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Health Warning


Almost everything seems to carry a health warning these days. Smoking kills you and food makes you fat. Too much alcohol makes you drunk and too much sunshine gives you cancer. Books can kill too. When I bought Animal Farm nearly fifty years ago I wandered out of the shop reading it and was so absorbed I kept wandering and reading – right across a main road. God knows how the lorry missed me.


This book should, perhaps, carry a health warning for different reasons. Some people will expect it to be an attack on those who have no respect for the English language. And so it is. But their views of good English may differ from mine. Hence the warning. If your blood pressure tends to be on the high side and you believe a book about English should strictly observe every rule of grammar, then be warned: many of those rules will be broken in the following pages, some inadvertently but most in full knowledge of the offence that may be caused.


I do not believe you will find any split infinitives. There is no particular reason for that, except that I happen to find them ugly. You will find many sentences beginning with conjunctions (see the last paragraph) and many ending with a preposition. I shall probably not go as far as the little boy who, it is said, disliked a book about Australia that his mother was fond of reading to him at bedtime and finally demanded, ‘What have you brought that book I don’t like being read to out of about Down Under up for?’


On the other hand, I sympathise fully with the gauche young man from rural Mississippi who won a scholarship to Harvard. On his first day there he approached a couple of cocky young New England socialites. ‘Hey, y’all, where’s the library at?’ They sniggered among themselves and one replied haughtily, ‘At Harvard we prefer not to end a sentence with a preposition.’ The young redneck thought for a moment and said, ‘Okay. Where’s the library at, asshole?’


This book is not a primer. Nor (as if you’d needed telling) is it a scholarly analysis of English. Even if I’d wanted to write one of those I don’t exactly have the academic qualifications. The only degrees I have are those honorary ones that universities give people once they have become reasonably well known.


I left school at fifteen with a clutch of ‘O’ levels and something much more important: a basic understanding of how to put a sentence together. In those days it was enough to help me get a job on a small newspaper and make a decent living over the years since. Grammar has been good to me.


Nor is this book about style. The Victorian writer Matthew Arnold dismissed those who thought he could teach them style with these words: ‘Have something to say and say it as clearly as you can. That is the only secret to style.’


That is what this book is about: saying things clearly. I have several worries on that front.


It worries me that children do not get the same help that I had more than half a century ago. I wish the basic rules of grammar were still taught to every child. They do matter – even though we may make a conscious decision to break them from time to time.


I hate sloppy, overblown, cliché-ridden language when it is used by those who should know better – not least when it is broadcast by the BBC. I hate jargon. I hate the idea – increasingly fashionable in academic circles – that rules confine language. They do not. They liberate it. As George Orwell said, slovenly language ‘makes it easier for us to have foolish thoughts’.


In short, I worry about the way language is mangled. But I worry even more about the way it can be manipulated by people trying to sell us things – whether they be double-glazing salesmen or international banks. Or politicians. As Richard Hoggart says, language gives power to all citizens in a free society. But it can do so only if it is used properly.


That is the reason for this book.




CHAPTER ONE


Our Common Language


So just how mega is this then? A book on English. Never really meant to do it. No way. Then I’m like with my publisher? She’s like yeah, John, everyone gets really uptight about the gash way we speak now. We need something fly, yeah? Like totally awesome? And I’m so like no way . . . I’m up to here with stuff? And she’s like, tell me about it. But she blags me and we do a deal and I’m cool and she’s, like, Bless! Know what I mean?


You probably do know what I meant. It might have been a bit of a struggle but I dare say you will have got the meaning of that hideous paragraph in the end. If you were fifteen years old you’d have had no problem – even though the vocabulary may be outdated already. Teen language changes far too quickly for book deadlines to cope. But children have no difficulty in understanding each other. They have adapted the language to suit themselves. It may not be the English you or I were taught at school, but it works for them.


It proves a number of things. One is that you don’t need all the rules to make yourself understood. That single paragraph broke half the rules in the book. There were sentences without verbs and verbs without subjects and punctuation that would have had my old teacher reaching for her smelling-salts – or her cane. The present tense was used when it should have been the past tense and statements were turned into questions with an uplift at the end of the sentence for no earthly reason that I can think of – except that it happens a lot in Australian soaps. But it worked. You probably got the drift.


Grumpy old men like me are appalled by it – partly because it reminds us of how old we are – and so are many others. Yet I suspect it does less damage to the language than this sort of thing:


Each specialist library will be the product of a community of practice of all those interested in knowledge mobilisation and localisation of their domain.


Or this:


We’ve had over six months of detailed consultation during which the original proposals were amended and that can continue in a proper scrutiny not an attempt to wreck the bill by long-grassing it forever.


Or this:


Cameras had been placed where there was a partnership concern about road safety.


Or this:


The right to be offensive is always a prerequisite for public debate going forwards.


Or this:


It was a victory for terror.


Or this:


Coke Adds Life.


None of those lines was written by fifteen-year-olds talking to each other, deliberately trying to exclude the ancients. They were all written by people in the business of communicating: politicians, advertising copy-writers, journalists, government officials. And they were getting paid to do it – paid a great deal of money in the case of the copy-writers. Sugary fizzy drinks tend to rot your teeth and make you fat – but not in the world of advertising.


How can people speak and write this sort of rubbish? How can they be so indifferent to the way their words sound? How can broadcasters transmit them and newspapers print them? How is it that the purveyors of the equivalent of junk food are not hauled up before the linguistic equivalent of the Food Standards Agency and forced to forfeit their licence to speak?


Ugly language can ruin your day. I spend my waking hours among words. I am reading the papers when sensible people are still snoring. I sit in a studio listening to my guests (and, often, to my own voice) massacring the English language. I hear politicians use verbal trickery to bamboozle the audience, and ‘experts’ of all stripes resort to jargon under the smallest amount of pressure. I hear scientists and cultural leaders failing to deliver simple messages and then, having failed, blaming the media for showing no interest in their subjects.


During the day I chair conferences where businessmen nod sagely while gurus spout meaningless platitudes for huge fees. Then I go home and listen to broadcasters doing just what I was doing a few hours ago – sometimes better, sometimes worse.


I love words. Let me be honest, I love the sound of my own voice. Show me a broadcaster who doesn’t. I like listening to other people almost as much – especially when they are using good English. Sometimes there is a real thrill of pleasure. It is like walking in the surf, letting the waves lap over your bare feet. Then you step in something nasty. Ugly language is the detritus washed up on a beach. The metaphor is not ideal. Even the most polluted beach will ultimately be cleaned by the waves – unless, of course, more pollution is spilled into the sea and washed up with each new tide.


I have a friend, an English teacher, whose main ambition in life is to inspire her pupils. What she most wants to do is read Keats and Donne with them and explore the language that has so enriched her own life. Instead, she has to spend much of her time dealing with this sort of rubbish:


There is no formal link between the context of the activities and skills triplets targeted. Therefore teachers may match the activities to the skills triplets in whatever way they think appropriate, e.g. a candidate who is ‘hot-seated’ as a character from a literary text studied may have this activity assessed either as an Extended Individual Contribution or as a Drama-focused activity. A candidate who participates in a formal debate may be assessed, depending on the nature of his or her contribution, for the Individual Extended Contribution or for Group Interaction. (Guidance on Setting the Centre-Assessed Component: AQA)


As she put it to me, with the resigned tone of someone who has given up fighting, ‘this stuff just kills the soul’. Yet she is employed because of her soul. Or, at least, that is how it should be.


Another friend works with both business and government departments. He tells me that much of the written material he has to deal with is not only dismally flat and ugly but also mostly incomprehensible. This sort of thing:


The structuring team sits within the Equity Derivatives Group. Its main roles are:


1. Product innovation: define and write new payoffs with sales, traders and quants (pro-active and reactive), participate to the study of the risk management of the new payoffs. The objective is to increase sharply the amount of pro-active business.


This is meaningless drivel. You could try to defend it by arguing that it is not designed to be understood by those of us who are not involved in this business, but that won’t do. It is meaningless not only to you and me: my friend says it is meaningless to him and most of his colleagues. At any rate, that is the way they treat it.


But so what? Does a dog look back with regret to the little pile he has left slap bang in the middle of the pavement? All that mattered to him was that he produced it, felt relieved, and moved on. Someone else will clean up after him – or possibly not.


I suspect that the person who produces verbal excrement thinks of it in a similar vein. Let someone else worry about it. Words are not there to mean anything. They are there to be processed. They are to be pushed around, shuffled about, entered on the appropriate computer file and then everyone can go home. And if he has no real idea what some of the words really mean – such as ‘paradigm’ or ‘iterate’ or ‘step change’ – there’s no problem. Neither does anyone else. But they won’t challenge him just in case he really does know and they’d look fools for not knowing. Neat, isn’t it?


Speaking and writing, listening and reading should be a pleasure. Meaningless language undermines its whole purpose. If we haven’t anything to say, shouldn’t we just shut up? Maybe we shall end up grunting at each other.


Yes, I know this is an exaggeration. We all manage to communicate one way or another every day. But the way much language is used suggests we need to ask some pretty fundamental questions.


What Is Language For?


Language distinguishes us from other animals. You may dispute that if you have a teenage son. His grunt when you try to get him out of bed at noon may not seem much different from that of a lowland gorilla, but he will become marginally more articulate when he tells you why he must borrow the car and why you should pay to fill it with petrol. When you say no, the words will flow. A great torrent of them. He will not stop until he has made you understand that you are arguably the worst parent a child ever had and he hates you and intends leaving home immediately – or as soon as his dirty clothes have been washed and ironed.


We need language because we have something else other animals don’t seem to have: the imperative to bestow meaning on the world. This is our great glory. On one level it gives us the ability to row with our children rather than just hit them smartly on the side of the head. On the other, all art and literature, science and our material progress flow from this capacity for meaning. It also gets us into a lot of trouble.


Animals may be nasty to each other but it is almost always because they won’t survive if they are not. Once the needs of survival are provided for, they tend not to cause too much bother to each other. The lion may indeed lie down with the lamb if his stomach is full. We, on the other hand, go to war with each other not only for reasons of survival but because we clash over the meaning of things.


Still, there is no way round it. Generating meaning is what human beings uniquely do and language is the medium in which we do it.


What Is Good English?


A simple enough question, but it’s not easy to answer.


We can all produce our own list of qualities. Mine would include the following: clear, simple, plain and unambiguous. Those are the essentials. It should be free of jargon, although there will be exceptions. It should be easy to read and listen to rather than a chore. At the very least it should not make our tongues fur up. You will add to that list.


But making lists and ticking boxes doesn’t really get us anywhere. You cannot judge language in the same way that you test a car when its MOT has expired. It is possible to catch a butterfly, pin it to a board and study its anatomy, but its essence has vanished. To appreciate what an extraordinary creature it is you need to see it in flight, or settling on a buddleia, flapping and closing its fragile wings before it sets off to fly thousands of miles to another continent.


Language is always on the wing. It cannot be examined and analysed to see whether it works, any more than you can study a pinned butterfly and understand how it can navigate those vast distances without compass or computer. Sure, a sentence can be broken down into its component parts. It might pass all the tests set for it by the most rigorous grammarian and still make you want to remove your own liver out of sheer boredom.


Different strokes …


Here’s another reason why the checklist approach does not work. It is too narrow. It tempts us to equate good English with the sort of English spoken only by the most articulate, educated, self-confident among us: the Jonathan Millers and Stephen Frys of this world. Yes, I know it can be a joy to listen to them, but why do they never have to fumble for a word? Do they have any idea how irritating it is for the rest of humanity when they seem never to struggle to find the right way to end the sentence and can always find the perfect quotation to prove their point? These are the masters of the universe, envied and admired. You will never catch one of them committing the sins of lesser men.


I once interviewed a man who seemed to know quite a lot but who ended almost every answer with ‘etc., etc., etc.’. I wanted to snap at him, ‘Look, if you have more to say, then damn well say it!’ I didn’t, of course. You seldom do on these occasions. Another enormous irritation is the fashionable ‘whatever’. I suppose it is meant to be cool or trendy – or maybe it’s just laziness. And yet there are circumstances when it seems to fit the bill perfectly.


Imagine the teenager slouching off to the job centre and being offered a choice between stacking shelves and gutting chickens. This is the same young man who was told that if he got a few GCSEs the world would be his oyster. So he says to the man behind the desk, ‘Yeah . . . whatever.’ It expresses how he feels. He has no idea where his life is going and, right now, making decisions is too much trouble. All he wants to do is earn enough to get by and he doesn’t much care how he does it. What better way to express all this than the listless ‘whatever’? In its own way it is good English.


Language is there to express the entire range of moods and feelings. Uniformity breeds sterility. You would not expect – nor want – members of the Long Room at Lord’s to speak in the same way as the young braves cheering on Millwall. Nor, God forbid, vice versa.


None of this presents a problem. We all use more than one language. The words we speak to our bank manager are different from the language we share with our lover. We need different languages to lead a full life. Some are so private that it would be presumptuous of others to barge in and complain about the way they are being used. But among these many different Englishes there must be a common one in which the business of public life is transacted – and that’s the one to keep an eye on so that it does not become devalued. It is our common language that this book is about.


Our Common Language


Concern for our common language is not primarily about rules.


Rather than assess the way we use language only against a set of pre-ordained criteria, we need to ask a different set of questions. Some of them are obvious.


Is the language comprehensible?


Is the message being communicated effectively or not?


What effect is this language having on me?


Does it stimulate me, making me think?


Does it make me want to respond?


Or does it make me switch off and wish I were somewhere else?


And there is another thing to remember. Language is about beauty. One woman wrote to me with a sad comment on the modern prayer book. She compared it with the older Book of Common Prayer. The new one, she said, ‘always reminds me of filling in forms’. If that’s the case, it is not good English. It may be adequate. It may follow the rules. But the whole point of a prayer book is to inspire and to engage the emotions. If it does not do that it fails.


Language Is Power


Poor language is more than pointless and ugly: it can be dangerous. Journalists are always interested in power. The first sign that it is being abused may be the misuse of language. If a politician, a business leader, a pressure group or the PR spokesman for any number of public organisations is not using straightforward language that most of us can understand, we should smell a rat.


The big worry, if it doesn’t sound too grandiose, is how language is being used to shape our world and to shape what we think. That is why this book is about manipulating language as well as mangling it. But we should look at the mangling first.


When I first thought about this book I wrote an article on language for the Sunday Times. The response was quite extraordinary – bigger than I have had on any other subject.


They were all worried – for one reason or another – about the way we use English. It is tempting to believe, having read so many letters, that the nation is united on this subject. It is not. Those who don’t care and can see nothing wrong with the way we use the language are unlikely to have gone to the trouble of writing. But they exist, and their attitudes cannot be ignored.




CHAPTER TWO


Who Cares?


Dinosaurs play a large part in the life of my youngest child. We were talking about how many of his vast collection he should take with him to nursery one morning. ‘I’m going to take only one,’ he announced firmly. And then he repeated it: ‘Only one.’ He was probably a bit surprised by my reaction.


I swept him up into my arms, hugged and kissed him and wanted to rush out into the street shouting, ‘My little boy put “only” in the right place and he’s not even four years old yet!’ I didn’t, thank God, but I did tell people about it in the office the next morning. Big mistake. I could see it in their eyes. Poor little soul, they were thinking, what chance does he have of growing up into a normal human being with a father like that?


Because it dominates your own life you assume colleagues and friends will show at least a passing interest in the book you are writing. Instead they grow visibly uneasy. They murmur, ‘How very interesting,’ as you begin yet another rant about kids today not being able to write a simple sentence to save their lives. You know what they’re thinking: ‘Another bloody anorak! God save us from them.’ This is hurtful – but possibly true. Better to be an anorak, though, than some other things.


The Slobs


These are people who genuinely do not care about the way language is used. In truth, they don’t care about anything very much. Why bother voting? It only encourages the politicians; if it really changed anything it wouldn’t be allowed. What if all our libraries are being turned into glitzy video shops? It’s what the kids want; keeps ’em off the streets, eh? What if everyone eats ‘fast food’ these days? Fills you up, dunnit? Just fuel, innit? What’s on the telly?


The Yobs


These are worse than the slobs. They pretend not to care about language, but they do. They actually choose to speak it badly. They are a late twentieth-century phenomenon. Many of them were brought up to use perfectly good English but decided somewhere along the road to develop what they would probably call ‘street cred’. Out went their carefully knotted ties and in came their Estuary English and ‘y’knows’ and ‘like’.


To the extent that it is possible to pinpoint this, it probably began with society gels. It’s a while since they called themselves that. Now they are It-girls or posh totty, whichever you prefer. Tara Palmer-Tomkinson is said to have been the first modern It-girl. I asked her once what it means and she said she had no idea.


The yobs once despised the language of Essex Girl, then decided to ape it. Recently, some politicians have joined in. People who study these things notice how Tony Blair’s language and delivery change when he is addressing certain audiences.


The Nobs


These are the people who hanker for the days when your station in life was defined by how you spoke: posh people spoke posh English. They try to speak like the Queen or even Brian Sewell, the only man I have ever met who makes the Queen sound common. Those who do not are, by definition, inferior. The nobs hanker for the fifties and the decades before it – the era of deference and forelock-touching. They are a dying breed.


To complicate matters, there are sub-divisions in this category. There are those who are not very bright and think that ‘talking posh’ makes them sound brighter. And there are those who are very bright indeed and calculate that talking posh will help their careers. Roy Jenkins (later Lord Jenkins) was in that category.


He was one of the greatest politicians of his generation. He was also God’s gift to satire with his famous love of a decent claret, his inability to pronounce his R’s and his cut-glass accent that made him sound as though he had been born the son of a duke and had spent his childhood in the grandest drawing rooms of the land. When he wasn’t being groomed at Eton he was out on the moors with Pater bagging a few brace of grouse.


In truth he was born the son of a Welsh miner in a terraced house near Abersychan. His father, who became an MP, was jailed in the General Strike of 1926. If the Jenkins family were anything like their neighbours in the Welsh valleys of those years, the closest he’d have come to a decent claret was the sweet sherry kept in the sideboard for Christmas and funerals. But you’d never have guessed it if you’d met him after he’d left the valleys and gone to Oxford.


It is said that Aneurin Bevan was listening to the young Roy’s maiden speech in the House of Commons with another MP who observed, ‘Smart boy that Jenkins, but they say he’s a bit lazy.’ Bevan replied, with his famous stammer, ‘No b-b-b-boy who comes from Abersychan and c-c-can speak with an accent like that can p-p-possibly be called lazy.’


The Snobs


These are the people who don’t want to talk posh but who do want to sound clever. They confuse good English with pretentious English. They like long words even when there is a perfectly good short one. You hear it often, I’m ashamed to say, on the BBC. They always ‘attempt’ something and never ‘try’. They ‘enquire’ or ‘request’ and never ‘ask’. They are ‘prevented from’ doing something and never ‘stopped’. ‘Further’ is used instead of ‘more’ – or, rather, it is ‘utilised’. Missing children are never deemed to be back with their parents but always ‘re-united’ with them. And then there is ‘elect’. This is deeply irritating. I blame cricket for this one: the captain ‘elects’ to bat, we are told. No, he doesn’t; he chooses.


The Pedants


These are the people who can’t pick up a copy of The Times without wanting to write about some solecism they spotted on page 17. They think there is only one thing that matters: observing the rules. Every transgression is an outrage. They will avoid a split infinitive however convoluted the resulting sentence may sound. They will cling to the rules until their fingertips bleed and believe any other approach will lead to anarchy. They cannot see a dangling participle without wanting to hang it in the right place. Solecisms are scars on their backs. Poor syntax is the equivalent of a nail scratching on a blackboard. They feel almost physical pain when they see apostrophes in the wrong place and commas where no pause is intended. Reading prose disfigured by bad grammar is a form of torture for them.


The Doubters


Finally there are those who really believe in good English but are a bit unsure of themselves. They care for the language and how it sounds, but find rules a bit offputting. They sometimes feel a little out of their depth. Although they don’t much like to admit it openly, they are not too sure exactly what the rules are.


Nature or Nurture?


The category you fall into may depend on the teacher you had at school. If you are of a certain era you would have had Miss Smythe, who wore sensible tweed skirts and who made you stand up when she came into the classroom and chant, ‘Good morning, Miss Smythe’. If you were of another era you might have had Ms Smith, who wore short skirts and crop tops if the Head let her get away with it and rather enjoyed talking about her boyfriends to the children.


Miss Smythe did not have a boyfriend and if she had she would not have talked about him – most certainly not to children who had no business knowing about such things. She stood sternly at the front of the class, all seated in neat rows at wooden desks that smelt of polish, and drilled grammar into her charges. You spoke only to chant back at her the rules she wrote on the blackboard. The rules were God-given. There was no argument or discussion. You cannot argue with God – or Miss Smythe. You were not required to show enthusiasm – just attention. She taught. You listened. If you were in her class you might well have turned out to be a pedant, but you will certainly be able to write a letter to your bank manager – and to The Times.


Ms Smith’s class sat in little plastic chairs around communal tables. They chatted among themselves. Ms Smith was trained to believe that ‘kids’ could not be taught if they were not interested. Everything centred on the children. The trick was to arouse their enthusiasm. Rigid rules tended to get in the way of that. Children will learn what they need to learn only if they can be inspired. Order was not important. Babel was better than boredom.


Yet Ms Smith cared about English too. She wanted her young charges to be creative with words and excited by what they could do with them. If you were in her class you may still be excited by words. That excitement has never gone. It is why you care about how language is used but don’t get too upset when the odd rule is broken.


There is a hint of caricature in this, I grant you. But the clash between the two approaches is at the heart of the argument over good English. If you do not already recognise the tension between the two, then I suggest you go out and acquire a very small child.


Out of the Mouths …


Listening to a child learning to speak is one of the most exciting, rewarding, frustrating, exhilarating experiences life has to offer. Part of the joy comes from the total candour of small children. They may be cunning in many different ways – they always seem to know which parent will give in first – but not with language. It takes a while to learn the art of euphemism. If a small child thinks you are thin or fat or ugly he will say so – and want to know why.


But it is also a mysterious process. Why is it that one child will be gabbling away almost before he can sit up straight and another refuses to utter more than an indistinct ‘Mama’ until his parents begin to give up hope? Or, if they are middle class, have to remortgage the house to pay for the therapists and child psychiatrists’ fees. Then, one day and for absolutely no discernible reason, he speaks. The sentences come out perfectly formed and it’s obvious that he has been working it out in his head all this time. He was probably looking at his parents all along and thinking, ‘Why do they make such a fuss? I’ll speak when I’m ready.’


For a child, the only rule is that there are no rules. If children can’t find the right words they make them up. That is an education in itself. So a police car becomes a ‘wah-wah’ because that’s the noise it makes, and a football player becomes a ‘scorer man’ because that’s what he does. If ‘yesterday’ or last night’ is a difficult notion for a three-year-old to grasp, it becomes (as with my little boy) ‘last earlier’. It works perfectly. If the past tense is proving troublesome, they just add ‘ed’ and you get ‘slided’ instead of ‘slid’ or ‘standed’ instead of ‘stood’.


Children who have learned just enough words and structure to form basic sentences are a particular joy to listen to. That is partly because they have no concept of patience. It is alien to them. Instead they have enthusiasm. They do not take their time, trying carefully to explain what they want to say. Instead they rush at the sentences like a character in a Disney cartoon being chased by a monster, their words all jumbling together until they run out of breath and gasp for air before they rush on to the next thought. Sometimes it works; sometimes it doesn’t. Usually you get a sense of what they are trying to say.


Eventually they begin correcting themselves. They respond to the way we speak. But some errors persist and we correct them because we know they will be at a disadvantage if we do not. The point linguistic theorists make is that the capacity to use language is innate, deep-wired. It is the same in all of us and pretty much immune to change or interference. But the practice of language is conventional. It depends wholly on the conventions adopted by the society and culture into which we happen to have been born.


When to Worry


This can cause problems. I enjoyed the following exchange between a French woman and her English friend, each with a one-year-old. Only the names have been changed to protect from embarrassment.


‘We’re a little bit bothered about Antoine. He hasn’t said anything yet, and we think perhaps he ought to have done so by now. Has Anthony?’


‘No, not really. He seems to be on the verge of it but it’s a bit difficult to tell. Though we did think last week he may have said “duck”.’


A look of competitive horror crossed Antoine’s mother’s face. Then she marshalled her forces. ‘Well, of course,’ she said, ‘in French “duck” is “canard” and that would be far too difficult for a child of Antoine’s age to say!’


The trick at this stage, I suspect, is never to make comparisons. Well, almost never. You should probably start getting a bit worried if your son is still calling a police car a wah-wah when its driver picks him up drunk from the gutter at the age of seventeen. But there are relatively few youngsters who do not eventually master the art of speaking in one form or another. Even if they never quite get the hang of communicating properly it may not be a complete disaster. They simply become professional football players, earn £50,000 a week and employ a publicity agent to speak on their behalf. Or they become politicians and their spin doctors teach them a set of formulas, which they trot out whenever the occasion demands it.


Good English should have all the vitality, inventiveness and sheer enthusiasm of a small child learning how wonderful it is to be able to make himself understood. It respects some discipline. Discipline does not limit: it liberates. It is what makes it possible to do the job – the job of communicating. This is how Alexander Pope put it three centuries ago.


True ease in writing comes from art, not chance As those move easiest who have learned to dance.


The question is, how much discipline do we need?




CHAPTER THREE


The Need To Be Taught I


It was 4.30 a.m. and I was bashing away at my keyboard. I was in my usually sunny mood for that time in the morning: smiling graciously to all and sundry; a cheerful quip about the fact that the taxi had been late and I had been kept waiting in bitter cold outside my house; warm praise for the delightful producer who had put together a programme running order that pleased me in every respect. You don’t believe me? Fair enough. I was in a foul mood and looking for a reason to have a row with someone.


It arrived on my screen a few minutes later. The way it works on Today is that producers and reporters suggest to the presenters links (or ‘cues’, in our jargon) for the different items. We then rewrite them, honing them to perfection – or, if you prefer to take the producers’ word for it, ripping the heart out of them and turning them into a parody of what was intended. The one on my screen was a monster. There was every cliché in the book and then some. It was illiterate, verging on the grotesque. I exploded.


‘Who wrote this pile of sh . . . t!’ I assumed it had been written by one of the producers on the previous ‘day shift’. Instead, a quiet voice behind me said, ‘I did.’ Oh, God. It’s one thing, in the time-honoured way of lily-livered journalists the world over, to tear someone apart when they’re not there to defend themselves. It is quite another to do it when the poor chap is sitting three feet away. I braced myself for either a grovelling apology or a cup of coffee poured on my head. Instead, he pointed at a story on the front page of the Independent. It was about me making an attack on bad English. His cue had been a hoax and I had fallen for it. The slightly scary thing was that I had believed it was genuine.


It would be ungracious of me – and, indeed, unfair – to attack my colleagues on Today. They are a clever, enthusiastic, hard-working and talented young bunch and it’s a pleasure to work with them. They are also well educated and have the degrees to prove it. What few have is any grounding in grammar. To many of them punctuation and syntax are enduring mysteries. They are not remarkable in this. It is true of almost all the young people I have worked with for many years. They simply weren’t taught these disciplines at school. And that’s because it was deemed that they needed protecting from people engaged in a terrible conspiracy.


The Conspiracy Theorists


Conspiracy theorists are always good fun. You didn’t know that JFK was killed by an evil alliance between alien lizards and Elvis Presley? Where have you been? Then there’s all that rubbish about man going to the moon. Only the truly naïve believe that one. The so-called ‘moon landing’ was staged in a big barn in Arizona to get the President re-elected, wasn’t it? And of course Harold Wilson was a Communist spy and Margaret Thatcher was really a man.


It was back in the sixties that liberal educationists discovered their own conspiracy. It ran something like this. The teaching of English was being controlled by the ruling class and we, the lumpen proletariat, were victims of class oppression. We were being told how to speak and write and, downtrodden as we were, we conformed. We were encouraged to give up our natural and authentic manner of speaking and we didn’t even know what was happening to us because, as one of the funniest television sketches of all time told us, we ‘knew our place’.
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