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";‘ id you know tha“ probing the seamy

) 4 underbelly of U.S. lexicography
! reveals ideological strife and contro-

I versy and mntrigue and nastimess and
fervor on a neatly hangmgfchad scale? For
mstance, did you know that some modern dic-
tionartes are notoricusly hberal and others noto-
riously conservative, and that certain conserva-
tive dictionaries were actually conceved and
desigried as corrective responses to the “corrup-
tion” and “permussiveness” of cer-
tain liberal dictionaries? That the
oligarchic Jevice of having a spe-
cial “Distinguished Usage Panel . ..
ing professional speakers and writers” 15 an
attempted compromise between the forces of
egalitarianism and traditionalism n English, but
that most linguistic liberals dismiss the Usage
Panel as mere sham-populism?

Did you know that U.S. lexicography even
kad a seamy underbelly?

/

of outstand-

the occasion for this article s
Oxford University Press’s semi-
recent release of Bryan A. Garner’s
A Dicuonary of Modern American
Usage. The fact of the matter 1s that Garner’s

dictionary is extremely good, certainly the
most comprehensive usage guide since E. W.
Gilman’s Webster's Dictionary of English Usage,
now a decade out of date.? [ts format, like that
of Giman and the handful of other great
American usage guides of the last century,
includes entries on individual words and
phrases and 'expostulative small-cap MINI-
ESSAYS on any issue broad enough to warrant
more general discussion. But the really dis-
tinctive and mgenious features of A Dictionary
af Modern American Usage involve issues of
rhctong and ideology and style, and it s
impossible to describe why these issues are
important and why Garner's management of
them borders on genius without talking abour
the historical context? in which ADMAU
appears, and this context turns out to be a ver-
itable hurricane of controversies mvolving

everything from technical linguistics to public

education to political ideology, and these con-
troversies take a certain amount of time to
unpack before their relation to what makes
Garner’s usage guide so eminently worth your
hard-earned reference-book dollar can even
be established; and in fact there’s no way
even to begin the whole harrowing polymeric
discussion without taking a moment to estah-
tish and define the highly colloquial term
SNOOT.

From one perspective, a certain rony attends
the publication of any good new bock on
American usage. It is that the people who are
going to be intcrested in such a
book are also the people who are

i least gomg to need u, ie., that
offering counsel on the finer pomts of U.S.
English is Preaching to the Choir. The relevant
Choir here comprises that small percentage of
American citizens who actually care about the
current status of double modals and ergative
verbs. The same sorts of people who watched
Story of English on PBS (twice) and read W.
Safire’s column with their half-caff every
Sunday. The sorts of people who feel that spe-
cial blend of wincing despair and sneering supe-
riority when they sec IXPRESS LANE—10 ITEMS
OR LESS or hear dialogue used as a verb or realize
that the founders of the Super 8 motel chain
must surely have been ignorant of the meaning
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1 Wivh the advent of online data- comprehensive and good, butits  eguivalent phrase thatisn’t evenn  the fact that this reviewer almest

bases, Garner has sccess to far
meove examples of actual ussge
than did Gilman, and he deplovs
them te great effect. {FYI, Ox-
ford’s 1998 New Fowier's Modern
English Usage is also extremely

emphasis is on British usage.)

2 Sarzy about this phrase; I hote
this phrace, toe. This happens to
be'one of those very rave times
when “histerical context” is the
phrase to wse and there is no
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worse. (I actually tried “lexico-
temnporsl backdrop” in one of the
middle drafis, which I think
youw’lk agvee is not preferable.}

INTERPOLATION
The above § is motivated by
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always smeers and/orwinces when
he sees “historical context” de-
ployed in = piece of writing and
thus hopes to head off any po-
tential sneers/winces from the
reader heve, especially in an ar-
ticke about felicitous usege.




of suppurate. There are lats of epithets for peo-
ple like this—Grammar Nazis, Usage Nerds,
Syntax ‘mo‘ns, the Language Poime The term !
was raised with 18 SNOOT.3 The word might be
slightly self-mocking, but those other terms are
autright dysphemisms. A SNOOT can be defined as
somebody who knows what dysphemism means
and doesn’t mind letting vou know it

I submir that we SNOOTs are just about the
iast remamimy kind of truly chitist nerd. There
are, granted, plenty of nerd-species 1 today’s
America. and some of these are elitist within
their own nerdy purview (e.g., the skinny, car-
buncular, semi-autistic Computer Nerd moves
instantly up on the totem pole of status when
your screen freezes and now you need lus help,
and the bland condescension with which he
performs the two occult keystrokes that
unfreeze your screen 35 both elinist and situ-
donally valid}. But the sNOOTs purview s
interhuman social life itsell. You don’t, afrer all
{despite withering cultural pressure}, have o
use a computer, but you can’t escape language:
Language s everything and everywhere; it's
what lets us have anything to do with one
another; it’s what separates us from the animals;
Genesis 11:7-10 and s¢ on. And we SNOOTs
know when and how ro hyphenate phrasal
adjectives and to keep parriciples from dan-
gling, and we know that we know, and we know

how very few orher Americans know this stuff

or even care, and we ]udge them accordingly.

In ways that certam of us are uncomfortable
about, SNOOT' attitudes shout contemporary
usage resemble religious/political conservatives’
attitudes about contemporary culture:t We com-
bine a missionary zeal and a near-ncural faith in
cur beliefs’ mnportance with a curmudgennly
hell-in-a-handbasket despair at the wav English
15 routmely manhandled and corrupted by sup-
posedly educated pecple. The Evil 15 all around
us: boners and clunkers and selecistic howlers
and bursts of voguwh linguistic methane that
make any SNOOTs cheek twitch and forchead
Jatken. A fellow sNOOT § know likes to say that
listenmg to most people’s Englsh feels like
watching somebody use a Stradivarnius o pound
niails. Wes are the Few, the Proud, the Appalled
at Everyone Else.

THESIS STATEMFT
FOR WHOLE ARTICQLE

“E7 ssues of tradition va. egalitarianism i
% .S, English are at root political issues

Z  and can be effectively addressed only n
A what this article hereby terms a

“Demociatic Sprrit.” A Democratic Spirit 15
one that combines rigor and humility, i.e., pas-
stonate conviction plus sedulous respect for

FEE = SEy e T za Ewra
3 éNO(;T {=} (bxgﬁlywﬂcq) is this %;L feally of . B Jb.‘ n gran er.mmi acﬁ:tx?lly uses the XN\TERPO LATION
reviewss's nuclear family's nick- ™8 HIV prevention to intra-  word genetic, and it's probably As ching Fra skl b

U venows-drug wacrs. When it true: 95 percent of the SNOOTs | snm;e it o L bt sure
name & clef for a rezlly extreme (s it € e} know have at least ek Flarper's will excise, Tl also in-
Sanasic, the sort of pevson emerges tas it does, every timne, ow vias cast one pavent who we o lig:

whose idea of 3unday fun iz to
ook for mistakes in Safire’s col-
umn's prose itself. This review-
er's family is roughly 70 percent
SNOGT, which terms itself derives
from an seronym, with the big
historical family joke being that
whether 3.8.0.0.7. stood for
"Sprachgelith! Necessitates SDur
Ongeing Tendance” or “Syntax
Kudniks of Our Time" depend-
2d on whether or not you were
ameE.

%Thnans true in Doy own case at
any rate—pius alse the "uncom~
fortahle” part. I teach college

that 55 percent of these intelli-
gent upecale college students have
never been taught, ¢.g., vhat a
cizuse is or why a misplaced on-
Iy can make a sentence confus-
img, ¥ all but peund my head on
the blackhoard; | exhort them te
size their bometown school boarda,
The kids end up scared, hoth of
me and for me.

*Editor's Note: Author insisted this
phrase replace “ob d with”

is, byp ©F tenp

or both, 2 SNCOT. In wmy own case,
zay mom is a Cowmp teacher sud
has written remedial vsage books
and is a SNOOT of the most rabid
and intractable sor, At least part
of the reason I asa 2 SNCOT is that
for years Mom brainwashed us ia
sll sorts of subtle ways. Here’s an
example. Pamily suppers often
involved 5 game: I one of us chil-
dren mede a usage error, Moem

id pretend to have 2 coughing

and toek umbrage a¢ the sugges-
sfon: el this change clexrly demon-
steated the very guality he wished
to denigrate.

English part-time—mestly Lit,
not Cemp. But I am alss so padho-
togically anel shout® usage that
every semester the same thing
bappens: The minwte [ have read
my students’ first set of papers,
we immediately abandon the reg-
wkar Lit splinbas and have & three-
week Emergency Remedial Usage
Unit, ducingwhich my devasanor

3 Plense note that the stretegi-
cally myease& L-P promoun is
t o and emph that

this reviswer iz very much ome
100, 2 SNOOT, plus to connete the
lear famdily ed supra.
SNOUTHtude runs in families. In
ADMAT s Preface, Bryan Gar~
ner mentions both his father and

£t that would go on and on wn-
i} the relevant child bad identi-
fied the relevant error and sor-
rected it. EFtwas all very self-ironic
and lighthearted; hut still, look-
ing back, it seems a bi¢ sncessive
to pretend thee your child is ae-
wually denying rou oxygen by
spesking incorrectly. Buit the
really chitling thing is thet { now
sometimes find myself playing
this same "game” with my own
students, complete with prevend
pertussion.
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bt retrospectively chilling letle
family song that Mora and we lic-
the SNOOTlets would sing in the
car on long trips while Dod sifent-
Iy volled his eyes and drove (you
have te remember the title theme
of Underdogin ovder to follow the

songl:

When idicte in this world sppear
Aand fail to be concise or cleer
And solscizme rend the ear
The exy goes up both for and near
For Blunder Dog
Blunder Dog
Blunder Dog
Blunder Dag
Ie?c. Je

*{Since this'll almost surely get
cusg, DI admic cthat, ves, §, as a
Eid, was the actual author of this
scmg But by this time I'd been

‘l'& i &, - | And jw
about the whole car sang along. It
wus sort of cur family’s version
of "100 Bottles. .. Wail.”}
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the convictions of others. As any American
knows, this 1s a very difficult spirit to cultivate
and maintain, particularly when it comes to
issues you feel strongly about. Zqually tough is
a2 D.Ss criterion of 100 percent ntellectual
integrity—you have to be willing to look hon-
estly at yourself and your motives for believing
what you believe, and to do it more or less
continually.

This kind of stuff is advanced U.S. citizen-
ship. A true Democratic Spirit is up there with
religious faith and emotional matunty and all
those other top-of-the-Maslow-Pyramid-type
qualities people spend their whole hives work-
ing on. A Democratic Spirit's constituent rigor
and humility and honesty are 1 fact so hard to
maintain on certamn tssues that it’s almost irre-
sistibly tempting to fall in with some estab-
lished dogmatic camp and to follow that camp’s
line on the 1ssue and to let your position hard-
en withtn the camp and become inflexible and
to believe that any other camp
is erther evil or insane and to
spend all your time and energy
trying to shout over them.

1 submit, then, that it is indisputably easier
to be dogmatic than Democratic, especially
about issues that are both vexed and highly
charged. I submit further that the issues sur-
rounding “correctness” 1 contemporary
American usage are both vexed and highly
charged, and that the fundamental questions
they involve are ones whose answers have to
be “worked out” instead. of simply found.

A distmctive feature of ADMALU is that 1ts au-
thor is willing to acknowledge that a usage dic-
tionary is not a bible or even a texthook but rather
just the record of one smart person’s attempts to
work out answers to certain very difficult questions.
This willingness appears to me to be informed by
a Democratic Spirit. The big question 1s whether
such & spirit compromises Garmner’s ability to pre-
sent himself as a genuine “authoricy” on 1ssues of
usage. Assessing Garner’s book, then, involves
trying to trace out the very weird and complicat-
ed relationship between Authority and Democracy
in what we as a culture have decided is English.
That relationship 15, as many educated Ameri-
cans would say, still in process at this time.

Dictionary of Modern Ameritan Usage

has no Editorial Staff or Distinguished
} Panel. It’s conceived, researched, and
awritten ab ovo usque ad mala by Bryan
Garner. This is an interesting gay. He's both a
fawyer and a lexicographer (which seems a bit
like bemg both a narcotics dealer and a DEA
agent). His 1987 A Dictonary of Modern Legal
Usage is already a minor classic; now, instead of
practicing law anymore, he goes around con-
ducting writing semunars for 1.DVs and doing
prose-consulting for vanous judicial bodies.
Garner's slso the founder of something called
the H. W. Fowler Saciety,® a worldwide group of
usage-Trekkics who like to send one another
hinguistic boners clipped from different periodi-
cals. You get the 1dea. This Garner s one seri-
ous and very hard-core SNOOT.

The ltucid, engagmg, and extremely sneaky
Preface ta ADMAU serves to confirm Garner’s
sNOOTitude in fact while undercutting it n
tone. For one thing, whereas the traditional
usage pundit cultivates a sort of remote and
imperial persona—the kind who uses one or we
to refer to himself—Garner gives us an almost
Waltonishly endearing sketch of his own
background:

-7 .
I realized earty—art the age of 15 —that my pri-
mary ntellectual interest was the use of the

Enghish fanguage. . . . It became an all-consuming
passon. . . . I read everything I could find on the

subzect. Then, on a wintry evening while vistung
New Mexico at the age of 16, I discovered Eric
Parrridge’s Usage and Abusage I was enthralled.
Never had I held 2 more exciting book. . . . Suffice
1t to say that by the tme I was 18, I had commit-
ted to memory most of Fowler, Partridge. and therr
SUCCESSOTS. . . .

Although this reviewer regrets the bio-
sketch's fatlure to mention the rather significant
social costs of being an adolescent whose over-
riding passion is English usage,® the critical hat
15 off to yet another personable section of the
Preface, one that Garner entitles “First
Principles”: “Before going any further, I should
explain my approach. That’s an unusual thing
for the author of a usage dictionary to do—
unprecedented, as far as I know. But a guide to

= T TER A
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[ 1 Johnsos is the Shake- subsequ?nt ckasism nsn the field, tamght‘ that this‘rule ap}zhe? fust g personal experience, I
. . from Eric Pariridge’s Usage and  to Business Writing and that in a1l P, :
speare of English usage, think of s can assure you that any kid like this
Abusage te Theodore Bernstein's other modes you spell out one | ¢o be ath icakised
Henry Watsen Fewler as the through nincteen and staxe o 8OE ¢ at hest marginalise

Eliot or Joyce. His 1926 A Dic-
tionary of Modern English
Usage is the granddaddy of mod-~
ern uszge goides, and its dust-
dry wit and blushless imperious-
ness have been meodels for every

The Carveful Writer to Wilson
Feollett's Modern American
Ussge to Gilman’s "85 Webster's.

7 (Garner prescribes speiling out
only numbers under tem. I was
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wising cardinaly at 20.% De gustibus
non est disputendum.}

¢Editor’s Note: The Harper's style
manual prescribes speiling out
2lf numbers up to 100G,
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and at worst savagely and repeat-
edly Wedgied.

Gould care less



good writing 15 only as good as the principles on
which 1t’s based. And users should be naturally
interested in those principles. So, m the inter-
ests of full disclosure .. 9

The “unprecedented” and “full disclosure”
here are actually good-natured digs at Garner’s
Fowlerite predecessors, and a subtle nod to one
camp in tae wars that have raged in both lext-
cography and education ever since the notori-
ously liberal Webster's Third New International
Dictionary came out in 1961 and included such
terms as heighth and wregardless without
any monitory labels on them. You can
think of Webster's Third as sort of the
Fort Sumrer of the contemporary Usage Wars.
These Wars are both the context and the target
of u very subtle rhetorical strategy in A Dictio-
nary of Modern American Usage, and without
tallung about them 1t wmpossible to explain
why Garmnar’s book is both so good and so sncaky.

We regular citizens tend to go to The Dic-
tionary for authoritative guidance.’® Rarely,
however, o we ask aurselves who decides what
gets in The Dictionary or what words or
spellings or pronunciations get deemed “sub-
standard” or “incorrect.” Whence the authori-
ty of dict onary-makers to decide what's OK!
and what sn’t? Nobedy elected them, atter all.
And simply appealing to precedent or trads-
tion won't work, because what's consudered cor-
rect changes over nime. [n the 1600s, for mi-
stance, the second-singular pronoun took o
singular conjuganon—"You is.” Earlier still, the
standard 2-5 pronoun wasn't you but thow. Huge
numbers of now acceptable words like clever,
fun, banter, and prestigious entered English as
what usage authorities comsidered errors or egre-
grous »lang. And not just usage conventions
but English itself changes over time; if it didn't,
we'd all srill be talking like Chaucer. Who's to
say which changes are natural and which are
corruptions? And when Bryan Garner or
E. Ward Gilman do in fact presume to say, why
should we believe them?

These sorts of questions are not new, but they
de now have a certam urgency. America 1s 1o
the madst of a protracted Crisis of Authority in
matters of language. In bref, the same sorts of po-
litscal upheavals that produced everything from

gﬁ

Kent State to Independent Counsels have pro-
duced an influential contra-sNOOT school for
whom noimstive standards of English grammnsar
and usage are functions of nothing but custom and
superstition and the ovine docility of a populace
that lets self-appomted language suthorities boss
them asround. See for example MIT's Steven
Pinker 1 « famous New Republic article—“Once
mtroduced, a prescriptive tule s very hard to
eradicate, no matter how ridiculous. Inside the
writing establishment, the rules survive by the
same dynamic that perpetuates ritual gen-
real mutilations”—or, at a somewhat low-
er pirch, Bill Bryson in Mother Tongue: Eng-
tish and How It Got That Way:

Who sets down all those rules thar we all know
about from childhood—the 1dea that we must
never end 4 sentence with a preposition or begin
one with a comjunction, that we st use cach
other for two things and one another for more than
two ... 7 The answer, surprismgly uften, » thatr no
one does, that when you look o the background
of these “rules” there 15 often litde basis for them.

In ADMAU’s Preface, Garner himself
addresses the Authority (Juestton with a
Trumanesgue sanpheity and candor that simul-
tanevusly dwisguise dhe author’s cunning and
exemplify 1t:

As you nught already suspect, T don’t shy awav
from making judgments. [ can’t imagime thas most
readers would want me ro. Lingauses don ¢ hike 1,
of course, because judpgment mvolves sub-
jectivity 12 It n’t swenfific. Bur rhetone and
usage, in the view of most professional writers,
aren’t scienttfic endeavors. You don't want dispas-
sonate descriptions; you want sound guidance.
Andd that requires judgment.

Whaole monographs could be wrirten just on the
masterful rhetoric of this passage. Note for ex-
ample the mgenious equivecation of judgment in
“I dor’t shy away from making judgments” vs.
“And that requires judgment.” Suffice 1t to say that
Garner 15 at all times keenly aware of the Au-
thority Crists in modern usage; and his response
to thus crisis is—in the best Democratic Spirit—
rhetorical.
So...

¥ Editor's Note: The Hasper's
style manual preseribes okay.

e e i
% What follow in the Preface are :ﬁz«jﬁnﬁgﬁ;ég&g;i@f e;z:;f:;; 0 There's no better indication of
"...the ten eritical points that, af~ ,“aem " would require sev- The Dictionary’s authority than
teryezrs of workingon ussge prob- pages of abstract clarifica- that we use it to settle agers. My
fems, Fre sottled on. " These pointa |, =~ © & qualification to shore 5w fother &s 561l to this day Liv-
are too invelved to trest sepa- up ageinst Usege Wars-related ing down the outzorme of a high-
rgzwiy, but a :;:“ple of them are attacks, bt which G sather bes bet on the correct spelling
slippery in the extreme—e.g., ; . i of meringue, 2 wages made on 14
- ngenieusly elects to define and SIIRGUE, & WAgE
10. Actusl Usage. Ix the end, defend via their application in  September 1378,

the actual usage of educated
speakers and writers is the over-

e e e = . Copyright © 2004. All rights-reserved.

his dictonary itself,

X2 This is » clever helf-truth.
Linguists compeose enly one part
of the anti-judgment camp, and
thelr objections to usage judg-~
waents invelve way mors than just
"subjectiviey.”
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P T he most salient and timely feature of
Garner’s book is that its both lexi-
cographical and rhetorical. Its main
strategy mvolves what is known in
classical rhetoric as the Ethical Appeal. Here
the adjective, derived from the Greek ethos,
doesn’t mean quite what we usually mean by
But there are affinities.
Ethical Appeal amounts to 15 a complex and
sophisticated “Trust me.” It's the boldest, mast
ambitious, and also most distinctively Ameri-
can of rhetorical Appeals, because 1t requires
the rhetor to convince us not just of his intel-
lectual acuity or technical competence but of
his basic decency and fairness and sensitivity to

the audience’s own hopes and fears.’3

These are not gualities one associates with
the traditional SNOOT usage-authority,
who pretty much mstantiates snobbishness
and bow-tied anality, and cpe whose modern
image 1s not tmproved by stuff like
Hevuage
Distinguished Usage
Morris Bishop’s “The arrant sole-
cisms of the ignoramus are here often omarted
entirely, ‘irregardless’ of how he may feel zbout
or critic john Simon’s “The
English langusge 15 beng treated nowadays
exactly as slave traders once handled their
S Compare those lines’ autho-
rial personas with Garner’s in, c.g.,
usage is so challenging that even expericnced

American

this neglect”

merchandise. ..

What the

a figure

“\T"’ 7 ou'd sure

V4

1

£
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writers need guidance now and then.”
The thrust here is gomng to be ¢

detailed look at the Usage Wars.

“English

that A
Dictionary of Modern American L/mgc earns
Garner pretty much all the trust his Ethical
Appeal asks us for. The book’s “feel-gaod” spir-
it {in the very best sense of “feel-good”) marries
rigor and humility in such a way as to allow
Garner to be extremely prescriptive without
any appearance of evangelism or elitist put-
down. This 15 an extraordinary accomplish-
ment. Understanding why it’s basically a rhetor-
wal accomplishment, and why this is both his-
torically significant and (in this reviewer’s opin-
ion} politically redemptive, requires a more

this:
with . ..

prescriptive.”

L()St,

you're

whii LIODATIES—DiCCES
DEU’s “A Brief History of English Usage” or
“Linguistic Advances and
Lexicography” or AHD-3’s “Usage i the
American Herirage Dictionary: The Place of
Criticism.” But almost nobody ever bothers
with these little intros, and it's not just their
six-point type or the fact that dictionaries
tend to be hard on the lap. It’s that these
intros aren’t actually written for you or me or
the average citizen who goes to The Dic-
tionary just to see how to spell {for instance)
meringue. They’re written for other lexicogra-
phers and critics, and in fact they’re not real-
Iy mtroductory at all but polemical. They're
salvos 1 the Usage Wars that have been
under way ever since editor Philip Gove first
sought to apply the value-neutral principles
of structural linguistics to lexicography in
Webster’s Third. Gove’s famous response to
conservarives who howled!4 when Webster’s
Third endorsed OK and de-
scribed ain’t as
most parts of the U.S. by many
cultivated speakers [sic}”
A dicrionary should have no traffic
artificial notions of correctness or
superiority. It should be descriptive and not
These terms stuck and turned
epithetic, and linguistic conservatives are
now formally known as Prescriptivists and
linguistic Liberals

The former are
read the columns

Webstey’s Third’s

actually

and Newman and

like

as Descriptivists.
far better known. When you
of William Safire or Morton
Preeman or books like Edwin Newman’s
Serictly Speaking or John Simon’s Paradigms
reading Popular
Prescriptivism, a genre sideline of certain jour-
nalists {mostiy older ones, the vast majority of
whom acrurlly do wear how tics) whose
bemused irony often masks a Colonel Blimp’s
rage at the wav the beloved English of thewr
youth is being trashed n the decadent present.
The plutocratic tone und styptic wit of Safire
the best of the Pre-
scriprivists is often modeled after the man-
darin-Brit personas of Eric Partnidge and H. W.
Fowler, the same Twin Towers of scholarly

know lexicography had
an underbelly if you read the little
1 ntroductory essays in modern dic-

Webster's

“used orally in

was

44

3 In this Jast respect, recall for
ezample W. ], Clinton’s famous
“I feel your pain,” which was 2

4 Really, howled: blistering re-
views and outraged editorials from
across the countrp—from the Times
and The New Yorker and good
ald Life, or g.v. this from the
Januvery '62 Atlantic: “We have

1.0, ifan v 3 l‘ v I
Ethical Appeal.
HARPER'S MAGAZINE / APRIL 2001

cella confosi and eor-

seen & neovel dicti v for ia

improvised, in great part, out of
snap judgments and the sort of
theoreticel improvemment thatin
practice inpairs; and we have seen
the gates propped wide open in
enthusiastic hospitality to mis-

Copyright © 2001. All rights reserved.

ruptions. In fine, the anxiously
awaited work that was to have
crowned cisatlantic linguistic
scholarship with a particular glo-
vy turns out t6 be & scandal and
a disaster,”



Prescriptivism whom Garner talks about rever-
ing as a kid.18

Descriptivists, on the other hand, don’t have
weekly columns in the Times. These guys tend to
be hard-core academics, mostly linguists or Comp
theorists. Loosely organized under the banner of
structural (or “descriptive”) linguistics, they are
doctrinaire positivists who have their intellec-
tual roots in the work of Auguste Comte and
Ferdinand de Saussure and their ideological roots
firmly in the U.S. sixties. The brief explicit men-
tion Garner’s Preface gives this crew—

Somewhere along the line, though, usage dictio-
naries got hijacked by the descriptive linguists,*® who
observe language scientifically. For the pure de-
scriptivist, 1t's impermussible to say that one form of
language 1s any better than another: as long as a
native speaker says it, it's OK—and anyone who
takes a contrary stand is a dunderhead. ... Essentially,
descriprivists and prescriptivists are approaching
different problems. Descriptivists want to record
language as 1t’s actually used, and they perform a use-
ful function—though their audience 1 generally
himited to those willing to pore through vast tomes
of dey-zs-dust research.

—is disingenuous i the extreme, especially
the “approaching different problems” part, be-
cause it vastly underplays the Descriptivists’ in-
fluence on U.S. culture. For one thing, Descrip-
tivism so quickly and thoroughly tock over
English education in this country that just about
everybody who started junior high after ¢. 1970
has beer. taught to write Descriptively—via
“freewriting,” “brainstorming,” “journabing,” a
view of writing as self-exploratory and -expressive
rather than as communicative, an abandonment
of systematic grammar, usage, semantics, rhetoric,
etymology. For another thing, the very language
in which today’s socialist, ferninist, minority, gay,
and environmentalist movements frame their
sides of political debates is informed by the De-
scriptivist belief that traditional English 1s con-
cerved and perpetuated by Privileged WASP
Malest? znd is thus inherently capitalist, sexist,
racist, xenophobic, homophobic, elitist: unfair.
Think Ebonics. Think of the involved contortions

people undergo to avord he as a generic pronoun,
or of the tense deliberate way white males now ad-
just their vocabularies around non-w.m.’s, Think
of today’s endless battles over just the names of
things—"Affirmative Action” vs. “Reverse Dis-
crimination,” “Pro-Life” vs. “Pro-Choiwce,” “Un-
dercount” vs. “Vote Fraud,” etc.

The Descriptivist revolution takes a little time
to unpack, but its worth it. The structural imn-
guists’ rejection of conventional usage rules de-
pends on two main arguments, The figst is acad-
emic and methodological. In this age of
technology, Descripuivists contend, it’s the Sci-
entific Method—clinically objective, value-
neutral, based on direct observation and demon-
strable hypothesis—that should determine both
the content of dictionaries and the standards of
“correct” English. Because language is constant-
ly evolving, such standards will always be fluid.
Gove’s now classic introduction to Webster’s Third
outlines this type of Descriptivism’s five basic
edicts: “1—Language changes constantly;
2—Change is normal; 3—Spoken language 1s
the language; 4—Correctness rests upon usage;
5—All usage is relative.”

These principles look prima facie OK—com-
monsensical and couched in the bland simple
$.-v.-0. prose of dispassionate Science—but m
fact they’re vague and muddled and i takes about
three seconds to think of reasonable replies to
each one of them, viz.:

1—CK, but how much and how
fast?

2—Same thing. Is Heraclitean
flux as normat or desirable as grad-
ual change? Do some changes actually serve the
fanguage’s overall piuzzazz better then others!?
And how many people have to deviate from
how many conventicns before we say the lan-
guage has actuzally changed? Fifty percent? Ten
percent!

3—This is an old claim, at least as old as Pla-
to’s Phaedrus. And it's specious. If Derrida and
the mfamous Deconstructionists have done noth-
ing else, they've debunked the 1dea that speech s
language’s primary instantation.™® Plus consider

Copyright © 2001. All rights reserved.

o rmetere s R T T WIS = e oooeeoN el
e T TLORY imalaﬁm& - & '3} S\ er 3. 'S T T
8 Note for example the mordant g:;::if:im of ;i wler her?:m Zsiem doky li::tw he mﬁg& %6 Uster busbwa: As ADMAL s
pith (ené ropal we) of thlarwadoms oot vce ofvords  itisa mers token, ofvhichhe 047 makes clear, Garner kns
snippet from Partridge’s Usage to meen the words den’t has to fnfer the vabue from the  “Rectly v{ben the ]i)esempeavxsm
snd Abussge: really sacan: s contexts in which he hears it otsrted influencing language
anxicns of. °I am not hope- alipobod entension . . . s vs- :::f i:sinEugﬁahmci}&;t ‘;;- R
lees of our futuze. But I am pecinlly likely to ocour when  gure, faction, &e.~cither fail 7 (which ke fact is true)
profoundly snxicus of i, Bev- some zocident g y i show the obviows fomadly lile- o~
erley Nichols, News of Eag- arseng the unsduceted to words ness to which he is secustomed - ((v. “The Pharmakon” in
land 1938 whick made ws of lenrned origin, & the move among familics of indigenows  Derrvide's Lo disséminstion—but
profeundly anxious for (or if they ave isnlated or heve fow words, or srs (like malfea- you'd probably be better off just
aboud-net of-Mr Nichols's velatives in the vermacu- sance} outside his range. trmsting me.)
Eiterery fusure. far. ... The original meaning
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“French provincial
twin bed with canape
and box spfiﬁgg $180." ment in the ass. (5) appears to

the weird arrogance of Gove’s {3} wftft correctness.
Only the most mullahlike Prescriptivists care very
much about spoken English; most Prescriptive
usage guides concern Standard Written English 79

4—Fme, but whose usage? Gove's (4) begs
the whole question. What he wants to imply
here, I think, is a reversal of the traditional
entailment-relation between abstract rules and
concrete usage: Instead of usage ideally corre-
sponding to a ngid set of regulations, the regu-
lations ought to correspond to the way real peo-
ple are actually using the language. Again, fine,
but which people! Urban Latinos? Boston
Brahmins? Rural Midwesterners? Appalachiun
Neogaelics?

5—Huh? If this means what
it seems to mean. then 1t ends
up biting Gove'’s whole argu-

imply that the correct answer to
the above “which people!” is: “All of them!”
And it’s easy to show why this will not stand up
as a lexicographical principle. The most obvi-
ous problem with 1t 1s that not everything can
go in The Dictionary. Why not? Because you
can’t ohserve every last bit of every last native
speaker’s “language behavior,” and even if you
could, the resultant dictionary would weigh
4 muilion pounds and have to be updated
hourly.2° The fact is that any ‘exicographer 1s
going to have to make choices about what gets
in and what doesn't. And these choices are
based on . .. what! And now we're right back
where we started.

It 15 true that, as a SNOOT, | am probably neu-
rologically predisposed to look for flaws in Gove
et zl’s methodological argument. But these
flaws seem awfully easy to find. Probably the
biggest one 1s that the Descriptivists’ “scientific
lexicography”—under which, keep in mmd, the
ideal English dictionary is basically number-
crunching; you somehow observe every linguis-
tic act by every native/naturafized speaker of
English and put the sum of all these acts
between two covers and call it The Dic-
tionary—involves an incredibly simplistic and
outdated understanding of what scientific means.
It requires a naive belief in scientific objectivi-

ty, for one thing. Even in the physical sciences,
everything from quantum mechanics <o
Information Theory has shown that an act of
observation 1s ieself part of the phenomenon
observed and 1s analytically mseparable from it.

If you remember your old college English class-
es, there’s an analogy here that points up the
trouble scholars get into when they confuse ob-
servation with interpretation. Recall the New
Critics.?T They believed that literary criticism
was best conceived as a “scientific” endeavor:
The critic was a neutral, careful, unbiased, high-
ly tramned observer whose job was to find and ob-
jectively describe meanings that were right
there—literally inside—pieces of literature.
Whether you know what happened to the New
Criticism’s reputation depends on whether you
tock college English after <. 1975; suffice 1t to
say that its star has dimmed. The New Critics had
the same basic problem as Gove’s Methodologi-
cal Descriptivists: They believed that scientific
meant the same thing as neutral or unbiased. And
that hnguistic meanings could exist “objective-
by,” separate from any interpretive act.

The pownt of the analogy is that claims to ob-
jectviey in language study are now the stuff of
jokes and shudders. The epistemological assump-
tions that underlie Methodological Descriptivism
have been thoroughly debunked and displaced—
in Lit by the rise of post-structuralism, Reader-Re-
sponse Criticism, and Jaussian Reception Theo-
rv; m linguistics by the rise of Pragmatics—and it’s
now pretty much universally accepted that (a}
meaning is inseparable from some act of inter-
pretation and (b) an act of interpretation 1s always
somewhat biased, i.c., informed by the interpreter’s
particular ideclogy. And the consequence of (a)
and (b} is that there’s no way around it—decisions
anout what to put in The Dicrionary and what to
exclude are gomng to be based on a lexicographer’s
wdeology. And every lexicographer’s got one. To
presume that dictionary-making can somehow
avoid or transcend ideclogy 1s simply to subscribe
to a particular ideclogy, one that mighe aptly be
called Unbelievably Naive Positivism.

There’s an even more wmportant way Descrip-
tivists are wrong in thinking that the Scientific
Method is appropriate to the study of language:

19 Standsrd Wristen English (SWE)
is also sometimes called Stan-
dard Emglish (SE) or Educated
English, but the inditement~
exphasis is the same.

SEMI-INTERPOLATION

Plus note that Garnesr's Pref-
ace explicitly names ADMAU s

intended audience as “writers
and editors.” And sven ads for
the dictionary in such oxgens as
The New York Review of Beeks
are built around the shogen “If you
Iike to WRITE . .. Befor tous."®

(V. INOOT vev. cannot help ob-
serving, wr/t these ads, that the
opening rin Refer here should not
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be capitalived after a dependent
clause + ellipses—~Quandogue
bomus dormitat Homeras.)

20 Tyue, some sort of 100 percent
compendious resl-time Mega-
dictionary might be possible on-
time, though i¢'d take  small axmy
of ledeal wehmaonters and & much
Iarger nrmy of in sftu actual-use

Copyright © 2001. All rights reserved.

reporters and surveillsnce techs;
phus it'd be GNP-ldvel expensive.

21 New Criticiem refers to T. S.
Eliot and I, A. Richards and
F., R. Leavis and Cleanth Breoks
and Wimsast & Beardsley and the
whole “close veading” school that
dorainated Bterary criticizm from
WWE well into the seventies.
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Even if, as a thought experiment, we assume a
kind of nineteenth-century scientific realism—in
which, even though some scientists’ interpreta-
tions of natural phenomena might be biased,?2 the
natural phenomena themselves can be supposed
to exist wholly independent of either observation
ot interpretation—no such realist supposition
can be made about “language behavior,” because
this behavior is both hwman and fundamentally
normative. To understand this, you have only to
accept the proposition that language is by its very
nature public—i.e., that there can be no such
thing as a Private Language®3—and then to ob-
serve the way Methodological Descriptivises seem
either ignorant of this fact or oblivious to its con-
sequences, as in for example one Charles Fries’s
introduction to an epigone of Webster's Third
called The American College Dictionary:

A dictionary can be an “authority” only m the sense
in which a bock of chemustry or of physics or of
botany can be an “authority”—by the accuracy and
the completeness of its record of the observed facts
of the field examined, i accord with the latest prin-
ciples and techruques of the particular science.

This is so stupid it practically drcols. An “au-
thoritative” physics text presents the results of
physicists’ observations and physicists’ theories
about those observations. If a physics textbook op-
erated on Descriptivist principles, the fact that
some Americans believe that electricity flows

better downhill (based on the observed fact that
power lines tend to run high above the homes
they serve) would require the Electricity Flows
Better Downhill Theory to be included as a
“valid” theory in the textbook—ijust as, for Dr.
Fries, if some Americans use wfer for imply, the
use becomes an ipso facto “valid” part of the lan-
guage. Structural linguists like Gove and Fries
are not, finally, scientists but census-takers who
happen to misconstrue the importance of “ob-
served facts.” It isn’t scientific phenomena they're
tabulating but rather a set of human behaviors,
and a lot of human behaviors are—to be blunt—
moronic. Try, for instance, to imagine an “au-
thoritative” ethics rextbook whose principles
were based on what most people actually do.
Norm-wise, let’s keep in mind that language
didn’t come into being because our hairy ances-
tors were sitting around the veldt with nothing
better to da. Language was invented to serve cer-
tain specific purposes:#4 “That mushroom 1s poi-
sonous”; “Knock these two rocks together and
you can start a fire”; “This shelter is mine!” And
so on. Clearly, as linguistic communities evolve
over time, they discover that some ways of using
language are “better” than others—meaning bet-

ter with respect to the community’s purposes. If

we assume that one such purpose might be com-
municating which kinds of food are safe to eat,
then vou can see how, for example, a misplaced
modifier might violate an important norm:

4% ("ZVIDENCE OF CANCER LINK
REPUTED BY TOBACCG INSTITUTE
EESEARCHERS")
28 This propesition is in fact
wxue, as is interpolatively 4
mated behw, and nlthough the
is extremely per-
ruazive it is alse, 82 you can see
from the size of this FN, lengthy
&nd involved and rather, wmm,
dense, 5o that &gﬁmy@u 'd prob-
ebly be better off si
ing the truth of the mpmmen
snd forging on with the majo text.

INTERPOLATIVE
DEMONSTRATION OF
THE FACT THAT THERE
I8 NO SUCH THING 48
4 PRIVATE LANGUAGE

It's sometimes tempting to
imagine that there can be such a
thing as » Private Language. Many
of us axe prone to lay-philoso-
phizing abeut the weird privacy
of our own mentsl states, for ex~
ample, and from the fact that
when my knee hurts only [ can
feel it, it's tempting o conciude
that for me the word pain bas & very

bjective internal g that
oﬂkyl can wlynndcmz&d. . This
lne of thinking e sovt of Like the
sdolescent pot-smoker’s tervor
shat bis own inner ezperience is
both private snd unvemﬁalele, &
o2 m Bs o 3 ‘b‘i_—
as Cannabic Solipsiam. Eatmg
Chips Aboy' and seving very im=

iently at the television’s

PGA svent, for instanee, the edo~
Lescent pot-sracker is struck by
the ghestly possibility that, e.g., what
he sees as the color green and what
other people eall “the enlor green”
may in fact not be the same col-
or experiences at all: The fact that
both he and someone else call
Pebhie Boach's faieways green and
2 stoplight’s 00 signal green ap-
pears to gaaranies only that there
is & simnilar consistency in their
zolow experience of falrways and
G0 Lights, not that the sctual sub-
Jective quality of those celor ex~
periences is the sevae; it could be
that whet the ad. pot-smoker ex-
periences as green everyone else
acteally experiences op blue, and
what we “mean” by the word biue
is what he “meass” by green, ete

“ 5 ki
ete., until the whole line of think- St thet & word like pain mesne b .
ing gets oo vened and exhausting  what it does for me because of the e
that the a.p.-s. ends up shumped  way the community F'm part of Lose @
crumb-givewn and parshued in  has tacitly agreed to use pain. L
his chair. Ifyou've thinking that 51l this o e

The point here is that theides  svems not onlyabeivact bue alss prec- e E
=f & Private Language, ke Pri-  tyivvelevant to the Usage Wars or L &t
vate Coloss and most of the eth~  to anything you huve any real in- T ) (59 e,
er solipuiott iswithwhick  terest in st afl, you ave very much - .
this pasticul o has at var- istaken. Fwords” imgs de- S
ious tinses beons affbicted, fobath pend ow transpersonal rules and P ’ o
deluded 2ud demonsteably false.  these rules on community con- o

In the case of Private Lam-  senvus, langusge isnotenly con- N
guage, the delusion iz weuslly  ceptvally non-Private butalso ir- A
based on the belief thut 2 vord  reducibly public, politieal, and &b
suck a5 prin has the ing it  ideclogieal This that gues- o .
does because it is semehow “con-  tons sbout cur national consen- RS
nected” ta & feeling in my knee.  ous on gramumar and usage ave ge- S,
Bt os M, L.ngam s Philo-  tusltly bound up with cvery last ’

Bical & fomsprovedin  secish fowe thet millennisl Amer- oL
tke IGHOs, wr&s setusliybave the  iea’s nbout—ckass, race, gender, e g
aeanings they do becavse of cer-  movality, tolerance, pluralism, ts
tain rules and verification tests hetion, equality, fairness, mon- P
that are imposed aw us from out~ ey You narme it P v
side our own subjectivities, vis., by oo PO
the commmunity in which we have %% Norms, after ofl, ave just proc- W
e get along and communicate  thees people have agreed sn as op- <o
with other people. Wittgenstein's sl waye of doing things for cer- &
argument, whick i admittedly  tain purpeses. They're not laws, o
very comapler and gnomic and  but they're not laismes-faire, ci~ “ 6
opague, basically centers on the  ther. e

ar 8
e ‘2‘ Ny ) ,
w (t !‘.‘2‘
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“Peaple who eat that kind of mushroont often
get sick” confuses the reciptent about whether
he’ll get sick only if he eats the mushroom fre-
quently or whether he stands a good chance of
getting sick the very first time he eats it. In oth-
er words, the community hus a vested practical n-
terest in excluding this kind of mispliced modi-
fier from acceptable usage; and cven if a certain
percentage of tribesmen screw up and use them,
thus still doesn’t make man.'s 2 good idea.

Mavbe now the analogy herween usage and
ethics 1s clearer. Just hecause people
sometimes lie, cheat on ther taxes, or
scream at their kids, this doesn’t mean
that they think rthose things are “good.”
The whole point of norms 1s to help us
evaluate our actions (including utter-
ances) according to what we as a com-
munity have decided our real interests
and purposes are. Granted, this analysis
is oversimpltfied; in practice s incred-
ibly hard to arrive at norms and to keep
them at least munimally fair or sometimes even to
agree on what they are (q.v. today’s Culture Wars).
But the Descriptivists’ assumption that all usage
normms are arbitrary and dispensable leads to—
well, have a mushroom.

The connotations of arbitrary here are nicky,
though, and this sort of segues into the second ar-
gument Descriptivists make. There is a sense n
which specific linguistic conventions are arbi-
trary. For instance. there’s no particular meta-
physical reason why our word for a four-legged
mammal that gives nulk and goes Moo 1s cow and
not, say, prampf. The uptown plirase for this is “the
arbitrariness of the lmguistic sign,” and it’s used,
along with certain principles of cognitive science
and generative grammar, in 2 more philosophically
sophisticated version of Descriptivism that holds
the conventions of SWE to be more like the
niceties of fashion than like actual norms. This
“Philosophical Descriptivism” doesi’t care much
about dictionaries or method; its target 1s the
standard SNOOT claim supra—that prescriptive
rules have therr ultimate justification in the com-
munity’s need to make its language meanmgful.

The argument goes like this. An English sen-
tence’s being meaningful is not the same as its be-
ing grammatical. That 15, such clearly di-formed
constructions as “Dud you seen the car keys of
me?”" or “The show was looked by many people”
are nevertheless comprehensible; the sentences do,
more or less, communicate the information they're
tryimg to get acrose. Add to this the fact that

MENS BOOM

nobody who isn't damaged in some profound Ohiv-
er Sacksish way actually ever makes these sorts of
very Jeep syntactic errors25 and you get the basic
praposition of Noam Chomsky’s generative lin-
guistics, which 1s that there exists a Universal
Grammar beneath and common to all languages,
plus that there is probably an actual part of the hu-
man brain that's mprimneed with this Univessal
Crammar the same wav birds’ brains are imprint-
ed with Fly South and dogs’ with Snff Genitals.
There’s all ks of compelling evidence and sup-
port for these ideas, not least of which are
the advances that linguists and cogm-
tive scientists and AL researchers have
been able to make with them. and the
theories have a lot of credibility, and they
are alduced by the Philosophical De-
scriptivists to show that since the really
wnportant tules of language are at birth al-
ready hardwired into people’s neccortex,
SWE prescriptions against dangling pat-
ticiples or mixed metaphars are basical-
ly the linguistic equivalent of whalebone corsets
and short forks for salad. As Descriptivist Steven
Pinker puts it. “When a scientist considers 21l the
high-tech mental machinery needed to order
words mto everyday sentences, prescriptive rules
are, at best, mconsequennial decorations.”

This argument 15 nut the barrel of drugged
reout that Methodological Descriptivism was, but
it's still vulnerable to some objections. The first
one is easy. Even if it's true thar we're all wired
with 2 Universal Grammar, tt sumply doesn't fol-
tew thar all prescriptive rules are superfluous.
Some of these rules really do seem to serve clar-
ity and precision. The injunction against two-
way adverhs (“People who eat this often get sick™)
is an obvious example, as are rules about other
kinds of msplaced modifiers (“There are many
reasons why lawvess lie, some hetrer than others”}
and about relative pronouns’ proximity to the
nauns they modify (“She’s the mother of an -
fant daughter who works twelve hours a day”}.

Cranted, the Philosophical Descriptivist can
question just how absolutely necessary these rules
are—it’s yuite likely that a reciprent of clauses like
the above could figure out what the sentences
mean from the sentences on either side or from
the “overall context” or whutever. A listener can
usually figure out what [ really mean when : mus-
use infer for imply or say indicate for say, too. But
many of these solecisms require at least a couple
extra nanoseconds of cognitive effort, a kind of
rapid sift-and-discard process, before the recipi-
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25 ¥r his The Language Instinct:
How the Mind Creates Language

vay: “Mo ane, not even a valley
girl, has to he told not te say
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(1994), Steven Pinker putsicthis  Apples the eat boy or The child
seems sleeping or Who did you
meet John and? or the vast, vast

majority of the millions of tril-
lions of mathematically possible
combingtions of words."”
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ent gets it. Extra work. It's debatable just how
much extra work, but it seems indisputable that
we put some extra neural burden on the recipient
when we fail ro follow certain conventions. W/t/t
confusing clauses like the above, 1t simply seems
more “considerate” to follow the rules of correct
SWE ... pust as 1t’s more “considerate” to de-slob
your home before entertaining guests or to brush
your teeth before picking up a date. Not just
more considerate bur more respectful somehow—
both of your listener and of what you're trying to
get across. As we sometimes also say about ele-
ments of {ashion and enguette, the way you use
English “Makes a Statement” or “Sends a Mes-
sage”-—cven though these Statements/Messages
often have nothing to Jdo with the actual infor-
mation vou're trying to fransmit.

We've now sort of bled into a more serious re-
tomnder t¢ Philosophical Descriptivism: From the
fact that ‘mguwistic communication is not strict-
by depencent on usage and grammar it Joes not
necessarty follow that the traditional rules of
usage and grammar are nothing but “mconse-
quential decorations.” Another way to state the
objection 1s that just because something is “dec-
orative” does not necessarily make it “inconse-
quential.” Rhetorically, Pinker's flip dismissal 1s
bad ractics, for 1t invites the very question it begs:
inconsequential to whom?

Take, for example, the Descriptivist claim that
so-called correct English usages such as brought
rather than brung and felt rather than feeled are ar-
bitrary and restrictive and unfair and are sup-
ported only by custom and are {like irregular
verbs in general) archaic and incommodious and
an all-around pain in the ass. Let us concede for
the moment rhat these ohjections are 100 percent
reasonable. Then let’s talk about pants. Trousers,
slacks. [ saggest to vou that having the “correct”
subthoracic clothing for U.S. males be pants in-
stead of skirts 1s arbitrary {lots of other cultures
let men wear skirts), restrictive and unfair {U.S.
femnales get to wear punts), based solely on archaic
custam (! think 1t's gor something o do with
certamn traditions about gender and leg position,
the same reasons girls' bikes don’t have a cross-
bar}, and in certain waye not only incommadious
but illogical {skirts are more comfortable than
patits; pants ride up; pants are hot; pants can
squish the genitals and reduce ferulicy; over time
pants chafe and erode irregular sections of men’s

leg hair and give older men hideous half-denud-
ed legs, etc. etc.). Let us grant—as a chought ex-
periment if nothing else-—that these are all rea-
sonable and compelling objections to pants as
an androsertorial norm Let us in fact in our
minds and hearts say

yes—shout yes—to the  ‘Glmece all
skirt, the kilt, the roga, ;

the sarong, the jupe. 5@?« G0 oo

Let us dream of ar even

in our spare time work toward an America where
nobody lays any arbitrary sumptuary prescrip-
tions on anyone else and we can all go around as
comfortable and aerated and unchafed and un-
squished and motile as we want,

And yet the fact remains that, in the broad cul-
tural mainstream of millennial America, men do
not wear skirts. If you;, the reader, are a U.S. male,
and even if vou share my personal objections to
pants and dream as | Jo of a con! and genitally un-
squishy American Tomorrow, the odds are stifl
99.9 percent that i 100 percent of public situa-
tions you wear pants/slacks/shores/rrunks, More
to the point, if you are a U.S. male and also have
a U.S. male child, and if chat child were to come
to you one evenung and announce his Jesirefin-
tention to wear a skirt rather than pants to school
the next day, I am 100-percent confident that
you are going to discourage him from doing so.
Strongly discourage him. You could be a Molotov-
tossing anti-pants radical or a kilt manufacturer
or Steven Pinker himself—vyou're going to stand
over your kid and be prescriptive about an arbi-
trary, archaic, uncomfortable, and inconsequen-
tially decorative piece of clothing. Why! Well, be-
cause in modern America anv little boy who
comes to school in a skirt (even, say, 2 modest all-
season midi} is going to get stared at and shunned
and beaten up and called a Total Geekoid by a
whole lot of people whose approval and zecep-
tance are important to him.26 In our culture, in
other words, a boy who wears a skirt is Making a
Statement that is going to have all kinds of grue-
some social and emotional consequences.

You see where this is going. P'm gomg to describe
the mtended point of the pants analogy in terms
Prn sure are sunplistic—doubtless there are whole
books m Pragmatics or psycholnguistics or some-
thing devoted to unpacking this point. The weird
thing is that 've seen neither Descriptivists nor
SNOOTs deploy it in the Wars.27

fE2e

wesr pants to these jobs, it's co-

25 1 the case of Steve PinkerJr., workers and cliemts and people
those peaple are the boy's peers  on the subway. For the die-hard
snd teachers and crossing guards,  skob who nevertheless weaws a coat
cte. In the case of sdult exoss~  and a e to werk, iU's mestly his
dressers snd draggueensvho have  boss, whe himself dossn’t want

jobs in the Straight World and

his employee's clothes to send

clients “¢he wrong message.” But
of course it's atl basically the same
thing.

27 In fuet, the only tizne one ever
hears the lssue made egplicit is
in radio ads for tapes thes promise
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to improve people’s vocabulary.
These ads ave extremely ominous
and intimideting and zlways
stert owt with “DID YOU KNOW
PEOPLE JUDGE YOU BY THE WORDS
YOU UsES”
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When I say or write something, there are ac-
tually 2 whole lot of different things I am com-
municating. The propositional content (the ac-
tual information I'm trying to convey) s only
one part of 1t. Another part 15 sauff about me,
the communicator. Everyone knows this. It’s a
function of the fact that there are uncountably
many well-formec ways to say the same basic
thing, from e.g. “l was attacked by a bear!” to
“Goddamn bear tried to kill me!” to “That ursine
juggernaut bethought to sup upon my person!”
and so on. And different levels of diction and
formality are only the simplest kinds of distinc-
tion; things get way more com-
plicated in the sorts of interper-
sonal communication where

» ,urm‘ “‘Nj“ ?ﬁ:ﬂq-w
cLRELL g ab L1 Rz

regarded as a peer, a member of somebody else’s
collective or community or Group. Ancther way
to come at this is to acknowledge something
that in the Usage Wars gets mentioned only in
very abstract terms: “Correct” English usage is,
as a practical mateer, 2 funcrion of whom you're
talking to and how you want that person to re-
spond—not just to your utterance but also to
vou. In other words, a large part of the agenda of
any communication 1s thetorical and depends
on what some rhet-scholars call “Audience” or
*Discourse Community.”29 And the United
States cbviously has a huge number of such Dis-
course Communities, many of
them regional and/or cultural di-

alects of English: Black English.

£
At

soctal relations and feelings and
moods come into play. Here's a familiar sort of ex-
ample. Suppose that you and I are acquaintances
and we're in my apartment having a convessation
and that at some point I want to terminate the
conversation and not have you be in my apart-
ment anymore. Very delicate social moment.
Think of all the different ways I can try to han-
die 1t: “Wow, look at the time™; “Could we finish
this up later?”; “Could you please leave now?”;

“Go”; “Get out”™ “Get the hell our of here”;
“Didn’t you say you had to be someplace?”’; “Time
for you to hit the dusty trail, my friend”; “Off
you go then, love”; or that oly old telephone-con-
versation ender: “Well, I'm going to let you go
now”; ete.® And then think of all the different fac-
tors and 1mplications of each option.

The point here is obvious. ft concerns a phe-
nomenon that SNOOTs blindly reinforce and that
Descriptivists badly underestimate and that scarv
vocab-tape ads try to exploit. People really do
“judge” one another according to their use of
language. Constantly. Of course, people judge
one another on the hasis of all kinds of things—
weight, scent, physiognomy, occupation, make of
vehicle?8-—and, again, doubtless it’s all tersibly
complicated and occupies whole battalions of
sociolinguists. But it’s clear that ar least one
component of all this interpersonal semantic
judging involves acceptance, meaning not some
touchy-feely cmotional affirmation but actual
acceptance or rejection of somebody’s bid to be

Lanino English, Rurai Southern,
Urban Scuthern, Standard Upper-Midwest,
Maine Yankee, East-Texas Bayou, Boston Blue-
Coller, on and on. Everybody knows this. What
not everyone knows——especially not certain Pre-
scriptivists—is that many of these non-SWE
dialects have their own highly developad and
mternally consistent grammears, and that some of
these dialects’ usage norms actually make more
linguistic/aesthetic sense than do their Standard
counterparts {see INTERPOLATION). Plus, of course,
there are innumerable sub- and subsubdialects
based on all sorts of things that have nothing to
do with locale or ethnicity—Medical-School
English, Peorians-Who-Foilow-Pro-Wrestling-
Closely English, Twelve-Year-Old-Males-Whose-
Worldview-is-Deeply-Informed-By-South-Park
English—and that are nearly incomprehensible
to anyone who isn’t mside their very tight and
specific Discourse Community {which of course
is part of their function39).

INTERPOLATION:
EXAMPLE OF GRAMMATICAL ADVANTAGES OF A
KON-STANDARD DIALECT THAT THIS REVIEWER
ACTUALLY KNOWS ABOUT FIRSTHAND

E55 " vhus rev. happens to have two native
} English dialects—the SWE of my
hypereducated parents and the hard-
-4’ earned Rural Midwestern of most of
my peers. When P'm talking to R.M.'s, [ usually

L T T LA L L AT
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28 (... not to mention color, gen-

captures something at once very
complex and very specific that no

der, creed—you can see how fraught . )
and charged all this is going to other Englieh term quite can.®
get) #(The above is an ohvious

28 Discowrse Community is an
example of thet vare kind of aca-
demic jargon that's actually a valu-
able addition to SWE because it

attempt to preempt readerly
smeers/wineces gt the term’s con-
tinued deployment in this article.)
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3% (Plus it's true thet whether
something gets called a “gubdi-
alect” or "jargon” seems to de-
pend on how much it annoys peo-
ple outside its Discourse
Community. Garner himself bas
miniesuys on AIRLINESE, COM«~
PUTERESE, LEGALESE, and BU~
REAUCRATESE, and he more or less
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calls 21l of them jorgon. There is
no ADMAU miniessay on DI~
ALECTS, but there iz one on JAR-
GOKN, in whick such iz Garner's
self-restraint that you can almost
hear his texndons straining, asin
“{Jargen] ariscs from. the urge to
save time and space—snd oeca~
sionaslly to conceal mesning from
the uninitiated.”}



use, for example, the construction “Where's 1z
at? instezd of “Where is it? Part of this is a
naked desire to fit in and not get rejected as an
egghead cr fag (see sub}. But another part 1s
that I, SNOOT or no, believe that ths and other
R.M.isms are in certain ways superior to their
Standard eguivalents.

For a dogmatic Prescriptivist, “Where's it at?”
is double-Jamned as 2 sentence that not only
ends with a preposition but whose final preposi-
tion forms a redundancy with where that's simi-
lar to the redundancy in “the reason is because”
{which latter usage I'll admit makes me dig my
nails into my palms). Rejoinder: First off, the
avoid-terminal-prepositions rule is the mven-
tion of one Fr. R. Lowth, an eighteenth-centu-
1y British preacher and indurate pedant who did
things like spend scores of pages arguing for hath
over the trendy and degenerate has. The a.-t.-p.
rule 1s antiquated and stupid and only the most
ayatolloid SNOOT takes it sericusly. Garner him-
self calls the rule “stuffy” and lists afl kinds of
useful constructions like “the man you were lis-
tening to” that we'd have to discard or distort if
we really enforced it.

Plus the apparent redundancy of “Where's it
at?"3! is offset by its metrical logic. What the at
really does s license the contraction of is after
the interrogative adverb. You can’t say “Where’s
it?” So the choice is between “Where is it?” and
“Where’s it at?”’, and the latter, a strong anapest,
is prettier and trips off the tongue better than
“Where 15 it?”", whose meter s either a clunky
monosyllabic-foot + trochee or it’s nothing at all.

This is probably the place for your $NCOT
reviewer cpenly to concede that a certain num-
ber of traditional prescriptive rules reaily are stu-
pid and that people who insist on them (like the
legendary assistant to PM. Margaret Thatcher
who refused to read any memo with a split
infinitive .n i, or the jr.-high teacher | had who
automaticafly graded you down if you started a
sentence with Hopefully) are that very most
pathetic and dangerous sort of SNOOT, the
SNOQT Who Is Wrong. The mjunction against
sphit infinitives, for instance, is a consequence of
the wewrd fact that English grammar is modeled

on Latin even though Latin is a synthetic lan-
guage and English is an analvtic langusge.32
Latin infinitives consist of one word and are
impossible to as it were split, and the earliest
English Prescriptivists—so  enthralled with
Latin that their English

usage gurdes were actually

written n Latin33—decided iﬂ@ ﬁ t 2 @W ﬁ

that Fnglish mfinitives

shouldr’t be split either. Garner himself takes
out after the s.i. rule in both SPLIT INFINITIVES
and SUPERSTITIONS.3¢ And Hopefully at the
beginning of a sentence, as a cerrain cheeky
eighth-grader once pointed out to his everlast-
ing social cast, actually functions not as 2 mis-
placed modal auxiliary or as a manner adverb
like quickly or angrily but as a “sentence adverb”
that indicates the speaker’s attitude abour the
state of affairs described by the sentence {exam-
ples of perfectly OK sentence adverbs are
Clearly, Basically, Luckily}, and only sN00Ts edu-
cated in the high-pedantic years up to 1960
blindly proscribe it or grade 1t down.

The cases of split infinitives and Hopefully are
in fact often trotred cut by dogmatic Descrip-
tivists as evidence thart all SWE usage rules are
arbitrary and stupid {which is a bit like pointng
to Pat Buchanan as evidence that all Repub-
licans are maniacs). Garner rejects Hopefully's
knee-jerk proscription, too. albeit grudgingly,
mncluding the adverb in his miniessay on
SKUNKED TERMS, which is his phrase for a usage
that s “hotly disputed ... any use of it 1s likely
to distract some readers.” (Garner also points
out something I'd never quite realized, which is
that hopefully, if misplacedfimispunctuated in
the body of a sentence, can create some of the
same two-way ambiguities as other adverns, as
in the clause “I will borrow your book and hope-

fully read 1t soon.”)

% s ¥ hether were comscious of it or
A %;%;3 [; not, most of us are fluent n more
y‘?:,j fi%f than one major English dialect

¢ ¥ and in a large number of subd:-

alects und are probably ut least passable in
countless others. Which dralect vou choose to

P e e e e
AL . ian sre synthetie: Englich and  copeciallyvhen there ave awhele  tidy dogmatic ukase can handle
ii (o mﬁd&m ::;f: s';: Chinese, soalytic, bunch of words hetween to and  all 5.3, cuses, and thos that “know-
Ly, Sines e s LT e theverb~"Wewill attempt to seift-  ingwhen to split am infinitive re-
:f;e;ce ks vanished into i 33 (v for example S8ix Thomes Iy and to the best of our ability  quires a good eer and s keen cye™—~

haism] peim Smith’s cortes-witheving De Rec  respond to thewe charges”~which  ino good exswaple of the way Gerner

¢ ot Emondsts Linguse Angli-  Carner calls “wide splits” and  distimguishes sovnd snd helpful

A% b . cge tione Dologusof 1568.)  semsibly discourages. Hlis overall  Deseriptivint objections from

;a A:qmthmc fengusge uses in- ﬂ* verdict on s.i. s~which is that  wecho or dogmatic objections and

ections to dictase syntes, vhore= g4 p; oo thot he's sane shout  same sre “perfectly proper” and  then incorporates the sound ob-

a&anam}?'ﬁc language useaword ;g0 aplit infinitives reslly  somae iffy and some just (otally  jecdomsintoe ter and smore
arder. Latin, German, and Rom- elunky and hard to parse, bad news, and dhat no one wide  flexible Prescriptivisze,
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use depends, of course, on whom you're
addressing. More to the pomt, I submit that the
dialect you use depends mostly on what sort of
Croup your listener is part of and whether you
wish to present vourself as a fellow member of
that Group. An obvicus example is that trad:-
tional upper-class English has certain dialectal
differences from lower-class English and that
schools used to have cousses in Elocution
whose whole point was to teach people how to
speak in an upper-class way. But usage-as-inclu-
sion is about much more than Jass. Here's
another thought experiment: A bunch of U.S.
teenagers m clothes that look far too large for
them are sitting together in the local mall’s
Food Court, and a 33-year-old man with a
combover and clothes that fit comes over to
them and says that he was scoping them and
thinks they're totally rad andfor phat and s it
cool if he just kicks it and does the hang here
with them. The kids' reacrion is going to be
either scorn or embarrassment for the guy—
most likely a mix of botn. (3: Why? Or imagine
that two hard-core urban black guys are stand-
ing there talking and [, who am resoundingly
and 1 all ways white, come up and greet them
with “Yo” and call them “Brothers” and ask
“s'up, s'gom on,” pronouncing on wich that
NYCish 65-3 diphthong thar
Young Urban Black English
deplays for a srandard &.
Either these guys are going to
he offended or they are going
o think I am simply out of my
mmd. No other reaction is
remotely foreseeable. G: Why?

Why: A dialect of English 15 "earned and used
either because it's your native vernacular or
because it's the dialect of a Group by which you
wish {with some degree of plausibility} to be
accepted. And although it s the major and
arguably the most unportant one, SWE 15 only
one dialect. And it 1 never, or at least hardly
ever, anybody’s only dialect. This is because
there are—as you and | both know and yet no
one in the Usage Wars ever seems to menton—
sttuations in which faultlessly correct SWE s
clearly not the appropmiate dialect.

Childhood s full of such situations, This is one

reason why SNOOTlets tend to have a very harc so-

cial time of 1t m school. A sSNOOTlet is 2 litdle kid
who's wildly, orecociously fluent in SWE (he is of-
ten, recall, the offspring of SNOQTs}. Just about
every class has a sNOOTet, so [ know you've seen
them—these are the sorts of six- to twelve-year-
olds who use whom correctly and whose response
to striking out 1 Tohall is to cry out “How incal-
culably dreadfull” etc. The elementary-schoocl
sNOOTlet s one of the earliest identifiable species
of academic Geekoid and 1s duly despised by his
peers and praised by his teachers. These teachers
usually don’t see the incredible amounts of pun-
shment the SNOOTIet is receiving from his class-
mates, or if they do see 1t they blame the classmates
and shake their heads sadly at the vicicus and ar-
hitrary cruelty of which children are capable.
But the other chuldren's punishment of the
sNOOTet is not arbitrary at all. There are
important things at stake. Little kids in school
are learning about Group-inclusion and -exclu-
sion and about the respective rewards and
penalties of same and about the use of dialect
and syntax and slang as signals of affinity and
inclusion.35 They're leamning about Discourse
Communities. Kids learn this stuff not in
Englisn or Social Studies but on the play-
ground and at lunch and on the bus. When his
peers are giving the SNOOTlet monstrous
gquadruple Wedgies or holding him down and
taking turns spitting on him, there’s serious
learning gomg on . . . for evervone except the
tittle SNOOT, who in fact 15 being punished for
precisely hus faillure to learn. What neither he
nor his teacher realizes is that the sSNOOTlet is
deficient 1n Language Arts. He has only one
dialect. He cannot alter his vocabulary, usage,
or grammar, cannot use slang or vulgarity; and
it’s these abilities that are really required for
“peer rapport,” which 18 just a fancy
Elementary-Ed term for being acceptec by the
most important Group m the hictle kid’s life.
This reviewer acknowledges that there
seemns to be some, umm, personal stuff getting
dredged up and worked out here;2% but the
stuff is relevant. The pomt is chat the little A+
sNOOTlet is actually in the same dialectal posi-
tion as the class’s “slow” kad who can't learn to
stop ustng am't or bringed. One is punished in
class, the other on the playground, but both
are deficient in the same linguistic skill—viz,,

52

25 The snootlet is, as it happeuns,
an indispensable part of othes
ide’ playground education. The
kids are learning that & Group’s
identity depends as much omn ex-
clusion as inclusion. They are,
in sther words, starting to learn

abowut Us and Then, and about how
an Us always needs a Them be-
zause being not-Them is essen~
tial to being Us. Because they're
kide and it's school, the obvicous
Thewm is the teachers and =il the
values and appurtenances of the
teacher world, This teacher-Thene
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helps the kids see how 1o start to
be an Us, but the SNoOTiet comm-
pletes the pumle by providing the
a8 it were missing Link: He is the
Eraitor, the Uswho is in fact not
Us but Them.

. Tmsum, the sw0oTlet ie teach~
ing his peers that the criterda for
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memberahip in Us are not just
age, sation, inability to stay up past
§:00, ete.—that in fact Us is pri-
marily 2 state of mind and 2 set
of sensibilities. An ideclogy.

35 (The skiveoin-schost scenaric
was not personal seaff, FYL}



the ability to move between various dialects
and levels of “correctness,” the ability to com-
municate one way with peers and another way
with teachers and another with family and
another with Little League coaches and so on.
Most of these dialectal adjustments are made
below the level of conscicus awareness, and
our ability to make rhem seems part psycho-
logical and part something else—perhaps
something bardwired into the same mother-
board as Universal Grammar—and in truth
this ability is a far better indicator of 2 kid’s
“Verbal 1.12.” than test scores or grades, since
U.S. English classes do far more to retard
dialecral talent than to cultivate it.
Teli-known face: In neither K-12
i [, £ nor college English are systematic
W \\;; WE grammar and usage much

Y Y tought anymore, It's been this way
for more than 20 years. The phenomenon drives
Prescriptivist- nuts, and it's one of the big things
they cite as evidence of America’s gradual mur-
der of Ernglish. Descriptivists and English-Ed
specialists counter that grammar and usage have
been abandoned because scientific research
proved that studying SWE grammar and usage
simply doesr’t help make kids better writers.
Each side m the debate tends to regard the other
as mentally ilf or/and blinded by political 1deo}-
ogy. Neither camp appears ever to have consud-
ered whether maybe the way prescriptive SWE
was traditionally taught had something to do
with its inutility.

By way here I'm referring not so much to actual
method as to spirit or atzitude. Most traditional
teachers of English grammar have, of course, been
dogmatic sNOOTs, and like most dogmatists they've
been incredibly stupid about the rhetoric they
used and the Audience they were addressing.37 [
refer specifically to their assumption that SWE is
the sole appropriate English dialect und that the
only reasons anyone could fail to see this are ig-
norance or amentia or grave deficiencies in char-
acter. As rhetoric, this sort of attitude works on-
Iy m sermons to the Choir, and as pedagogy it's just
disastrous. The reality 1s that an average U.S. stu-
dent 1 going to go to the trouble of mastering
the dificuit conventions of SWE only if he sees
SWE'’s relevant Group or Discourse Community
as one he’d like to be part of. And in the absence
of any sort of argument for why the correct-SWE
Group is a good or desirable one (an argument

that, recall, the taditional teacher hasn't given,
because he’s such a dogmatic SNOOT he sees no
need to}, the student is going to be reduced to eval-
uating the desirability of the SWE Group based on
the one obvicus mem-
ber of the Group he's
encountered, namely
the sSNOOTY teacher
himself.

I'm not suggesting here that an effecrive SWE
pedagogy would requure teachers to wear sun-
glasses and call students “Dude.” What I am sug-
gesting 1s that the rhetorical situation of an Eng-
lish class—a class composed wholly of young
people whose Group identity is rooted ir defiance
of Adsde-Establishment values, plus also com-
posed partly of minorities whose primary dialects
are different from SWE—requires the teacher to
come up with overt. honest, compelling argu-
ments for why SWE is a dialect worth learning.

These arguments are hard to make—not
intellectually but emotionally, politically.
Because they are baldly elitist.3® The real truth,
of course, is that SWE i the diulect of the
American elire. That it was invented, codified,
and promulgated by Privileged WASP Males
and is perpetuated as “Standard” by same. That
1t 1s the shibboleth of the Establishinent and an
instrument of political power and class division
and racial discrimination and all manner of
social mequity. These ure shall we say rather del-
wate subjects to bring up in an English class,
especially m the service of a pro-SWE argu-
ment, ind extra-especially of you yourself are
both a Privileged WASP Male and the Teacher
and thus pretty much a walking symbol of the
Adult Eseablishment. This reviewer's opinion.
though, is that both students and SWE are bet-
ter served if the teacher makes his premises
explicit and his argument overt, presenting
himself as an advocate of SWE's utility rather
than as a prophet of its innate superiority.

Because this argument 1s both most delicare and
{I believe} most important with respect to stu-
dents of color, here 15 one version of a spiel Pve
given n private conterence3? with certain black
students who were {4} bright and inquisitive and
(b} deficient in what U.S. higher education con-
siders written English facilicy:

I don’c know whether anybody’s told you this or
not, bur when you're m a college English class
you're basically studying a foreign dialect. Thus

T, RE TR T

Y004

TS

. lipless, tweedy, cancrine~Old g ) dogmatie SNOOT s pedagogy is
37 There are oulll some of these  4/aida of both genders. Hyou bad qugj’:;ﬁfg:*fwa jP— To.  mersly clitiom in sction.)
the Midwest. You know the gype:  0°C 01 4id 1976-7r ywosuser 4 oot clitiom, whevensa g o
' kL Iy remeraber hiva. ’ 39 ('m ot v total idiot.)
FOLIO
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CARE NOW FOR
%’@WR ER@E @HE@ dialects of English other

dialect 1s called Standard Writtenn English. [Brief
overview of major U 8. dialects a la p. 50.] From
talking with you and reading your essays, I've con-
cluded that your own primary dialect 1 fone of
three vartants of SBE common to our region]. Now,
let me spell something out in my offictal Teacher-
voice: The SBE you're tluent m 15 dufferent from
SWE m all kinds of important ways. Some of these
differences are grammarical—for example, double
negatives are OK in Standard Black Enghsh but
not i SWE, and SBE and SWE conjugate cortam
verbs m totally different ways. Qrther differences
have more to do with style—for mnstance, Standard
Written English tends to use a lot more subordi-
nate clauses n the early parts of sentences, and it
sets off most of these carly subordinates with com-
mas, and, imder SWE rules, writing that doesn’t do
this 1s “choppy.” There are tans of dufferences fike
that. How much of this stuff do you already know?
{STANDARI) RESPONSE: some variation on “1 know
from the grades and comments on my papers that
English profs don’t think Pm 2 good writer”] Well,
I've got good news and bad news. There are some
otherwise <mart English
profs who aren’t very
aware that there are real

than SWE, so when
they're reading your papers they'll put, like,
“Incorrect conjugation” or “Comma needed”
mstead of “SWE conjugates this verb differently”
or “SWE calls for a comma here.” That's the good
news—it’s not that you're a bad writer, 1e's that you
haven't learned the special rules of the dialect they
want you o write w. Maybe that’s not such good
news, that they were grading you down for mis-
takes m a foreign language you didn’t even know
was a foreign language. That they won’t let you
write 1 SBE. Maybe it secras unfar If ¢ does,
you're not going to like this news: I'm not gomg to
let you write 1n SBE ewher. In my class, you have
to learn and write m SWE. If you want to study
vour own dialect and 1ts rules and hustory and how
s different from SWE, fine—there are some great
books by scholars of Black English, and Pl help
you find some and talk about them with you f you
want. But that will be outside class. In class—m my
English class—you will have to master and write in
Standard Written English, which we might just as
well call “Standard White English.” because it was
developed by white prople and i wsed by white
people, especially educated, powerful whte people.
RESPONSES by this pont vary too widely ro stan-
dardize.] Pm respecting yoit enough hete to give
you what [ believe v the straight truch. In this
country, SWE 15 percerved as the dialect of educa-
ton and mitelligence and power and prestige, and
anybody of any race, ethnicity, religion, o3 gender
who wants to succeed m Amernican culture has got
to he able to use SWE. This 18 How It Is. You can
be glad about 1t or sad abour 1t or deeply pissed off.
You can beheve 1Us racist and unjust and decide
night here and now to spend cvery waking minute
of your adult hfe arguing against it. and maybe you
should, but I'l} tell you somethung: If you ever want
those arguments to get histened to and taken seri-
ously, ynu're going to have to communicate them
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in SWE, because SWE s the dialect our country
uses to talk to ielf Afnican Amenicans who've
become successful and mportant in U.S. culture
know this; thats why Kmg’s and X% and Jackson’s
speeches are i SWE. and why Morrisons and
Angelou’s and Baldwin's and Wideman's and West’s
hooks are full of totally ass-kicking SWE, and why
black judges and politicians and journahsts and
doctors and teachers communicate professionally in
SWE. Some of these people grew up m homes and
communities where SWE was the nitrve dialect,
and these black people had tt much easter m school,
but the ones who didn’t grow up wirh SWE realized
at some pomt that they had to learn it and become
able to write 1y 1t, and so they did. And finser1
NAML HERL], you're going o learn to wse it toe,
hecause T am gomng to make you.

[ should note here that a couple of the stu-
dents I've satd this stuff to were offended—one
lodged an Ofncial Complaint——and that I have
had more than one colleague profess o ind my
spiel “racially msensitive.” Perhaps you do, wo.
My own humble opmion 1s that some of the cul-
tural and political realities of American life are
themselves racially insensitive and chicst and of-
fensive and unfair, and that pussyfooting around
these realities with euphemistic doublespeak s not
only hypocritical but roxic “o the project of ever
actually changing them. Such pussvfooting has of
course now achieved the status of a dialect—one
powerful enough to have tumed the normal pol-
itics uf the Usage Wars sort of inside out.

I refer here to Pohlirically Correct English
{PCE}. under whose conventions failing stu-
dents become “high-potential” students and
paor people “economically disadvantaged” and
people nx wheelchairs “differently abled” and a
sentence like “White English and Black English
are different and vou better learn White English
if you don’t want to flunk” = not blunt but
“msensitive.” Although 1t's common to make
jokes about PCE (referring to ugly people as
“aesthetically challenged” and so on), be
advised that Pchtically Correct English’s vari-
ous pre- and proscriptions are taken very seri-
ously mdeed by colleges and corporations and
government agencies, whose own mstitutional
dialects now evolve under the beady scrutny of
a whole new kind of Language Police.

From one perspective, the history of PCE
evinces a kind of Lenin-to-Stalinesque rony.
That is, the same wdeclogical principles that
informed the original Descriptivist revohu-
rion—namely, the sixties-era rejections of tra-
ditional authority and traditional inequality
—have now actually produced a far more
mflexible Prescriptivism, one unencumbered
by tradition or complexity and backed by the
threat of real-world sanctions (termination,
itigation} for those who fail to contorm. This
is sort of funny in a dark way, maybe, and most
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cricicism of PCE scems to consist in making
fun of its rrendiness or vapidity. This review-
er’s own opinion is that prescriptive PCE 1s not
just silly but confused and dangerous.

Usage 15 always political, of course, but 1t's corn-
plexly political. With respect, for instance, to po-
fitical change, usage conventions can function
in two ways: On the one hand they can be a re-
flection of political change, and on the other they
can be an instrument of political change. These two
functions sre different and have to be kept straight.
Confusing them—in particular, mustaking for po-
litical officacy what is really just a lunguage’s po-
litical symbolisrn—enables the bizarre conviction
that America ceases to be elitist or unfarr sumply
because Americans stop using certain vocabulary
that 1s historically associated with elitism and un-
fairness. This s PCE’s central fallacy—that a so-
ciety’s mode of expression is productive of its at-
titudes rather than a product of those
attitudes—and of course it’s nothing but the ob-
verse of the politically conservative SNOOT's delu-
ston that social change can be retarded by re-
stricting change in standard usage .4

Forget Stalinization or Logic 1C01-level
equivocations, though. There’s a grosser irony
about Politically Correct English. This is that
PCE purports to be the dialect of progressive
reform but 15 in fact—in its Orwellizn substitu-
ton of the euphemisms of social equality for
social equality itself—of vastly more help
conservat,ves and the U.S. status quo than tra-
ditional SNOOT prescriptions ever were. Were [,
for instance, a political conservative who
opposed taxation as a means of redistributing
national wealth, I would be delighted to watch
PCE progressives spend thew time and energy
argumng over whether a poor person should be
described as “low-income” or “economically
disadvantaged” or “pre-prosperous” rather than
constructing effective public arguments for
redistriburive legislation or higher marginal tax
rates on corporations. {Not to mention that
strict codes of egalitanian euphemism serve to
burke the sorts of painful, unpretty, and some-
times offensive discourse thatr in a pluralistic
democracy leads to actual political change
rather than symbolic political change. In other

words, PCE functions as a form of censorship,
and censorship always serves the status quo.)

As a practical matter, I strongly doubr whether
a guy who has four small kids and makes $12,000
a year feels more empowered or less iil-used by a
society that carefully refers to him as “economi-
cally disadvantaged” rather than “poor.” Were [ he,
in fact, I'd probably find the PCE rerm nsult-
ing—mnot just because it's patronizing but because
it’s hypocritical and self-serving. Like many forms
of Vogue Usage,#! PCE functions primarily 10 sig-
nal and congratulate certam virtues m the speak-
er—scrupulous egalitsriansmy, con-
cern for the dignity of all people,
sophuscrcation shout the political
mplications of language-——and so serves the self-
ish interests of the PC far more than it serves any
of the persons or groups renamed.

INTERPOLATION ON A RELATED ISSUE IN
THE FACE OF WHOSE GHASTLY MALIGNANCY
THIS REVIEWER'S DEMOCRATIC SPIRIT JUST
GIVES OUT ALTGGETHER, ADMITTEDLY

This sssue is Academic English, a cancer that
has metastasized now to affhict boih scholarly
writing-—

If such a sublime cyhorg would tnsmuate the future
as post-Fordist subject, hus palpably masochastic lo-
cations as ecstatic azent of the sublime superstate
need to be decoded w» the “now all-but-unreadable
DNA" of the fast industrializing Detrott. just as has
Robocop-like strategy of cerceral negotiation and
street control remains the tirelessly American one
of mflicting regenetation through violence uron
the racially heteroglassic wilds and others of the
inner ciey.42

—and prose as mainstreamn as The Village
Voree's:

At first encounter, the poems’ Jistanced cerebral
surfaces can be daunting, evading physical location
or strmghtforward emotional arc. Bur this seeming
remoteness quickly reveas 2 very reat passion, cen-
tered m the speaker’s strupgle to Jefine his evolving
self construction.

Mavbe 1t's 2 combmartion of my SNOOT1tude

ra IR TR =

CLOSURE

Eittle more than let VW dat bug

9 B.g, dhisis the x*emfmw?g.ﬁe-, him and say that “vogue words have
hind mf.ny Pop Prescriptivists such a grip on the popular mind
comuplaint that shoddy neage vig- 4,0 they come to be used in con-
nifies the Decline of Western Give o0 00 cpep they serve lide pur-
ilization. pose.” This fs one of the rare places

- in ADMAU where Cerner is sim-
4% 4 Dictionssy of Modern Awer-  ply wrong. The real problem is
iean Upage includes s mindessayon  that every sentence blends and

VOGUE WORDS, but it's & disap-
pointing one in that Carner does

balances at least two different com-
municative functions—one the

trensmission of raw info, the oth-
er the transmission of certain stuff
about the speaker—and Vogue
Usage throws this balance off. Gar-
mer's “serve little purpose” i ex-
actly incorrect; vogue words serve
too much the purpass of presynting
the speaker in a certain Hght {even
if this is merely as with-it or hip},
znd people’s subliminal B.S.~
antennee pick this imbalance up,
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and that's why even nenSNGOIs
often find Vogue Usage teritating
and creepy.

42 FYT, chis passage, which appears
in ADMAUs entry on OBSCURI-
T%, is guoted from a 1997 Sacra-
mente Bee article entitled "Ne
Contest: English Professors Are
Worst Writers on Camus.”
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and the fact that | end up having to read a ot
of it for my iob, but Pm afrmd I regard
Academic English not a~ a1 dialectal varation
but as a grotesque debasement of SWE, and
foathe 1t even more than the stileed mncoher-
ences of Presidential English (“This is the best
and only way to uncaver, destroy, and prevent
irag from reengincering weapons of mass
destruction™) or the muangled preties of
BusinessSpeak {(“Our Mission: to proactively
search and provide the optimum networking
skills and resources to meet the needs of your
growing business”); and m support of this utter
contempt and intolerance [ cite no less an
authority than Mr. G. Orwell, whe 50 years ago
had AE pegged as a “mixture of vagueness and
sheer 1mcompetence”  in
which “it is normal to come % ?
across long passages which ¢
are almost comp.etely lack-
ing in meaning.”43

1t probably 1sn't the whole
explanation, but, as with the voguish hypoerisy
of PCE, the obscurity znd pretension of
Academic English can be attributed in part to a
disruption in the delicare rhetorical balance
between language as a vector of meaning and
language as a vector of the writer’s own résumé.
In other words, it is when a scholar’s
vanity/insecunity leads him to wrire primarly to
communicate and reinforce his own stacus as an
Intellectual that his English is deformed by
pleonasm and pretentious diction {(whose fune-
tion is to signal the writer’s erudition) and by
opaque abstraction {whose funcrion 15 to keep
anybody from pinning the writer down to a def
inite assertion that can maybe be refuted or
shown to be silly). The latter charactenistic, a
level of obscurity that ofren makes it just about
mmpossible to fgure our what an AE sentence 15
really saying, so closely resembles political and
corporate Joublespeak (“revenue enhance-
ment,” “downsizing,” “pre-owned,” “proactive
resource-allocation restructuring”) thar s
tempting (o think AE’s real purpose 1s conceal-
ment and its real motivation fear.

The msecurity that Jdrives AE, PCE, and
vocab-tape ads is far from groundless, though.
These are tense linguistic times. Blame it on
Hesenbergian Uncertainty or postmodern rela-

B Te's Oy

zivisin or Image Over Substance or the ubiquity
of advertismg and 2R. or the rise of Identity
Politics or whatever you will—we hive in an era
of terrible preoccupation with presentation and
mterpretation. In rhetorical terms, certamn
long-held distinctions between the Ethical
Appeal, Logical Appeal (= an argument’s plau-
oibility or soundness), and Pathenuc Appeal
{= an argument’s emotional impact) have now
preety much collapsed—or rather the different
sorts of Appeals now affect and are affected by
one wnother in ways that make it slmost impos-
sible to alvance an argument on “reason”
alone.
A vividly concrete illustration here con-
cerns the Official Complamet a black under-
graduate filed against ths
7 4 rev. after one of my little m
camera spiels described on
pages 53-54. The com-
plammant was (I opme)
wrong, but she was not crazy
or stupid; and 1 was able later o see that I did
bear some responsthility for the whole nasty
administrative swivet. My culpability lay
gross rhetorical naveté. I'd seen my speech’s
primary Appeal as Logical: The aim was to
make a conspicucusly blunt, honest argument
for SWE’s urility. It wasn’t pretry, maybe, but it
was true, phlus so manifestly bullshit-free thar |
ihink 1 anticipated not just acquiescence but
gratitude for my candor44 The problem I
failed to see, of course, lay not with the argu-
ment per se but with the person making it—
namely me, a Privileged WASP Male i1 a post-
tion of power, thus someone whose statements
about the primacy and utihity of the Privileged
WASP Male dialect appeared not candid/hor-
tatory/authoritative/true  but  elitist/high-
handed/authoritarian/racist. Rhetoric-wise,
what happened was that [ allowed the sub-
stance and style of my Legical Appeal to com-
pletely torpedo my Ethical Appeal: What the
student heard was just another PWM rational-
1zing why his Group and his English were top
dog and ought “logically” to stav that way
{plus, worse, trying to use his academic power
aver her to coerce her assentt5}.
if for any reason you happen to find yoursclf
sharing this particular student’s perceptions and

+

43 This was in his 1946 “Politics
and the English Language,” an
essay that despite its date (and its
tithe’s busic redundancy) remains
the definitive SNOOT statement
oz Academese. Orwell’s famous

AR translation of the gorgeaus "I

saw under the sun that the race
is ot to the swift” in Ecclesiastes
as “Objective considerations of
contemporary phenomens com-
pel the cenclusion that saccess
or failure in competitive activi-
ties exhibits no tendency to be
commensurate with innate ca-
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pacity, but that a considerable el-
ement of the unprediciable must
invariebly be taken into account”
should be tattoned on the Jeft wrist
of every grad student in the an-
glophone world.

44 Please Just don’t gven say it.
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45 (She professed to have been
especially traumatired by the cki-
mactic “T am going to make you,”
which in retrospect was indeed a
mammeth rhetorical boner.)



reaction,4® 1 would ask that you bracket your
teelings long enough to recognize that the
PWM instructor's very modern rhetorical
dilemma in that office was really no different
from the dilemma faced by a male who makes 4
Pro-Life argument, or an atheist who argues
against Creation Science, or a Caucasian who
opposes Affirmative Action, or an African
Asmerican who decries Racial Profiling, or any-
one over eighteen who tries to make a case for
raising the legal driving age o eighteen, etc.
The dilemma has nothing to do with whether
the arguments themselves are plausible or right
or even sane, because the debate rarely gets that
far—any cpponent with sufficiently strong feel-
ings or a dogmatic bent can discredit the argu-
ments and pretty much foreclose all further dis-
cussion with a single, terribly familiar rejomnden:
“Of course you'd say that”; “Easy for you to say™;
“What right do you have ... 7"

Now (still bracketing} consider the situation
of any reasonably intelligent and well-meaning
SNOOT who sits down to prepare a prescriptive
usage guide. [t’s the millennium, post-
Evervthing: Whence the authority to make any
sort of credible Appeal for SWE at all?

ARTICLE S CRUX.
WHY 3RYAN A, GARNESXR

IS &4 GERTUS, THOUCGH QF A

BATHER PARTICULAR
" ¢ st that A Dictionary of Modemn

i American Usage is perfect. It doesn't

[, SEem Lo COVET COmyersant in vs. conversant
<t with, for example, or abstruse vs. obtuse,
or to have anvthing on hereby and herewnth
(which 1 tend to use interchangeably but
always have the uneasy feeling I'm screwing
up). Garner's got a good discussion of used 0
but nothing on supposed to. Nor does he give
any examples to help explain irregular partici-
ples and transitivity (“The light shone” vs, “1
shined the light,” etc.), and these would seem
to be more important than, say, the correct
spelling ot huzzah or the plural of ammalculum,
both of which get discussed. Plus there’s the
VOGUE WORDS snafu and the absence of a pro-

nunciation entry on trough.47 In other words,
a SNOOT is going to be able to find stuff to
guibble sbout in any usage dictionary, and
ADMAU is no exception.

But it’s stll really, really good—and not just
lexicographically but thetorically, politically {(if
it even makes sense to distinguish these any
more)}. As a collection of yudgments, ADMALU
is in no way Descriptivist, but Garner structures
his judgments very carefully to avoid the elirism
and anality of traditional sNnoOTitude. He does
not deploy trony or scorn or caustic wit, nor
tropes or cotloquualisms or contractions . . . or
really any sort of verbal style at all. In fact, even
though Garner tzlks openly about himself and
uses the |-S pronoun throughout the whole dic-
tionary, his personality »s oddly effaced, neutral-
ized. It’s like he’s sc bland he's barely there. E.g.,
as this reviewer was finishing the book’s final
entry, 48 it struck me that | had no idea whether
Bryan Garner wus black or white, gay or
straight, Democrat or Dhtrchead. What was
even more striking was that | hadr't once won-
dered about any of this vp ro now; something
about Garner’s lexical persona kept me ever
from asking where the guy was coming from or
what particular agendas or ideologies were
informing what he had admitted right up front
were “value judgments.”

Bryan Garner 15 a genius because A
Dictionary of Modern American Usage pretty
much resolves the Usage Wars' Crisis of
Authority. Gamner manages to control the
compresence of rhetorical Appeals so cleverly
that he appears able to transcend both Usage
Wars camps and simply tell the truth, and m a
way that does not torpedo his own credibility
but actually enhances 1. His argumentative
strategy 15 totally briliant and torally sneaky,
and part of both qualities 15 that it usually
doesn’t seem like there’s even an argument
gomng on at all.

Garner recognizes something thar neither of
the dogmatic camps appears to get: Given 40
years of the Usage Wars, “authority” is no
longer something a lexicographer can just pre-
sume ex officio. In fact, a farge part of the prog-
ect of any contempaorary usape dicrionary will
consist 1 establishing this auwthority. If that

o

— Ao gy - e

46 (The Dept. hesd and Deanndid 47 To be honest, I noticed this
not, as it happens, share her ve~  omission only becanse midway
action ., .. though itwould be disin-  through working an this article
genuous not to tefl you that they I happened to use the word trorgh
huppened alse to be FWM's, which  in front of the samme 300T friend
fact did notgo unremearked bythe  who likes to compaze public Eng-
complainont, such that thewhole  Lish to viclin-hammering, and
procecding got pretiy davn tense,  he fell sideways owut of his chair,
indeed, before it was all over.)

and it sxaerged that I hove some-
how al} my life misheard trough
as ending with a th instead of
an Fand thus have publicly mis-
proncunced it God knows how
many scores of tinves, and I all
but burned rubber getting home
to zee whether perkaps the ervor

wae so eommon end humoen and
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undersandable that Garner hise-
eelfbad & good-natured entry on
e, bt o suck huck, which ia fair-
nees § dow't suppose I can veally
blame Gaener for.

48 (on awiebsckve. sweibsch)
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on accident

seems rather obvious, be apprised that nobaody
before Garner seems to have figured 1t out—that
the lexicographer’s chailenge now 1s to be not
just accurate and comprehensive but eredible.
That in the absence of unguestioned Authority
in language, the reader must now he moved or
persuaded to grant a dictionary 1ty authority,
freely and for whar appear to be good reasons.

Garner’s A Dictionary of Modern American
Usage 15 thus both a colleenion of mformation
and a piece of Democratic rhetoric. 49 Its goal is
to recast the Prescriptivist’s persona: The author
presents himself as an authority not 1n an auto-
cratic sense but m a technocratic sense. And the
technocrat 1s not only a thoroughly modern and
palatable image of Authority but also immune to
the charges of ehitism/classist that have hobbled
traditional Prescriptivism.

Of course, Garner really is a technocrar. He's
a lawyer, recall, and m ADMAU he consciously
projects a sort of wise juridical persona: knowl-
odgeable, dispassionate, fair, with an alimost En-
lightenment-grade passion for reason. His judg-
ments about usage tend to be rendered like legal
opimions—exhaustive citation of
precedent {other dictionaries’ judg-
ments, published examples of actual
usage) combimed with clear, logical reasoning
that’s always informed by the larger consensual
purposes SWE is meant to serve.

Also  thoroughgoingly technocracic s
Garner’s approach to the issue of wherher any-
body’s even geing to be mterested in his 700
pages of fine-pointed counsel. Like any special-
1st, he simply presumes that there are practical
reasons why some people choose te concern
themselves with SWE usage: and his atritade
ahout the fact that most Americans “could eare
less” tsn’t scorn or disapproval but the phleg-
matic resignation of a doctor or lawyer who
realizes chat he can give good advice but can’t
make you take it:

The realiey I care about most 15 that some people
still want to use the language well 5¢ They want
to write effectively; they want to speak effective-
fy. They want their language to be graceful at
umes and powerful at times. They want to under-
stand how ro use words well, how to manipulate
sentences, and how to move about mn the lan-
guage without seeming to flail. They want good

thetoric? m the traditional sensc. That s, they
want to use the tanguage deftly so that 1t’s fit for
their purposes.

It’s now possible to see that all the autohio-
graphical stuff in ADMAU’s Preface does more
than just humanize Mr. Bryan A. Garmner. It also
serves to detw] the carly and enduring passion
that helps make somecone a credible rechno-
crat—we tend to like and rust experts whose
expertise is born of a real love for their special-
ry 1mstead of just a desire to be expert at some-
thing. In fact, 1t turns out that ADMAU’s
Preface quietly and steadily mvests Garner with
every single qualification of modern techno-
cratic Authority: passionate devotion, reasomn,
and accountability (recall “in the interests
of full Jisclosure, here are the ten cntical
points . . "), cxperience (“that, after years of
working on usage problems, Pve settled on”},
exhuustive and tech-savvy research (“For con-
temporary usage, the files of our greatest dictio-
nary makers pale in comparison with the full-
text search capabilities now provided by NEXIS
and WLSTLAW"}, an even and judicrous tempera-
ment {sce c.g. this from HYPERCORRECTION:
“Sometimes people strive to abide by the
striceest etiguette, but n the process behave
inappropriacely”s2), and the sort of humble
mntegrity {for mstance, inclading m one of the
entries a past published usage-error of his own)
ihat not only renders Garner likable but trans-
mits the same kind of reverence for English that
good jurists have for the law, both of which arc
bigger and more smportant than any one person.

Probably the most attractive thing about
ADMAU's Erhical Appeal, though, is Garner’s
scrupulous consideration of the reader’s con-
cernt about his {or her) own hnguistic authority
and rhetorical persona and ability to convince
an Audience that he cares. Agamn and again,
Garner framnes his prescriptions in rhetorical
terms, e.g.: “To the writer or speaker for whom
credibility 15 mmportant, it’s a good idea to
avord distracting any readers or listeners.” A
Dictionary of Modern Amencan Usage's real the-
sis, 1 other words, 1s that the purposes of the
expert authority and the purposes of the lay
reader are identical, and identically rherori-
cal—which I submit 15 about as Democratic

graramar, but they want more: they want

R PSR

these days as you're gomg to get.

Z

58

43 (meaning literally Demorra-
tic—it Wants Yous Vote)

B9 The last twe werds of this sem-
ténce, of course, are what the
Usage Wars are about—whose “lan~
guage” and whose “well”? The

most remevkable thing ebeut this
is that corning from Gar-

ner it dorsn't sound naive ov ob-

noxious but just, . . ressonable.

5% Did you think ¥ wes kidding?
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52 (Hlere thin reviewer's indwelling
and ever-vigilant SNOOY can't help
but guestion why Garner uses a
comma before the conjunction
in this sentence, since what fol-
lows the conjunction is neither
an independent clawse mor any
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kind of plavsible complement
for sorive to. But respectful dis~
% 4 ety |4 ple of good-
witl is of course Damocratically nat-
wral and healthy and, when you
come right down to it, kind of

fun. )




