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“Usage . . . is the surest pilot in speaking, and we should treat language as currency
minted with the public stamp. But in all cases we have need of a critical judgment”
—Quintilian, ca. A.D. 88

“Modern faults of usage have two causes: indifference or rebellious recklessness,
spurning rules; and half study, which finds specious justification for forms that are
not really sound”

—Edward N. Teall, 1940

“To treat the sick, you must have a good knowledge of the healthy. But it is even
better to know something about the disease. If the writer means to fight for the
best possible use of language, he must be forever on his guard against the ailments
that words are prone to”

—XKonstantin Fedin, ca. 1950

“Presumably a youngster should be able to distinguish between good and well,
between done and did, and if youngsters do not learn this naturally, as those in
literate homes do, they must be taught the usage in school. There is at least as much
reason to teach them to say, ‘He invited Mary and me’ as there is to teach them how
to brush their teeth, to shift gears, or to ride in an airplane”

—Charlton Laird, 1970

“Language must take its place alongside diet, traffic safety, and the cost of living as
something that everyone thinks about and talks about.”
—Dwight Bolinger, 1980

“Standard American English—the English of our dictionaries and grammar
books—is a great, messy deluge of words, some of which overlap in meaning, many
of which have multiple meanings, and many of which can be used as various parts
of speech. . .. Everyone who chooses to use Standard English must make an endless
series of decisions about the language, and thereby has a say in how it develops”
—Barbara Wallraff, 2000



Contents

Preface to the Fourth Edition, ix
Preface to the First Edition, xiii

Acknowledgments, xix
List of Essay Entries, xxi

List of Abbreviations, xxvii

Pronunciation Guide, xxix

Key to the Language-Change Index, xxxi
Essay: Making Peace in the Language Wars, xxxiii

Essay: The Ongoing Tumult in English Usage, xlvii

GARNER’'S MODERN ENGLISH USAGE
Glossary of Grammatical, Rhetorical,
and Other Language-Related Terms, 985
A Timeline of Books on Usage, 1037
Select Bibliography, 1049

Select Index of Writers Quoted or Mentioned, 1051

vii






Preface to the Fourth Edition

With this new edition, Oxford University Press has decided to rename the book Garner’s
Modern English Usage—using English instead of American. That change restores what
had been the idea behind the first edition. The implied global emphasis of English makes
more sense today than ever before, given the book’s broadly inclusive approach to World
English, not just to American English and British English.

Through the Internet, we have access to the largest database for corpus linguistics
ever compiled: the Google database of English-language books printed throughout
the world. The use of big data in these pages doubtless makes GMEU the most thor-
oughly empirical work of its kind. I am grateful to the legal department of Google for
arranging for me to be the first author explicitly licensed to reproduce results from the
Google Ngram Viewer, which shows graphs depicting the relative frequency of speci-
fied sequences of words within the corpus of English-language books as compared with
other sequences. From this big-data resource, it has become possible to calculate ratios
on word frequency and phrase frequency in World English and in the two major sub-
types: American English and British English. These ratios, found at the end of many
entries, provide some fascinating data: the frequency of one form (the prevalent one)
as contrasted with another (a variant).

Of course, the ngram data can hardly be viewed as infallible. There may be a false
sense of precision in a ratio such as 4,376:1 (the idea that one word appears in print
precisely 4,376 times for every one time that its variant appears). It may well be that
the most current ratios available—for the year 2008—aren't as fully reliable as those for
earlier years because the books having been scanned are a smaller proportion of the
whole universe of candidates. (Still, the corpus includes 206,272 books just for 2008.)
There may be other shortcomings. Nevertheless, on balance it seemed better to provide
the data than not to, on the stipulation that readers mustn’t view the ratios as immu-
table truth. Instead, these snapshots of the language, especially when viewed in their
relationship to usage over time, can provide a sound basis for understanding linguistic
developments and usage trends.

To arrive at accurate numbers, I used Google ngrams with contextualized searches
within the 2012 Google corpus. The power of these ngrams would have astonished ear-
lier lexicographers—just as it astonished me at first. They take much of the guesswork
out of linguistic assessments of Standard Written English. Their reliability was con-
firmed to me time and again when I compared the results against other major corpora.
We can now determine that the phrasal verb to home in on arose in English print about
1932. (The original metaphor related to homing pigeons.) We're also able to know that
the variant form to hone in on emerged about seven years later and has never been as
frequent a choice in published books. It now trails by a nearly 1.7-to-1 ratio.

That’s in printed books throughout the English-speaking world. In British books,
it’s a 4-to-1 ratio. In American books, the ratio is 1.6 to 1. So in American English the
variant has gained more ground. Anyone who attentively listens to American speech
will notice that most people (perhaps 80%?) say to hone in on. Who are they? Mostly
ordinary people. And who says to home in on? Mostly well-read people—subscribers to
The New York Review of Books, The New Yorker, The Atlantic Monthly, or the like. That’s
supportable only by anecdotal evidence—one observer having tested this hypothesis on
thousands of audiences over a 20-year period. Yes, the question fascinates me, and I've
had the good fortune of being able to administer quizzes containing this issue to over
50,000 people on three continents. The evidence isn’t entirely anecdotal, except that I've
had to take people at their word about their reading habits.

ix



x Preface to the Fourth Edition

The phrasing to hone in on began as a simple error—an example of WORD-SWAPPING,
in which a term gets replaced by its near-homophone. Professional editors tend to stick
to the original formulation, but in this instance the speech habits of English speakers,
especially American ones, are increasingly at odds with what appears in well-edited
English. At some point the editorial preference for the original phrasing (to home in on)
will probably shift. But we're not yet to that point.

Ascertaining the facts about usage with ngrams is trickier than it might seem: you
can’t just search home in vs. hone in. Youd get many false positives for every reference
in English-language books to a home in Malibu, etc., with hundreds of thousands of
misleading results, if not millions. So I contextualized the searches, usually by inflecting
averb: homed in on vs. honed in on. (Google ngrams allow you to use up to five consecu-
tive words for the purpose of contextualizing.) In that search, we've inflected the verb
and included a terminal preposition to achieve precise results. A little ingenuity was
required to arrive at many of the ratios displayed throughout the text.

With some phrases, big-data research is exceedingly difficult. With as such, for
example, its rightness depends entirely on what has been said in the preceding sen-
tence: what is the antecedent of such? A Google ngram can't tell you that. So with some
words and phrases for which useful ngram data couldn’t be gathered, no comparative
information could be supplied. Either the ratios wouldn’t be meaningful (as with shap-
able [AmE] vs. shapeable [BrE], or supervisorial [one sense] and supervisory [different
sense]), or else no suitable search could be framed (as with the adverbial forms supplely
vs. supply [the latter, of course, being much more frequent as a noun or verb], or solon [as
contrasted with what?]). A fair amount of thought went into these decisions throughout.
Where ratios do appear, it should be clear to you what is being compared against what
(prevalent form vs. variant)—for which you may need to read the words within the
entry just above. Where desirable, the search terms are supplied within parentheses, as
when a reader might have reasonable doubts about what’s being compared.

One of the advantages of big data is that outlier instances become trivial. In saying
that Christmas bazaar is standard and *Christmas bizarre a solecism (marked here by
the asterisk), it matters not that a certain writer might have written, “I thought Christ-
mas bizarre that year” In the larger scheme of big data, that odd instance becomes unim-
portant as against the others in which writers have mistakenly used the noun phrase
*Christmas bizarre in place of the standard phrase to refer to a seasonal marketplace.

A pessimist might well wonder why it’s useful to record a 25,000-to-1 ratio (a few
such huge discrepancies in usage are noted). The answer is one that you could hardly
appreciate until youre suddenly in an argument with someone who insists that the
outlier usage is correct. One of the virtues of a reliable usage guide is to settle debates
between language aficionados, or between editor and author. The empirical evidence
here marshaled reduces the degree of opinion involved in such matters.

How you think about the ratios is central to decisions about good usage. The ngrams
give you diachronic evidence of usage (over, let’s say, the past 300 years). They also allow
you to calculate ratios for any given year within the span, up to the year 2008. That’s the
most recent time for which reliable statistics are available. Hence all my mentions of the
“current ratio” refer to materials published in 2008. The ratios show a snapshot of usage
as it existed in that year.

For those wishing to replicate my research results, the “smoothing” for the ngrams
was set at 3, the database was English worldwide, and the year was 2008 (unless speci-
fied otherwise). Simply use the Google search engine to find “Ngram Viewer,” and you’ll
soon discover the many delights that ngrams have to offer.

Let me illustrate the lexicographic utility of big data by citing what is in itself a
point of only slight importance. When did the standard hark back start morphing into
*hearken back? (Again, the asterisk marks a nonrecommended variant.) According to



Preface to the Fourth Edition xi

Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage (1989)—and repeated in its update of 2002—the
variant just doesn’'t appear in BrE: “We have no evidence that hearken back is establish-
ing itself in British use, though it has occasional use in the U.S” That statement is an
extrapolation based on the impressive Merriam-Webster lexicographic files compiled
over the years through its reading program.

But with a few seconds of research using ngrams, it’s possible to see that the variant
*hearken back first appeared in published British books in 1860 and occurred in other
British writing throughout the 20th century. It didn’t appear in American books with
any appreciable frequency until 1887. In both varieties of English it began increasingly
significantly about 1960. In 1989, when Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage was first
published, the phrase hark back outranged *hearken back in AmE by a 10-to-1 ratio,
and in BrE by a 28-to-1 ratio. So the inroads have indeed been greater on the American
side. It’s also possible now to see that *harken back occurred more frequently in print
than *hearken back from 1965 to 2000 in AmE, and from 1985 to 2000 in BrE—but only
during those periods. In any event, both *hearken back and *harken back are variant
phrases that have never seriously rivaled the standard phrase (hark back) in Standard
Written English.

So the earlier usage commentators cited negatively by Merriam-Webster—Theo-
dore Bernstein (1970) and Roy Copperud (1980)—were actually correct in their edito-
rial recommendations against the variants. “They think it must be a mistake,” intones
the Merriam-Webster book. Well, yes. A variant newcomer that’s just a by-form of an
established term is going to be viewed as an editorial mistake. When Bernstein and Cop-
perud were writing, it was probably a Stage 1 misusage, possibly Stage 2. The fact that
Merriam-Webster’s files contained a few instances of the linguistic interlopers hardly
confirmed their full acceptability. In fairness, though, the Merriam-Webster editors
were trying to extrapolate from the relatively sparse evidence they had.

Let’s consider another simple yet even more obscure example: is the word for a
wheelbarrow or dumpcart designed for farm use spelled tumbrel or tumbril? The word
dates from the 14th century in English. The OED and most other dictionaries record the
primary entry under tumbrel, and that was indeed the predominant spelling through
the 18th century. But beginning about 1800, the spelling tumbril began to dominate.
By 1830, its prevalence as the leading form in print sources was unquestioned, and the
-el spelling has never again seriously rivaled the -il spelling. We know this from Google
ngrams. Yet the dictionaries would lead you to conclude otherwise. This is an infinitesi-
mal microcosm of the valuable information now available to us all.

It’s interesting to speculate about why the change from tumbrel to tumbril occurred
when it did, at the beginning of the 19th century. The fourth edition of a dictionary
called The Complete Farmer, published in the 1790s, lists only the spelling tumbrel and
defines it as “a dung-cart” There must be clues elsewhere.

The 1938 edition of the Funk & Wagnalls New Standard Dictionary of the English
Language lists as one meaning of tumbrel: “A type of cart in which victims were carried
to the guillotine during the first French Revolution [1787]: an erroneous use.” Webster’s
Second New International Dictionary (1934) contains a similar definition (it’s missing
from the OED). Mentions of the word tumbrel spiked in the late 1780s and 1790s. The
switch to the spelling tumbril occurred in 1800 in AmE and in the early 1820s in BrE.
Could it be that farmers, especially those who wrote about farm-related subjects, wished
to avoid, in their ordinary mentions of dumpcarts, associations with the bloody guillo-
tines of revolutionary France and therefore chose the other spelling? That’s just specula-
tion. But such little discoveries hold the possibility of many new avenues of research.

Hark back and tumbril are just two tiny instances. Multiply those by 5,000 (for a
usage guide)—or, ultimately, by a million (for a truly unabridged English dictionary).
The degree of ascertainable knowledge about the language is greater than ever before.

xi
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In the past, lexicographers (including me) were playing a guessing game: presented with
seven instances, four of them going one way and three another, the dictionary-writer
would have to make an educated guess about what forms predominated in print. Their
evidence was scanty and often unrepresentative. Now lots of guesswork has been elimi-
nated by the powerful tool of big data; lexicography is being revolutionized. Certainly
this book has been revolutionized. Every page has been reworked or confirmed by using
the extraordinary help of big data.

Mind you, from its very inception in the late 1990s, this book has made copious use
of many linguistic corpora. It’s just that the corpus now available is incomparably more
vast than what was available when the previous editions were written.

Have my editorial recommendations changed because of big data? Yes—a few of
them. But on the whole, ngrams have borne out the overwhelming majority of judg-
ments expressed in my earlier usage books. Used carefully, with sophistication, the
ngrams allow much greater certainty about usage: dates, changes over time during the
full period of Modern English, relative frequencies, and geographic limitations. These
possibilities make it an exciting time to be a lexicographer.

One recurrent finding bears note. All varieties of English are powerfully influenced
by American English. When my late friend Robert W. Burchfield was editor in chief
of the Oxford English Dictionary Supplement in the 1970s, he noted that the center of
gravity for the English language had shifted to North America. He was right. Again
and again, one sees British English and World English following the lead of American
usage, often with a lag time of 10 to 50 years. You'll see this trend noted in many entries
throughout the book—but of course it’s hardly a universal rule.

In this new edition, I've used the same basic techniques and sensibilities that I've
always used: given the evidence that I have before me, what judgments would such
eminent predecessors such as H.W. Fowler and Theodore Bernstein have made? That’s
what guides me. But you can read more about that in the rest of the front matter, if you
care to—and as I'd encourage you to.

Bryan A. Garner
Dallas, Texas
15 November 2015



Preface to the First Edition

Not long ago, while I was standing at a rental-car counter in Austin, a young clerk told
me that a free upgrade to a Cadillac might be available. She would have to see whether
any Cadillacs were on the lot just then.

Two minutes passed as she typed, got on the telephone, twirled her hair around her
index finger, and then typed some more. Finally, I said, “Can I get the upgrade?”

“You mean, ‘May I get the upgrade, ” she responded.

I thought I had imagined it. “What?”

“You said, ‘Can I get the upgrade What you mean is, ‘May I get the upgrade’”

As it happens, I had been working on the manuscript for this book only minutes
before, so I couldn't help thinking how surreal the experience was. I felt a twinge of
indignation on the one hand—the kind that almost anyone feels when corrected. But I
also thought that her remark was charming in a way. She was doing her best to uphold
good English.

But she was wrong, and I gently told her so: “I'm not asking for your permission. I
want to know whether you have a Cadillac on the lot. I want to know whether it’s physi-
cally possible for me to drive one of them. So: ‘Can I get the upgrade.”

“Oh, I guess you're right,” she said with resignation.

Experiences like that one give me hope: they show that some people still care
about what happens to our language, however misplaced their concern might occa-
sionally be.

The State of the Language

Do I contend that the language is decaying? That it was once in a pristine state and has
been sliding ever since? That the glory days are over?

No, I don’t. In many ways, writing today is better than ever. Our best journalists
today are as talented a group as has ever worked in the language.

But a great deal of mediocre writing appears in print nowadays, and both written
and oral assaults on the language do seem to come at high velocities. The speed comes
from mass communications. Turn on the TV and listen to commentators on football,
tennis, or golf, and you’ll be treated to the heights of inarticulacy. Then imagine all the
millions of viewers whose linguistic perceptions are affected by this blather.

There are good, clarifying forces at work on the language. There are also bad, obscur-
ing forces at work. One language, many realities.

The reality I care about most is that some people still want to use the language well.
They want to write effectively; they want to speak effectively. They want their language
to be graceful at times and powerful at times. They want to understand how to use
words well, how to manipulate sentences, and how to move about in the language
without seeming to flail. They want good grammar, but they want more: they want
rhetoric in the traditional sense. That is, they want to use language deftly so that it’s fit
for their purposes.

This book is for them.

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 good
writing is only as good as the principles on which it’s based. And users should naturally
be interested in those principles. So, in the interests of full disclosure, here are the ten
critical points that, after years of working on usage problems, I've settled on:

xiii



xiv Preface to the First Edition

1. Purpose. The purpose of a usage dictionary is to help writers, editors, and
speakers use the language effectively: to help them sound grammatical but
relaxed, refined but natural, correct but unpedantic.

2. Realism. To guide users helpfully, recommendations on usage must be genu-
inely plausible. They must recognize the language as it currently stands, encour-
age reasonable approaches to editorial problems, and avoid refighting battles
that were long ago lost.

3. Linguistic Simplicity. If the same idea can be expressed in a simple way or in a
complex way, the simple way is better—and, paradoxically, it will typically lead
readers to conclude that the writer is smarter.

4. Readers’ Reactions. Generally, writing is good if readers find it easy to follow;
writing is bad if readers find it hard to follow.

5. Tightness. Omitting needless words is important. As long as it’s accurate, the
briefest way of phrasing an idea is usually best because the brevity enhances
speed, clarity, and impact.

6. Word-Judging. A word or phrase is somewhat undesirable if it has any one of
the following characteristics, and is worse if it has two or more:

(a) it sounds newfangled;

(b) it defies logic;

(c) it threatens to displace an established expression (but hasn't yet done so);
(d) itoriginated in a misunderstanding of a word or its etymology;

(e) it blurs a useful distinction.

7. Differentiation. If related words—especially those differing only in the suffix—
begin to take on different senses, it’s wise to encourage the latent distinctions
when they’re first emerging and then to follow them once they’re established.

8. Needless Variants. Having two or more variant forms of a word is undesirable
unless each one signals a distinct meaning.

9. Conservatism. If two constructions are current, and one of them has been
widely condemned by authorities whose values are in line with those outlined
in #6, the other construction is better.

10. Actual Usage. In the end, the actual usage of educated speakers and writers is
the overarching criterion for correctness. But while actual usage can trump the
other factors, it isn’t the only consideration.

Reasonable though these points may seem to the professional writer or editor,
they’re likely to induce hissy fits among modern linguists, for whom #10 is the only
valid concern (and only after deleting the word educated). The problem for professional
writers and editors is that they can’t wait idly to see what direction the language takes.
Writers and editors, in fact, influence that direction: they must make decisions.

And a good usage dictionary should help in those decisions. H.-W. Fowler’s ground-
breaking Dictionary of Modern English Usage did that in 1926 and for generations after;
Theodore M. Bernstein’s book The Careful Writer did it in 1965; and Wilson Follett’s
Modern American Usage did it in 1966. That has traditionally been the job of the usage
dictionary: to help writers and editors solve editorial predicaments.

The State of the Genre

Somewhere along the line, though, usage dictionaries got hijacked by the descriptive
linguists, who observe language scientifically. For the pure descriptivist, it’s impermis-
sible to say that one form of language is any better than another: as long as a native
speaker says it, it's okay—and anyone who takes a contrary stand is a dunderhead. That
has become something of a dogma among professional linguists.

Essentially, descriptivists and prescriptivists are approaching different problems.
Descriptivists want to record language as it’s actually used, and they perform a useful
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function—though their audience is generally limited to those willing to pore through
vast tomes of dry-as-dust research. Prescriptivists—not all of them, perhaps, but enlight-
ened ones—want to figure out the most effective uses of language, both grammatically
and rhetorically. Their editorial advice should accord with the predominant practices
of the best writers and editors.

For the pure descriptivist, it’s silly to say that infer shouldn't be “misused” for imply.
Presumably, it’s also silly to say that Hobson’s choice is the correct phrase and that
Hobbesian choice is an ignorant error, because much evidence can be found for the
latter. Likewise, we shouldn’t prohibit any other example of what is here called worD-
SWAPPING. The extreme view is that even spell-checkers are a bad force because they
ensure uniformity and stifle linguistic experimentation in spelling.'

Although there’s little new to be said about this debate, this book does something
quite new: it gathers reams of current linguistic evidence to show the many confusions
into which writers fall. And they’re constantly falling into them. As Joseph Epstein, the
longtime editor of The American Scholar, has observed, “The English language is one
vast San Andreas fault, where things are slipping and sliding every moment.”* English
usage is so challenging that even experienced writers need guidance now and then.

Quotations and Citations

This book contains thousands of quotations from published sources. Most are from
newspapers, but many are from books and scholarly journals. These quotations came
to my hand in various ways.

First, they came from my own reading. For many years, I've traveled a good deal,
and whenever I go somewhere I make a point of reading and marking at least one local
newspaper, usually more. When I return, I enter those sentences into my database.

Second, I have dozens of allies—members of the H.-W. Fowler Society, an informal
organization I founded—who send me clippings from newspapers. These Fowlerians,
who are spread throughout the English-speaking world, have contributed enormously
to the book with hundreds of examples.

Third, I've supplemented entries with examples gleaned from two online databases:
NEXIS and wWESTLAW. For two decades, they have provided full-text searchability for
millions of published documents—a luxury that earlier lexicographers never enjoyed.

But before delving further into online sources, I should address a question that many
readers will wonder about. Should I really name names? Should I give full citations in
the way that I do? Won't it mortify a journalist to find some badly written sentence
frozen in a reference book for all the world to see?

Well, I hope it isn’t mortifying, and for me it's nothing new. I used the technique in
the second edition of my Dictionary of Modern Legal Usage (1995). The citations appear
for three reasons. First, they show that the examples are real, not fabricated. Second,
they show the great variety of evidence on which the judgments in this book are based.
And third, they’re lexicographically noteworthy: they reflect how the language is being
used in our culture in our time.

I have tried to be dispassionate in choosing examples. More of them come from my
favorite newspaper, The New York Times, than from any other source: nearly 400 of the
some 5,600 illustrative quotations. But a glance at the text will show that they’re from
all over the country. And many are British.

!See Sidney Landau, “Of Lexicography, Computers, and Norms,” 64 Am. Speech 162,163 (1989) (“I detest even the
idea of spelling-correction programs. If they do not serve any heuristic purpose, they are pernicious by artificially
limiting the range of spelling choices . . .. We thus artificially limit language change . .. and push all our students
toward a common center of officially endorsed usages”).

Joseph Epstein, “Mr. Fowler, He Live,” Weekly Standard, 20 Jan. 1997, at 29.
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Why should British quotations be included, given that this is a dictionary of Ameri-
can usage? Most often the reason is that it seems useful to record differences and simi-
larities between British and American English. It’s sometimes surprising to learn that
a given error occurs much more frequently in British English (see, for example, hark
back (B)).

Yet the book is American, both in its scope and in its point of view. During the mid-
20th century, the English language’s center of gravity shifted from England to the United
States. And with that shift comes a certain responsibility on the part of those who speak
and write American English.

Lexicographic Methods

It’s fair to say that the guidance given here is based on a greater corpus of current pub-
lished writings than any usage guide ever before published. For contemporary usage,
the files of our greatest dictionary makers pale in comparison with the full-text search
capabilities now provided by NEx1s and WESTLAW. So the prescriptive approach here is
leavened by a thorough canvassing of actual usage in modern edited prose.

When I say, then, that ethicist is 400 times more common than ethician, I have
searched vast databases of newspapers and journals to arrive at this round figure. As
for those particular terms, the NEx1s databases (as of December 1997) contain 10,138
published documents in which ethicist appears, but only 25 documents in which ethi-
cian appears. (The ratio in WESTLAW’s “allnews” database is 7,400 to 6.) So much for the
dictionaries that give the main listing under ethician. They’re out of step: the compilers
might have 5 or 10 citation slips in their files, but that’s a paltry number when com-
pared with mountains of evidence that the searching of reliable databases can unearth.
[Fourth-edition update: Google’s ngrams show that the ratio in English-language books
as of 2008 was 148 to 1.]

And when I say that self-deprecating (traditionally viewed as incorrect) is 50 times as
common as self-depreciating (traditionally viewed as correct), I have searched those same
databases to give this conservative figure. From 1980 to 1997, self-deprecating appeared
in 16,040 NEXIS sources, and self-depreciating in only 353. (The ratio in WESTLAW is 9,860
to 159.) So much for the usage books that continue to recommend self-depreciating: that
battle is lost. [Fourth-edition update: Google’s ngrams show that the ratio in English-
language books as of 2008 was 23 to 1.]

In this respect—the consideration of voluminous linguistic evidence to back
up judgment calls—this book represents a radical departure from most other usage
dictionaries.

Value Judgments

As you might already suspect, I don’'t shy away from making judgments. I can’t imagine
that most readers would want me to. Linguists don’t like it, of course, because judgment
involves subjectivity. It isn't scientific. But rhetoric and usage, in the view of most pro-
fessional writers, aren’t scientific endeavors. You don’t want dispassionate descriptions;
you want sound guidance. And that requires judgment.

Essentially, the ideal usage commentator needs to be both a scholar and a critic.
The poet Robert Bridges knew that, when it comes to language, value judgments
are crucial:

Scientific philologists will often argue that phonetic decay is a natural process,
which has always been at work, and has actually produced the very forms of
speech that we value most highly; and that it is therefore a squeamish pedantry
to quarrel with it at any particular stage, or to wish to interfere with it, or even to
speak of decay or corruption of language, for that these very terms beg the ques-
tion, and are only the particular prejudice of particular persons at a particular
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time. But this scientific reasoning is aesthetic nonsense. It is absurd to pretend
that no results of natural laws should be disapproved of because it is possible to
show that they obey the same laws as the processes of which we approve. The
filthiest things in nature are as natural as the loveliest: and in art also the worst is
as natural as the best: while the good needs not only effort but sympathetic intel-
ligence to attain and preserve it. It is an aesthetic and not a scientific question.?

At the same time, though, aesthetic judgments aren’t enough. Bridges overstated the
case: when we analyze language, scientific concerns should certainly enter the equa-
tion. But he was right, in this little-known passage, to skewer the doctrine on which
descriptivism is largely based:

[I]t is no fancy to see a beauty in human speech, and to prefer one [form of]
language to another on account of such beauty, and to distinguish the qualities
that make the beauty. Learning that forbids such an attitude is contemptible.*

Yet this willingness to judge should be tempered by scholarship. H.-W. Fowler best
embodied the qualities of the scholar-critic. He was a lexicographer, true, but he was
also a literary critic. He wasn’t exclusively one or the other. His interests were those
of the professional editor more than those of the professional linguist. He shared that
quality with Theodore Bernstein and Wilson Follett, but he knew more about linguis-
tics than either of those writers. That knowledge was something he had in common
with Bergen Evans, but he had better literary and editorial judgment than Evans, and
he was confident in exercising that judgment. No one else has quite matched Fowler’s
blend of interests and talents: though not infallible, he was the most formidable pre-
scriptive grammarian of the 20th century.

The touchstone for commenting on usage, then, is a mixture of scholarship and
criticism. Whether I've reached it or not, that has been my goal.

An Autobiographical Note

What possesses someone to write a dictionary of usage? People frequently ask me that
question about my Dictionary of Modern Legal Usage. I'll try to give an answer.

I realized early—at the age of 15—that my primary intellectual interest was the use
of the English language. The interest might be partly genetic. My grandfather, Frank
Garner of Amarillo, had more than a passing interest in language. This was magnified
three or four times in my father, Gary T. Garner of Canyon, a true language aficionado.
And then, as my father tells it, his interest seemed to be magnified a hundredfold in me.
It became an all-consuming passion.

This passion has taken various forms at different times in my life. When I was 15 it
consisted primarily in building my vocabulary. Then I discovered general semantics—
the works of S.I. Hayakawa, Wendell Johnson, Stuart Chase, and Alfred Korzybski.
Because I grew up in a university town—small though it was—these and other books
were readily accessible. I read everything I could find on the subject.

Then, on a wintry evening while visiting New Mexico at the age of 16, I discovered
Eric Partridge’s Usage and Abusage. I was enthralled. Never had I held a more exciting
book. I spent hours reading his advice on the effective use of words and his essays on
everything from Johnsonese to précis writing. He kept mentioning another author, by
the name of Fowler, so when I got back to Texas I sought out Fowler’s Modern English
Usage. And that book turned out to be even better.

Suffice it to say that by the time I was 18, I had committed to memory most of
Fowler, Partridge, and their successors: the Evanses, Bernstein, Follett, and Copperud.

*Robert Bridges, A Tract on the Present State of English Pronunciation 15-16 (1913).
Id. at 16.
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I knew where they differed, and I came to form opinions about whose positions were
soundest on all sorts of questions. I knew the work of those writers then better than I
do today.

Yet my linguistic influences weren't just in books. Dr. Pat Sullivan of the English
Department at West Texas A&M encouraged me from a very early age; from him I
learned both transformational and traditional grammar. And my brother’s godfather,
Professor Alan M.E Gunn of the English Department at Texas Tech University, nurtured
my literary interests during his twice-yearly visits with our family.

College presented a wealth of opportunities. While at the University of Texas, I
studied the history of the English language (in the English Department) and the Latin
and Greek element in English (in the Classics Department), as well as Latin and French.
Though I never mastered Old English, I acquired a passing knowledge of the Middle
English of Chaucer and Gower. Two summers at Oxford University—where I stud-
ied Chaucer and T.S. Eliot—deepened my appreciation of how language and literature
intersect. It was at Oxford that I first got to know Robert W. Burchfield, the editor of the
Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary (then underway), and Christopher Ricks,
one of the great modern literary critics.

While at Texas and Oxford, I attended many lectures by noted linguists (who, not
being positive influences, shouldn’t be named). The second most bothersome thing, in
my view at the time, was that they were dogmatically descriptive in their approach. The
most bothersome thing was that they didn’t write well: their offerings were dreary gruel.
If you doubt this, go pick up any journal of linguistics. Ask yourself whether the articles
are well written. If you haven’t looked at one in a while, you’ll be shocked.

At any rate, I gravitated away from the Linguistics Department and toward En-
glish and Classics. I ended up writing a thesis on the Latin influences in Shakespeare’s
language, excerpts from which made their way into learned journals. My mentors were
John W. Velz, a Shakespearean of the first rank, and Thomas Cable, whose history of the
English language (with Albert Baugh) is a classic.

Velz made many suggestions about what to publish, and where. As a 22-year-old
budding scholar, I was honored to have an article published alongside one by Velz him-
self in an issue of Shakespeare Studies. Unfortunately, that very article of mine contains
a linguistic gaffe that has found its way into the pages of this book: see bequest.

In any event, by the time I was an undergraduate—emboldened by Professor Velz’s
assurances that my work was worthy of publication—I knew that I would one day write
a book in my favorite genre: a dictionary of usage.

This one is my second. The first, Modern Legal Usage, I wrote between 1981 and
1986; the first edition was published by Oxford University Press in 1987. In 1991, Oxford
asked me to undertake this book, and I finished it at the beginning of 1998.

It is the product of a warped sense of fun: the idea that there’s nothing more delight-
ful than passing the hours chasing down linguistic problems in dictionaries and other
reference books.

You know my approach. You know my influences. Discount the advice as you think
advisable. No usage critic is infallible—certainly not I. But be assured that I have tried
to know the literature in the field, to examine great quantities of linguistic evidence, and
to use my best judgment as a professional writer and editor.
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This book contains essentially two types of entries: (1) word entries, which discuss a par-
ticular word or set of words; and (2) essay entries, which address larger questions of usage
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. Phrasal or Compound Adjectives
Modification of Adjectives Ending
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O. Adjectives as Verbs
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ADVERBS
Placement of Adverbs
B. Awkward Adverbs
C. Double Adverbs
D. Adverbs vs. Adjectives
AE
-AGOG(UE)
-AHOLIC; -AHOLISM
AIRLINESE
ALLITERATION
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AMERICANISMS AND BRITICISMS
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B. Americanisms Invading BrE
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ARCHAISMS
A. Generally
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-ATABLE
-ATHLON
BACK-FORMATIONS
BE-VERBS
A. Wrongly Omitted in Nonfinite Uses
B. Circumlocutions with Be-Verbs
C. For say
D. Reduplicative Copula: is is
BI-; SEMI-
BUREAUCRATESE
-C-; -CK-
CANNIBALISM
CAPITALIZATION
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. Overcapitalizing
Titles
. Up-Style Headings
. All Capitals
. Small Caps
. After Colon
. Names
-CAST
CASUALISMS
A. Generally
B. Changes over Time
C. Shortened Forms
D. Proliferation
-CE; -CY
CENTURY DESCRIPTIONS
CHRONOLOGY
-CIDE
CLASS DISTINCTIONS
CLICHES
co-
A. Hyphenation with
B. Attaching to Noun Phrase
C. When Unnecessary
COLLECTIVE NOUNS
A. Number
B. BrE vs. AmE
COMMERCIALESE
COMPARATIVES AND SUPERLATIVES
A. Choice Between Comparative and
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D. The Double Comparative
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DIRECTIONAL WORDS
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A. Subject-Verb Disagreement D. An Infrequent Error: *northernly for
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E. Acceptable Danglers, or Disguised EN-; IN-
Conjunctions ENUMERATIONS
E Ending Sentences with Danglers A. First(ly), second(ly), third(ly); one, two, three
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E. Spans A. And -or
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DIACRITICAL MARKS C. And -est
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A. Definition A. Generally
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D. Bibliography -ESQUE
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. Generally
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INCOMPLETE SENTENCES
A. Fragments
B. Incomplete Sentences in Informal Writing
INELEGANT VARIATION
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INVERSION
IRREGULAR VERBS
A. The Forms
B. Past-Participial Adjectives No Longer
Used as Verb Forms
. AmE vs. BrE
. Dialectal Forms
. Derived Nouns Used as Verbs
. Choice Between -ed and -d
ITALICS
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METAPHORS
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B. Mixed Metaphors
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. Not Beginning Sentences with
. Round Numbers
. Decades
. Votes and Scores
. Cardinal and Ordinal
. Repetition
. In Names
NUMERICAL PREFIXES
OBJECT-SHUFFLING
OBSCURITY
OFFICIALESE
-OR; ~-OUR
OVERSTATEMENT
OXYMORONS

A. Generally

B. Plural
PARALLELISM

A. Generally

B. Parts of Speech

C. Phrases and Clauses

D. Content
PASSIVE VOICE

A. Generally

B. The Double Passive
PER-
PERIPHRASIS
PHRASAL ADJECTIVES
. General Rule
. Exception for -ly Adverbs
. Suspensive Hyphens
. Duration or Amount
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. Proper Nouns
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. Foreign Phrases
PHRASAL VERBS
PLACE NAMES

A. As Adjectives

B. British Practices with American Place

Names

C. Pronunciation of Foreign Names
D. Names for Residents and Natives

PLAIN LANGUAGE
A. Generally
B. A Plain-Language Library
PLURALS
. Generally
. Borrowed Words
. Nouns Ending in -f
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. Nouns Ending in -y
. Proper Names
Compound Nouns
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. Words and Letters
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PORTMANTEAU WORDS
POSSESSIVES
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. Double Possessives
. Joint Possessives: John and Mary’s house
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. Inanimate Things
Phrasal Possessives
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POSTPOSITIVE ADJECTIVES
PREPOSITIONS
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C. Redundant Prepositions
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PROFANITY
PRONOUNS
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QUESTIONS, DIRECT AND INDIRECT
QUOTATIONS
A. Use of Quoted Material
B. Handling Block Quotations
C. Punctuating the Lead-In
D. American and British Systems
E. Ellipses
RE- PAIRS
REDUNDANCY
REMOTE RELATIVES
A. Generally
B. The Exceptional which
RETRONYMS
RUN-ON SENTENCES
SENTENCE ADVERBS
SENTENCE ENDS
SENTENCE LENGTH
SESQUIPEDALITY
SET PHRASES
SEXISM
. Generally
. The Pronoun Problem
. Words with man- and -man
. Differentiated Feminine Forms
. Equivalences
. Statute of Limitations
. Bibliography
SKUNKED TERMS
SLANG
SLIPSHOD EXTENSION
SOUND OF PROSE
A. Undue Alliteration or Rhyme
B. Awkward Repetition
SPELLING
A. Common Misspellings
B. Doubling of Final Consonants in
Inflected Forms
. Words with -ie- or -ei-
Compounds
SPLIT INFINITIVES
. Generally
. Splits to Be Avoided
. Justified Splits
. Awkwardness Caused by Avoiding Splits
. Ambiguities
STANDARD ENGLISH
SUBJECT-VERB AGREEMENT
A. General Rule
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List of Essay Entries

B. False Attraction to Noun Intervening
Between Subject and Verb
. False Attraction to Predicate Noun
. Compound Subjects Joined
Conjunctively
. Misleading Connectives
. Plural Units Denoting Amounts
. One and one (is) (are)
Thing after thing (is) (are)
More than one is; *more than one are
. Plural Subject Intended to Denote Area
or Statistic
One in five; one of every five
Decades
. An Unusual Plural
. Nouns of Multitude
. A number of people (is) (are)
. One of those who (is) (are)
. Each as Subject
. What as Subject
. Inversion
. Alternatives
SUBJECT-VERB SEPARATION
SUBJUNCTIVES
SUBORDINATION AND COORDINATION
SUPERSTITIONS
. Never End a Sentence with a
Preposition
. Never Split an Infinitive
. Never Split a Verb Phrase
. Never Begin a Sentence with And or But
. Never Write a One-Sentence Paragraph
. Never Begin a Sentence with Because
. Never Use since to Mean because
. Never Use between with More than Two
Objects
I. Never Use the First-Person Pronouns
Iand me
J. Never Use Contractions
K. Never Use you in Referring to Your Reader
SWAPPING HORSES
SYNESIS
TENSES
A. Generally
B. Sequence of
C. Threatened Obsolescence of Perfect
Tenses
TITULAR TOMFOOLERY
TMESIS
UNDERSTOOD WORDS
VERBAL AWARENESS
VOGUE WORDS
VOWEL CLUSTERS
WEASEL WORDS
WELLERISMS
-WISE
WOOLLINESS
WORD PATRONAGE
WORD-SWAPPING
-WORTHY
ZEUGMA
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List of Abbreviations

adj.
adv.
AHD

AmE
arch.
A.S.
Aus.
BBBM

Br.
BrE

ca.
Can.
cap.
cf.
COD

colloq.
conj.
DAEU

DARE

DCAU

ed.
e.g.
Eng.
esp.

€X.

FMEUI1

adjective
adverb

The American Heritage
Dictionary of the English
Language (5th ed. 2011)

American
American English
archaic
Anglo-Saxon
Australian

Charles Harrington Elster,
The Big Book of Beastly
Mispronunciations (2d ed.
2005)

British

British English
century

(circa) around
Canadian

capitalized

(confer) compare with

The Concise Oxford Diction-
ary of Current English (8th
ed. 1990)

colloquial
conjunction

Margaret Nicholson, A Dic-
tionary of American-English
Usage (1957)

Dictionary of American
Regional English

Bergen Evans & Cornelia
Evans, A Dictionary of Con-
temporary American Usage
(1957)

edition; editor

(exempli gratia) for example
English

especially

example

figuratively

H.W. Fowler, A Dictionary
of Modern English Usage
(1926)

FMEU2 = H.W. Fowler, A Dictionary

FMEU3

fr.
Fr.
G.B.

Ger.
Gk.
ibid.
ie.
Irl.
Ital.

Jap.

lit.

L.J.

L. Rev.
MAU

ME
MWDEU

n.
no.
NOAD

Norw.
obs.
OE
OED

OED Supp.

OF
OGEU

of Modern English Usage
(Ernest Gowers ed., 2d ed.
1965)

R.W. Burchfield, The New
Fowler’s Modern English
Usage (1996)

from; derived from; found in
French

Great Britain (i.e., England,
Scotland, and Wales)

German
Greek
(ibidem) in the same source
(id est) that is
Ireland
Italian
Japanese
Latin
lowercase
literally

Law Journal
Law Review

Wilson Follett, Modern
American Usage: A Guide
(1966)

Middle English
Merriam-Webster’s Diction-
ary of English Usage (1989)
noun

number

The New Oxford American
Dictionary (3d ed. 2010)

Norwegian
obsolete
Old English

The Oxford English Diction-
ary (2d ed. 1989)

A Supplement to the Oxford
English Dictionary (4 vols.,
1972-1986)

Old French

The Oxford Guide to English
Usage (1983)
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orig.
p-
phr.
pl.
pmbl.
pp-
p-pl
prep.
pron.
pr.pl.
pt.
quot.
repr.
rev.
RH2

Russ.
Scot.
sing.
SOED

Sp.
specif.

List of Abbreviations

originally

page

phrase

plural

preamble

pages

past participle

preposition

pronoun

present participle

part

quotation

reprinted

revised by; revision

The Random House Diction-
ary of the English Language
(2d ed. 1987)

Russian

Scottish

singular

The New Shorter Oxford
English Dictionary (1993)

Spanish
specifically

S.V.
trans.
UerA

UK.

us.
USGPO

usu.
vb.
V.i.
v.t.
w2

W3

W1l

WNWCD

(sub verbo) under the word
translator

Eric Partridge, Usage ¢
Abusage (1942)

United Kingdom (i.e., Great
Britain and—since 1922—
Northern Ireland)

United States

United States Government
Printing Office, A Manual
of Style (rev. ed. 1986)
usually

verb

intransitive verb

transitive verb

Webster’s New International
Dictionary of the English
Language (2d ed. 1934)
Webster’s Third New Inter-

national Dictionary of the
English Language (1961)

Merriam-Webster’s Colle-
giate Dictionary (11th
ed. 2003)

Webster’s New World College
Dictionary (5th ed. 2014)



Pronunciation Guide

o for all the vowel sounds in amok,

ah
ahr
air
aw

ay

ch

€

eer

burger, but

as in fact, vat

as in calm, father
as in bar, start

as in flare, lair

as in tall, law

as in page, same
as in balk, job

as in chief, bench
as in deck, red

as in leg, ferry

as in flea, tidy

as in mere, tier

as in fence, off

as in go, mug

as in harp, hold
as in which, while
as in rib, akin

as in time, eye

as in jump, magic
as in calm, keep, quit, school
as in lever, pill

as in muck, drum

XXix

ng

oh
oi
00
oor
or

ow

sh

th

uu

<

N < =

as in note, clown

the nasalized French n as in
contretemps, Saint-Saéns

as in long, plank

as in hot, posh

as in loan, home

as in join, ploy

as in rule, tomb

as in poor, lure

as in board, court
as in plow, loud

as in poem, drop

as in rank, hear

as in cite, seek, pass
as in sharp, trash
as in time, boot

as in thin, math

as in there, bathe
as in took, pull

as in vague, shiver
as in witch, away, suede
as in year, union

as in zone, please

as in measure, vision






Key to the Language-Change Index

Stage 1: A new form emerges as an innovation (or a dialectal form persists) among a small
minority of the language community, perhaps displacing a traditional usage.

Stage 2: The form spreads to a significant fraction of the language community but remains
unacceptable in standard usage.

Stage 3: The form becomes commonplace even among many well-educated people but is
still avoided in careful usage.

Stage 4: The form becomes virtually universal but is opposed on cogent grounds by a few
linguistic stalwarts (die-hard snoots). See the entry for snoot, p. 756.

Stage 5: The form is universally accepted (not counting pseudo-snoot eccentrics).

Expressions that are invariably poor usage are marked with an asterisk (*). For a more
expansive explanation of the index, see pp. I-li.

If the index were not measuring change, but instead were expressing static linguistic phe-
nomena, many serviceable analogies would come to mind. I list ten of them here simply
to help readers envision the levels of acceptability intended to be conveyed by the idea of
stages. We begin with the notation that appears at the bottom of each right-hand page, and
then have the ten analogies.

Literal Shorthand
References

Stage 1: Rejected

Stage 2: Widely shunned

Stage 3: Widespread but. . .
Stage 4: Ubiquitous but. . .

Stage 5: Fully accepted

School-Grade Analogy
Stage 1: F
Stage 2: D
Stage 3: C
Stage 4: B
Stage 5: A

Golf Analogy

Stage 1: Quadruple bogey
Stage 2: Triple bogey
Stage 3: Double bogey
Stage 4: Bogey

Stage 5: Par

Olfaction Analogy

Stage 1: Foul

Stage 2: Malodorous
Stage 3: Smelly

Stage 4: Vaguely odorous
Stage 5: Neutral

Skill-Level Analogy
Stage 1: Bungler
Stage 2: Hack

Stage 3: Rank amateur
Stage 4: Amateur
Stage 5: Professional

Military-Discharge
Analogy

Stage 1: Dishonorable
discharge

Stage 2: Bad-conduct
discharge

Stage 3: Discharge for the
good of the service

Stage 4: General discharge

Stage 5: Honorable
discharge

Etiquette Analogy

Stage 1: Audible flatulence
Stage 2: Audible belching
Stage 3: Overloud talking
Stage 4: Elbows on table
Stage 5: Refined

Traffic-Penalty Analogy

Stage 1: $500 fine and jail
time

Stage 2: $300 fine

Stage 3: $100 fine

Stage 4: Warning ticket

Stage 5: No stop

XXXi

School-Discipline
Analogy

Stage 1: Expulsion

Stage 2: 2-month
suspension

Stage 3: 2-week suspension

Stage 4: 1-hour detention

Stage 5: No disciplinary
action

Moral Analogy
Stage 1: Mortal sin
Stage 2: Capital sin
Stage 3: Venial sin
Stage 4: Peccadillo
Stage 5: Virtue

Parliamentary-Discipline
Analogy

Stage 1: Expulsion

Stage 2: Censure

Stage 3: Reprimand

Stage 4: Warning

Stage 5: No action






Making Peace in the Language Wars

Bryan A. Garner

“This battle between linguistic radicals and
linguistic conservatives continues unabated.”
—Robert W. Burchfield

Shortly after the first edition of my Modern American Usage appeared in 1998, a Brit-
ish reviewer—the noted linguist Tom McArthur—remarked about it: “Henry Watson
Fowler, it would appear, is alive and well and living in Texas”! This might have seemed
like the highest praise possible. After all, in the American press in the 1980s and 1990s,
Fowler had been hailed as “immortal” (Fortune), “urbane” (Boston Globe), and even
“saintly” (L.A. Times). Meanwhile, his 1926 Dictionary of Modern English Usage had been
called “classic” (New York Times) and “indispensable” (Christian Science Monitor)—“one
of the great works in and of the language” (L.A. Times).

But McArthur didn’t intend much, if any, praise in his comment. Fowler, you see,
was a prescriptivist: he issued judgments about linguistic choices.? McArthur, like
almost every other linguist, is a descriptivist: he mostly disclaims making judgments
about linguistic choices.* And the describers and the prescribers (if I may call them that)
haven't been on speaking terms for a very long time.

The Wars

Prescribers seek to guide users of a language—including native speakers—on how
to handle words as effectively as possible. Describers seek to discover the facts of how
native speakers actually use their language. An outsider might think that these are
complementary goals. In fact, though, insiders typically view them as incompatible.
And the battles have been unpleasant, despite being mostly invisible (or irrelevant) out-
side academic linguistic circles. Hence David Foster Wallace’s apt query: “Did you know
that probing the seamy underbelly of U.S. lexicography reveals ideological strife and
controversy and intrigue and nastiness and fervor on a nearly hanging-chad scale?”*

Prescribers like to lambaste their adversaries for their amoral permissiveness:

e 1952: “Some of the vigilantes who used to waylay your themes to flog each dangling
participle and lynch every run-on sentence now seem to be looking for a chance to
lay the language on your doorstep like a foundling and run like hell before you can
catch them and ask them how to rear the brat. They’re convinced that it’s healthy,
that it will grow up very well-adjusted provided it’s never spanked or threatened or
fussed over. They’re perfectly willing to furnish you with its past history, and even
help you keep records on its day-to-day development, but they’ll only tell you what
it has done, not what it should or should not do. The English grammar textbook of

... That Is Forever Fowler,” 15 English Today 59 (1999).

*See H.W. Fowler & EG. Fowler, The King’s English (1906); H.-W. Fowler, A Dictionary of Modern English Usage
(1926). For a solid biography of H.W. Fowler, see Jenny McMorris, The Warden of English (2001).

See “Descriptive and Prescriptive Grammar,” in The Oxford Companion to the English Language 286 (Tom
McArthur ed., 1992) (“A descriptive grammar is an account of a language that seeks to describe how it is used
objectively, accurately, systematically, and comprehensively”).

“David Foster Wallace, “Tense Present: Democracy, English, and the Wars over Usage,” Harper’s Magazine, Apr.
2001, at 39, 40.
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xxxiv Making Peace in the Language Wars

the future may approach its subject in the same spirit in which the Kinsey report
tackled sex.”

e 1965: “The ideal philologist regards the ‘misuse’ of language as a psychiatrist
regards murder: just one more phenomenon of human behaviour.

e 1967: “The linguisticists . . . are urgently, even fanatically, storming the class-
room in order to persuade the old-fashioned grammar teacher that she, too,
should be dispassionate in her attitude toward language so that the attitude of
linguisticism can prevail: let her just accept the view that there are merely ‘dif-
ferent’ levels of usage—not ‘good’ and ‘bad, ‘acceptable’ and ‘unacceptable’ —and
all will be well””

e 2000: “Modern-day linguists who insist on a ‘nonjudgmental” approach to lan-
”8

guage like to belittle Fowler. They are fools:

Describers, meanwhile, like to denounce prescribers as priggish, often ignorant,
authoritarians prepared to fight to the death over nonissues such as split infinitives and
terminal prepositions:

e 1960: “Should one say ‘None of them is ready’ or ‘None of them are ready’?

“The prescriptive grammarians are emphatic that it should be singular. The
Latinists point out that nemo, the Latin equivalent, is singular. The logicians tri-
umphantly point out that none can’t be more than one and hence can’t be plural.

“The linguist knows that he hears ‘None of them are ready’ every day, from
people of all social positions, geographical areas, and degrees of education.

e 1970: “Those who fancy themselves preservers of standards in language, most of
whom would hotly deny the appellation ‘purist, believe quite sincerely that their
stand is highly traditional and regard as dangerous subversives those scholars who
devote themselves to the objective description of their first-hand observations. Many
who righteously maintain that split infinitives and terminal prepositions are cardinal
sins regard themselves as forward-looking men of liberal temperament . .. ”*

o 1982: “The eighteenth-century grammars, and more importantly the views of
language and class which underpinned them, continue to terrorize English
speech!

o 1999: “There is hardly any other area in life in which people so badly informed can
actually be proud of their ignorance while still proclaiming themselves to be guard-
ians of truth and saviors of others from error’”"?

At least one describer, Edward Finegan, has conceded that “linguists have not
afforded the guardians [i.e., prescribers] a fair hearing,” adding that “this imbalance
is exacerbated by the bad press the guardians have in turn inflicted on linguists, a bad
press that has bruised the credibility of the linguistics profession.”** Indeed, the Lin-

*Louis B. Salomon, “Whose Good English?” 38 Am. Ass’n Univ. Profs. Bull. 441, 442 (Fall 1952) (as quoted in The
Ordeal of American English 160, 161 (C. Merton Babcock ed., 1961)).

Gary Jennings, Personalities of Language 8 (1965).
’Bertrand Evans, “Grammar and Writing,” in A Linguistics Reader 111, 112 (Graham Wilson ed., 1967).
8Erich Eichmann, Wall Street Journal, 7 Jan. 2000, at W11.

Bergen Evans, “Grammar for Today;” 205 Atlantic Monthly 80, 81 (Mar. 1960) (as quoted in The Ordeal of Ameri-
can English 157, 158 (C. Merton Babcock ed., 1961)).

“Thomas Pyles & John Algeo, English: An Introduction to Language 29 (1970).
"Colin MacCabe, The Listener, 12 Aug. 1982, at 13-14.
Ronald Wardhaugh, Proper English: Myths and Misunderstandings About Language 172 (1999).

Edward Finegan, “On the Linguistic Forms of Prestige,” in The Legacy of Language: A Tribute to Charlton Laird
146, 148 (Phillip C. Boardman ed., 1987).
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guistic Society of America long ago conceded what remains true today: “a fair portion
of highly educated laymen see in linguistics the great enemy of all they hold dear'*

In short, there’s long been bad blood between the two camps. It continues to this
day. Even when contemporary describers propose a rapprochement, it typically consists
simply in having prescribers concede the error of their ways. For example, in their new
Cambridge Grammar of the English Language (2002), Rodney Huddleston and Geof-
frey K. Pullum airily note that “although descriptive grammars and prescriptive usage
manuals differ in the range of topics they treat, there is no reason in principle why they
should not agree on what they say about the topics they both treat”'> That might seem
like a promising statement, but in fact it’s disingenuous—rather like a warring spouse
who quarrelsomely proposes a “reconciliation” by insisting that all the fault lies with
the other side. For in the very next sentence, we find our two conciliators claiming that
prescribers (1) overrely on personal taste; (2) confuse informality with ungrammatical-
ity; and (3) appeal to “certain invalid arguments™'® (unspecified). That’s it. In their view,
it’s all the fault of prescribers.

But the fault lies at least equally at the feet of the describers, many of whom (1) insist
that their methods are the only valid ones; (2) disclaim any interest in promoting the
careful use of language, often denouncing anyone who seeks to do so; and (3) believe
that native speakers of English can’t make a mistake and that usage guides are therefore
superfluous.

You may think that’s just hyperbole. Sadly, it isn't. True enough, there may not be
such a thing as a “pure describer;,” since every commentator has at least some predilec-
tions about usage, however covert. But many describers also dogmatically oppose value
judgments about language. That in itself is a value judgment—and a very odd one, in
the eyes of ordinary people. Here’s a sampling of what “pure describers” have said in the
literature:

Lakoff: “For change that comes spontaneously from below, or within, our
policy should be, Let your language alone, and leave its speakers
alone!”"”

McWhorter: “Descriptive grammar . . . has nothing to do with the rather surreal
notion of telling people what they should say. The other grammar,
which is about counterintuitive, party-pooping bizarrerie, . . . is called
prescriptive grammar and is neither taught to nor discussed by lin-
guists, except as the persistent little scourge that seems to have gotten
hold of the Anglophone world*®

Trudgill: “Language change cannot be halted. Nor should the worriers feel
obliged to try to halt it. Languages are self-regulating systems which
can be left to take care of themselves”"’

These writers see language as if it were merely a series of events to be duly recorded.
They don't see it—or don’t want to see it—as the product of human conduct and human
decision, or its use as a skill that can either be left rudimentary or be honed.
Meanwhile, describers themselves write exclusively in Standard English. If it’s really
a matter of complete indifference to them, why don’t they occasionally flout (or should
that be flaunt?) the rules of grammar and usage? Their writing could militate (or is it

"“Linguistic Society of America, Report of the Commission on the Humanities 156 (1964).
>Cambridge Grammar of the English Language 6 (2002).

'°Id. at 6-7.

'"Robin Tolmach Lakoff, Talking Power: The Politics of Language 298 (1990).

¥John McWhorter, The Word on the Street: Fact and Fable About American English 62 (1998).

YPeter Trudgill, “The Meanings of Words Should Not Be Allowed to Vary or Change,” in Language Myths 8 (Laurie
Bauer & Peter Trudgill eds., 1999).
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mitigate?) in favor of linguistic mutations if they would allow themselves to be uncon-
scious (unconscionable?) in their use (usage?) of words, as they seemingly want everyone
else to be. But they don’t do this. They write by all the rules that they tell everyone else
not to worry about. Despite their protestations, their own words show that correctness
is valued in the real world.

Why should linguists believe—as many certainly do—that language, of all human
tools, is uniquely incapable of being misused or abused? Why should language alone
be immune to ignorant or careless handling? It’s hard to imagine professionals in any
other field of human endeavor making an analogous argument.

One surprising aspect of descriptivist doctrine is that it’s essentially anti-education:
teaching people about good usage, the argument goes, interferes with the natural, uncon-
scious forces of language, so leave speakers alone. This doctrine relieves English teachers
of the responsibility to teach standard English. And it dooms us all to the dialect of the
households in which we’ve grown up. One result is rigidified social strata. After all, you're
unlikely to gain any responsible position—such as that of a linguistics professor—if you
can't speak and write standard English. So much for egalitarianism.

I'm mostly in the prescriptive camp (although, as I'll explain in a moment, I'm a kind
of descriptive prescriber). The prescriptive camp explicitly values linguistic decisions
and informed standards of correctness. It's a Fowlerian sensibility that Sir Ernest Gow-
ers summed up as having five bases: “first the careful choice of precise words, second
the avoidance of all affectations, third the orderly and coherent arrangement of words,
fourth the strict observance of what is for the time being established idiom, and fifth the
systematization of spelling and pronunciation.”** Gowers and I are hardly alone among
Fowler’s successors:

Pei: “Don't be afraid to exercise your power of choice. If you prefer ‘tele-
phone’ to ‘phone; or ‘greatly’ to ‘very much, don’t be afraid to use
them. It’s your language as much as anyone else’s. At the same time,
try to have a good reason for your choice, because language is one of
the finest products of man’s intelligence, and should be intelligently
employed and intelligently changed.™

Safire: “Some of the interest in the world of words comes from people who
like to put less-educated people down—Language Snobs, who give
good usage a bad name. Others enjoy letting off steam in a form of
mock-anger, treating their peeves as pets. But most of the interest, I
think, comes from a search for standards and values. We resent fog-
giness; we resist manipulation by spokesmen who use loaded words
and catch phrases; we wonder if, in language, we can find a few of the
old moorings. We are not groping for the bygone, we are reaching for
a firm foothold in fundamentals*

Marenbon: “It is far easier to destroy a standard language than to create one. A
standard language requires a body of speakers who have been trained
to distinguish correct constructions from incorrect ones, usual forms
from those which are unusual and carry with them special implica-
tions. Such training is neither short nor easy; and it is unrealistic to
expect that English teachers can give it to their pupils if, along with
teaching standard English (as one form of the language, appropriate
for certain occasions), they are expected to encourage speech and

2Sir Ernest Gowers, “H.W. Fowler: The Man and His Teaching,” Presidential Address to the English Association,
July 1957, at 14.

“'Mario Pei, All About Language 9 (1954).
»2William Safire, On Language xv (1980).
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writing in dialect and to attend to the multiplicity of other tasks with
which modern educationalists have burdened them. By devaluing
standard English, the new orthodoxy is destroying it.’*

Prescribers want to evaluate linguistic change as it occurs. They endorse the changes
they consider fortunate and resist the ones they consider unfortunate—often with little
success in the long run.

Explaining the Rift

The opposing views aren’t easily reconciled. Prescribers like established forms
in grammar and word choice. They encourage precision and discourage letting one
word usurp another’s meaning (infer-imply, lay-lie, like-as). They dislike the indis-
criminate use of two forms, especially opposed forms, for one meaning (categorically-
uncategorically, couldn’t care less—could care less, regardless—irregardless). They value
consistency and historical continuity (preferring home in over hone in, just deserts
over just desserts, and slough off over sluff off ).

Describers, meanwhile, remind us that linguistic change is a fact of life—and con-
clude that it’s therefore not worth opposing. As one has asked: “If language is going to
keep changing anyway—and it is—what is the use of posting the little rules and making
people uncomfortable only to see them eventually blown away by the wind?”** Another
prominent describer has even seemed to tout mass heedlessness: “The inert ignorance
of the uneducated about their language . . . indeed has had a profound and on the whole
a progressive effect on language, manifesting itself in an almost miraculously intricate
and regular operation of known laws of linguistic behavior”* Perhaps because that view
involves a value judgment (ignorance is progressive), some describers disclaim it in
favor of a value-neutral and all but valueless position, such as this: “The most sensible
view about any language is that it changes. It neither regresses nor progresses.”*

In one of the most mind-blowing descriptivist passages ever penned, Donald J.
Lloyd talked about linguistic change by allusively adopting a notoriously invidious view
of rape: “There is no point in tiresome carping about usage; the best thing is to relax and
enjoy it

Yet not all describers endorse fatalistic or optimistic views of change. Dwight L.
Bolinger, a describer with impeccable credentials, has staked a position that most pre-
scribers would find satisfactory: “If rules are to be broken, it is better done from knowl-
edge than from ignorance, even when ignorance ultimately decides the issue”*® Another,
the Oxford professor Jean Aitchison, concedes that “language change . . . may, in certain
circumstances, be socially undesirable.”*

“John Marenbon, Proper English? 252-53 (Tony Crowley ed., 1991).

#John McWhorter, The Word on the Street 85 (1998). But see Peter Farb, Word Play 84 (1974) (“One justification
sometimes heard for freedom in breaking the rules of the language game is that languages change with time
anyway. But that argument is beside the point. Even though the rules may change tomorrow, they are still bind-
ing while they are in force today”).

*John S. Kenyon, “Ignorance Builds Language” (1938), in A Language Reader for Writers 175, 176 (James R. Gaskin
& Jack Suberman eds., 1966).

*Ronald Wardhaugh, Proper English: Myths and Misunderstandings About Language 42 (1999).

“Donald J. Lloyd, “Snobs, Slobs and the English Language,” in A Linguistics Reader 99, 102 (Graham Wilson ed.,
1967).

#Dwight L. Bolinger, Language: The Loaded Weapon 55 (1980). Cf. Louis Foley, Beneath the Crust of Words 83
(1928) (“Ignorance has had considerable effect in the development of language. Many changes which have been
made in the forms, uses, and meanings of words would certainly not have occurred if the language had been
used only by those who knew it thoroughly?”).

#Jean Aitchison, Language Change: Progess or Decay? 260 (3d ed. 2001).
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One major difference between the prescriber and the describer, and their views
toward change, has to do with the relative immediacy of linguistic perspective. The
prescriber cares about how language is used here and now. The describer views language
more distantly, observing that linguistic change is inevitable. After all, Latin evolved into
French, Italian, and other Romance languages—and the French, Italians, and others
haven't been adversely affected by linguistic evolution. This is like a geographer arguing
that seismic disruptions along the San Andreas Fault hardly matter in the larger scheme
of things, since continents and seas will come and go: in the history of the earth, an
earthquake in Los Angeles doesn’t amount geographically to a blip on the big screen.
But of course earthquakes do matter to the people who experience them. And how lan-
guage is used today—here and now—does matter to people who speak it, hear it, write
it, and read it. Invoking the inevitability of linguistic drift doesn't help someone who is
unsure about how to say irrevocable, what preposition to use after oblivious, or whether
the verb after a number of people should be singular or plural. The linguistic choice that
a speaker or writer makes will affect how others react. Linguists may take the long view,
but good usage depends on the here and now.

Because usage constantly evolves, so must judgments about usage. Much of what
Theodore Bernstein, an eminent New York Times editor, said in 1965 about the careful
writer® endures to this day; some of it doesn’t. That’s the way usage is. The test of good
usage has little to do with what endures, although good usage is fairly stable and tends
to endure. It has more to do with what works for today’s readership, distracting as few
readers as possible. It’s a test of credibility among contemporaries. Good usage reflects
how a careful writer of today approaches linguistic questions.

One common tack of describers is to question all the assumptions about what is
meant by “careful writers,”" “the best writers,”* or “respected people”*—the abstrac-
tions that prescribers postulate for establishing a standard of good usage. When it’s
impossible to identify exactly who these people are, describers claim victory by conclud-
ing that no such standard exists.*

But this idea that “careful writers” (etc.) are unidentifiable is a fallacious position for
two reasons.

First, we say that usage is judged good not because the best writers employ it, but
because it helps writers use words successfully.* Likewise, we say that apples are health-
ful not because wise people eat them, but because of their observable effects on the
human body. The fact that we eat apples doesn’t make them “good food?”

¥See Theodore M. Bernstein, The Careful Writer (1965).

*'William Strunk Jr. & E.B. White, The Elements of Style 59 (3d ed. 1979) (“The careful writer, watchful for small
conveniences, goes which-hunting, removes the defining whiches, and by so doing improves his work””); Maxine
Hairston, Successful Writing 118 (2d ed. 1986) (“Although the verb to be in all its forms (is, am, was, were, will be,
have been, and so on) remains the central verb in our language, careful writers use it sparingly.”).

2William Strunk Jr. & E.B. White, The Elements of Style 72 (3d ed. 1979) (“It is no sign of weakness or defeat that
your manuscript ends up in need of major surgery. This is a common occurrence in all writing, and among the
best writers””); Thomas R. Lounsbury, The Standard of Usage in English vi (1908) (“The best, and indeed the only
proper, usage is the usage of the best”); John F. Genung, Outlines of Rhetoric 9 (1893) (“A most valuable habit
to cultivate . . . is the habit of observing words, especially as seen in the pages of the best writers; of tracing fine
shades of meaning, and noting how suggestive, or felicitous, or accurately chosen they are. It is by keeping their
sense for words alert and refined that good writers constantly enlarge and enrich their vocabulary”); Brainerd
Kellogg, A Text-Book on Rhetoric 17 (1881) (“Rhetoric . . . has only usage as authority for what it teaches—the
usage of the best writers and speakers. And this is variable, changing from generation to generation.”).

*Bergen Evans & Cornelia Evans, A Dictionary of Contemporary American Usage v (1957) (“Respectable En-
glish . . . means the kind of English that is used by the most respected people, the sort of English that will make
readers or listeners regard you as an educated person.”).

*For a splendid example of this specious approach, see John Algeo, “What Makes Good English Good?” in The
Legacy of Language: A Tribute to Charlton Laird 122-23 (Phillip C. Boardman ed., 1987).

*I owe this argument to I.A. Richards, The Philosophy of Rhetoric 52 (1936).
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Second, the careful writer may exist for the language in the same sense as the
reasonable person exists for law, or (in other fields) the average voter or the typical
consumer: it's a pragmatic construct that allows for assessing and predicting behavior.
The careful writer is essentially good usage anthropomorphized. It’s irrelevant that you
can’t point to a particular person as a “careful writer;” just as it’s irrelevant to the law
that no one is on every occasion a “reasonable person.” This doesn’t mean that a real
standard doesn't exist. Even Richard W. Bailey of Michigan, a thoroughgoing describer,
acknowledges that the linguistic standard exists: “Linguists who pretend that there is
no consensus about the elite forms of English confuse their egalitarian ideals with the
social reality that surrounds them.”*

Still another difference between the camps is that describers want comprehensive
descriptions of languages, while prescribers unapologetically treat only a selective set
of linguistic problems. Describers have been known to criticize prescribers for this
selectivity: “The normative tradition focuses on just a few dots in the vast and com-
plex universe of the English language”™” Because describers are “scientists” who seek
to record and catalogue all the observable linguistic phenomena they can, they will go
into great detail about matters that have minimal interest to everyone else—for example,
why in English we don’t say House brick built is. Prescribers, by contrast, who write for
a wide audience, deal mostly with issues that can taunt even seasoned writers—to take
examples from just one small span of entries from this book, the difference between
hearty and hardy; whether the correct form is harebrained or hairbrained; or whether the
predominant phrase is hark back, harken back, or hearken back (perhaps harp back?).
So prescribers tend to assume that their readers already have some competence with
the language.

Yet another major difference has to do with the use of evidence. Describers have
always tried to amass linguistic evidence—the more the better. Prescribers are often
content to issue their opinions ex cathedra. In fact, inadequate consideration of linguis-
tic evidence has traditionally been the prescribers’ greatest vulnerability. But the better
prescribers, such as H-W. Fowler and Eric Partridge, have closely considered the facts
underpinning their judgments. In this book, I've taken the descriptivist tack of citing
voluminous evidence—perhaps more than some readers might think necessary. But
those readers should consider how useful it is to see the contextual use of words, not in
made-up examples but in published passages.*®

While prescribers view language as involving a multitude of decisions, describers
often discuss language as if its use were all a matter of instinct. “To a linguist or psy-
cholinguist,” writes Steven Pinker of MIT, “language is like the song of the humpback
whale”*” He tenaciously pursues this odd comparison, ridiculing prescribers as if they
were essentially the same as naturalists claiming that “chickadees’ nests are incorrectly
constructed, pandas hold bamboo in the wrong paw, the song of the humpback whale
contains several well-known errors, and monkeys’ cries have been in a state of chaos

*Richard W. Bailey, “Whose Usage? Fred Newton Scott and the Standard of Speech,” in Centennial Usage Studies
1 (Greta D. Little & Michael Montgomery eds., 1994).

¥Sidney Greenbaum, “Current Usage and the Experimenter;” 51 Am. Speech 163, 163 (1976). See also Sidney
Greenbaum, Good English and the Grammarian 33 (1988) (“From a descriptive stance, normative rules seem
trivial in that they affect relatively little of the language”). Cf. John Algeo, “Grammatical Usage: Modern Shib-
boleths,” in James B. McMillan: Essays in Linguistics by His Friends and Colleagues 53, 61 (James C. Raymond &
1. Willis Russell eds., 1977) (stating that usage books “address themselves mainly to an inherited list of problems
rather than to real issues in contemporary English”).

Cf. Samuel Johnson, Preface, A Dictionary of the English Language (1755) (“Authorities will sometimes seem to
have been accumulated without necessity or use, and perhaps some will be found, which might, without loss,
have been omitted. But a work of this kind is not hastily to be charged with superfluities: those quotations, which
to careless or unskilful perusers appear only to repeat the same sense, will often exhibit, to a more accurate
examiner, diversities of signification, or, at least, afford different shades of the same meaning?).

¥Steven Pinker, The Language Instinct 370 (1994).
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and degeneration for hundreds of years”* He caps it off with this: “Isn’t the song of the
humpback whale whatever the humpback whale decides to sing?”*

The analogy is deeply fallacious in all sorts of ways. First, although the capacity
for language may indeed be instinctive—and Pinker makes a good case for this in his
book—the specifics of any given language (for example, why we call one object a hat and
another a table) aren't instinctive at all. Words are arbitrary symbols that are learned,
and there are lots of nuances. Second, human beings must make myriad decisions when
forming sentences and paragraphs, whereas other animals aren’t known to make the
same kinds of decisions in following their instincts. Third, Pinker’s line of reasoning
would eliminate any means for judging the effectiveness of human expression. Yet we
all know—and Pinker knows very well—that some human beings communicate more
effectively than others.

So much for the describers’ misplaced scientism: it can lead to astounding instances
of muddled thought.

Reconciling the Camps

A greater sense of balance and impartiality—of where the truth lies—could end the
age-old debate between describers and prescribers, if only both sides would acknowl-
edge certain principles. More about these in a moment.

First, I should declare that I am a prescriber who uses descriptivist methods—in
effect, a descriptive prescriber. I don’t doubt the value of descriptive linguistics—up to
the point at which describers dogmatically refuse to acknowledge the value of prescrip-
tivism. Each side in this age-old debate should acknowledge the value of the other.

Before stating three principles that might allow for this reconciliation, I should draw
attention to the danger of acknowledging my prescriptive tendencies. I may be playing
into describers’ hands by adopting this inflammatory label. Maybe I should instead
take a lesson from D.J. Enright: “Many people without the benefit (as they see it) of a
decent education still want to know how to use words. And since prescriptivism is the
only brake we have on the accelerating spread of chaos, let’s find some other name for it,
one less reminiscent of the National Health Service”** Yet no new label readily suggests
itself. Besides, changing the label probably won't change the reality.

Now to the fundamental principles.

1. Linguistically, both speech and writing matter.

When modern linguists focus exclusively on speech, they’re overreacting to their
predecessors’ preoccupation with writing. Describers have a bias toward studying
speech; prescribers have a bias toward studying writing.

Both are important. In any language, speech precedes writing. It accounts for the
overwhelming majority of linguistic events. Yet writing is a form of language worth
studying in its own right. For some reason, though, many linguists refuse to recognize
this. As Roy Harris, the Oxford linguist, put it some years ago: “One of the sophistries
of modern linguistics is to treat scriptism, which has probably dominated the concept of
a language in literate societies for at least several millennia, as some kind of theoretical
243

heresy:

“Id.

“1d.

“D.]. Enright, Fields of Vision 224 (1990).
“Roy Harris, The Language Makers 7 (1980).
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Writing endures and therefore helps stabilize the language. Universal literacy helps
temper linguistic entropy. As more and more people become literate, the written and
spoken forms of language influence each other—even while remaining distinct.

For the readers of this essay, a stable language is doubtless a desirable thing. Other-
wise, the English language wouldn't be worth much as a lingua franca. Samuel Johnson
rejected the idea of embalming the language,** and no one seriously wants to halt all
change in a living language. “It is not a question of banning all linguistic changes,” as
EL. Lucas put it. “Since language cannot stand still, the main thing for the public inter-
est is that alterations in vocabulary and idiom should not become too rapid, reckless,
and wanton ... *

The study of writing—Tlike the very fact that writing exists—serves as a conservative,
moderating influence. Our literary heritage has helped form our culture. The means
by which we record words on paper has an enormous influence on readers and on the
culture as a whole.

One aspect of the writing-vs.-speech distinction is what linguists call “register”: a
user’s style of language according to the subject, the audience, and the occasion. No one
writes a job-application letter in the same style as a love letter; and no one speaks to an
interviewer in the same way as to a pet. Most of us have five basic registers: (1) intimate,
for conversations between family members and close friends; (2) casual, for everyday
conversations; (3) consultative, for communicating with colleagues and strangers in
conducting everyday business; (4) formal, for published essays and serious lectures;
and (5) frozen, for religious and legal rituals.* Those who study oral communication
(describers) incline toward 1-2 (occasionally 3); those who study written communica-
tion (prescribers) incline toward 3-4 (occasionally 2, sometimes 5). If describers and
prescribers alike were more overt about the registers they’re dealing with, many of their
squabbles might wither away.

2. Writing well is a hard-won skill that involves learning conventions.

To educate people about the conventions of writing is good for them. Why? Because
writing well requires disciplined thinking. Learning to write is a part of anyone’s
education.

What are the conventions that aspiring writers need to learn? Among other things,
those who write expository prose must learn cognitive skills—how to:

e Summarize complicated matter.
e Maintain a cohesive train of thought.
e Support ideas with adequate evidence.

To communicate the material, the writer must also learn mechanical skills—how to:

e Vary sentence structure.

e Vary sentence length.

e Vary paragraph length.

e Connect ideas from sentence to sentence, and paragraph to paragraph.

Finally, to make certain that the communication is clear to the reader and free of distrac-
tions, the writer must learn stylistic skills—how to:

e Adopt a relaxed, natural tone.
e Omit unnecessary words.

“See the Preface to his Dictionary of the English Language (1755).
“EL. Lucas, Style 43 (1955; repr. 1962).
“See generally Martin Joos, The Five Clocks (1962).
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e Observe recognized grammatical niceties (subject-verb agreement, parallel con-
structions, logically placed modifiers, and so on).

¢ Distinguish between similar words that are easily confused, such as affect and
effect, principle and principal, and the like.

Only the last three, for some reason, seem to trouble most describers, who over-
state their objections. They like to caricature prescribers as insisting on such frip-
peries as It’s I and none is, and as prohibiting all split infinitives, all prepositions as
sentence-enders, and all conjunctions as sentence-starters.”” The truth is that informed
prescribers didn’t take any of those positions at any time in the 20th century—and
certainly not in the 21st. In fact, prescribers have been just as severe as describers in
ridiculing such superstitions.*®

Back to the main point: writing is a learned activity, no different in that regard from
hitting a golf ball or playing the piano. Yes, some people naturally do it better than oth-
ers. But apart from a few atypical autodidacts (who exist in all disciplines), there’s no
practical way to learn to write, hit a golf ball, or play the piano without guidance on
many points, large and small. And everyone, even the autodidact, requires considerable
effort and practice in learning the norms. The norms are important even to those who
ultimately break them to good effect.

3. It’s possible to formulate practical advice on grammar and usage.

Although 18th- and 19th-century grammarians’ work was too often corrupted by
whimsy and guesswork, their basic instincts were sound: we can indeed help writers on
critical questions of grammar and usage.

Usage and style operate differently in writing and in speech. In oral communication,
inflection and body language and interaction help convey meaning. And a speaker can
perceive cues that invite immediate clarifications. But in writing, these aids to commu-
nication are absent: you rely exclusively on marks on a page (words and punctuation). A
writer rarely gets a second chance to communicate effectively, so clear writing requires
much more forethought. It's no wonder that publishers have produced thousands of
books designed to teach people how to improve their writing.

Authorities on the written word echo each other in stressing how difficult good writ-
ing is: “Writing is hard work. A clear sentence is no accident. Very few sentences come
out right the first time, or even the third time. Remember this in moments of despair. If
you find that writing is hard, it’s because it is hard”* Writers must learn to have a point,
to deliver it efficiently, to cut the extra words that inevitably appear in any first draft,
and to maintain a clean narrative line, among many other skills. These things trouble
even professionals.

Prescriptive usage guides deal with many of the small points that writers grapple with.
These manuals are pedagogical books intended to be browsed in as much as consulted.
In this book, for example, many entries deal with emerging confusions in diction that

“See the quotations accompanying notes 9, 10; see also Steven Pinker, The Language Instinct 373-74 (1994) (“Most
of the hobgoblins of contemporary prescriptive grammar (don’t split infinitives, don’t end a sentence with a
preposition) can be traced back to . . . eighteenth-century fads.”).

“See, e.g., H.W. Fowler, A Dictionary of Modern English Usage 586-87 (1926) (s.v. “Superstitions”); Eric Partridge,
Usage and Abusage 159-60 [it is me], 204-05 [none], 296 [split infinitive], 245 [terminal preposition] (1940);
Wilson Follett, Modern American Usage: A Guide 227 [none], 313 [split infinitive], 64 [and, but] (1966); Theodore
M. Bernstein, Miss Thistlebottom’s Hobgoblins: The Careful Writer’s Guide to the Taboos, Bugbears, and Outmoded
Rules of English Usage (1971) (passim).

“William Zinsser, On Writing Well 12 (6th ed. 1998). Cf. Alexei Tolstoy, “Advice to the Young Writer” (1939), in
Maxim Gorky, Vladimir Mayakovsky, Alexei Tolstoy, and Konstantin Fedin on the Art and Craft of Writing 231,
231-32 (Alex Miller trans., 1972) (“Nobody has ever found that writing comes easy, that it ‘flowed’ from the pen.
Writing is always difficult, and the more difficult it is, the better it turns out in the end?).
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threaten to spread: disburse for disperse, expatriot for expatriate, fruit melody for fruit
medley, heart-rendering for heart-rending, marshal arts for martial arts, presumptious
for presumptuous, reign in for rein in. Other entries deal with plural forms that, for now,
most careful writers want to maintain in plural senses, such as criteria, paparazzi, and
phenomena. Still other entries urge wider acceptance of disputed usages, such as the
singular media.

The focus is on the particular: these are the words and phrases that writers and edi-
tors must make considered choices about daily. There aren't just a few dozen trouble
spots in the language, or even a few hundred. There are several thousand of them. Given
the critical acumen of many readers, for a writer to remain unconscious of these pitfalls
and write whatever sounds close enough will inevitably lead to a loss of credibility.
Vague intelligibility isn’t the touchstone; precision is.

As a field of study, usage doesn’t hold much interest for modern linguists, who
are drifting more and more toward quantitative psychology and theory. Their lead-
ing theorist, Noam Chomsky of MIT, has acknowledged, with no apparent regret, the
pedagogical irrelevance of modern linguistics: “I am, frankly, rather skeptical about
the significance, for the teaching of languages, of such insights and understanding as
have been attained in linguistics and psychology”®® An equally august prescriptivist,
EW. Bateson of Oxford, said just a few years later: “The professional linguist has very
little to contribute to style considered as the best words in the best order”" If you want
to learn how to use the English language skillfully and gracefully, books on linguistics
won't help you at all.

Yet people want normative rules of language. Linguistic relativism, though valuable
on some levels, has its limitations. True, it’s probably helpful for students to hear insights
such as this from Charlton Laird: “Nothing in language is essentially vulgar or genteel,
barbarous or elegant, right or wrong, except as the users of the language want to feel that
the locutions have those qualities”** But of course most writers believe that words and
phrases can have right and wrong qualities. In a given social setting, those widely shared
views matter enormously. And Laird—a sensible describer—recognized this:

We must have standards. After all, who makes the language? You and I and
everybody make the language. And what does this hydra-headed language-
manufacturer want in his product? Obviously, he wants a number of things; he
wants flexibility and versatility, but he also wants standards. He may not know
just what standards he wants, nor how rigidly he wants them applied, but he
does want them in spelling, in punctuation, in diction, in usage, in all aspects
of language, and on the whole he relies on people of our sort [English teachers]
to inform him which are the best standards and what he should do about them.
We had better be prepared to tell him, and to know what we are talking about
when we do so.”

Despite the describers’ decades-old campaign to convince us that no uses of language
are inherently better than others, literate people continue to yearn for guidance on
linguistic questions. With great acuity half a century ago, an English teacher—Louis
Salomon—characterized what remains the current state of affairs:

The public may not care whether English teachers eat or not, but if there is any
sentiment in favor of feeding them I'm willing to bet that the idea is to keep them

*Noam Chomsky, “Linguistic Theory;” in Northeast Conference on the Teaching of Foreign Languages 43 (1966) (as
quoted in J.B. Pride, The Social Meaning of Language 80 (1971)). Cf. Linguistic Society of America, Report of the
Commission on the Humanities 155-56 (1964) (“The impact which the recent advances in linguistics have upon
the general public [is] essentially zero?”).

SIEW. Bateson, The Scholar-Critic 100 (1972).
2Charlton Laird, And Gladly Teche 47 (1970).
SId. at 47-48.
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alive as English teachers, that is, as a kind of traffic cop to tell the average person
when to stop and when to move on, where he may park and where he may not.
If English teachers don’t want to be traffic cops—if they just want to stand on
the corner and count the cars that try to beat the red light—then they might as
well turn in their badges. Because sooner or later the taxpayers will (a) begin to
wonder why the accident rate keeps going up, and (b) discover that a machine
with an electric eye can do the counting more cheaply and more efficiently.*

Yet several linguists assert, essentially, that there is no right and wrong in language.
Consider what one well-known linguist, Robert A. Hall Jr., famously said: “There is no
such thing as good and bad (or correct and incorrect, grammatical and ungrammatical,
right and wrong) in language. . . . A dictionary or grammar is not as good an authority
for your speech as the way you yourself speak”® Some of the better theorists in the mid-
20th century rejected this extremism. Here, for example, is how Max Black responded:

This extreme position . . . involves a confusion between investigating rules (or
standards, norms) and prescribing or laying down such rules. Let us grant that a
linguist, qua theoretical and dispassionate scientist, is not in the business of tell-
ing people how to talk; it by no means follows that the speakers he is studying are
free from rules which ought to be recorded in any faithful and accurate report of
their practices. A student of law is not a legislator; but it would be a gross fallacy
to argue that therefore there can be no right or wrong in legal matters.*

One might have thought that this no-right-and-no-wrong fallacy had long since
been laid to rest. But it's very much with us, at least in academia. Through the latter
half of the 20th century and still today, there has been an academic assault on linguistic
standards. Today the remark “That’s not good English” would likely be met with the
rejoinder, “Says who?” This is because people are increasingly hearing the dogma that
no use of language is better than any other.

Today the teaching of standard English is being labeled discriminatory. An essay
published in 1998 by a University of Michigan linguist, James Milroy, says this: “In
an age when discrimination in terms of race, color, religion, or gender is not publicly
acceptable, the last bastion of overt social discrimination will continue to be a person’s
use of language””’

In other words, the spirit of the day demands that you not think critically—or at
least not think ill—of anyone else’s use of language. If you believe in good grammar and
linguistic sensitivity, you're the problem. And there is a large, powerful contingent in
higher education today—larger and more powerful than ever before—trying to eradi-
cate any thoughts about good and bad grammar, correct and incorrect word choices,
effective and ineffective style.

Terms of the Truce

Prescribers should be free to advocate a realistic level of linguistic tidiness—without
being molested for it—even as the describers are free to describe the mess all around
them. If the prescribers have moderate success, then the describers should simply
describe those successes. Education entailing normative values has always been a part
of literate society. Why should it suddenly stop merely because describers see this kind
of education as meddling with natural forces?

*Louis B. Salomon, “Whose Good English?” 38 Am. Assn Univ. Profs. Bull. 441, 448 (Fall 1952) (as quoted in The
Ordeal of American English 160, 163 (C. Merton Babcock ed., 1961)).

>Robert A. Hall Jr., Leave Your Language Alone! 6 (1950).
*Max Black, The Labyrinth of Language 70 (1968).

James Milroy, “Children Can’t Speak or Write Properly Any More,” in Language Myths 64-65 (Laurie Bauer &
Peter Trudgill eds., 1998).
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Meanwhile, prescribers need to be realistic. They can’'t expect perfection or per-
manence, and they must bow to universal usage. But when an expression is in transi-
tion—when only part of the population has adopted a new usage that seems genuinely
undesirable—prescribers should be allowed, within reason, to stigmatize it. There’s no
reason to tolerate wreckless driving in place of reckless driving. Or wasteband in place of
waistband. Or corollary when misused for correlation. Multiply these things by 10,000,
and you have an idea of what we're dealing with. There are legitimate objections to the
slippage based not just on widespread confusion but also on imprecision of thought,
on the spread of linguistic uncertainty, on the etymological disembodiment of words,
and on decaying standards generally.

As Roy Harris has remarked: “There is no reason why prescriptive linguistics
should not be ‘scientific, just as there is no reason why prescriptive medicine should
not be”*® Harris went even further, denouncing the antiprescriptive doctrine as result-
ing from naiveté:

Twentieth-century linguists, anxious to claim “scientific” status for their new
synchronic discipline, were glad enough to retain the old nineteenth-century
whipping-boy of prescriptivism, in order thereby to distinguish their own con-
cerns as “descriptive,” not “prescriptive” When the history of twentieth-century
linguistics comes to be written, a naive, unquestioning faith in the validity of
this distinction will doubtless be seen as one of the main factors in the academic
sociology of the subject.”

Elsewhere Harris has referred to “the anti-prescriptivist witch-hunt in modern
linguistics.”®

Other linguists have explained the blind spot that misleads so many of their col-
leagues. In 1959, C.A. Ferguson suggested that linguists too often take a blinkered look
at the language, ignoring its social import: “[Describers] in their understandable zeal
to describe the internal structure of the language they are studying often fail to provide
even the most elementary data about the socio-cultural setting in which the language
functions”®!

Maybe this, in turn, is because linguistic investigations tend to be highly theo-
retical—and divorced from most people’s immediate interests in language. Barbara
Wallraff, an Atlantic editor who is a prescriber with acute judgment, puts it in a self-
deprecating® way: “I am not an academic linguist or an etymologist. Linguistics and
what I do stand in something like the relation between anthropology and cooking
ethnic food, or between the history of art and art restoration.”®® Other analogies might
be equally apt, such as musicologists vis-a-vis musicians, or sociologists vis-a-vis
ethicists.

To my knowledge, anthropologists don’t denounce ethnic food, and art historians
don’t denounce art restorers—especially not when the cooks and the artisans know a
thing or two about the material they’re dealing with. Musicologists don’t censure musi-
cians who teach others how to produce a vibrato. Sociologists don’'t look askance at
ethicists who aim to guide human behavior. Those who study language could learn
something from these other fields—something about balance, civility, and peaceful
coexistence.

*Roy Harris, The Language Makers 151 (1980).
¥Id. at 151-52.
“Roy Harris, The Language Machine 128 (1987).

1C.A. Ferguson, “Principles of Teaching Languages with Diglossia,” in Monograph Series on Languages and
Linguistics 437 (1959).

62T use this phrase advisedly. See p. 265 of this book.
®Barbara Wallraff, Word Court 2 (2000).
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The Ongoing Tumult in
English Usage

Bryan A. Garner

“Research from the New Literacy examines literacy practices, and
literacy events, and many researchers have used it’s [sic] perspec-
tive to look at what people do with literacy”

—XKate Pahl & Jennifer Rowsell

A Solecistic Summary

The truce that I once proposed? between descriptivists and prescriptivists hav-
ing been only conditionally excepted by a single linguist,’ the embattlements
must continue.

Linguistic history bares out the fact that since English has spreaded
throughout the world, people who hue to traditional idioms can avoid the
maelstorm of indivious solecisms that await for the unwary. Although
the language is continually evolving, and insipient changes become wide-
spreadly disbursed and then take route so that words become distant from
their entomologies, the mileau in which these changes occur remains fairly
constant. To ask whether all change can be quelched is a mute point—a
serious misnomer. The language is a self-regulating system of disambigu-
ation, without any official body of persons in high dungeon, at our beckon
call, exerting a right to meet out punishment to a would-be literati who has
a heyday abusing it—punishment that might amount not just to a mild
annoyment but to caricature assassination.

For all intensive purposes, some linguistic shifts may past mustard,
even those that don’t harp back to Middle English or Early Modern Eng-
lish. People with an overweening interest in oversighting English some-
times, as a kind of guttural reaction, take all this for granite. There will
never be paralyzation of a living language, nor even hiati in its evolu-
tion. And it may give piece of mind to know that linguistic change isn’t
something to be measured in decades, much less per anum. Improprietous
words and phrases that may once have been considered abdominable,
slightly course, or otherwise beyond the pail may, over time, become fully
acceptable and no longer peak anyone’ interest. But even if there are many
a person whom misuse particular words and are allowed to do so with
impugnity—and all tolled, English contains a heterogenous mother load
of almost infinite potential errors—their credulity is likely to be strained
in the minds of listeners and readers. The more populace the language
community, the greater the wrecklessness with which some speakers and
writers can reek havoc on the language itself. These phenomenon become
their mode of operandi; for them, perhaps we might say they could not of
known better, even if they had ought to. But in the end, close analyzation

Adapted from Forum: A Publication of the Association of Literary Scholars and Critics (Spring 2009).
'Literacy and Education 11 (2005).

Making Peace in the Language Wars,” in Garners Modern American Usage xxxi-xlv (2d ed. 2003).
*See Peter Tiersma, “Language Wars Truce Accepted (with Conditions),” 8 Green Bag 2d 281-90 (2005).

xlvii



xlviii The Ongoing Tumult in English Usage

should demonstrate that correct English usage should be brandishment
enough—its own reword.

This fictitious summary of this essay contains no fewer than 63 more or less preva-
lent misusages (some of them quite popular) that represent potential shifts in English
usage—that is, each of them can be readily documented in modern print sources. (For
a key to this gallimaufry of bad usage, see the end of this essay.) When solecisms arise
today, they can spread as never before—like linguistic infections. There are thousands
of outbreaks throughout the English-speaking world at any one time.

The viral nature of linguistic change has assumed new dimensions with the advent of
mass communications. Consider three examples. (1) On 31 August 1997, immediately
after Princess Diana died in a car crash while being chased by tabloid photographers,
reporters throughout the world that evening proclaimed that shed been hounded by
“paparazzis” Millions of viewers at once were exposed to the new double-plural. (2) In
1995, Mazda introduced America to its new luxury sedan, the Millenia, having trade-
marked the car name by changing the standard spelling of a word and dropping an -n-.
With the ad campaigns that followed, millions of people were exposed to the single-n
spelling and to the idea of having a single Millenia. In 2000, Mazda offered a special
luxury sedan: the “Mazda Millenia Millennium Edition”—doubtless prompting in con-
sumers everywhere even further linguistic befuddlement. (3) The new popularity of
e-banking has made it commonplace for many of us to pay bills online. One bank now
sends hundreds of thousands of e-mail acknowledgments every day, each beginning with
an individualized salutation: “Dear Bryan A. Garner; A payment has been made ... ”
When an exasperated bank customer wrote to protest the repeatedly misused semicolon
after the many salutations he receives daily, a bank representative coolly responded: “The
semicolons are embedded in our computer systems, and theres no easy way to change
the code. Besides, several of us here at the bank think the semicolons are correct” The
customer’s punctuational credentials matter not. When it comes to language, people with
meager knowledge like to think of themselves as experts.

With each of these mass-communication “linguistic events” or “speech acts”—and
my three examples could be multiplied a thousandfold—people not surprisingly come
to view paparazzis, Millenia, and semicolons after salutations as normal. And their own
usage soon reflects that view.

On the whole, teachers of English can do only so much to improve the situation—
little but help inculcate a lively interest in words, grammar, punctuation, and the like.
Even that much has seemed impossible to many. Certainly it’s a great challenge to make
those subjects lively and engaging. Yet the best teachers do.

But academia has promoted some nefarious ideas that have undermined those
efforts, and the ideas have made headway among the teaching ranks. That is, some
teachers now validate the demotic idea that no native speaker of any language can ever
make a “mistake”—that there are no mistakes (just “different” ways of approaching
speech acts). Even if they do believe that mistakes are possible in a native speaker’s use
of language, they may think that it would be discriminatory and politically unacceptable
even to mention the errors. Some teachers think that their mission should be to focus on
the appreciation of literature—that linguistic matters, especially those relating to usage,
are beneath them. Or they may believe in the “new literacy; the idea that perpetuating
standard English is a hopeless, thankless task because linguistic change is inevitable.
Some teachers don’t want to interrupt the “natural” process of linguistic change. Just go
with the flow: as long as their students are intelligible to others, they are “literate” and
engaging in “appropriate speech acts”

It’s true, of course, that children learn to write better if they spend lots of time
writing, as opposed to diagramming sentences and going through rote drills. Teachers
generally now accept that truth. Yet it's almost as if the education system starts but never
even tries to finish teaching children how to write.
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Approaching a finish would mean recognizing that intelligibility is only part of the
goal—perhaps the first part, but only a part. Another part is credibility. If students are
to profit from their education, they need to acquire knowledge. For as the truism goes,
knowledge is power. But power depends on having credibility with others.

Students don’t need to have their own faddish or unthinking linguistic habits merely
validated at school. They need to have their communication skills sharpened and ele-
vated, lest they enter the adult speech-world handicapped by sounding ill-educated. This
upgrading involves their acquiring, among other things, word-consciousness, which
tends to retard linguistic change rooted in misunderstandings. This brings us back to
usage, and to the viral outbreaks that sometimes become epidemics, even pandemics.

Descriptive linguists hardly resist change—of any sort. They certainly don't see
degenerative change as a sign of “disease.” Rather, they largely embrace change. As Mark
Halpern observes, “Linguists” insatiable appetite for change in language is undoubtedly
another phenomenon for which there is a mixture of reasons, but among them one is
surely fundamental: without change, an important group of linguists would have little
fresh material to study So if descriptive linguists welcome dialectal varieties and resist
the teaching of a standard language because a standard language makes their linguistic
laboratory less interesting,’ they're like epidemiologists who get excited about the spread
of new viruses.

But perhaps the disease metaphor isn't as apt as another biological metaphor—
evolution. The forces of natural selection are every bit as much at work in living lan-
guages as they are in the rest of the natural world. Over time, words and phrases mutate
both in form and in meaning, sometimes through useful innovation and sometimes
through unconscious drift and pervasive error. Usually the mutations don’t survive, but
occasionally a change proves meritorious and ends up becoming a part of the standard
language. That happens only if it’s fit enough to survive—as a part of the natural selec-
tion that takes place in every language.

Sometimes the source of a mutation can be hard to pinpoint. Take, for example, the
word nimrod. That word has always denoted a hunter. It derives from a name in Genesis:
Nimrod, a descendant of Ham, was a mighty huntsman and king of Shinar. Most modern
dictionaries even capitalize the English word, unlike similar eponymic words such as
mentor (= a guide or teacher, from the name of a character in Homer’s Odyssey) and solon
(= alegislator, from the name of an ancient Athenian lawmaker, statesman, and poet).

But few people today capitalize Nimrod, and fewer still use it to mean “great hunter”
The word has depreciated in meaning: it's now pejorative, denoting a simpleton, a goofy
person, a dummy.

Believe it or not, we can blame this change on Bugs Bunny, the cartoon character cre-
ated in the 1940s. He is so popular that TV Guide in 2002 named him the “greatest car-
toon character of all time?” Bugs is best known for his catchphrase “What’s Up, Doc?” But
for one of his chief antagonists, the inept hunter Elmer Fudd, Bugs would chide, “What
amoron! [pronounced like maroon] What a nimrod! [pronounced with a pause like two
words, nim rod]” So for an entire generation raised on these cartoons, the word took
on the sense of ineptitude—and therefore what was originally a good joke got ruined.

Ask any American born after 1950 what nimrod means and you're likely to hear the
answer “idiot” Ask anyone born before 1950 what it means—especially if the person is
culturally literate—and you're likely to hear “hunter” The upshot is that the traditional
sense is becoming scarcer with each passing year.

*Mark Halpern, Language and Human Nature 20 (2009).

*See, e.g., Ang Yiying, “Linguists Speak Up for Singlish,” Straits Times (Singapore), 9 Dec. 2008 (quoting sociolin-
guist Anthea Fraser Gupta, who opposes the Speak Good English Movement in Singapore on the grounds that
Singlish [a dialect of Singaporean English] should be allowed to flourish, and not be displaced by standard Eng-
lish, because from a linguist’s perspective, the dialect makes Singapore “the equivalent of a really well-equipped
laboratory for a chemist”).
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This little example illustrates the huge changes that words can and do undergo all
the time. Sometimes the changes aren’t semantic—changes in meaning—but instead
involve word-formation. Take, for example, bridegroom or groom. In Middle English (ca.
1200-1500), the original term was goom (= man). The extra -r- was added centuries ago
by false association with someone who works in a stable to care for horses. America’s
greatest lexicographer, Noah Webster, fought in vain in the early 19th century to make
a man on his wedding day the bridegoom and all his attendants the goomsmen. But the
English-speaking people would have none of it—they wanted their extra -r-, and they
got it. The harmless mutation survived, and today we’re wedded to it.

It’s one thing to hear about past changes. We already know the outcomes and feel
comfortable with them. But it’s quite another to consider current word-struggles. Most
people feel justified in taking a position on the current standing of a word or phrase.
After all, the language belongs to all of us, and we all have a say.

So let’s consider the major stages of verbal change. They were first suggested in a
1967 article by Louis G. Heller and James Macris in the journal American Speech. I've
adapted their four stages into five. (Each nonstandard form below is preceded by an
asterisk.)

Stage 1: A new form emerges as an innovation (or some dialectal usage persists)
among a small minority of the language community, perhaps displacing a traditional
usage. Examples include the misspellings *baited breath for bated breath; *bellweather
for bellwether; the misbegotten *harp back for hark back; the double negative *unrelent-
lessly for the correct relentlessly or unrelentingly; and the dialectal *brung for brought.
People normally consider innovations at this stage outright mistakes. Most people who
are aware of them hope they won't spread.

Stage 2: The form spreads to a significant portion of the language community, but
it remains unacceptable in standard usage. Terms at this stage include using alumni and
criteria as if they were singulars (alumnus, alumna, or even alum being correct, and
criterion being the singular form); misspelling and mispronouncing sherbet as if it were
*sherbert (with an extra -r-); misusing infer for imply; using peruse to mean “scan hast-
ily” rather than “read carefully”; and using a nominative pronoun in compound objects
such as *between you and I rather than between you and me. Terms in stage 2 often get
recorded in dictionaries as variant forms, but this fact alone is hardly a recommendation
for their use.

Stage 3: The form becomes commonplace even among many well-educated people,
but it’s still avoided in careful usage. Examples include *gladiolas for gladioluses (or sim-
ply glads); *hone in for home in (traditionally it’s what homing pigeons do); *miniscule
for the correct spelling minuscule; and the supposed contraction *’til for the good old
word till (as in We'll be here till noon).

Stage 4: The form becomes virtually universal but is opposed on cogent grounds by
a few linguistic stalwarts (the traditionalists that David Foster Wallace dubbed “snoots”:
syntax nudniks of our time). Examples are pronouncing flaccid as /flas-id/ instead of
the traditional /flak-sid/ (like access [/ak-ses/] and accident [/ak-sa-dent/]); using unbe-
knownst for unbeknown; saying or writing *the reason is because instead of the reason
is that; and using nimrod in the Bugs Bunny sense.

Stage 5: The form is universally adopted except by a few eccentrics. It’s a linguistic
fait accompli: what was once merely de facto has become accepted as de jure. There’s no
going back here. Examples include contact as a verb (as in I'll contact you next week); the
verb finalize (Let’s finalize our plans); the adjective interpretive instead of the traditional
interpretative; pompom in reference to cheerleaders’ ornamental balls or tufts, instead
of pompon; the adjective self-deprecating instead of the original self-depreciating (which
the British still sometimes insist on); and saying You can’t have your cake and eat it too
(as opposed to the original and more logical sequence, from centuries ago: You can’t eat
your cake and have it too).
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Many mutations never progress beyond stage 1. They stay in the shadows of the
language, emerging now and again, mostly to the annoyance of educated people. Argu-
ments frequently erupt about words and phrases in stages 2 and 3. But if a mutation
makes its way to stage 4, its long-term progression to stage 5 is all but assured: it’s just
a question of the passing of time, whether decades or mere days.

As words go through their long lives, they swell and shrink, grow bright or dull,
become loud or soft. To some degree they’re always changing—most of them glacially,
but some of them precipitately (or precipitously [stage 4]). Anyone who aspires to true
proficiency with the language should cultivate the habit of assessing words.

I've tried to further that educational effort in my various writings, most notably in
the book that you're now holding. In this new third edition, I've developed a “Language-
Change Index,” as just outlined. Of the nearly 11,000 usage entries in the book, I have
assigned rankings (stages 1 to 5) to more than 2,000 usages. The purpose is to measure
how widely accepted various linguistic innovations have become. In their 1967 article,
Heller and Macris rightly noted (in their characteristically odd phrasing) that “usage
specialists can make a clear-cut demarcation of phrases in the evolutionary process
relevant to the inception and development of alternative terms.”®

A reference to the key to my five-stage ranking system appears at the bottom of
each right-hand page. Once again, briefly, stage 1 represents usages that are widely
rejected; stage 2, usages that have spread but are rejected by better-educated speakers
and writers; stage 3, usages that have spread even to well-educated speakers and writ-
ers but are rejected by the most careful ones; stage 4, usages that are almost universal,
being rejected only by the most conservative linguistic stalwarts; and stage 5, usages
that, perhaps once condemned, are now universal even among the best-educated, most
fastidious speakers and writers. That is, stage-5 usages are accepted by everyone except
linguistic oddballs.

The rankings were arrived at by a variety of methods.

First, I had the benefit of many studies carried out and reported over the years.
These were especially useful for the “canonical” usage problems—the ones that every
serious usage guide treats. Most notable among these is Margaret M. Bryant’s Current
American Usage (1957), based on more than 900 specific surveys conducted by English
teachers in the 1950s. But other surveys were also useful, including those of (1) the
American Heritage Dictionary usage panels over the years (reported in various forums
since the early 1970s), (2) William and Mary Morris’s usage panel assembled for both
editions of Harper’s Dictionary of Contemporary English Usage (1975 and 1985), and
(3) the findings reported in Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage (1989; con-
cise ed. 2002). These surveys, of course, had to be weighted according to their dates and
the predispositions of the survey participants (easily fathomable).

Second, I made extensive use of computer databases, including Google Books,
WESTLAW, NEXIS, and the Oxford English Corpus. The findings here had to be weighted
according to word frequencies of newer as compared with older usages. In this new edi-
tion of the book, I had the unprecedented advantage of Google's ngrams, which give a
diachronic view of usage based on big data. This tool became the single most important
determinant—but hardly to the exclusion of others.

Third, I have relied—unabashedly—on my own sense, based on a lifetime of seri-
ous linguistic study, of where a given usage falls on the spectrum of acceptability in
Standard English. Part of this sense I have developed through attentive observation
and part through daily correspondence with English-language aficionados through-
out the world. Fortunately, my daily usage e-mails, known as Garner’s Usage Tip of

‘Louis G. Heller & James Macris, “English Usage and Modern Linguistic Theory,” 42 Am. Speech 131, 132 (May
1967).
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the Day,” have brought me into contact with thousands of language-lovers who have
written to me about their linguistic views over the past several years. Additionally, I
frequently discuss linguistic matters with acknowledged experts such as Charles Har-
rington Elster, Mark Halpern, Richard Lederer, Wendalyn Nichols, Christopher Ricks,
John Simon, and Barbara Wallraff. These discussions have proved particularly helpful
in differentiating stage-4 usages from stage-5 usages.

Finally, I had the benefit of preliminary rankings by more than 100 members of
my industrious panel of critical readers, assembled for the purpose of preparing this
third edition. They proved most helpful in conducting independent research into the
prevalence of specific usages.

My thought was that assigning these rankings to various usages is much more help-
ful than what one finds in existing usage guides. On the one hand are traditionally stern
naysaying handbooks that mostly just tell readers not to indulge in certain usages. On
the other hand are permissive guides such as the Merriam-Webster Concise Dictionary
of English Usage, in which the writers typically come out with milquetoast pronounce-
ments. For example, the anonymous authors of that particular book won't call could of a
mistake. The entry reads in full: “This is a transcription of could’ve, the contracted form
of could have. Sometimes it is used intentionally—for instance, by Ring Lardner in his
fiction. Most of you will want could have or could’ve” That’s the full measure of its guid-
ance. Then sometimes there’s virtually no guidance at all: on the question whether the
distinction between infer and imply is worth preserving, the Merriam- Webster authors
give five reasons why it’s not. Bizarrely, along the way they say that “the words are not
and never have been confused.”

These sweeping statements, and hundreds of others like them in Merriam-Webster,
simply don’t comport with reality.” And they blur important distinctions in the grada-
tions of usage. So the Language-Change Index helps the user understand something
about answering the questions, Who uses a particular expression? Everybody? Highly
literate people? Only moderately literate people? Only those whose language is pretty
slipshod? And what does the use of a given expression say about its user?

The Language-Change Index rejects, naturally enough, the bizarre dogma that I
touched on above—a dogma that many linguists have accepted since the mid-20th
century—that a native speaker of English cannot make a mistake.'’ The belief is that
anything a native speaker says is ipso facto linguistically correct. The dogma was
first espoused by the linguist-lexicographer Allen Walker Read and soon came to be
accepted within the ivory tower." Increasingly, though, that view has fallen into dis-
repute for three reasons: (1) common experience refutes it (see the “solecistic sum-
mary” at the outset of this essay);'? (2) native speakers reject it, as witness the fact that

Anyone can sign up at www.lawprose.org.
8Merriam-Webster’s Concise Dictionary of English Usage 421 (2002).

*Warnings against the perennial confusion of misusing infer for imply are legion in English handbooks. But if
citations of actual misusages are needed, see the entry in the middle of this book (p. 464), where I note: “Don’t
be swayed by apologetic notes in some dictionaries that sanction the use of infer as a substitute for imply. Stylists
agree that the important distinction between these words deserves to be maintained.”

1%See William E. Rutherford, Language Universals and Second Language Acquisition 164 (1987) (“During the
period of American structuralism a myth became well established that a native speaker cannot make a mistake.”).

See, e.g., Bergen Evans, “Grammar for Today;,” 205 Atlantic Monthly 80, 80 (Mar. 1960) (“Scholars . .. do not believe
that any language can become ‘corrupted’ by the linguistic habits of those who speak it. They do not believe that
anyone who is a native speaker of a standard language will get into any linguistic trouble unless he is misled by
snobbishness or timidity or vanity”).

«c

12See Jefferson D. Bates, Writing with Precision 5-6 (rev. ed. 1985) (“‘A native speaker of a language cannot make
a mistake. That statement is one I've encountered many times; possibly you've heard it too. No wonder we're
confused. Either the statement is ridiculous, or there is no such thing as ‘correct usage’ anymore.”).
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they often admit errors in their speech and correct them;" and (3) the dogma sweeps
away any analytical insights into differences between educated and uneducated speech,
or even the different strata within standard English—and the relative statuses of cer-
tain words." Besides, if a native speaker cannot make a mistake, then Mrs. Malaprop
becomes unfunny in her verbal bungles, as when she refers not to alligators but to alle-
gories on the banks of the Nile.

There is, however, a school of linguists who persist in adhering to a version of the
no-mistake-is-possible dogma. Even today, they are curiously reluctant to allow the
notion that if one wants to sound educated, one must avoid certain syntactic construc-
tions and word choices. Many of these linguists cavalierly dismiss any effort to advance
prescriptive notions about effective language. Consider John McWhorter, a prolific lin-
guist, in his 2008 book Our Magnificent Bastard Tongue: “All attention paid to [linguistic
prescriptions] is like medievals hanging garlic in their doorways to ward off evil spirits.
In an ideal world, the time English speakers devote to steeling themselves against, and
complaining about, things like Billy and me [as subject], singular they, and impact as
a verb would be better spent attending to genuine matters of graceful oral and written
expression.”'® So: My friend said they might come over by themself this afternoon. I need
to know the time, because it will impact when Billy and me will go to the store. How can
such a statement be consistent with “graceful oral and written expression”?

What I have here called a “solecism” McWhorter calls a “new way of putting
things” And he says: “the conception that new ways of putting things are mistakes is an
illusion”'* Much more tendentiously, Steven Pinker argues that linguistic prescriptions
“survive by the same dynamic that perpetuates ritual genital mutilations,”"” and he refers
to “the kind of terror that has driven the prescriptive grammar market in the United
States during the past century.’*®

Many linguists, indeed, would argue the position to which McWhorter gives voice:
“the notion that people are always ‘slipping up’ in using their native English is fiction"
Further still: “One must revel in disorder”?® And the climax: “In our time, pedants are
engaged in a quest to keep English’s pronouns in their cages instead of me being used as
a subject after and and they being used in the singular. Whether that fashion will pass I
cannot say, but we do know that it is nothing but one more fashion

And what of the point that McWhorter and Pinker themselves, like all other self-
respecting linguists, use standard English themselves? This has been a conundrum that
linguists have lived with for years. I noted the issue in the preceding essay:

BSee Patricia Demers, The Creating Word 13 (1986) (“Professor Read’s maxim, that a native speaker cannot make
a mistake, is refuted by the evidence of common practice. Native speakers do not believe him, for they frequently
correct themselves and sometimes each other: they are conscious of having made a mistake?).

“Cf. Mark Halpern, Language and Human Nature 122 (2009) (“At what point is a solecism committed by a single
person transformed into a change in language that it is futile to resist?”); T.W.H. Holland, The Nature of English
136 (1967) (“Clearly we have not to accept as right any usage that any native speaker happens to adopt, nor even
that large numbers happen to adopt. We shall not find ourselves accepting them as don't like it as sound usage,
but why not? I suppose the only good reply is that people who use the language in a way we think good do not
say it. This may be middle-class or upper-class snobbery, but it is also the defence of those who care about the
clear and agreeable use of language, who value the power of making distinctions [that] are necessary or helpful”).

*John McWhorter, Our Magnificent Bastard Tongue 68-69 (2008).
Id. at 72.

’Steven Pinker, The Language Instinct 374 (1994).

'8Id. at 375.

McWhorter at 70. Cf. Steven Pinker, The Language Instinct 371 (1994) (“The pervasive belief that people do not
know their own language is a nuisance”).

McWhorter at 77.
211d. at 85.
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[Linguists] themselves write exclusively in Standard English. If it’s really a matter
of complete indifference to them, why don't they occasionally flout (or should
that be flaunt?) the rules of grammar and usage? Their writing could militate (or
is it mitigate?) in favor of linguistic mutations if they would allow themselves to
be unconscious (unconscionable?) in their use (usage?) of words, as they seem-
ingly want everyone else to be. But they don't do this. They write by all the rules
that they tell everyone else not to worry about. Despite their protestations, their
own words show that correctness is valued in the real world.?

In a similar vein, a reviewer of David Crystal’s The Stories of English called Crystal’s
consistent use of standard English while glorifying dialects “a major contradiction in the
whole work,” noting that “while it celebrates diversity [of usage] in every possible way, it
is written throughout in flawless Standard English .. .. This is in a sense inevitable—the
book wouldn't get printed otherwise—but one may also feel that the author is only theo-
retically sympathetic to nonstandards.”** And the redoubtable Mark Halpern puts the
point even more emphatically: “It is typical of the descriptivists to pat the uneducated on
their heads and assure them that some poor usage is just fine, even if they would never
dream of employing such usages in their own work. On this basis they plume themselves
on being ‘democratic, and charge their prescriptivist opponents with elitism.”**

As for McWhorter’s own English, he has his lapses. For example, he is addicted to
as such in the sense of “therefore”” Two examples of this wretched new misusage:

* “You learned what subjects and objects are, you learned your Parts of Speech. As
such, you don’t like someone coming along and deeming your effort and vigilance
worthless”

e “There are, believe it or not, languages where pronouns vary only for person but
not number, such that I and we are the same word, he, she, and they are the same
word, and as such, singular and plural you are the same word””

And then there are the seeming attempts at youthful hipness by using multiple (often
quadruple) exclamation marks and question marks, this in a book representing itself
as a work of scholarship:

e “They do not specify for us that they are in the process of eating the apples at this
very instant!!!”2

e “[M]any grammarians considered the following words and expressions extremely
déclassé: all the time (quality folks were to says always), born in (don’t you know
it's born at??2?),lit (What did I tell you, darling? It’s lighted), washtub (I don’t know
why people can’t say washing tub as they should!).”*

These are only a few examples.

To the extent that linguists do use standard English, it’s sometimes under protest.
McWhorter purports to answer “the question we [linguists] often get as to why we do
not use [nonstandard] constructions .. .in our own writing if we are so okay with them.”
The answer: “I was required to knuckle under”*® And he adds: “At best I can wangle an

2Pp. XXXV-XXXVi.

#Tom Shippey, “We're Still at It,” Times Literary Supplement, 20 Aug. 2004, at 11.
*Mark Halpern, Language and Human Nature 24 (2009).

»See p. 78 of this book.

*John McWhorter, Our Magnificent Bastard Tongue 68 (2008).

YId. at 81.

#Id. at 72.

#Id. at 74.

Id. at 66.
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exception and get in a singular they or their once or twice a book. (I must note that the
copy editor for this book, upon reading this section, actually allowed me to use singu-
lar they throughout the book. Here’s to them in awed gratitude.)”*' One wonders why
copyediting might ever be necessary.

Descriptive linguists have long looked askance at anyone who purports to recom-
mend certain uses of language over others, or to condemn isolated changes in language.
In an otherwise superb history of the English language, Albert C. Baugh and Thomas
Cable express pity for standard-bearing prescriptivists:

Conservatives in matters of language, as in politics, are hardy perennials. We
have seen many examples of the type . . .. They flourished especially during
the eighteenth century, but their descendants are fairly numerous in the nine-
teenth and scarcely less common today. They generally look upon change with
suspicion and are inclined to view all changes in language as corruptions. In
retrospect they seem often melancholy figures, fighting a losing fight, many times
living to see the usages against which they fought so valiantly become universally
accepted. . .. If we might venture a moral, it would be to point out the danger and
futility of trying to prevent the natural development of language.*

Their book, of course, is written in flawless STANDARD ENGLISH—and appears to have
been fastidiously copyedited.

Outside the grove of academe, the garlic-hangers—the “conservatives in matters of
language”—continue to hold sway. Not all of us are melancholy at all. I, for one, have
come to delight in each new stage-1 misusage, each new solecism that 'm able to docu-
ment and write about. It can be thrilling to discover for the first time someone misus-
ing corollary for correlation; or as such without an antecedent, as if it were equivalent
to therefore;* or one of a thousand other bungles. It’s entertainingly outré to be able to
write a couple of paragraphs like the “summary” at the outset of this essay (see the key
on page lvi). It’s sad, of course, to know that many teachers have given up the idea that
they should teach good English.* But the proliferation of error can definitely be the
source of a perverse joy. Let there be no doubt about that. Or about the fact that not
everyone is incorrigible.

3.
*2Albert C. Baugh & Thomas Cable, A History of the English Language 336 (5th ed. 2002).

¥ was, as far as I know, the first critic to note this misusage: see A Dictionary of Modern American Usage 59-60
(1st ed. 1998).

**Consider this telling admonition from decades ago: “With the triumph of the doctrine of usage, amplified into
‘the native speaker can do no wrong, what does an English teacher have to teach his pupils that the pupils don’t
already know? After all, ‘anyone who is not deaf or idiotic has fully mastered his native language by the end of
his fifth year’ Teachers of English who listen to the siren song of the structuralists should perhaps begin to show
some concern over the continuance of their own jobs, if not over anything else” Mario Pei, “Websters Third in
the Classroom,” in Words, Words, Words About Dictionaries 110, 111 (Jack C. Gray ed., 1963).



Ivi The Ongoing Tumult in English Usage

Key to the Solecistic Summary

The truce that I once proposed between descriptivists and prescrip-
tivists having been only conditionally excepted [accepted] by a single
linguist, the embattlements [battles] must continue.

Linguistic history bares [bears] out the fact that since English has
spreaded [spread] throughout the world, people who hue [hew] to tradi-
tional idioms can avoid the maelstorm [maelstrom] of indivious [invidi-
ous] solecisms that await for [await] the unwary. Although the language
is continually evolving, and insipient [incipient] changes become wide-
spreadly [widely] disbursed [dispersed] and then take route [root] so that
words become distant from their entomologies [etymologies], the mileau
[milieu] in which these changes occur remains fairly constant. To ask
whether all change can be quelched [squelched] is a mute [moot] point—
a serious misnomer [misconception]. The language is a self-regulating
system of disambiguation, without any official body of persons in high
dungeon [high dudgeon], at our beckon call [beck and call], exerting
[asserting] a right to meet [mete] out punishment to a would-be literati
(littérateur] who has a heyday [field day] abusing it—punishment that
might amount not just to a mild annoyment [annoyance] but to caricature
[character] assassination.

For all intensive purposes [For all intents and purposes], some linguis-
tic shifts may past [pass] mustard [muster], even those that don’t harp
back [hark back] to Middle English or Early Modern English. People
with an overweening [overwhelming] interest in oversighting [overseeing]
English sometimes, as a kind of guttural [gut] reaction, take all this for
granite [granted]. There will never be paralyzation [paralysis] of a liv-
ing language, nor even hiati [hiatuses] in its evolution. And it may give
piece [peace] of mind to know that linguistic change isn’t something to
be measured in decades, much less per anum [per annum]. Improprie-
tous [Improper] words and phrases that may once have been considered
abdominable [abominable], slightly course [coarse], or otherwise beyond
the pail [pale] may, over time, become fully acceptable and no longer
peak [pique] anyone’s interest. But even if there are [is] many a person
whom [who] misuse [misuses] particular words and are [is] allowed to
do so with impugnity [impunity]—and all tolled [all told], English con-
tains a heterogenous [heterogeneous] mother load [mother lode] of almost
infinite [countless] potential errors—their credulity [credibility] is likely
to be strained in the minds of listeners and readers. The more populace
[populous] the language community, the greater the wrecklessness [reck-
lessness] with which some speakers and writers can reek [wreak] havoc
on the language itself. These phenomenon [phenomena] become their
mode of operandi [modus operandi]; for them, perhaps we might say they
could not of [have] known better, even if they had ought [ought] to. But
in the end, close analyzation [analysis] should demonstrate that correct
English usage should be brandishment [blandishment] enough—it’s [its]
own reword [reward].



A

a. A. Choice Between a and an. The indefinite article
a is used before words beginning with a consonant
sound, including /y/ and /w/ sounds. The other form,
an, is used before words beginning with a vowel
sound. Since the sound rather than the letter controls,
it’s not unusual to find a before a vowel or an before

a consonant. Hence a eulogy, a European country, a

one-year term, a Ouija board, a uniform, an FBI agent,

an MBA degree, an SEC filing.

The distinction between a and an was not solidified
until the 19th century. Up to that time, an preceded
most words beginning with a vowel, regardless of how
the first syllable sounded. The U.S. Constitution, for
example, reads: “The Congress shall have Power . . .
[t]o establish an uniform Rule of Naturalization.” U.S.
Const. art. I, § 8. But that’s no excuse for a modern
writer—e.g.:

e “The revisions include . . . [f]iling legislation to create
an uniform [read a uniform] inspection code” Doris Sue
Wong, “Revisions to Title 5 Unveiled,” Boston Globe, 2
Aug. 1995, at 25.

e “How many men can claim to have been at the center of
such an wild [read a wild] and sensual tableau?” Steven
Saylor, “The House of the Vestals” (1993), in The House of
the Vestals 225, 240 (1997) (perhaps a typo).

e “When touring Fontainebleu in 1677, John Locke noted
that the back stairs leading to the apartments of the King’s
brother smelt like an urinal [read a urinal]” Anne Somer-
set, The Affair of the Poisons 47 (2003).

People worry about whether the correct article is a or
an with historian, historic, and a few other words. Most
authorities have supported a over an. The traditional
rule is that if the h- is sounded, then a is the proper
form. So people who aspirate their #’s and follow that
rule would say a historian and a historic—e.g.:

e “Because this argument isn’'t so much a historical analogy
as a historical desecration”” Paul Greenberg, ““They All Do
It —Even the Founding Fathers?” Wall Street J., 12 Oct.
1998, at A18.

e “The treatment of crime in Britain shows a historic shift
away from the protection of life and property toward the
pursuit of ideological ends” Paul Johnson, “Britain: A
Thieves’ Paradise,” Forbes, 17 Feb. 2003, at 35.

This is not a new “rule” Even the venerated language
authority H.W. Fowler, in the England of 1926,
advocated a before historic(al) and humble (FMEU1
at1).

The theory behind using an in such a context is that
the h- is weak when the accent is on the second rather
than the first syllable (giving rise, by analogy, to *an
habitual offender, *an hallucinatory image, and *an
hysterical crowd). Hence no authority countenances
*an history, though a few older ones prefer *an histo-
rian and *an historical.

Today, however, such wordings as *an hypothesis,
*an hereditary title, and *an historic era are likely to
strike readers and listeners as affectations in need of
editing—e.g.:

e “If we value the information [that] they provide us, then
the cognitive movement is reinforced and comes to be
habitual: an habitual [read a habitual] pattern or path-
way between neurons in the brain, an habitual [read a
habitual] association of ideas in the mind.” Nigel Rap-
port, “Context as an Act of Personal Externalisation,” in
The Problem of Context 194 (Roy Dilley ed., 1999).

e “[A]n agreement could be found among the members of
the Security Council that they had the legitimate author-
ity to start an humanitarian [read a humanitarian] inter-
vention.” Bruno Coppieters, “Legitimate Authority;” in
Moral Constraints on War 41, 50 (Bruno Coppieters et
al. eds., 2002).

e “[She] laughed aloud, an hysterical [read a hysterical] sort
of giggle, quickly stifled” Katharine Kerr, Snare: A Novel
of the Far Future 591 (2003).

As Mark Twain once wrote, referring to humble,
heroic, and historical: “Correct writers of the Ameri-
can language do not put an before those words.” The
Stolen White Elephant 220 (1882). Nearly a century
later, the linguist Dwight Bolinger harshly condemned
those who write an historical as being guilty of “a
Cockneyed, cockeyed, and half-cocked ignorance and
self-importance, that knoweth not where it aspirateth.”
Dwight Bolinger, “Are You a Sincere H-Dropper?” 50
Am. Speech 313, 315 (1975).

Anyone who sounds the h- in words of the type here
discussed should avoid pretense and use a. An human-
itarian is, judged even by the most tolerant standards,
a pretentious humanitarian. See herb & humble.

LANGUAGE-CHANGE INDEX

1. *an historic(al) for a historic(al): Stage 3
Current ratio (a historical vs. *an historical): 3:1
2. *an habitual for a habitual: Stage 3

Current ratio (a habitual vs. *an habitual): 1.4:1

B. In Distributive Senses. A, in the distributive
sense <ten hours a day>, has traditionally been con-
sidered preferable to per, which originated in com-
MERCIALESE and LEGALESE. But per has muscled its
way into idiomatic English in phrases such as 60 miles
per hour, one golf cart per couple, and five books per
student. Although an could be substituted for per in
the first of those phrases, a wouldn’'t work well in the
second or third.

When the construction requires a PHRASAL ADJEC-
TIVE, per is the only idiomatic word—e.g.: “Our per-
unit cost is less than $1,000.”/“The $50-per-parent fee
seems unreasonably high”

C. Pronunciation. The indefinite article is ordinar-
ily pronounced /a/—not /ay/. The latter pronunciation

LANGUAGE-CHANGE INDEX (For the full key, see front matter pp. xxxi, I-li.)
Stage 1: Rejected. Stage 2: Widely shunned. Stage 3: Widespread but . . . Stage 4: Ubiquitous but . . . Stage 5: Fully accepted.
Invariably inferior forms marked by asterisk (*). ® Ratios represent frequency of prevalent forms vs. variants in current books.



2 aback

is appropriate only in cases of emphasis <I didn't say
“clubs”; I said “a club”>. But /ay/ is nearly ubiquitous
among broadcasters, “who have been taught—and for
good reason—to avoid filling pauses in their speech
with uh or um. Thus, if they happen to pause on the
article a when pronouncing it UH, they will appear to
have committed this cardinal sin” BBBM at 2.

aback. See taken aback.

abalone (= an edible mollusk known for its mother-
of-pearl shell lining) is pronounced /a-ba-loh-nee/.
Cf. calzone.

abandon, vb. See desert.

abandonment; abandon, n. In most contexts, aban-
donment (= the permanent relinquishment of any
right or interest in a thing) is the noun that answers
to the verb abandon. But in one particular idiom,
abandon is the required noun: wild abandon or reck-
less abandon (= unrestrained impulsiveness). The
SOED dates the noun abandon (= surrender to natu-
ral impulses; freedom from constraint or convention)
back to the early 19th century. And it records aban-
donment as sharing this sense from the mid-19th cen-
tury. Still, abandon is so preponderant in this idiom
that the two terms ought to be distinguished. In the
following sentences, abandon better accords with
modern usage:

e “Like a ventriloquist, the President put these words in
the mouth of Dr. King: * . . I did not fight for the right
of black people to murder other black people with reck-
less abandonment [read abandon].” H. Bruce Franklin,
“What King Really Would Have Said,” Phil. Inquirer, 7
Dec. 1993, at A17.

e “But that reverb-drenched, Crazy-Horse-meets-Allman-
Brothers-Band jamming, as precise as it is full of wild aban-
donment [read abandon], is one great machine at work”” Jeft
Spevak, “My Morning Jacket One Great Machine,” Roches-
ter Democrat & Chron., 16 Sept. 2002, at C2.

e “He walks straight into his boss’s office, quits his job,
goes on a pension and dives into a life of wild abandon-
ment [read abandon], partying, drinking, taking drugs.”
David Wroe, “T Chose to Be a Victim,” The Age, 30 Nov.
2002, at 10.

LANGUAGE-CHANGE INDEX
abandonment misused for abandon: Stage 2
Current ratio: 7:1

abbreviable. So formed—not *abbreviatable. See
-ABLE (D) & -ATABLE.

ABBREVIATIONS. A. Acronyms and Initialisms.
Six points merit attention here. First, be aware of the
technical difference between the two types of abbre-
viated names. An acronym is made from the first
letters or parts of a compound term. It’s read or spo-
ken as a single word, not letter by letter (e.g., awol =
absent without official leave, radar = radio detection
and ranging, and scuba = self-contained underwater
breathing apparatus). An initialism is also made from
the first letters or parts of a compound term, but it’s

sounded letter by letter, not as one word (e.g., r.p.m. =
revolutions per minute).

Second, the question often arises whether to place
a period after each letter in an acronym or initialism.
Searching for consistency on this point is futile. The
trend nowadays is to omit the periods. Including them
is the more conservative and traditional approach. Yet
because an acronym is spoken as a single word (e.g.,
UNESCO), periods are meaningless. If an initialism is
made up of lowercase letters, periods are often prefer-
able: rpm looks odd as compared with r.p.m., and am
(as opposed to a.m.) looks like the verb. But with ini-
tialisms made of uppercase letters, the unpunctuated
forms are likely to prevail (as in ABC, ATM, HIV, IRA,
SUV, URL, etc.).

Third, the best practice is to give the reader some
warning of an uncommon acronym or initialism by
spelling out the words and enclosing the acronym in
parentheses when the term is first used. A reference
to CARPE Rules may confuse a reader who does not
at first realize that three or four lines above this acro-
nym the writer made reference to a Committee on
Academic Rights, Privileges, and Ethics. On the other
hand, well-known abbreviations don’t need this kind
of special treatment—there’s no need to announce a
“Parent Teacher Association (PTA) meeting”

Fourth, capitalization raises various questions. In
AmE there is a tendency to print initialisms in all
capitals (e.g., FMLA, NJDEP) and acronyms in small
capitals (e.g., GAAP, MADD, NASA). Some publications,
however, use all capitals for both kinds. But in BrE the
tendency is to uppercase only the first letter, as with
Ifor and Isa for Implementation Force and individual
savings account. An influential British commenta-
tor once suggested (with little success on his side of
the Atlantic) that the lowercasing be avoided: “From
the full name to the simplified label three stages can
be detected. For instance, the Society [for Checking
the Abuse of Public Advertising] . . . becomes first
S.C.A.PA., then SCAPA, and finally Scapa. In the inter-
ests of clarity this last stage might well be discouraged,
since thereby the reference is made unnecessarily cryp-
tic” Simeon Potter, Our Language 177 (rev. ed. 1966).
American writers have generally agreed with this view.

Fifth, don't use abbreviations that have already been
taken. Although it's understandable how a writer in
1959 might have used PMS for primary message sys-
tems, this would be worse than ill-advised today, since
premenstrual syndrome is more commonly referred to
by its initials than by its name. E.g.: “There are ten
separate kinds of human activity which I have labeled
Primary Message Systems (PMS). Only the first PMS
involves language. All the other PMS [read PMSes] are
nonlinguistic forms of the communication process.”
Edward T. Hall, The Silent Language 45 (1959). The
language doesn't easily embrace dual-meaning acro-
nyms. One exception is IRA, which has long referred
to the Irish Republican Army but in the 1980s came
to denote also an individual retirement account. Other
examples exist, but all are generally to be avoided.



Once everyone thinks of the FAA as the Federal Avia-
tion Administration, it's unwise to use that initialism
in reference to the Federal Arbitration Act.

Sixth, when an indefinite article is needed before
an abbreviation, the choice between a and an depends
simply on how the first syllable is sounded. A vowel
sound takes an, a consonant sound a—hence an MGM
film, an SOS, a DVD player, a UFO. See a (A).

B. Resulting Redundancies. Some acronyms and
initialisms often appear as part of a two-word phrase in
which the second word is what one of the short form’s
letters stands for. So a bank customer withdraws cash
from an ATM machine, using a PIN number as a pass-
word. A supermarket clerk searches a milk carton for
its UPC code. High-school seniors study hard for the
SAT test (though the SAT owners now insist that the T'
does not stand for test—see SAT). Economists moni-
tor the CPI Index. American and Russian diplomats sit
down to negotiate at the SALT talks as their military
counterparts consider whether to launch ABM missiles.
Websites may display pages in PDF format. And scien-
tists try to unlock the mysteries of the deadly HIV virus.

The problem with these phrases, of course, is that
they are technically redundant (automated-teller
machine machine, personal-identification number num-
ber, Universal Product Code code, Scholastic Aptitude
Test test, Consumer Price Index Index, Strategic Arms
Limitation Talks talks, anti-ballistic missile missile, por-
table document format format, and human-immunode-
ficiency virus virus). And although the redundancies
may be passable in speech—especially with unfamiliar
acronyms—they should be avoided in edited writing.

A slightly different type of redundancy arises if
you define ATC as the air-traffic control system (the
hyphen is preferable for the PHRASAL ADJECTIVE)
but later write ATC system, as here: “The third factor
I mentioned is the air traffic control system (ATC).
The United States ATC is the finest system [delete sys-
tem] in the world, and on a good weather day, with
runways and navigation facilities working, things
operate smoothly. However, sometimes the ATC sys-
tem [read ATC] must slow the arrivals at a particular
airport” Don Carty, “Why Was My Flight Canceled?”
Am. Way, 1 May 2001, at 10. Perhaps the better solu-
tion in that passage would be to leave system out of
the definition—e.g.: The third factor I mentioned is the
air-traffic control (ATC) system. The United States ATC
system is the finest in the world, and in good weather,
with runways and navigation facilities working, things
operate smoothly. But sometimes the ATC system must
slow the arrivals at a particular airport.

See REDUNDANCY.

C. Initialese. One of the most irritating types of
pedantry in modern writing is the overuse of abbre-
viations, especially abbreviated names. Originally,
to be sure, abbreviations were intended to serve the
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convenience of the reader by shortening names so that
cumbersome phrases would not have to be repeated
in their entirety. The purported simplifications actu-
ally simplified. But many writers—especially techni-
cal writers—seem to have lost sight of this goal: they
allow abbreviated terms to proliferate, and their prose
quickly becomes a hybrid-English system of hiero-
glyphs requiring the reader to refer constantly to the
original uses of terms to grasp the meaning. This kind
of writing might be thought more scholarly than ordi-
nary, straightforward prose. It isn't. Rather, it’s tire-
some and inconsiderate writing; it betrays the writer’s
thoughtlessness toward the reader and a puerile fasci-
nation with the insubstantial trappings of scholarship.
Three examples suffice to illustrate the malady:

e “As a comparison to these item-level indices, the factor-
level indices IFS and C_ANR [sic] were both computed for
the maximum likelihood factors. . . . Compression of the
factor space tends to decrease both IFS and C_ANR, while
excessive expansion is likely to also decrease the C_ANR,
while the IFS might be expected to be reasonably stable.
Thus, four rotation solutions were computed based upon
Matthews & Stanton’s (1994) extraction of 21 factors, the
Velicer MAP test indicator of 26 (PCA) and 28 (image)
factors, and Autoscree indicators of 17 and 21 factors for
PCA and image respectively. From these solutions, it was
hypothesized that a full 31 factor rotation might provide
the optimal C_ANR parameters for the OPQ scales. Fur-
ther, as a by-product of the use of MLFA, it is possible
to compute a test” P. Barrett et al., “An Evaluation of the
Psychometric Properties of the Concept 5.2 Occupational
Personality Questionnaire,” 69 J. Occupational & Organi-
zational Psychology 1, 12 (1996).

e “For the initial model, the significant variable TRANS is
only significantly correlated with SUBNO. SUBCTY is
correlated with NI, with SUBNO, and with FSALEPER.
NI, however, is significantly correlated with: (1) DOM-
VIN; (2) METHI1; and (3) METH3. In the reduced model,
these intercorrelations with NI are not an area for con-
cern.” Karen S. Cravens & Winston T. Shearon Jr., “An
Outcome-Based Assessment of International Transfer
Pricing Policy;” 31 Int’l J. Accounting 419, 436 (1996) (par-
entheticals omitted).

e “SLIP, like VALP and ECC, is a defeasible constraint that
is obeyed by all the types of head-nexus phrase considered
thus far. It guarantees that (except in SLASH-binding con-
texts that we turn to in a moment) the SLASH value of a
phrase is the SLASH value of its head-daughter” Ivan A.
Sag, “English Relative Clause Constructions,” 33 J. Lin-
guistics 431, 446 (1997).

And so it goes throughout each article. See OBSCURITY.

When naming something new, one sometimes finds
the task hopeless: consider the ALI-ABA CLE Review,
as opposed to calling it the American Law Institute-
American Bar Association Continuing Legal Education
Review. You can’t choose either one enthusiastically.
Both sponsors must have their due (in part so that
they can have their dues), and the initialisms might
gradually become familiar to readers. But they aren’t
ideal because they give bad first impressions.

LANGUAGE-CHANGE INDEX (For the full key, see front matter pp. xxxi, I-li.)
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Remember that effective communication takes
two—the writer and the reader. Arthur Quiller-Couch
reminded writers never to forget the audience:

[T]he obligation of courtesy rests first with the author, who

invites the seance, and commonly charges for it. What fol-

lows, but that in speaking or writing we have an obligation
to put ourselves into the hearer’s or reader’s place? It is his
comfort, his convenience, we have to consult. To express
ourselves is a very small part of the business: very small
and unimportant as compared with impressing ourselves:
the aim of the whole process being to persuade.
Quiller-Couch, On the Art of Writing
291-92 (2d ed. 1943).

Abbreviations are often conveniences for writers but
inconveniences for readers. Whenever that is so, the
abbreviations should vanish.

Robert Burchfield warned that the proliferation of
initialisms could profoundly affect the language as a
whole: “As formations they are often ingenious—for
example KWIC (Key Word in Context) and CARE
(Cooperative for American Relief Everywhere, a
federation of U.S. charities)—but they are barren,
in that they cannot generate anything except them-
selves, and etymologically rootless. Each one that is
formed takes the language fractionally away from its
Germanic, and ultimately its Indo-European, ori-
gins” Robert W. Burchfield, Unlocking the English
Language 65 (1989).

D. Plurals. See PLURALS (I).

abdomen is most commonly pronounced /ab-ds-
mon/, though some people continue to use the old-
fashioned /ab-doh-mon/.

abdominal (= pertaining to the abdomen or belly) is
so spelled. Perhaps under the influence of abominable,
it is sometimes wrongly made *abdominable—e.g.:

e “Colchicine, 0.5 or 0.6 mg every hour until relief or intol-
erable side effects (abdominable [read abdominal] cramp-
ing or diarrhea) occur. .. ” “Treatment of Gout,” Am. Fam.
Physician, 15 Mar. 1999, at 1624.

e “The uncertainty of Cox’s status—he has not been able
to practice for weeks because of an abdominable [read
abdominal] strain, and he says he no longer wants to take
painkillers—is only a small reflection of the uncertainty
over the team’s future” Gerald Eskenazi, “Add Cox to List
of Jets’ Troubles,” N.Y. Times, 10 Dec. 1999, at D5.

e “Alfonso Soriano, diagnosed with tendinitis in his right
shoulder, sat out Yankees’ exhibition game vs. Twins yes-
terday in Fort Myers, as did Jason Giambi, who’s battling
strained abdominable [read abdominal] muscle” N.Y. Post
(graphic), 8 Mar. 2003, Metro §, at 56.

Sometimes the substit