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W l: L;\IVERSin' "ffiACHf.RS MOA.'-1 ~lex ahom the qualily of 
the £ngl"'h ~poken and wnuen by our undergr:ldu~tcs. We 

r<:aCI 10 smdc:m-fnglish such a~ th:lt in the ~r e-nuil qu01ed on 
the f)f\."ViouS page with dbrnay and, let's say, a ~!'lain diminution 
ofrcsp..-ct for its author \\'e spend a 101 ofeffOfl. and not just in 
English composition d:.sse$, trying to improve studcnl.~· writing. 
ilur l'•·c been wonck·ring whether this expense is wonh il Titcre's 
the prohlem that our dfmt~ h:tvc so linlc cff<-"<:1. Hut my qucsrion is 
wht.1her improvement would be a good thing, if we could accom­
plish it Is it bco:er for studems tO write and speak HOOd English? 

TbeHu/es 
Mo.ot philosophcrsoflanguaRC ,hare the view th.11 language Jx-. 
h.tviour is behaviour govcrnctl by rules---that lan)!U:<)oCC Is a rule­
constituted a<-1 ivity. This immediately suggests :ut ;mswcr to my 
question. If an :u:tivity is rulc-<:nm<lltuted. then to perform th.11 ac­
tivity, you ha•c to follow the rules, right' If you w-.1.n1 to tellsorne­
body that the c:tL i5 on the maL you c-.1.n't say 1bedag /sou t~log. 
for the same son of reason that you c:tn~ ~a touchdown when 
the other tl':lm has the ball. So scudents ncrd to learn the rules of 
English 

But it's questionable whe!her l~nguage is a mlc-<OnSiitu!ed 
or go~erm:d at ~u. Comp:m: a par:1di~m of a ru le-ronstiwuxl act i ~­

ity:foothall . lnfOOlball,butnotlnlanguagc,therelsanofficialsc! 
of wrinen-down rult:s, produced by an offiCial ag.::ncy, and consid­
t:n.-d binding bec-J.uso: it was proclaimt_-d hy that agency. Footh:lll 
rult:' .\.I;Ue penalties for infr:Jctions, r:mging from a fi•·e-prd ~­

bad IO forfeit of !he 8"1T1C l.c;~ming to play f001ball in.-ol.-es ell"· 
plicll Instruction in the ntles, but one learm: one·s flrst language 
ahnor;t t:ll"dusi,·ely by imitation and corn:<:~ ion. 1-Cllming a language 
is more like leaminl! to wt:ar your baseb:lll-C3p lx.ck\\'";lrds than 
like learning f001ba ll . Is then::< n>lc about how to w~e:tr your base­
ball e:tp? Ncvo:r mind: J'll ju~t at"<:ept the assumption tllat l:ml!uage 
is rult:-hased, but insiSC on tht: most inlportant difference, for my 
purpc.>M:,.hetweenfootb:tllandiJnguagc:!hcrult..,;offOOiballare 
crra((:d wht:re;I.511K- rulcsoln:al language, ifdl<.1'3ft: pmpt'rly .so­
c:tUcdat;~.U,aredi5cot:eretl 

('.on~ider the rules that the word tUJs dt>sign.:ne.~ canine and 
not fclmc antmals: that plur:~ls are usually fonncd by adding s. and 
so on. These con»ti!ut" a theory of actual language behaviour. '111e 



task of tipedfying thc5c ruiC'!, one of the thin!,lll hngu~s do, is 
dc>ertptt•·e ~od thcorcti~.tl. M in ~ny science, if g.:ner:th7.1tions or 
dtl'O~ do not match v.eU~~bllshcd observL-d data, the- gcner­
allJ.a!ions or theories an: «·rapped. There can he behaviour con­
tr~ry to the real rules of th<' langu~>,oe, but what ~hows this Is not 

that the- behaviour disobeys some ru le-spe.:irtC~tion. it 's (roughly) 
th:tt 11'106tordinaryspeakcrsofthclanguagev.-ould rol.mt thatbe­
l~:~vlour as defective-weird or pttl.zllngor inromprchcnsiblc What 
they ~ccept cannot Ill': comr:try to the real rule~. ~incc the real roles 
are just d~ ones that \VOUid show up in the besl theory of wh~t 
tilq'JCC('pt 

f';ow look at l..ist I, a ~mall 1>:tmple of bits of J::nglL'h we 
tc:tchcrs try to ~top ottr students frum 5aying ~nd writing Those 
(not you. of cour5e)whodon't.«.>e the more r:trcfied mislakes here 
sh()uld dlCck the foomolt:s (which also gi•·e some sourct:s) 

IJ,T I 
/seem it 
u-heresbc'sm 
11vlloo/-:(XJdoja 
srou'f!d 
irregarrlless 
aln~bt 

triJOUV:mld<iftb<Wi/bl 
atNIJ~Iogo 

asbestti$11"-'C:tm 
be$/destbefJOill/ 1 

/'mprew.•tlyoulo/lhc<ific:e 1 

lh<•l's bow come il does11 'tuurk 
jlmmtcom-emio11 
mther rmiqm•; mostulllf(lll' 

Th<'ltsbc's,llkl', "jmo11i~sooogrossl" 
Pronunciations:llberry,/Ji:/p,blb,exmfJe,llcrost,H.•bmuy, 

/IIICU/er, miscJx'!-'i<lll$ 

l'o-<>k'f(><.'<'O<l<loeddiof>Jthon~•tlutb...,IJ<>"""""'I')'I«sid<>t{.hutbosl<blas• 

pn.'f"..Uonlme:on:slnutl</u/l)fll<.<.ate'1'f-
' Al.~•onhnM In d.., OED Uc<.cnl «hu>n), prGmlly manu>g <U ,_.., ("'thn 
than -....)bran-..:ohoolru: infumul "'linen Engli.-.h intt..,..,.,·~hnttury, 
huln<"'-"'<Jc"'PJl'-'>n:dfmmmootsp<>ktnd~>k"-"".>n<Jhn<l'lo'e<ll(')"lflJI'"'m-.1 
mronn.lcu><='-< 



Ibis~$ tbe ((lmticm I when t:~kcn to niC'Jn: this rJiscs the 
ques~ionl 

For 11ou•. she U.lllll> to e11juy tlx- e"onllfly ofllx- mormmt' 
VS ILYIS .-eliCf'lll t() bclp, Tafllxm JO)S' 

Do you metm "011'-W tbe Cormld qr101e or simply not prll 
ComrldSrmmeloil.'1 

Cbarlie bad 1/eL'f!T" falk?l /11 fof.>e. bw 1mstmxio11$ w do so 011 
lbejlrsi~>Ortunfly.• 

lix-)Uim~ o{lbe IU'O douRbUm;' 
Aff tlebts are c/ami betuoee>t )011 urult.• 
I rdff lift up mirwews lmlothebilb,from ufHmcecometb my ..,. 

F.achofthcst>obepthclk':IIRulesofab.ngw.ge~peoplc 

actually spc..oak (or spol<e). Thr rule< they violate are those that 
u~ to he t:lught in :schools. and that rl<">,•oa(.by, v.e·re supposed to 
lt'"JCh in uni\"eTSity. 1"11 eaU them the &hoc>l Rule'! lbey are the 
rulcsofwh:ul"llc:~IIS.andard f.ngiWl .adialectdutisnotthefiBI 
language ofor<lina.ry fn~_;tlish speakers School Rules are. in Paul 
7.-ilfs \\vrds, "bid down 10 inhibtt the speaken of the Ungu:1g.:: 
from spraking in a way they in fact speak •oo 

Tlus does not mean. howe,er. tlut spe:~kers never make 
mis(ak<.."3. A misl:lke a:> a bit oflangu:~ge which viobt<.."3the Rol 
Rules of thcll" language. U5~ l Wltt:~ins usage> I take to he such 
mi.sl:~kes: 

'tk.-:tdl.neknl1>1'Giobl><lnd,II<IUIOJUN200ll«-""'lu<.~ouopc:ok. 

ll(ll,.....nylundcA~ 

•nffiot.~rttc:rroEmal'uund.l'<*"lnf.....,.,.,.,... ..... ,.,..""'""""""'ur 
~acnUoqu12oiDm.•<Utt.odnlforrn"fif"<>i'lllun'rnuo;hu"<"<lb)-II'""I'C.~· 
urnnN>b ... temml.\t~l>ylhcn&omirkn"X'fo..,., 
'K•pl"'f(..,..,~III<."<I'I<Of)llllho:9;;rl.I'AJU><>~Uolfk"Ullymo=:~m'""""'lmtd 

stmtroaJ-.jiJiu{an.n.t)·.nol<'<l8f"" 
'Jmo.'AU$1m_l.·lfl....,,d,.p1<..,-\ 
.... ~7"1lrllni:M~I<>/I....,I<l':\Z..m 
'IC!nji;J>""""Ili*.Psobnllll'll"bat··~"'"""""""....., .. ~~.- ......... 
mranofrf-•"""'-><>ft<-i!l~ 
•s.-_.A"'*"IJI!lh:>o. '\Y. Comdii.'P. 19601jC) 



Ml.~"l>jf • ........U Wr<TI'O"TII1 ~t..u. • \I 

Frerrcb prod11ciaf bed ll'ilb Cml(lpe 
ldoll'lfi->eludlamflbO()(J/n:coup 
UYtt~a/1 imerestfor90tkt)'S 
chl'f{ltl-5tmdlxth:mCl"S 
c;IJaisefOIIIIge 
/Ottl/ltt/etiSIWpWfJOS<'S 

rl«p--secdetl 
bedroom suit 
rv•d.hlltoc 
blsfour-ywr rt?ill liS presldew 
7lw .Wt'fct $1(11/Ce mfllgates t(BaltL~ tm~· real dlsarmtmumt 
Abmhaml.i,cohtu'r'Ctethl'Gt'lt)Sim'8Addrc>swhlkt•rweli•l!l 

from \fasbirrRIOPl to Gellrsburgo" tbebackofmt...,,t't'-
1«>< 

1be c:om'fctkm wrrles afNma/tv if orre to terr )Wt~ l•t A lab-

Mr. and \1~ Fret/ Scbmidlap request _)Uitr prese11/.s ut tbc 
mrmitl8eifthrirdmiJ1hWr 

llte di,.lnction 1''" bn.'-n ;llmin~~~ lx.1wet'n the rwo li.'ols isth~t tl)t 
I Is supposc.."tlto comain wgul:ir comentional usages dtal people 
~am ll)' imn~ting <llhe,-,;; whereas on list 2 l ha\'C put hems 1 take 
to be idiosyncr:ttic deviations from comemional rules. All items on 
both lists a.-.: "mistake~· ~ccording to your high . ...-hool Hngli~h 

tcacher,blHusagesonthefirs~.IJSiarefullyinaccordwir.hthcrulcs 

ofwidcspre:.d ~ctuall~nguage 
Lksl 2 items are. then, genuine mistlko:5-viobtions of the 

Real Rule~; but we don't spend much time correcting 1hcm. Bc­
<:JU!ie they are idiosyncr:uic, n01 corwcn1ional. lhC)' tend to be m re 
(Bm some of 1hem are- conlaMious. and ~re ~]ready well on their 
way tow:trd USI l. ) M:my will go by unnociccd, bec-Jusc they in­
vol,·e homonyms or near-homonyms, and will he n::1dily detcct­
ahlc only in wriling, which ("''C at-ademics should remind our­
sel\'t:S) 111:1kes up~ fairly small and relatively unimpon:mt fr-Jction 
oflingubtic:tctlvitylntheRc:tl World. E>cnwhcndc.1t."CCt."tl,they 
tend to be unimponant in every case on my list 2, it's <1uite easy to 
figure out wh:tt the spc~lcer must h:Lve mcanr. bccau.'IC the liteDI 
meaning of !he uuer.:mc., i.5 ahs:urd, and wha!'~ <;;~id i$ qmte close 
in some w:•y to somcthing we'd immedi:ttcly susp«t muSI h:L\'C 



l>~:en mc~nl The-re's nOI llllKh (Xlint worrying ahoU! d~ m,:ar­
m~s. ht:cause communicJtion succt'f!d~ anY"""Y 

Dutthcreare,ofcourse,cascswh~reviolationof~IRulcs 

produccsproblem.o. 

1berfogtsmllbl'los(whcn wh~t is lntc':lnt istOOtthccat iioon 
them:u) 

l'nvlf?twe Amold's .W,.'S to his brotiJcr. (w whose hruher? 
Fred'sorAmold's.') 

CllrtbeOIIIt'bal 

Elut these sorts of errors will tend to be self-correcting. When l;•n­
guage users frequently enough meet with misundersl;mdif18 or 
incomprehension. and this produca some genu me diffiCUlty, they 
will be motivated to CQfJ'CClthelr lmgui.Cic practlct•s, even without 
form;ol in-Struction !specubtcthatthercmightbcoperatinghcrca 
liOrl of indsible-hand princ1plc of the t."cunonl}· of languagc<OT­
rcction when and unly when ~ miMakc is frequent and bo(hcr­
o;omc enough to iusufy the cffon of corrt.'Ciion, langu:•gc-users will 
fb;thclrown habil.' 

And l:''l"n if it were im(X)Mant to tt:ach people Rc-.11 Rull"s. 
somctimc:s the rules are so complicated that J~ming ~nd using 
them would be almosl impo!!Siblc for n'IOSI people--especially for 
those pt.'Oplt: who ~>.ere linguistic31ly l"haUcnsed enough r101 to 
have ioe-Jm<."Cl them in the usu.:~ I irnrner;iof\,irnit:llion o;vay. And SOfllt''· 

times linguists h.wcn't ~full account of9o-hat the rules ~re 
l'velx.'Cnassurningsofarthatthcre'soncl:onguag.:thateve­

')'oneactuallyspeaks. "Re:ol Engli>.h,"inwhkhcve1)1hingin Lisll 
is accep~ablc; hut school tc;~chers try to make us speak and write a 
different langu~ge. "Standard t:nglL~h." built of a large number <l( 

roles which some people try to follow in class, but nohody follows 
in the real world. One way this picture Is 0\'eriUllplified is that out­
of-school Real Enghsh is actually. of t'O\Irse, ~huge number of 
d1alc.:.u corrcspondmg to different regions and different social 
classes, differin~ in brgc or small de~rt.oes from each Olh~·r and 
from St;mdard En~lish But another ovcl'l'implif~cation is the impli­
cation that Stand!rd English i:s nOI actually spokt:n or wntten ex­
cept in ..chool contexts. To some extent, ~andard English is~ dia­
lect like the othcr!i: lc;~rned hy inf~nt.' at home by immersion/ 
imitation, and u~ by its pr-Jctitionr:rs in all context$. My parents 
$:lid ftfoll~ btiL'f!(III.J'iflste"~d of /ti(/1-/ goiiiOIU', and SO did 1 



Mr ~"" j!"'l'o1fU Wr~-r m nu ,\hu • 13 

N~•cnh~IC5S, there are imponam difl'erenccs ~twttn SUnd­
;~rd English and all tht: ~her dial«ls, whkh I'm collc.'Ciwely c-;~llmg 
Real Engh.•h Standard Fn~lish alone has manual~ explicitly gi•ing 
the rules th:n di.-;tinguish it from 01.her dia lects." H«ausc these 
ruk•.-. art: explicit and offociaL it's possible th:n some ol them are 
follow~ by \ 'Cry few u:;cr~ of that diale<;t_ By contrast, the rules ol 
~ny dial«! of Real Engbh are only implicit; and since they :m:: 
rncrelythesununaryof actual btlguageheh;wiour,thcrJren<.'<'CS­
sarily follow<..'<! hy almost all its use.s. While 11.""1 Fn11li!>h dial~ 
:IJ\' tran~rnilll'<i eJ<dusi\cly by immers1011. imitation. ~:1ndard Eng­
lish is to :I fairlylaf)!('cxtem trJnsmino:d hy cxplil'it o:xluc:nion in 
the rule.•. in schoolo;.-or at lea~. there's nn :!ltempttll.1de to tr:U\11-
mit it----or at lea.st there used to be. Bccau.\C ifs untCJucly ronsti· 
tuted by explicit ruk'>, 11 alone cm .•urvt•c failure of trJI\5mtSSIOn 
When the tmme.sion.·tmltation tr:tnsmis.>Jon methocl of Real lin)!­
llsh fails totr:~nsmit a feature of a di.alcrt. when d1Jt feature g~.:ts 

repbco:xl hy 'IO!llCthing different it ccascs to be a clurJClcrislic of 
the diak"-,· But rule~ of Standard Fngli!>h Gm survi•c m authonta­
tivc tcxthuoks and .-<:hoolroom Instruction even if almost nol><xly 
talks or wrlt~s that W;!y. And la.'>!_ Stand;,rd English I$ "COO<! Eng­
l!sh"-tlle pri\'kged d!alcct-dloC on<" lt."Jchcrs tell u_~ we·~ sup­
posed 10 ~l)l"::k and wmc 

rhcrcwasnoStandard<liak-.:tforEngli,htilltllccight<..-cnth 
Cl'n!Uf}' , when a I,O!ldon dbl«1 was honoon._'tl with this dc•igna· 
tion. and the idea arose thatspc~ker.; ofOih<.."rdialcasshould learn 
how to talk Standl!'d. To te~ch thi.• di~lcct. u w~s nece.«""f}' to 
dbcoveritsrcal ntlcs, :tndto m.1kethcmcxplicit. n\c intent here 
w-Js to change the bnguagc o( u~,-.; o( non-Siandard English. but 
UflCO\'ering d}C!;C rules h~d a pre;cr\ptl\c dfe<:t abo on the Lon­
don dialect tt:;clf, for \<:\'l:rnl r<..·a'>Ons. For one thing, n1.1ny of th<· 
nJicsthe primitive linguists of the lime thought they had diM'OV­

ercd in the designated Standmi diak"'-1 were mt.'>!~keso the re~l 
$pt"Jke.s of the de~tgnato:xl SUnd1rd di:Jie.::t Just did n()( 5pcak that 
way: but soon the"" ntlcs we...., being taught in schools 10 reform--

'Th«isrd<.t""f'fei<"I)!Ne-n,.,..lt,~ ,. eumplo:.thchugd)<-n,l)'.t>kf•'llll>b 

tut>S«Ufldf"tb•V!LtliWWIR"'(""btllk,[II<At-IOS~•"rfffi'cl~•'h·uub.\'rmom.ous 
f.xampb Tul..,.tfrom lir.-.r)rlil)· Ltf~l hy "<:erhnsJnhn.<On (New Yoo<k Si. ~U~on·, 

l'!'t:Sii. 1991\l 1\nd, ol ·~~'"'"'· tll<:n: '"" ruldxx.ok• f<lt li>< ru"'- r!lO'fUnun "' Re>l 
and'>nro:brdEnt;Jc'oh.t~•"'"~ful""""'rl<><d"""''"'"hnm~"'"no~ 
tho.-fU"'lb"l!""ll" 



"C<JmXt"----iheir lanf!U~SC too. F~ anO(her. ~""en wh~-n these rules 
at firS! corrcnly des<:ribt:d the S!an<brtl l>i~lcct, thc rules stayed 
fro1.en as the language drift~'<!, and the ruks no longer prcscrib«< 
what S!~ndord spcakCI'll ~poke. !><>these rules were then Ust'd tO 

tdl ev.:-,n St~ndard spc-.1kcD to ~P<'ak in "':I)'S tlk>y didn't. And, 
third, on<:c ~randard English had a prescriptive rule-hook. lingu~ 
tk reformers began to lnn·nt new rule~. additional on<:s, which 
they suppo~>t.-.:1 would irnpi'O\'e the Language. and thoc- rules ~gain 
told pt.-opk· nOI to •pc-~k the w.1y thl'}' in fae! did. 'MlUs Standard 
l'nglish ""d~ quote ddfcrcm m its hi.'olory from the <llher d iale<:ts. 
11JCotheronesjuSl ~"·olvcd natur:aUy:and u~sl)·; but Stand­
ard EngliSh was taught by imposition of explicitly formubu;-.:1 rules. 

W'hm 's SlJ (,'ood tlboW !llmult•rd l:.'•tgllsh' 
rll now turn to a variety of ol!lentptS to answer this queSiion 

Frc<tucntly those "'ho Crit ict7.e colloqu~1l uS;lgc do 'iO merely 
out of coruerv:~tlsm. A dictiorulry ol ctymologie.~ tells us that fas 
lldious (deri,· ing from a Latin word mc:ming dlsgu~ling) mcan.1 
5q11et•mlsb, ()l.'t?r,.fcc, barrltoj>lease; n "does not mean d1inty or 
ov.::r-ne--.11 or e~rcful about t·our groomrng or choosy abum your 
food. though most pt.-ople use !t in these w"Jys .• ,. 11te interes~ing 
di.suncti<>n here-bcfwcen the real nll:'~ning of a term .md how 
n)()o,l pt.-ople now use it-is ooc langua~ OOn.'iCI'\<llivcs often rdy 
on tn prohibit a usage that's alrc:•dy pfO!'res.....:d from:< misr:ake to 
a conn."fltion, or to prescnhc ~ u,;.;~gc that'~ already progressed 
from oonvemioflal to oheolt."'e. 1'hl: absurdrty of thi.~ approoch i~ 
rc~·ea!cd. for e:~~ample. in the dictionary's entry for crescettt lite 
word dt'ri\'t'S from Wtm, cre5eero, to grow, and, "smce the cn:;;ccrH 

moon mc-J.nt the growing or w-axing moon. t:nghsh tr:m,fen-00 d1e 
lunar shape to the adjt.:<'five": but 11\erc is nothing in the word 
t.'JeSCent to indie~tc nt.·W·nl00f1 shaped • Oh please. U goes on 
·You coukl say, loglc:l.lly, 'a Cr<:1!Cent ftgttrc, ·a crescent hoy: or ·a 
cresc.,m dcbl:.'"11 No you couldn't: crescem meaning &rou~trg is 
nc.m•<>bsolcte.notlog•cal 

"M>rg;ordS t:m. ... Ilia lltort/(\<'WYO<k· tt>rper.l%o)!)ti.St......,dictlnn;;u-;._ .. 
rin<tudinjr ~"' ,..,... ot11! <1<-..l "''Ofi!I"C W"""""" ,.,_.,n~ng f..- •Ius "ord, 
!hough m:.ony (\nch>din~ the A""-..-lca/1 lferii<JS<!I>k:lklti(U'}·aod ~"' a-u., Qr. 

fonlDi<"'-""'ry)do 
"f.rn .. ,l.,alf!.rd72-



Another linl!ui~ic cunserv:u tvc, Mich:wl DununL1t , writes in 
h!s&hool-Kulc-Oook, 

n..,ob,ectinnm:oyber>ilorotOtlll•hookttut• 
otk-rnp<>toln'f"""'rul'•' th>~hcldf<><thellnjlll<l1 

olfll'iyye:>ni>.JI<>.I:udn.,..l><lldforthef.lllll•-" 
olt<>d.ay, tht• l>nJW•!I" h;t~ im:vt,...r.ly du"l!'-"<l 
n..,•f>S'A=bth.><ll""ch:o""'"in<p.>e'l,...>rc-

llllt Dununen is worried about being thought merely ~u old IXXIP 
who o1:,;eas to change fust bt.'Cllu>e it's ch~ngc. and he give~~ rc-~-
1iO!IS why he thinks it's a good idea to try to rctard lin,I(Uistic evolu­
non.Oneofhi5 reasons isthatokk."Twriting~less intelligi­
ble over time as linguiSiic conventions drift. Dummcn l~ upset that 
his wdents are un:tblc to unclc~~nd the English of writers of the 
pa'il-lhatthcy have diff~<:ulty undel'5t~nding cightecmh- and .. .,.,.n 
nineteenth-century wnters. '11lis Is pure loss, and a sure sign that 
some pt."Ople 's use of ~:n~llsh is changing much too f~st."" 'J'hL~ 
criticism is n«cwonhy bcc:":tusc tts author is an extremely di.slin­
guished and lmponant phiiU'Klpher of language. fonnerly \Vykeh:101 
Profes.'IOf of logic at Oxford; nol !x"CCUSC: it's any good. 

Orn, problem wl!h this :t i}IUIDcnt i~ th:n IT\06f ~hool Rules 
rq>ll'SC'nt an attempt not to Slahilize :md ~onscrvc t lte bn,~tuagc. 
but l"dthcr to change and reform it In ~11)' <::~.~oe, how~ er, his point 
Ius very little for<"e. '«'e C'dn :tgrec that language chanf::e m.~kcs old 
wriling difficull to undel'5t~nd: bu1 how .substantial a eo>~ is this? 
You don't have tospc;tk ei,~thtecnlh-ccntury F.nglbh in order 10 be 
able to read~. You c;~n undel'5tlnd Hume's English Hne wtth a bit 
ofeffon and ,o;ome help from a diction:<ry. Sorct:~rding linguistic 
change wouldn't hring a whole kit of hencfit e\'en for studenl.'l of 
1ht: history of philosophy--hut (am:ll:hcr reminder to my rolle:lgu<'s) 
ooi.Sidc aa.demia almo:<t nohody read~ an),h ing llK)I't' dun a r ......... 
decade• old. 1\ow consider the CCN of the ~nempt to hold back 

~ Gm"'""'r ~ Sl)tr Fur ,...,,..,r...,,tm, C.mdHI"'"' "'"'Of~ (L<ondon Ger•ld 
\)odcwonh, 19'H> IIJ ~ly fti<'nd 'il><ldon 'il'~tn ~ed "'""" tll0<1 "'h•1 nt1.k<'< 

~ ~~::::= h'::~~i' • 1u1llo:d: on 00..• «> Wnl~ Wnl!rn by..,.,.,~,.,.. 

~Grr~m...,.r6.~*'9 
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lan!{U~IIC change: years of ton>Jre for high school .s~u<lcms at the 
han<.l5oftheirEngli,htcachers. 

Anolh~·r argmncnt is lxts._-<1 on the value of stand:~rdlzation 
of l:~llsh usage from pbce to pbce. ~ wct:..s11e of a publL<her 
of busincs. ... sk!!ls books points out th:l.! English is used very widely 
aruund the world ~s the offidal or conventional language for imcr­
nat~n~l C~Mnnl('['{"C and tran~pon, muhi-nation:l.l organi7.lllioru., and 
so on. "For all this to v."()(k-for e\cry English speaker 10 cle~r!y 
undcn.tandeveryothcr~:nglishspcak<..-rwhere•ertheyal\:.......o<:n!ry­

onc must follow the sanr rules cl gr.munar ~nd definilion oftC!TT"IS."' 
CIOS6-<.liak"C1 t_·ommuni<."Jtion has been connected with the 

dcsign;ationofaStancbrd F.nglishfmm ltSvcrybeginninginthc 
cightt_-.,mh century. ~n era o{ enorll'IOI.t~ gruv.1h of commerce bc­
tw...cn rcg~ns of Britain. 1hc arri••l of u:u:l<..-rs from dl-.t.1nt regions 
would have resulted in wh.;u nl:l)' have been a n<."W idea to some· 
th:nthcre were significant differences in regional dialt."CtS.Tilt:o 
the new qU.,;{ion could hne ario;erl aiXM.l1 which di~lect w.1s "cur­
rt_'('1." lt seems. howe,...,.., th;u thcde.~ignation of London EflJo(hsh as 
thciitandarddialectw:asnotthcre.sultofanygreatdifflculllesin 
imer-<.li~I<.."CC comprehension lt w,1s rather the J'C>ult of the power 
and prcSiih"" of the speakers of that dialt."CC: in an ern of gre:~tly 
increa~'([ sod:tl mobility. yuppio who w:mtcd to demon"' rate how 
cultiv;ued they were had to speak London. The p;ame thin~ hap­
pens nt>W"Jd1y.•. when my colkagues who h:we "pent a ~hort time 
at Oxbrid~o~e rome back sounding like Alblalr Cooke 

Jfstn•ethat Engli..h i~ I"IO"<"<Ub)'>'thc intcrnationallan~o~u:~gc 
Thb make~ it importam for many non-English speakers to learn it 
35 J second languaxe:"hut my qu.sion is ~IXMJt the utility of im­
fX>IitngSchooiRulcsonnatlveFnglishspeakcrs.Tileideahcreis 
thatthistrniningwould faciliutc communi,·ation hctwt'l.'n, say. 
Au~r~lians and C:m~dians. Out undel'$landing c<mtcmpor..ry Aus­
trJlian5 is usually e~sicr for otllt'f English $p<..-:~kcrs th.1n unckr­
~:mding Hume; so this ls even less wonh tile eosdy cure th.~n the 
problem Oummcn spoke of. And in drcunw.:mccs when very ck:ar 
communintion hetw~'erl spc-~kcr.~ of very different dble<.u of Eng­
lish is llCC('SS:Iry. effcai\e Sf>t'Cial cotwcnti<>ns c\'oh·e, for exam­
plc, the pidgin used uniformly internationally for rad1<> contact 

"bap,, ... ,..,...l<>pol<JIIH.'t""'gr.lnutu.r!Hrn. 

'' And.<>i<:<~. F..'Lil. ~"""""'ly import>ft for lhe .. ..,tr • .., olallopl•""' immi­
l!J">ni<OnanJI!opll<ln<''"""" 



between pilot.\ ~nd night romrol. When uniformity oft he bnguagc 
become< impon<~m.sp.:d:drotwemionsareevoln•d. This is:t~· 
bem:ficial """:IY tO adjust the l:mgt1:1ge foc specQI commun~tiOTl 
needs. Ttymg to t<.-ach ,_-wry high school S11Kkom how to use the 
apos~rophei.'lnOI 

f\citherdot:St]..,ltla.';l<.-ryofSt3nd.udEnglishbcilnatcconunu· 
nication ""tth folh Jround here. r\o n.~ti'-e English speaker will fail 
to undcf"Siand 3 single itl'm in l.i<;t 1. Who II'QIIfd lxwe lbo118hl 
conununic-Jtcs no better than wlx> u'Ould of tbollRhl. If grnnunar· 
ians were s.::rlous about picking a diak-ct everyone would under· 
stand, Rc;tl English isafarbe!terchoicethan Slandtrd English. 

I find the~ standardi7.;~tion arguments obviou.Jy fooli~h. A 

mo...- promi.o.ing r:uion.~le for teaching School Rul~. and one mu"' 
often encuuntered, is thlt Stand1rd English issupcrinrloL"OIIo· 
qui.;tl dialects as an instrument for expre>Sion and cummunicuion 

Sometimes it's 5Upposed that Standard F.ngl~'h l~ more logi· 
cal than Re-.d F.nglish. 11M: eighteenth· and ninet<.><:nth-rentury grnm­
marians often thought that the new us:.ge rule< they were in•·ent· 
ing m.~dc- the language 111011' logical. mon:: o;cienrtfoc 

Hut it'~ hard to find any example~ of illogic that arc fucd by 
the School Rules. One sup(X«d ex:1mple often trolled oo.n is the 
double newttive. Wht."n Mick )agger d:titll5 th.1t he can't get no 
satisfaction. ,int"l.' two negatives logically cancel c~ch other out, 
wh:ll Sir Mick b :tt1ually supfX>5'!d to be saying is that the bck of 
satisfaction is un;I\":Jilahle to him: that he's plenty S:ttiJ.fk't!. The 
double negahvc then ~~ ~ logi<:;LI confusion, and should be a•·old .. 'tl. 
But, as l'inker explams, the idea that the double ne~attw is a logi­
cal misr:ake is 3 ron.'oequeno:: of poor linguistic an:dysis of re:~l 
Language The 110 m the context of the ot:gative ,·crb functions 
exactly as the OCfP!I\'C clement pas~ in je lit' <Kiis fltl$. ~·s 3 
corn:btc of the ocg;ut\c verb, and does 1101 (";:lncel ~out Pinkcr 
ask.<; U$ to compare illll'. l't"0'11, and lllllllinldidll'ttmymlylollc:ry• 
tickets. I d/(111'1 ea/ er.t.>11 a sinsle fre,cb fry. I dldn 'u·m fried food m 
al/1odt1y. "Wh.1t !lu::sc words are doing is exactly what no is doing 
in nonstandard AtncriC"~n English---:lgr<.oelng with the negatN! 
,·erb .... TI1e slim difference is that non.stand:m! F.nglish eo-opted 
the word ow ~s the al_(reemem elemcm. whcrc-~s swnd;•rd English 
eo-opted the word auy."'" 

"Sicpl>e;n PUU.e:r, 'Tbel.tllj(?l"'#hutitiC~ flw•lb.> \1/ndC.Wli<'Sl"'W'~('-.e" 
Ya.LMonuv..l?9-I) .F6 
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.\1Jny School Rules were motivat~ !Jy the r:uh<.-r bully idea 
th3t SUndard f..nghsh should he moddlcd on Latin, wh.ch rhe gr:un· 
maoons suppo6('d to be a rroore r:uion21 bnguage Thus for in· 
:!lance, thc rule against ~plitting an infinilive (,.,.hich is ooe word in 
l.:um, and thus can~ be sp~t); so foreAAmple. you're n(l( .'illpposed 
10 soy to boldly go--•jou hate 10 say boldly 10 go imtad (" ltich 
would g\'1 )'OU bugbed righl off the starsJup Enle<pnse). 'l11us for 
an«herinSt;~ncethcstubbornmaintenaiiCCofthct·esttgia]declcn· 

sioo ofutou'bom. (L:mn n<:aled deden5ions, bec.lu,;c sub;t.'Ct 
and ol¥<;t couldn-1 be idcnufled by word order. English doc5n't.) 

Somctifl'leS the dain1 is made tlut ~ndard tonglish is more 
"logi<::il" 1h:m Real Engk'h because it's more n:-gularly sr~em:ttoc. 
But it isn't. In rn:~ny ases. "-here there'~ a ilisagrttmCTlt between 
Swodard and Real English. the bner b mon: regular f<K example. 
Rt:al English ...ametlmt·-~ oonjugatC>~ <"Cibs regubrl) "·hen Standard 
English does n«. feekd, grou>ed. TI~e notorious <1i11'1 is a contr:lc­
tion created from ""' not by A.'gllbr analogy of the creation ol 
""'''tand i.mt. 

ltsoftcnargu .. -dthatSt:mdardl:nglishissuperiorbec:au..elt 
makes subde diSioOCIIOfl~ when Real Enghsh di:llects do nol, th~ 
po..·nmtting grater cbnty <K eff.orncy ol expres.~ion S. Miduel 
McMtllen (described as a "COt'IS(-'I\'3li\e columnist.") writes 

Pnortpm~U~rtO>dulblodt-~ol<he'IUI>­

Lic~-quab(o;:ab;ln5>ndnu:>nn,.lh.t 

lhehum.nnundl•olklu<.._..,;,..,o( fotin 

~ .... "'"" .. t'"jtl'"'l"''ho:P"'f"-'l~ol 
........ """""l'ft"">finele'tnptnl<k<illl<l">n'lh.t 
>1""""""""'-hookd;,RDD>ID>lt:O<hn~,. 

\roi>OUIIO>mcSI<of!"-'•<i<.-d.O\'cfbppjnj(•'ftbo 

School Rules thm make flne di5linctions are easy to find. The Rule 
ahout J.ba/1 and u'i/1, for ex~mple. allows writer., to distinguosh 
bc:N.·een simple fururily (lsbullgotbere; _)m4obeu1llgotben>J and 
dctenru~toon, promisr, oblig;ttion. romnund. ('()ffipulsoon.. p1'f· 
mis.~ion. or mcvitahility (llt1ilgutb.!re, .vou-hesbmlgo then-'). An· 

··Good Gr.om""'' >nd Goud l'>>lt' hnp ,.,,. .• ,.,oonucd.1•"·ro"'~roy 
nlatll'J'_hmol 
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other Rule di'llinguilihcs /bat ~nd ll'hicb, :a.~ introducing restrictl\·c 
and noo-reslricti•·e cbusc:s, respectively. 1bcre are hundreds more 
di:~~mcrions m.1de in .'>tandard English ;~nd ignored in Real English: 
between COIIIiiiiiOIISI)' and cowlmmlly, b1:twccn dWnlere>led and 
1111inlerested, and oo and on. 

Butarethcscre:~lgains?l"vei"-'Cntrytngh:lrd(andf:tlling)to 

imagine real context$ in which ob;cr.';ltion of the ubk:b 1hu1 dis­
llnction would re!!Uit In beuer communication. If there an: any. 
then these SITI:lll gain.s would hardly juslifr the effon lnvuiH.'<i in 
teaching and following this difficult rule. '!11e history of this rule is 
revealing. Apparently it wa~ invented by the bro1hcl'll Henry and 
Franci.~ Fowler for their 1906 book 'lbeK1118SE11811sb, an 3ncellor 

of Henry's !TlCXl: famous Dictio11ary f(Moder11 Et'8lisb I "s<lf.,>e. Ac· 
rording to Joscph M Willi:lms. the Fmvl..-,-,; 'thought that the r-an­
dom vari:Ition het"-l:t:n lhuland ubicb in restricr.i•·e clauses w;~s 
messy, XI tht:y -•imply aMCrtcd that hencefonh write.,; should (with 
XlnlC el<ceptinns) limit u·bich to nonrcstrk1ivc dau><:s""' Willianlli 
is delicately suw,oc'llln8 that the dlsclncrion '""s imruduccd nx:rcly 
because of the Fowlc(l;' n""rotic compulsion to make thin~ rule­
bound and tidy. Pmker also argu~ that communicati•-e superiority 
wasnotthc rcasonfortheprolife.-~tionofsuch roles. According to 
him, the eightccmh-ccmury cr;17.e for '>Oimding cultivated resulted 
In ·~ <km:md for handbooks and style nl;lnuals, whkh were soon 
shapL-tl hy market forces: the manu:tl., trk-tl to outdo one-another 
by including greater numbel'5 of incll'a,ingly fastidious !Uie$ th.1t 
no reflnL-tl person could afford to ignore "" 

'lll'illi:lms repotu that the u·bfcb that rule did not refiC<1 u~ 
age prior to its introduction. and nL"\'Cr re-..1lly c:~.uglu on afterwards. 
lsuspecrthatthcreasonitwas:~flopisthat it doesn't serve much 
purpose. Were there rt.'ally frequcm lingul<ti<.' ambiguities for whi<."h 
this was the only cure. then Real English would ha\'t" adopted this 
rulc(orsomcOiherequlvalem one)_ OftenthesutxlediSCinetion~ 
nt:.~debySchool Rules are not r...-all)wonh making,orarecasyto 
m:~kc in other'-'-':!)'$. Again I appeal to the magic Invisible Hand of 
l:mguage use: if thcll''5 iSOmelhing we tl<'<'d to s.1y. our bnguagc 
wiiiL-voll·e a W:Jyto.sayiL 

~SI.!*' T.-..U!s:lotulllQarltyatuiG"""'.61h~-.J . ('e" Yorl<-l<-..jt!Nn.lOOOUl­

• u-."l!U<J#III~Inclr.~ 



Consider the sulxlc distinction allow.:.od by rhc slm/Vuillrule, 
ht.'f\Ooecn 1>1111plc fwunry and do..icnmnatiO!l .. l,isdistmctiun is some­
til1le5 won.h making. But notice in this (';,l,;e that Ifs J)('rfectly ~..,;y 
tomakeusingthetoolsufRcal English 

rm gunna stay home ronighr 
lnr!1.1Jl.l:igommowybometo"IBbt 

"Gr:unmatieal rul!.•s help tO m.1k" lntendo..'tl n"""ning cle:l.r; cbim.~ 
0umrTIL1!. •tf you shQY. you1$Clf indifferent to correct grdnunar, 
you will be unable to make your meaning plain without unwieldy 
periphmsis.""ThisL<aiinOSt invariablyfal$c 

And ifs imponant 1\0f to cxagg\'mtc rhc el[tem to which 
Standard English :ulds distirn:tiuns mi~ing in lkal F.ngl~~h. ~lost 
Real English.mistakcs"c<lnvcyex;tctlyrhcsamcn!C'dningasthcir 
~anlbrd F.ngk'<h '<-"f::;IOfl.~ When yourcbughtcrs.1)'S .\fermdjermifer 
went to the mall there ;,.; no subtle sh;J.de of meaning th;J.t she is 
ignoring hut you arc ronununK::umg wltcn you say /((ls;mbcrg mu/ 
IU'i.'III(Oibesem/rzor 

TI1c:rc's no dcnyin)l the value of language that oommuni­
cat<-~ck·arty. effldcmly, precisely, gr:~ccfull)·. concisely, and mher­
cndy; and it would he a good thing to t~Jch this. Some modern 
textbooks etmccntr:uc on these u..cful maners,ll but tht.1' chardc­
reri.stic:lll)·give~hooiRulcswryshurtshriftheforcgt.>Jringdown 

to !h<' real husint'Sii of instruction in cbrity anJ <'fft.'C'Ii\cne~s 
I :odmir !IJ:t! people who have brt-n tr:lint.-<1 in S!andud Enl!­

lish oft.,n communi<."d!e bt,trerth;J.n rho,., "'ho ha"en't. But it dot.-sn 1 

follow rhon sr~ndard English Is a better cummunlc~rion tool This 
difference i~ probably due to oth.,r fanon. Titc EduC"Jted Class are 
a wlk)' bunch; and one might think th:u peopl.;, who luv(' had a 101 
of S(;hooltng. or who hav(' been mis<:<l byt.'I.Ju(';,ltc:d parents. might 
h;J.,c more: C<.lfllplc:o; things to wlk about and~ maybe even~ ten­
dency 10 he '><xtlCwh;J.t sm:lflcr th;J.n the rest of the popubtion 

\l;c at.<~demlcs don't often hear Rcal1'.11~ish hci.ng used When 
our>fudcnrswlkinourcla!<5C:>,ortous.th<::yoften makeancffon 
<ospcakStand~rd.andthisdislonsrheirnrdinal)· Rcalspeec:h hab­
tts. But J r<.x:omn~nd paymg attention to what's bcinl! s:1id by th06C 

"G~t~,..mur&SI:rktl5 

"Ft .. e:umpktheWoll!.ul><buok,.,ntk>ne'dlnlooc"""'Jll 



P'"'Qple ch.an ... rin!( uhile blocking the ~~~le in the ~up ... rm:uket, or 
in the n ... xt chair in the barb...rshop. llx:se {_'01\\".,I'SitK>n.s can bt" 
!imtted or borinJC, but rh~ is bcc.IU.S... thc'ir purpose is not ('Qmplex 
information exchange But you \>.ill hear complex :md ~ubtle com­
munic:~tion-in Re-~l English 

Sumdt1rd Jiuglfsb ru (I Mmll ofCllmllfcm/x>rsbip 
I haw no idea how ro pn::n·e my SU5picion rh:at if there's so•n...rhing 
to say. Real Engli5h is fully up to the rask of&~} •ng it. One thing I 
do know is that claims r:A the superiorily o( ooc dialect over its 
relatives an: d«ply ~'Ulif><.'Ct- As a rule. the dcfendcr5 of an ·official 
di:tlcct, assod~ted "'th the main'<~rcam.tht: trojonly.thc rich and 
powerful. lx!lieve that the aher &1lects arc de,~C<:ner:uc and Infe­
rior. Titc views th~t Yiddt~h is inferior 10 f-111-(h German anU Bbck 
English to 'it:md:.r.rd ccn:unly .tern from bigotry r-Jthcr th:m frun 
ll':ll cornpar-Jti\'e linguisfk'>l. And a rniklcr sort of class. national. 
race, or Cllmic politics'" :1 much lllOf'l' common liOUI'C'e of the 
(('('ling that one's own di.alecl: is bctler or wo,...., than another. WhL-n 
anotherdi:lie<-1 seems fincrth:.nonc'.sov.n, or('();lr!;C'r, that'.srhc 
resuhofenvyordisdainofthespcaker;ofthatdialect 

There's really nothing intrinsically significantly heuerabour 
Stand:trd English. lrs de5ii"Jhilit)' SICTTl~ entirely from ots a_'i..'iOCi~tioll 
with a cen;tm privilc~ woup. the Educated ClaM. "\'('riling and 
speaking well arc , .. the insign~• of membership in ~n exclusive: 
dub: sar• S. \1tchacl McMolkn. admiri~lr-·'• llh-oh. \'(\::all know 
~bout extern~ I sign.~ of membership in privtle~cd nr undcrpri\'i· 
le!!cd groups: 1hc Rolex watch. the old -.chooluc:. the: Slar of I)"Jvid 
armlx.lnd, the colour of one's ;Jtin. All ;~re u.-.crl for tellin~t who to 
indude :md who to exclude, who to envy ;~nd who to d"mis..~ or 
desptse.'' Today'" orthodoxy tah·s the -ole "igniftc:lnt.'t' of c•·ery­
thing to be ib. role in soc.:L1I power-structures; 1->ut that kind of 
analysts appears a~,u~lly robeappropn:ue inthisca.s..-.l:lec:l~ 
gr:mm1.1r rc:olly 1$ centrally a mark of 11\emJ""rshlp in a privileged 
and powerful d.1s.' . So ifs tcmpt:ing 10 sec St~nd;mJ l:nglish as "ju!;l 
one more dc\'iCC im·emcd hy the l\lling class to cormol the rest: a 
.s~;md~rd gr~nun.u helps them kccp the underclotsses under hy S! ig-
11U1il lll!! thdr 'lx:eo;:h :tnd blocking their social ambition.,. ·• 

M "Go<>J Gr.rnm:u md U<:odT•"~· ("'-"-' h~noc~ 19) 
"You ,..Ill h:o•~ n<~o.cd lh:ltl d~lnl !Oiy 11-bvm 
•Quo!~ fmnt\\'i lli,m", Srtioe\b. !icthink<!hO>'""-' <•"corh;'CI,p>rtly'117) 



But thing.< an:- no1 at all as simple as this. Titerc arc signifi­
c-.mt difTerence5 between the Educ:~tL-d Clas..< and your ordinary 
evil oppres.o;ive privileg...-d cbss. l'or one thing, membership m the 
Educ-~ted Cb.ss ls something th.:lt juslifiesa certain amount of prid~·. 
and any admiration or soda[ status that n:-sull~ migtu not be nol 

enurdy mi~pl:.ccd. Educ:~tion does (we hoped confer valuable abiti­
tie~ on its recipients: and n"lt'mben;hip in the Educ-~ted Class ls 
nornully the result of a good dc-~1 of hard work. The benefits of 
membership, such as they an:, arc thus to some extent L-.mlL-d and 
dcser.,..,d, it's also no1eworthy thar thro Educatt-d Cla~ is not ·.,x­
dus•vc'-<~u!Siders ~--an get in. The l:duc-JtOO Cbs.-s offers qu.te an 
unu.<ual degree of mobility-In and. for that matter, out. t:nlike 
any other privilege<! class, it UJ..~intains huge publicly fundcJ irul:l­
rutionstoconferentry rngcncr.ll,maimcnanceofsocl.:ilela..'ISdls-­
tinctions. and produc-tioft of ext"m:ol signs of membcrship or non­
meml>en.hip, are n:osty activitie.. 1\ut the l'.duc:~tcd//'ion-F.duc-~tcd 
cltss dislinction is of a different !iOr1 fTUfll l'l"IC>SI. So our part•cipa­
tion In the management and maint~"flanceofthls.r.oc-ial class dis­
tinction and its .~ign.s is 1101 so easily judg..."<l ~-en.al 

C.Ompt:lencc in Stand:<rd English has. historiC"~Ily, ten<k'd to 
grJmcenainbcocfits: ncemindegrceofsocial\-la!Us1lndrespcet:, 
and, 501J1Climcs, a nca:s. .. ;uy condi!ion for acceptance in ~·me so­
eLl! institutions and a:rtain jobs. Titc Amctic--Jn Educ;~uon Network 
C.OrporJ tion, which identifies IISC"lf as "a flt)l!-profit Of',llan ization 
buildmg l"arnlng pathways to empower pc.'oplc· has a wdHitC 
wtuch uffe" the following delightful rationale for learning gram-

Wl>y <1<1 ~lf' 1.11')'<'1'! m>kc •• mu..h •• l-100 p:r 
h<~or'll><y <nc:wo·,~t~:~n"lrll:ir rule-<. diC)' "P'-"'k ond 

"'TII~"""'dh<.""""'u>gr.onu""<ruk->..,lholl/tt-)' 

Ol'lrornrtiUni('•"' """" d!rt1;0d)'--l<l !"'rsuade 
[lldgeoond,_.nc<th,nlh<:~rd"""--'l"""'""""llht 

Wl>y '"" T\' ""~ t;kc Opnh Wutfrt:y. 1\iU 
Cosil)' . ..ndll:ub>r.oW•h<'l'!paido"r..l~;-nbiiiOndol 

Ur,_.j•~"ll."-'tlt<:yk.....,.tv>mrn.t..ndhnw 

tnll."'dloeff<•cu•dy<-~- ,._. ll'kh<-.... 

p:uod~r.omm:or, wcriod< hein~ntl."-ln<kfSI<lO<lan<l 

nn11!"11"'!1 tlto= he1l [01" .. -,l];ol~cr 



The gr:ain of truth in thi-s cbim might be th~t ll'L3~ery of ~t~nc.l:ml 
Engli.sh i-s .somt.1t!Tr.'! a job qualifK"".<lion_ h thi.~ merely J w:.y of 
keeping the undt,rcbS5a uoder'There·s a big differcnc.: b<.1.,.,-.:en 
hiring on the basis of the abilit)- to produce Sl"an<brd J::nglish. and 
on the ba~t~ of ~kin colour. !"m n01 ""Ying that StaJldard Engli:sh 
compo.."'lenu.' IL<clf is likdy to tn.3ke <;OO"ICQ!lC :~ ~\er employo.:e. 
The klc~ that top lawyers, Opr~h Winfn.y, Cl :oL. m:oke big budts 
because they :~re !10 good at gr~rrunar i.< of COI.or)C nuny, and the 
claim th:n Stand:trd English makes for clearer o.·ommunlcnion is 
alsof:tlse.llather.lthittk,thcabilitytoprOOucc~tandm!Englishis 
an epiphenomenon-a sign th:n a job candid:llc i~ more likely to 
have other skills oonfern.-d by educnion that nt:ty be valuable in 
cenain lobs. or at )e-~,t "rught by some cmplo)·ers. And also a sign 
that the C:Jndidatc is somewhat more likci)· to hnc cenain per-
1i00al ch:lmcteristics as.'i<lriarcd with eduC:JtionJI :~.chicH~nK'm: in­
telligcnce,cr"~Cr~zy.re5poru;ih;lily.crt':ltivit)".dili~nce.sclf-discipline. 
and obedience.• 

f\ot much of rhis 'ICCms panicularty socially vicious. But 

Williams pomts at a social use ol Stanc.brd English that he dues find 
obj<.'Ciionabl.,. 

~~ourlongu;.!!"""'""'rorefk"<:l<>ur<i<"l"~'-1 
ntin<l ltl•ea,-yfn<tt-.oo<:!ndill<."<.l~th>kth••n 

onOII"'"'t<>lm:.t)lineth:uthdrJIIOillUruoll<•l-...-­
«lf>">i;uul"""""torm<""t<lo:f•:;.,ncy. \l'O'n~, .. 
Ri<-"<"1 tl"' notion tlut 'itan<l:ud ~.n)lll-.h nu\;.,.; it< 

>f"'>lu.Thinl.,-llc-ct""llyo.-mnnlly""l"'nor Til,lt 

t"'l"--f"'""'~fro.uHt·"""'lltnatt.mc.."TK)' 
Hi•do-<trucr,.-.," 

I think it"' Pfl'l'Y ob•dous th;~.t Sl:ond~rd English spc-~kc,.., are not 
likcl)" to he mur~lly superior to other". nut ifs noc ·factually wfO!lg· 
to suppo:~e that Slandard English is wme l'l"ftkmce of intello.."dual 
superiority, •~ it? l.ook. J"m nor. claiming that L'\t:ryedul:'dtcd person 
is intdlcctu~lly <upcrior to evesy uncdui:'Jtcd pcN:m God knows 
l"ve \:><:en teaching :11 ~ uni,·er.;il)' too long 10 claim that. Plenty of 
completely uncdul:ttL'(.\ pe"Ople. who show ir hy saying I aln"lflOI 

"VOdiUm<nll;'fiiK"'-'Iho.·b ... !lurt:<fur><t.....,_,.;,._'<\.l:ty~•t") 
" Sr)"l? 



"one, [u,-c <--oruoide~;~bly high<--r itudhgcnce tlun ""~")' unt,·e-r:-ny 
gmdu:11es. Uut ~r:mdard Enf!lish is 50nJCf!I.Wicnceofgoo(] intelli­
gence. No!CO!ldUSl\'C<-'\'idcncc, rlOie.,.cnvcryn"lrablccvKknn'. 
all by it:oe[f_ Hut c.,.idcocc. Is rhcre somcthmg undcmcK:r:ltrc- about 
thl' thmkin)j' Is rr un(kmocr:<trc 10 dbting<•islr dcJo(rtt-' of imcll<-'C· 
rual abih~yl Or to take a "gn of Mtcressful eduC":uion as some im!i­
calion <>f !'l(l<xl imcllcctu~l abllrty) Wlut dues ~ny of thr:. have 1u do 
"llh dcrnocr;~cy? My pomt is that the S<X!al u-cs 10 which .'i!and­
artl English are put are 1101 ''cnal unes, so we Grn. v.-ith )(OOd 
conscicrKe, p:<nicip.11c In tht'SC in.stitutiorL~ by continuing to pro­
videinc•tructionmrl 

llut we must be careful noc toexagg<"r:lCCthcelCicnt ofrhc 
bcncfitsconfcrredhycumpclcrKe inStan<larJEnglish.11tcstigrna 
of a nrn~->.taodarrl Jial('(_1 ha~ diminished sub.,(amia!ly over rl1c past 
f<-"W tk-caclcs (~I k..r.st in the Real World; its .still fairly ,;~rong in.<idc 
ac:~ffi,mia). lis c-lear tlul Standard English competence Is not really 
an Important johqualif11:::nion any III()n', e\<'n for jobs Ill romp:or"d­
tivcly cbssy opcrntiofl!l ln•-olving 'JX"dking or writing 0\-Cr the 
paSl d~adc there's been a Slanting increase in gf"Jrnmalia~.l errors 
in '/bi!G/olx'm~rl Mail, Canada's most pr<-'len~io<<~ nanon.,J nev.s-­
P:•J>cr (a rccem Globe heldlinc: Are tfx'l! uortb the ptljJertlx>irwrlt­
teu ou~"'.l. And Uflthe COC. as my v.-tfe can tell yo11, h~vif1S! l1.1d to 
put up with the hundreds of ~ifll('s l''e gkd'ully, p.:dmucally, ccdi­
ou•lr. point<-"<lthesc out at the dinner table. ~bu still h;~'e to be 
ahle ~o U.'lC ~n apo:o;rrophe to get a joh m an Engll,,h dcpanm.::m. 
butwhercelscl 

A~ alwar~. howc•·er, we sho1tkl weigh the~"''" of St;<ndard 
English lr"Jimng. noc only to our .... ·hools. hut to our studem~; le~ m­
ini{~ new diak'CI;, •·cry hartl work. ·n,erea~a coup!._. of bets that 
sup.gcscth:rt the benefit~;rre nO( worth thecm,ts: high ,._•hoots haw 
ju.<./ about CC'dst'd leaching Stand~rrl English altogether, without J 

great deal of objL"<·tion from th<' public: and unl\•c,;ity scudcms 
don't <;('Cnl to be all that ,-,t:rlly rntercstL-d in learning it either. If 
profkicncyrcallyconferwdsubstantialbencflt, lthinkthingsmiglll 
hcdiffercnl 

lllejJp<lllL'Se nohdrt)',lmtold.tr:Jdrtionally le-~mcdandspokc 
a dialeCt uSL'<l only in coun. Wh.;•t a W:ISIC of cffon! To disungut5h 
them from ~..,-el)'UilC else, a spcdallr-shap.-.'<1 hm W011ld have s;r•·ecl 



~) murh v.urk. We l•:arn and spc-~k a spedal diaka to diSfinguiSh 
the edue:ucd from ol:hcrs. A5..suming this Is wonh doing. couldn 't it 
be done more l':lsily? Maybe the school tic or the school ri~ would 
~gain lx.'COmc important \\~yhc the display of a diplom:t on an 
olfoce wall would no lon~r lx: COfiSidcrcd gauche. Perh~pl! ifs 
tlll"ll" for rcpladng this n~~>tly linguistic instotution Commuing to 
te-ach it h'Cpll it alive--or. at least. pmlongs tts painful death 

Soj/J'Tf!scrlptrrism 
The ty,u sides of the battle In~ waded into arc sometime.""!! c:alk..J 
theOescriptivistsandtlwl'~ptwist.•.Descripti'"i'olsarc,ofcourso..-. 

p<X-smol<ing, Dr.-Spock-1111S<:d. hippy pinko anan:hi'llS. who think 
tlt<~t. ho.:y. t.""I"CI)·Ix>dy should do their own thing, and th.11 the only 
job of linguists i.s tO describe the thinj:lr--with the cmph..:r.siS on the 
plurol--thatarcdonc. Prcscriptivist~are. naturally. right·Wingfos-­
sihttd ruJe-,.or<hipping imolet":lnt elitist opPfe"oSI\"C d:I.SS snobs. 
who think th:u <tnY diale<:t O<her than Swnd~rd English is a mark of 

infcrionty 
T1tcpo.;otiOf"ll'vcb«narguingfor;.,neithcrDescripcoviSt 

roorpurelyPibCI"ipllvist I'd allow grJnunartois."<Uc prcS(;r\ptions; 
butldisagfe('withthcPrt''>CliploviSiswhothtnkth~tSchool Rult.""!l. 
defining 8fKXI F.ngllsh, should be undeNtood ;~~(what we philoso­
phers c:all) catcgotic:al impcr:nive~: Nl>t'r>rdotbts; tbm ispwmi/Wd; 
tJ/uwys do Ibis. 1llO>oe "'ho viol:nc C:li<'I!Orical rule.~ arc simply do­
ing wh<lt tht.-y shouldn't; :10 •·iolation elicits horror, di$may, and 
something like mornl <;ondcrrlll:ttion. All my l'ng!ish t(':lChers pre­
scmed School Rules th~ wa)", as do older gr.amn"l:lr lxloks. I"m 
~ugge>~ing th:n th.:..c Rules ,!Jould he unders10od as hnlO!hetic:al. 
of this form: lfrou"rc inlt'1"CS/ed lr1 beit111 Wkntlfred us" mcmhel"oj 
tbe Edumtcd Clrus, tbcn)I?U Wo11fdi:<boukhl '1/mt•ydo tblsitbt"llilbe 
other .SOmeone who viol:otcs a hypolhctic:ll rule might be impno· 
dent, hut is nO< simply domg what on.: shouldn't 

When grJmmar teacheN tell po.:opl.: tlwt th<.-y arc makin!! 
Sl:upidmis13k~whc:ntlx.oyspeaktlk:irrc:.rll.anguaj,!(.".th<.-yinsult 

these pe<>plc, they treat them woth di..,rcspe<:t. The l::bonks move· 
ITII..'Ilt goes too far. l think. when it suggests that teaching bbck 
people Standard English is always coloniaH~ oppression; buttht.-y 
are al>solutdy right in condemning the damage to ..._.tf-rc~fK"CI that 
result~ fmm being convinced by grommarwns that the l~ngu::tj,!(." 

one speaks is defective 



Asecondch:!ngeldsuggestisthis.lfthconlypuf[~of 

St:md:trd En)!lish ;, to dislingui~h the Educat~ Class, l~ngu~gc 
rtluc:uor~ should pay ~ncntion to those S<:hool Rules th<lt educ:ued 
people ~ctu~lly o:;o:, and whn<;e violation j)r:Qplc who Cllre actu~ll) 
notice Some School Rule> (0\lnd w1dely in )!r;~rnnur/style hooks 
~re viobi<.-d rcgul~rly by ju5l abou1 0!\cryonc; they're one• you can 
ignore with very linlc danger of being thought to lx:long to the 
IJn<.-duc:~!<.-d 

NC\·crbcginascntenccwithanrl. but.orb«m<W. 
l15C/cuwwith count-noun5.1f!SSotherwise 
Use tbm in a restricti"e d~u!iC. aod U-"blc:b in ~ non-restnc-

Next ~re examples of rules wiKJ<Se violations ,·ery fa,tidiO\ts" read­
ers might notkc and c-.1rc ~bout; but .,.·Jtich an Oc 'i:lft.'ly nobtcU 
m m:myrontcxt~: 

Donotspht lnfinilin~s 
Use shall, not will, for flrst-pcThOfl ~implc fulurity 
U:;o: U'bo/11 as thc object of~ verb or preposition 
1\eo.crcndascntcnrcwith •t preposition 
U$Cthcsingularwith "otre~nd any 

Hut the following violations will inv~riably cxdu<lc ynu from the 
Elect 

nm utu bem be/fffi' me 
ldotdl.mou·t~otbt.~Ruborlll/xrt."" 

~ly gr;~mnJar teadrcr~>= told me simply th:u l must obey ~u School 
Rules. b\u 1t would Oc more u,;cful to <;~udcnts to distinguish for 
them tho:.e School Mules that they might benefit from ohcying 

11K:sc two proposal.s are ba.'iCd 01"1 the idea that lingui:;tk 
a<-"lli arc done for a purpose--rtX>re cuctly, for a wK:Ic \"aTicty of 
pui"J)<»C.">-"Jnd just as good c:trpcmers choose tools to suit the 
ta~k Jt hand, the langu~gc we produce depends on wlw.t we're 
trying to do. 11tc old-style presuipt1vc gr:unm;uians l"vc had a 

""lbh>l 
~nu.tbsl.nctl.WI.indlho-<c.....,mpk.-..•"'fromW-.Ih•"''·SI)Wt?ff 



look 31 r:udy mnsidt-r pu~ at all, and when th<.-y do, the 
purpo.o;esthcyc.unsi<k'rarcaiiTI<Nim':lriablyof3\'eryn:r.rrow<Ort 
Dumtnen, for example. wrOic his picky gr:unm.~r book origin.ally 
for the l>enefit of Oxford ."'-udcm.s preparing for fln:r.l cJ<:t!llinatioM 
They no doubt need thill trnining; hut do the !"CS( of u'ill 5Uppooe 
th3t it'~ he<::uo..c they're mo"lly academks that grnmmari:ms _-.;,of­
tenoonccntrJteon thcpurpC>SC'<ofWritingand conversing inside 
a<:adcmia. "here you may offend, m3)' noc be t;o.kcn scriou~l)·, if 
you viobte School Rule•. l.lut n01 <.:vel)' ntlc, and noc always. SOm<."· 
till'II."S insido: my univcrsny l actually sa)', and slxm/LI ;.ay, lfQo (Ire 
JUII /ookingjor'Aod J\·e heard it damlCdthat th<."Te l• >Otne son of 
life !(OittJ< on in the world out~idc the uni••erstty 

AnOihocr n:JI'I'I)\I.'IlCSS that typifie,. grnlllJTI:uiaru:' a,...;umpcioru. 
about the comext and purpOM'>; for language is th<.~r taking I"X!Xl'5i· 
101')' prose and information-J~IYing Sflt-"'-'Ch as the lillgltistic p:trd­
digm. 11JUs the emphasi.s on univocality, conci..~i<m. clarity, and on 
reguiJrtt)·aodrule-following. PJul ZiiTwritC5 

AOO·i:>ti<>nfromthc"'lt"l>ril•.',tohet<"'ndin 

Lt""""ll<'"")'on< .. <.o5o<>nllll<.'ft<.'f<'"''llhn•nrnu 
nlnhon. tlut the imr><"'"""" '~ c."Otnmunk.·•tiOOl t• 

u.ua!l~ ~'"'!111<""'1<.~1 If il "'~"' no1 1>1"'-il>k tn 
~vnolhtn,ll.,k'l1$llh.<hplontoc.-ybct"'<Xflr'lal"""' 

nr ind"~luol; ""'"kl h~ imp<Mil~~ '"d c.•t<:kL:i!l 
f"""''"rouldl'IUihr!liWn" 

On f1rs1 readin~;. I took thi~ p~s.;"gc to be merely a c-ute wisccr:tek 
butno"·lthink itshouldbetakenscriously.lfyou pay~uo:mionto 
~ct~ollangualjC use, you·n noci<x 1h~t inform;Jtion--communic:lting 
dt•d:tr.uive scntences"rc fairlyr:trc. MOM bnguago: h;tsOiherpri-­
rnal')' purpo:scs; coru:idcr why someone might say· 

llowrlo_}Ymda~ 

I bml tl pkt~>tml time 
Myboorl ;,. hlfli•~gi St•m!dfo~u bi~d.-tbeucbien.•of. rbe 

maslei)•Ojlhelhf•WI" 
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b-en when what is said (>r wriucn is purclr ded:muivc, much more 
is in\"::rbbly going on than mere conununicatiorl of information. 

At laSI. and in conclusion. I su~C51 a tiny tit:·in with my 
academic discipline. philosophy. Pbto is the villain here. He St.1 
the tone fOJ" millcnnta to come b).· pbcinl! exclusl\'e emphas1s on 
the truth-telling function of bnguage, ronUemning the wider r1tc· 
toricll concerns of the Sophists, and banning [X)l'try from his ide:d 
~ate. And ifs no comcidcncc that he also insblcd on the c:ucgor; .. 
c:~lnaturc of pn.~ptions. One of the rc~...:m~ philo,ophy of lan­
gua)tC(unt•l\l'iugcnSiclll)wa,soinadL'"QUatcw·JsilSnarruwL"Oil· 
L't:ntr"Jtion on lingui51ic inforrruuon-gi\'mg. Gr:unn~;uians. L""Ven when 
they do give token consider.ltion to r1tetoric, to the purposes of 
bnguage. h:we oft<.'n ~han.-d thi.-. blinken.-d \·iew of what we do 
lingw~tk~lly. :md what we should do. How you should talk \-:trie!< 

greatly with where and who ~·ou arc, and what you want to do 
School Gt:lmmar m•ght be a more u,..,ful suhjecl if i1 paid more 
auentiontothcsedivcrsn•ell 
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