question, rightly or wrongly, is usually phrased in
terms such as these: We are an open society and a prosperous one, char-
acterized by constant social movement from the bottom toward the top.
Therefore, in order to fulfill our obligation to the students in our schools,
we must provide them with a command of their native language which
will enable them to function effectively in any position or situation which
their abilities may call or entitle them to. This follows naturally, from
our general commitment to education in the United States, but from the
point of view of training in the English language it is not merely a large
order; it is colossal. No other nation has ever attempted anything like it.
Britain, with about 5 per cent of her youth population in higher educa-
tion, and having recently deferred the raising of the compulsory school-
attendance age from fifteen to sixteen, has not undertaken an obligation
that even remotely approaches ours, and she is typical of a fair number
of western European countries. From the point of view of the upward
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social mobility that I have mentioned, and the increasing pressures upon
the schools for admitting more and more students to secondary and
higher education, the countries of western Europe are just beginning to
face a situation which we have been confronting for some three or four
decades. My only concern in pointing this out is to re-emphasize the fact
namely, super-
imposing the prestige dialect (I use the term in the broadest possible
sense) of the language upon that which literally millions of our students
speak natively, and that which they continue to hear and use in their
home, the local playground, and other places away from school.

In the interest of clarity, I should like to restate the three principal
points which have been advanced thus far. First, the feeling that the
language is deteriorating, both in terms of its total expressive capability
and the capacity of the individual to employ it, is one of several cen-
turies” standing, though this does not necessarily militate against its
accuracy at this particular moment in time. Second, that the large num-
ber of speakers of English and the broad areas over which they are spread
are likely to result in a broader range of acceptability than has been the
case up to the present. Third, that owing to a change in the nature and
extent of our school population and the existence of certain attitudes
relative to the function of education, we have accepted a linguistic re-
sponsibility far more extensive than other educational system has
ever undertaken.

Nevertheless, I can hear the skeptical ask, “What's so hard about
teaching youngsters to speak and write properly? Why not tell them
what's right and what's wrong and hold them to it?” This is a fair ques-
tion, but it needs to be considered from two points of view, one pertain-
ing to the nature of language and language learning, and the second
having to do with the current state of grammar and how it is, or has been,
taught. It is better, I believe, to deal:first with the matter of grammar.

First of all, we must distinguish between grammar as a mode of de-
scribing the structure or behavior of a language on the one hand and a
set of socially approved usages as opposed to those which bear some
degree of stigma on the other. The statement that the object of the verb
in an active sentence becomes the subject of the verb in a passive con-
struction, and that the subject must be governed by the preposition by is
a valid grammatical observation, but it is doubtful that it, in itself, has
any great utility in teaching most native speakers to employ the language.
It is no more than an explicit statement of a pattern of language be-
havior which most of us had mastered before we entered kindergarten.

On the other hand, such socially approved forms as see-saw-seen or
know-knew-known have little or no rationale behind them. For those who

that we have set ourselves a formidable linguistic task
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grow up in an atmosphere where Standard English is spoken, they are
absorbed with little or no effort. For those who come from a non-Stan-
dard milieu, they simply have to be learned by brute force in order to
become a matter of automatic response. True enough, certain gen-
eralizations about the structure of the language do bear directly upon
errors and infelicities which occur with some frequency: for example,
the observation that verbs and their subjects agree in number, that
one says ‘“T'he boy goes” and “The boys go.”

1t was this latter point which was directly responsible, some fifty
years ago, for the development in the schools of what was called func-
tional grammar—namely, a concentration upon those particular rules or
observations about the language which had this kind of direct connec-
tion with the most frequent departures from Standard English in the
speech and writing of the students. Persuasive as the notion may have
seemed, it was no more effective than anything that had been done pre-
viously. There were several reasons for its failure.

In the first place, it assumed that in speaking or writing, the in-
dividual operates in an essentially deductive fashion, proceeding from
general principle to specific performance. This seems not to be true,
either with one’s native language or in acquiring a foreign tongue.
Second, by virtue of this concentration upon a relatively small number of
items and the grammatical principles behind them, the student, and all
too often the teacher, lost sight of the structural system of the entire
language and indeed the concept that language is a series of interlocking
systems; the bits and patches that he was given secemed fairly meaningless.
Third, there was a failure to recognize the important difference between
the structures of the written and the spoken language, particularly that
the written language, lacking the resources of intonation, stress, pause,
and the possibility of self-interruption and restatement, had necessarily
to resort to a tighter organization and to establish certain restrictions in
the ordering of sentence elements. Finally, there was a noticeable lag be-
tween the day-by-day usage even of socially acceptable speakers and the
canons of usage as set forth in the school grammars.

Any one of these factors could have created serious difficulties for
the language program in the schools. The four of them together have
constituted a real hindrance to effective operation. My reason for men-
tioning them, however, is not so much to emphasize a failure as to sug-
gest the complexity of what it is we are trying to do, to point out that
it is more than a “Do this!”=“Don’t do that!” type of situation.

Where, then, do we stand in terms of the concern which was ex-
pressed at the outset of this discussion? Has the language gone to the
dogs? Are we on the verge of a communications breakdown?

As we know, this is by no means the first time that this fear has been
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expressed, and recently we in the United States have searched our souls
more anxiously for answers than have our compatriots in the other
English-speaking countries. As with the prophecies on the disintegration
of English, the answers over the past two centuries have sounded much
the same. They generally run as follows: there is in this country little
evidence of numbers of persons attaining to a distinguished and highly
expert command of the language. On the other hand, there is more
uniformity here than in other English-speaking countries, and more
people employ the language with what might be called a fairly tolerable
degree of capability than is the case elsewhere.

There is evidence of this in the assessment of Noah Webster in the
late eighteenth century, in the comments of Tocqueville in the nine-
teenth, As late as 1944 Sir Denis Brogan wrote, ““The creation of a com-
mon literacy and a common spoken and written tongue, intelligible every-
where except possibly in the deep South, is an achievement as remark-
able as the creation of Mandarin Chinese or Low Latin or Hellenistic
Greek, and this tongue is certain to be the new lingua franca of the
world.” In short, the use of the language here, as well as other aspects of
human behavior, seems to reflect the leveling process characteristic of a
democratic social order.

I am quite aware that this modest claim of achievement may not be
enough to satisfy those who view the language situation with alarm but,
considered in a sanguine spirit, it does seem to give us something to build
on. So now the questions become: Where do we go from here? How do
we get the results that we would like?

To arrive at an answer, we must go back to the present state of
English, which I took pains to describe earlier, and also to an awareness
of the language-learning process. In view of the number of speakers and
the spread of English throughout the world, we shall have to accustom
ourselves to accepting a larger number of linguistic alternatives than
has been the case in the past, especially those to which no deep social
stigma has been attached. This will not be easy. Our conditioning to
linguistic behavior, as to any other, has been almost entirely in the
direction of approving a single type and rejecting alternatives. The
term cultural bound can be as appropriately applied to our reactions to
native-language behavior as to the customs of other countries. Fortu-
nately, we have much better information about the actual state of
English usage than we had a generation ago, even if this has not always
found its way into the school textbooks.

Second, we must learn to discriminate between those departures
from earlier canons of linguistic propriety which bear a social stigma and
those which do not. Lay for lie is unquestionably a class marker; real for
very will raise a few hackles; whereas someone else’s for someone’s else,
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a point of contention one or two generations back, will no longer turn a
hair. We must give up the assumption that if the pupil’s language is
challenged on every conceivable ground, he will be left with a residual
correctness which is generally satisfactory. What he most often acquires
is a strange assortment of linguistic taboos and a lack of confidence that
he will ever use the language well.

The time that is thus saved can be given over to continued prac-
tice, positive suggestion, stress upon organization and clarity of ex-
perience, and the relation of these qualities to a viable grammar and rhe-
toric. Let us remember that by the time the student enters school, he has
already accomplished one amazing feat. He has learned the essential
structure of a language, his native language, something that those of us
in our adult years do with a second language only with immense effort,
and indifferent success. He controls the sound system, the regular in-
flectional patterns, and the basic elements of the word order.

The first task of the schools is to teach him how to master the writ-
ing system both receptively and productively: to teach him to read and to
express himself in writing. At the beginning of the fourth grade, or
thereabouts, his mastery of the writing system has progressed to a point
where it is capable of serving as an extension of his linguistic experiences.
From this point on well into adolescence, as he develops in maturity,
there is a corresponding growth in his command of the language and in
his linguistic capability. Our task is to gear the language-teaching pro-
gram in the schools to this natural growth, so that he is able to give
concise and forceful expression to his developing ideas. As I have already
suggested, he must be made aware of the particular demands that the
writing system imposes upon linguistic expression. Those who do not
speak the standard language, and there will be many, must be given a
special regimen aimed at the specific points of contrast between Standard
English and their native dialect, but this must be a carefully planned and
executed program.

There is nothing radical in these suggestions, unless a language
program with pin-point planning and a realistic concept of outcome is
so considered. Because of our improved linguistic resources, both with
respect to factual data about the standard language and our knowledge
of the language-learning process, we are in a better position to undertake
such a program than we have ever been before. The problem is more
complex, but the tools have improved. T must remind you, however, that
any thoroughgoing educational change has been estimated to take at
least a quarter of a century to put into effect. In the light of this, 1 can
only suggest that we reconvene in March 1993 and take another in-
ventory.



JAMES SLEDD

Bi-Dialectalism: The Linguistics
of White Supremacy

Because people who rarely talk together will talk differently, differ-
ences in speech tell what groups a man belongs to. He uses them to claim
and proclaim his identity, and society uses them to keep him under con-
trol. The person who talks right, as we do, is one of us. The person who
talks wrong is an outsider, strange and suspicious, and we must make him
feel inferior if we can. That is one purpose of education. In a school
system run like ours by white businessmen, instruction in the mother
tongue includes formal initiation into the linguistic prejudices of the
middle class.

Making children who talk wrong get right with the world has tra-
ditionally been the work of English teachers, and more recently of
teachers of that strange conglomerate subject which we call speech. The
English teacher in the role of linguistic censor was once a kind of folk
heroine (or anti-heroine), the Miss Fidditch of the linguists’ diatribes.
Miss Fidditch believed in taking a strong stand. It never occurred to her
that her main job was making the lower classes feel so low that they
would try to climb higher. Instead, Miss Fidditch taught generations of
schoolchildren, including future linguists, to avoid ain’t and double
negatives and used to could and hadn’t ought, not because ain’t would
keep them from getting ahead in the world, but because ain’t was wrong,
no matter who used it, and deserved no encouragement from decent
people who valued the English language. She did her job all the better
for thinking that she was doing something eclse.

Miss Fidditch is not popular any longer among educators. Though
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the world at large is still inclined to agree with her, the vulgarizers of
linguistics drove her out of the academic fashion years ago, when they
replaced her misguided idealism with open-eyed hypocrisy. To the pop-
ular linguists, one kind of English is as good as another, and judgments
to the contrary are only folklore; but since the object of life in the U.S.A.
is for everybody to get ahead of everybody eclse, and since linguistic preju-
dice can keep a man from moving up to Schlitz, the linguists still teach
that people who want to be decision-makers had better talk and write
like the people who make decisions. The schools must therefore continue
to cultivate the linguistic insecurity which is already a national char-
acteristic but must teach the youngsters to manipulate that as they
manipulate everything else; for neither Miss Fidditch’s dream of a lan-
guage intrinsically good, nor a humbler ideal of realizing the various po-
tentialities of the existing language in its responsible use, can get in the
way of the citizenry in its upward anguish through the pecking order.
The linguists think that people who do knowingly what Miss Fidditch
did in her innocence, will do it more efficiently, as if eating the apple
made a skilled worker out of Eve.

As long as most people agreed that up is toward Schlitz and another
TV set, and as long as they could pretend that every American eaglet
can soar to those great heights, Fidditch McFidditch the dialectologist
could enforce the speech-taboos of the great white middle class without
complaint: either the child learned the taboos and observed them, or he
was systematically penalized. But the damage done to the Wasps’ nest by
World War II made difficulties. People who talked all wrong, and
especially black people, began to ask for their share of the loot in a world
that had given them an argument by calling itself free, while a minority
of the people who talked right began to bad-mouth respectability and
joined the blacks in arguing that it was time for a real change. Some
black people burned up the black parts of town, and some students made
study impossible at the universities, and in general there was a Crisis.
Optimists even talked of a revolution.

The predictable response of the frightened white businessman’s so-
ciety was to go right on doing what it had done before—which had
caused the crisis—but to do it harder and to spend more money at it.
Education was no exception. Government and the foundations began to
spray money over the academic landscape like liquid fertilizer, and the
professional societies began to bray and paw at the rich new grass. In
that proud hour, any teacher who could dream up an expensive scheme
for keeping things as they were while pretending to make a change was
sure of becoming the director of a project or a center and of flying first-
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class to Washington twice a month. The white businessman strengthened
his control of the educational system while giving the impression of vast
humanitarian activity.

Black English provided the most lucrative new industry for white
linguists, who found the mother lode when they discovered the inter-
esting locutions which the less protected employ to the detriment of their
chances for upward mobility. In the annals of free enterprise, the early
sixties will be memorable for the invention of functional bi-dialectalism,
a scheme best described by an elderly and unregenerate Southern dame as
“turning black trash into white trash.” Despite some signs of wear, this
cloak for white supremacy has kept its shape for almost a decade now,
and it is best described in the inimitable words of those who made it.
Otherwise the description might be dismissed as a malicious caricature.

The basic assumption of bi-dialectalism is that the prejudices of mid-
dle-class whites cannot be changed but must be accepted and indeed en-
forced on lesser breeds. Upward mobility, it is assumed, is the end of
education, but white power will deny upward mobility to speakers of
black English, who must therefore be made to talk white English in their
contacts with the white world.

An adequate florilegium may be assembled from a volume entitled
Social Dialects and Language Learning (NCTE, 1964), the proceedings
of a conference of bi-dialectalists which was held in 1964. William A.
Stewart of the Center for Applied Linguistics begins the chorus (p. 13)
by observing among our educators “a commendable desire to emphasize
the potential of the Negro to be identical to white Americans”—a desire
which is apparéntly not overwhelming, however, among the Black Mus-
lims or among the young men who have enjoyed pot-shooting policemen
for the past few summers. Editor Roger W. Shuy next speaks up (p. 53)
for social climbing by our American .Indians, who have been notably
reluctant, throughout their unfortunate association with their conquer-
ors, to adopt our conquering ways. Our linguistic studies, Shuy remarks
in the purest accents of fidditchery, “should reveal those elements, both
in speech and writing, which prevent Indians from attaining the social
status which, with socially acceptable language, they might otherwise
attain.” A similar desire to be at peace with status-holders is suggested
(p- 66) by Ruth I. Golden, who opines that “a human being wants most
of all to be recognized as an individual, to be accepted, and to be ap-
proved.” Since Southern speech brings “negative reactions when heard
by employers in Detroit,” where Dr. Golden labors in the schools, she
devotes herself to stamping out /i/ for /e/ in penny and to restoring /1/

in help (p. 63 L.).
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An admirable scholar from New York, William Labov, then agrees
(p. 88) that “recognition of an external standard of correctness is an
inevitable accompaniment of upward social aspirations and upward
social mobility,” and advises that people who (like Jesus) prefer not to
take excessive thought for the morrow can probably be made to. In
Labov’s own words, “since the homes of many lower-class and working
people do not provide the pressures toward upward social mobility that
middle-class homes provide,” and since adults in those lower reaches
are sometimes resistant to middle-class values, we must “build into the
community a tolerance for style shifting which is helpful in educational
and occupational advancement,” and we must build into the children,
“starting from a level not much above the nursery school and going on
through high school, a tolerance for practice in second role playing”
(PP- 94-97> 104).

Presumably Labov sees nothing wrong in thus initiating children
into the world of hypercorrection, insecurity, and “linguistic self-hatred”
which marks, as he has said elsewhere, “the average New Yorker” (The
Social Stratification of English in New York City, Center for Applied
Linguistics, 1966, Chapter XIII); and Charles Ferguson, the eminent ex-
director of the Center for Applied Linguistics, is equally confident of
his right and duty to remake his fellow men in his directorial image.
Talking about the Negroes in our Northern cities, Ferguson says that
“we have to face a rather difficult decision as to whether we want to
make these people bi-dialectal . . . [please to remark Ferguson’s choice
of verbs] or whether we want . . . to impose some kind of standard
English on these people and to eradicate the kind of substandard
English they speak” (p. 116). To cite another NCTE volume (Language
Programs for the Disadvantaged [NCTE, 1965], p. 222), if the black chil-
dren of the ghetto “do not learn a second kind of dialect, they will be
forever prevented from access to economic opportunity and social ac-
ceptance.” Middle-class white prejudice will rule eternally.

The bi-dialectalists, of course, would not be so popular with gov-
ernment and the foundations if they spoke openly of the supremacy of
white prejudice; but they make it perfectly clear that what they are deal-
ing with deserves no better name. No dialect, they keep repeating, is
better than any other—yet poor and ignorant children must change
theirs unless they want to stay poor and ignorant. When an NCTE
“Task Force” set out to devise Language Programs for the Disadvantaged
(NCTE, 1965), it laid down a perfect smoke screen of such hypocrisy, as
one would expect from persons who felt called upon to inform the world
that “without the experience of literature, the individual is denied the
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very dignity that makes him human” (p. v) but that not “all disad-
vantaged children are apathetic or dull” (pp. 24 f.).

“In this report” (p. 117), “teachers are asked to begin by accepting
the dialect of their students for what it is, one form of oral com-
munication. . . .” Teachers are warned particularly that they “need to
accept the language which Negro children bring to school, to recognize
that it is a perfectly appropriate vehicle for communicating ideas in the
Negro home and subculture” (p. 215), that it is “essentially respectable
and good” (p. 227). But though teachers must not attack “the dialect
which children associate with their homes and their identity as Negroes”
(p- 215), they must still use all the adult authority of the school to
“teach standard informal English as a second dialect” (p. 147), because
the youngster who cannot speak standard informal English “will not be
able to get certain kinds of jobs” (p. 228).

The most common result of such teaching will be that white middle-
class Midwestern speech will be imposed as mandatory for all those
situations which middle-class white businessmen think it worth their
while to regulate. In the words of Chicago’s Professors Austin and
McDavid (p. 245), “future educational programs should be developed
in terms of substituting for the grammatical system of lower-class South-
ern speech [read: black Chicago speech] that of middle-class Chicago
white speech—at least for those economic and social situations where
grammatical norms are important.” Labov goes so far as to ask (Social
Dialects and Language Learning, p. 102) whether Northern schools
should tolerate Southern speech at all—whether they should not also
correct the ‘“cultivated Southern speech” of privileged children who
move North. . .

The immorality of that effort is the chief reason why enforced
bi-dialectalism should not be tolerated even if it were possible. Predators
can and do use dialect differences to. exploit and oppress, because or-
dinary people can be made to doubt their own value and to accept sub-
servience if they can be made to despise the speech of their fathers.
Obligatory bi-dialectalism for minorities is only another mode of ex-
ploitation, another way of making blacks behave as whites would like
them to. It is unnecessary for communication, since the ability to under-
stand other dialects is easily attained, as the black child shows when
she translates her teacher’s prissy white model “his hat” into “he hat.”
Its psychological consequences are likely to be nervous affectation, self-
distrust, dislike for everyone not equally afflicted with the itch to get
ahead, and eventual frustration by the discovery that the reward for so
much suffering is intolerably small. At best the altered student will get
a somewhat better job and will move up a few places in the ratrace of
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the underlings. At worst he will be cut off from other blacks, still not
accepted among whites, and economically no better off than he was
before.

White teachers should hope, then, that their black students will be
recalcitrant, so that bi-dialectalism as a unilateral condition for employ-
ment can be forgotten. It would make better sense, if pedagogues insist
on living in a fantasy world, to require whites to speak black English in
their dealings with blacks, since the whites have more advantages than
the blacks and consider themselves more intelligent; or perhaps we
should be hard-headedly consistent in our brutalities and try to eradicate
the vices which really do enrage employers—like intellectual question-
ing, or the suspicion that ours is not the best of possible worlds.

Indeed, the educationists’ faith in education would be touching if
it were not their way of keeping up their wages. Nothing the schools can
do about black English or white English either will do much for racial
peace and social justice as long as the black and white worlds are
separate and hostile. The measure of our educational absurdity is the
necessity of saying once again that regimented bi-dialectalism is no
substitute for sweeping social change—necessity being defined by the
alternative of dropping out and waiting quietly for destruction if the
white businessman continues to have his way.

The reply that the educational system should not be politicized
is impossible for bi-dialectalists, since bi-dialectalism is itself a political
instrument. They may purge themselves of inconsistency, and do what
little good is possible for English teachers as political reformers, if in-
stead of teaching standard English as a second dialect they teach getting
out of Vietnam, getting out of the missile race, and stopping the deadly
pollution of the one world we have, as horribly exemplified by the
current vandalism in Alaska.

One use for a small fraction of the resources that would thus be
saved would be to improve the teaching of the English language. Bi-
dialectalism would never have been invented if our society were not
divided into the dominant white majority and the exploited minorities.
Children should be taught that. They should be taught the relations be-
tween group differences and speech differences, and the good and bad
uses of speech differences by groups and by individuals. The teaching
would require a more serious study of grammar, lexicography, dialectol-
ogy, and linguistic history than our educational system now provides—
require it at least of prospective English teachers.

In the immediate present, the time and money now wasted on bi-
dialectalism should be spent on teaching the children of the minorities
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to read. Already some of the universal experts among the linguists have
boarded this new bandwagon, and the next round of government grants
may very well be for programs in reading and writing in black English.
That might be a good thing, particularly if we could somehow get rid
of the tired little clique of operators who have run the professional
societies of English teachers for so long. Anyway, the direct attack on
minority language, the attempt to compel bi-dialectalism, should be
abandoned for an attempt to open the minds and enhance the lives of
the poor and ignorant. At the same time, every attempt should be made
to teach the majority to understand the life and language of the op-
pressed. Linguistic change is the effect and not the cause of social change.
If the majority can rid itself of its prejudices, and if the minorities can
get or be given an education, differences between dialects are unlikely
to hurt anybody much.

(The phoniest objections to this proposal will be those that talk
about social realism, about the necessity for doing something even—or
should one say particularly?>—if it’s wrong. That kind of talk makes real
change impossible, but makes money for bi-dialectalists.)






& SECTION II

Change

Language is shifty, tricky, quicksilver stuff: that much is clear. It
does change, and it keeps on changing, but it is hard to catch and exhibit
linguistic change happening. What is living has to be turned into
specimens. There is both loss and gain, as in any objective study. A dead
trout is easier to see and examine, but he is not quite the trout he was.
He may even give the impression that trout can be tamed and managed.

Section II reminds us of the many sorts of change we can find in
our language. Gleason describes the general aspects of language and the
kinds of change to which each is subject. Wilson sketches a short history
of English which points up obvious major changes in vocabulary, in
sounds and pronunciation, in inflections, and in the way we string our
words together. Marckwardt then focusses on the English of one time
and place, to illustrate the forces of change that left their marks on our
colonial English. It is a “before” picture, for which we supply the
“after.” .

Others—Fries and Roberts and Hall and Hubbell—show us that
it is not just the vocabulary that changes. Bryant looks closely at one
of a thousand thousand items, just to see how change has operated on
the syntax of the split infinitive. Robertson and Cassidy discuss the
fascinating ways words change their meanings, even when we don’t
want them to. And they show us, too, how words become ‘“‘good” or
“bad,” just from the way we use them. In the last essays, Wilson and
Ohmann talk about change in the very fiber of the grammar itself.

Linguistic change cannot be stopped, not while we use the language.
We receive it (we say) in pretty good shape when we are young, parts of
it a little tattered, perhaps, and some of it a bit dated, but on the whole
serviceable, and with some of the recent repairs and additions looking
quite new and shiny and solid. And when years later we pass it on, we
find we have left our marks on it, whether we knew it or wanted it to
happen or not. Finally, these or other metaphors are a way of trying
to talk about language as though it were both process and artifact.
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Language

As you listen to an unfamiliar language you get the impression of
a torrent of disorganized moises carrying no sense whatever. To the
native speaker it is quite otherwise. He pays little attention to the
sounds, but concerns himself instead with some situation which lies be-
hind the act of speech and is, for him, somehow reflected in it. Both
you and he have failed to grasp the nature of the phenomenon. Neither
the casual observer nor the usual native speaker can give any real
information about a language. To be sure, some people, Americans
perhaps more than most others, have decided notions about language.
But the ideas held and discussed come far short of giving a complete
picture of the language and sometimes have very little relationship to
the facts. Even people with considerable education are often wholly un-
able to answer certain quite simple questions about their language. For
most people language is primarily a tool to be used, rather than a subject
for close and critical attention.

It is probably well that it is so. Yet there are important human
problems into which language enters intimately and on which it exerts
such a profound influence that an understanding of its mechanism would
contribute materially to their solutions. Moreover, every phase of human
activity is worthy of study. Thus, for practical reasons, as well as to sat-
isfy man’s innate curiosity, language deserves careful and intelligent
study.

Language has so many interrelationships with various aspects of hu-
man life that it can be studied from numerous points of view. All are
valid and useful, as well as interesting in themselves. Linguistics is the
science which attempts to understand language from the point of view of
its internal structure. 1t is not, of course, isolated and wholly autono-
From An Introduction to Descriptive Linguistics, vev. ed. Copyright © 1955, 1961 by
Holt, Rinchart and Winston, Inc. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.
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mous, but it does have a clearly and sharply delimited field of inquiry,
and has developed its own highly effective and quite characteristic
method. It must draw upon such sciences as physical acoustics, com-
munications theory, human physiology, psychology, and anthropology
for certain basic concepts and necessary data. In return, linguistics makes
its own essential contributions to these disciplines. But however closely
it may be related to other sciences, it is clearly separate by reason of its
own primary concern with the structure of language.

What then is this structure? Language operates with two kinds of
material. One of these is sound. Almost any sort of noise that the human
vocal apparatus can produce is used in some way in some language. The
other is ideas, social situations, meanings—English lacks any really ac-
ceptable term to cover the whole range—the facts or fantasies about
man’s existence, the things man reacts to and tries to convey to his
fellows. These two, insofar as they concern linguists, may conveniently
be labeled expression and content.

The foreigner who hears merely a jumble of sounds has not really
heard the language, not even the part of it which we have called ex-
pression. All that he has heard is sounds, the material which language
uses to carry its message. This is not the domain of the linguist, but
that of the physicist. The latter can analyze the stream of speech as
sound and learn many things about it. His findings have both theoretical
and practical importance; the designs of telephones, radios, and much
other electronic equipment depends in an essential way upon such find-
ings. They also contribute basic data to linguistics, and to nwmerous
other sciences, including psychology and physiology, as well as to physics
itself.

The linguist is concerned with sound as the medium by which in-
formation is conveyed. To serve in this way, speech must be something
quite different from the jumble of sound apparent to the foreigner. It
is, in fact, an organized system or structure, and it is this structure that
lies within the subject field of linguistics. The linguist analyzes speech
as an orderly sequence of specific kinds of sounds and of sequences of
sounds. It is orderly in terms of a very complex set of patterns which
repeatedly recur and which are at least partially predictable. These pat-
terns form the structure of expression, one major component of language
in the sense that the linguist uses the term.

The native speaker has his attention focused on something else, the
subject of the discourse. This may be a situation which is being de-
scribed, some ideas which are being presented, or some social formula
which is being repeated. None of these things are language, any more
than are the sounds which convey speech. The subject of the discourse
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stands on the opposite side and in much the same relationship to speech
as do the sounds. The speaker comprehends what he is talking about
in terms of an organizing structure. This structure causes him to select
certain features for description and determines the ways in which he
will interrelate them. It also cuts the situation up into portions in a
characteristic way. These selected features, like the sounds mentioned
above, also form patterns which recur, and which are at least partially
predictable. These recurrent patterns are the structure of content, a
second major component of language as the linguist treats it.

Finally, these two structures are intimately related and interacting,
Parts of the structure of expression are associated in definite ways with
parts of the structure of content. The relations between these two com-
plex structures are themselves quite complex. In every language they
are different from what is found in every other language. The diflferences
may be profound and extensive, or they may be relatively slight. But
in every instance, the two structures are intricate and their relationships
quite characteristic.

The native speaker uses this complex apparatus easily and without
conscious thought of the process. It seems to him simple and natural.
But to a speaker of another of the world’s three thousand languages it
may present quite a different picture. It may give an impression of being
cumbersome, illogical, or even ridiculous. Actually, of course, the strange
language is merely different. A true picture of language can only be had
by seeing languages more objectively. Such a view will emphasize the
immense complexity, the arbitrariness, and the high degree of adequacy
for their purposes—features which are shared by all languages in spite
of their divergencies.

The dual structure of language can best be made clear by an ex-
ample. . . .

Consider a rainbow or a spectrum from a prism. There is a con-
tinuous gradation of color from one end to the other. That is, at any
point there is only a small difference in the colors immediately adjacent
at either side. Yet an American describing it will list the hues as red,
orange, yellow, green, blue, purple, or something of the kind. The
continuous gradation of color which exists in nature is represented
in language by a series of discrete categories. This is an instance of
structuring of content. There is nothing inherent either in the spectrum
or the human perception of it which would compel its division in this
way. The specific method of division is part of the structure of English.

By contrast, speakers of other languages classify colors in much
different ways. In the accompanying diagram, a rough indication is
given of the way in-which the spectral colors are divided by speakers
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of English, Shona (a language of Rhodesia), and Bassa (a language of
Liberia).

The Shona speaker divides the spectrum into three major portions.
Cips uka occurs twice, but only because the red and purple ends, which
he classifies as similar, are separated in the diagram. Interestingly
enough, citema also includes black, and cicena white. In addition to
these three terms there are, of course, a large number of terms for
more specific colors. These terms are comparable to English crimson,
scarlet, vermilion, which are all varieties of red. The convention of
dividing the spectrum into three parts instead of into six does not in-
dicate any difference in visual ability to perceive colors, but only a
difference in the way they are classified or structured by the language.

The Bassa speaker divides the spectrum in a radically different way:

. yel-
ENcL1sH | purple blue green low | orange | red
SHONA cips®uka citema cicena cips®uka
Bassa hui ziza

into only two major categories. In Bassa there are numerous terms for
specific colors, but only these two for general classes of colors. It is easy
for an American to conclude that the English division into six major
colors is superior. For some purposes it probably is. But for others it
may present real difficulties. Botanists have discovered that it does not
allow sufficient generalization for discussion of flower colors. Yellows,
oranges, and many reds are found to constitute one series. Blues,
purples, and purplish reds constitute another. These two exhibit fun-
damental differences that must be treated as basic to any botanical
description. In order to state the facts succinctly it has been necessary
to coin two new and more general color terms, xanthic and cyanic,
for these two groups. A Bassa-speaking botanist would be under no
such necessity. He would find ziza and hui quite adequate for the
purpose, since they happen to divide the spectrum in approximately
the way necessary for this purpose.
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Now for a simple statement of structure in the expression part of
language: The sounds used by English are grouped into consonants and
vowels (and some other categories). These are organized into syllables
in a quite definite and systematic way. Each syllable must have one
and only one vowel sound. It may have one or more consonants before
the vowel, and one or more after the vowel. There are quite intricate
restrictions on the sequences that may occur. Of all the mathematically
possible combinations of English sounds, only a small portion are ad-
mitted as complying with the patterns of English structure. Not all of
these are actually used, though the unused ones stand ready in case
they should ever be neceded. Perhaps some day a word like ving may
appear in response to a new need. Shmoo was drawn out of this stock
of unused possibilities only a few years ago. But ngvi would be most
unlikely: it simply is not available as a potential English word, though
it contains only English sounds.

Six of these permissible sequences of sounds are somehow associated
with the six portions into which English language-habits structure the
spectrum. These are the familiar red, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple.
This association of expression and content is merely conventional. There
is no reason why six others could not be used, or why these six could
not be associated with different parts of the spectrum. No reason, that is,
except that this is the English-language way of doing it, and these are
conventions to which we must adhere reasonably closely if we are to be
understood. Sometime in the past history of the language, these con-
ventions became established and have persisted with only gradual
changes since. In their ultimate origins, all such conventions are the
results of more or less accidental choices. It is largely fortuitous that the
spectrum came to be so divided, that the specific words were attached
to the colors so distinguished, or, indeed, that the sounds from which
they were formed were so organized: that these words were possible.
These irrational facts, with many others like them, constitute the Eng-
lish language. Each language is a similarly arbitrary system.

The three major components of language, as far as language lies
within the scope of linguistics, are the structure of expression, the
structure of content, and vocabulary. The latter comprises all the specific
relations between expression and content—in the familiar terminology,
words and their meanings.

Vocabulary comes and goes. It is the least stable and even the least
characteristic of the three components of language. That portion of the
vocabulary which changes most freely is sometimes referred to as “slang.”
But even staid and dignified words are constantly being created and
continually passing out of active use, to be preserved only in literature
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which is dated by their very presence. While certain types of words are
more transient than others, none are absolutely immortal. Even the
most familiar and commonly used words, which might be expected to
be most stable, have a mortality rate of about twenty percent in a
thousand years.

Moreover, in the life history of an individual speaker the birth
and death of words is very much more frequent than in the language
community as a whole. Every normal person probably learns at least
three words every day, over a thousand a year, and forgets old ones at
an appreciable but lower rate. This figure must be a minimum, because
most people have total vocabularies which could only be reached
through even more rapid acquisition of vocabulary during at least part
of their life.

We have no comparable method by which the rate of change of
content structure can be estimated. The learning of new vocabulary,
particularly technical terms associated with the learning of new con-
cepts, does of course imply certain minor changes. But it is quite
evident that change rarely touches the most basic features in any given
language. With regard to the structure of expression the facts are
clearer. Few, unless they learn a second language, will add, subtract,
or change any of their basic sound patterns after they reach adolescence.
Grammatical constructions may increase, but at a rate much slower than
the increase of vocabulary. Vocabulary is indeed the transient feature
of language.

In learning a second language, you will find that vocabulary is com-
paratively easy, in spite of the fact that it is vocabulary that students
fear most. The harder part is mastering new structures in both content
and expression. You may have to free yoursell from the bondage of
thinking of everything as cither singular or plural. Perhaps the new
language will organize content into singular, dual, and plural (here
meaning “three or more”). Or perhaps the new language will not give
routine consideration to the matter. English speakers can never make a
statement without saying something about the number of every object
mentioned. This is compulsory, whether it is relevant or not. In Chinese,
objects are noted as singular or plural only when the speaker judges
the information to be relevant. The Chinese experience suggests that
it actually seldom is, for that language operates with only occasional
references to number.

You will have to make similar changes in habits of thought and of
description of situations in many other instances. You may, for ex-
ample, have to learn to think of every action as either completed or
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incomplete, and to disregard the time of the action unless it has special
relevance. The reorganization of thinking and perception may extend
much deeper than such changes. In some languages, situations are not
analyzed, as they are in English, in terms of an actor and an action.
Instead the fundamental cleavage runs in a different direction and can-
not be easily stated in English. Some of these divergences between
languages have been described by Benjamin L. Whorf. His formulation
has been widely debated and perhaps is not at present susceptible to
rigorous testing. Yet the papers are very suggestive and can be read with
profit by every student of linguistics or languages.

You will also have to reorganize your habits of making and hearing
sounds. You will have to discriminate between sounds that you have
learned to consider the same. You will find that others, in clear contrast
in English, function as one, and you will have to learn to respond to
them as to one sound. Patterns which seem impossible will have to
become facile, and you will have to learn to avoid some English pat-
terns that seem to be second nature.

The most difficult thing of all, however, is that these profound
changes will have to become completely automatic. You will have to
learn to use them without effort or conscious attention. In this learn-
ing process constant disciplined practice is essential. Special ability may
be helpful, but probably much less so than is popularly supposed. An
understanding of the basic principles of language structure—that is, the
results of modern linguistic research—while not indispensable, can
contribute in many ways.

As we listen to a person speaking our native language we hear not
only what is said, but also certain things about the speaker. If he is an
acquaintance, we recognize him. If not, we identify him as male or female
and perhap obtain some idea of his age, his education, and his social
background. A person’s voice serves at least two functions in communica-
tion. One is linguistic, in that it serves as the vehicle of the expression
system of language. The other is non-linguistic, in that it carries informa-
tion of a quite different sort about the speaker.

This distinction is made, at least roughly, even by the unsophis-
ticated. 1f we are told to REPEAT exactly what another says, we will du-
plicate (provided our memory serves us adequately) every feature which
is included in the language expression system. We can do that, if it is our
own language, even without understanding the content. In repeating we
will make no effort to reproduce anything beyond the linguistically per-
tinent features. 1f, however, we are asked to MiMic another, we attempt
to reproduce not only the linguistic features, but every discernible
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characteristic. Few can mimic with any degree of success, whereas every
normal native speaker can, perhaps with a little practice, repeat exactly
up to the limit imposed by his memory span.

The most basic elements in the expression system are the phonemes.
These are the sound features which are common to all speakers of a given
speech form and which are exactly reproduced in repetition. In any lan-
guage, there is a definite and uvsually small number of phonemes. In
English there are fortysix. Out of this limited inventory of units, the
whole expression system is built up. In many respects the phonemes are
analogous to the elements of chemistry, ninety-odd in number, out of
which all substances are constructed.

The phoneme is one of those basic concepts, such as may be found
in all sciences, which defy exact definition. Yet some sort of working
characterization is necessary before we go on. The following is hardly ade-
quate beyond a first introduction to the subject, but will make it possible
to proceed with the analysis and enumeration of the phonemes of Eng-
lish. . . .

With this in mind, we may define a phoneme as a minimum feature
of the expression system of a spoken language by which one thing that
may be said is distinguished from any other thing which might have
been said. Thus, if two utterances are different in such a way that they
suggest to the hearer different contents, it must be because there are
differences in the expression. The difference may be small or extensive.
The smallest difference which can differentiate utterances with different
contents is a difference of a single phoneme. This description is best
illustrated by a full-scale application in the presentation of the phonemic
system of a language. . . .

There are two things about phonemes that must be explicitly
pointed out in anticipation of any such presentation:

Phonemes are part of the system of one specific language. The pho-
nemes of different languages are different, frequently incommensurable.
It is for this reason that a foreigner hears only a jumble which he can-
not repeat. The sounds of the unfamiliar Janguage do not fit into his
phonemic system, and so he can comprehend no order in a simple ut-
terance. If anything which is said about the phonemes of one language
happens to apply to those of another, we must regard it as fortuitous.

Phonemes are features of the spoken language. Written language
has it own basic unit, the grapheme. Something will be said about this
later. If, of necessity, written words are cited as illustrations, it must be
constantly borne in mind that the written form is not, and cannot be,
an illustration of a phoneme. Instead, it is the spoken form which the
written form is expected to elicit which illustrates the phoneme under
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discussion. This inevitably introduces a major difficulty into the presen-
tation. The illustrative words have been selected with the intention that
they should be as generally as possible pronounced by all Americans in
the same way. Undoubtedly this principle of selection fails in some in-
stances because of dialect and individual peculiarities of the writer and
the reader. Such instances will not vitiate the argument. For some Ameri-
cans other examples might be needed, but examples can be found which
will lead to the same results.

The thinking that most Americans do about language is almost ex-
clusively concerned with written English. A written language is, of course,
a valid and important object of linguistic investigation. It can, however,
easily mislead the unwary. Most of the misunderstandings which Ameri-
cans have about language arise from a failure to keep clearly in mind the
nature and limitations of a written language.

A written language is typically a reflection, independent in only
limited ways, of spoken language. As a picture of actual speech, it is
inevitably imperfect and incomplete. To understand the structure of a
written language one must constantly resort cither to comparison with
the spcken language or to conjecture. Unfortunately, recourse has been
too largely to the latter. Moreover, conjecture has been based not so
much upon an intimate knowledge of the ways of languages in general
(the results of descriptive linguistics) as to a priori considerations of sup-
posed logic, to metaphysics, and a simple prejudice. While logic and
metaphysics are important disciplines and can make significant con-
tributions to an understanding of language, the customary manner of
applying them has redounded neither to their credit nor to the eluci-
dation of language structure. Linguistics must start with thorough in-
vestigation of spoken language before it proceeds to study written lan-
guage. This is true of languages with long histories of written literature,
such as English, no less than those of isolated tribes which have never
known of the possibility of writing.

The second basic unit in the expression system is the morpheme.
This again cannot be exactly defined. . . . For the present, however,
let us characterize a morpheme as follows: It is the unit on the expression
side of language which enters into relationship with the content side. A
morpheme is typically composed of one to several phonemes. The
morpheme differs fundamentally from the phoneme, which has no such
relationship with content. That is, phonemes have no meanings; mor-
phemes have meanings.

The simpler words of English are morphemes. Other words consist
of two or more morphemes. Like the phonemes, the morphemes enter
into combinations in accordance with definite and intricate patterns.
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The expression structure is merely the sum of the patterns of arrange-
ment of these two basic units.

Using the phoneme and the morpheme as their basic units, linguists
have been able to build a comprehensive theory of the expression side
of language, and to make detailed and comprehensive statements about
the expression systems of specific languages. This is what is ordinarily
called descriptive linguistics. It is the basic branch of linguistic science.
Others are historical linguistics, dealing with the changes of languages
in time, and comparative linguistics, dealing with the relationships be-
tween languages of common origin. Descriptive linguistics is conven-
tionally divided into two parts. Phonology deals with the phonemes and
sequences of phonemes. Grammar deals with the morphemes and their
combinations.

In some respects linguistics has developed more precise and rigorous
methods and attained more definitive results than any other science
dealing with human behavior. Linguists have been favored with the
most obviously structured material with which to work, so this attain-
ment is by no means due to any scientific superiority of linguists over
other social scientists. It is also the direct result of the discovery of the
phoneme, a discovery which allows the data to be described in terms of
a small set of discrete units. Within a given language, a given sound is
either a certain phoneme or it is not; there can be no intergradation.
This fact eliminates from linguistics a large measure of the vagueness
and lack of precision characteristic of most studies of human behavior.
It would be presumptuous to claim that this advantage has been
thoroughly exploited by linguists, but it is certainly fair to say that in
some places, linguistics has achieved an appreciable measure of scientific
rigor and has the foundations for further development in this regard.

The chief evidence for the high order of development of linguistics
as a science lies in the reproducibility of its results. If two linguists work
independently on the same language, they will come out with very
similar statements. There may be differences. Some of these differences
will be predictable. Very seldom will any of the differences be deep-
seated. Usually it will be quite possible to harmonize the two statements
and show that by simple restatements one result can be converted into
the other. That is, the two results will have differed largely in inconse-
quential ways, often only in external form.

The content side of linguistics has developed much less rapidly and
to a very much less impressive extent than the study of expression. In-
deed, it cannot as yet justifiably be called a science. Undoubtedly this
has been a source of frustration in linguistics as a whole. One of the
greatest short-comings of descriptive work with the expression aspect of
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language has been a lack of understanding of the relationships between
expression and content, and the inability to use the analysis of content
in attacking related problems in expression. Here is the great frontier
in linguistic knowledge on which we may look for progress in the next
decades.

There have been three reasons for this neglect of the content side.
First, linguists have been late in comprehending the real significance of
the two-sided nature of language. Their attention has been diverted from
this basic problem by the great advances being made within the analysis
of expression.

Second, there has been no way to gain access to the content structure
except throngh the expression structure. This requires an inferential
method which has not appealed to linguists busy with building a highly
rigorous method for the handling of more directly observed data.
Content has therefore had an inferior status in the eyes of linguists.

Third, the content, apart from its structure, has not been amenable
to any unified study. The substance of content is, of course, the whole of
human experience. Thousands of scientists have labored, each in some
one of numerous disciplines, in clucidating this mass of material. But
there is no one approach which can comprehend the whole and so
serve as a starting point for comparison of the different structures which
can be imposed upon it. Only isolated portions of the content system
can as yet be studied as structure imposed on a measurable continuum of
experience. The examples of structuring of color concepts discussed
above suggest the possibilities and make the lack of further oppor-
tunities for comparison the more tantalizing.

In contrast, the expression plane starts with much simpler materials.
The sounds producible by the human voice can be studied compre-
hensively by several approaches. Two of these have reached the degree
of precision which makes them useful to linguistics: articulatory pho-
netics, a branch of human physiology, and acoustic phonetics, a branch
of physics. . . . It is hard to imagine the scientific study of the ex-
pression aspect of speech attaining anywhere near the present degree
of development without the aid of phonetics. The structure can be
systematically described only because the underlying sounds can be
accurately described and measured.



KENNETH G. WILSON

The History of
the English Language

The English language is usually said to have begun in the sixth
and seventh centuries, when the Germanic Angles, Saxons, and Jutes
invaded and settled the Celtic island of Britain.! With the techniques
of historical linguistics and philology, in spite of the lack of written
records, we have been able to reconstruct the older forms, sounds, and
vocabularies of the invaders’ language in remarkable detail, working
mainly from later written sources and from our knowledge of linguistic
change. The Celtic language, together with most of the Roman linguistic
remains, disappeared from England, except for a few place names. The
history of English had begun.

The Ancestral History

The shift into a new territory of a large number of speakers of
a language, isolated from the homeland and in contact with a new
language and culture, sets in motion its own rates and kinds of change,
so that although the home language may continue strong and pursue
its own life, the two strains—here two strains of a West Germanic
language—will develop independently and will eventually become dif-
ferent enough from cach other as to be no longer mutually intelligible.
As a result there will be two separate languages.

The continental origins are important: there the Germanic lan-
guages were already fully formed; they belonged to a family of languages,
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Indo-European, which was already important in the history of the world,
both in influence and in numbers of speakers.

Although we have never heard or seen it, scholars have managed
to reconstruct much of Indo-European; from the study of many related
languages they have been able to re-create the sounds, the grammar, and
the vocabulary of this ur-language from which so many of the modern
western and some of the eastern languages have come. The recon-
struction itself is a fascinating story, but here we can say only that
somewhere in the period g500 to 2000 B.c., there was a people living
probably in northeastern Europe who spoke a language we now call
Indo-European. Centuries of migrations, conquests, divisions, and ex-
pansions splintered this language (which had itself probably splintered
oft from another, ecarlier language) into new languages, some of which
in turn spawned still more languages, not regularly or predictably in
time, but gradually or spasmodically, as the vagaries of human society
drove the people apart. Today we find descendants of the Indo-European
language family stretched over almost the entire globe, and we recog-
nize the ancient history of the family in its name. Indo-European
languages are native to a wide swath from northern Europe across the
castern Mediterranean into India, and more recently they have been
planted in North America, Africa, and Australia.

Through historical linguistic techniques, English can be traced to
its origins. It belongs to the Germanic subdivision of a major subgroup
of Indo-European. Sound shifts—systematic evolutions in what hap-
pened to certain sounds of the Germanic languages only—plus certain
grammatical characteristics, such as the loss of nearly all inflectional
signs of tense and aspect except the distinction hetween the present and
the preterit, distinguish the Germanic languages. And similar differences
distinguish the West Germanic languages from those of the East and
North. Thus English traces its history.from the West Germanic group
to an Anglo-Frisian group and finally to English itself.

The History of the Speakers of English

In the eighth and ninth centuries we begin to find texts in Eng-
lish written by Englishmen; it is then that we begin the documented
history of the language. We have some convenient names: Old English
or Anglo-Saxon is the language of the early Middle Ages, roughly from
the beginnings to 1000 or 1i00. Middle English is the language from
1100 or so to the Remnaissance, to about 1500 or 1550. Early Modern
English is Renaissance English, lasting perhaps until 1700, and Modern
English is the language from the beginning of the cighteenth century
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until today. These “periods” are arbitrary; more often they measure the
social history of its speakers rather than characteristic differences in the
language itself, although the differences are there: the English of Alfred,
of Chaucer, and of Shakespeare differed markedly, just as our own differs
from Shakespeare’s. Conventional histories of English examine and try
to account for the gross differences in the language at each of these
periods.

But the history of what is the history of English? Certainly the
history of its vocabulary, of its words and their meanings, would be
a major consideration. But there are other important aspects too.

In some ways, the history of the speakers themselves is the most
important part of the history of a language. Who were the people, how
did they live, what did they speak about, whom did they meet, and what
happened to them? Social history will be reflected above all in the
vocabulary, since a people will invent and adapt words and their mean-
ings to fit its daily requirements; as these change, so will the vocabulary
change.

To the student of language history, however, there are other kinds
of historical study which are equally important: the history of the
sounds of the language, and the development of its grammar—the
forms of the words, their inflections and the grammatical meanings they
contain, and the constantly evolving rules of the syntax—these too can
be historically traced. In this brief account we can only offer reminders
of the social history and of the military, economic, political, and
religious activities of the English people which affected the history of
their language.

We must study the cffects of the Scandinavian invasion, wherein
a similar Germanic people came into close (and eventually submerged)
relationship with the English. The Norman invasion and the several
centuries of Norman and French domination of government and upper-
class life left their marks, as did the migrations of people from the Low
Countries into London in the later Middle Ages. The Renaissance, that
-time of expansion and invention, inquiry and experiment—political,
geographical, social, military, scientific, and religious—affected the
quality of English life and left its marks on the language. The develop-
ment of the Empire in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is im-
portant: Englishmen began to know the whole world, and the scientific
and commercial prowess of the industrial revolution made England the
great mercantile and naval power we now think of as Victorian. And
then came the great wars of the modern era, with the tremendous social,
economic, and political upheaval they left in their wake: all these forces
and events have left their marks on the English language.
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The American Speakers of English

We need more than a simple footnote, too, to pick up the Ameri-
can version of this social history, which from the seventeenth cen-
tury on began to run a separate course.? Important are the very facts
of the arrival of the English on this continent. For example, both the
New England and Virginia settlements spoke dialects from the English
Home Counties—from the area around London—but different social
class dialects; hence the language in these two locations, though essen-
tially Elizabethan at the outset, differed markedly.

And the English encountered other Europeans when they came:
in the Great Lakes and Mississippi areas they found the French had
been there first, naming the places and animals and tribes, and pro-
nouncing the Indian words in a French that the English could only
anglicize. In lower New York, the Dutch had left their mark on the
social and topographical order, and in Florida and the Southwest, the
Spanish had long since named the geographical parts. And everywhere
there were the Indians, not many pecople in all but speaking many
dialects and languages. All these facts of social and political history
have left their signs on the American varicties of English, just as they
have left them on American life itself.

Later history is important too. A nation of immigrants, we owe
something to the kinds of people who settled the various sections of
the country: to the Germans in Pennsylvania and the lower Ohio Valley,
to the Scotch in the lower Midwest and the uplands of the Border
States, to the Scandinavians in the upper Midwest, and to the Irish in
Boston and the Italians in New York, just to name a few. As the country
assumed the role of inspiration to the downtrodden, thousands of the
economically and politically “out” came from the countries of central
and southern Europe. And the Negro deserves our attention: he made
little mark on the language at first, so low was his social status; but in
recent years his words, his dialects, and his special meanings have made
a solid impact—on the life of Americans and the American version of
English.

All these contacts had their effects—some major, some trivial.
But there is much more. We began by being a rural country, with a
frontier which stayed open until the First World War. But now we are
a great industrial power, an urban society, and these changes have
changed the language too.

Hence one vital part of the history of the language is the history
of its speakers—who they were, whom they met, how they lived, and



44 : CHANGE

what they did and thought and strove for; these things shape speakers’
words and the way they say them and even the way they string them
together.

The History of the English Vocabulary

When we study the history of the vocabulary, we can see the im-
portance of social history; vocabulary changes most quickly of all the
aspects of language. English in the seventh century displays a pre-
dominantly Germanic vocabulary. There are a few Roman words dating
from continental encounters with the Romans, and there are a few
others picked up from the Roman remains the English found in Britain.
But the words are mostly Germanic.

Since the English drove out the British Celts, the latter added al-
most no Celtic words to the language
more. Missionary culture from Britain’s conversion to Christianity added
Latin names for religious things. But when the Vikings came and settled
down, the two Germanic strains borrowed freely from each other.
Actually, many of their words were similar, and sometimes the two
similar words were both kept, a shift being made in the meaning of one
or the other: shirt and skirt were originally the same Germanic word;
both versions were kept, with different meanings (2: 118). Occasionally,
the Scandinavian word displaced the English one: egg replaced the
English ey, first in the Northern dialect and then in all English.

With Norman and later massive French influences in the Middle
Ages, the English vocabulary changed markedly. It borrowed whole-
sale from French. With Christianity it had accepted Latin words; now
it often borrowed the same words again, this time in their French forms
and with their French meanings. It borrowed the names of all sorts
of French ideas: words for government, law, dress, food, manners, and
the like. Chaucer’s fourteenth-century vocabulary looks very different
from King Alfred’s ninth-century one, mainly because so many of
Chaucer’s words were borrowed from French.

The renaissance brought a different sort of change: 3 scholars and
writers deliberately added words or made them up from Latin and
Greek, and travelers brought back Italian names for exotic things
(2: 118). As English explorers, businessmen, and soldiers went farther
and farther afield, even some eastern Mediterrancan and New World
words began to appear in the language.

In this country, immigration had an effect on the vocabulary,
though not in proportion to the numbers of immigrants. The Ger-
mans were the most numerous of the non-English-speaking immigrants,

a few place names and little
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yet they have left us only many words for food and drink, a few words
for educational matters, and surprisingly little else. The Italians illus-
trate the whole pattern nicely. When in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, the English milords began to take the grand tour, Italian
words for music and painting and other aspects of art and cultivation
were added to English; we cannot discuss music and painting without
using borrowed Italian terms. But when the poor Italians came to New
York in the early twentieth century, they had little interest for us except
as laborers. We did not ape their language except in jest; they hurried
instead to learn ours. As a result, American English added the names of
a few Italian dishes to its vocabulary from this contact, and little more.

The point is important: when two cultures come into contact,
everything seems to depend upon who is master, or at least upon who
feels inferior. Hence English borrowed massively from French during
the Middle Ages, when French power and culture seemed demonstrably
superior. But in the past two centuries, English has borrowed from
French only the terms for hairstyles and women’s dress and the like,
while terms of technology and the names of soft drinks the French have
borrowed from us.

The History of the Sounds of English: Phonology

We can also study the history of the sounds of English. Using
written records from the Middle Ages and the early Renaissance, we can
tell from the unfixed spelling a good dezl about how the words were
pronounced. The histories of English sounds have been elaborately
worked out, and the changes are regular, according to generalizable pat-
terns. It 1s possible to reconstruct these changes, so that we can make
reasonable guesses at what Shakespeare’s language (or Chaucer’s or
Alfred’s) actually sounded like.

Once the spelling became fixed, we lost a good bit of the infor-
mation previously provided when each man spelled the way he spoke,
but in literature—Hardy’s Wessex novels, for example—we find evi-
dence in the author’s attempt to suggest or imitate the sounds of the
spoken language by unconventional spelling. Mark Twain did this
sort of thing well in Huckleberry Finn.

With nineteenth- and twentieth-century skills in phonetic nota-
tion, and most recently with the development of the phonograph and
wire and tape recorders, scholars have learned to record permanently
the sound of the language. The history of English sounds before modern
times was often a matter of scholarly deduction; henceforth it will
be able to rely on accurate recordings.
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The History of English Word-Forms: Morphology

We are on even more elaborately detailed ground when we turn
to the history of English forms and inflections. Old English was a
highly inflected language, as were its Germanic progenitors. It still
carried distinctive endings (a) for four forms of the verb, (b) for number
in several parts of speech, (c) for case in nouns and adjectives (includ-
ing both weak and strong declensions in adjectives), and (d) for person,
number, and case in pronouns. It inflected its demonstratives.

There are useful generalizations we can make about the history
of English morphology: we can say first of all that the general trend
has been for inflections to disappear and be “replaced” by other means
of giving the neceded grammatical information. Nouns illustrate the pat-
tern: Alfred’s nouns had four cases—nominative, genitive, dative, and
accusative. But the case distinctions began to drop off, perhaps partly
because the heavy forward stress characteristic of Old English (words
tended to be stressed on the first or root syllable) began to make it hard
to distinguish among unstressed endings like -an, —en, -em, —am,
and the like, and partly because other devices began to serve the same
purpose. Word order was becoming fixed, so that one looked for
nominative case nouns toward the beginning of sentences, and therefore
soon one did not require the reassurance of a case ending to know one
had a subject before a verb. By Chaucer’s time, of case in nouns, only an
all-purpose nominative form, a genitive form, and a few relic dative-
accusatives were left. Today, although we still have both the “nom-
inative” all-purpose form and the genitive, the datives and accusatives
are gone; there are now only two cases in nouns, and for the genitive
there is an alternative: a periphrastic construction with of which permits
us to say the road’s surface without the genitive inflection, as the
surface of the road.

Pronouns also show the disappearance of some case inflections since
Old English. Middle English still distinguished some of the datives and
accusatives: hine was accusative, him, dative. Now we have coalesced these
two into him, a form we might logically call a dual-purpose objective
case form.

The pattern of deteriorating inflections is felt everywhere: case has
disappeared from adjective, and even some of the signs of tense in verbs
are coalescing. Only the third person singular still maintains a distinctive
inflection in the present tense: he swims, but I, you, we, you, and they
merely swim.

Old English had two very different schemes for signalling the past
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tense and the past participle. The strong verb system had eight distine-
tive classes of vowel change to signal tense; we see one class pattern re-
flected in the forms of the Modern English verb drink, drank, drunk (OE
drincan, dronc, druncon, druncen). 'The strong verb system was very
large in Old English; but the weak system, which ended both preterit
and past participle with a dental suffix, also included large numbers of
verbs, and in the end it has come to dominate. Hundreds of our
formerly strong verbs have taken on the weak pattern: grip, gripped,
gripped; gleam, gleamed, gleamed, and so on. The increasing dominance
of the weak pattern is clear in the child’s language: he usually says
swimmed at first, until he learns the older strong form which we now
retain as a kind of exception to the trend. And when we make new
verbs—televise, for example—we make them on the weak system model;
the preterit is televised, with the dental suffix.

Changes of this sort, reflecting the general replacement of much of
the inflectional system by other grammatical devices, might lead us to
attempt too hasty a generalization. It is true that inflections have been
disappearing, and that distinctive forms like those of the subjunctive
have been diminishing in use. But there is another tendency to be con-
sidered too: the smaller the number of inflections left, and the higher
the frequency of their occurrence in our speech and writing, the more
likely we are to retain them. Hence the pronouns retain more of case
than do the nouns, and most of those that remain seem fairly strongly
entrenched. And while much of the subjunctive is weakening (one seldom
hears “If he arrive early” any more), other parts of it seem as strong as
ever (“If I were you” and “I asked that he come tomorrow” seem firmly
entrenched).

Hence we can see that the history of English morphology does per-
mit generalizations; but it is also clear that students of the language need
to realize the importance of looking at individual words and individual
grammatical devices in great detail if they would have an accurate appre-
ciation of this aspect of linguistic history.

The History of English Word Ovder: Syntax

An oversimplified statement of a thousand years of syntactic change
might go something like this: Word order and function words (preposi-
tions and conjunctions and the like) were already grammatical devices
in Old English, but fewer in number and apparently simpler and less
forceful in operation than they are today; by the Middle English period,
these devices were beginning to be more powerful and more numerous,
and the closer we get to the Modern English period, the more these de-
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vices take on the force of overriding signals of grammatical meaning,
capable in many instances of canceling out the significance of the in-
flections that remain.

Case is no longer so important as is the word order component of
syntax: “Him hit John” is not really ambiguous today; we ignore the
small boy’s error of case, and we know unquestionably who hit whom.
But in Old English, had john carried a nominative inflection, the roles
of striker and struck would clearly have been reversed.

English syntax has, then, an increasingly complex history; nor are
we always entirely sure of the degree of complexity or the true force of
word order and function words in Old English. There are many open
questions here. But we do know that the subject-verb-object and subject-
verb-complement patterns have become very powerful. Positions for mod-
ifiers too have developed distinctive patterns, since we must rely on posi-
tion to tell us which adjective goes with which noun, now that inflections
are no longer doing the job.

Our question patterns involve either (a) reversal of subject and verb,
a pattern more common in Early Modern English and before than it is
today (Rides he to the wars?), or (b) the use of auxiliaries in the reversed
position with the verb itself tagging along later (Can I come too? Doces
he ever ride?). We also have a list of question-asking function words
which fall into normal subject position, often with a reversal of sub-
ject and verb, to make questions: Whom is he calling? Where are you
going? What happened?

Major patterns of syntax then have developed over the past thousand
years of English; they are laws which govern the way we string our words
together. When case is gone, we pick out the indirect object in one of
two syntactic ways: word order (John gave his brother the book) or func-
tion word (John gave the book to his brother) where the prepositional
phrase replaces the indirect object construction.

The history of English syntax illustrates the trend toward fixed pat-
terns in English; it also illustrates two important principles for any
language study: (a¢) we must always examine particulars and test the
accuracy of generalizations; and (b) it helps to understand the English
of today or any other day if we can sce how the pattern under study
evolved over the centuries.

THE HisTOrRY OF ENGLISH GRAMMARS 4

Prior to the cighteenth century there were no full-dress attempts to
describe the structure of English. Since then, grammarians and laymen
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both have struggled with each other in attempting to understand its struc-
ture and to “improve” it. Many of the misunderstandings have arisen from
the term grammar itself: English grammar is first of all the system of
patterns and rules which enables us to use the language. Whether we can
describe and state these patterns and rules or not, they do exist: even
little children and the mentally defective can speak English; they “know”
English grammar even if they cannot tell us what it is they know. But
an English grammar is also any specific attempt to describe the structural
system of English. And finally, to confuse the situation further, English
grammar in the schools and to the layman has also come to refer simply
to points of difficulty and variation, to the choices on which we have
placed strong values—in short, to usage. Here we shall concern ourselves
solely with the second of these uses of the term grammar: the history of
attempts to describe the structure of English.

Universal Grammar

Systematic study of the structure of English had to await both the
“coming of age of English,” when it had gained respectability, and the
eighteenth-century zeal for order, regularity, and the power of generaliza-
tion. Universal grammar was a logical beginning, based as it was on ideas
of the similarities (and the classical authority) of Latin and Greek. If
English seemed to lack something to be found in this universal grammar,
it must be a flaw, and it must be corrected.

Pioncer grammarians like Robert Lowth and Joseph Priestly leaned
heavily on universal grammar: Lowth’s extremely influential 4 Short
Introduction to English Grammar (1762) reported variations between
English and Latin constructions, and cited English authorial practices
to illustrate the rules for English structure. Everywhere Lowth (like Dr.
Johnson in his Dictionary, 1755) assumed that universal grammar should
be the guide to English grammarians; he sought usually to bring English
into line (10: 68—70).

Modern linguistic scholarship had until a recent reawakening of
interest, very largely disproved the old universal grammar. Part of the
problem was that of the blind men and the elephant: comparative gram-
marians had arrived at their conclusions about universal grammar {rom
an examination of many languages—ancient and modern—but as luck
would have it, nearly all were Indo-European. Hence, they found so many
similarities that principles seemed obvious. But as anthropologists began
to describe the languages they encountered in Asia, Africa, and the
Pacific, as well as the Indian and Eskimo languages of the Western Hemi-
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sphere, almost all the principles of universal grammar turned out to be
unsound.

School Grammars

Despite the fact that the most influential of the old school grammars
was written in England, school grammars are a peculiarly American
phenomenon, fostered by the American zeal for popular education.
Lindley Murray's English Grammay Adapted to the Different Classes of
Learners (1795) was the most widely used and widely imitated of the
school grammars. An American who moved to Britain after the Revolu-
tion, Murray composed a grammar which was oversimple, dogmatic, and
logical at the expense of accurate observation. It laid out “the rules” of
English grammar, treating syntax, parts of speech, rules for parsing,
spelling, and a number of other topics. It was clear, forceful, and in-
credibly successful. Gleason remarks:

Murray frankly appeals to expediency in determining his rules. He rec-
ognizes that there are only two case forms in the noun, but considers it
easier to teach three, since there are three in the pronoun. His grammar
deals almost entirely with words—their classification and forms comprising
etymology, and their uses constituting syntax. . . . Almost nothing is said
about the order of words (10:71-72).

Within the tradition of school grammars, others began to try to show
graphically the structure of the English sentence. Alonzo Reed and
Brainerd Kellogg perfected a scheme for diagraming which combined
the analytical features of parsing with earlier and clumsier attempts at
graphic display of sentence structure. It too caught on (10: 73-74).

The chief problems with school grammars were that they over-
simplified and that they stressed logic at the expense of accuracy. They
were teachable grammars, and in the schools they were—and are—used
prescriptively. In the effort to be clear and firm, they often obscured com-
plexities and falsified the facts of English structure in the effort to be
orderly and “complete.”

Traditional Grammars

In continental Europe, the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies provided a fine group of scholarly English grammars. Not text-
books, these were fresh, exhaustively detailed examinations of the struc-
ture of English. Conservative and careful, the traditional grammarians
closely examined the language, especially the written language, classify-
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ing meticulously, never glossing over difficulties, always reporting the
details that did not seem to fit.

These grammars were traditional in that they were organized
around the conventional classifications of parts of speech, elements of
the sentence, and types of sentence. Whatever their descriptions lack in
power (that is, in strength of generalization) is made up in detail of de-
scription. The classics are Poutsma’s A Grammar of Late Modern English,
Kruisinga's 4 Handbook of Present-Day English, and Jespersen's 4 Mod-
ern English Grammar on Historical Principles. Jespersen's seven-volume
work is both typical and innovative: he was a thoroughly trained histor-
ical linguist, and he had the fine ability of the small boy in The Em-
peror’s Clothes; he could observe accurately and though he worked within
a tradition, he was seldom bound by it (10: 77-78).

The great European reference grammars have flaws. But their quality
has never really ceased to be admired, and they have more recently been
given new praise by the transformational-generative grammarians, who
see in their attention to detail and in their insistence on dealing with
total meaning a kindred spirit of investigation into English structure.?

Structural Grammars

Structural grammars depend on the work of descriptive linguists,
particularly in that they work wholly from real samples of English.
The key document is Charles Carpenter Fries’ The Structure of English,
which begins by reclassifying the parts of speech into four form-classes
and fifteen groups of function words. Fries makes some good distinctions:
for example, he~finds that auxiliaries clearly are not like traditionally
classified verbs because they neither display the full formal patterns of
verb morphology nor do they distribute themselves as traditional verbs
do. He concludes that they are function words.

His attempts at more rigorous adherence to schemes of classifica-
tion based first on form and then on position or function, rather than
on all three intermixed, were a major contribution, since they permitted
grammars to deal more powerfully with the details observed.

This reassessment of the parts of speech caused much of the furor
which Fries” book stirred up, particularly among teachers, but the main
thrust of the book was its attempt to deal with syntax, especially with the
patterns of English word order (10: 79-80).

Much pedagogy has been developed from combining Fries’ close look
at real samples of language and his efforts at generalizations about syntax
with the strong emphasis on the spoken language which stems from the
linguists, especially from the work of Trager and Smith (21). This com-
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bination has led to solid attempts at fairly full structural grammars, such
as W. Nelson Francis’ The Structure of American English (8), the most
widely used text for the training of English teachers in grammar during
the past decade.

The Contributions of American Linguists

Beginning with Leonard Bloomfield, American anthropologically
oriented linguists began to apply to the English language the descriptive
methods they used in dealing with exotic languages among Pacific
islanders, Eskimos, and Indians. What followed was a series of studies,
among them the Smith-Trager An Qutline of English Structure (1951)
(21). It was the first full treatment of English sound structure—including
stress, pitch, and juncture—together with a brief but perceptive account
of morphology; it did not go far into syntax (10: 82-84). The spoken
language was the key; hence the linguists of the forties and fifties attacked
the traditional grammarians for their reliance upon the written language
and for dealing with meaning as a whole.

Intonation patterns were seen as components of grammar, and this
led to what some linguists call “phonological syntax,” the elaboration of
the grammar of the spoken language. Archibald Hill's Introduction to
Linguistic Structures (1958) developed this line of descriptions further,
although, like much structural analysis, it was not always well re-
ceived (12).

Eugene Nida, 4 Synopsis of English Syntax (16), concentrated ex-
clusively on syntax; the scheme of immediate constituent analysis which
he employed has been widely modified and developed. Gleason says:

Each construction was described as consisting of two parts (very rarely .
three or more) of specific types and in a definable relation. Long sentences
are described in terms of many layers of such simple constructions, one
within another (10:85).

In the end we find people like Francis developing fairly compre-
hensive descriptions, in which the immediate constituent technique is
elaborately worked out, and in which four kinds of structure are de-
scribed: predication, complementation, modification, and coordination
(8:291ff). Francis and others have polished these approaches for use in
teaching, but they have by no means resolved all the problems of describ-
ing English structure, particularly syntax.
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Transformation-Generative Grammars

Beginning with assumptions by Noam Chomsky and others, a whole
series of new schemes for describing the manufacture of English sentences
has begun to appear recently. None has actually presented a full gram-
mar as yet, and all differ in detail, in completeness, and in some of their
assumptions, but they also have some assumptions in common:

1. That there are some universal principles describing what it is
that people know when they know (i.e., use unconsciously) any natural
language.

2. That the structure of the language itself can be stated in a de-
tailed hierarchy of rules for making sentences.

3. That such a set of rules will generate all English sentences, not
just those already available for analysis, but others yet unspoken and
unwritten.

Most of the attempts at writing such generative grammars begin
from Noam Chomsky’s idea that the structure of a language has three
parts: (a) a small “kernel” of sentence types, or short distinctive formulas
involving subjects, verbs, and complements; (b) a large number of rules
for transforming these types by substitution, reordering, and combining
their parts; and a list of morphophonemic rules which will enable us to
turn into actual sentences the “structured strings” of terms which result
from the application of transformational rules to one or more of the
kernel types (4).

The structures revealed by this kind of grammatical description are
exceedingly complex, as are the systems of rules, and thus far no com-
plete grammar has been written, although a number of broadly successful
efforts have been made at describing the gross patterns and at working
out some of the details of specific parts such as the structures involving
English nominals, or those which generate English questions.

Conclusion

The history of the attempts to describe English structure has been
relatively short but incredibly active in recent years. Since the develop-
ment of transformational-generative theories, we have seen many re-
visions, not only of the details but of basic assumptions. Not all gram-
marians accept the tripartite scheme described above.

Furthermore, the attention given to total meaning by this kind of
grammar, in great contrast to the bell-jar atmosphere which structural
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grammarians try to create in separating grammatical meaning from
total meaning, has led to a number of elaborate new schemes of descrip-
tion which are still in the hands of the theorists: stratificational grammar,
for example, separates “deep structure,” or meaning, from “surface struc-
ture” or the actual final syntax of the sentence.

What some students of language conclude from this lively recent
series of developments is that although we are not yet “home free,” we
are eventually going to be able to write a full grammar of this language
from a transformational-generative point of view. Others disagree, al-
though they admit that in the attempt we will continue to learn much
more about how people “know” languages and what the psycholinguistic
facts truly are.

Meantime it is clear that teachers of English must know at least
three broad schemes of structural analysis—the scholarly traditional, the
structural, and the transformational-generative. All give useful informa-
tion about the structure of English, and all offer methodological advice
to those whose job it is to teach English.

THE HisTORY OF ENGLISH LLEXICOGRAPHY

The Beginnings

Lexicography, the art of dictionary-making, has always had a very
practical purpose, right from the very beginning.® From the very first
wordbooks to the wide diversity to be found in the many kinds of modern
dictionaries, all have been made primarily as practical tools. The diction-
ary is not a particularly old idea, moreover; and an examination of some
of the practical purposes and of the books that have resulted shows us
several threads:

1. Medieval scholars constantly sought to compile treatises which
would incorporate all that was known about everything: these encyclo-
pedias grew into alphabetical lists of the names of things, of natural
phenomena, and of man’s institutions; they often resembled dictionaries,
and their development into the modern encyclopedia has at several points
intertwined with that of the dictionary.

2. A more direct ancestor of the dictionary is the word-list, the gloss
of “hard” or foreign words assembled to help the medieval reader with
a difficult text. In Latin manuscripts of important works, English monks
wrote marginal glosses in Latin and English, explaining the meanings
of unfamiliar Latin terms. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, col-
lections of these glosses were separately compiled, to help students read
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important books, and to help the English scholar discover the proper
Latin term for an English idea. Hence the glossarium was a first in the
lineage of modern English dictionaries.

3. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Englishmen were
traveling, exploring, studying, and doing business all over Europe, the
Near East, and even the New World, and to help them make their way,
experienced people began to put together English—foreign-language
phrase books and dictionaries. Some of the earliest and best were for
English-French, English-Spanish, and English-Italian.

4. Still another practical book resulted from Renaissance interest
in the English vocabulary. Many scholars, irked by the seeming inele-
gance and imprecision of English, began consciously to manufacture En-
glish words on Latin, Greek, Italian, and French models. They borrowed
especially from the classical languages: words like contiguate, splendente,
adjuvate, and panion were coined or borrowed in great numbers, and the
reader soon needed help. While many of these coinages soon disappeared,
others remained in the language, so that today we find it difficult to
imagine how strange such words as relinquish, antique, and tllustrate
must have looked to sixteenth-century readers. The dictionary of “hard
words”” was created to help.

5. The wholesale manufacture of new words also contributed to
the development of dictionaries indirectly: men of letters were split
into two camps during the Renaissance—those who favored and those
who hated these coinages. This quarrel over “inkhorn terms” focused
attention on the vocabulary and gave impetus to the production of lists
and essays from_both attackers and defenders. More groundwork was
being laid for the production of the modern dictionary.

6. Finally, the rise of the middle class, and later, the industrial revo-
lution produced still other markets for dictionaries—the same practical
markets which letter-writers and books of etiquette were serving; some-
how they were all to help the new bourgeoisic acquire the gentle patina.

The First Great Modern Dictionaries

We have space here to mention only four of the great dictionaries
which first wove together the several threads described above; two were
English, two American; all four have shaped the art of lexicography as
we know it today.

1. Nathaniel Bailey's Universal Etymological Dictionary of the En-
glish Language (1721) was the first. It was “the first to pay attention to
current usage, the first to feature etymology, the first to syllabify, the first
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to give illustrative quotations, the first to include illustrations, and the
first to indicate pronounciation.” 7

2. Samuel Johnson used Bailey's work and many others when he
wrote his own great Dictionary (1755). He began his enormous task in
the hope of recording, repairing and fixing once and for all the vocabu-
lary of English. When he had finished, he ruefully concluded that change
was inexorable; he came to a view of the lexicographer’s task which is
still one of the most accurate—and poignant. He tried to fix orthogra-
phy, and he used English authors of reputation for his illustrative cita-
tions. His work is often idiosyncratic and sometimes erratic, especially in
the etymologies. But above all, he made a truly comprehensive dictionary,
and he wrote good definitions, avoiding circularity and seeking precision
and clarity. His book was the first great “authority,” and in its many
subsequent editions and imitations, both in Britain and the United
States, it came to play the very role of arbiter that Johnson had originally
intended but had despaired, in the end, of achieving.

3. In 1828, leaning heavily on Johnson and Bailey, Noah Webster
published the first of his “big"” dictionaries, An American Dictionary of
the English Language. In his early dictionaries, Webster too had a
program: he sought to distinguish American spelling, pronunciation, and
meaning from those of British English. Like Johnson, Webster greatly
improved the style of definition-writing, seeking succinct, accurate state-
ments and using American illustrations wherever he could. His later
editions were more conservative, and he gave up his spelling reforms, but
like his famous spelling book, Webster’s later dictionaries became house-
hold words, particularly after the Merriam family began to publish them.
His name, more than any other, is still synonymous with dictionary.

4. One of the main reasons American lexicography pushed forward
so rapidly in the nineteenth century was the great commercial rivalry
which grew between Webster and Joseph Worcester, whose Comprehen-
sive Pronouncing Dictionary of the English Language appeared in 18go.
It leaned heavily on Webster’s 1828 edition, but, as Harold Whitehall
points out, it “was characterized by the additions of new words, a more
conservative spelling, brief, well-phrased definitions, full indication of
pronunciation by means of diacritics, use of stress marks to divide sylla-
bles, and lists of synonyms (26:xxxiii).” From the 1840’s on, the Webster
and Worcester dictionaries, first edited by the famous men themselves
and later by their successors in their names, multiplied and grew in fame.
In the end, Webster’s successors won out, but not before both dictionaries
were placed throughout this westward-marching nation. The frontier
brought with it the first popular movements in education, and with the
Bible and Webster’s “Blue Back Speller” as both the tools and the sym-
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bols of this zeal for universal literacy, reliance on “the dictionary” as the
arbiter of taste, the judge of meaning, and the authority on spelling and
pronunciation was permanently fastened on the American character.

Lexicography Today

English today offers its users the most complete and varied array of
dictionaries in the world. We can give here only the briefest account of
the variety, but what is most significant is the ready availability of con-
tinually updated dictionaries of the very highest quality, and at relatively
low cost. We lean heavily on our dictionaries, and competition keeps
them good.

We have fine historical dictionaries; the Oxford English Dictionary 8
is the greatest of these. This ten-volume work prints long entries with
dated citations in context for every word in the vocabularly. A work of
enormous scholarship, its qualities have become the model for all his-
torical considerations of the vocabulary of English. No lexicographer can
work without the Oxford at his elbow. Its work on pronunciation is
British and minimal and its supplement is dated 1933; but for history it
is unmatched. Other historical dictionaries use it as a point of departure:
for American English differences from British English, we have the four-
volume A4 Dictionary of American English on Historical Principles (5),
and Mathews’ two-volume Dictionary of Americanisms (15). Historical
dictionaries of Middle English, Early Modern English, and Scottish are
all either being published or prepared. For accurate, detailed, complete
information about the history of an English word, these are the works
to consult. ’

Our commercial unabridged dictionaries are a unique type. The
most famous currently is the Merriaimn-Webster Third Edition of the New
International (24). At their best, the great commercial unabridged dic-
tionaries offer incredibly complete information about spellings, pronun-
citations, meanings, usage, synonyms, and brief etymologies. Some are
encyclopedic, like the old Century (3) of 188 and 1909; though badly
out of date now, the Century is remembered as displaying the highest
standard for the quality of its definitions. Most of the commercial
houses which make unabridged dictionaries maintain files and revise
regularly; almost all produce smaller, abridged dictionaries, based on
the big book.

Desk and collegiate dictionaries are also uniquely American, one-
volume books which are the most widely used of all. Their virtues are
their currency and their compactness. Competition keeps their editors
revising regularly, and they are noted for excellent definitions, up-to-the-
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minute information on spelling, pronunciation, and usage, and a sur-
prising amount of encyclopedic information. The current best * are
probably Merriam-Webster’s Seventh New Collegiate (22), Funk and
Wagnalls’ Standard College Dictionary (g), the American College Dic-
tionary (1), and the college cditions of Webster's New World Dictionary
of the American Language (2g) and the Random House dictionary (1g).
Each has its peculiar virtues and defects, but competition keeps each try-
ing to outdo the others. Sold on the strength of the American need for
reassurance, they are a remarkable kind of lexicography.

There are also dozens of other kinds of dictionaries, each for a
special purpose: graded school dictionaries abound, many of them of
good quality; the dictionaries of usage, which (like the old “hard word”
books) deal only with problems which they discuss in little illustrated
essays, have multiplied; there are special-vocabulary dictionaries, cover-
ing the technical vocabulary of special fields; and there are dictionaries
of synonyms, to name only a few.

Conclusion

Not just the usual problems plague the lexicographer today—the
selection of entries, the documentation of his findings, the wording of
definitions, and the like; he also faces a very basic decision when he sets
out to make a dictionary. On the one hand, modern linguistic science
has given him clear evidence that the best dictionary is the one which
records the language as it is, warts and all. Where the pattern of usage is
unclear or divided, he must let his readers know that this is so. On the
other hand, however, the layman insists that there must be right answers
to his questions about language, and he expects the dictionary to give
him these. The lexicographer expects to describe standards; the layman
wants him to set them, and he uses his dictionary as though it were a
law book, not a report of current custom. The quarrel over Webster 111
illustrates this quandary all too clearly: the scholar of language wants
full information, wants shade and nuance clearly delineated—not just
in meanings, but in every aspect of every entry. He wants as many mi-
nority reports as possible. The layman (and many other professional users
of language too) insists that the dictionary ought to set a standard to
which everyone may adhere.

The lexicographer is not a scientist; he is a writer, an editor, an
artist. He must draw conclusions, and even as he tries to distinguish two

* Since this essay was written, another good desk dictionary has appeared: The American
Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, edited by William Morris (New York:
American Heritage Publishing Co. and Houghton Mifflin Company, 1969).
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shades of meaning in a definition, he is creating, not just reporting. Yet
he must be careful not to display his personal crotchets about the lan-
guage he wishes English were, to the detriment of his description of the
English we actually have.

To use his dictionaries, therefore, teacher and student alike need
full awareness (a) of how he works, (b) of the information he has to work
with, and (c) of the problems of choice posed him by limitations of taste,
space, and time. Once he has that, any user of dictionaries can use them
intelligently, both as a guide to what the world expects of his English,
and as a clear picture of how others actually use theirs. Among other
things, he will realize that, depending on his purpose, not one, but many
dictionaries can help him.

TEACHING LLANGUAGE HISTORY IN THE ScHoOLS TODAY

We are having a kind of Renaissance in interest in language history
today. As suggested at many points in the discussions above, there are
many kinds of history of language and language-related matters, and
nearly all can be made interesting to the student.

Two things are happening: first, through the teacher-training pro-
grams, summer linguistic institutes, and in-service programs, the English
teachers themselves are studying the history of the language, filling them-
selves with lore. And such study stresses everywhere the need both for
information and for generalization; it lays emphasis both on trends and
on the importance of specific investigations.

Second, the teachers in turn are changing the curriculum. Materials
are being developed, texts being written, and lessons being created to
introduce pupils at all levels to the various aspects of the history of their
language. The curriculum centers in several states are publishing ma-
terials to aid the teacher. School libraries are acquiring the dictionaries
and reference works. And teachers themselves have come to see what
enormous curiosity nearly everyone, properly stimulated, has.

In its own right, and for the kind of social perceptivity we seek to
foster in school children, the study is both fascinating and good. And
it also directs attention at a major problem of the schools: to manipulate
his language well—a major goal of education—the student seems likely
to profit a great deal from learning how his language came to be.



[SLEN NS )

W= O

60 : CHANGE

NoTEs

. The first section of this chapter relies heavily on three good histories of English:

Baugh (2); Robertson and Cassidy (20); and Pyles (18).

. The best account is by Marckwardt (14).

. The best account is by Baugh (2:240-305).

. In this section, I have relied heavily on Gleason (10:67-87).

. Gleason cites three modern works in this tradition: Zandvoort (27); Jespersen (13);

and Curme (7, 6).

. A useful summary is found on pages 4-g of Guralnik (11).
. Guralnik (11) as reprinted in Harbrace Guide to Dictionaries (26:4).
. This dictionary (17), sometimes called the New English Dictionary, was published

in ten volumes between 1884 and 1927; a corrected reissue with a one-volume
supplement was published in 1933.
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ALBERT H. MARCKWARDT

The Language of the Colonists

In considering the history and development of American English
we must remember that the courageous bands who ventured westward
into the unknown with Captain John Smith or on board the Mayflower,
as well as those who followed them later in the seventeenth century, were
speaking and writing the English language as it was currently employed
in England. Consequently, whatever linguistic processes operated to pro-
duce the differences between American and British English which exist
today must either have taken place in American English after the colo-
nists settled on this continent or have occurred in British English after
the emigrants left their homeland. Or, as a third possibility, there may
have been changes in both divisions of the language after the period of
settlement. We cannot, however, escape the conclusion of original identity
and subsequent change.

Our first concern, therefore, is with the kind of English spoken by
Smith’s Virginians, Calvert’s Marylanders, the Plymouth Fathers, the
Bostonians of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, Roger Williams® Rhode
Islanders, and Penn’s Quakers. What was the state of the language at the
time they left the shores of their native England?

The answer to this entails making a comparison between the mem-
orable dates of our early colonial history with those pertinent to the
English literary scene throughout the seventeenth century. It shows, for
example, that Jonson was at the height of his career and that Shakespeare
was still writing when Jamestown was settled. Plymouth Colony was
founded before the publication of Shakespeare’s First Folio and less than
a decade after the completion of the Authorized Version of the Bible.

Dryden, who is often called the father of modern prose, was not born
until after the settlement of the second colony in New England. His

From American English. © 1958 by Oxford University Press, Inc. Reprinted by per-
mission of the publisher.
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Essay of Dramatic Poesy was not written untl the capture of New York
by the English, nor were the essays of Cowley, equally modern in style
and temper. The publication date of Paradise Lost is somewhat later,
and that of Pilgrim’s Progress actually follows King Philip’s War in point
of time. I mention these in particular because we often think of these last
two works as indicative of the same kind of dissent against the Anglican
Church as that which is reflected in the colonial settlement, particularly
in the north. Yet Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island were all
established and flourishing by the time these books appeared. Even such
late prose representative of Elizabethan exuberance, complication, in-
volution, and to some extent lack of discipline as Burton’s Anatomy of
Melancholy and Browne's Religio Medici postdate the establishment of
the early New England settlements.

The émigrés who accompanied Smith and Bradford had learned
their native language long before the years 1607 and 1620 respectively.
Many of them were mature; some were old. Even a man of forty on the
Jamestown expedition would presumably have learned to speak English
about 1570; John Rolfe, the future husband of Pocahontas, acquired his
native tongue probably in 1587. A young man of twenty-one, John Alden
for example, in the Mayflower company must have learned English at the
height of Shakespeare’s career; Miles Standish, when Shakespeare was
beginning to write. In short, the earliest English colonists in the New
World were speaking Elizabethan English, the language of Shakespeare,
Lyly, Marlowe, Lodge, and Green, when they came to America—not the
measurably different English of Dryden, Defoe, and Bunyan. This is im-
portant and necessary for our understanding of some of the distinctive
features which American English was to develop later on.

Next, what was the general state of Elizabethan English? How many
people spoke it? The population of England, excluding Ireland and Scot-
land, in Shakespeare’s time has been estimated at 4,460,000. This is a little
more than the present population of Massachusctts, somewhat less than
that of Michigan. Of these, probably 200,000 lived in London in 1600;
the population in 1605 is given as 224,275. This is approximately the
population of Syracuse, New York, or Oklahoma City. These people
and possibly 25,000 more in the immediate vicinity spoke London En-
glish, the regional variety which was in the process of becoming a stan-
dard for the English-speaking world as a whole.

Naturally the language sounded somewhat different from its twen-
tieth-century counterpart. Certain though not all of these differences pro-
vide us with a partial explanation of the current variations in pronuncia-
tion between British and American English. For one thing, many words
which are now pronounced with the vowel of meat had, at the time of the
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earliest settlements in America, the quality of present-day English mate.
In fact, Londoners were accustomed to hear both the ee and the ay sounds
in such words as meat, teach, sea, tea, lean, and beard. The conservative
ay pronunciation continued in the language as late as the time of Pope.
On occasion Shakespeare was capable of rhyming please with knees and
at other times with grace. Without this double pronunciation a speech
such as that by Dromio, “Marry sir, she’s the Kitchin wench, & al grease
(grace)” would have lost its punning effect.

It is quite possible that words which today have the vowel of mate
were also pronounced at times with the vowel of sand. In addition to the
play on the words grease and grace cited in the foregoing paragraph,
there is in AIl's Well another punning passage involving a common or
highly similar pronunciation of grace and grass:

cLown: Indeed sir she was the sweete margerom of the sallet or rather the
hearbe of grace.

Larew: They are not hearbes you knave, they are nose-hearbes.

cLown: I am no great Nebuchadnezar sir, I have not much skill in grace.

A rhyme such as the following from Venus and Adonis suggests the
same conclusion:

Even so poor birds, deceived with painted grapes . . .
Even so she languisheth in her mishaps.

There was undoubtedly quite as much fluctuation in words which
are generally spelled with oo; those of the food, good, and flood classes re-
spectively. It is only recently that the pronunciation of many of these
words has become standardized. All three of these words constitute one
of Shakespeare’s rhymes, and a half-century later Dryden rhymed flood
with mood and good. Even today certain words of this class (roof, room,
root, hoof, coop, soot, etc.) are pronounced variously in different parts
of the United States.

At the time of which we are writing, the vowel of cut had but re-
cently developed in London speech and was not yet a feature of all
the English dialects. Combinations of 7, er, and ur in words like bird,
learn, and turn had not long before coalesced into a vowel which was
more like the sound to be heard over most of the United States today
than that which is characteristic of southern British English. Contem-
porary pronunciation was far from settled in words like clerk, which
seemed to be classed part of the time with the sound of dark and at other
times with the vowel of jerk. Moreover, this variation affected many more
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words than it does now. Shakespeare rhymed convert with art, serve with
carve, heard with regard.

In addition, the language at that time had no sound like the stressed
vowel of present-day father or calm. The diphthongs characteristic of
such words as house and loud had, instead of the ah first element com-
monly employed today, a sound something like the final vowel of Cuba.
The whole diphthong was pronounced in a manner quite similar to that
which may be heard at the present time in tidewater Virginia or in the
Toronto area. The diphthong in words like bite and bide began with
this same neutral element. The so-called short o sound of cot and fog
was always pronounced with the lips somewhat rounded, as in Modern
English fall.

Nor were the stress patterns of Shakespeare’s English absolutely
identical with those of the modern period. A line such as “The light will
show, character’d in my brow,” indicates clearly that in such a trisyllabic
word as character’d, the stress had not yet shifted to the first syllable. A
good many two-syllable words which now stress the first, at that time had
the accent on the second. Note, “And there I'll rest, as after much tur-
moil.” Many derivatives in -able had a distinct stress, at least secondary
in value, on the suffix. A line such as “What acceptable audit canst thou
leave?” can scarcely be read in any other fashion.

Many words show a double stress pattern: sincere with stress at times
on the first and at times on the second syllable; confiscate on occasion has
initial stress, and elsewhere on the second syllable. It is probably fair
to say that just as with vowel quality, the language during the Eliza-
bethan period permitted somewhat more latitude than it does today.

It must be kept in mind, moreover, that the pronunciations which
have just been discussed reflect only the language practices of the in-
habitants of London and its environs, constituting approximately 5 per
cent of the five million who spoke English at that time. The remaining
95 per cent spoke the regional or provincial dialects. Those who live in
the United States find it hard to conceive of the extent to which regional
dialects may differ even today within an area no larger than one of our
moderate-size states.

At the present time, to select just a single instance, a word such as
about will be pronounced with the stressed vowel of bite in Devon, with
the vowel of boot along the Scottish border, with the vowel of father and
a final consonant more like d than { in London Cockney, and with a
pronunciation something like abaeut in Norfolk.

To anyone who has grown up in a tradition of relative linguistic
uniformity over a territory virtually three million square miles in area,
such differences in speech present in a country only one-sixtieth as large
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are startling, to say the least. But in the England of today, regional dia-
lects are confined to a relatively small portion of the population as com-
pared with three centuries ago. There can be little question about the
wide prevalence of dialect and the general lack of uniformity of speech
among the vast majority of the settlers of the seventeenth century.

Seventeenth-century English differed from its modern counterpart in
other aspects of speech as well. Although the language had in general
developed most of the inflections which are used in present-day English—
the noun plurals, the object form them in the plural pronoun, the past
tense and past participle forms of the weak verb-—a few interesting earlier
features still remained. Among these were the double forms of the pro-
noun of address: thou and ye or you. Because the distribution of these
was governed partly by considerations of social rank and in part on the
basis of emotional overtones, their very presence in the language made
for a subtlety which today must be achieved through quite different
means. Note, for example, in the following well-known passage from the
first part of Henry IV, how the choice of pronouns reflects Hotspur’s
shift of mood from jesting concealment to stern warning, concluding with
a gentler and more intimate tone:

Come, wilt thou see me ride?

And when I am o’horseback, I will swear

I love thee infinitely. But hark yow, Kate;

I must not have you henceforth question me
Whither I go, nor reason whereabout.
Whither T must, I must; and, to conclude,
This evening must I leave you, gentle Kate.
I know you wise: but yet no farther wise
Than Harry Percy’s wife. Constant you are,
But yet a woman; and for secrecy,

No lady closer; for I well believe

Thowu wilt not utter what thou dost not know;
And so far will T trust thee, gentle Kate.

And again in Kate’s preceding speech but one, her change from exag-
geration to gentle entreaty is indicated in precisely the same manner.

Come, come, you paraquito, answer me
Directly unto this question that I ask.

In faith, I'll break thy little finger, Harry,
And if thou wilt not tell me all things true.

Actually, at one point slightly later than Shakespeare’s time, this
matter of the second personal pronoun became a politico-religious issue.
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The Quakers, committed to a belief in the innate equality of all men,
interpreted the duality of the pronoun of address as a negation of that
equality and argued, quite intemperately at times, for a return to an older
state of the language where the two forms were differentiated solely on
the basis of number. In the following passage, George Fox, the founder
and leader of the sect, set forth his views in no uncertain terms.

Do not they speak false English, false Latine, false Greek . . . and false
to the other Tongues, . . . that doth not speak thou to one, what ever
he be, Father, Mother, King, or Judge; is he not a Novice and Unman-
nerly, and an Ideot and a Fool, that speaks You to one, which is not to
be spoken to a singular, but to many? O Vulgar Professors and Teachers,
that speaks Plural when they should Singular. . . . Come you Priests and
Professors, have you not learnt your Accidence?

It is worth noting that the English language did eventually go along
with Fox’s democratic notions by giving up the pronoun differentiation
based upon social status, but in so doing, ironically selected the form
which he considered inappropriate for the task.

This double supply of pronouns also carried with it an accompany-
ing difference in verb structure, for thou as subject regularly demanded a
verb ending in -est. Ye or you as subjects were accompanied merely by
the simple or root form of the verb. Thus we would have had at this time
thou teachest but ye or you teach, thou knowest but you know. After the
thou forms fell into disfavor, so too did the verb inflections in -est, leav-
ing the second person singular of the verb identical with the first person
and with all forms of the plural.

In addition” Elizabethan English represents a period of change from
an earlier -efh inflection for the third person singular of the verb to the
-s forms characteristic of the language today. There is an interesting dif-
ference here between the practice of Shakespeare and that of the contem-
porary King James Version of the Bible. The latter regularly uses -eth:
“He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.” In his ordinary dramatic
prose, Shakespeare employs -s regularly for all verbs except have and do,
which retain the archaic hiath and doth (the latter only occasionally) pre-
sumably because these were learned as individual forms early in life by
the average speaker instead of as part of an over-all pattern.

Even here, however, one must exercise due caution in interpreting
the -eth spellings. In the middle of the seventeenth century one Richard
Hodges wrote A Special Help to Orthographie, which consisted chiefly
in listing words “alike in sound but unlike both in their signification and
writing.” Among the homophonic pairs which appear in this treatise are
roweth and rose, wrights, and righteth, Mr. Knox and knocketh. He goes
on to say in explanation:
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Therefore, whensoever eth cometh in the end of any word, wee may pro-
nounce it sometimes as s, and sometimes like z, as in these words, namely,
in bolteth it, and boldeth it, which are commonly pronounc’t, as if they
were written thus, bolts it, and bolds it: save onely in such words, where
either ¢, s, sh, ch, g, or x went before it: as in graceth, pleaseth, washeth,
matcheth, rageth, taxeth: for these must still remaine as two syllables. How-
beit, if men did take notice, how they use to speak, in their ordinary
speech to one another, they might plainly perceive, that in stead of
graceth, they say graces, and so they pronounce al other words of this
kinde, accordingly.

Unquestionably the best way to acquire a feeling for many of the
differences between the language of today and that of the age of Eliza-
beth is to observe with some care a selection of one of the earliest exam-
ples of what might be called American English. The following selection
from William Bradford’s History of Plimoth Plantation will serve the
purpose:

In these hard and difficulte bcginningé they found some discontents and
murmurings arise amongst some, and mutinous speeches and carriages in
other; but they were soone quelled and overcome by the wisdome, pa-
tience, and just and equall carrage of things by the Gov[erno|r and better
part, which cleave faithfully togeather in the maine. But that which was
most sadd and lamentable was, that in 2 or ¢ moneths time halfe of their
company dyed, espetialy in Jan: and February, being the depth of winter,
and wanting houses and other comforts; being infected with the scurvie and
other discases, which this long voiage and their inacomodate condition has
brought upon them; so as ther dyed some times 2 or g of a day, in the
aforesaid time; that of 100 and odd persons, scarce 5o remained. And of
these in the time of most distres, ther was but 6 or 7 sound persons, who,
to their great comendations be it spoken, spared no pains, night nor day,
but with abundance of toil and hazard of their owne health, fetched them
woode, made them fires, drest them meat, made their beads, washed their
lothsome cloaths, cloathed and uncloathed them; in a word, did all the
homly and necessarye offices for them which dainty and quesie stomacks
cannot endure to hear named; and all this willingly and cherfully, with-
out any grudging in the least, shewing herin their true love unto their
freinds and bretheren. A rare example and worthy to be remembered.
Tow of these 7 were Mr. William Brewster, ther reverend Elder, and
Myles Standish, ther Captein and Military comander, unto whom my selfe,
and many others, were much beholden in our low and sicke condition. And
yet the Lord so upheld these persons, as in this generall calamity they were
not at all infected either with sickness, or lamnes. And what I have said
of these, T may say of many others who dyed in this generall visitation,
and others yet living, that whilst they had health, yea, or any strength con-
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tinuing, they were not wanting to any that had need of them. And I
doute not but their recompence is with the Lord.

But I may not hear pass by an other remarkable passage not to be for-
gotten. As this calamitie fell among the passengers that were to be left
here to plant, and were hasted a shore and made to drinke water, that
the sea-men might have the more bear, and one in his sickness desiring
but a small can of beere, it was answered, that if he were their owne father
he should have none; the disease begane to fall amongst them also, so as
allmost halfe of their company dyed before they went away, and many of
their officers and lustyest men, as the boatson, gunner, § quarter-maisters,
the cooke, and others. At which the m[aste]r was something strucken and
sent to the sick a shore and tould the Gov[erno|r he should send for beer
for them that had need of it, though he drunke water homward bound.

Most noticeable, perhaps, in the passage just quoted are a number of
words no longer current in the language. Among them are inacomodate
and hasted. Yea, unto, and beholden are rarely employed except in cer-
tain set phrases and at times in religious connections. Other words have
come to be used in contexts quite unlike those in which they appear in
this passage. For instance, carriages no longer signifies behavior in the
abstract sense; clothed, here meaning the specific act of dressing, has be-
come more general in its use. Offices is used here in the sense of serv-
ices; lustiest to mean healthiest. Though by no means inclusive, these
examples suggest the changes which have taken place in the English
vocabulary during the last three centuries, both with respect to the words
it comprises and the meanings of these words.

Likewise, certain changes in the forms of words have taken place.
Almost at the beginning of the passage, other was used as a plural pro-
noun, although the modern form others appeared later on. Scarce, in an
adverbial use, indicates that the fetish of the -ly ending was somewhat
less strong at that time than it is at present. As might be expected, the
most pronounced differences are in the verb forms, where clave and
drunke appear as past tenses and strucken as a past participle.

Differences in syntax are even more numerous. The plural form of
the abstractions discontents and murmurings would be unlikely to appear
in present-day usage, as would commendations. Closely connected with
this same problem of number is the lack of agreement between subject
and verbh in, “There was but 6 or 7 sound persons.” The word as in con-
structions like, “so as ther dyed,” and “as in this generall calamity,”
would today be replaced by that. At the same time, certain pronominal
uses of that in this selection would unquestionably call for who in the
language of today.

Even more striking than any of these features is the sentence struc-
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ture. In general the sentences lack unity and are replete with dangling
phrases and clauses. The first sentence in the selection contains fifty-three
words, the second cighty-three, and the third attains a total of one hun-
dred and six. These are all long according to modern standards. Ironi-
cally enough, the third sentence is followed by an eight word fragment
that does not fit the modern pattern of the conventional sentence at all.
In the second sentence the parallelism of the phrases introduced by
being and wanting is faulty. The majority of the sentences are without
coherence and direction in the present sense of these terms.

The proper conclusion, however, is not that Bradford was a bad
writer—in fact he was not—but that there were differences between
seventeenth-century prose and our own. Some of these differences are
purely a matter of historical development. The roots of our modern forms
and practices were already in the language. It is even more important to
recognize this as a period prior to a certain codification, settlement, one
might almost say a jelling, of English written prose. A man’s spelling
was still his own concern, as is clearly evident, and so too, to some extent,
were his sentences. If this codification or jelling took place after the two
speech areas, England and America, were already separated, it is more
than possible that the settling processes might not work out in the same
way in both places.

Consequently, since the earliest American settlers employed Eliza-
bethan English, it is the highly variable and complex character of that
medium that provides us with an explanation of the beginning of the
divergence in the two great streams of our language. It remains to be
seen how, and through what means, this divergence developed through-
out the course of the intervening centuries.



CHARLES C. FRIES

A Classification of Grammatical

Phenomena

In the attempt to gather, analyze, and record the significant facts
from any such mass of material as the specimens here examined, one
cannot depend upon general impressions and note only the special forms
that attract attention. If he does, the unusual forms and constructions or
those that differ from his own practice will inevitably impress him as
bulking much larger in the total than they really are. Those forms and
constructions that are in harmony with the great mass of English usage
will escape his notice. This seems to me to be a fundamental difficulty
with the earlier editions of Mencken's The American Language and ac-
counts in part for the difference between his representations of “The
Common Speeclf’ and the results given here. Mencken, for example,
prints in the 1924 edition of his book the “Declaration of Independence
in American,” as one of his “Specimens of the American Vulgate” or, as
he says, “translated into the language they use every day.” !

When things get so balled up that the people of a country have to cut
loose from some other country, and go it on their own hook, without
asking no permission from nobody, excepting maybe God Almighty, then
they ought to let everybody know why they done it, so that everybody
can see they are on the level, and not trying to put nothing over on
nobody.

All we got to say on this proposition is this: first, you and me 1s as
good as anybody else, and maybe a damn sight better; second, nobody ain’t
got no right to take away none of our rights; every man has got a right

From American English Grammar. Copyright 1940 by the National Council of Teach-
ers of English and Charles C. Fries. Reprinted by permission of the National Council
of Teachers of English and Fries Publications.

71



72 :  CHANGE

to live, to come and go as he pleases, and to have a good time however
he likes, so long as he don't interfere with nobody else. That any govern-
ment that don’t give a man these rights ain’t worth a damn; also, people
ought to choose the kind of government they want themselves, and nobody
else ought to have no say in the matter.

In the 176 words here quoted there are, for example, five uses of the
multiple negative. Every negative statement except one has two or three
negative particles. This excessive use of the multiple negative construc-
tion cannot be found in any actual specimens of Vulgar English. Even in
Old English, where the use of the double negative was normal, less than
35 per cent of the total negative statements occur with multiple negative
particles. Such a complete use of the multiple negative construction as
Mencken displays will only be heard from those who consciously attempt
to caricature Vulgar English. Most of the comic writers produce their lan-
guage eftects in similar fashion by seizing upon a few such especially
noticeable or spectacular forms and expressions of Vulgar English and
then working them excessively. Such representations of Vulgar English
become grossly inaccurate both because the amount of deviation from
the standard forms is greatly exaggerated and also because many of the
forms characteristic of Vulgar English that are not sufficiently picturesque
to be funny are completely ignored.2

In order to avoid errors of this kind we have in the study of this ma-
terial tried first to record all the facts in each category examined. For
example, every preterit and past participle form was copied on a separate
slip of paper in order that we might determine not only the kind of vari-
ety that existed in actual usage but also something of the relative amounts
of that variation. In similar fashion all instances with forms expressing
number in verbs and in demonstratives used attributively as well as in
substantives were gathered to form the basis of the summaries we offer
concerning concord in number. We do not assume that the absolute fre-
quency of occurrence of particular forms in the limited material here
examined is in itself significant; we have simply tried to make sure of the
relative frequency of the language usages appearing here in order to give
proportion to our picture of actual practice and to prevent a false em-
phasis upon unusual or picturesquely interesting items.

This approach to the gathering and analysis of the language facts to
be observed in our material made necessary some system of classification
by which those facts of essentially similar nature should be inevitably
brought together. We were seeking to record as completely as possible
the methods used by the English language to express grammatical ideas
and to discover the precise aifferences in these methods as employed by
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the various social dialects. The outlines of our grouping quite naturally
settled themselves. The facts gathered in an early preliminary study of
our material all fitted into a classification made up of three general types
of devices to express grammatical ideas.

First of all there were the forms of words. The way in which the word
tables differs from the word table indicates one grammatical idea; the
way in which roasted differs from roast, or grew from grow expresses an-
other; and the way in which harder differs from hard shows another.
These examples illustrate the expression of grammatical ideas by the
forms of words. Other ideas, however, are also shown by word forms as
truth differing from true, or kindness from kind, or rapidly from rapid, or
stigmatize from stigma, or national from nation, or writer from write.
These latter derivational forms will not be incltuded here although it is
difficult to draw an exact line between them and the grammatical forms
with which we are especially concerned. It is enough for our purpose to
point out that most of these derivational forms are, in Present-day Eng-
lish, chiefly vocabulary or word-formation matters rather than inflectional
matters and that we have limited our study to grammatical structure and
have excluded vocabulary. But these “forms of words” as we shall use
them are interpreted broadly to include even entirely different words as
we or me or us in relation to I, went in relation to go, and worse in rela-
tion to bad.?

Second, there were the uses of function words. These words frequently
have very little meaning apart from the grammatical relationship they
express. Examples are of in “A house of stone,” or with in “He struck the
animal with a rqd,” or more in “A more important battle,” or have in
“They have had their reward,” or going in “He is going to go to New
York.” Many of the grammatical ideas formerly expressed by the forms of
words are now expressed by such function words.

Third, there were the uses of word order. Word order is often an im-
portant item of the idiom of a language, but it is not always a grammat-
ical device as it is in English. In Latin, for example, the periodic structure
with the verb at the end occurs very frequently, but the word order in
such a sentence as “Nero hominem interfecit” has nothing whatever to
do with indicating the so-called “‘subject” and “object.” The basic mean-
ing of the Latin sentence remains unchanged with every possible order
of these three words. In English, however, “Nero killed the man’’ and
“The man killed Nero” express very different ideas and that difference
comes to us solely through the order in which the words are placed. Some
of the grammatical ideas formerly expressed in English by the forms of
words are now expressed by word order.

All the language facts gathered from the letters here examined were
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classified in one of these three groups—the uses of the forms of words,
the uses of function words, or the uses of word order—and there studied.
In respect to each group the description will first set forth the practice of
Group 1 or “standard” English and then indicate the deviations from
that practice, characteristic of Group IIl, or of Group 1I and Group I1I
combined. Some of the significance of these language facts will, however,
be best revealed by showing them in relation to similar situations as they
appeared in older stages of the English language, for even complete
statistics of the relative frequency of two alternative forms in any single
period of language history can never give us a guide as to the relative
importance of those forms or the direction of change. For such purposes
the statistics must be viewed in relation to the situation in a previous or
in a later period. For example, if we were living at the close of the first
quarter of the fifteenth century, the bare fact that the alternative pro-
noun forms them and hem were used with a relative frequency of ap-
proximately 20 per cent of them to 8o per cent of hem would tell us little
without the knowledge that hem was the form that was being superseded
and that the tendency to use them in its place had already progressed
one fifth of the way along which the forms they and their had already
gone much farther. In the effort therefore to make clear the significance
of the records of contemporary English which formed the basis of this
study it will frequently be necessary to picture the present usage against
the background of the practice in older stages of the language. We shall
try always to deal with the patterns of the language to which particular
forms belong and to show the path along which these patterns have
developed.

It will be clearly evident as we proceed that the three general types of
grammatical processes in accord with which our language material has
been classified are not now and have not been in the history of the
English language thoroughly coordinate or of equal value. As a matter of
fact any one of the three could have served quite adequately all neces-
sary grammatical needs. Instead, they overlap in the expression of gram-
matical ideas and in some respects may be said to compete for the ex-
pression of the same ideas. The function-word method and the word-order
method of expressing dative and accusative relationships have, for ex-
ample, almost entirely displaced the inflectional method. In the early
stages of the language there is no doubt that the use of the forms of words
as a grammatical process was much more important than the grammatical
uses of either word order or of function words. Some of the problems of
usage in Present-day English arise where there is such a so-called conflict
between two types of grammatical processes for the expression of a single
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grammatical idea. While, therefore, we shall classity and describe our
language details in accord with the demands of each of the three types of
grammatical processes indicated above, it will be necessary to discuss
them in relation to the historical patterns with which they are connected
and sometimes to refer to the use of a competing type of grammatical
process for the expression of the same idea. . . .

NOTES

1. H. L. Mencken, The American Language (New York, Alfred A. Knopf, grd ed.,
1924), p. 398. Sce, however, the following quotation from the 4th edition, 1936,
Preface, p. vii: “I have also omitted a few illustrative oddities appearing in that
edition [the grd edition]—for example, specimens of vulgar American by Ring W.
Lardner and John V. A, Weaver and my own translations of the Declaration of
Independence and Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. The latter two, I am sorry to say,
were mistaken by a number of outraged English critics for examples of Standard
American, or of what I proposed that Standard American should be. Omitting
them will get rid of that misapprchension. . . .”

2. See also Professor Robert J. Menner's comments in his article “The Verbs of the
Vulgate,” American Speech, January, 1926, pp. 230-231. Concerning The dmerican
Language he says, “but Mencken seems to have gathered his forms from all kinds
of sources, oral and written; it is impossible to distinguish those he has observed
personally from those he has found in contemporary writers of comic stories.
Furthermore, he gives the impression of preferring to record as characteristic of
the ‘common speech whatever is furthest removed from the language of litera-
W o 0 o

Part of Professor Menner's remarks concerning the accuracy of the writers of
comic stories follows: “Ring Lardner . . . employs only forms of the verb which
are familiar, or"at least conceivable, in colloquial speech. But he besprinkles the
conversation of his characters with barbarisms much more plentifully and con-
sistently than they occur in actual life. This is the inevitable exaggeration of
comic art. ‘He win 10 bucks,” is funnier than ‘He won 10 bucks,” and Mr. Lardner
now uses the preterite win almost consistently, though, according to my observa-
tion of oral practice, it is used, even in class D, ouly once out of ten times.”

3. For a thorough analysis of the problem involved here see Lconard Bloomfield,
Language (New York, Henry Holt and Co., 1933), pp. 207-246. On pages 222
and 223 occur the following statements: “. . . The structure of a complex word
reveals first, as to the more immediate constituents, an outer layer of inflectional
constructions, and then an inner layer of constructions of word-formation. In our
last example [the word actresses], the outer, inflectional layer is represented by the
construction of actress with [= ez] and the inner word formational layer by the
remaining constructions, of actor with -ess and of act with [-r]. . . . Another
peculiarity of inflection, in contrast with word-formation, is the rigid parallelism
of underlying and resultant forms. Thus, nearly all English singular nouns under-
lie a derived plural noun, and, vice versa, nearly all English plural nouns are
derived from a singular noun. Accordingly, English nouns occur, for the most






PAUL ROBERTS

Phonemes

Definition of a Phoneme

English has a total of forty-five sound units called phonemes. A pho-
neme is not exactly a single sound. It is rather a collection of similar
sounds which are likely to sound identical to the speaker of the language.
For example, English has a phoneme /p/, which occurs in the words
pin, nip, spin, appear, upper. All these “p” sounds are different. /p/ is
not the same at the beginning of a word as at the end, not the same
before a stressed syllable as after one, and so on. Yet these differences
are not significant for English, and we who speak English have learned
to ignore them.

In some languages these differences are significant. A speaker of
Hindi or Korean, for example, would feel that the “p” in pin and the “p”
in spin are not the same sound at all, for in these languages these sounds
belong to separate phonemes. Such a person learning English would have
to train himself to overlook this difference. On the other hand, we, if we
were to learn Hindi or Korean, would have to train ourselves to recognize
the difference and to react to it. )

Languages differ widely in the number of phonemes they have. Eng-
lish, as we have said, has forty-five. Other languages have as few as
eighteen or twenty or as many as seventy or eighty.

Vowels and Consonants

Of our forty-five English phonemes, twelve are intonation phonemes
—units of stress, pitch, and juncture. . . . The other thirty-three are
vowels and consonants—twenty-four consonants and nine vowels. This is

From English Sentences by Paul Roberts. @ 1962 by Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc.
Reprinted by permission of the publisher.
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for the language as a whole. Many individual speakers, however, have only
seven or eight vowels.

We shall not try here to describe the mechanism by which the sounds
are produced but shall instead focus our attention on the result. The key
given below relates principally to the author’s California speech. This key
will serve well enough to indicate the consonants occurring the country
over; in the vowels there is more variation, and some readers will prob-
ably use quite different vowels in some of the words given.

Here, then, is the key. Note that when we write phonemes, we put
them in diagonal lines to distinguish them from letters of the ordinary
alphabet.

/p/ The first sound in pin, second in spin, last in nip.

/t/  The first sound in tick, second in stick, last in kit.

/k/  The first sound in cat, second in scat, last (ck) in tack.

/b/  The first sound in ban, last in nab.

/d/  The first and last sounds in dad.

/g/ The first and last sounds in gag.

/¢/  The first sound (ch) in chin, last (tch) in watch.

/i/ The first sound in Jim or gin, last (dge) in fudge.

/f/  The first sound in fall, last (gh) in laugh.

/0/ The first sound (th) in thick, last (th) in breath.

/s/  The first sound in sin, last in Aiss.

/8/ The first sound (sh) in shake, last (sh) in smash.

/v/  The first sound in vine, last (ve) in give.

/8/ The first sound (th) in then, last (the) in breathe.

/z/ The first sound in zeal, last in his.

/#/ The last sound (ge) in rouge, as most people say it; the middle con-
sonant in vision or measure.

/m/ The first and last sounds in mumn.

/n/  The first and last sounds in Nan.

/n/ The last sound (ng) in sing, hang, tongue.

/1/ The first sound in law, last (1) in fall.

/r/  The first and last sounds in roar. (But many speakers do not pro-
nounce a final /r/ in roar.)

/y/ The first sound in you.

/w/ The first sound in woo.
/h/  The first sound in his, hike, who.

/i/  The vowel sound in pit, bin, ship, tick, knit, fill, sing, pish, his, hiss.

/e/  The vowel sound in hep, beck, dead, beg, breath, flesh, strength.

/x/ The vowel sound in nap, sack, bag, last, razz, rang, pal.

/t/ For many speakers the first vowel in sugar or children. Some speakers
do not have this vowel except in syllables with weak stress, where it
is very common, or before /r/, as in sir, girl, fur.

/3/ The vowel sound in but, dug, flood, tough, tongue.
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/a/  For the author, the vowel sound in hot, cot, bomb, balm, rob, shock.
Many speakers have />/ in some of these words.

/u/  The vowel sound in put, could, foot, pull, rook, stood.

/o/ This does not occur except as part of a diphthong in most American
speech. Some New Englanders have it in home or whole.

/3/ For the author, the vowel sound in law, wash, fought, caught, hog.
Some speakers have /a/ in some of these words.

Diphthongs

In addition to these simple sounds, English has a variety of diph-

thongs, co

nsisting of one of the simple vowels plus a gliding sound. We

represent the ¢lide with or /w/, depending on what sort of glide it is.
I g Y I S g

Here are s

/iy/
/ey/

/ay/
/2y/
/aw/
/ow/
/uw/

ome common diphthongs:

The vowel sound in he, heat, field, beam, beat, sneak, queen, clean.
The vowel sound in way, rain, Spain, plain, blame, stay, scale,
steak, snare.

The vowel sound in my, sky, write, kind, style, mice.

The vowel sound in boy, boil, coin, Troy, point.

The vowel sound in out, bout, round, mouse, cow.

The vowel sound in go, snow, rode, moan, drove.

The vowel sound in who, moo, rude, tomb, cool, few.

Many other diphthongs occur in the various dialects of English. You may
have others in addition to or in place of these.

Now

here are examples of words written in phonemic transcription.

Some people might pronounce some of them differently. The pronuncia-
tions given are common, though not universal, in the Central and West-
ern United States.

pick /pik/ train /ireyn/ rough  /raf/
rib /rib/ laugh  /lef/ cuft /kof/
drive /drayv/ dream  /driym/ bent /bent/
hung /han/ pink /pink/ scream  /skriym/
out /awt/ toes /towz/ boil /bayl/
food /fuwd/ sir /str/ quick /kwik/
shouid  /Sud/ suds /sadz/ talked  /tokt/
gross /grows/ full /ful/ sticks /stiks/
grows /growz/ zone /zown/ bags /begz/
maimed /meymd/ veiled  /veyld/ hopes  /howps/
rouge /Tuwi/ judged  /jajd/ chips /cips/
nudge /naj/ youth  /yuwf/ these /8yz/
vines /vaynz/ thick  /dik/ then /den/
wants /wants/ thin /0in/ crashed  /krast/






ROBERT A. HALL, JR.

Analogy

Internal borrowing, or analogy, is the kind of change that takes place
when a child says foots instead of feet, oxes instead of oxen, sticked in-
stead of stuck, or breaked instead of broke. We usually call such forms as
foots, oxes, sticked, breaked “mistakes” and all of us—even the most illit-
erate users of sub-standard English—train our children to say feel, not
foots, and so on. Yet what lies at the root of these “mistakes” is an ex-
tremely widespread process, which we call analogical replacement. What
has happened when the child has said foots or sticked? Simply this: he
has heard and learned a whole host of “regular” formations—plural for-
mations such as rool—roots, hat—haits, book—books, map—maps, box—
boxes, and past formations like kick—kicked, lick—licked, trick—tricked,
rake—raked, in the hundreds and thousands. He has simply made his new
formation of a plural for foot or ox by abstracting (unconsciously, for the
most part) the “regular” ending -s, -es and adding it to foot or ox. Like-
wise, he has taken the “regular” past ending -ed or breaked “on the anal-
ogy” of other pasts like kicked, raked, and so on. He is making what we
often call an analogical new-formation, by bhorrowing an element of lin-
guistic form or construction (here the noun-plural suffix -s -es or the verb
past suffix -ed) {from one part of our linguistic structure (here the “regu-
lar” formations) and adding it to another (here the “irregular” forms).
This is a kind of borrowing, just like external borrowing; but the source
of borrowing is not somewhere outside but within the language itself, and
so we call it internal borrowing.

Analogical changes of this kind are often presented in the shape of
proportional formulas, with x standing for the new-formation, thus

hat : hats = foot : (“hat is to hats as foot is to x”)

box : boxes = ox : x

From Leave Your Language Alone! Copyrvight 1950 by Robert A. Hall, Jr. Reprinted
by permission of the author.
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kick : kicked = stick : x
rake : raked = break : x

Sometimes, objections are made to our statement of analogical replace-
ments in a proportional formula. such as those we have just given; critics
say that naive speakers would not be capable of exact enough reasoning
to make up a formula of this sort and carry it out. There are two answers
to this objection: (1) that what we are giving here is a description of what
takes place. not a statement of reasoning that we might necessarily expect
from a naive speaker. who speaks normally without abstract analysis and
who habitually does perfectly many things he could not possibly describe;
and (2) that even naive speakers from time to time are perfectly conscious
of the basis for their analogical formations. The great Danish linguistician
Otto Jespersen tells the story of a Danish child who should. according to
normal Danish usage. have said nikkede “nodded™ as the past of nikker
“nod.” but said nak instead on the analogy of stak “stuck,” whose present
is sttkker. When the child was corrected, he immediately retorted “Siikker
—stak, nikker—nak,” showing that he knew perfectly well on what anal-
ogy he had made the new past tense form. and stating it in the form of a
proportion.

From the point of view of the present language. analogical new-
formations like oxes or taked are “‘mistakes,” forms that would be uttered
only by children or others learning the language. or by adults when tired
or flustered (that is. as “slips of the tongue™). and that would not be ac-
cepted by any native speaker at present. But there are always some forms
with regard to which our usage is not fully settled, even that of normal
adult native speakers of the language. and for which we may use first
one and then another alternative. We have, for instance. the “irregular”
plural formation hoof-—hooves, and the “strong” past tenses wake—uwoke.
dive—dove: vet we often hear and make regularized forms for these
words: hoofs. waked, dived. That is to say. in some respects our usage is
fluctuating: and in the course of time, we will gradually come to favor one
competing form over the other (sayv. dived over dowe). until at last one
is triumphant and drives out the other completely in normal everyday
usage.

What we often fail to realize. however, is that some forms which seem
fully fixed in our present language were, in earlier times. analogical new-
formations. and went through a period of newness, and then of fluctu-
ation, before displacing older forms entirely. Our plurals days and cows
are both analogical replacements of earlier forms which would have
sounded quite different if they had developed normally into Modern
English. Old English had the singular dag “day.” plural dagas. and ci
“cow,” plural ¢§ (in which the letter y stands for a vowel like that spelled
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w in French or i in German); the Old English plurals, had they developed
normally, would have given dawes and kye (rhyming with high) in
present-day English. But we do not say day—dawes or cow—*kye; we usc
the regularized plurals days and cows instead. This is because around the
year 1200, our linguistic ancestors made an analogical new-formation,
borrowing the stem day from the singular to replace the stem dawe- in the
plural before the ending -s. In the plural of cow, there were two successive
analogical formations. Around the year 1300, people started to use the
plural kyn, with the analogical plural ending -n (which was then very
frequent, but survives now only in oxen, children, brethren). The form
kyn survives at present as an archaism, kine; in its turn, it was replaced
around 1600 by the plural cows, in which the plural ending -s was bor-
rowed from the majority of nouns and added to the singular cow. There
must have been a time when days scemed as much of a “mistake” as foots
does now, and—slightly later—a period when days and dawes were in
competition just as hoofs and hooves are now. If we extend our time-
perspective far enough back, we can see that we use relatively few plural
formations which are direct continuations of those in use four or five
thousand years ago.

These considerations are of importance when it comes to judging
forms like hisn, hern, and so forth, or he done. When an “ignorant” per-
son borrows the ending -n from the possessive pronoun mine and adds it
to the adjectives his, her, our, your and their, to make the distinctive pos-
sessive pronouns hisn, hern, ourn, yourn, theirn, this procedure on his
part is not due to ignorance or stupidity. It is due to exactly the same
process of analogizing, or regularizing the forms of the langunage, that we
saw in the instances of cows or days, and that has gone on in producing a
great many other forms we now use. The analogy in this instance is, of
course:

my :mine = his : x

and so forth. Likewise, such a past tense as hie done is traceable to some
such analogy as this:

he has kicked : he kicked = he has done : x

That such forms as hisn or he done are not accepted as part of the stand-
ard language is not due to any defect in the forms themselves—they are
prefectly respectable analogical forms, with as much right to existence as
cows and days; the thing that makes them unacceptable is simply the
connotation of social disfavor which has been attached to them.

Very often, internal borrowing (analogy) comes into play when lin-
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guistic forms become irregular and grammatical relationships are ob-
scured as a result of changes in phonemes. This is what happened in the
case of English day—dawes; it has happened in recent centuries in such
instances as those of the old plurals eye—eyen, shoe—shoon, brother—
brethren, which have now been replaced by the more transparent and
easily understandable formations eyes, shoes, brothers respectively; or
in such past tense of verbs as help—holp, work—wrought, now regular-
ized by analogy in the new-formations helped, worked. In English noun
plurals and verb pasts and past participles, the trend of development is
slowly but surely toward analogical leveling of irregularities; even
though forms like gooses, mouses or drinked, writed are simply “errors” or
“blunders” now, they may perhaps be perfectly normal by two or three
hundred years from now. Today’s analogical “mistakes” are often tomor-
row’s competing forms, and day-after-tomorrow’s “correct” forms.



ALLAN F. HUBBELL

Multiple Negation

“I couldn’t find nobody there.” This sentence, as anyone who will read
this probably knows, contains a double negative, a construction with a
fascinating history. Today in all parts of the English-speaking world, its
use or avoidance is one of the clearest marks of differentiation between
different social groups. Among those who have had comparatively little
formal schooling and whose social and occupational status is relatively
low, the construction is extremely common. Among the well-educated
and more “privileged,” it is rare almost to the point of non-existence. In
many circles, in fact, a double negative uttered by a presumably edu-
cated person would cause the same embarrassed silence as a loud belch
in church.

The avoidance of this usage by the more cultivated members of the
English speech-community is roughly about three hundred years old. In
carlier English, the doubling, tripling, or even quadrupling of negatives
was frequent even in the most formal literary styles. King Alfred, for
example, in a translation made late in the ninth century, writes a sentence
which in modern form would read: “No man had never yet heard of no
ship-army.” A little later, in the oldest English version of the Gospels, we
read: “The five foolish maidens took lamps, but didn’t take no oil with
them.” In the fourteenth century, Chaucer writes of his “gentle knight”
that “in all his life he hasn’t never yet said nothing discourteous to no
sort of person” (four negatives!). As late as Shakespeare’s time, the con-
struction was still possible in Standard English, particularly in speech.
Thus, in Romeo and Juliet, when Mercutio is confronted by Tybalt, he
cries out, “‘I will not budge for no man’s pleasure.”

In the course of the seventeenth century, however, the multiple nega-
tive began to go out of educated use. Undoubtedly the chief cause of its

From Inside the ACD, October 1957. © 1957 by Random House, Inc. Reprinted by
permission of the publisher.
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gradual disappearance was the influence of classical literary Latin, then
considered the most nearly perfect language. The fact that Cicero and
Caesar did not multiply negatives even in the most emphatic statements
of negation weighed heavily with those who aspired to write well. In
the latter half of the century, furthermore, there developed a growing
distaste for the extravagance and exuberance of Elizabethan English.
The piling up of negatives was presumably felt to be one of the extrava-
gances to be shunned.

After 1700 it is rather difficult to find examples of the multiple nega-
tive in educated written English. We of course know less about the spoken
usage of the eighteenth century and it may be that for a time many
avoided doubling negatives in writing but not in speech. But speech too
in time conformed and since then Standard English has been quite uni-
form in this avoidance.

Our school grammars commonly tell us that the double negative is
improper because “two negatives make an affirmative,” that is, because
“I couldn’t find nobody there” really means “I could find somebody
there.” This curious notion appears to have been first set afloat by an
eighteenth-century grammarian, Lowth, and it quickly came to be re-
peated on every side. It rests primarily on an analogy with algebra, where
two negative signs cancel one another in certain operations. But ordinary
language is not the language of algebra and utterances containing a double
negative are regularly interpreted in the sense intended by the speaker
and never in an opposite sense. Furthermore, if the reasoning were sound,
a triple negative like King Alfred’s or like “I won’t give you no bubble
gum for nothing” would be quite acceptable in modern Standard English.
Of course it is not.

Nonstandard English, in this respect as in some others, is intensely
conservative and tenacious of past practice. For two hundred years now,
school children have had it dinned (and sometimes beaten) into them
that they must not double or triple their negatives. For some of them
the instruction is quite superfluous, for they have already learned Stand-
ard English at their mothers’ knees. The usage of some others comes to be
altered. There are those who determine quite early in life that they are
going to move up the social ladder and who sense that their inherited
speechways will be a bar to advancement. But the usage of a very con-
siderable number is almost unaffected by the school instruction they
receive. They leave high school continuing to use a nonstandard variety
of the language and, among other things, still multiplying negatives in a
fourteenth-century profusion.

Observing this “perverse” adherence to inherited patterns, teachers
sometimes think despairingly that there must be some really fundamental
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fault in their methods. There must be, they feel, some pedagogical device
not yet hit upon which could produce much greater results. But to think
in this fashion is to misconceive the situation. An individual’s linguistic
usage is among other things the outward sign of his most deepseated
group loyaties. If the usage of the group or groups with which he iden-
tifies himself is not that of Standard English, the schools are not likely to
have much effect on his practice. For the blunt fact is that only if his
loyalties shift will his grammar change. In a democratic society, the
schools have an obligation to make a knowledge of the standard language
available to everyone. And teachers have an obligation to make this in-
struction as interesting and meaningful as possible. They should not be
surprised, however, if the nonstandard forms of English continue to
flourish. They are hardy growths and will be with us for a long time to
come.



MARGARET M. BRYANT

Split Infinitive

LRI

The split infinitive (“to openly examine,” “to {ully express”) occurs
more cominonly in standard informal writing than in formal writing.
Whether to avoid or to use this construction is a matter of style. A split
infinitive may climinate awkwardness or ambiguity or add emphasis or
clarity. On the other hand, it is advisable not to place too many words
between to and the infinitive as in “I planned fo, after consulting my
friend, buy one.” The result is awkwardness.

An infinitive is said to be split if an adverb or an adverbial construc-
tion comes between the word {o and the infinitive “fo accurately count”;
“to in some manner compensate”; “to either write or forget.” This con-
struction has occurred in the works of the best of writers since the begin-
ning of the fourteenth century and has continued to the present time.
Those who consider this construction to be nonstandard might consider
Willa Catlier’s “T've heard enough fo about do for me” or Booth Tarking-
ton’s “The wruth is T have come (o rather dislike him.” More recent ex-
amples are: “. . . fresh approaches created in order to effectively reach
the multi-billion dollar . . . market” (New York World-Telegram and
Sun, Dec. 2, 1957, 14); “. . . it took until about 1910 for the phonograph
to entirely supersede the music box” (Hobbies, Aug., 1957, 80);
where it takes a password fo even gain entrance” (ibid., Dec., 1957, 39).

Since the Old English period, the relative frequency of the infinitive
with to has increased over that of the simple infinitive. In the material
examined for his American English Grammar, Fries found simple infini-
tives used only 18% of the time. With the increasing use of this infinitive
combination has come the placing of other words between the to and the
infinitive, so that the so-called “split infinitive” has become rather com-
mon in modern writing.

From Current American Usage. Copyright © 1962 by Funk & Wagnalls. All rights
reserved. Reprinted by permission of the publisher, Funk & Wagnalls, New York.
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A contributing influence to the rising practice is, undoubtedly, the
use of to with two infinitives, the second of which has an adverb directly
before it, as in “He has the ability to understand and fully sympathize
with others™ and “All that you have to do is to write and patiently wait
for an answer.” Here fully and patiently, placed before the second infini-
tive in each instance, come after the (o.

A second contributing factor may be found in word order. In Modern
English, modifiers are usually placed directly before the words they mod-
ify, as in “She successfully finished the book™ or ““She delighted in success-
fully finishing the book.” As a result, there is pressure to put the ad-
verbial modifier of an infinitive immediately before the infinitive and
after the fo.

Then there are other split expressions which have not gained the
publicity of the split infinitive. In a sentence such as “He is as clever in
his writing as his sister,” one observes a split comparison. Often one sees a
split subject and predicate, as in “He, instead of writing me, called in
person.” Furthermore, the split finite verb phrase is constantly used, as in
“I have never heard him™; “If the desired result is ever reached . . .";
“He will be highly recommended.” So by analogy one finds words placed
between the to and the infinitive.

The split infinitive is used to avoid ambiguity, to gain emphasis or
the desired shade of meaning, or to attain the most natural and effective
word order. In “If Mr. Smith will find time (o completely examine the
papers, he will discover what the facts are,” placing completely before the
infinitive will give the awkward time completely to examine, as well as
what is called “a squinting modifier,” one that may be interpreted in two
ways (modify find or examine). Putting it after examine separates examine
from its object and produces the clumsy examine completely the papers.
In another sentence, such as “I desire to actually learn to read Arabic,”
if the intent is to have actually modify the infinitive lcarn and to avoid a
split infinitive one may write: “I desire actually to learn to read Arabic,”
where actually may be considered as modifying desire rather than learn,
or one may write: “I desire to learn actually to read Arabic,” where it may
be considered as modifying read. In either statement the author has a
squinting modifier, for each may be interpreted in two ways. This is par-
ticularly true when another verbal construction precedes an infinitive. On
the other hand, the sentence is clear if the infinitive is split. There is no
ambiguity whatever.

In some sentences a split infinitive is hard to avoid unless the idea is
completely rearranged or rewritten. Take Theodore Roosevelt's “His for-
tune having been jeopardized, he hoped to more than retricve it by going
into speculations in the Western Lands” (The Winning of the West, Vol.
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1, Ch. II). The word order of this sentence cannot be changed without
modifying the author’s meaning. Consider also. “The men in the district
are declared to strongly favor a strike.”

In one comparative study based on the reading of a daily newspaper
(Kovitz), the split infinitive occurred 21.7% of the time. In another based
on miscellaneous reading (Hotchner), it occurred 17.9% of the time. The
average of the two shows the split infinitive occurring 19.8% of the time.
Three additional studies (Lindsay, Nass, M. Richardson) encountered the
split infinitive twenty times, giving a total in the five studies of thirty-nine
instances.

Other Evidence

Bryant, CE, 8 (Oct., 1946), 39-40; Curme, MLN, 29 (Feb., 1914), 41~
45; Syntax, 1931, 458 [f.; Fowler, MEU, 558-60; Fries, AEG, 130-33;
Jespersen, MEG, Pt. V, Syntax, 1V, 330; Pooley, TEU, 100-6; Rice, EJ,
XXV (Mar., 1937), 258—40; Roberts, UG, 204-6.



STUART ROBERTSON
AND FREDERIC G. CASSIDY

Changing Meanings and Values
of Words

Even though it is generally recognized that meanings change, many
people still cling, curiously enough, to the quite contradictory notion that
words all have “true” meanings, that changes somehow take us away from
the “true” meaning, and that the way to find out what a word ‘“really
means” is to find out what it once meant. This is particularly true in
respect to borrowed words in English, the belief evidently being that the
meaning of the word in contemporary English and the meaning of the
Latin or Greek word from which the English word is derived must be one
and the same. A little reflection should show that an appeal to etymology
in order to establish the present meaning of the word is as untrustworthy
as an appeal to spelling in order to establish its present pronunciation.
And for a reason that is almost exactly parallel: change of meaning is
likely to have altered the etymological sense, which is thereby rendered
archaic or obsolete, just as change of sound is likely to be unrecorded in
the “antiquarian’ spelling that so frequently characterizes Modern Eng-
lish. The study of etymology has great value and interest—a point to
which we shall later return—but its usefulness in settling the question of
what a word means is subject to considerable qualification.

Let us see what results when one ignores the idea that a word may
change its meaning, and appeals to its etymology in order to determine
its present meaning. A handbook of only twenty-odd years ago on “correct
English” ! sets forth the following dictum: “Dilapidated . . . Said of a
building or other structure. But the word is from the Latin lapis, a stone,

From The Development of Modern English, 2nd ed. © 1954 by Prentice-Hall, Inc. Re-
printed by permission of the publisher.
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and cannot properly be used of any but a stone structure.” One might
just as reasonably argue that because candidate is related to the Latin
candidus (white), it cannot properly be used of an aspirant for political
office unless he is clothed in a suit of white material. More clearly even,
one might protest that holiday properly describes Christmas or Easter,
but should never be used of Independence Day or Labor Day; or that
bonfire should not be applied except where the combustible material is
bone. These arguments are not much more grotesque than some that have
been seriously maintained in defense of an etymological crotchet, while
ignoring the fact of change of meaning. Indeed, one who argues on this
basis is a victim of the “etymological fallacy.”

The fact is that what a word once meant is not necessarily what it
now means; the etymological meaning has often died out, and a quite new
development is the living descendant. This is particularly true of words
in common or popular use. Words, after all, are for the most part purely
conventional symbols. They mean only what those who are using them
agree to make them mean. Exactly the same principles apply to “learned”
words, but because their traditional users have generally known the
language from which they were borrowed, or of whose eclements they
were composed, they have tended to preserve the etymological meaning
—indeed, it is conventional to use such words with an eye to their source;
thus they are less prone to alterations of meaning than are popular words.
It is in this way, incidentally, that a cultural tradition holds in check, to
some extent, the constant tendency of language to change.?

Change of meaning, however, though usually unpredictable, is not
utterly arbitrary; as we shall see in a moment, it often proceeds along
familiar paths. Furthermore, though it takes place in all languages, it
does not proceed at the same rate even in related ones. If we look at
cognate words in English and German, for example, which might have
been expected to have the same meaning, we often find them widely
different, and the difference is most commonly the result of some radical
change of sense in the English word. Opposite instances can be found,
admittedly, in which the English word has stood still and the German one
changed; yet it is usually the latter which is conservative. Examples of
this characteristic English shift in meaning are the following: Schlagen
and slay are originally the same word, but the German word retains the
general meaning of “smite” or “strike” while the English word has be-
come narrowed to mean “strike with fatal consequences” or “kill.””3
Knabe is the cognate in German of Old English cnapa or cnafa, and has
the same meaning, “boy”; but Modern English knave has a radically
different one; the German 7ier means any kind of animal, as did the cog-
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nate Old English deor, but in Modern English deer means one particular
kind of animal.

Genevalization and Specialization

One very common type of change is that in which the “areca” of the
meaning is changed. When a word that has referred broadly or inclusively
begins instead to refer narrowly or exclusively, this is an example of
“specialization” of meaning; the contrary is called “generalization.” In-
terestingly enough, the same word may undergo both processes at differ-
ent stages of the development of its meaning. Go, for example, is a verb
of motion that seems as general as possible in meaning, and presumably
this is also the basic meaning; early in its history in English, however, it
must have specialized, for Old English gan sometimes means “walk,” and
in Middle English ryde or gon (ride or walk) is a familiar formula. Al-
though the present meaning is the generalized one, the specialization
“walk’ was still possible in the late seventeenth century, as we see in these
phrases from Bunyan: “I am resolved to run when I can, to go when 1
cannot run, and to creep when I cannot go.” *

Borrowed words are quite as likely as native ones to undergo such
transformations in meaning. Virtue? is connected with Latin vir (man).
Thus, virtue first meant “manliness” in general; but its meaning later
specialized to stand for the manly quality most in demand in the military
state, namely “fortitude” or “warlike prowess”’—the meaning familiar in
Caesar’s Commentaries. But a still Iater Latin meaning is more compre-
hensive, and it was this very general meaning that was attached to virtue
when it was borrowed in English through French. One possible specializa-
tion was “power,” as in “Virtue had gone out of him,” or even “magical
power,” as in “the virtue of the spell” or Milton’s “virtuous ring and
glass.” More commonly, however, the word in English retained a general
sense of “noble quality”’~—though more and more with reference to moral
rather than to mental or physical characteristics. But another specializa-
tion limits its application to women; for example, “All the sons were
brave, and all the daughters virtuous,” where virtuous is equivalent to
“chaste.” “A woman’s virtue” will today be interpreted in only the last
sense. A curious evolution, indeed, when one recalls that the etymological
meaning is “manliness.”

The foregoing are particularly striking examples, but hundreds of
others could be cited. We find generalization in such everyday words as
picture, once restricted, as the etymology would suggest (compare: the
Picts, “painted ones™), to a painted representation of something seen, but
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now applicable to photograph, crayon drawing, and so forth; buicher,
who once slew one animal only, the goat (French bouc); the verb sail,
which has been transferred to steam navigation, just as drive has been
transferred to self-propelled vehicles; injury, which once was limited to
“injustice”’; zest, which meant “bit of lemon-peel”; chest, which usually
meant “coffin”—"“He is now deed and nayled in his cheste”; ¢ pen, which
meant “feather,” but which is now much more likely to mean a writing
implement tipped with metal than a quill; quarantine, from which the
original meaning of a “forty” days’ isolation has quite disappeared; and
companion, which has likewise lost the etymological sense of “one who
(shares) bread with” another.

But generalization of meaning does not always stay within bounds;
under some conditions the meaning becomes so broad that, in extreme
cases, there is hardly any meaning left. We have a whole set of words,
used conversationally when we either do not know, or cannot remember,
or perhaps will not take the trouble to search for a more precise term: the
what-you-may-call-it kind of work—thingumabob, doohickie, jigger, and
so on.” Not so long ago gadget was imported into the U. S. from England,
and has found a very hearty welcome into this company.

Another type, in which generalization goes even farther, has aroused
strong opposition from guardians of literary style, who realize that empti-
ness and “jargon” result from the indiscriminate use of “words that mean
little or nothing, but may stand for almost anything”: 8 such words are
thing, business, concern, condition, maltler, article, circumstance. As we
all recognize at once, these are words that have a fairly exact sense, but
which also have acquired the ability to fit into a wide variety of everyday
contexts, in which their meaning becomes extremely vague—in fact, al-
most wholly dependent on the context. The word deal is the current
American favorite in this group, its gamut of meaning running all the
way from perfectly favorable (“Your job sounds like a pretty fine deal”)
to thoroughly unfavorable (“I won't take part in any of his deals”). This
word serves the purpose, and is going through the same general sort of
development, that proposition did a generation ago.

Even more frequent than generalization, and even more readily illus-
trated in numberless familiar instances, is the opposite process of speciali-
zation. Steorfan is an Old English word, cognate with the German
sterben, which meant “die”; but the standard Modern English meaning
(“starve”) is a specialized one, namely “die from hunger.” Another spe-
cialization, “die from cold,” is found in certain Modern English dialects:
“[he] . . . bid her come . . . sit close by the fire: he was sure she was
starved” is from the Yorkshire dialect of IWuthering Heights (Chapter
XXX). The older meaning of meat was “food” in general, as one might
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suspect from the archaic phrase meat and drink and from the compound
sweetmeat. For the meaning “meat,” the older term was flesh or flesh
meat. It is interesting to observe, incidentally, that the German cognate
for flesh, Fleisch, suggests first of all the specialized sense of “meat”; this
is the present meaning, too, of French viande, while the English viands
retains the general sense of “food.”” Coast is a borrowing, through French,
from a Latin word for ‘“side” or “rib” (compare Modern English inter-
costal), and once meant “border” or “frontier”—the “coast of Bohemia”
was not always an absurdity. But coast in present use not only has the
usual specialization “seashore”; as employed in the eastern United States,
it means specifically “Pacific coast.” Shore, on the other hand, means, in
parts of the east at any rate, “Atlantic shore.”? In some of the same
localities, however, “eastern shore” means what elsewhere would have
to be expanded into “eastern shore of the Chesapeake in Maryland,” just
as in part of New England “the cape” means definitely “Cape Cod.”
Token formerly had the broad meaning “sign,” but was long ago special-
ized to mean a physical thing that is a sign (of something)—as in love
token, or the metal tokens used on streetcars or buses.

An undertaker once could undertake to do anything; nowadays he
only undertakes to manage funerals. So, to people in general, doctor
stands only for doctor of medicine. Liguor, which once was synonymous
with liguid, is now definitely specialized. Reck, like the German rauchen,
once had the broad meaning “smoke,’ as it still has in the Scotch dialect;
but the standard Modern English use limits it quite definitely to unpleas-
ant exhalations. Disease meant “discomfort”’—*"lack of ease” in genecral.
Girl meant “young person (of either sex).” The limitation of corpse to
“dead body" made it necessary to re-borrow the word in its Modern
French form corps for another possible meaning of “body,” and to make
occasional use of the original Latin, corpus, for still another sense, “com-
plete collection of writings.” Corn, in general American use, will be im-
mediately understood as “Indian corn” or “maize.” But the word itself
once meant simply “grain,” and so, in other parts of the English-speaking
world, it is differently specialized 1—in Scotland, to mean “oats,” and in
England “wheat.” Keats’s allusion to “Ruth amid the alien corn” prob-
ably calls up, to many American readers, a very different picture from
what the poet had in mind.

What are the factors that account for specialization of meaning? One
is, of course, that localities and groups of people have their own special-
ized associations for words that otherwise may convey a broader meaning.
It has been well remarked that “every man is his own specializer.” 11 Pipe,
for example, calls up different ideas in the mind of the smoker, the
plumber, and the organist. Ring may be thought of in connection with
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jewelry, opera, politics, or pugilism—even though, in the last connection,
the “squared circle” has long since superseded the original truly circular
shape. Quite apart from particular or local specializations, however, there
are a great many words whose meaning has become specialized for ncarly
everybody. A second factor that helps to account for both generalization
and specialization is the fading of the etymological significance of the
word. Thus, to illustrate the one point, arrive [< Lat. ad (to) + ripa
(shore)] originally applied to the end of a voyage only, and was used
without the preposition, since this was included in the word. Milton’s “‘ere
he arrive the happy isle” illustrates a use that is in strict accord with the
etymology of the word. When, however, consciousness of the Latin parts
that made up the word was weakened, it was no longer used transitively,
but in the phrase “arrive at,” and with the more generalized application
to the end of any journey.

Yet another factor is the competition among synonymous words. The
borrowing of the Latin animal and the French beast meant that, with the
native deer, English would have possessed three exactly synonymous
terms for one idea; it is obviously in the interests of economy that deer
should have specialized to mean one particular species of animal rather
than “animal” in general, and that beast should have acquired connota-
tions that limit its sphere. Bird and fowl, dog and hound, boy and knave,
chair and stool are further instances of words that were once synonyms
but that have been differentiated in meaning here by the specialization
of the second term of each pair.

A further remark about generalization and specialization is suggested
by some of the words just alluded to. The degree of specialization which
a language exhibits seems to depend on cultural need. In a culture in
which the coconut is essential—as in Polynesia—an extremely complex
vocabulary is said to have grown up, with different terms for many stages
or ripeness of the fruit. So also, the Eskimos have different terms for
falling snow, snow on the ground, snow packed hard like ice, slushy snow,
wind-driven flying snow, and other kinds.’? Many similar examples could
be cited, for the languages of peoples of undeveloped culture appear to
be particularly rich in specialized terms. At one time in the course of the
English language it must have scemed desirable to speakers to make
verbal distinctions in connection with groups of animals—mostly those of
interest to farmers and hunters. An elaborate set of what are called *“com-
pany terms” was accordingly developed, some (but by no means all) of
which survive today. The better known ones include a herd or a drove
of cattle, but a flock of sheep (or birds), a school of fish, a pack of wolves
(or hounds), a covey of partridges, and a swarm of bees. But there are
others far more esoteric,'® such as nye of pheasants, cete of badgers, sord
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of mallards, wisp of snipe, doylt of tame swine, gaggle of geese, harras of
horses, and kennel of raches. There is a similar profusion of names for
the same animal (cow, heifer, bull, calf, steer, and ox), the young of vari-
out animals (puppy, kitten, kid, calf, colt, lamb, and so forth), and the
male and female of the same species (gander and goose, drake and duck,
horse and mare, cock and hen, dog and bitch).'* The need for a generic
term is of course particularly felt here, and it is supplied, not quite
satisfactorily, by the convention of making either the name of the male
(horse and dog) or of the female (cow, duck, and goose), or even that of
the young of the species (chicken and pig), perform a larger duty.

Elevation and Degradation

If generalization and specialization may be said to involve a change
in the “area” of meaning, elevation and degradation '* involve the rising
or falling of meaning in a scale of values. Thus a word which once de-
nominated something bad (or at least neutral) but comes to refer to
something good, has undergone elevation of meaning; the reverse of this
process, obviously, represents a degradation of meaning.

And here a word of warning: we must not confuse the linguistic
signal with the thing it stands for, though that error is too often made. It
is not the word as such which is bad or good, or which hecomes elevated
or degraded, but only the meaning which society chooses to put upon it.
As we shall see, society often reverses itself in the course of time, and
words which were once disapproved may become “respectable,” while
others that had social favor may lose it. This would not be possible if
the value were inherent in the word. With this in mind, then, let us
illustrate degradation of meaning.

Many terms that are now descriptive of moral depravity were once
quite without this suggestion. Lust, for ‘example, meant simply “plea-
sure,” as in German; wanton was “untaught”; lewd was merely “igno-
rant,” “lerned and lewed” being a phrase commonly standing for “clergy
and laity”; immoral was “not customary”; vice “flaw”; hussy, “house-
wife”’; wench, “young girl”; and harlot, “fellow” (of either sex). In a
similar way, words that impute rascality have often been thoroughly
innocent labels: wvillain, for example, was “farm laborer”; counterfeiter,
“imitator” or “copyist”; pirale (at least in its earlier Greek sense), “one
who adventures or tries”’; buccaneer, “one who smokes meat”; ringleader,
simply “leader” (in a good or a neutral sense); varlet, knave, and imp
meant merely “boy”; and sly, ecrafty, and cunning all implied the compli-
ment “skilful.” A perennial form of humor—the city man’s ridicule of the
countryman—is witnessed in the degradation of such nouns as peasant,
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boor (compare German Bauer and Dutch Boer), and churl, and in the
frequent implication of such adjectives as bucolic, rural, rustic, and
provincial.

When a word may be applied in two possible ways, one favorable
or complimentary and the other reverse, it is extremely likely that it will
specialize in the less desirable sense. Thus, suggestive is likely to mean
only “evilly suggestive,” though it may still mean “informative” or “il-
Juminating,” and though the noun suggestion has escaped any such
specialization—just as the verb to harbor is limited to unworthy or illegal
concealment (as in “harboring a criminal” or “harboring thoughts of
revenge”), while the noun farbor retains the old broad and literal mean-
ing of “haven.” Asylum, through association with the idea of “refuge
for the insane,” has followed a course like that of the verhb harbor. A
libel, in Middle English and early Modern English, was simply a “brief
bit of writing” (from Lat. libellum, little book); now it is definitely
limited to something malicious or defamatory. Doom once meant “judg-
ment”; now it means only “condemnation.” Reek, as we have seen, can
now stand only for unpleasant distillations; stink and stench have special-
lized in the same way from a formerly neutral meaning, and smell and
even odor seem likely to follow their lead. A smirk was once merely a
smile, without the suggestion of affectation. One could formerly resent
benefits as well as injuries, and retaliate for favors as well as slights; com-
pare with the present meanings of these words the ordinary implications
of the phrase “get even with” or “get square with.”

On the other hand, instances of words that have wraveled an opposite
path, from the humble to the exalted, or from the base to the refined,
are not far to seek. The institution of chivalry brought about the eleva-
tion of knight (youth) and squire (shicld-bearer); and chivalry itself was
invested by the Romantic Revival with a glamor that the word (as we sece
from its source, Fr. cheval, horse) did not originally possess. “Romantic”
ideas in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were similarly
responsible for the gain in dignity of such words as bard, once a term of
contempt like vagabond; minstrel, once applicable to juggler and buffoon
as well as musician; and enthusiasm, in the earlier eighteenth century
akin to fanaticism. Like knight, other terms for rank or position have had
the good fortune to take on added prestige when the offices for which
they stood changed their character, and when their own etymological
meanings were forgotten. Such is the history of marshal (originally,
“horse-servant”), chamberlain (room-attendant), minister (servant), con-
stable (stable-attendant), governor (pilot), and steward (sty-guardiam).
It is true that in a number of these words the extent of the elevation
fluctuates: marshal is a less uignified title when it is applied to the lone
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policeman of an American village then when it is applied to the highest
ranking officers of the English or the French army; there is a similar
variation between the American and the British connotations for con-
stable, just as steward may suggest a club attendant as well as the Lord
High Steward of England, or even the royal dynasty of the Stewarts (or
Stuarts); 16 likewise, governor may mean the warden of an English prison
or the chief administrative officer of one of our American states. On the
whole, however, the fact that any present implication of these words
represents a gain in dignity over the etymological one is patent enough.
So too it is with a number of political and religious labels: Tory, Whig,
Puritan, Quaker, and Methodist are well-known examples of names that
were originally applied in contempt but that have taken on dignified
associations (though, to some, Puritan and perhaps Tory still convey a
derisive significance). Archbishop Trench long ago pointed out that the
influence of Christianity elevated angel from merely “messenger,” martyr
from “witness,” and paradise from “park,” through the Biblican applica-
tion to the abode of our first parents (as in Paradise Lost and “carthly
paradise”) to the “blisful waiting-place of faithful departed spirits.” 17
Miscellaneous further illustrations of elevation are pretty from an early
meaning “sly,” through “clever,” to something approaching “beautiful”;
nice from an etymological meaning “ignorant,” through its earliest En-
glish sense “foolish,”” and later ones like “particular,” to its present broad
and vague colloquial meaning of “pleasant” or “acceptable”; and fond
from “foolish” to “affectionate.”

The usual view of degradation and elevation has been that the down-
ward path is far the more common. Despite McKnight's protest to the
effect that elevation has been less noticed simply because it is less dra-
matic,'s there seems to be every reason to agree with the general verdict.
Examples of elevation, after all, are far less easy to find than examples of
degradation, which indeed meet us at every turn. Besides, most of the
words that have been cited as undergoing elevation fall into a few ob-
vious categories, while the types of degradation are extremely various.
The truth of the matter would appear to be that degradation has bheen
more noticed not because it is more spectacular but simply because it is
omnipresent, as elevation is not. Why should this be so, and why should
the use of words be made difficult by a lurking leer, a hint of unpleasant
connotation that makes a word that appears to be absolutely right in
denotation impossible for a given occasion? It is hard to escape the con-
clusion that there is a disagreeable commentary on human nature here.
How difficult it is for superlatives to retain their superlative force—be-
cause the general tendency is to apply them on light occasion and hence
to weaken their meaning! So fair comes to mean “passable,” and indeed
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is often equivalent to “not good”; and quite has passed, in its usual Amer-
ican application at least, from “entirely” or “completely” to “moderately.”
The tendency to procrastinate finds illustration in a whole series of words
or phrases—by and by, presently, anon, immediately, directly, and soon
itself—that have “slowed up,” changing their meaning from “‘now” or “at
once” to “soon” or “after a time.” It is scarcely a far-fetched interpretation
to see in the narrowing of demure to apply to mock modesty, of genteel
to spurious gentility, of sophistication 1o worldly wisdom, of egregious
to notoriety rather than fame, of sanctimonious to pretended holiness, and
of grandiose 1o tinsel (itself an example of degradation) grandeur—to see
in all these, and dozens of others that might be mentioned, the workings
of human motives like suspicion, contempt, and general pessimisnt.

Qv &
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NOTES

. Write It Right, by Ambrose Bicrce, New York (Neale), 1928. The work is well worth

investigating as a striking demonstration of what pedantry, combined with ig-
norance of lingnistic processes, will do for one. To much of it, a witty definition
of Bierce’s own is curiously applicable: “positive—mistaken at the top of one’s
voice.”

. Some of this holding in check is unconscious, some conscious; we shall have to

postpone to a later chapter the question of the values and judgments upon which
conscious attempts to control language are based.

. The Latin word caedere, though unrelated to English slay, has undergone exactly

the same specialization of meaning.

. Quoted by Bradley, The Making of English, p. 182.
. This history is given in greater detail in Greenough and Kittredge, Words and

Their Ways in English Speech, pp. 241-242.

. Chaucer’s clerk, speaking of Petrarch (Clerk’s Prologue, line 30).
. Louise Pound has collected more than 100 such terms now current in popular

speech: “American Indefinite Names,” Awmerican Speech, Vol. VI, No. 4 (April
1931), PP. 257259

. Greenough and Kittredge, op. cit., p. 235.
- In Philadelphia it is often used in a still more specific sense, “southern New Jersey

shore”; it sometimes bears a yet more localized signification: “Adantic City,”
which occurs repeatedly in the headlines of Philadelphia newspapers.

. In other Germanic languages, the cognate word has still different specializations

in various places: “barley” in Sweden, “rye” in north Germany, and “spelt” in
south Germany. (Jespersen, Maukind, Nation, and Individual, p. 212.)

. Quoted by Greenough and Kittredge, op. cit., p. 251.
12,

See B. L. Whorf, “Science and Linguistics,” The Technology Review, Vol. XLII,
No. 6 (April 1940), veprinted in Four Articles on Metalinguistics, Washington,
D.C. (Foreign Service Institute), 1950, p. 6. For further examples see Jespersen,
Language, pp. 420-431.

. These, and many others, are mentioned in an editorial comment in The New York

Times for November 20, 1930. All but doylt are recorded in the Oxford Dic-
tionary.
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McKnight, English 1ords and Their Background, p. 239, calls attention in greater
detail to the lack of generalizing terms in the animal kingdom, and suggests
further that the varicty of names for sea craft (sloop, sclooner, brig, ship, boat,
dinghy, bark, and so on) is a similar survival of primitive habits of thought.

. Elevation is also called aggradation ov amelioration, and degradation is also called

degeneration or pejoration.

. Greenough and Kittredge, op. cit., p. 296.
. Archbishop Richard Chevenix Trench, On the Study of Words, New York (Arm-

strong), 2oth ed. (no date), p. 114.

. English Words and Their Background, p. 292; cf. also Janet Aiken, English Present

and Past, p. 112, and G. A. Van Dongen, Awmelioratives in English.



KENNETH G. WILSON

English Grammars and

the Grammar of English

The word “grammar,” used loosely, can refer to nearly everything
about a language from its sounds and spelling to syntax and semantics.
We often use it to mean usage in speech or writing compared with cur-
rent standards of correctness: “Her grammar was awful.” Or a grammar
can be a book, usually a textbook, on any of these aspects of a language.
Modern students of the language, however, also understand two nar-
rower meanings, which are our particular concern in this essay:

1. The grammar of a language is the system of devices which carry
the structural “meanings” of that language in speech and writing. This
system specifies the way words in a given language are related to cach
other, so that we may extract meaning beyond the relatively simple lexical
or dictionary meanings of the words themselves.

2. A grammar is a description of the grammar of a language. That
is, any full description of the patterned system of signals employed by a
language is a grammar of that language. Although the system itself (the
grammar) may remain relatively constant, our grammars—our descrip-
tions of the system—may improve. We may come to write more accurate,
more efficient descriptions.

This distinction between the grammar as the system itself and a
grammar as any description of the system is the source of much confusion
when linguists address laymen, and often when grammarians address each
other. A few statements about the grammar of English will help to clarify
the problem.

The grammar of a language changes in time, but the rate of change

From Standard College Dictionary, text edition. @ 1963 by Funk & Wagnalls Company,
Inc., New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc.
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is relatively slow when compared with that of words and meanings. Since
the grammatical system is not fixed while the language is in use, we can
expect to have to re-describe it periodically in order to keep abreast of
the changes. For example, the grammar of English during the Renaissance
included a question pattern which reversed the subject and verb: Feels
the king sick? We still retain that pattern with be and have (Is the king
sick?), but we rarely use it with other verbs. Instead, we have a relatively
new pattern with the word do: Does the king feel sick? Since changes like
this come very slowly, however, a grammar of the grammar will, if ac-
curate, be useful on most counts for many years, though not for centuries.

The English grammatical system is peculiar to English. No other
language has a grammar quite like it, though closely related languages
such as Norwegian and Dutch show many points of grammatical similar-
ity, and other Indo-European languages such as Latin and French display
at least a few. But descriptions of none of these languages will fit the
English grammatical system, any more than descriptions of English will
fit theirs. There may be some grammatical devices which every known
language shares with every other, but so far we do not know what they
are. For example, German and Finnish have case, and so does English,
but there are languages which lack case entirely. Comparing the gram-
mars of various languages is instructive, but each grammar is unique;
each belongs only to its own language.

The system of English grammar, then, is the object for study—the
same system that littde children usually master with no formal instruc-
tion by the age of four or five. By imitating the speech they hear, and by
trial and error, they learn to use the language; they come to “know™ En-
glish grammar. They cannot talk about it, perhaps, but they know it at
least to the extent of being able to use it unconsciously and with great
precision.

That the system exists and that every native user responds to it are
perhaps most quickly illustrated by a nonsense sentence: These foser
glipses have volbicly merfed the wheeple their preebs. Although we do
not know what most of the words mean (except for the “empty” words,
These, have, the, and their), we “know” the grammar of the sentence.
We can identify every part of speech; we can assert that glipses is a plural
noun and a subject, that volbicly is an adverb modifying the verb phrase
have merfed, and that wheeple is probably an indivect object. We know
this, even though we do not know the “full,” lexically meaningful words.
The words we do recognize contain very little lexical meaning (try to
define the), but give us considerable grammatical “meaning.”

We have learned objectively a great deal about this grammatical
system, about the features which signal the grammatical meanings to
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which we respond. In what follows, we shall examine three different
grammars of English, three different methods of describing the grammar
of contemporary English: traditional grammars, structural grammars,
and generative grammars. We can learn a good deal about our language
from each, because each has certain advantages over the others, just as
each has certain flaws. But examination of all three should lead us closer
to the ultimate goal, a clear view of the system itself.

Underlying each of these three kinds of grammar is the single pur-
pose of describing in rules and generalizations the contemporary system
of signaling grammatical meaning in English. The best of these gram-
mars, obviously, will be the one that is most accurate and most efficient.
It will need to be accurate because of course we want our description to
be right, no matter how complicated this may make it. Ideally, we would
like the description to be efficient, too, because we want our grammar to
be teachable. We want to be able to teach English to forcigners, and we
want to be able to help the native user of the language make better
choices among the possible alternative grammatical structures English
affords. To do this, we will need to be able to give him rigorously ac-
curate information about where these choices lie, and we will also need a
description efficient enough to permit him to learn quickly what he needs
to know.

Finally, however, there is an even more important reason for secking
the best description of the English grammatical system. Language is
perhaps the most distinctive and most basic of all human activities; it sets
us apart from all other animals. As a humane study, as an end in itself,
therefore, language merits our every effort to understand what it is and
how it works. The liberally educated man will find all his attempts at
following the Socratic injunction, “Know thyself,” leading him sooner
or later to the study of the language he uses. This means, among other
things, studying its grammar.

Traditional Grammars of English

It is not our purpose here to write a history of English grammars, but
we will nevertheless begin with the oldest and most respected of gram-
matical descriptions, the traditional grammars of English. The word tra-
ditional suggests that these grammars are old, and that they have had
that kind of approval which stems {from custom and long use. In fact,
traditional grammars were first devised during the Renaissance, and they
were based primarily on the grammars of classical Latin then current,
since Latin seemed to the English grammarians of that era the most nearly
perfect language the world afforded. At the outset, these English gram-



105 : ENcGLISH GRAMMARS AND THE GRAMMAR OF ENGLISH

mars were neither very accurate nor very efficient; they were usually at-
tempts to find in English the equivalents of forms and constructions
which could be found in Latin, or, failing that, to insist that such forms
be developed and that English grammar be corrected and improved to
meet that standard. This side of traditional grammars—their reforming
zeal in the effort to make English grammar conform to the system of
Latin grammar—we usually call prescriptive, because these grammarians
attempted to prescribe what English should be, rather than to describe
what it currently was.

In recent years the quarrel between prescriptive and descriptive
grammarians has been confused and unfortunate, since in the process
some excellent traditional grammars, which were in many ways descrip-
tive, have been wrongly accused of the same prescriptivism which had at
so many points been typical of earlier traditional grammars. The real
quarrel is not between description and prescription, but between describ-
ing and failing to describe.

In the beginning, many of the traditional grammars were poor
things, inaccurate and inefficient. But by the nineteenth century there
existed some really excellent traditional grammars, highly detailed and
impressively accurate, which, given the limitations of their assumptions,
were as descriptive as many modern grammars of English. It is that sort
of traditional grammar which sheds real light on the grammar of En-
glish, and that is the sort we will examine here.

The distinguishing fact about traditional grammars is that they are
notional: they are based on meaning rather than form or syntax. The
chief weaknesses of the traditional grammars stem from that notional
point of departure. These grammars are circular in their reasoning: they
can describe the English sentence only by first understanding the total
meaning of that sentence. Knowing that a sentence is a question or a
statement, they can begin to describe the way it is put together. They can
then name and describe the parts of the sentence and discuss their rela-
tionships in great detail. But the primary assumptions all depend on
the total meaning of the sentence. This practice results in both strengths
and weaknesses.

No brief discussion of traditional grammars will fully demonstrate
the strengths of those grammars, primarily because the main strength of
traditional grammars lies in their meticulously recorded details. Indeed,
they require an almost endless listing of details because they are obliged
to work from outside the language, from specific sentences; they cannot
penetrate to the principles which will organize sentences yet unuttered
or unwritten. Therefore their bulk is enormous and they are inefficient.
(Because of that inefficiency they have been terribly watered down in text-
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book versions so as to be almost worthless.) Their main characteristics,
then, are great inefficiency, great accuracy, and great length—there are
no really good short ones. Here, therefore, we will merely illustrate
methods.

Traditional grammars usually begin with the definition of a sen-
tence: Curme’s ! is a good one: “A sentence is an expression of a thought
or feeling by means of a word or words used in such form and manner
as to convey the meaning intended.” 2 Kinds of sentences then follow,
with distinctions based on the meaning we see in them: exclamatory, de-
clarative, and interrogative, or command, statement, and question. This
kind of grammar classifies the sentences it encounters by grasping their
intention, their meaning. ‘Then it turns to a discussion of the parts and
their internal arrangements.

The chief point of interest here is that from meaning-based points
of departure our traditional grammar has now begun to define and clas-
sify according to function in the sentence. That it begins in meaning and
ends in function is an illustration of its circular reasoning. Consider the
sentence John gave Mary the book. It is a sentence because it expresses
a complete thought, a meaning. It is a statement because it asserts. This
is notional reasoning. But next we shift the ground. John is the subject
of the sentence because it expresses the actor, the doer of the action ex-
pressed by the verb; gave is the simple predicate because it expresses the
action the actor did; Mary is the indirect object because it is the receiver
of the action specified in subject and predicate; and book is the direct
object because it is the thing acted upon. This is a bald statement of the
traditional grammatical reasoning, but it illustrates fairly well: we iden-
tify the parts functionally only by knowing first what the sentence means.
In effect, the chief weakness is this circularity. For this reason syntax is
not a strong point of traditional grammars.

Overlapping categories also cause awkwardness. When we classify a
group of objects we must use the same criteria for all of them: if we
class some birds according to color and some according to size, we will
not have a coherent set of observations. Our categories must be discrete,
and we must apply them uniformly to all the materials under study.

Once past the primary assumptions, however, traditional grammars
go on to describe a wealth of syntactic detail. They make a distinction
between phrases and clauses, the latter containing subjects and predicates,
the former not, and they observe how these fit into the simple sentence
or connect to it as modifiers, compounds, or dependencies of various sorts.
All these parts and their functions are named, and we end with a very
detailed account of the kinds of constructions in English sentences and
how they function, usually elaborately illustrated with real examples.
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A second line of development in traditional grammars is the ex-
amination of the smaller units, the parts ol speech. Some traditional
grammars begin here; all of them eventually define the parts of speech.
Again, these classifications are based on either meaning or function or
both. And some classifications, like the pronoun, may also be based
partly on form, although this is usually only a peripheral consideration.

The main fact is this: meaning is the basis for defining the two most
important of the traditional parts of speech, the noun and the verb. A
noun, for example, is defined in traditional grammars as “the name of
a person, place, or thing,” or as “a word used as the name of a thing,
quality, or action.” We can identify and classify nouns, then, only by
knowing their referents, the concepts or things for which they stand. In
these traditional, notional grammars the noun as a part of speech is de-
fined notionally.

Traditional grammars usually identify eight parts of speech: noun,
verb, adjective, adverb, preposition, conjunction, pronoun, and interjec-
tion. The nouns—sometimes called substantives

are name-words. They
can be further subdivided into proper and common nouns, proper nouns
being the names of particular people, places, events, organizations, etc.,
which English usually distingnishes formally only by capitalization in
writing. All other nouns, usually not capitalized, are common nouns.
(Other groupings of nouns are also notional: categories such as collective
nouns and abstract nouns are defined in traditional grammars on the
basis of their meaning or on the basis of logic: commitiee, a collective
noun, is described as being cither singular or plural, depending on the
unanimity of the membership, on whether it is thought of as a unit or a
collection of individuals. This is a notional distinction.) Traditional
grammars lean rather heavily on the written language, as the distinction
between common and proper nouns shows. (A further circularity is often
added to the layman’s view of language as he decides that proper nouns
are proper nouns because we capitalize them!) The notions behind the
distinction are usually clear in speech too, although if context is missing
we can think of isolated examples—the city and the City, for example—
which are distinctive only in writing.

Once the traditional grammar has identified nouns by their mean-
ings, it turns almost at once to examine the function of nouns; it becomes
clear that words we have classed as nouns serve regularly as subjects, ob-
jects of various kinds, and predicate complements. And then we discover
some of these same nouns used apparently as adjectives, as in “The choc-
olate cake was made of dark chocolate.” The functions became ex-
tremely complex and require elaborate illustration and classification.
Again, accuracy leads away from efficiency.
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Adjective definitions in traditional grammars are partly notional too,
but mainly they are functional; they are notional only in that they de-
pend on our ability to identify nouns notionally so that we can then
identify adjectives and pronouns by means of their functional relation-
ships to nouns.

In traditional grammars, an adjective is a word “that modifies a
noun or a pronoun.” Curme’s definition ® continues, “i.e., a word that is
used with a noun or pronoun to describe or point out the living being
or lifeless thing designated by the noun or pronoun: a little boy, that boy,
this boy, a little house.” This is a functional definition. Further classes are
both notional and functional. Adjectives are either descriptive or lim-
iting: “little boy” is descriptive, “this boy” is limiting. This is a notional
distinction. Adjectives are also either attributive (placed hefore or in
immediate contact with the noun) or predicative (following a verb like
be). This is a functional distinction. And the whole class depends on the
prior, notional identification of the noun.

The pronoun is even more complex and is also classed by form—
formally. The base definition in a traditional grammar usually goes some-
thing like the one from this dictionary: a pronoun is “a word that may be
used instead of a noun or noun phrase (personal, relative, demonstrative,
indefinite, and reflexive pronouns), or as an adjective (adjective pronoun),
or to introduce a question (interrogative pronoun).” In each of these cate-
gories our identification depends ultimately on our identification of
nouns. It is notional first, and then functional.

But this then raises an interesting point: how do we tell nouns from
pronouns if functionally they do the same work? The answer is “partly
from meaning, partly from form.” Pronouns take most of their meaning
(except for the grammatical matter of case) from the nouns they replace.
They have no other referents, as can be seen from the definitions of the
various pronouns in this dictionary. But their forms are distinctive, since
they are a small, finite list of words. The personal pronouns, for example,
show many distinctive formal characteristics: case (I, my, mine, and me),
number (I and we), person (I, you, and he), and gender (he, she, and it).
But the personal pronouns are a finite list, and we are not likely to add
new ones as readily—or at least as speedily—as we add other words to
the vocabulary. Pronominal changes occur of course, but only very
slowly. (Note how long it is taking to lose completely the thow, thy, thine,
thee, and ye forms, which have been disappearing for hundreds of years.)
Thus the pronoun illustrates an even greater circularity of reasoning in
traditional grammars, since form, function, and meaning all are used as
bases for identifying and classifying pronouns.

The definition of the verb in traditional grammars is also notional,
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perhaps with an overtone of functionalism. Curme says, ““The verb is that
part of speech that predicates, assists in predications, asks a question, or
expresses a command: “The wind blows.” ‘He is blind.” ‘Did he do it?
‘Hurry!” 74 This is a notional definition. Verbs are further classed as
transitive or intransitive (verbs that require or do not require an object),
linking or auxiliary. These are functional classifications.

The other parts of speech—adverb, preposition, conjunction, and
interjection—are similar mixtures of notional and functional distinctions.
The chief flaw is the circularity of reasoning which stems from the no-
tional point of departure. The chief virtue of these traditional gram-
mars when they are well done is that they are so fully detailed. The
terminology developed for classrooms has been a hindrance to later
grammars in some ways, but ultimately it has served as a useful standard:
no modern grammar can be said to be accurate, however high its apparent
efficiency, if it cannot account for all the varieties of construction so fully
delineated in the best traditional grammars. The traditional terminology
is still useful.

Two other problems of traditional grammars are worth noting here.
The first is the question of functionalism and the special variety of tra-
ditional grammar which grew up during the thirties and forties of this
century under the name functional grammanrs.

At their best, functional grammars were written by traditional gram-
marians who were trying to avoid some of the circular reasoning and
overlapping categories of meaning-based descriptions. By describing sub-
jects, objects, and other functional categories and then classing words and
constructions solely on the basis of their use in these functions or posi-
tions in the sentence, these grammarians felt they could write a more
rational grammatical description of English. They did succeed in increas-
ing efficiency somewhat, but ultimately at the cost of losing much detail
which was the strength of the traditional grammars.

At their worst, functional grammars became a worthless watering-
down of the detail of the good traditional grammars. Functional became
a synonym for practical or useful; the teaching of English in the schools
had come around to an almost exclusive interest in the most common
mistakes in usage made by students, and since functional grammar seemed
to be simpler to teach than the more elaborate traditional descriptions,
it was the work of only a decade to destroy almost completely the effec-
tiveness of full traditional grammars and replace them with truncated,
diluted imitations which were called “functional.”

A second problem with traditional grammar was its orientation al-
most exclusively to the written language. Spelling, punctuation, and the
written versions of grammatical constructions were the material for
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analysis, and as a result many people came to feel that the written lan-
guage was the standard from which the spoken language was a sloppy
falling-away. This had awkward consequences for the writing of gram-
mars: it meant that many constructions regularly heard in the language
were simply not described because they were not encountered in the
written language. It meant too that the system of grammar—the grammar
of English—began to be viewed as a consciously learned thing, a subject
composed of the terminology—the names of parts and functions—which
the grammarians had invented originally to describe the grammar. The
means became-—and in many minds has remained—confused with the
end.

We have much to thank traditional grammars for; they have man-
aged to examine the details of written English and to describe and classify
them with splendid accuracy and thoroughness. They have supplied us
with useful terminology for the discussion of many aspects of grammar.
And many of their particular observations remain, circular reasoning or
no, the clearest and best accounts we have of some of the small but vexing
problems we encounter when we try to describe the grammar of English.
No student of the language can sensibly ignore traditional grammars of
English.

But in the end, traditional grammars have not solved the problem.
Mainly because they work from outside the language, because they can
only classify and describe the endless numbers of existing sentences, they
lead us to parsing and naming of parts. But they do not help us very
much in our effort to describe the system of patterns the child “knows,”
and they do not give us the kinds of generalizations we need for efficiency.
Above all, they do not give us knowledge of the rules of the English gram-
mar so that we can see precisely how sentences yet unuttered and un-
written will inevitably be formed. They do not tell us how or why.

Structural Grammars of English

The term structural grammars is arbitrary, used here to designate
those attempts at describing the grammar of English which are based on
the methods of modern descriptive linguistics. These grammars have
several marked advantages over most traditional grammars.

1. They begin with the spoken language.

2. They begin with forms and work back to meaning, irrespective of
whether the form is an inflectional suffix, an imtonation marker, or a slot
in a set pattern.

g. They try to work exclusively with grammatical meaning rather
than with total meaning.
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4. Since they consciously attempt to generalize, they are often very
efficient.

The writing of structural grammars goes back more than thirty years.
The descriptive linguistic work of men like Leonard Bloomfield and Ed-
ward Sapir marks the beginning in this country of the kind of careful
analysis of all aspects of language which led to the writing of structural
grammars. ?

Structural English grammars are extremely accurate on phonology
and morphology; they are perhaps less successful in describing syntax,
especially the larger units. Good structural grammars tend to be more
candid about their weaknesses, however, than those traditional gram-
mars which with their pedagogical aims often sought to present a logically
coherent grammar of English sometimes even at the expense of accuracy.

Structural grammars of English describe four major kinds of gram-
matical signal. These are the patterned devices which give us, usually with
considerable redundancy, the grammatical meanings of our utterances:

1. Signals from the forms of words.

2. Signals from the function words.

3. Signals from the order of words and word groups.

4. Signals from the intonation of words or word groups.

These signals can be investigated in several reasonable orders, but the
distinguishing characteristic of structural grammars is their interest in
describing the spoken language; this interest makes sound the most help-
ful starting point.

Structural grammars, therefore, generally begin with the phonemes,
which while not grammatical signals in themselves, since they have no
meaning, are nonetheless the important basic concept. A phoneme is one
of the distinctive classes of sounds in a language. Of all the hundreds of
speech noises the human voice can make, ‘only a relative few are distinc-
tive or significant in any given language. In English there are twenty-four
consonant phonemes, three of which are often called semi-vowels (/h/,
/w/, and /y/). These consonant sounds are distinctive in English; one can
neither speak nor understand English unless he can make and identify
these sounds. In fact, any native English-speaking listener will constantly
try to class all speech sounds he hears into one ol the phonemes of En-
glish. He cannot help himself.

But the phoneme is only a category, not a finite sound. The difference
between phonetics (the study of speech sounds) and phonemics (the study
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