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Meet the Author


WELCOME TO ENGLISH GRAMMAR: A COMPLETE INTRODUCTION!


Having spent my schooldays having English grammar drilled into me as an unchanging monolith, I felt a sense of liberation when the tutors on my university English Language course suggested that correct English is what is, not what should be. It’s a dictum, however, that presents the writer of a book on English grammar with a dilemma. Should he or she simply give up any attempt to lay down norms of correctness on the basis that they are subject to constant change? Or should he or she take the opposite approach and resist change in the interests of a historical correctness?


It seems to me that neither of these extreme positions is necessary. People wishing to use English correctly in the 21st century can only benefit from a guide to what is currently perceived as correct, and so my intention in this book has been to be descriptive, rather than prescriptive, and to explain what is currently acceptable rather than look for infringements of age-old principles. Rules are helpful, and an explanation of the historical background to modern English can aid understanding (and, of course, entertain), but the function of studying these is to facilitate confident use of the language as it currently exists.


Of course, for some years pessimists have been predicting the total demise of English grammar, syntax and orthography thanks to the dominance of emails and texting as methods of communication and to the irresistible spread of the use of social media. This is clearly an extreme position, but there is, perhaps, a nugget of truth within it. The grammar school-educated 40-something who regularly emails me with such phrases as ‘Thanx, m8’ doesn’t think for one moment that this is correct written English. The danger lies with the young, unfamiliar with life before email: can they distinguish between the informal register (level of language) found in emails (which in reality are a curious hybrid of oral and written forms) and the register required for more formal written communication? It is a trend that needs watching, but in reality there are no grounds for panic. Those who think that English grammar is in terminal decline have little reason for their opinions except their own misplaced nostalgia for a golden age of literacy that never was. Interestingly, a publishing boom in the last decade has been in books that, often with a light touch, take a zero-tolerance approach to English grammar. This no doubt is fuelled both by the nostalgia already mentioned and by the public’s perceived need to be able to understand the rules of English.


Anyone who approaches the 2019 revised edition of English Grammar: A complete introduction thinking it will all be about emails, texts and tweets will be disappointed. It’s perfectly reasonable that a form of English outside the rules of grammar should exist, but, as anyone applying for a job or university place will know, the demands of formal English have changed very little, even if that application is made via email. I can’t predict what form English will take in 2050 (though I suspect correct formal English will be surprisingly similar to that found in 2019), but I hope I have managed to describe the state of the language today, with a little explanation of how it got here.


Ron Simpson, 2019
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The history of the English language




In this chapter you will learn:


▸   how the English language began


▸   how to tell the difference between Old English, Middle English and Modern English


▸   the ways in which language is still changing.










English as a hybrid language


We are all familiar with the notion that English is made up of elements from many different languages, just as the British are descended from many different tribes. In particular the language is seen, correctly, as based mainly on German, Latin and French sources, with, of course, distinct elements from Scandinavian languages, other Latin-derived languages (Italian and Spanish) and, in terms particularly of vocabulary, the languages of nations explored or colonized by the British – most notably, the ex-colonies of North America, which continue to transform our language slowly day by day.


We need, however, to be careful of the inference that we draw from these different elements. It is tempting (and wholly wrong) to think that the Romans invaded us and brought Latin with them; then came the Angles, Saxons and the rest, with their German dialects, and finally the Normans completed the mix by adding French.




Insight


It is possible to find traces in vocabulary of the language of conquest. It has become a truism that the words for animals in the field, where they are tended by peasants, are English in origin (cow, sheep, calf, pig, etc.), while their names when carved at table by the nobles are French: beef (Modern French boeuf), mutton (mouton), veal (veau), pork (porc). Of course this does not apply with all animals, but there is certainly a pattern. However, the use of French by nobles was, by no means, all due to the Norman Conquest.










The sources of modern English


In fact there is no point in considering any connection between the Latin of Roman Britain and modern English (a few place names like London from Londinium are direct survivals), though all the European languages mentioned above, dead and living, are connected by a common ancestor in the Indo-European language of 2000-plus BC. The history of English starts with Old English, but the ways in which the influences of other languages have occurred may be surprising.


For example, the influence of Latin has occurred mainly through religion and scholarship. Remember that Roman Catholicism was the only faith in Britain until the 16th century. Through all the Middle Ages the Bible in use was the Vulgate in Latin; the first attempts at an English translation did not occur until the late 14th century. Until the reign of Henry VIII (1509–47), much teaching and learning was centred on monasteries. International scholarship (science, philosophy, medicine, etc.) depended upon the common language of Latin. As late as the 17th century scientific works were still being written in Latin by Englishmen. In the more personal field of poetry John Milton, famed for Paradise Lost, wrote poems in Latin as well as in English, also in the 17th century.


The clear distinction between France and England as countries was not there in the Middle Ages. The first Norman kings ruled over parts of France as well as England; the Plantagenet royal house was also known as Angevin (from Anjou in France where the family originated); Henry V, in the early 15th century, married the King of France’s daughter and tried to merge the crowns. At times the English court was as French as it was English, so that the three languages had their own niches in England, with French the tongue of courtiers (it later became the language of diplomacy), Latin framing the law and expressing the consolations of philosophy, and English, sadly, something of a rough country cousin.




Insight


The above are only a few examples of how deeply England was in touch with the wider European community so that the language was constantly subject to that influence. The celebrated last words of Mary Tudor, Queen of England from 1553 to 1558, were, ‘When I am dead and opened, you shall find “Calais” lying in my heart.’ As recently as her reign England lost the last of her possessions in mainland France, Calais, though the Channel Islands still remain.










Old English


The term ‘Old English’ is applied to the language spoken between the Germanic invasions of the 5th century and the 12th century, by which time the language had been transformed into what is known as Middle English. Old English was formerly called Anglo-Saxon, and you may find this term in older books or used archaically in the present day. While there may be two terms, there was only one language – or, rather, group of languages and dialects.


Old English changed form on two main bases:


1   Time: Over seven centuries there were many changes in the language to the extent that language scholars can date (or argue over the dating of) a manuscript on the internal evidence of its language. Reputedly the last document of Old English is the 1154 annal of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, but clearly the population, including the monkish chroniclers, did not suddenly say, ‘It’s time we spoke and wrote Middle English.’ A stage was reached in the transformation of the language which makes it convenient for scholars to define it by a new name.


2   Place: At any one time different versions of Old English were in operation in different parts of the country (in the earlier period, they were actually different countries). Kentish English and Northumbrian English, for instance, were not the same thing. Change comes more quickly in what is largely an oral language and change tended to come from the south-eastern part of the country, so scholars still argue about whether a document or poem was written at an early date in the south or later in the north.




Insight


The ways in which language changes can vary considerably depending on whether the changes are influenced by speech or writing. A good example, though from a much later era than Old English, is our borrowing from the French word gentil, meaning much the same as our ‘gentle’, originally in the ‘noble’ sense (as in gentilhomme/gentleman). ‘Gentle’ appeared first as a word either from French or direct from Latin, but gradually changed its main meaning (to ‘mild and considerate’). ‘Jaunty’ (bold and vigorous) comes direct from the French pronunciation, with no hint of the French spelling, and ‘genteel’ (aspiring to gentlemanly manners) comes predominantly from the written form, though ‘-eel’ hints at the French pronunciation. Thus we have three words and at least four meanings from one French root.










Old English Grammar


Though it is well outside the scope of this book to explain Old English grammar, it is worth noting that Old English was an inflected language; that is to say, word endings showed whether, for instance, a verb was in the 1st, 2nd or 3rd person or whether a noun was the subject or object of a sentence. Many, but by no means all, of these forms would be familiar to us, for example:


▸   Some nouns indicated plural and possession by -s. Stan (stone) took the forms stanes (possession) and stanas (plural) – pretty familiar – but others, as in Modern German, used -n for this purpose.


▸   Verb forms like the 2nd person singular -est and the 3rd person -eth (spelled -eþ) suggest rather old-fashioned Modern English, as does thu (spelled þu): þu drincest is clearly thou drinkest – you drink.




Insight


Old English contained a number of letters based on Runic script of which thorn, ash and wynn are the best known. Ash was written æ and represented the a sound. Thorn was written þ and, as it represented the th sound, was widely used. It also survived much longer than the other Runic characters, later becoming confused with y in writing. Hence the influence of Thorn is still with us. In Old English The was written þe. Later that turned into Ye (still pronounced The) and even today many of our popular tourist centres are graced with ‘Ye Olde Englishe…’ signs. The extra e on old and English is an equally misguided borrowing from a later phase of English: the medieval French influence.







CAN YOU READ OLD ENGLISH?


When we attempt to read Old English, two things become immediately apparent:


1   It is a different language from English;


2   It is related to English, possibly a great-great-great-grandfather.


See how much sense you can make of the following lines from the Old English poem The Battle of Maldon. The battle was fought in 991 with Byrhtnoth, the ‘ealdorman’ of Essex, making a heroically unsuccessful stand against the Vikings. All the Runic characters have been replaced by their nearest modern equivalents:




Byrhtnoth mathelode, bord hafenode,


wand wacne aesc, wordum maelde,


yrre and anraed ageaf him andsware:


‘Gehyrst thu, saelida, hwaet this folc sageth?’





Much of this is probably incomprehensible, but, in the first three lines, as Byrhtnoth raises his shield (bord) and brandishes his spear (aesc) before speaking, you can identify the Old English equivalents of ‘words’, ‘answer’, even possibly ‘angry’ (yrre) and ‘gave’ (ageaf). Then suddenly the fourth line reads almost like old-fashioned modern English (the 19th century, perhaps):




‘Hearest thou, sailor [seafarer/Viking] what this folk [people] sayeth?’













Middle English


‘Middle English’ is the term used for the language in the period after the effects of the Norman Conquest had been absorbed (mid-12th century), up to the mid-15th century. Though Middle English contains some of the most beautiful poetry of the pre-modern period, the changes in the language are more for the dedicated linguist than a book of this sort. In simple terms:


▸   the French influence became stronger;


▸   the language steadily became less inflected;


▸   separate dialects still prevailed in different parts of the country, plus, of course, Welsh and Gaelic elsewhere in what is now Britain;


▸   the English language was still in the shadow of French and Latin in scholarship, the court and the law;


▸   by the end of the Middle English period, it is possible for the modern reader to find the language intelligible.




LATE MIDDLE ENGLISH – EARLY MODERN?


By the 15th century, with the Agincourt Carol, the modern reader has little difficulty if he/she is prepared to read it aloud – or, better still, sing it:




Owre kynge went forth to Normandy


With grace and myght of chyvalry;


Ther God for hym wrought mervelusly;


Wherfore Englonde may calle and cry,


‘Deo Gracias.’





You will have noticed the influence of Latin (the refrain, Deo Gracias, ‘Thanks be to God’) and the odd spelling. Otherwise there are just a few rather archaic words: for example, wrought for ‘worked’ or ‘did’ (like wright in such trades as shipwright, wheelwright, etc.). It is interesting that standard spelling, even in one manuscript, was not yet established: elsewhere ‘our’ is spelled oure, not owre, ‘through’ is spelled thorwe and throw, ‘field’ appears as felde and feld. For all this, you can sense a language on the brink of Modern English.







EAST MIDLAND, CHAUCER AND STANDARD ENGLISH


The process by which English became a single language rather than a series of closely related dialects was particularly active in the 15th and 16th centuries. Since the great poet Geoffrey Chaucer died in 1400 and wrote copiously in the East Midland dialect, which became the basis for modern English, it is tempting to see this process as the result of Chaucer’s influence after his death. What is certain is that the centralization of power at court and the invention of the printing press did much to establish ‘standard English’. Not that it was totally standard by any means: Sir Walter Ralegh, the late 16th/early 17th-century courtier/poet/explorer/politician, reputedly spoke broad Devonian and Shakespeare’s different signatures are famous.




Insight


Much of the research into Old and Middle English language and literature in the early middle years of the 20th century (including such matters as the dating of poems like Beowulf and Sir Gawain) was done by Professor J.R.R. Tolkien, still to be heard declaiming Beowulf in the lecture theatres of Oxford in the 1960s. The professor had another part-time career, as the author of The Lord of the Rings, and readers of that saga of Middle Earth will easily find hints of Norse and Old English in his linguistic inventions.













Modern English


Already, by about 1450, English had settled into what scholars call Early Modern English. By the Elizabethan Age the language reached a state where it can both seem totally modern and yet surprise us by occasionally proving blankly incomprehensible. Think of the famous speech of Elizabeth at Tilbury, the plays of Shakespeare (written between approximately 1590 and 1612) and the Authorized Version of the Bible (prepared at the behest of Elizabeth’s successor, James I, in 1606). However, we must remember that, if we find Shakespeare at his most metaphorical difficult to understand, the problem is no worse than that presented by, say, Dylan Thomas (died 1953) or some of the denser passages of Ted Hughes, the former Poet Laureate. To blame all difficulties on ‘old-fashioned English’ is misleading.




CODIFYING THE LANGUAGE


By the 17th and 18th centuries scholars and students were ready to explain the English language, to tidy it up and put it in order. It was no longer a second-rate language in its own land, but ‘the language of Chaucer and Shakespeare’. Ben Jonson set to work producing an English grammar in the 17th century, a hundred years later his near namesake Samuel Johnson produced the first dictionary, and so on. Correctness became, for the first time, essential. Thus the fundamental changes in modern English have involved such matters as codifying sentence construction (read a learned work of the 17th century and you will find mighty sentences that defy analysis), standardizing spelling, punctuation and the use of capital letters, removing such illogicalities as the double negative, etc. By and large these changes proved helpful, but they gave rise to some nonsensical rules. The split infinitive (to boldly go) was banished and prepositions banned from the ends of sentences. In both of these there is an element of sense: it is ugly, for instance, to split an infinitive with a lengthy phrase (I would like to before eating my dinner wash my hands). However, as general rules, they can be safely ignored.







NEW WORDS, NEW SUBJECTS


The main developments in the language in the last 300 years have been in vocabulary. A visitor from the 18th century would find formal English of today only slightly unfamiliar in its form and constructions, but desperately confusing in its vocabulary, in precisely the same way as he/she would struggle to understand the changes in science, politics, sport, medicine, society, industry, fashion, etc., that have brought about this new vocabulary: from astronauts to socialism, from snooker to motorways.







REAPPLYING EXISTING WORDS


Many of the neologisms (new words) have been applied by inventors, discoverers, etc., but many more are compounds of existing, often very simple words. For instance, what should we call the new horseless carriages (too cumbersome a phrase to survive long) that began to appear at the end of the 19th century? Automobile was rather good (from the Latin for ‘moves by itself’), but, in Britain, the simple motor-car (car meaning a wheeled vehicle, a cart or chariot) won the day. With the subsequent abbreviation to car, our 18th-century visitor would find the word totally familiar, but would be surprised to see the horse replaced by the internal combustion engine. Football is a good example of a different type of confusion. From medieval times, a game involving kicking a ball has been known as football. The problem is that there are many different ways of playing ball-and-feet games. Originally a whole community rough-and-tumble, football came to mean different things to the pupils of Rugby and Eton in the 19th century and today still refers to a different game in the USA from in Britain. Bizarrely, the old-fashioned public-school slang, soccer, has found a home in the democratic Land of the Free!




Insight


The sage of Baltimore, H.L. Mencken, published The American Language in 1919 claiming that the USA had evolved its own language. Many of the differences, however, are the result of applying different existing words to the puzzle of new inventions or developments. We all, in Britain or the States, know what rail, way and road mean; we simply chose a different pairing when the Iron Horse arrived. The path for foot travellers (footpath) is much the same as the place to walk at the side (sidewalk). It is also worth remembering that the first English settlements in America preceded the standardization of English spelling. The Pilgrim Fathers were as likely to use color as colour – and certainly referred to the season as fall, not autumn!










PREFIXES, SUFFIXES AND CLASSICAL ROOTS


Of course not all new words are formed by putting together two existing words. Some may be named after the inventor/discoverer: daguerrotype photographs (from Louis Daguerre) and the saxophone (from Adolphe Sax) are two 19th-century examples where the capital letters of the proper nouns have long disappeared. Or it may be a forgotten association of place: denim (a fabric ‘from Nîmes’: ‘de Nîmes’) or hamburger (from ‘Hamburg steak’).


Very often, however, new words are created by turning to Latin or Greek roots and/or existing prefixes with known meanings: just think how many words are now being coined using super, hyper, mega and multi, a sign of the increasing scale of much in our current lifestyle, though, at the other end of the scale, micro- (microelectronics and microbiology, for example) fills more dictionary pages year by year. Similarly tele- is a prefix whose day has come: from the Greek for ‘afar’ or ‘at a distance’, it now has a huge field of telecommunications to frolic in. It is interesting that there are two words which both mean ‘seeing at a distance’: telescope (from two Greek words) and television (with a mix of Latin and Greek that one pedant said would never come to good).




Insight


The story of tennis is a neat illustration of the progress of words in the English language. The game originally was played indoors, on courts of strange and complicated shape by aristocrats and royalty: hence real (royal) tennis. In 1873 Major Walter Wingfield published rules for the more democratic outdoor version, calling it (on sound Greek principles) Sphairistike. The game, but not the name, caught on, so the term lawn tennis (on the old principle of combining existing words) became common. Since real tennis is played by few people, the other is usually referred to as tennis. As so often happens, an inventor has been unable to impose his chosen name on the public and a word has changed meaning for totally non-linguistic reasons.










SLANG AND FASHION


The most rapid changes in language (of grammatical form, but particularly of vocabulary) occur in spoken English, especially slang, and in accordance with the dictates of fashion. Very often, of course, the two go together, fashion dictating the latest slang. Equally, fashionable slang is the least permanent element in language. For instance, the language of a Restoration or 18th-century comedy now seems most out of date in those features which were then considered most fashionable. What can the would-be man of fashion, Sparkish, in Wycherley’s The Country Wife, mean when he says, using a series of common monosyllables, ‘We wits … make love often, but to show our parts’? Surprisingly, the answer is, ‘We wits pay court to [chat up, in more recent slang] ladies simply to show our abilities [wit/cleverness].’


A striking modern example of the fashionable rebranding of a word is cool. As well as relating to temperature, the word has long referred to unflappable characters (cool customers), a style of jazz and a social attitude and lifestyle that is indefinable (if you have to ask, you’re just not cool). In the last years of the 20th century its lifestyle implications were very un-coolly hijacked for political purposes: ‘Cool Britannia’, etc. What does the future hold for cool? The one certainty is that, as usual, it’s a case of ‘last in, first out’: when cool still applies to mountain streams, intrepid explorers, Miles Davis’s trumpet and screen icons like James Dean, the politicians already view it with the amnesia associated with yesterday’s slogan.







RULES AND TRENDS


Currently language is undergoing rapid innovations in vocabulary and developments in jargon, the technical language of a particular trade, skill or profession, from plumbing to the Stock Market. At the same time, the diversity of dialect has reduced and changes in the form and structure of ‘correct’ English grammar are happening, but at nothing like the same speed or in the same quantity. Vocabulary designed to dignify the humble and routine is now so common that old jokes about ‘rodent extermination operatives’ (rat catchers) have been overtaken by reality and political correctness throws up absurdities (‘Winterfest’ for Christmas in order not to offend non-Christians) alongside very welcome developments. Politically, too, the use of language to obscure meaning is becoming ever more common.


However, the major change in our language has been brought about by the use of emails and texting. Essentially, emails have created a form of English that falls between spoken and written, combining the instant communication of a telephone conversation with (if the recipient wishes) the permanence of a letter. The first result of this is that elements like capitalization, punctuation and spelling lose their importance. With texting deliberate misspelling appears in the abbreviated form of words. Essentially, this has no bearing on mainstream English grammar, just as chatty telephone conversations have nothing to do with formal written English, though many of us may be a little worried about the spread of such features as u (you), 4 (for) and 2 (to) into advertising and tabloid headlines – possibly the thin end of the wedge.





[image: Images] Test yourself



1.1   Read the two extracts following and see if you can translate them into modern English. Also decide which you think is the earlier piece. The translation appears in the ‘Test yourself answers’ section at the end of the book.


a   The first is part of a poem about King Arthur and uses the letters þ (thorn – equivalent to th) and Ȝ (yogh – equivalent to y or gh):




Þis kyng lay at Camylot vpon Krystmasse


With mony luflych lorde, lede of Þe best,


Rekenly of Þe Rounde Table all Þo rich breÞer,


With rych reuel oryȜt and rechles merÞes.





b   The second is a mock-serious meditation on murder from a comic fable of the cock and the fox:




Mordre wol out, that se we day by day.


Mordre is so wlatsom and abhomynable


To God, that is so just and resonable,


That he no wol nat suffre it heled be,


Though it abyde a yeer, or two, or thre:


Mordre wol out, this my conclusioun.





1.2   Read the following brief extracts and consider the ways in which they use English:


▸   What do they mean?


▸   Do you notice anything unusual?


▸   Have you any idea when and where they were written? (Not necessarily precise: ‘earlier than the last one’ is a sensible response.)


a   The Skies gan scowle, orecast with mistie cloudes,


When (as I rode alone by London way,


Clokeless, unclad) thus did I sing and say.


b   Him se yldesta andswarode,


werodes wisa, wordhord onleac.


c   Hain’t we got all the fools in town on our side? and ain’t that a big enough majority in any town?


d   It was at Rome, on the 15th October, 1***, as I sat musing amidst the ruins of the Capitol, while the barefoot friars were singing vespers in the Temple of Jupiter, that the idea of writing the decline and fall of the city first started to my mind.


e   In a somer seson when soft was the sonne,


I shope me in shroudes as I a shepe were,


In habite as an heremite unholy of workes,


Went wyde in þis world wondres to here.


f    – But is this the law?


– Ay, marry, is’t – crowner’s quest law.


– Will you ha’ the truth an’t? If this had not been a gentlewoman, she should have been buried out a’ Christian burial.


g   I struggled through the alphabet as if it had been a bramble-bush; getting considerably worried and scratched by every letter. After that, I fell among those thieves, the nine figures, who seemed every evening to do something new to disguise themselves and baffle recognition.


h   Ichot a burde in boure bryht


That fully semly is on syht,


Menskful maiden of myht,


Feir and fre to fonde.
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Dividing the word: syllables and morphemes




In this chapter you will learn:


▸   how a word can be divided into smaller units


▸   how these units differ in spoken and written form


▸   the variety of forms of morpheme (the smallest grammatical unit).










Minimum free form?


The following units will deal with different types of words, their functions and properties and their relationships with each other in linguistic units. However, it is worthwhile first to reflect on what distinguishes a word and how we can define the smallest units of meaning.


We assume that a word has a meaning that is free-standing: the American linguist Bloomfield defined it as minimum free form; in other words, the smallest unit of language that can occur by itself. By the same token we assume that anything less than a word has no meaning on its own. Both these assumptions are, to some extent, misleading.


A word on its own in written English generally means nothing until it takes its place in a sentence or phrase, though a note consisting of the word ‘Help!’ could serve its purpose so long as the recipient knew where it had come from. In spoken English there is more chance of an isolated word conveying meaning:




‘Where is this train going?’ ‘Exeter.’


‘Is this your English or History notebook?’ ‘History.’





However, in the same way, if rather less frequently, units smaller than a word can provide answers to questions:




‘Is this inclusive or exclusive of insurance?’ ‘In-.’


‘Are you pro- or anti-fox hunting?’ ‘Anti-.’


‘Are you confident of doing well?’ ‘-ish.’


‘Is this the priority or non-priority queue?’ ‘Non-.’







HOW MANY WORDS?


The word is not a fixed unit, established for all time. Two words, at first used side by side, may become a compound word (one made up of two or more other words), possibly initially joined by a hyphen, then, as they become more and more familiar with each other, merging into a single word. Think, for instance, of the single word homework, made up originally of the two words home and work, with the same relationship to each other as garden and seat which are written separately or, possibly, hyphenated. Eventually the concept of homework became so familiar that the two became one.




Insight


Very often you will find that there is very little logic in whether a compound word is written as one word, two words or two words hyphenated. Nor do they stay the same for ever, but change with the years. For instance, a 1964 dictionary gives us schoolmaster, schoolmistress and schoolmate, but school-teacher, school-book and school-days. School fees, on the other hand, is written as two words. Do you think all these are written in the same way now? Why not check a new edition of a dictionary?





The word is clearly the most familiar lexical unit (one or more words that function as a unit of meaning, such as can be defined in a dictionary). However, the above suggests that regarding it as the only base unit, as somehow having a fixed and unique role, is misleading. It is, of course, even more misleading in speech when words are not individually wrapped with their own space before and after, as in written English.




Insight


Speech can often play games (accidental or deliberate) with words and where they begin and end. It’s difficult for us listening to a foreign language (even a very broad and unfamiliar accent speaking English) to work out where words begin and end. How much more difficult for a child! Hence the pious prayer ‘Pity my simplicity’ can end up as ‘Pity mice in Plicity’ – where is Plicity and what are they doing to the mice? As adults, we are quite likely to say, ‘Abso-blooming-lutely’, following the form of ‘Not blooming likely!’ and happily destroying the integrity of the word.













Speech and syllables


We are used to regarding the atoms that make up a word as syllables. A syllable consists of a single vowel sound and any consonant sounds that go with it. Remember that we are dealing with a vowel sound, not a written vowel. Therefore a syllable may include y (or w in words of Welsh origin like cwm) as well as a, e, i, o or u as a vowel sound. Similarly, two vowels joined together (what is called a diphthong) make up only one syllable.


So, for instance, the most simple words consist of one syllable and can be described as monosyllables: that, den, kick, shot, bun. But you, their and bait are also monosyllables, although they contain two vowels. A word like di-et, however, has two syllables because the i and the e are sounded separately.


Look at the following examples of long words divided up by syllables:




can-tank-er-ous (4 syllables)


in-cred-i-ble (4 syllables)


bi-o-chem-ist-ry (5 syllables)


in-des-truc-ti-ble (5 syllables)


un-pre-med-it-at-ed (6 syllables – 7 if you add -ly)





It must be emphasized that syllables refer purely to sound. Three examples will suffice to prove this:


1   How many syllables are there in -ious? There are three vowels and ou clearly functions as a diphthong, so most of us would regard it as consisting of two syllables. However, if you listen to someone saying the word pretentious, there is every chance that it will be pronounced ‘pre-ten-shus’, three syllables, including one for -ious. But is the precise, old-fashioned, somewhat pretentious speaker who says ‘pre-ten-shi-us’ wrong? Clearly not. As a grammatical unit, applied to words on the page, the syllable is inadequate to explain the form of -ious. Conscientious creates even more problems. Many people would be tempted to see it as a five-syllable word; many others pronounce it as nearer to three syllables ‘con-shen-shus’.


2   The ending -ed applied to a verb to show the past tense has the same grammatical function in all such cases, but sometimes it is a syllable and sometimes not. In such cases as walked, fixed and hampered it is not: the words remain of one syllable (in the first two cases) or two syllables (in the third). In attempted, diverted and protected it is a syllable in itself, turning two-syllable words into three-syllable words.


3   Comparable is a word which has two alternative pronunciations, each with a different number of syllables. The normal ‘correct’ pronunciation is ‘com-pra-ble’ (three syllables). In recent years ‘com-pa-ra-ble’ (four syllables) has become the more usual pronunciation and is widely accepted.


Thus it is necessary to find a way of breaking words down into their constituent parts which is relevant to their meaning and grammatical form, not just their sound.







What are morphemes?


As the smallest grammatical or syntactical unit, the morpheme has one single quality: it cannot be divided into smaller units. It is like the grammatical equivalent of prime numbers, those that are not divisible by any number except themselves and 1. Just as many small numbers (e.g. 4) are not prime and many larger ones (e.g. 23) are, so the length of morphemes cannot be predicted.


Many are single syllables, whether complete words or not: the, see, pre-, -dom (as in kingdom), but, just as there is no certainty whether a morpheme will be a complete word or not, so there is no normal length. For instance, the short word, died, consists of two morphemes (the verb die and the ending -d). The much longer word, chimpanzee, consists of one morpheme because there are no smaller units within it, chimp being merely a diminutive (or shortened form) of the word itself.


Before turning to types of morpheme, it is worth illustrating the difference between a morpheme and a syllable. In many words the syllables and morphemes are identical: un-friend-ly, for instance, ship-ment or shoot-ing (plus all monosyllables). In these cases the blocks of meaning (morphemes) and the vowel sounds (syllables) coincide. But look at the following:







	
rhino-ceros (2 morphemes)

	
rhi-no-ce-ros (4 syllables)






	
dynam-ic (2 morphemes)

	
dy-nam-ic (3 syllables)






	
un-attain-able (3 morphemes)

	
un-att-ain-a-ble (5 syllables)











TYPES OF MORPHEME


Many morphemes can stand on their own as whole words; for instance, ‘attain’ in the above example. These are known as free morphemes. You will find it easy to think of examples of free morphemes, from whole words such as live, suggest, rare and resist to their use in longer words like live-li-hood, suggest-ion, rare-ly and ir-resist-ible. Usually the free morpheme will provide the root for the meaning of a word, though, of course, a word may contain more than one free morpheme: drumstick, outhouse or handicap.


Morphemes which serve a particular purpose and usually serve to modify the meaning of a free morpheme are known as bound morphemes. So, for instance:




un-, in- and dis- and many others indicate negatives;


-s indicates plural or present tense or, usually with an added apostrophe, possession;


pre- and ante- both mean ‘before’;


-ed indicates past tense, etc., etc.





Bound morphemes can be again subdivided, if you wish:


Inflectional morphemes add additional information about the existing free morpheme, but it remains the same lexical unit (there is no need for an extra dictionary entry): look-ed (past), give-n (past participle), shoe-s (plural), friend-’s (possession).


Derivational morphemes create a new word, though one linked to the free morpheme in meaning: free-dom, un-kind-ness, quick-ly, dis-continue.







PREFIXES AND SUFFIXES


Many bound morphemes are also affixes or prefixes and suffixes. There is nothing unusual in finding words or parts of words which are examples of more than one grammatical form. Prefixes and suffixes are dealt with in Chapter 11 and are morphemes which can be placed at the front (prefixes) or at the end (suffixes) of words with a fixed meaning. So, in the above examples, we find the negative prefixes (un, dis), suffixes creating an abstract noun (dom, ness), and a suffix indicating the adverb (ly).







FURTHER READING


This is a fairly brief and simplified account of the role of morphemes in the structure of language. Those of you who wish to study the nature of language, rather than just the correct forms of English grammar, are advised that Aitchison’s Linguistics (also in this series) contains a more detailed and academic examination of morphemes.
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2.1   Some of the following words are compounds; some are not. Try to identify which are compounds:







	glucose

	pirate

	headstrong






	housewife

	timekeeper

	discernible






	footing

	footman

	helpful






	milkmaid

	milky

	hypochondriac









2.2   Decide which of the following words are single morphemes, then divide the others into their constituent morphemes, suggesting which morphemes are free and which are bound:







	indigestible

	turned

	prunes






	oral

	recall

	embarrassment






	distaste

	flying

	cobra






	foreman

	forest

	misdirection






	wearily

	condensation

	elephant









2.3   In this exercise you are asked to distinguish between morphemes and syllables. Write out the following words, first separating them into syllables, then into morphemes:







	departure

	inaccessible

	postscript






	poster

	infirm

	disarm






	diseased

	unappealing

	dreadful






	wickedly

	attempting

	kettles






	walking

	refreshing

	recollect
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Nouns




In this chapter you will learn:


▸   how to identify the different types of noun


▸   how to form the plural of nouns


▸   the various functions of nouns within the sentence.










What is a noun?


Whatever method of explaining English grammar we adopt, nouns and verbs are the basic building blocks of the English language. In traditional terms the noun is a ‘naming word’ and the verb a ‘word of doing or being’. Hence the simplest of statements consists of a name and what he/she/it did: ‘Jesus wept.’


According to more modern explanations of function (i.e. what words do), we can explain words and phrases according to processes, participants and circumstances. Of these the process (the happening or state) and the participants (who or what is taking part in the happening or state) are essential – and, of course, the process is a verb and the participants nouns or pronouns.


However defined, understanding nouns and verbs is central to our knowledge of English grammar and many other parts of speech (pronouns, adjectives and adverbs) can only be explained in relation to nouns and verbs.







Types of noun




COMMON AND PROPER NOUNS


The definition ‘naming word’ has potential for confusing the unwary student. You are familiar with ‘name’ as something individual, the name of a city, person, club, association or firm. Nouns are more often the name not of an individual, but of a species, genre or type. You have a name that applies to yourself individually (Margaret, Mr Rowley or whatever), but there are many other nouns that can be applied to you as a type or member of a group. Take your pick from such words as: student, woman, youth, sportsman, driver, worker, painter, cleaner, campaigner or couch-potato.


A common noun is one that applies to the group or type: it is common to all. For example, singer, town, sword, tea, politician, regiment, actor.


A proper noun is one that applies to the individual. For example, Callas, Weymouth, Excalibur, Typhoo, Churchill, Grenadier Guards, Olivier.





▸ All proper nouns begin with a capital letter


A slight exception occurs in the case of names (proper nouns) that consist of more than one word. The tendency in such cases is not to use a capital letter at the start of any ‘unimportant’ word. So both words in Menai Strait have capitals, but not every word in Straits of Gibraltar. Or compare the titles of two Graham Greene novels: Brighton Rock and The Power and the Glory.








▸ emails and www


The whole structure of punctuation and capitalization is, of course, apparently undermined by the working practices of emails and the World Wide Web (or www, not W.W.W.) which are all about the instant communication of ideas and knowledge, unhindered by the use of the shift key. It is comparatively easy for us to adjust to different habits when emailing or surfing the net. The question is whether email practices are spreading into ordinary usage. The main sign is in company names: an existing tendency towards lower case (small letters) or the insertion of capitals in the ‘wrong’ places is rapidly increasing, as in a company such as easyJet (with subsidiaries like easyRentacar). But this has little relevance to normal written English. It would certainly be dangerous to use emails as the justification for omitting capital letters from a job application or a report.




Insight


Long before capital letters were endangered by the internet, American poet e. e. cummings virtually banished them from his verse. If you are a whimsically original poet, then it is fine to write:




and eddieandbill come


running from marbles and


piracies and it’s


spring


when the world is puddle-wonderful





Similarly American humorist Don Marquis wrote the upper-case-free adventures of ‘archy the cockroach and mehitabel the cat’, secure in the knowledge that cats and cockroaches cannot work the shift key.













COLLECTIVE NOUNS


A collective noun is the name of a group comprising several (many?) individual parts. It is very straightforward to think of words such as: class, team, herd, committee, association, collection, staff, fleet, flock, group (of course) or (in some senses) party.


The difficulty is that, strictly speaking, a collective noun is singular (i.e. refers to one thing only), but sometimes our instincts are to regard it as plural (referring to more than one) because of the many individuals involved. It is natural to say, ‘The fleet’s in’, but it is equally natural to say, ‘The class have had enough of English grammar.’




Insight


If we were to be pedantic, we should say, ‘Manchester United has signed a new striker’, but ‘Bolton Wanderers have signed a new striker’ – or ‘Bolton Wanderers FC has signed a new striker’ (Wanderers being a plural noun and club, as in F(ootball) C(lub), a singular collective noun). This distinction is clearly nonsense, just as it is nonsense to object to ‘The team were playing well’. However, it is a matter of register (see Chapter 13), of applying the correct form of language to the situation. The minutes secretary may ask the Chair, ‘Have the Committee reached a decision yet?’, but his report on the meeting should read, ‘The Committee has decided that…’










ABSTRACT AND CONCRETE NOUNS


Another broad distinction is between abstract and concrete nouns. Concrete nouns are described as ‘material’, abstract nouns as ‘immaterial’. This means, simply, that concrete nouns exist in a physical form, are there to be seen, touched or tripped over, while abstract nouns have no existence that can be determined by the senses of sight, touch or even smell.


Take the sentence, ‘We crossed the meadows in hope, expecting soon to see the beauty of the daffodils.’ There are four nouns there, two concrete referring to things with a physical form (meadows, daffodils), two abstract referring to emotions or concepts (hope, beauty).







NUMBER: SINGULAR AND PLURAL


Like so much in English grammar, the question of number becomes a problem only in the exceptions to the rule. Modern distinctions between count nouns and mass (non-count) nouns need not worry the general student of English grammar. Certainly some nouns can form a plural (count nouns) and some cannot (mass nouns). However, many nouns can operate as either. A recent book cited homework as an example of a mass noun, unable to form a plural, but how many schoolteachers have said to their students, ‘You’ve missed three homeworks!’?


What matters is the correct formation of the plural. The majority of nouns form the plural by adding s, but there are many exceptions.





▸ s and suchlike


To make them easy to say, words ending in a sibilant (s, z, x, sh, ch, etc.) add an e to make an extra syllable: mass/masses, quiz/quizzes, fox/foxes, marsh/marshes, church/churches, etc.








▸ y into ies



A rule that is easy to learn and almost without exceptions is to replace y, if it follows a consonant at the end of a noun, with ies in the plural: factory/factories, story/stories, country/countries. Note that this does not apply if the y follows a vowel. In particular, be careful with -ey: story (a tale) becomes stories, storey (the floor of a building) becomes storeys.








▸ -ves or not


The practice concerning words ending in f or fe is rather more difficult. Some form the plural by changing the ending to -ves; some form the plural in the normal way; in some cases, both versions are correct. Unfortunately it is simply a matter of learning which are which and being sensitive to pronunciation. The way in which we say knives, loaves, halves, lives, etc., tells us the spelling. Chiefs, griefs, proofs and gulfs are similarly straightforward. With roofs/rooves, hoofs/hooves, scarfs/scarves and dwarfs/dwarves you must decide for yourself where you stand.








▸ o for an ending


Words ending in o can also cause confusion. Many like potatoes and tomatoes add an extra e, but many others form the plural in the normal way: pianos, folios, cameos, solos, cellos, concertos. Interestingly many of these are of Italian origin and the plurals end in i in the original. You will find celli, concerti, etc., in English, but usually only in specialist music writing: ‘Handel wrote many concerti grossi’, but ‘The Emperor is one of my favourite piano concertos’.




Insight


Sometimes forming the singular, not the plural, can be the problem. Famously a former Vice-President of the United States, Dan Quayle, visiting a school, encouraged a pupil to add a missing e to potato. In fact, though we do not think of English as having many words ending in vowels except e, o endings are more common than oe.











▸ No change


In some cases nouns have zero plural; in other words, they remain unchanged in the plural. These are, most notably, nouns referring to animals, maybe because we often see animals in both number and mass. We may eat/keep as a pet/be attacked by an individual animal, but we also make our living by breeding cattle or order salmon for a meal. Other cases include sheep, deer, cod, grouse and trout.








▸ Foreign origins


If a foreign word is taken into the English language without change, there is a tendency to use the original foreign plural (often a for um words derived from Latin). The soundest advice is:


▸   When a word is so fully absorbed that we think of it as an English word, it is probably wiser to form the plural with s: stadiums and gymnasiums now seem more natural than stadia and gymnasia, though the latter two are not wrong.


▸   When the original plural becomes established in its own right, then use it. The best example is data, much more widely used than datum. Anyone using datums to mean ‘given facts’ would simply spread confusion.


▸   There are many cases where personal choice is all that matters. You may use radii because radiuses sounds cumbersome; addenda may continue to be used because it has little currency in ordinary conversation, but radiuses and addendums are perfectly acceptable words. The plural of genius can be genii or geniuses. Many people use geniuses for astonishingly gifted people and genii for spirits. In the same way the context can have an effect. For instance, what word do you use for more than one cactus? Usually, looking at them as a mass in a garden centre, we would say, ‘That’s a fine display of cacti.’ Singling them out individually and in the tough world of the Hollywood Western, the besieged leader of the wagon train would perceive the Apaches hiding behind the cactuses.




Insight


Use of foreign plurals can produce confusion. A good example is the word phenomenon, a Greek word meaning, in its present use, a remarkable thing or event. It is a matter of choice between the plurals phenomenons and the original phenomena. Sadly, it is not uncommon for phenomena to be used as the singular, resulting in the plural phenomenas, both of these wrong. ‘Criterion’ and its plural ‘criteria’ suffer the same fate: how often have you heard phrases such as ‘the sole criteria’, a self-evident contradiction?


Phenomena and criteria do not exist as singular nouns. However, we must face the possibility that a few more generations of inaccurate usage by the educated and powerful might establish them as such.











▸ en plurals


The en ending for plurals is an ancient and once common form. Appropriately enough, apart from children, it tends to be used in rather old-fashioned contexts. Oxen and brethren are two such examples. Brethren, of course, means the same as brothers, but the situations where it is used are quite different. Brethren usually has a biblical or religious context: Joseph and his Brethren or The Plymouth Brethren.








▸ Change the vowel


Derived from Old English, the plural of several common nouns involves changing the central vowel rather than adding an ending. Many of the irregular and old-fashioned plurals apply to nouns which were staples of existence before the regular s ending became common. Just like the zero plural, the vowel change plural applies to several animals (goose/geese, mouse/mice), plus parts of the body (tooth/teeth, foot/feet) and, of course, man/men and woman/women. A variation on this is the archaic plural of cow (kine) which you may still find in old Bible stories.








▸ Compound nouns


Some nouns are made up of two or more words (compounds). Which one is turned into the plural? It is impossible to lay down an exact rule, but it is probably best to focus on the main noun in those cases where hyphens are used (daughters-in-law, lords-lieutenant; in ranks such as Major-Generals the second word is the more important) and to place the s at the end where they have become one word (cupfuls, bucketfuls).




Insight


What are you to do when the plural has completely taken over the function of the singular? For instance, news, apparently a plural, has a precise meaning of its own, though connected to the adjective new: similarly politics. These words have now obtained a life of their own as ‘singular’ nouns, so we write, ‘The news is bad’ or ‘Politics is a dirty business.’ Data, at this moment, is undergoing that change: you will find some writers and speakers referring to data as singular, others treating the word as plural. Which is correct? Usage dictates that both are.
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