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 (
Read your passage carefully
Summarise
 the main point in each paragraph on your own
Share your summaries with your group
Select 3 key quotations that you think sum up the gist of the extract
Now pick the single best quotation
)


[image: ] (
Passage 2 From ‘Language Change, Progress or Decay’, by Jean Aitchison
)

[image: ]

[image: ]


 (
Read your passage carefully
Summarise
 the main point in each paragraph on your own
Share your summaries with your group
Select 3 key quotations that you think sum up the gist of the extract
Now pick the single best quotation
)
[image: ] (
Passage 3 From ‘Language Change, Progress or Decay’, by Jean Aitchison
)


[image: ]

[image: ]


 (
Read your passage carefully
Summarise
 the main point in each paragraph on your own
Share your summaries with your group
Select 3 key quotations that you think sum up the gist of the extract
Now pick the single best quotation
)
image3.png
FleEdt

View Document.

Tools

itchison Lecture on Prescriptivism. pdf (S|

window _telp

ECUREI

- Adobe Reader

appendages was very persistent. Even in the twentieth century,
we find linguists forced to argue against this continuing irrational
attachment to Latin: ‘A linguist that insists on talking about the
e of morphology as though it were necessarily the high

water mark of linguistic development is like the zoologist that
sees in the organic world a huge conspiracy o cvolve the race-
horse or the Jersey cow’, wrote Edward Sapir in 1921.27
Against this background of admiration for a written language
which appeared to have a fixed correct form and a full set of

endings, there arose a widespread feeling that someone ought to
adjudicate among the variant forms of English, and tell people what
was ‘correct’. The task was undertaken by Samuel Johnson, the
son of a bookseller in Lichficld. Johnson, like many people of fairly
humble origin, had an illogical reverence for his social betters.
When he attempted to codify the English language in his famous
dictionary he selected middle- and upper-class usage. When he
said that he had “laboured to refine our language to grammatical
purity, and to clear it from colloquial barbarisms, licentious idioms.
and irregular combinations'*® he meant that he had in many
instances pronounced against the spoken language of the lower
classes. and in favour of the spoken and written forms of groups
with social prestige. He asserted. therefore, that there were stand-
ards of correctness which should be adhered fo. implying that
these were already in use among certain social classes. and ought
to be acquired by the others. Johnson’s dictionary rightly had
enormous influence. and its publication has been called ‘the most
important linguistic event of the eighteenth century’.?® It was
considered a worthwhile undertaking both by his contemporaries
and by later generations since it paid fairly close attention to
actual usage, even if it was the usage of only a small proportion
of speakers.

However, there were other cighteenth-century purisis whose
influence may have equalled that of Johnson, but whose state-
ments and strictures were related not to usage, but to their own
assumptions and prejudices. The most notable of these was Robert
Lowth, Bishop of London. A prominent Hebraist and theologian,
with fixed and cocentric opinions about language. he wrote A
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short introduction to English grammar (1762), which had a sur-
prising influence, perhaps because of his own high status. Indeed,
‘many schoolroom grammars in use to this day have laws of ‘good
usage’ which can be traced directly to Bishop Lowth's idiosyncratic
pronouncements as to what was ‘right’ and what was "wrong’.
His grammar is bespattered with pompous notes in which he
deplores the lamentable English of great writers. He st out to put
‘matters right by laying down ‘rules’, which were often based on
currently fashionable or even personal stylistic preferences. For
example, contrary to general usage. he urged that prepositions at
the end of sentences should be avoided:

“The Preposition is often separated from the Relative which i governs,
and joned to the verb at the end of the Sentence ... as, Horace Is an
author, whom I am much delighted with ... This 15 an diom which
our language ts strongly inclined to; it prevails in common conversa-
tion, and suits very well with the familiar style of writing: but the
placing of the Preposition before the Relative Is more graceful, as well
as more perspicuous; and agrees much better with the solemn and
elevated style.

As a result, the notion that it is somehow ‘wrong’ to end a
sentence with a preposition is nowadays widely held. In addition,
Lowth insisted on the pronoun I in phrases such as wiser than I,
condemning lines of Swilt such as ‘she suflers hourly more than
me’ quite oblivious of the fact that many languages, English in-
cluded. prefer a different form of the pronoun when it is detached
from its verb: compare the French plus sage que moi “wiser than
me’, not *plus sage que je. In consequence, many people nowadays
believe that a phrase such as wiser than I is “better’ than wiser
than me. To continue, Lowth may have been the first to arguc
that a double negative is wrong, on the grounds that one cancels
the other out. Those who support this point of view fail to realize.
that language is not logic or mathematics, and that the heaping
up of negatives is very common in the languages of the world. It
occurs frequently in Chaucer (and in other pre-cighteenth-century
English authors). For example. in the Prologuc to the Canterbury
tales. Chaucer heaps up negatives|to emphasize the fact that the
knight was never rude to anyone:





image5.png
ECUREI

itchison Lecture on Prescriptivism. pdf (S| - Adobe Reader

Ele Edt Vew Document Toos Window Help

T2 Preliminaries A

He nevere yet no vileynye ne sayde
In all his Iyf unto no maner wight.
He was a verray. parhit gendl knyght
Today. the belief that a double negative is wrong is perhaps the
most widely accepted of all popular convictions about “carrect-
ness’. even though stacked-up negatives occur in several varietics
of English, without causing any problems of understanding: ‘1
didn’t know nothin’ bout gettin’ no checks to (= for) nothin’. no
50 (= social) seeurity or nothin’.’ This 65-year-old black woman
originally from the Mississippi River area of America was clearly
nat getting the social sccurity payments due to her.”

In bricf, Lovith's influence was profound and pernicious because
so many of his strictures were based on his own preconceived
nations. In retrospect, it s quite astonishing that he should have
felt o confident about his prescriptions. Did he believe that, as
a bishap. he was divinely inspired? It is also curious that his
dogmatic statements were so widely aceepted among educated
Englishmen. It scems that. as a prominent religious leader. no
one questioned his authority.

In the nineteenth century, prominent church dignitaries con-
tinued to make bizarre pronouncements. An influential Arch-
bishap of Dublin, Richard Chenevix Trench, promoted his bizarre
belief that the language of ‘savages’ (his word) had slithered down
from former excellence. due to lack of care: “What does their lan-
guage on close inspection prove? In every case what they are
themselves, the remnant and ruin of a better and a nobler past.
Fearful indeed is the impress of degradation which is stamped
on the language of the savage.”” He urged English speakers to
preserve their language, quofing with approval the words of a
German scholar, Friedrich Schlegel: ‘A nation whose language
becomes rude and barbarous. must be on the brink of barbarism
in regard to everything clse.™

We in the twenty-first century are the dircet descendants of
this carlier puristic passion. As already noted. statements very
like those of Bishop Lowth are still found in books and newspa-
pers, often reiterating the points he made — points which are sill
being drummed into the heads of the younger gencration by
some parents and schoolteachers who misguidedly think they are
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handing over the essential prerequisites for speaking and writing,
g00d English’.

Not only are the sirictures set on language often arbitrary, as
in the case of many of Bishop Lowth’s preferences. but, in addi-
tion. they cannot usually be said to ‘purify” the language in any.
way. Consider the journalist mentioned earlier who had a ‘queasy
distaste’ for the media is (in place of the ‘correet’ form, the media
are). To an impartial observer, the treatment of media as a singu-
lar noun might seem to be an advantage. not a sign of decay.
Since most English plurals end in -s. it irons out an exception.
Surely it is ‘purer’ to have all plurals ending in the same way? A
similar complaint oceurred several centuries back over the word
chicken. Once. the word cicen *a young hen’ had a plural ciceni.
The old plural ending - was eventually replaced by -s. Again,
surely it is an advantage to smooth away exceptional plurals? Vet
we find a seventeenth-century grammarian stating, ‘those who
say chicken in the singular and chickens in the plural are com-
pletely wrong'>*

Purism, then, docs not necessarily make language ‘purer’. Nor
does it always favour the older form, merely the most socially
prestigious. A clear-cut example of this is the British dislike of the
American form gotten, as in he’s gotten married. Vet this is older
than British got, and is seen now in a few relic forms only such as
ill-gotien gains.

In brief, the puristic attitude towards language — the idea that
there is an absolute standard of correctness which should be
maintained — has its origin in a natural nostalgic tendency, sup-
plemented and intensified by social pressures. It is illogical, and
impassible to pin down to any firm base. Purists behave as i there
was a vintage year when language achieved a measure of excel-
lence which we should all strive to maintain. In fact, there never
was such a year. The language of Chaucer’s or Shakespeare’s
time was no better and no worse than that of our own — just
different.

Of course, the fact that the puristic movement is wrong in the
details it complains about does not prove that purists are wrong,
overall. Those who argue that language is decaying may be right
for the wrong reasons. they may be entirely wrong, or they may.
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be partially right and partially wrong. All we have discovered so
far is that there are no casy answers. and that social prejudices
simply cloud the issuc.

Rules and grammars

Itis important to distinguish between the ‘grammar” and ‘rules’
of Bishop Lowth and his followers. and those of linguists today.
(A linguist here means someone professionally concerned with
linguistics. the study of language.) In Bishop Lowth’s view, ‘the
principal design of a Grammar of any Language i to teach us to
express ourselves with propriety in that Language. and to be able
1o judge of every phrase and form of construction. whether it be
right or not. The plain way of doing this is to lay down rules.”®
A grammar such as Lowth’s, which lays down artificial rules in
order to impose some arbitrary standard of ‘correctness’ is a pre-
scriptive grammar. since it prescribes what peaple should. in the
opinion of the writer. say. It may have relatively litle to do with
what people really say. a fact illustrated by a comment of Hliza
Doolittle in Bernard Shaw’s play Pygmalion: T don’t want to talk
grammar, [ want to talk like a lady.” The artificial and constrain-
ing effect of Lowth’s pseudo-rules might be summarized by lines
from the Beatles’ song ‘Getting better':
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In Europe, however, the feeling that language is on the decline
seems more widely spread and stronger than the predictable mood
of mild regret. On examination, we find that today’s laments take
their place in a long tradition of complaints about the corruption
of language. Similar expressions of horror were common in the
nineteenth century. In 1858 we discover a certain Reverend A.
Mursell fulminating against the use of phrases such as hard up,
make oneself scarce, shut up.** At around the same time in Ger-
many, Jacob Grimm, one of the Brothers Grimm of folk-tale fame,
stated nostalgically that ‘six hundred years ago every rustic knew,
that is to say practised daily. perfections and niceties in the Ger-
man language of which the best grammarians nowadays do not
even dream’.?*

Moving back into the eighteenth century, we find the puristic jm
movement at its height. Utterances of dismay and disgust at the
state of the language followed one another thick and fast, ex-
pressed with far greater urgency than we normally find today.
Famous outbursts included one in 1710 by Jonathan Swift.
Writing in the Tatler, he launched an attack on the condition of
English. He followed this up two years later with a letter to the Lord
Treasurer urging the formation of an academy to regulate lan-
guage usage, since even the best authors of the age, in his opinion,
committed ‘many gross improprieties which . . . ought to be dis-
carded’ > In 1755, Samuel Johnson’s famous dictionary of the
English language was published. He stated in the preface that
“Tongues, like governments, have a natural tendency to degen-
eration’, urging that ‘we retard what we cannot repel. that we




image2.png
FleEdt

View Document.

Tools

itchison Lecture on Prescriptivism. pdf (S|

window _telp

ECUREI

- Adobe Reader

‘palliate what we cannot cure”. In 1762, Robert Lowth, Bishop ol
London, complained that ‘the English Language hath been much
cultivated during the last 200 years ... but . .. it hath made no
advances in Grammatical accuracy’. He himself attempted to lay
down ‘rules’ of good usage. because “our best Authors for want of
some rudiments of this type have sometimes fallen into mistakes,
and been guilty of palpable error in point of Grammar. 2

In short, expressions of disgust about language, and proposals
for remedying the situation. were at their height in the cight-
eenth century. Such widespread linguistic fervour has never been
paralleled. Let us therefore consider what special factors caused
such obsessive worry about language at this time.

Around 1700, English spelling and usage were in a fairly fluid
state. Against this background, two powerful social factors com-
bined to convert a normal mild nostalgia for the language of the
past into a quasi-religious doctrine. The first was a long-standing
admiration for Latin, and the second was powerful class snobbery.

The admiration for Latin was a legacy from its use as the lan-
guage of the church in the Middle Ages, and as the common
language of European scholarship from the Renaissance onwards.
It was widely regarded as the most perfect of languages — Ben
Jonson speaks of it as ‘queen of tongues’ - and great emphasis
was placed on learning to write it ‘correctly’, that s, in accordance
with the usage of the great classical authors such as Cicero. It
was taught in schools, and Latin grammar was used as a model
for the description of all other languages — however dissimilar —
despite the fact that it was no longer anyone’s native tongue.

This had three direct cffeets on attitudes towards language.
First, because of the emphasis on replicating the Latin of the ‘best
authors’, people felt that there ought to be a fixed “correct” form
for any language. including English. Secondly. because Latin was
primarily written and read. it led o the belief that the written
language was in some sense superior (o the spoken. Thirdly. even
though our language is by no means a direct descendant of Latin,
more like a great-nicce or great-nephew, English was viewed
by many as having slipped from the classical purity of Latin by
losing its endings. The idea that a language with a full set of end-
ings for its nouns and verbs was superior to one without these.





