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INTRODUCTION
Our language is constantly changing. Like the Mississippi, it keeps  forging new channels and abandoning old ones, picking up debris, depositing unwanted silt, and frequently bursting its banks. In every  generation there are people who deplore changes in the language and  many who wish to stop its flow. But if our language stopped changing  it would mean that American society had ceased to be dynamic, innovative, pulsing with life—that the great river had frozen up. It would  be like Latin, a “dead” language that does not change because it lives  only in books and few living people speak it. America unceasingly  reinvents itself, and it must create language to express that reinvention—in our social mores, in science and technology, in religion, in  politics, in the arts—and also to reflect our power and influence in the  world.
Curiously and remarkably, John Adams, the future president, foresaw the role of American English even before he knew that the American Revolution would succeed. In 1780, he wrote:
English is destined to be in the next and succeeding centuries  more generally the language of the world than Latin was in the  last or French in the present age. The reason of this is obvious,   because the increasing population in America, and their universal connection and correspondence with all nations, will,  aided by the influence of England in the world, whether great  or small, force their language into general use.
“Whether great or small”: it is fascinating that he already imagined  such a question in his time.
George Bernard Shaw could joke that “England and America are  two countries divided by the same language.” But H. L. Mencken argued that American and British speech had evolved so differently that  by the beginning of the twentieth century Americans had as reasonable  a claim as the British to consider English their language.
Voluminously and wittily, and animated by more than a little Anglophobia, Mencken demonstrated that our language began to diverge from the mother tongue almost as soon as the first colonists  arrived in North America. He also showed that, for all the British fulminations about American usage, they could not resist adopting  Americanisms: “Even to belittle, which had provoked an almost hysterical outburst from the European Magazine and London Review  when  Thomas Jefferson ventured to use it in 1787, was so generally accepted by 1862 that Anthony Trollope admitted it to his chaste vocabulary.” Recently it was pointed out that the color robin’s-egg blue, widely  accepted in Britain, is an Americanism, because English robins lay  brown eggs.
By his fourth edition, in 1936, Mencken had concluded that “the  pull of American has become so powerful that it has begun to drag  English with it.” He even predicted that, with the Englishman yielding  so much to American example, “what he speaks promises to become,  on some not too remote tomorrow, a kind of dialect of American.”  Has that tomorrow arrived? We won’t be impertinent enough actually  to ask the English, “Do you speak American?” The British public   would laugh at the notion. Still, British scholars have long conceded  that American English is the more influential version of our now  global language.
At a news conference in London a few years ago, Prince Charles uttered another of those testy cultural pronunciamentos so endearing to  his future subjects. His target was American English, which, he said,  tended to “invent all sorts of new nouns and verbs and makes words  that shouldn’t be.” He went on: “We must act now, to ensure that English—and that to my way of thinking means English English—maintains its position as the world language.” Linguists would challenge  Prince Charles on two grounds:
First, the concept of “words that shouldn’t be” is alien to the freedom inherent in English. Some people may not like some words, but no  one has the authority to forbid their use.
Americans do invent all sorts of nouns and verbs and make verbs out  of nouns—as do the British. Some new American verbs may be  thought ugly, like prioritize; some too close to the cultural edge, like  go  commando, from the TV series Friends, meaning to go out without underpants; some too obviously riding the news, like the post-Enron  to be  401k’d; some extreme psychobabble, as in the film  What Women Want, when  Helen Hunt says, “I didn’t mean to guilt  you”; but some just exuberantly  creative, as when a flight attendant was overheard saying, “We’re late  leaving the gate because we overboarded  the aircraft, so we’re going to  comp the headsets in economy.”
It is simply in the nature of English speakers to do this, and of some  in every generation to despair. One estimate is that a fifth of all English  verbs began life as nouns.
The other response to Prince Charles is that American, not British,  English is the engine driving the language globally. Spoken by four  times as many people as British, American English reflects America’s  superpower—or, as the French put it, hyperpower—status (love it or hate   it) in virtually every field: in literature, fine arts, popular culture, movies,  music, television, science, medicine, space exploration, technology, industrial efficiency and productivity, the power of Wall Street, and  American military and political might.
As a result, says the Oxford Guide to World English, “American English  has a global role at the beginning of the 21st century comparable  to that of British English at the start of the 20th—but on a scale larger  than any previous language or variety of a language in recorded history.” The Oxford English Dictionary now has to maintain a New York office to keep its database and publications current with American usage.
A New York Times story about Americanisms newly adopted by the  mother dictionary in Oxford led with this sentence: “Hear the one  about the fashionista and his arm candy who live in parallel universes, prefer  chat rooms and text messaging to  snailmail, suffer sticker shock at the cost of  pashminas and like chick lit or airport novels?”
Still a revolutionary society in our rapid acceptance of new lifestyles,  manners, and morals, the United States, albeit with some backsliding, has  been a world leader in recent decades in promoting equality for women  and blacks; environmental protection; health, fitness, and dieting; and the  reduction of smoking. And our society has undergone a transformation to  new levels of informality in clothing, eating, and personal relations.
To communicate all of this, American language adapts. Think, for  example, of how you guys has now become a generic form of address: it  is gender-, age-, and class-neutral, and decidedly informal.
Well, if American English is so vigorous and influential, and millions speak it, why ask, “Do you speak American?” The answer really  supposes another question: what is American English today, when  Americans may speak Cajun, Chicano or Spanglish, Surfer Dude or  Valley Girl, the urban black language of hip-hop artists, or any of a  dozen other regional or ethnic dialects that together constitute American English—some of them barely intelligible to one another? Add to   the mix the extraordinary variety of what is usually considered grammatically standard American, such as the regional speech differences  of broadcasters, or of recent presidents from Massachusetts, Georgia,  Arkansas, and Texas. With all that variety, is there even an American  English to speak of?
Our question implies still another: Do you consider the American  you speak superior or inferior to the speech of your fellow Americans  from other regions, social classes, or ethnic groups? Is there a better, or  best, American? Most of us have strong opinions on what is good  American English and what isn’t. Some regional dialects have long enjoyed prestige; others suffer from generations of prejudice. Though  some of those prejudices show signs of weakening as American society  changes, the backlash of emotional resistance to social change is often  expressed in hostility to changing language. As we put it in The Story of  English, “People tend to fasten their anxieties about the changing world  onto words. In the right context, a split infinitive can look like the end  of civilization as we know it.”
Do You Speak American? is a sequel to The Story of English,  the BBC/PBS  television series on which we collaborated with Robert McCrum in the  1980s.
This is a potent moment in the study of language. In 1940, Aldous  Huxley, author of Brave New World, complained that for the previous  three centuries words had been neglected. A lot of attention had been  paid to technical languages of science and mathematics, but the colloquial usages of everyday speech, the literary and  philosophical dialects in which men do their thinking about the  problems of morals, politics, religion, and psychology—these  have been strangely neglected. We talk about “mere matters of  words” in a tone which implies that we regard words as things  beneath the notice of a serious-minded person.
Huxley would have nothing to complain of today except, perhaps,  overkill. In the second half of the twentieth century, “mere matters of  words” became the study of an ever-expanding branch of the social sciences, linguistics. Not a word, not a piece of a word, escapes attention  today.
Linguistics, the science of language, truly flowered as an academic  discipline in the 1960s, followed more recently by sociolinguistics, the  study of the interaction of language and society. Both have produced  a wealth of research, yielding fascinating insights, but these are often  technical and not accessible to the general public.
To help us translate their work, many of America’s leading linguists  have lent their skills to our project. At the end of this book is a list of all  the linguists we have consulted, with their affiliations. The TV programs and this book marry these scholars’ work to our sampling of the  actual speech of ordinary Americans in all their variety, vitality, and humor, drawn from the widest social spectrum. They include waitresses,  cowboys, writers and editors, teachers and teenagers, surfers and snow-boarders, actors and screenwriters, presidents and state politicians, hip-hop artists, marine drill sergeants, Border Patrol agents and Mexican  immigrants, African American and Hispanic broadcasters, Cajun musicians, gay and lesbian activists, and Silicon Valley experts who try to  make computers talk like real people.
Our position on that cutting edge in computer development also  makes this a timely moment to consider our language. What pressures  will come to bear on American English to accommodate technology  and the business imperatives behind it? Will there be, for example, an  irresistible drive toward a more standardized American, with consequent disenfranchisement, or neglect, of those whose dialects do not  conform? That is one of the issues we examine.
The new series, with a major grant from the National Endowment  for the Humanities, was filmed throughout the country during 2003. It   takes the form of a journey through the most distinctive dialect regions  of the United States, from the Northeast through the Middle Atlantic  states, to the Great Lakes, down the Ohio River, through Appalachia to  the Deep South, then on through Texas and California, ending in the  Pacific Northwest.
Linguists draw their own maps to mark different dialect areas. To use  the terms in the latest map, “The Linguistic Atlas of North America,”  we travel through Eastern New England to New York, then to Philadelphia, then west into the Midland dialect, then to the Northern, the  Southern, and on to the West.
We address the controversies and issues, anxieties and assumptions,  some highly emotional, provoked by language today, and our findings  will be news to many.
Whatever effect computers may have in the future, many Americans  now believe that our culture’s saturation in television and other media  is wiping out the differences in our speech, homogenizing the American  language, so that we’ll all end up sounding the same. Is that true? And  how is the language changing, and why?
Why is it, for example, despite decades of advances in civil rights,  that white and black Americans are speaking less and less like each  other? It is firmly believed by whites (and many middle-class blacks)  that street talk or ghetto language is merely bad or lazy English, or  that Americans who grow up speaking it are stupid or uneducable. It  is also widely believed that if they just made a serious effort black children could easily learn standard American, to pull themselves up by  their linguistic bootstraps. We look in detail at these assumptions and  what they mean in the long struggle to achieve racial harmony in this  country.
Some deeply embedded folk beliefs about language are difficult to  dismiss with facts, because people want to believe them.
Some are harmless, like the widespread conviction that Elizabethan,   or even Shakespearean, English is still spoken in Appalachia, South  Carolina, or Tidewater Virginia—the location varies—but we have a  story to put that one to rest.
Other convictions about language today come heavily charged  with political intent. Many Americans, hearing more Spanish spoken  in their communities, fear that Spanish is becoming a threat to English. They believe that immigration from Mexico and Latin America  is of a scale that could linguistically Balkanize the United States. That  anxiety is one motive for the movement behind U.S. English, the campaign to make English, by law, the official language of the nation,  something it has never been. We examine the facts behind this anxiety: the rate at which Hispanic immigrants are assimilating into mainstream English compared with other immigrant groups in the past;  the evidence that Spanish is a threat and the risks some see in playing  on this fear.
Finally, many Americans today have a firm conviction that our language is in serious decline, because of falling standards in education, including a neglect of formal instruction in grammar and a more  permissive “do your own thing” attitude toward language as toward  everything else in the popular culture—dress, eating habits, sexual  mores. This trend toward informality has yielded less insistence on rigid  codes of conduct during recent decades and a disregard for whatever  authorities promulgate them.
Are we Americans ruining the English language? Or as Edwin   Newman once put it in a book subtitle, Will America Be the Death of  English? 

one
The Language Wars 
What grammarians say should be has perhaps less   influence on what shall be than even the more modest   of them realize; usage evolves itself little disturbed   by their likes and dislikes.
—H. W. FOWLER, Modern English Usage
For centuries there has been a struggle between those who want our  language to obey strict rules and those willing to be guided by how people actually speak and write. The first, who want to prescribe, are known  as  prescriptivists, while those content to describe usage are called  descriptivists. The war between the two camps has blazed up with particular  belligerence in our times, as language issues engaged social conservatives and liberals and became a factor in the so-called culture wars.  Away from that intellectual battleground, ordinary Americans can be  either gloriously relaxed about their language or, to use the popular idiom, decidedly uptight. 
A mild insecurity about language may be part of the American  birthright, psychological residue from the one fiber in the colonial cord  that was never quite severed. Language uneasiness is rife today, as generations of Americans leave high school much freer socially but without  the linguistic confidence of earlier generations, who were better  grounded in basic grammar. However informal and tolerant our society becomes, people know that the way they use language still matters.  “Aside from a person’s physical appearance, the first thing someone will  be judged by is how he or she talks,” says linguist Dennis Baron.
Fear of such judgment may be feeding the free-floating anxiety that we  have found, which manifests itself in adamant doctrines of correctness  and the firm conviction that “other people” are ruining the language.
If you cringe when someone says between you and I; bristle at the  word hopefully; detest prioritize; if you cherish the distinction between  disinterested and uninterested and deplore their being treated as synonyms;  if you wonder what’s happened to education when you hear criteria  used as a singular—then you are probably part of the large body of  Americans who feel our language is in a state of serious decline. You  may keep it to yourself or feel compelled to express your outrage at  every opportunity. But the feelings are strong and very personal. You  have the sense of being robbed of something precious to you, to the  nation, to our basic cultural values, to your pleasure in knowing you  are “correct,” to your very sense of identity and where you belong in  this society. You believe all of this is being wantonly destroyed by language barbarians among your fellow citizens, who, if you speak up,  make you sound out of touch, hopelessly old-fashioned, and quaint in  your concerns.
But are you justified in being so upset? Many Americans who also  care about the language don’t agree with you. For example, Charles  Harrington Elster, cohost of the radio program A Way with Words on  KPBS, San Diego, believes our language “is thriving now probably  more than at any time since the Elizabethans.” He told the San Diego   Home/Garden Lifestyles magazine, “I think the language itself is in great  shape and growing like Topsy.”
Let’s begin with those who do think the language is going to hell in  this generation. Perhaps the most outspoken is the essayist John Simon.  Dapper, cultivated, and acerbic, a leather briefcase tucked under his  arm, he is a familiar figure on Broadway as the theater critic for New   York magazine.
Today, he sees the state of our language as “unhealthy, poor, sad, depressing, and probably fairly hopeless.” Hopeless because he sees no  improvement in the teaching of English in schools or colleges and “it’s  been my experience that there is no bottom and that one can always  sink lower, or that the language can always disintegrate further.”
Simon says all this with a slight lisp and the faintest trace of a foreign  accent. But what really gives him away as someone who is not a native-born speaker of English is that his grammar, syntax, and pronunciation  are, if anything, almost too polished and correct.
As a child in Yugoslavia, Simon spoke Serbo-Croatian, German,  Hungarian, and French, and learned English only in high school. His  family moved to the United States at the beginning of World War II,  and Simon went on to earn a Harvard Ph.D. in English and comparative literature. He believes that coming to a language late can be an  advantage, because one brings better credentials, linguistic, cultural,  and emotional.
Simon’s own strong emotions about the state of American English  came to national attention in 1980 with his book Paradigms Lost: Reflections on Literacy and Its Decline. He wrote that language was “better” when  he was a graduate student in the 1940s, when “people were not going  around saying ‘Come to dinner with Bill and I,’ or ‘hopefully it won’t  rain tomorrow.’ ” To explain what started the language “on a downhill  course,” he offered a sweeping indictment of students, teachers,  women, blacks, Hispanics, homosexuals, advertisers, television, and the  permissive revolution of the sixties, which dealt education “four great  body blows”:
(1) the student rebellion of 1968, which, in essence, meant that  students themselves became arbiters of what subjects were to  be taught, and grammar, by jingo (or Ringo), was not one of  them; (2) the notion that in a democratic society language must  accommodate itself to the whims, idiosyncrasies, dialects, and  sheer ignorance of underprivileged minorities, especially if  these happened to be black, Hispanic, and, later on, female or  homosexual; (3) the introduction by more and more incompetent English teachers, products of the new system . . . of ever  fancier techniques of not teaching English, for which, if the  methods involved new technologies and were couched in the  appropriately impenetrable jargon, grants could readily be obtained; and (4) television—the non-language and aboriginal  grammar of commercials, commentators, sports announcers,  athletes, assorted celebrities, and just about everyone on that  word-mongering and word-mangling medium, that sucks in  victims far more perniciously than radio ever did.
In addition, Simon wrote, dictionaries were still relatively “prescriptivist,” distinguishing between the correct and incorrect. “Descriptive (or  structural) linguistics had not yet arrived—that statistical, populist, sociological approach, whose adherents claimed to be merely recording and  describing the language as it was used by anyone and everyone, without  imposing elitist judgments on it. Whatever came out of the untutored  mouths and unsharpened pencil stubs of the people—sorry, The People—was held legitimate if not sacrosanct by those new lexicon artists.”
Simon regarded the publication of Webster’s Third New International   Dictionary in 1961 as a “resounding victory” for descriptive linguistics  and “seminally sinister” for its permissiveness. He attacked the “equally  descriptive” Random House Dictionary  and what he called the “amazingly  permissive” Supplements  to the Oxford English Dictionary.
Simon was not alone in hating the new Webster’s. Many did because  its editors had dropped the colloquial or slang labels people were used to.  To Kenneth Wilson, a scholar who admired the new dictionary, “nearly  everyone who didn’t like the book came back to one devastating fault:  the book was permissive: it did not tell the reader what was right. It included words and meanings that nice people shouldn’t use.” He added  that “for many it was as though someone had rewritten the King James  Version of the Bible or the Book of Common Prayer in words taken from  the walls of the men’s room.”
In joining the chorus against Webster’s Third, John Simon had not  just entered the raging “dictionary wars,” but had thrown down a  most provocative and elitist gauntlet. William Safire, the conservative-libertarian political columnist for the New York Times, said Simon made  him feel like a “left-winger.” In his column “On Language” for the  newspaper’s Sunday magazine, Safire called Simon “the Prince of  Prescriptivists.”
In one of the most provocative statements in Paradigms Lost,  Simon  presented an unapologetic defense of elitism:
Language, I think, belongs to two groups only: gifted individuals everywhere, who use it imaginatively; and the fellowship of  men and women, wherever they are, who, without being particularly inventive, nevertheless endeavor to speak and write  correctly. Language, however, does not belong to the illiterate  or to bodies of people forming tendentious and propagandistic  interest groups, determined to use it for what they (usually mistakenly) believe to be their advantage.
The only salvation, Simon concluded, was “the eventual creation of  an Academy of the Anglo-American Language.” That idea had been  around for about three hundred years—and consistently ignored. It was   first proposed by Jonathan Swift, on the model of the French Academy,  to dictate linguistic standards. His contemporary Daniel Defoe wanted  to police the language to the extent that coining a new word would be  a crime as grave as counterfeiting money. The English-speaking peoples  shrugged that off, as they have all attempts to constrain their language  sense. That is why there has been a natural or instinctive rebellion  against rules from Latin grammar imposed on English during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries because certain purists of the day  thought our language had grown messy, like an unweeded garden, after  the exuberance of Shakespeare and other Elizabethans. Instinctively,  unless our high-school English teachers crouch over our shoulders,  most Americans naturally say It’s me, not It is I, they split infinitives,  many use double negatives, and they end sentences with prepositions.
The Danish scholar Otto Jespersen believed this resistance to arbitrary authority arose from deeply rooted ideas of freedom. Comparing  French to the disciplines of a stiff French garden of Louis XIV, and  English to the freedom an English park, Jespersen wrote in 1905:  “The English language would not have been what it is if the English  had not been for centuries great respecters of the liberties of each individual and if everybody had not been free to strike out new paths for  himself.” If the first shoots of those freedoms sprang up in England, linguistically they flourished even more luxuriantly in America, where  they were championed by two great writers of the nineteenth century.
Samuel Clemens (Mark Twain) liberally employed common vernacular language in Huckleberry Finn and thus, according to Ernest Hemingway, truly began American literature. Twain argued in 1871: “A  nation’s language is a very large matter. It is not simply a manner of  speech obtaining among the educated handful; the manner obtaining  among the vast, uneducated multitude must be considered also.” The  other champion, Walt Whitman, demanded a real dictionary that “will  give us all the words that exist in use, the bad words as well as any.”
Many of the slang words are our best; slang words among fighting men, gamblers, thieves, are powerful words. . . . The appetite of the people of These States, in popular speeches and  writings, is for unhemmed latitude, coarseness, directness, live  epithets, expletives, words of opprobrium, resistance.
There was always this inherent tension in American English: “unhemmed latitude” versus the American schoolmarm. In her literal incarnation she was a strong cultural force as the nation expanded to the  west, but a metaphorical schoolmarm was congenial to the American  yearning for propriety and gentility, for a homegrown culture that  would not be derided by the older cultures of Europe.
Though the free spirit of the new nation produced a torrent of slang  and creative English (see the huge dictionaries needed to contain it),  what usually found its way into print was strictly hemmed. Published  American English was expected to mind its grammatical manners; public figures who strayed were corrected by the newspapers that quoted  them. So little speech by the common man was recorded that educated  Americans could be forgiven the illusion that language, like the wilderness, had been tamed; that the kind of English taught in the schoolroom was America’s language.
But under the grammatical veneer was a seething disobedience. Ordinary people, depending on their level of schooling, might make an effort to sound refined when they had to, but free of that obligation just  relaxed and used the language as it came naturally to them. They spoke  as they dressed: formal suit and tie as infrequently as possible, work  clothes or casual duds most of the time.
We know that now because linguists have been able to record their  speech, and largely because broadcasting, especially today’s television  “talk shows” and “talk radio,” have flooded the ether with the speech of  ordinary people. In one of his commentaries on NPR’s Fresh Air,  Stanford University linguist Geoffrey Nunberg said, “What’s different now is  that conversation isn’t a private affair anymore—it has become the chief  vehicle of entertainment and public information. We have become a society of overhearers.” And what we overhear is a great range of American English, some of it congenial to English teachers, much not.
After Simon’s book became a national best-seller, making him the  arch-prescriptivist of the moment, Nunberg published a blistering rebuttal in the Atlantic Monthly, chastising “the pop grammarians who play  to the galleries.” He said there was no hard evidence for a general linguistic decline, adding, “If we are bent on finding a decline in standards, the place to look is not in the language itself but in the way it is  talked about.” He claimed that Simon’s belief in “a morality of language,” an obligation to preserve and nurture the niceties, the fine distinctions, that have been handed down to us, “is the credo of a czarist  émigré, not an English grammarian.”
Prescriptive grammar has passed out of the realm of criticism,  where it sat for two hundred years, to become instead a branch  of cultural heraldry. . . . There is nothing in modern writing  about the language that is more pathetic than attempts to fix  the blame for the “problem” (whatever the problem is understood to be) on this or that small group. If the English grammatical tradition has declined, this is the result of basic changes  in our attitude to the language, themselves the consequences of  far-reaching social changes. It is not a case of the schools having “failed in their duty.”
His article drew one of the greatest volumes of reader response ever.  Fourteen years later, in 1997, citing the continuing “fierce interest in  language usage,” the magazine returned to the fray with “The War  That Never Ends,” an article by writer Mark Halpern, blasting Nunberg and other descriptivist grammarians, who “suppose that language  is an entity with its own laws of development, or natural destiny, and  that prescriptivist grammarians are trying to interfere with the course  of that natural destiny.”
Nunberg and his allies have no scientific standing in their quarrel with “pop grammarians.” . . . They do so not as scientists  watching from above the fray . . . but simply as fellow gladiators  down in the arena—passionate and opinionated, like their adversaries. How the battle will turn out, how it should turn out,  no one can say with any authority.
Not only does the war never end, there are few truces. Prescriptivists  and descriptivists continue to bombard each other. Of the making of  books and articles about linguistics there is no end, and much study apparently does not weary the antagonists’ flesh. Some recent books have  titles as dire as Simon’s. People inclined to be worried about the language will find ammunition, for example, in The Inarticulate Society. Author Tom Shachtman argues that American democracy is threatened  because we are so dumbing down our language that we risk sliding back  to an oral culture, and an “entrenched power structure . . . benefits  from a passive and largely inarticulate populace.” John McWhorter, a  linguist at Stanford, entitled his latest book Doing Our Own Thing: The  Degradation of Language and Music and Why We Should, Like, Care. He argues  that “the sixties swept away lofty oratory and marginalized elaborately  constructed prose,” to the point where the American public now distrusts formality in language as insincere.
Against such alerts come books with a descriptivist, “stop worrying”  message. Those temperamentally so inclined will find reassurance in  two books we have already quoted, The Way We Talk Now, by Geoffrey  Nunberg, and Language Myths, edited by Laurie Bauer and Peter Trudgill, a collection of essays debunking widely held conceptions (or, as the  authors maintain, misconceptions) about our language.
Today, John Simon, aging gracefully with his Old World manners  and faint accent, is a warrior unbowed, still willing to unsheathe his  sword, as he did for us. Our conversation took place in the balcony of  one of the Broadway theaters he frequents professionally, while, below,  stagehands moved scenery for a new show, with the roar of New York  traffic muted in the distance.
Simon believes American English has gotten worse in the quarter of  a century since his book. “Our schools are not doing what they’re supposed to do, they’re not teaching us grammar or good usage. . . . Teachers in many cases don’t know; and in any case they’re lazy and they  don’t make enough corrections on papers.” He went on to blame the  media, political correctness, and descriptivist linguists, whom he called  “a curse on their race, who of course think that what the people say is  the law. I think a society in which the uneducated lead the educated by  the nose is not a good society.”
Jesse Sheidlower stands for all that John Simon hates. Sheidlower is  the young Brooklyn-born American editor of the Oxford English Dictionary  and a descriptivist linguist. Thin, bespectacled, wearing a dark suit  and conservative tie, Sheidlower hardly looks like a champion of informality or permissiveness, yet he is the author of a scholarly book on the  history of the word fuck. And he presides over the American contributions to a dictionary that embraces the most racy and up-to-the-minute  expressions, if they have sufficient currency. Recent additions have included blamestorming, churn rate, and fistfuck. “We have a program at the   OED devoted just to new words,” he says. Apparently there is a group  of editorial workers at the OED who do nothing but search for new  words that have recently entered the language. Sheidlower gives the  word  blog as an example: “Blog is one of the newest, referring to Web  logs or online journals, and all of the related terms, blogging, blogger. Intranet for an internet that’s private to a company. We have older terms  that missed out of the OED because they weren’t paying that much attention to Americanisms. So, for example, the disabled list in baseball.”  Some others Sheidlower mentioned were transgender and transgendered,  and politically correct  words such as lookism and sexism. He noted, incidentally, that the term politically correct itself goes back to the late eighteenth  century, where it is found in a Supreme Court decision. With our TV  background, we noticed that the OED in 2003 adopted the word  magstripe, meaning to apply a magnetic stripe to film to record sound, a  term common in television since the 1960s.
Does Sheidlower believe that the language is being ruined by the  great informality of American life? “No, it’s not being ruined at all,” he  says. “The language is what it is.” Sheidlower does not like to talk about  “mistakes or carelessness.” He prefers to speak of “more informal usages.” In Sheidlower’s view, people have always spoken informally, but  today this informal language is beginning to appear in printed form  and publications, where it would never have been seen in the past.
Sheidlower denies Simon’s charge that they are regarding as law  whatever ordinary people say. “Absolutely untrue,” he says. “In fact, it’s  still the case that what the educated say is the law, because a language feature used only by the uneducated would always be described as just  that.” What Sheidlower means is that his dictionary makes the distinction between what is accepted as correct usage and what is still seen as  “slang” or “informal.” Sheidlower is also an authority on slang, first as  project editor, now as consultant to the authoritative  Historical Dictionary  of American Slang.
But dictionary references and usage notes do evolve. Take the common American expression come clean, to tell or confess everything, which  originated in cant, or underworld jargon, and emerged as common  slang in the 1920s. In 1987, even the Random House Dictionary, which Simon thought so permissive, labeled come clean as “slang,” but by 2001,   for the New Oxford American Dictionary, it had become merely “informal.”  By January 2004, the Associated Press deemed it acceptable for a news  story about Pete Rose: “More than a year before he came clean publicly  in his new autobiography, Pete Rose told a high school newspaper that  he bet on baseball.”
Sheidlower thinks that John Simon and others who believe that  there is a serious decline in linguistic standards are “wrong and misguided,” because “language change happens and there’s nothing you  can do about it.”
To which Simon replies, “Maybe change is inevitable . . . , maybe dying from cancer is also inevitable, but I don’t think we should help it  along.”
We met Sheidlower at the main branch of the New York Public Library, at Fifth Avenue and Forty-second Street, where he often goes to  look for new words and expressions. On that day he was examining  magazines. “We try to find magazines that have words in them that we  think are going to be of interest, and these can be in really any field out  there.” When we met him, he was looking at magazines related to tattooing, body piercing, and pop music: “There are terms for these different kinds of piercing and there are terms for different tattoos. Blue Music  magazine has a lot of stuff about hip-hop, which has a big influence on  the language.”
When he finds a new word in one of these rather lurid magazines,  does that mean that the dictionary will adopt, or recognize, the word?  “No, not at all. For now it just means that we have an example in the  database.” The status of such a word begins to change when it makes a  first appearance in a general-circulation magazine such as Newsweek or  New York: “And we start to think, Well, okay, this is a term that started off  as a very restricted, subcultural thing, but now it’s widespread.” Sheidlower and his colleagues force themselves to read magazines whose interest is, to put it mildly, highly specialized, because this is where new   words will initially appear. This process teaches the OED’s dictionary  writers “something that we wouldn’t know if all we read was Newsweek.”
To Simon’s complaint that the dictionary is too “permissive,” the editor responds that this is a common mistake: “The purpose of the  Oxford English Dictionary is not to tell people how to use language. . . .  Putting a word into the OED doesn’t make it an official part of English,  or an approved part of English. Our purpose is to show how the language is being used.” No matter that some of these new words may be  slang, may be obscene, may be ethnically offensive. “Our purpose is not  to say . . . ‘We can’t put those words in, they’re not good words.’ ”
Sheidlower says that written English in America has been evolving  greatly over the last hundred years, and especially in the last thirty or  forty. “Nowadays, if you look at even the most formal publications,  things like The New Yorker or the New York Times, you will find a wide variety of colloquial or slangy language used even in news articles. People  speak this way and want to reflect this in their writing. Written English  has become much more informal than it ever used to be.”
Looking at the New York Times through Sheidlower’s eyes did reveal  the kind of language he described, with the stamp of contemporary informality and relaxed grammar. Some examples: “While the national  media is roaring through Iowa” (accepting media as singular, which is now  common); “But that process looked like it was going to take a year or  two” (like in place of the as if or  as though preferred by usage guides).
These are the kinds of usage that annoy the prescriptivists like John  Simon, who took us through a list of his own pet peeves.
Like I said—“The word as has practically died out of English. It’s as  I said, not like I said. It’s like underarm odor. I mean, you can live with  it if the other person has it, but it’s much nicer not to have to.”
Media and criteria—“which are plural, but people don’t know that because they haven’t been taught properly and they think there’s a media  or a criteria, but there isn’t. There’s  a medium and a criterion.”
It’s not so big of a deal—“That’s totally unnecessary and it’s a sort of  garbage word that just crept in there.”
Masterful and masterly—“two very different words. A masterful person  is a dominant, domineering person, but a masterly piece of work is  masterly.”
Between you and I—“which is all over the place, which Fowler called a  genteelism, because people think that I is better than me.”
Disinterested and uninterested—“two very different words, and they  should not be confused,” the first meaning  unprejudiced, the second not interested.
I’m trying to get something off of my parents—“Why the second of ? I’m trying to jump off the roof, not off of the roof.”
Who and whom—“Even the worthy New York Times gets that terribly  wrong. It’s not too bad if you say who for  whom. But it’s terrible if you  say whom for who. The man whom is my father—that’s ugly.”
Hopefully—“There’s the one where even the conservatives are beginning to give way. But it doesn’t make any sense. I mean, hopefully, mercifully, anything that has -fully in it means that we need a vessel that is  filled with this hope or this mercy. To say, Hopefully it won’t rain tomorrow,  who or what is filled with hope? Nothing. So you have to say, I hope it  won’t rain tomorrow. But you can say, I enter a room hopefully, because you  are the vessel for that hopefulness.”
Descripivists see these changes as all part of the organic growth of  American English and of the language generally, as it has always  grown. Thus the erosion of foreign plurals in words such as media and   criteria is typical of the long development of English and is nothing to  worry about. And hopefully is no different from thankfully  or mercifully,  which we have long accepted.
Modern computer technology, which makes it possible to scan and  search through complete texts going back hundreds of years, casts a  new light on this long-running debate: “We see that hopefully is not in  fact very new, as people thought it was in the 1960s,” Sheidlower says.   “It goes back hundreds of years, and it has been very common even in  highly educated speech for much of that time. You find it in the twentieth century very commonly in academic journals.”
Why, then, do people suddenly get so upset about it now?
Sheidlower: “Because they were told to be upset. Their teachers, you  know, language conservatives, say that this is wrong and this is right,  and they grow up thinking that, and often when there’s no historical basis for it.”
He instanced the “alleged distinction” between masterly  and masterful.  “This distinction never existed in language until Henry Fowler said it  did in 1926. It was just completely an invention. There is no basis for it  whatsoever, but now people think that it is a real distinction and anyone  who says this is wrong.”
Sheidlower maintains that John Simon sees language through a kind  of middle- or upper-class prism, which means really taking an elitist  view. He maintains that people like John Simon are actually complaining that linguists and dictionary writers are no longer focused exclusively on the language of top people: “When linguistic conservatives  look at the way things were in the old days and say, ‘Well, everything  used to be very proper, and now we have all these bad words and people are being careless and so forth,’ in fact people always used to be that  way,” Sheidlower says. “It’s just that you didn’t hear them, because the  media would only report on the language of the educated upper middle class. Nowadays . . . we see the language of other groups, of other  social groups, of other income levels in a way that we never used to.  And the two world wars have had a very big effect on this. You take  people from all sorts of different places and all sorts of different backgrounds and throw them together, and you have a tremendous blending of language that had a very big effect on how people speak.”
That people are no longer bothering about the distinction between  uninterested and disinterested “doesn’t really matter in the long run,” Sheidlower believes. “You can tell usually by context what the differences are.   A very small number of words have distinctions like this. I don’t think  there’s a distinction between  disinterested and uninterested, which by the  way is a very modern distinction. For most of the history of these two  words they were used interchangeably, and only relatively recently did  someone say disinterested means one thing and uninterested means another.  You know, it doesn’t really matter.”
John Simon is perfectly happy to be called an elitist, regretting that  it has become a pejorative word: “All it means is making good choices.  And there is nothing wrong with making good choices: to eat at a good  restaurant or a bad one, to drive a good car rather than a bad car. And,  in the same way, to use words that are more correct, more precise, more  correctly evocative of what you’re trying to say. If that is elitist, well,  perhaps it is, and in that case, I’m very happy to be an elitist. There is  such a thing as beautiful behavior and ugly behavior, and that goes for  language as well as for not breaking wind in public.”
Does Simon think America no longer cares about language? “Yes,  that’s true. And, of course, it’s the general devaluation. I mean, a society in which Maya Angelou can be thought to be a real poet of some  importance is a doomed society. I mean, that is trash. . . . I think there  ought to be some kind of public . . . protest against vulgarity, against  bad usage, against bad manners, against the uneducated dictating to  the educated. It’s not an easy proposition, I grant. It’s a matter of standards. It’s a matter of one aspiring to be a gentleman, for example, or  a gentlewoman. And now one doesn’t aspire to that anymore.”
Of course, we are not going to resolve this dispute, but there is one  interesting footnote. Noting that databases can now be searched for  texts hundreds of years old, writer John Rosenthal believes computers  are giving descriptivists an advantage:
For years when it came to settling language disputes, the prescriptivists have held the upper hand. Their thick volumes contained unequivocal rules of grammar, which they could look up  at any time. Descriptivists, meanwhile, typically have had to reply on what “sounds” more natural. . . . But with the advent of  the computer, the balance of power is shifting. That’s because  the computer makes it infinitely easier to track patterns of English usage and catalogue them for use as reference material.  Finally, the descriptivists have an empirical source of verbal  ammunition: concrete examples of how the language is actually used.
A consortium of publishers, software companies, and academics, including Pearson, Microsoft, Sony, and the Universities of California,  Colorado, and Pennsylvania, among many others, is now creating the  American National Corpus. When completed, with a hundred million  words in its database, Rosenthal says, “It will provide a definitive portrait of how the English language is used in the United States today.”
As in many political arguments, the rhetoric of the public figures in  the language wars probably fires up the activists but must leave many  people feeling somewhere in the middle. Most of us who care about the  language are bound to harbor some prescriptivist sentiment and some  descriptivist.
Where one fits on the prescriptivist/descriptivist spectrum is probably determined by many factors, including education, temperament,  and general outlook on life—and age. We wouldn’t be human if we  didn’t, especially as we grow older, regret the disappearance of things  we cherish—certain music, buildings, and niceties of language. On the  other hand, it is not only human but very American to delight in novelty, and our language bursts with it. The freedom and inventiveness of  American usage reminds some linguists of how the English language  was in Shakespeare’s day.
Here are some freshly minted American usages encountered in New   York City: After defeating spray-painted graffiti,  the subway system  found artists scratching the windows and put up new signs: No scratchiti.  Two terms borrowed from TV and film: “She is fastforwarding the place”  and “She’s still getting dressed. It’s a slo-mo day” (from slow motion). A  man who had enough of a friendship: “I bitter-ended it.” CNN news-caster Aaron Brown to an interviewee: “I am shorthanding this, obviously.” After researching someone online: “I Googled you.” A fashion  designer: “It’s so dope! It’s going to be everywhere!” Clyde Haberman  of the New York Times in a column about the people of 2003: “its most  laudable figures and vilest sleazoids.” A girl in an elevator to a young  man: “You’re cute. What’s your  mix?” (racial mix). A Citibank billboard: “You were born to be preapproved.” Nimbyism (Not in My Back-yard–ism) is resistance to unwelcome development in a neighborhood.  Jeff MacGregor writing in the New York Times described himself: “I, sophisticated  sarcast, turn to NASCAR dad . . .” John Lahr, in The New  Yorker: “When he finally appears in full tropical suit suavicity . . .”
What is it about America that promotes so much change in language? One factor important to Jesse Sheidlower is that “American  English has always been very inclusive of new terms. We have a great  deal of immigration from around the world. . . . So terms from all the  different cultures, or from different ethnic groups, or from different social groups, have a way of getting into the language in a way that you  don’t see because of the cultural mixing that we have here. . . . I think  American English very exciting compared to other languages around  the world.”
One could speculate that living and working in big immigrant cities like  New York, with neighbors and colleagues who spoke anything but correct  or fluent English, may have made Americans more tolerant of divergent  forms of speech, at least as a source of humor. Whatever the cause, speakers of American English have always leaned toward the informal.
The more relaxed American attitude was naturally reflected on   Madison Avenue, with verbal informalities such as Winston tastes good like  a cigarette should becoming so much a part of the culture that linguists  now doubt that many Americans today would notice the grammatical  lapse. Advertisers were as quick as politicians to meet average Americans on a comfortable linguistic level. President George W. Bush became the butt of many jokes when he said, “There’s no negotiations  with North Korea.” But in casual speech most Americans don’t bother  about subject-verb agreement when beginning sentences with there is,  just as Mr. Bush fits the increasingly common way of dropping “g”s to  sound friendly, as in Howya doin’? Doin’ great!
Social hierarchies have always been much weaker in the United  States than in older countries. One of the attractions of America from  the earliest days was that colonists could throw off their predetermined  status in the Old World order, which condemned them for life to the social rank and profession to which they were born. From the beginning,  America was a culture in which you could, were almost expected to,  reinvent yourself, with whatever that meant in adopting new language.
There is great social mobility, Americans traditionally aspiring to  move up the social ladder and adopting, or at least seeing their children  adopt, whatever language norms the new level requires. Perversely perhaps, the current younger generation tends toward a “subversive prestige” or “covert prestige,” as linguists put it, in adopting the speech of  less privileged minorities; for instance, wiggers are privileged white  teenagers who wish to sound and dress like blacks.
Youth in general, teenagers in particular, delight in setting themselves and friends apart with their own slang, and this is a culture obsessively deferential to youth. Geoffrey Nunberg marvels that high-school graduates in 2003 “have never known what it is to be young in  an era when older people didn’t hang on their every word.” His observation was inspired by an article in The New Yorker about young marketing consultants who took corporate clients on guided tours of the youth   culture in New York’s outer boroughs to pick up the latest slang. As people got older, they used to grow out of their youthful slang and start deploring the language of the next generation. Now the tastes and desires  of teenagers drive such an enormous consumer market that their language becomes a tool in advertising the movies, the clothes, the  makeup, the magazines, and the music they like.
Another factor in changing our language is a quality every visitor to  America notices: speed. Americans are in a hurry, especially in New  York. A cartoon in The New Yorker several years ago showed many people walking rapidly, bent forward, and only one person upright. A person behind him says, “Walk faster, this is New York!” You might say,  “Talk faster, this is New York.”
On television, as time became more valuable, commercials shorter,  and the programs between the commercials faster-paced, it has been remarked that news programs are leaving out verbs, or using mostly present participles, in a new, abbreviated language; for example, John King  on CNN: “Those negotiations continuing. Mr. Bush speaking to reporters earlier today. Suddenly optimistic.”
Shepard Smith, news anchor on the Fox News Channel, says, “You  sort of eliminate the things that get in your way in this era of multitasking, and sometimes verbs just aren’t necessary. It’s ‘President Bush in  Washington today.’ I don’t need to say, ‘He is in Washington today.’ We’re  telling more stories in our hour than any national newscast in the history  of this business, I think . . . and sometimes verbs just get in the way.”
Tom Phillips was a script doctor for years at CBS News. He says that  twenty years ago “we had the feeling we were writing for an audience  of twelve-year-olds.” Whom were they writing for now? “I think maybe  a seven-year-old.”
Or as Geoffrey Nunberg put it, considering twenty-four-hour cable:  “The news getting hard to pin down these days, it seeming. News becoming more like life, just one damn thing after another.”
These are some of the explanations of why American society generates so much new language and so many changes in existing English. It  is a restless, innovative society, its social patterns and mores, its lifestyles,  evolving as swiftly as its genius in scientific and technological creativity;  it is endlessly inventive in finding new pathways for the pursuit of happiness and marketing them to an American population approaching  three hundred million. All that activity makes language change.
But there are more mysterious, underground forces at work, still imperfectly understood, driving broader and perhaps deeper changes in  the American language.
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