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INTRODUCTION


A few years ago my daughter Katy was getting ready to play in a jazz band concert at our local junior high school. Her group was scheduled to perform after the orchestra and the regular band, and I, not wanting to hear other people’s unidentifiable children extracting unidentifiable sounds from unidentifiable instruments—and not knowing my brass from my oboe anyway—asked some other parents to take Katy to the concert, where I would come to see her at the appropriate time.

Just as I was about to leave for the performance, the telephone rang. One of my New Hampshire Public Radio listeners wanted to know, “Why is it sheep and cattle on the hoof but mutton and beef on the table?” I get calls like this all the time, just as each day in my mailbox piles of letters about language greet me from readers of my weekly newspaper column, “Looking at Language.” From the citizens of Concord, New Hampshire, alone, a megalopolis of some 35,000 souls, I have received more than enough inquiries and observations about word and phrase origins, bloopers, puns, grammar, usage, and spelling to fill my column space in the Concord Monitor at least once a month for the past ten years. My adventures in columny and radio commentary have led to a career as an itinerant lecturer. Many a night have I traveled to a small New England library, school, or city hall to speak to and with a group of townspeople who have come through the darkness to spend an evening in a clean, well-lighted place rapping about language.

That’s one of the strange paradoxes about our times. The standard Sunday supplement jeremiads tell us of the decline of language, how the seductive luminescence of film and television and the hum and buzz of video games are blinding and deafening us to the meanings and nuances of words. But whatever you may be hearing about the closing of the American mind and cultural illiteracy (I do not deny that much of it is true), there has never been a more passionate moment in the history of the American love affair with language. Visit your local bookstore and count the volumes that line the shelves of the Language, Humor, and Reference sections; look in your local newspaper, and you may well find a column about language by somebody like me.

It is the best of times to be a person who makes his or her living spreading the word about words. As people perceive that all about them things fall apart—education, the environment, the moral fabric—they are concerned to preserve and enlarge the hallmark of their humanness, and that hallmark is their language. To paraphrase Mark Twain, who makes an appearance in the middle of this book, rumors of the death of English are highly exaggerated.

Oh, yes: that telephone call. As succinctly as I could, I addressed my listener’s inquiry. I told him that I was delighted with his question about sheep and mutton because it touched on a fascinating aspect of the history of our English language. In 1066 the Norman French invaded England and within a year ruled all of the country. The Norman Conquest signaled the end of the Old English period and the beginning of Middle English, but the French that the Norman nobility spoke did not reach down to the lower classes, the folk who, in the long run, were to determine the nature of our language.

This separation explains why live animals, which were tended by the Saxon peasants, had English names—sheep, cow, ox, swine, calf, deer, and chicken—while the animals that were “carried to the castle hall to feast among the nobles,” as Walter Scott writes in Ivanhoe, had French names—mutton, beef, pork, bacon, veal, venison, and pullet.

All this took me about ten minutes to outline, and the tutorial made me late for the concert. I tore downstairs, jumped into my car, and sped toward the event. At the last major intersection before the junior high school, the car in front of me made a left, and I floated in behind it. Sure enough, as I arrived at the school parking lot, right behind me were the blue flashing lights of a police car. When I stopped, a young officer strode over to my automobile and said, “License and registration, please.”

“Yes sir,” I sighed and presented the documents.

“Do you know why I stopped you?” he asked.

Well, I knew, but I wanted him to say.

“Why did you stop me, officer?”

“Because you didn’t come to a complete stop at the intersection of South Fruit and Clinton streets.”

Sensing a redundancy aborning, I asked, “Well then, what did I do?”

“You only came to a partial stop.”

Seizing on the oxymoron, I fixed him with a steely gaze. “Officer, what in the world is a partial stop?”

His head jerked back and he exclaimed, “Are you the guy who writes those books about language?”

I said I was and he let me off.

That’s one of the advantages of being a “guy who writes those books about language.” You intimidate people—and you save $33 on a traffic ticket.

Most people perceive us English teachers as prissy, fastidious characters, and being in the presence of a so-called language expert brings forth certain stock responses: “Gee, English was my worst subject in school. I hated diagramming sentences.” Or: “So, you’re an English teacher. I guess I’d better watch my grammar.” Or: “You’re the language person, eh. I’m afraid to say anything in your presence.” To which I often want to reply, “Yeah, between you and I, you better speak and write good or I ain’t gonna give you no respect irregardless!”

But those of us who truly cherish language are not linguistic sheriffs who organize posses to hunt down and string up language offenders who have the temerity or misfortune to split their infinitives, float their hopefullys, and dangle their participles in public. The last thing in the world we want to do is to make people uptight about the epicenter of their identity—the way they communicate. We celebrate language as the most glorious of all human inventions, incomparably the finest of our achievements. We marvel at the fact that, as you pass your eyes over the pages in this book, you experience ideas similar to those that I was thinking when, in another place and another time, I struck the symbols on my keyboard. Because I write and you read, we can both extend ourselves beyond the creatures we each were when we were born and the people we each were before I began the writing and you the reading.

If you are a genuine wordaholic, an authentic logolept, and a certifiable verbivore, you are in for a lifetime of joy. You don’t have to go to a special room like a laboratory or a theater or a special part of the country or the world to experience your delight. You have only to listen to the sounds that escape through the holes in people’s faces and pay heed to the messages that flow from their pens and luminesce up on their computer screens. That is the stuff that this book is made on. That is the miracle that we call language.

RICHARD LEDERER
San Diego, California
richard.lederer@pobox.com
pobox.com/~verbivore
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THE MIRACLE
OF LANGUAGE


“Language is the Rubicon that divides man from beast,” declared the philologist Max Müller. The boundary between human and animal—between the most primitive savage and the highest ape—is the language line. In some tribes in Africa, a baby is called a kuntu, a “thing,” not yet a muntu, a “person.” It is only through the gift of language that the child acquires reason, the complexity of thought that sets him or her apart from the other creatures who share this planet. The birth of language is the dawn of humanity; in our beginning was the word. We have always been endowed with language because before we had words, we were not human beings.

“The limits of my language,” wrote the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, “are the limits of my mind. All I know is what I have words for.” Without the word we are imprisoned; possessing the word, we are set free. Listen now to the stories of four thinkers—two men, two women; two whites, two blacks—as they give eloquent testimony to the emancipating power of language.

Most of us cannot remember learning our first word, but Helen Keller recalled that event in her life with a flashing vividness. She remembered because she was deaf, mute, and blind from the age of nineteen months and did not learn her first word until she was seven.

When Helen was six, an extraordinary teacher named Anne Mansfield Sullivan entered her life. Miss Sullivan was poor, ill, and nearly blind herself, but she possessed a tenacious vitality that was to force her pupil’s unwilling mind from the dark, silent prison in which it lived: “Before my teacher came to me, I lived in a world that was a no-world. I cannot hope to describe adequately that unconscious yet conscious time of nothingness. I did not know that I knew aught, or that I lived or acted or desired.”

In his play The Miracle Worker, William Gibson shows us what happened when Anne Sullivan first met Helen’s mother:


MRS. KELLER: What will you try to teach her first?

ANNE SULLIVAN: First, last, and in between, language.

MRS. KELLER: Language.

ANNE SULLIVAN: Language is to the mind more than light is to the eye.



The miracle that Anne Sullivan worked was to give Helen Keller language, for only language could transform a small animal that looked like a child, a kuntu, into a human being, a muntu. Day after day, month after month, Anne Sullivan spelled words into Helen’s hand. Finally, when Helen was seven years old and working with her teacher in the presence of water, she spoke her first word. Years later she described that moment in The Story of My Life (1902):


Somehow the mystery of language was revealed to me. I knew then that “w-a-t-e-r” meant that wonderful cool something that was flowing over my hand. That living word awakened my soul, gave it light, hope, joy, set it free! … I left the well-house eager to learn. Everything had a name, and each name gave birth to a new thought.



Not only did Helen Keller learn to speak, write, and understand the English language. She graduated cum laude from Radcliffe College and went on to become a distinguished lecturer and writer. But perhaps the most poignant moment in her life came when, at the age of nine, she was able to say to Anne Sullivan, “I am not dumb now.”

Richard Wright spent his childhood in the Jim Crow South—a prison of poverty, fear, and racism. He was born on a farm near Natchez, Mississippi, and, when he was five, his sharecropper father deserted the family. Richard, his mother, and his brother had to move from one community to another throughout the South so that he seldom remained in one school for an entire year. Yet somehow Richard Wright escaped the prison of hunger and hatred to become the most significant black writer in America, the author of Native Son (1940) and Black Boy (1945), two watershed books in American literature.

In Black Boy, Wright’s unsparing autobiography, he describes his liberation at the age of eighteen. Because black people were not allowed library privileges, Wright used the card of a friendly white man along with a forged note that said, “Dear Madam: Will you please let this nigger boy have some books by H. L. Mencken.” He obtained a copy of Mencken’s A Book of Prefaces, and all at once the sun of a great literature burst through the window of his prison:


That night in my rented room, while letting the hot water run over my pork and beans in the sink, I opened A Book of Prefaces and began to read. I was jarred and shocked by the style, the clear, clean, sweeping sentences. Why did he write like that? And how did one write like that? … I stood up, trying to realize what reality lay behind the meaning of the words. Yes, this man was fighting with words. He was using words as a weapon, using them as one would use a club…. Then, maybe, perhaps, I could use them as a weapon….

What strange world was this? I concluded the book with the conviction that I had somehow overlooked something terribly important in life. I had once tried to write, had once reveled in feeling, had let my crude imagination roam, but the impulse to dream had been slowly beaten out of me by experience. Now it surged up again and I hungered for books, new ways of looking and seeing.



The titles of his first three works—Uncle Tom’s Children, Native Son, and Black Boy—keep alive the abiding memory that Richard Wright always carried for the child who opened a book by H. L. Mencken and discovered a world, for the son who never felt himself native to the country of his birth, and for the boy who struggled out of the depths to speak for those who remained behind.

In The Autobiography of Malcolm X (1964), Malcolm tells how he rose from a world of thieving, pimping, and drug peddling to become one of the most articulate and dynamic leaders of the black revolution in America. Like Helen Keller and Richard Wright, Malcolm X was walled within a prison, in this instance the Norfolk Prison Colony, and, like them, he gained his liberation through the gift of language.

Frustrated by his inability to express himself in writing, Malcolm borrowed a dictionary from the prison school and slowly, painstakingly, began to copy—word by word and page by page—the entire dictionary onto his tablet: “With every succeeding page, I also learned of people and places and events from history. Actually the dictionary is like a miniature encyclopedia.” As his vocabulary expanded, an already powerful speaker experienced a new empowerment through literacy. He read all day and even at night, in the faint glow of a corridor light:


Anyone who has read a great deal can imagine the new world that opened up. Let me tell you something: from then until I left that prison, in every free moment I had, if I was not reading in the library, I was reading in my bunk. You couldn’t have gotten me out of books with a wedge…. Months passed without my even thinking about being imprisoned. In fact, up to then, I had never been so truly free in my life.



The last of our four prisoners is Anne Frank, a young Jewish girl who grew up in Amsterdam during the Nazi occupation of Holland. In July of 1942 Anne’s family was forced into hiding in the upper story of an Amsterdam warehouse, where they remained for twenty-five months. The rooms became more suffocating than any prison one could imagine. The Franks, who shared the space with another family and with an elderly dentist, were unable to feel the sun’s warmth, unable to breathe fresh air. While the warehouse was in operation during the day, there could be no noise of any kind—no speaking, no unnecessary movements, no running of water.

Then, in 1944, the hideout was discovered by the police. Of the eight who had been crowded into the sealed-off attic rooms, only Mr. Frank survived the ensuing horrors of the concentration camps. In March 1945, two months before the liberation of Holland and three months before her sixteenth birthday, Anne Frank perished in the camp at Bergen-Belsen. According to one witness, she “died peacefully, feeling that nothing bad was happening to her.”

Anne may have been devoured by the concentration camps, but her voice was not stilled. From the pages of a small, red-checkered, cloth-covered diary book, she speaks to us across the years. The diary was the favorite gift that Anne received for her thirteenth birthday. She named it Kitty and determined to express to her new confidante her innermost thoughts, concerns, and desires. Between the covers of Kitty the young girl, Anne Frank, recorded her moving commentary on war and its impact on human beings:


I see the eight of us with our “Secret Annexe” as if we were a little piece of blue heaven, surrounded by heavy black rain clouds. The round, clearly defined spot where we stand is still safe, but the clouds gather more closely about us and the circle which separates us from the approaching danger closes more and more tightly. Now we are so surrounded by danger and darkness that we bump against each other, as we search desperately for a means of escape. We all look down below, where people are fighting each other, we look above, where it is quiet and beautiful, and meanwhile we are cut off by the great dark mass, which will not let us go upwards, but which stands before us as an impenetrable wall; it tries to crush us, but cannot do so yet. I can only cry and implore: “Oh, if only the black circle could recede and open the way for us!”



Finally the Franks were betrayed, and on August 4, 1944, the fury of the Gestapo burst upon them. The invaders confiscated the silverware and Chanukah candlestick, but they threw the family’s papers to the floor, including Anne’s diary, which was recovered a year later by Mr. Frank.

The Nazis had failed in their mission. Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl was first published in 1947 and has since been translated into tens of languages and sold millions of copies. No one has described its impact more eloquently than Anne’s biographer, Ernst Schnabel: “Her voice was preserved out of the millions that were silenced, this voice no louder than a child’s whisper…. It has outlasted the shouts of the murderers and soared above the voices of time.”

What do the stories of Helen Keller, Richard Wright, Malcolm X, and Anne Frank say to us? They tell us that the world we perceive is the world we see through words. They tell us, as Wittgenstein once wrote, that “of what we cannot speak, we must be silent.” They tell us that human beings grapple with the mystery of life by trying to find words to say what it is. They tell us that we must never take for granted the miracle of language.
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HOW DO WE
KNOW WHAT WE
KNOW?


In his short story “The Great Automatic Grammatisator,” British writer Roald Dahl creates a computer genius named Adolph Knipe, who makes an epiphanous discovery: “Then suddenly, he was struck by a powerful but simple little truth, and it was this: That English grammar is governed by rules that are almost mathematical in their strictness! Given the words, and given the sense of what is to be said, then there is only one correct order in which those words can be arranged.” With this insight, Knipe invents an Automatic Grammatisator that spews out manuscript after manuscript of mass-market fiction. The machine is so successful in simulating the style of pulp stories and novels that it corners the writing market in England and pushes all creative human authors to the brink of starvation.

But Adolph Knipe is a character in a science-fiction story. In real life no linguist or computer expert has yet managed to build an “automatic grammatisator”—a device that can generate all, and only, the permissible sentences in English. Yet children do it all the time. In a remarkably short period they acquire a complex set of internalized rules, a feat that defies the most sophisticated of machines. Whatever the mechanical wonders of science, it is we human beings who are the great automatic grammatisators.

To begin with the most basic of questions, how do we ever learn what words are? Language is like a flowing stream sweeping onward with few discernible breaks in the flow. When we hear someone speaking a foreign language that we do not understand, we find that we cannot derive (Latin de rivo, “from the river”) words from the ongoing speech stream. To an infant in the early stages of development, what ultimately becomes its native tongue is at first also a foreign language. Studies have shown that even for adults, who already have a vocabulary, thephysicalcuesthatdividespokenwordsarevagueandunreliable. Try, for examples, to stake out the boundaries between no notion and known ocean, buys ink and buy zinc, meterologist and meaty urologist, and cat’s kills, cat skills, and Catskills. How do we ever learn to pluck words, phrases, and clauses from the rushing river of speech?

Quite obviously, we do manage to isolate words, but how are we able to pair words with appropriate meanings? To illustrate how difficult this question is, consider the problems that a child confronts in determining something as seemingly simple as what the word duck means. On a first approximation, the child would simply have to notice that every time its mother emits the sound duk, there are ducks out in the world and make the connection between the object and the sound. The situation, however, is not that elementary. One complication is that the mother will use a word when the object to which that word refers is not present: “Let’s go to the park and feed the ducks.”

But even if the child could distinguish between instances in which the mother refers to the here and now as opposed to the then and there, he or she is still faced with enormous problems in figuring out what duck means. This is because the number of concepts consistent with the use of the word duck is infinite. The child could conjecture that duck means “animal” or “feathers” or “bird that swims” or “thing that goes quack,” to name just a few possibilities. How is it that, in just a few trials, the child can figure out the meaning of the word duck that is consistent with the real-world conditions for its use?

Many words, of course, are more abstract than duck in that they have no referents in the physical world. Consider a verb like think, which refers to a mental act, something we cannot see, unless think happens to be uttered in front of the famous Rodin statue. How can the child deduce, just by looking out in the world, what the meaning of think is? What is it in the world that distinguishes thinking from other mental acts or states, like wanting, hoping, and liking? And how does the child grasp the meaning and use of even more abstract words, like beyond, despite, and the?

Even when we acquire our words and their meanings, how do we learn to string words together into statements? In order to speak, we humans must possess a highly complex set of internalized rules that enable us to utter any of (and only) the permissible sequences in a given language—although we are unlikely to have any conscious knowledge of the rules.

I’m thinking about a group of scholars. There are five of them and I am concentrating on those particular five only. These scholars are from Lithuania, they are old, and they are scholars of Shakespeare. Now describe these men, using all the information I have just provided. Voilà! Your cluster of words is, almost certainly, “those five old Lithuanian Shakespearean scholars.” Every native or experienced adult speaker of English knows to put the adjectives in the order above. How do we learn the exact order of that sequence—demonstrative pronoun-number-adjective-nationality-adjective-noun, marching in a line?

How do we come to separate what is a permissible phrase or sentence in English from what is unacceptable? How do we learn that we can say, ”I don’t have much money” but not “I have much money,” “I don’t think I can do it” but not “I think I can’t do it,” and “I am eating lunch” but not “I am knowing what is best for you”? We talk easily and naturally about a pole of ten feet and a crew of eight men, but how do we know that we must say, “a ten-foot pole” and “an eight-man crew,” not “a ten-feet pole” and “an eight-men crew”? How do we know that “a friend of Paul” and “a friend of Paul’s” mean the same thing, but “a picture of Paul” and “a picture of Paul’s” mean different things? We learn that pronouns can represent nouns in almost any situation, as in “I looked the word up” and “I looked it up.” But how do we learn that we can’t replace “I looked up the word,” with “I looked up it”?

Picture a building. Five feet from that building is parked a bicycle. Now state the relationship between the building and the bicycle, using the phrase “next to.” Just about every reader of this book will say, “The bicycle is next to the building,” rather than “The building is next to the bicycle.” Yet in the physical world there is a reciprocal relationship in which the bicycle and the building are equidistant from each other. Apparently some internalized rule informs us that in such statements we place the more important object or person second in a sentence, in the same way that we know to say, “My sister met the Pope,” rather than “The Pope met my sister.” But who teaches us such a rule, and how do we learn it?

What does wanna mean? Easy, you reply: Wanna is a slurring or contraction of “want to,” as gonna is a slurring of “going to” and hafta of “have to.” Then, presumably, in all informal situations, wanna can be used interchangeably with “want to.” But consider these two sentences: “There goes the man I wanna banish” and “There goes the man I wanna vanish.” As accomplished speakers of English we hear that the second sentence is unnatural and non-native. We sense that the construction “There goes the man I wanna …” works only with verbs that take objects—“There goes the man I wanna see”; “There goes the woman I wanna meet”—but not with intransitive verbs that do not act upon objects—“There goes the man I wanna become”; “There goes the woman I wanna laugh.” (Thus, “There goes the woman I wanna win” and “There goes the man I wanna eat” make sense in English only if the first speaker wants to win the woman and the second speaker is a cannibal.) Whether or not we have intellectually mastered the intricacies of distinguishing transitive from intransitive verbs, we know exactly when we can and cannot use them in a sentence. Even if we have never studied the “rules” of grammar in school, we automatic grammatisators know them, deep down in the circuitry of our brains.

What do we know about languaging that we do not know we know?

For most of us, language is like the air we breathe. Like air, language is invisible and all around us. We need it to live, yet we take it for granted. If, however, we pause and examine our speaking and writing thoughtfully, we discover that the ordinary language user is astonishingly creative. Without realizing it, we all spend most of our waking hours inventing language.

Incredible as it may seem at first thought, practically every sentence that you speak and write during your lifetime has never been spoken or written before in human history. Except for stock phrases and conventional remarks, such as “How are you?”, “Thanks a lot,” and “Have a nice day,” almost all of your speech and writing consists of sentences that you have made up. You are a language inventor.

Consider, for example, an experiment conducted by Richard Ohmann, a professor at Wesleyan University, who placed before twenty-five people a fairly simple cartoon and asked them to describe in a sentence the situation the drawing portrayed. Not surprisingly, the twenty-five descriptions that Professor Ohmann received were all different:
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