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			A Note from the Author

			 

			First, my credentials: I have spent decades attempting to memorize the entire English language.  In my opinion, this alone over-qualifies me for the job.  I am also one of those word nerds who actually sit around reading the dictionary, or what we word aficionados are temporarily calling a “dictionary reader” (like I said, it’s temporary).  But rest assured, gentle reader, you’re in good hands because I’m definitely way into the whole dictionary thing.  To get an idea of how I feel when leafing through the dictionary, picture Donald Trump recumbent on a faux zebra-hide daybed while perusing a catalog of precious-metal bathroom fixtures from the Dubai Hammacher-Schlemmer—that’s me with my Webster’s.

			 

			Fortunately for my ilk, the English language is vast enough to accommodate the most insatiable appetite for words (and to fuel my obsession with elegant variation—the unsung queen of all literary devices).  The downside to so much variety is that an endless (limitless?) list (array?) of word choices (options?) can also lead to (cause?) equivocation (vacillation?), and eventually (sooner or later?) inertia (paralysis?).   Nevertheless, a surfeit is always better than a dearth…usually…I think.

			 

			Although we have hundreds of thousands of words and phrases at our disposal, if you believe the fate of a few dozen is so inconsequential as to preclude forming the basis for an entire book, you’re dead wrong.  Well, perhaps half dead wrong would be more accurate, but trust me, there’s a book here.  My thesis is as simple as it is sibilant:  The rich are supposed to get richer, yet the well-heeled English language, especially as spoken in these United States, is showing signs of precipitous dissipation (okay, maybe sibilance has the edge over simplicity here—my bad).  As I see it, the main threat is collateral damage from our cultural stampede to embrace the wireless age.  How else can you describe an entire species suddenly abandoning their advanced language skills because portable, opposable thumb-based communications technology is currently all the rage?   Moreover, every single middle-aged person on the planet just spent the last twenty years getting up to speed on a normal keyboard.  There are Mongolian herdsmen who can type 65+ words a minute, for crying out loud.  I certainly don’t envy the poor schmuck who has to tell a descendant of Genghis Khan that he just wasted the best years of his life developing finger dexterity because now fingers are out and thumbs are in.  

			 

			Granted, even before the PC and the Internet arrived, American English was experiencing an Oscar Wilde level of dissipation, but now we’re in Mickey Rourke territory—or so the thesis goes.  The loss of the words themselves is less of a problem than the growing indifference to what constitutes acceptable English.  I would dearly love to offer you a comprehensive definition myself, but I hope that you will, in lieu of a responsive answer, settle for my word as a gentleman that I know acceptable English when I see it (see credentials, above).  If this makes me a proponent of linguistic prescriptivism (you’ll find the Wiki definition manageably succinct), well, so be it.

			 

			As much as I’d like to blame everything on those perfectly coiffed, stylishly dressed, intelligent, sophisticated and driven punks who came of age with the Internet as their nursemaid, I kind of blew that opportunity when I admitted we were already over-relaxing our usage standards before they showed up.  In any case, it was only a short leap from there to the complete abandonment of standards that is the natural consequence of constant and instantaneous communication.  This worries me.  Yes, I know these same smug text addicts are not communicating exclusively via their smartphones, but let’s not spoil my lovely thesis by dragging inconvenient truths into the picture. And yes, scintillating conversation still occurs when people are face to face, but I wonder, somewhat melodramatically, for how long?  Is the witty rejoinder an endangered species?  Was my decision to major in English an even bigger waste of time than the Mongolian herdsmen’s folly?  With my head spinning from these nightmare scenarios and reflecting on the fact that all those strangers who don’t appreciate my unsolicited grammar lessons now have the perfect excuse to ignore me by staring intently at their portable screens, I decided I had an amorphous duty to create a compendium of interesting and useful words and phrases that appear to be on their way out for no good reason (relax—I’d never describe something as interesting unless I was 100% sure).  Then I thought, well that’s a start, Jack, but you’re writing a book, not a pamphlet.  Suddenly I recalled that, during my word research, I found a lot about our language and usage deserving of the special brand of sarcastic invective my poor mother screamed herself hoarse to instill in me.  I realized the book could function simultaneously as an idolatrous paean and a scathing put-down—essentially a celebrity-free roast of American English.  So I stopped worrying about that pesky old thesis of mine and added some arguably related topics, e.g., words that are already dead but deserve a second chance, words that are still alive but don’t deserve to be, words that are in danger of turning into their own antonyms, and so on. Then I realized I needed to give the project a killer name.  To my chagrin, no killer names were available, but check out some of my working titles:

			 

			Who Killed Op-cit?

			Sashaying Toward Sodom, Linguistically Speaking

			The Bushwhacking of American English

			WTF is Wrong with Us?!?!? 

			 

			All quite catchy, though I finally settled for LOL: Losing Our Language because “LOL” on the cover is a marketing no-brainer, and “Losing Our Language” gives the desirable impression that I’ve got something really important to say.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Get Your Stinking Paws Off My Words, 
You Damn Dirty Apes!

			 

			This chapter is devoted to words that are being manhandled to death by the hoi polloi.

		

	
		
			Words That Have Been Watered
Down to Near Uselessness

			 

			Genius

			I saw this one coming a mile away.  Ever since the Brits took the word “brilliant” and forever diluted its substantive weight by bestowing it on pretty much everything in the universe that they don’t hate, I’ve known that the linguistic heft of “genius” was living on borrowed time.  And sure enough, along came late 20th-early 21st century pop culture, with its sycophantic access journalism and its resulting legions of over-hyped film, television, and music stars, and wham—everyone and their grandmother is suddenly a “genius.”  But here’s the thing: If Da Vinci was a genius, and Shakespeare was a genius, and Mozart was a genius, and Einstein was a genius, and Hawking is a genius, then how can Kanye West be a genius?  It doesn’t take a genius to realize that the answer is, “He can’t be!”  But just try telling that to any person under 30 who isn’t a white supremacist, or to anyone over 30 whose livelihood depends on a strong Twitter following.  And therefore, since Kanye West will continue to be hailed as a genius whether I like it or not, the word “genius” is no longer useful to me as a way of distinguishing singular achievement or ability from the ranks of the merely “above average.”  You can see that this idea has crept into the dictionaries, e.g., Merriam-Webster acknowledges that a genius is “a person who has a level of talent or intelligence that is very rare or remarkable,” yet also allows for “a person who is very good at doing something.”  Are they kidding?  That would mean that basically everyone in the world is a genius except for that handful of people who never become very good at doing anything.  According to Merriam-Webster, then, Kanye West is a genius, if for no other reason than that he is very good at convincing other people that he is a genius.

			 

			Gourmet

			Once upon a time, a true “gourmet” was a “connoisseur” of “haute cuisine,” but over the years we Americans apparently resented having to use a French word that could only be defined by using other French words, so we gradually robbed it of its elitist, Gallic clout by overusing it.  A gourmet is no longer an epicure or a gastronome, i.e., someone with a sophisticated enough palate to appreciate the difference between Outback Steakhouse and, say, a place that serves actual steak.   Similarly, any food can now be described as “gourmet” without creating any great expectations—think of it as a single-word substitute for “not completely crawling with maggots.”  In your face, France!

			 

			Awesome

			When was the last time anyone—including me—applied this term to something truly awe-inspiring? For one thing, we are not as easily awestruck as we used to be, which is just as well, given that “awful” originally meant “full of awe” and now means “horrible,” suggesting that feeling awe was once a very unpleasant experience. But apparently rushing in to fill the void left by our vanished sense of awe is a desire to elevate the mundane to the level of awesome by sheer force of exaggeration, so that nearly everything is suddenly being described as “awesome,” making us sound like a bunch of stoned surfer dudes.

			 

			Hip

			Okay, I’m setting aside the fact that “hip” hasn’t been a cutting-edge term for decades, but the concept it describes is timeless.  To be hip used to mean that you were cool and that you knew the score.  By the way, it is an interesting conundrum that in order to “know the score” and to understand what “cool” means, you have to be cool and know the score—and the same goes for “hip.”  Whatever it meant, being hip was definitely a desirable thing, and it was also an uncommon enough quality in a person that it maintained its mystique.  Enter “the hipster.”  This annoyingly self-defined demographic consists of young people who move to Williamsburg or a similarly faux-edgy neighborhood, stop shaving, and proceed to reinvent the wheel of being under 40 and affecting a superficially bohemian lifestyle.   Now, obviously “hipster” isn’t the same word as “hip,” but they are inextricably linked, and the palpable obnoxiousness of “hipster” has debased the hipness of “hip” forever.

			 

			Shit, Piss, Fuck, Cunt, Cocksucker, Motherfucker, and Tits

			Well, that certainly got your attention, didn’t it?  So, what has happened to the great George Carlin’s “seven forbidden words” in the decades since he first did his famous routine?  Most of them are still forbidden by the same television networks that now allow constant advertising reference to erections lasting longer than four hours and sex-inhibiting vaginal dryness.  But in terms of the vernacular, “shit, piss, fuck, tits,” and, strangely, “motherfucker,” have all been used mercilessly and have lost most of their rebel luster.  I mean, I’m sorry, but these days everyone uses the word “shit” on a regular basis (and piss, at least as part of “piss me off”).  “Tits” is no longer taboo for its explicit sexuality; it’s now more of an insult to all women everywhere because it sounds like it was coined by a serial date-rapist frat-boy (and also because Mel Gibson used it).   “Motherfucker,” which was once a frighteningly off-limits expression, has become a stock phrase in Hollywood—the beginning of the end was the popularity among the male, under-30 demographic of constantly quoting Schwarzenegger from Predator in 1987 (“You’re one ugly motherfucker!”) and then sealing the deal with Bruce Willis from Die Hard in 1988 (“Yippee ki-yay, motherfucker!”).  “Fuck” (see also “Fuck off!,” Chapter 10) is now no more than the industrial-strength version of “shit” in the average citizen’s vocabulary.  When something mildly annoying happens (e.g., the movie is sold out), “shit” is the go-to word, but when there’s more at stake (e.g., you just got pulled over for speeding in a work zone), the word you’re looking for is “fuck!”  I must say that for me, “cunt” has retained most of its original oomph, though occasional public usage by several otherwise respectable women I know leads me to assume that it, too, will be de-fanged through common use within another twenty years or so.  Among all seven, “cocksucker” has shown the greatest resilience as a taboo term—it’s just too specific and too vividly pornographic to be useful in mixed company, even as part of a richly-deserved insult, such as “That Hitler sure was a cocksucker.”
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