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   The Queen’s English, Corrupted

   If there is a more hideous language on the face of the earth than the American form of English, I should like to know what it is!


   Baron Somers, in the House of Lords (1979)1

   Americans are ruining the English language. I know this because people go out of their way to tell me so. I am a magnet for such comments – an American who dares to teach English Language and Linguistics at a British university and who has the chutzpah to write about American and British language differences on the internet. But you don’t need me to tell you about the wrecking ball that is American English – the talking heads of Britain have been pointing it out for years. English is under attack from American words that are “mindless” (the Mail on Sunday),2 “ugly and pointless” (BBC Magazine),3 “infectious, destructive and virulent” (the Daily Mail).4 American words “infect, invade, and pollute” (The Times).5 Even Prince Charles has assessed the situation, warning that American English is “very corrupting”.6

   Perhaps you had thought someone or something else was causing English’s demise. Maybe it’s inarticulate young people, bent on creating a future English that consists of little more than strings of so like kinda this and stuff. Or is technology responsible? BBC journalist John Humphrys likens text-messagers to Genghis Khan; they are vandals who are “pillaging our punctuation; savaging our sentences; raping our vocabulary”.7 Business jargon is another likely suspect. Don Watson, in his book Gobbledygook, argues that management-speak expressions “sterilise the language and kill imagination and clarity”.8 In fact, the plain-language promoters at Clarity International blame business jargon for the financial crisis of 2008 – the language of banking had become so meaningless that customers could not understand the risks they were signing up for.9

   But look closer and you may decide that all these dangers to English are just symptoms of a linguistic malady whose ground zero is the United States. For instance, if young people are ruining the Queen’s English, should we blame them, or blame America? The United States invented 20th-century childhood, which continues to shape culture worldwide in the 21st century. The seen-but-not-heard Victorian girls and boys of Britain have been replaced by the American inventions of the teenager and the tween. Children born in Essex or Edinburgh or Aberystwyth live part of their lives in a virtual America, home of hip-hop, Disney princesses, caped superheroes, and fast food. The situation is bad enough that in 2007 the British media regulator Ofcom (the equivalent of the US Federal Communications Commission) called for a national debate on the proliferation of American children’s television on British screens. “We don’t want our children growing up with American accents”, proclaimed former BBC Play School presenter Baroness Floella Benjamin.10 It may be too late. British young people, like their American counterparts are, like, ending their statements as if they were, like, questions?

   And the youthful English speakers are not all that young anymore. As Oscar Wilde observed: “The youth of America is their oldest tradition. It has been going on now for three hundred years.”11 More than a hundred years after Wilde’s quip, the lines between childhood and adulthood have become blurred by adults’ refusal to put away childish things, with the US leading the way. The American invention of the word kidult underscores the point. In kidulthood, grown-up speech becomes more casual: no one wants to be called Mister or ma’am. We feel free to mumble our gonnas and lemmes. And everything is awesome.

   Technology and business are similar stealth American invasions into global English. American technology spills foreignisms throughout the anglophonic world. We talk of uploads, of microwaving food, of personal computers. The technologies crossed oceans and so did the words. Microsoft Word asks British users to set the font “color”. Facebook teaches us to unfriend people and unlike things, then puts a grumpy red line under perfectly good English spellings like practise with an s and travelled with double l. This increasingly technologized, globalized world brings us business jargon, the language of optimism and obfuscation. Surely going forward, reaching out and leveraging our real-time client synergy is the fault of go-getting, pop-psychologizing American suits.

   We can actually quantify the horror that American English arouses. After using a thesaurus in order to find adjectives meaning ‘good’, ‘useful’, ‘bad’, and ‘useless’, I searched the internet for the phrase a(n) _____ Americanism, inserting the synonyms into the blank. I’m happy to report that on that particular day the worldwide web knew of 227 lovely Americanisms, 73 apt ones, and even 5 elegant ones. But the top six not-so-flattering adjectives are slightly more numerous. (I’ve lived in England long enough to have mastered the ironic understatement.)
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   That’s nearly thirty times as many not-so-flattering adjectives as flattering ones, just looking at the top six. After the top six, the flattering list stops, but the not-so-flattering one goes on. And on.

   American English – the language of my childhood, my dear mom and dad, the teachers who introduced me to Shakespeare; the language of Sesame Street, Barack Obama, Maya Angelou, and Mark Twain – is Linguistic Public Enemy Number 1 in much of the English-speaking world. So far we’ve seen it described as a pollution, a disease, a destructive force, an aesthetic horror. The repetition of these refrains in my adopted country makes it difficult for me to maintain a stereotype that Americans hold dear: that the British are a polite and intelligent people.

   Is American English really a disease that infects other languages, particularly the mother tongue of England? Or are we seeing the influence of linguistic hypochondriacs, diagnosing idiocy and destruction where there is none? Are Americanisms evil pollutants that disintegrate minds? Or do they inoculate English against a wasting atrophy? The answers to these questions are more complicated than the linguistic Chicken Littles (“the sky is falling! the language is imploding!”) are willing to admit.

   This book provides an arsenal of facts and an armful of interpretations that, I hope, might heighten our enjoyment of our common language and our pride in it. What if, instead of worrying about the “ruination” of English by young people, jargonistas, or Americans, we celebrated English for being robust enough to allow such growth and variety? What if instead of judging people (including ourselves) on the basis of pronunciation or grammar, we listened to what they had to say and enjoyed how they said it? What if instead of tutting, we marvelled? Humour me with that for the length of this book. Then, if you must, you can go back to complaining.

   Statements like “British is best” or “American is simpler” are just too glib to do our language justice. The ideas to be pilloried in the following chapters include:

   
	One kind of English is more pure than another.

	One kind of English is more precise than the other.

	American and British English differences amount to just a few spellings and some funny words.

	British English is older than American English.

	American and British English will soon be indistinguishable.

	English can be hurt by speaking it wrong.



   
   
   
   
   
   Maybe you hold some of those beliefs. You certainly know people who do. They’re harder beliefs to hold once you’ve looked closely at the full range of linguistic differences and similarities. These differences are superficial and deep, simple and complex, blatant and sneaky: the spelling of colo(u)r, the pronunciation of garage, the meaning of frown, whether you eat mashed potato or mashed potatoes. They touch on the language’s relationships with time, with the landscape, with other languages, and especially with social class and self-image. They raise questions about what we value in our language. Is tradition more important than efficiency? Do we judge good English by what authorities say about it or by how people actually talk? Is it better to have many different ways to “English”, or would we be better off with a more uniform language?

   I’m not going to try to answer those questions for you. In fact, if I get my way, you may be more unsettled about these issues than when you picked up this book. Whether you value tradition or innovation, efficiency or poeticism, localness or universality, you may find that those things are harder to pin down once you dig deep into the mire that is English.

   Anti-Americanism(-ism)

   There is no such thing as American English. There is English. And there are mistakes.


   @QueenUK (not Her Majesty)12

   When it became clear that American independence (on American terms) was inevitable, King George III vowed to “keep the rebels harassed, anxious, and poor, until the day when, by a natural and inevitable process, discontent and disappointment [are] converted into penitence and remorse”.13 But with other colonies to manage and Napoleon coming on the scene, the harassment did not last long. Today, with our bloody tax-and-governance dispute well behind us, the Anglo-American “special relationship” is one of the strongest allegiances in the world. David Cameron and Barack Obama took time in 2012 to write in the Washington Post:

   The alliance between the United States and Great Britain is a partnership of the heart, bound by the history, traditions and values we share. But what makes our relationship special – a unique and essential asset – is that we join hands across so many endeavors. Put simply, we count on each other and the world counts on our alliance.14


   Notably absent from their list of what binds us is language. We can only guess how much Cameron cringed when he saw a u-less endeavor in a piece he had co-authored. No one is really sure who first quipped that the two countries are “separated by a common language”, but our linguistic differences have long been noted and stewed over. In 1756, just after the publication of his great dictionary (but before there was a United States), Samuel Johnson referred to “the trace of corruption” in the language of an American book he reviewed. That he enjoyed the book at all is a testament to its author’s skill and elegance, for as a loyal subject of the monarchy Johnson was no fan of the uppity colonists: “Had we treated the Americans as we ought, and as they deserved, we should have at once razed all their towns and let them enjoy their forests.”15

   All its life, the United States has had European naysayers. In the past century, distaste for America and its exports has been couched in terms of resistance to American cultural imperialism. Before that, it was America’s radical rejection of the old inheritance-based roots of power that struck fear and disgust in the hearts of many. European anti-Americanism was born out of “astonishment over the new society […] in which for the first time social stratification had no value”, according to Dutch historian Jan Schulte Nordholt. Titles and family connections were much less important in the new country; what mattered was what an individual could achieve and accrue in their lifetime. “Soon one of the fixed stereotypes about America was that everything there was determined by money and everything could be had for a price.”16

   It may be hard for us in individualistic, democratic, western societies of the 21st century to appreciate how unsettling American independence was. These days, we roll our eyes at the Declaration of Independence’s contention that “all men are created equal” and point out that its authors kept slaves. But for many 18th-century Europeans, the complete rejection of monarchy, aristocracy, and state religion looked like something very dangerous indeed. How could authority come from the people, when the people might very well have parochial interests, uneven education, and different ideas about God? Many, like Samuel Johnson, thought it ungrateful and unseemly that American colonists protested British laws and taxes, considering that they had benefited from the British crown’s protection in disputes with other colonial powers and Native Americans in the New World.

   Feelings against America were (and are) in no way limited to British monarchists. Even those who admired the United States’ democratic project came to doubt the value of its people and their products. Charles Dickens had hoped to find in America less social stratification than he knew in London. Instead, he found nitwits. “I do not believe there are, on the whole earth besides, so many intensified bores as in these United States.”17 Many have suspected that the immigrants who populated the new country were not the best and the brightest that Europe had to offer, but were instead, as American journalist H. L. Mencken described them, “incompetents who could not get on at home”.18 The immigrant mélange of America could not be trusted to bring refined manners, learned culture, or the best English (among other languages) to the New World.

   But those who worry about the déclassé Americans tend to be those who have the most invested in (and the most to gain from) the traditions and language that are associated with the British upper classes. The anti-British-establishment United States, its products, and its ideas were more popular with the commoners-cum-working classes of Europe than with those further up the social ladder. That hasn’t really changed. At the close of the 20th century, journalist Alexander Chancellor observed that the British upper class has been “generally more anti-American than the working class because it felt more directly affronted by America’s assumption of Britain’s former role as a world power”.19

   European distaste for all things American often has an air of befuddled paternalism to it: how can a culture exist without a history? Those from more ancient cultures might look upon the United States as a parent might judge a toddler. The tot might be adorable and precocious in saying his ABCs, but he’s still just a child. We’re not going to hang his finger paintings alongside the Mona Lisa. His ideas and language are limited by the extent of his tiny experience, and so we don’t have to take them too seriously. But then reality kicks in: that New World upstart is actually an influential player. And those words he spouts: are they some kind of stealth weapon against all that is good and true in English?

   From anti-Americanism-ism to amerilexicophobia

   For shame, Mr Jefferson! […] we will forgive all your attacks, impotent as they are illiberal, upon our national character; but for the future, spare – O spare, we beseech you, our mother-tongue!


   European Magazine and London Review (1797)20

   What crime against English had Thomas Jefferson committed that raised such ire in London literary circles? How did he “perpetually trample upon the very grammar of our language”? He had (it seems) invented the word belittle. Jefferson had been incensed by the Count de Buffon’s theory that the wildlife and people of the New World (including the transplanted Europeans) could only ever be inferior in size to those of Eurasia, and so he wrote:

   So far the Count de Buffon has carried this new theory of the tendency of nature to belittle her productions on this side of the Atlantic.21


   Belittle, as Jefferson used it, literally meant ‘make small’. In the end, Jefferson made a buffoon of Buffon, sending him a moose in order to demonstrate the majesty of North American creatures.22 The count retracted his anti-New-World theory, but the British distaste for the New-World word continued for more than a century, with Fowler’s Dictionary of Modern English Usage (1926) describing belittle as an “undesirable alien”.

   These days, British attitudes towards the US are generally mild and relatively positive (though subject to ups and downs depending on who sits in the White House). In 2014, 66% of Britons claimed to have a “favourable” view of the United States, compared with 51% in Germany, 34% in Greece, and 19% in Turkey.23 But Britain is the worldwide hub of anti-Americanism-ism, prejudice against parts of the English language that are believed to be American. American words stir stronger emotions than linguistic imports from France or India or Germany or Ireland or South Africa or Australia. Call a scarf a pashmina and it’s fashionable. Call a soup pho and it’s trendy. Talk about cupcakes instead of fairy cakes and British folk write letters to the editor. I’m not kidding: one such letter in a food magazine recounted the horror of being thanked for “cup cakes”. The cakes were certainly fairy cakes, the letter-writer noted, because “I don’t like cup cakes”. The magazine editors decided that was good enough reasoning to make it Letter of the Month.24

   Anti-Americanism-ism seems to be out of the reach of liberal tolerance or political correctness. When Time Out magazine listed the five worst sounds in London, American accents – “the ear-violating, soul-piercing, knob-shrivelling shrillness of their voices” – came second.25 Apparently the only sound worse than me is the clicking of the mouse that chains you to your desk at work.

   Scratch a prejudice, and you can usually find a fear, and any psychopathology worth its paragraphs deserves its own pseudo-medical terminology. I could call it amerilinguophobia, ‘fear of American language’, but that would anger the purists who protest that hybrid words like television and automobile are cross-bred abominations of Greek and Latin. I am reminded of a t-shirt that proclaims

   Polyamory is wrong!
It is either multiamory or polyphilia
but mixing Greek and Latin roots?
Wrong!


   Whether the t-shirt is worn by purists or parodists, I wouldn’t want to attract their attention with my miscegenation of linguo from the Latin for ‘tongue’ and phobia from the Greek for ‘fear’. So let’s call it amerilexicophobia, ‘fear of American words’, echoing the Greek lexikos ‘pertaining to words’. Besides placating the purists, it’s probably more accurate. American words are what British language purists talk most about and fear most viscerally. The accents may (now and again) be tolerated, and the grammatical differences may not be noticed, but fear of American words has gripped the arenas of British society where language is discussed.

   There is a peculiarly inverse relation between fear of immigrant people and fear of immigrant words. British public attitudes are strongly against immigration these days, with 75% wanting immigration reduced.26 My eighteen years’ expatriation in the UK has been punctuated by cabbies or fellow shoppers or Scrabble opponents expressing their thoughts about immigration:

   
British Near-Stranger: Blah blah immigration laws blah blah not right blah blah need to protect our jobs and culture blah blah Government’s not doing enough blah …

Me: Well, since the laws have let me in, I’m rather grateful for them.

BN-S: Oh, clearly I’m not talking about people like you. Americans – you’re our cousins.



   
   
   While the far-right political parties spread fear about Romanians taking British jobs, about twice as many Americans as Romanians live and work in the UK. The most feared immigrants in the UK come from poorer countries and don’t speak English at home. These immigrants certainly affect the economy – usually for the better. But their words have little effect on the English language because they are not spoken in English-speaking contexts and because the people speaking them have little power in Britain. Immigrants may bring words for foods (which some Brits will gobble up and others will ignore) and culture-specific traditions, but they do not affect the discourse of the boardroom or the evening news.

   The most feared immigrant words are those that are English and particularly those that come from a rich and powerful country through its cultural exports. We American immigrants are not the problem – we learn to say lift (US elevator) and aubergine (US eggplant) like the other immigrants. The problem is the Americans in America, building their businesses, writing their books, performing their television shows, making their movies, posting their Facebook updates, fizzing their soft drinks, and exporting all those things to the rest of the world. Amerilexicophobia feeds on the perception that American English, like the country it comes from, is too powerful and takes over. It is the fear that one’s own culture – the familiar foundations of oneself – is being displaced by language that is both foreign and, in its globalization, more generic. Australianisms and Indianisms don’t inspire that kind of fear because they don’t have that kind of power. The American role in the globalization of English is disconcerting for the nation that formerly exported the English language. The British Empire practically invented linguistic globalization.

   As American English gained its power and worldwide audience, so did amerilexicophobia. It may be no coincidence that campaigns for an English “academy”, charged with fixing the language in its most perfect form, came soon after the United States gained its independence. In the early days, new American vocabulary was regarded as a silly (and distasteful) colonial indulgence. Fast-forward to today and the British regularly hear American words in British accents and American voices on radio and television. For sufferers of amerilexicophobia, American English can no longer be dismissed. It is a threat. An invasive species that will choke and supplant the native wordlife.

   From amerilexicophobia to amerilexicosis

   The British […] do not want to be happy; they want to be right.


   Quentin Crisp

   As history has shown again and again, the prejudice + fear formula often equals madness. Britain, the land of “Keep Calm and Carry On”, reputedly conducts its moral panics with a bit more decorum and perhaps even rationality than the US does. Nevertheless, reason goes out the window when amerilexicophobia takes hold. Anti-Americanism-ism and amerilexicophobia transform into amerilexicosis: a pathologically unhinged reaction to American English. The symptoms of amerilexicosis include irritability, obsessive behaviour, paranoia, and delusions.

   Irritability can be seen in the regular appearance of anti-American-English diatribes in British media, with headlines like “Don’t talk garbage!”27 or the more wordy “For a country bereft of butchers … they’ve certainly butchered our language.”28 British expressions of irritability about American English are trivially easy to find, so let’s turn to the obsessive behaviour and paranoia.

   The first case study of Amerilexicotic obsession follows from the British Broadcasting Corporation’s annual 500 Words story competition for children. Each year, after the prizes are awarded, the children’s stories are added to the Oxford Children’s Corpus. A linguistic corpus is a collection of texts of written or spoken language that have been systematically chosen and put into electronic format in order to allow for computer-assisted language analysis. The Oxford Children’s Corpus is used to analyse trends in British children’s language. The BBC News coverage of trends in the 2012 competition concluded with a heartening observation from competition judge and children’s author Andy Stanton:

   At a microscopic level, children’s use of language is robust and imaginative. They know the value of a well-chosen word and the power of an original image.29


   How did the BBC News headline writers sum up this message? Like this:

   British children “turn to American English”


   Just 11% of the article (two sentences; forty-two words) is about American English, and yet nothing but American English is mentioned in the headline. The article reassures us that children only use text-speak in stories when the characters are communicating by phone, but does not entertain the possibility that the children’s American words were also used in apt and imaginative ways – for instance if Batman is on the sidewalk in Gotham City. The article gives other details of the children’s stories that are reassuringly British. The most common character names were on-trend British Lucy and Jack. The story titles mention Mum and poo and biscuits (the kind that Americans would call cookies). Granted, one of the featured story titles was “I’m Not a Nerd, I’m a Superhero”, but is there a better British word than nerd for this context? Couldn’t that be a “well-chosen word”? Would British words like boffin or swot or anorak carry all the same connotations?

   The phrasing of the headline gives away the horror: British children turn to American English. When turn to is used to mean ‘choose a new direction in life’, the new path is rarely a wholesome one. You do not turn to a healthy diet or exercise or a better work-life balance. You (well, I hope not you) turn to alcohol, drugs, or a life of prostitution. The BBC led its story with insinuations about damage to children’s language because they know that panic entices people to read news. Amerilexicosis provides ideal clickbait.

   Obsessive paranoia is also seen in the Telegraph newspaper’s reporting of preliminary findings from the Spoken British National Corpus 2014 (SBNC). This corpus consists of transcribed conversations from around the UK, a parallel to the spoken part of the 1993 British National Corpus (BNC). This pair of databases allows researchers to analyse how spoken British English has changed over the course of twenty years. The Telegraph headline and standfirst (= US subhead) read:

   
Cheerio pussy cat, hi there awesome English

Use of “cheerio” dying out as English language becomes more Americanised, with “awesome” gaining ground as the most characteristic emotive word30



   
   The article bemoans the facts that marvellous is now less common than it was in the 1990s and that awesome is more common, giving the impression that awesome has forced marvellous out. But that’s not what happened. By the time the 1993 corpus was collected, marvellous had largely been replaced by the also-characteristically-British brilliant. The people who were still saying marvellous in 1993 were already quite old and by 2014 they were well on their way to extinction. Maybe the fading of marvellous is sad, but it is also completely expected, since evaluative words like these come and go generation by generation. By 2040, awesome will probably sound as dated as groovy sounds now.

   Similarly, cheerio (which only came into the language around 1910)31 did not die out because it was replaced by an Americanism. It was an informal term, mostly used by what are now very old people. Even in the 1993 corpus, only 190 instances of cheerio occur, compared to 1,775 variations of goodbye (bye, bye-bye, etc.). No Americanism has replaced cheerio, but that didn’t keep the newspapers from linking the demise of cheerio to the rise of Americanisms, again feeding the madness about Americanisms in British English.

   Cambridge University’s press release about the new corpus (largely reproduced in the Telegraph article) includes a table of words that distinguish the 1993 corpus from the 2014 edition:32
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   The table demonstrates not so much the effect of American English, but the effect of technological and lifestyle changes on the language. British catalogue has not lost ground to American catalog; it’s the catalogues themselves that have been edged out by online databases and internet shopping. (Chests of) drawers have been replaced not by American dressers, but by IKEA wardrobes. (And where British folk do write about drawers, it’s increasingly spelled draws.)33 Only 18% of 16- to 24-year-olds eat marmalade (compared with 55% of their grandparents), while consumption of Nutella (not American) and peanut butter (ok, American) rises.34 Get may be more common now than fetch, but get has been a British word since the Vikings brought it to England in the 12th century. Similarly, it requires a logical leap to claim that loss of the very British fortnight (derived from fourteen + night) is due to replacement by an Americanism. Two weeks is not an Americanism – it’s just a longer way to say fortnight in English. It could be seen as part of a drift towards more wordy but transparent phrasings, like when fortnight’s pal sennight (from seven + night) was replaced by one week. Facebook and iPhones are certainly American inventions, but Facebook and iPhone are the names of those things, not just the American names of those things. They do not threaten British English; they add to the number of things that British English speakers can talk about.

   Distressingly, amerilexicotics can develop a more serious symptom: delusions of America. Consider this 2010 headline, also from the Telegraph:35

   BBC criticised for creeping “Americanisms”


   The article starts “Radio listeners have noticed slang terms more commonly heard on the other side of the Atlantic creeping into common usage on BBC shows”, and ends with:

   A list of Americanisms 
that have annoyed BBC listeners

   Fess up instead of confess
The Americanisation of dates – July the fifth is now July fifth or January the fifth becomes January five
Take a look instead of have a look
Ahead of instead of before
Face up instead of confront
It’s a big ask
It might of been instead of It might have been


   An inconvenient fact about this list of Americanisms is that half the items are simply not Americanisms. The Telegraph got the country right for fess up, July fifth, take a look, and ahead of. But face up (to) has meant ‘confront’ since English author Daniel Defoe first used it in 1720. It’s a big ask is an Australianism that’s made its way north. Ten years ago I first heard that expression from an Englishwoman. I assumed it was British – until I got home and looked it up. But at least I looked it up. Unlike the folks complaining about “Americanisms”.

   The other two are a mystery. They are allegedly complaints about radio speech, but they are not spoken forms. While Americans might write a date as January 5, they do not say that things happened on “January five”, but on January 5th. If BBC radio staff are reading it as January 5, they did not get the habit from America. Might of is a misspelling of the spoken form might’ve – an understandable mistake because they sound much the same. How did the listening public manage to discern that the radio presenters were misspelling the contraction that they were speaking? Even if the presenters did say might of, you cannot (with any knowledge or conscience) call the mistake an Americanism – as chapter 2 demonstrates.

   Now, it is one thing that the British radio-listening public made some mistakes about American English, but it’s another that a newspaper of repute reported them as facts without checking. While there are scare quotes around Americanisms in the headline, the article is not shy about accepting and promoting the view that the eight items are Americanisms. That is not just over-emphasizing the number of Americanisms in British English; it’s hallucinating them.

   The Telegraph article is not a one-off. The online BBC Magazine took suggestions from their readers for an article titled “50 of your most noted Americanisms”.36 This was reliably cited elsewhere on the internet as “50 of your most hated Americanisms”. Half an hour with the Oxford English Dictionary will tell you: about a fifth of these were originally British.37

   American Verbal Inferiority Complex

   The first step of an American entering upon a literary career was to pretend to be an Englishman, in order that he might win the approval, not of Englishmen, but of his own countrymen.


   Henry Cabot Lodge (1883)

   While the British may suffer hypersensitivity, paranoia, and delusion when it comes to American English, American attitudes toward their own language are not much healthier. Many Americans suffer from American Verbal Inferiority Complex, or AVIC: a neurotic sense of low linguistic self-esteem, characterized by lack of linguistic self-worth and sometimes crippling verbal self-doubt.

   This may be hard to believe. After all, inflated self-esteem has reputedly reached epidemic proportions in the United States. In fact, one study found that people from the UK think Americans have gone so far down the path of self-regard that we all meet the diagnostic criteria for Narcissistic Personality Disorder (though in reality the disorder has a low rate of occurrence in the US).38 The United States would not exist if the colonists hadn’t had the self-confidence to form a new nation, and American English wouldn’t be what it is if Americans hadn’t had the nerve to abandon older forms and make new ones.

   In the early days of the country, commentators from both sides of the Atlantic felt that, give or take some rogue words, Americans on the whole spoke better English than the English. They were impressed that “the vulgar in America” could speak “much better than the vulgar in England”.39 But despite such adulation and the American veneer of confidence, the seeds of self-doubt were sprouting. Many learned Americans criticized the new American English dictionaries of the early 19th century, expressing horror at the “hurtful innovations” and “justification of the vulgar”.40

   Nowadays, pride in American English seems to have gone the same way as our pride in being a monarchy-free republic. The American public enthusiastically consumes news about every British royal birth, wedding, or death and fetishizes the u in colour as if it hadn’t deserved the drubbing our ancestors gave it.

   The gaps in American linguistic self-worth crop up in many little ways. “Everything sounds better in a British accent”, they say. (In fact, you can buy several styles of t-shirt that say it.) Well-educated Americans are particularly susceptible to the belief that their American English is somehow wanting. A medical doctor writes on his blog that British nappy (derived from baby-talk for napkin) sounds “so much more civilized tha[n] diaper”.41 An American lawyer can’t interact with an Englishwoman because her speech makes him feel embarrassed about his English (“I really tried to speak well, but I felt so inferior”).42 American professors note that their students write whilst (instead of while) and grey (instead of gray) in their essays, thinking these Britishisms will make them sound more intelligent.43 Even I have to admit the satisfaction I feel (or is it relief?) when Britons compliment me on having a “soft” accent that isn’t “too American”.

   Part of the reason that Americans associate Britishness with good English is that Americans tend to automatically associate Britishness with the English upper classes, with their private educations and distinct enunciation.44 The American Anglophile hones their interests in manor houses, boarding schools, and the royal family. British television programmes about the upper classes are broadcast on American public television in the Masterpiece and Masterpiece Mystery series. Meanwhile, British comedies and dramas about the working classes are either ignored in America or remade with American casts and locales; for example Till Death Do Us Part became All in the Family, Steptoe and Son became Sanford and Son, and Shameless was moved from Manchester to Chicago. Aspirational American audiences want to hear the accents of English people they can admire. They’re not really interested in identifying with struggling English folk.

   AVIC is why Americans generally think people with English accents are more intelligent than themselves (and often, more intelligent than the English person actually is). It’s why American critic Aristides thought that “a good English accent can still be worth an additional ten to thirty thousand dollars in annual academic salary”.45 It’s why English people living in the US report “torn-up parking tickets, free subway rides, increased job opportunities, and better luck in singles bars”46 on account of their accents. “Visit a place where your accent is an aphrodisiac” is how the Las Vegas tourist board courts passengers of the London Underground.47 AVIC is why Americans perceive Britain-related baby names as sounding the “smartest” and the “most sophisticated”.48 It’s why many Americans will believe anything a Brit tells them about how the language should be.

   A case in point: Lynne Truss’s punctuation book Eats, Shoots and Leaves sold over 1.6 million copies in the US,49 despite the fact that it promotes rules that contradict mainstream American punctuation style. A review in The New Yorker complained:

   The supreme peculiarity of this peculiar publishing phenomenon is that the British are less rigid about punctuation and related matters […] than Americans are. An Englishwoman lecturing Americans on semicolons is a little like an American lecturing the French on sauces.50


   So why do Americans buy the book? Well, besides the cute title and the engaging writing, Americans are fairly ignorant about the extent of American–British punctuation differences, while being fairly eager to defer to the English on linguistic and literary manners. In the US, being or sounding English gives one (to use a sociologist’s term) “cultural capital”, allowing upward social mobility regardless of financial means. It is therefore in English (and sometimes more generally British) people’s interest to provoke American verbal insecurity by declaring the inferiority of American English. The American and British language neuroses feed each other.

   Though Americans show classic symptoms of a verbal inferiority complex, some of the symptoms are found in anyone who is overly conscious of “correct” versus “incorrect” language. In America (or anywhere for that matter), inferiority-fuelled linguistic overcompensation is often the source of hypercorrection, that is, applying rules where they shouldn’t be applied – like saying between you and I instead of the traditionally correct between you and me. Insecurity may also fuel the American love for hard and fast rules about language, which has played a role in differentiating American English from British. Self-doubt can be a powerful motivator.

   How to “save” English?

   No one who has once taken the language under his care can ever again be really happy. That way misery lies.


   Thomas Lounsbury, 
The standard of usage in English (1908)

   When sociolinguists study language attitudes – why people look down on some languages and dialects but value others – they generally come to the same conclusion: distaste or admiration for a particular way of speaking is just thinly cloaked distaste or admiration for the people who speak that way. Which accents sound sexy is pretty well correlated with which people are considered sexy even when their mouths are shut. While French accents used to dominate the “sexy accent” league table, Irish accents have now taken over in many surveys. Why? Because there are more good-looking Irish movie stars than there used to be. We like the people, and then the accent gets associated with things we like about those people. For American and British Englishes, stereotypes abound about intelligence, sincerity, refinement, sexiness, masculinity and so forth. People link those stereotypes to how we speak. In this book, I’m saying: “If you want to stereotype other people as intelligent, sexy, crass, or limp, I can’t stop you. But leave English out of it. The language itself – in any of its forms – deserves better.”

   Complaining (just a little) about Americans like me complaining about English people complaining about American English, Giles Harvey wrote for The New Yorker:

    What most of these commentators fail to recognize, in any case, is that English people enjoy complaining about things, and that the content of any particular English person’s complaint is rarely anything more than a pretext for the act of complaining. From Mr. Woodhouse to Basil Fawlty, complaining about things – the weather, the food, the trains – is what the English have always done best, and with the greatest eloquence and esprit.51


   True enough. But if you’re going to complain, I say: at least get your facts straight. If, on top of that, you can manage to avoid hypocrisy, all the better.

   A few words about words

   There even are places where English completely disappears
In America they haven’t used it for years.


   “Henry Higgins” in My Fair Lady‌52

   I can’t write about American English and British English without saying something about that choice of terminology. A famous quip holds that a language is a dialect with an army and a navy. On that basis, American should be a separate language from English. Not only do the two countries have separate armed forces, they’ve fought wars against each other. Still, though people first used American as a language name in the 18th century, it hasn’t stuck. When former vice-presidential candidate Sarah Palin opined that immigrants should “speak American”, it was seen by some commentators as an explanation for Palin’s frequent incomprehensible utterances: she isn’t speaking English after all; she’s speaking American, a language that doesn’t exist.53 While some serious American linguistic commentators, like Noah Webster and H. L. Mencken, have written about the American language, they don’t deny that it is English, and neither shall I.

   So are American English and British English dialects of English? Well, yes, but I want to reserve the word dialect for the regional forms of the language within each country. So I have squashed together national and dialects to form nationlects, my own special term for what American English and British English (and South African English and so forth) are. Talking about nationlects is inherently oversimplifying. The English of either nation includes a range of regional dialects and other sociolects – forms of the language associated with particular social groups, such as African-American English in the US. In many cases here, I will be talking about the “standard” languages of the two places – the type of thing you find in dictionaries, classrooms, and news broadcasts. But those “standards” overlap and interact with the full variety of ways of speaking in the two countries. Words or pronunciations labelled American English may be original or particular to the US, but it doesn’t mean that everyone in America says it that way. The same goes for British English.

   Further problems for the term American English come from American as a descriptor. Most American-English speakers are happy calling themselves Americans. Still, complaints can be heard that using American to mean ‘from the United States’ is “arrogant” because there are other Americans than the ones who are in the US. That argument ignores the fact that many words are ambiguous, including many names. Arrogance doesn’t come into it. Sometimes New Yorkers means people from the city; sometimes it means people like me from the state. Same with American. Sometimes it refers specifically to things associated with the United States of America, and sometimes it refers more generally to people and things associated with all of North and South America. It actually doesn’t do the second job very often in English (it’s a different matter in the languages of other former colonial powers),54 and so I’m not going to let the potential ambiguity bother me. I hope it won’t bother you. Some of the “American English” discussed in this book may well be found in other Englishes (especially Canadian), but my focus stays on the US.

   The term British English is even worse, because British is both ambiguous and frequently misinterpreted.

   Great Britain is an island, but not a country, and so British can refer to the people, places and things of that island, be they English, Scottish or Welsh. But the three nations of that island belong to a bigger country: the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Because United Kingdom does not have an adjective form, British does that job too. The result is that people from Northern Ireland hold British passports, even though they don’t live in Britain and are not British in the ‘island’ sense of the term. (British can also refer to the British Isles, which includes the Republic of Ireland. This usage is not too popular with the Irish.) When I write about British English, I lean toward the ‘island’ interpretation of British, rather than the ‘UKish’ interpretation. Still, many things I say about British English may also be true of the English of the full United Kingdom, and some of those things will also be true of other Englishes, especially those in former British colonies.

   Perhaps the biggest problem for the term British English is the tendency to associate British with England alone, or more particularly with certain linguistic properties of the southeast of England and the Received Pronunciation (RP) used by the elite (and the go-to accent of Hollywood villains).55 Since the discussion here often focuses on the “standard” language, British English does often skew to England in this book. So, if ‘the English of England’ is what people tend to imagine when they hear the term British English, why not say English English instead? I have three reasons for refusing:

   
1. Vocabulary, grammar and spelling are major points of discussion in this book, and in these cases we can mostly generalize across the whole of Britain. It’s British English, not just English English, to talk of motorways (US highways) and car boots (US car trunks) and to spell tyre (on a car) and calibre (US caliber). Pronunciation has more variation, and so I try to be more precise when talking about accents.

2. English English gives the false impression that the English of England is one thing that is uniformly different from the Englishes of Scotland and Wales. But the Englishes of East London youth and Newcastle pensioners might well have less in common than the Englishes of the Queen and the leader of the Scottish parliament.

3. Lastly, and importantly, the doubling of the word English implies something that I don’t want to imply.



   
   
   I need to elaborate on that last point. Consider phrases like:

   
I didn’t want a potato salad. I wanted a salad-salad.

I’m a doctor, but not a doctor-doctor.



   
   We linguists call that kind of thing contrastive focus reduplication: repetition of a word or phrase to emphasize that you’re using the word to refer to something specific and special. When we hear salad-salad, we assume that the salad-orderer wanted a green salad, because we think of green salads as the best example of a salad, a “real” salad. A doctor-doctor isn’t a PhD in Linguistics, but someone who practises medicine. That’s both the more usual way to use the word doctor and (for many people) the more respectable kind of doctor to be. And so, even if we don’t intend to use English English to mean “real English” or “the best English”, that impression is bound to leak through. The assumption that the English of England is “real English” is exactly the assumption that this book challenges. So we can’t be having any of that. British English it is.

   Now we come to the sensitive matter of who goes first. Should I write American and British or British and American? UK and US or US and UK? Sometimes the meaning of the sentence demands a certain order. But where the order doesn’t matter, I use one order per chapter, and then reverse the order in the next chapter. Given my great respect for the alphabet, this first chapter has favoured American and the next favours British.

   Finally, which English is this book written in? The spelling and punctuation choices I’ve left to the copy editors; the American edition should follow American conventions and the British edition should follow the British way. The vocabulary and phrasing I can only describe as LynneMurphyish. My English got its start in the northeastern United States, but I’ve now lived over a third of my life in England (and a bit less than 10% of it in South Africa). My language is a hodge-podge (if I’m feeling American) or a hotch-potch (if I’m feeling British). While writing this book, I’ve kept a list of Americanisms and Britishisms that I’ve noticed myself using, which can be found at http://theprodigaltongue.com. If you notice others, you can let me know there.
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   The Wrong End of the Bumbershoot: Stereotypes and Getting Things Wrong

   The present Earl of Marchmont […] told me with great good humour that the master of a shop in London, where he was not known, said to him “I suppose, Sir, you are an American.” “Why so, Sir?” (said his Lordship.) “Because, Sir, (replied the shopkeeper,) you speak neither English nor Scotch, but something different from both, which I conclude is the language of America.”


   James Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson (1772)

   In 1987, British magazine The Spectator set a competition for its readers “to invent an exchange of letters between a Briton and an American in which the difference between the writers’ mode of expression and meaning is excruciating and/or crucial”.1 The results disappointed the competition master:

   I had hoped that the dividing nature of our common language would have given rise to a wealth of Anglo-American contrast and comedy, but the entries were few and there was a tired reliance on the half a dozen well-known words which can cause embarrassing confusion.


   I know the feeling. How many times have I been told the story of someone’s British auntie surprising American men with the request to knock me up in the morning? Possibly more times than there are actual aunties in Britain wanting to be woken up (and not wanting to be impregnated). If I had a penny for every time someone tried to explain to me why fanny pack is funny in England (because fanny refers to the vulva, not the derriere), I’d have enough money to buy top-grade earplugs and avoid hearing these tired examples of miscommunication again.

   Perhaps the competition failed because people are just not very good at knowing what’s British and what’s American. Several dictionaries of British and American English are open in front of me. According to one, stump orator is a Britishism and Americans ask the time with What time have you?‌2 According to another, PIN number is a Britishism, kooky is an Americanism, and bookstall is British for ‘newsstand’. You may have guessed that I’m mentioning these because they’re wrong – or at the very least, not entirely right. One of these books, Understanding British English, was written by an American whose claim to expertise was that she enjoyed British and Australian novels and had had two vacations (or, to be British, holidays) in England.3 And so it includes Australianisms, expressions she may have heard one English person say once (but that no other English person has said before or since), and general English words that apparently hadn’t been part of her vocabulary. Nevertheless, this book was successful enough to go through two editions. I am reminded of linguist Morris Halle’s observation that “linguistics does have one thing in common with prostitution. In neither field can the professional hope to compete with the amateur.”4

   It’s not uncommon for British or American people to report that they “know” the other English because they watch a lot of television or read a lot of books from the other country. That’s the kind of blissful confidence about language knowledge that can only come from relative ignorance. Having lived with British English for nearly twenty years, I’ve had to grow a certain humility about the differences even as I grow more competent in identifying them, since I still have the daily privilege of discovering ever more. The overconfidence even affects the “experts”. A recent academic study (by data analysts in Spain and the US) purported to demonstrate the “Americanization” of British English.5 It looked at whether British people were writing “Americanisms” like bell pepper instead of “Britishisms” like capsicum. British readers will notice the problem right away: capsicum is Australian English. The British usually just call it a pepper – sweet pepper if they really need to distinguish it from a chilli. This glaring error (and many more minor discrepancies) did not discourage UK newspapers from running favourable “told you so!” stories about the study’s findings of “Americanization”.

   So if published “experts” can’t get things right, what chance do you have? When I talk about these issues in British schools and pubs I quiz the audiences on how well they can identify Britishisms and Americanisms. You can find those quizzes (and their answers) starting on page 345. (If you take the quizzes after reading the rest of the book, you’ll have a much better score. If you take them now, I’ll admire your courage.) The quizzes tend to demonstrate that our knowledge is lopsided. Words that we don’t use are recognized as “foreign”, but it’s harder to know which of our “normal” words are strange for others.

   But when you’re talking with people from other places, you cannot second-guess every noun and verb you utter. You just talk and hope for the best. If others understand you, it might be because they know the same words and use them in the same way. Or they might understand you in spite of the linguistic differences. Or they might believe they got your meaning, when in reality they got a different one. You may never know what you communicated to them or how. For years after the Kinks released the song “Come Dancing”, my teenage American friends and I thought that the line “Now she’s married and lives on an estate” meant that the woman had married a rich man and lived in a manor house. That’s not how British listeners (or the British band) would understand it. The song was saying that she lived in a housing development – an area where all the residences were built at the same time. More particularly, the Kinks’ estate is probably short for council estate – the kind of government-owned housing that Americans might call the projects. My friends and I had “understood” the words, but hadn’t understood the use to which songwriter Ray Davies had put them.

   The dictionaries of British–American differences are not perfect, but the press coverage of the differences tends to be downright bad. In response, I have devised Lynneguist’s Law (a corollary of my namesake Murphy’s Law):6 

   Lynneguist’s Law:

   Any list of more than seven “Americanisms” or “Britishisms” [not compiled by a trained lexicographer] will contain nonsense.

   Lynneguist’s Law applies to the British–American dictionaries described above and especially to lists of “Britishisms” and “Americanisms” presented in the media. The errors are of various types. Sometimes the meaning is wrong, like when an American Vogue article claimed that cheerio is a British greeting.7 Sometimes the lists mistake a regionalism for a “nationalism”, like when a British newspaper lists “the” American pronunciation of nuclear as “nookyooler”. (Not for me, it isn’t.)

   Sometimes they get a bit muddled by a complicated situation. For instance in the BBC Magazine list of “50 of your most noted Americanisms”, an Ohio-based Englishman named Alastair contributed eaterie. (He didn’t just note the word, he abhorred it.) I have searched the restaurant listings of Ohio and I have yet to find an eaterie. But this is not surprising, since the Frenchified spelling eaterie is the preferred British spelling of American eatery.8 Eaterie has lived in British English at least since P. G. Wodehouse’s Jeeves and Wooster characters were saying it in the 1920s, but it doesn’t really exist in American. Poor Alastair doesn’t know which English he’s coming or going from. Neither does the Vogue journalist who thought cheerio meant ‘hello’. Her “American” translation of the British word off-licence (which she or her editor spelled as off-license with an American s) is liquor shop – an odd hybrid of American liquor store with the more British word shop. (As it happens, liquor shop is what off-licences are called in India.)

   The British media’s error rate in lists of Americanisms runs somewhere between 20% and 50%, by my count. This list of pronunciations from the Daily Mail is a good case study:9
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   The Mail’s attempts at phonetic transcription are inconsistent and incompetent at every level. Even taking a very generous reading of these fantastical sound-spellings, the list of twenty items includes six “American” pronunciations that have never come out of my American mouth, including the older “boo-ey” pronunciation for buoy. (I may be in an American minority on that one, though.) Some are just weird mistakes. Most Americans pronounce vase with an [s] sound, not the [z] that the Mail gives. In the case of lasso, it looks like the author vaguely remembered that Americans use a different vowel than Brits do – but then they just guessed at which of the two vowels it is. Some Americans pronounce the second vowel to rhyme with too and others pronounce it with a more Spanish-like o. But no one who knows the word pronounces the first syllable as lay.

   In other cases, where two pronunciations exist, the Daily Mail assumes that the pronunciation that diverges most from standard British is standard American. Is the Mail being disingenuous when they claim that “Irak” is the British pronunciation of Iraq and the American pronunciation is “Eyerak”? Apparently they’ve never heard Barack Obama or Bill or Hillary Clinton say Iraq. (Maybe eyerack-sayers George W. Bush and Sarah Palin are more the Daily Mail’s style.) No matter how few or many Americans say “Eyerak” or “nukilar” (another of the Mail’s odd phonetic spellings), the Mail is willing to paint all Americans with that phonetic brush. And then there’s that garage pronunciation. We’ll come back to garage.

   If an American newspaper were to attempt an equivalent list for British English, it might claim that “bovva” is how the British say bother or that the British stress the first syllable of contribute rather than the second (some do, some don’t). I have to rely on a hypothetical list here because American media lists of UK–US differences rarely focus on pronunciation. Americans want to know about funny British words and phrases they can enjoy or puzzle at. These are supplied with titles like “17 British phrases Americans should start using” or “British phrases that baffle Americans”. Tellingly, the “must start using” headlines tend to be presented on American news sites, and the “baffle” ones tend to be on British sites aimed at Americans. The American headlines encourage linguistic togetherness; the British ones hold American English at arm’s length.

   In contrast, British lists of Americanisms often have titles like “41 Things Americans Say Wrong” and include vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation differences.10 The greater British interest in (or horror of) pronunciations stems from the fact that most British people hear a fair amount of American English and therefore get the chance to notice the more obscure pronunciation differences. But not only is there greater opportunity to notice the differences, there’s a greater disposition to notice. The British are conditioned to notice when others don’t talk like they do because accent is an inescapable marker of social position in Britain. This fact inspired George Bernard Shaw’s observation: “It is impossible for an Englishman to open his mouth without making some other Englishman hate or despise him.”11 Americans, on the other hand, are often a bit accent-deaf.

   Lynneguist’s Law applies equally to discussions of pronunciation, vocabulary, and usage. It sums up a symptom of our mental limitations: our minds work against us when we try to think about our own language. The limitations are for a good cause; if we didn’t limit something in the very complicated processes of speaking, listening, reading, and writing, we’d not be able to speak fluently or to instantaneously comprehend what we hear. In the process of understanding speech, too much information is coming in too fast. As you listen to it, you hold the last few words you’ve heard in a “memory buffer”. Once you can identify a likely meaning for that bit of the utterance, that meaning moves to longer-term memory storage and the buffer is cleared. The words aren’t stored in your memory, but their significance is stored. This is why you might be able to remember the facts and the tone of what I wrote on the last page, but you can’t recite the page. Occasionally, the phrasing itself will stick in your memory, but that’s only when the phrasing is somehow memorable – for instance, because it was repeated a lot, because it was exquisitely beautiful, or because it made you scratch your head. Even in those cases, most people believe they remember the exact phrasing better than they actually remember it.

   Since we don’t store verbatim copies of conversations or paragraphs in our heads, when we “remember” something we’ve heard or read, we are really reconstructing it. And we’re rubbish at reconstructing. One study of memory for “earwitness” testimony found that people could recall a tiny bit of a conversation immediately after hearing it, but by four days later they could not re-create the wording at all. In trying to recall the conversation they’d heard, people sometimes added information that hadn’t been there in the first place. For instance, when trying to reconstruct a conversation about a crime, some remembered mention of money, even though nothing about money had been said. They “remembered” it because they used a stereotype about crime: that money often motivates misdeeds. In our case of recalling facts about British or American language, a listener may “remember” hearing words that they didn’t hear or they may forget ones that they did hear. We do this because we are trying to make the memory accord with our beliefs about the other country or the other English.

   I’m reminded of a forensic science lecture I attended in 2016. In the course of describing how a murder scene is investigated, a Major Crimes Investigator from the Sussex Police paused to mention that he uses the word homicide not because he wants to be “trendy and American”, but because that’s the correct legal term that he has to use. It’s only a murder when there is intention to kill, and police investigators must not prematurely conclude that such an intention existed. When I commented afterwards that that was an odd thing to say – of course homicide is not a borrowing from American English – two English people insisted to me that they had only ever heard that word in an American accent. And yet the Metropolitan Police in London have a Homicide and Major Crimes Unit. They charge people with crimes under the Homicide Act of 1957. These English folk had probably heard the word in one or more British accents just a couple of weeks before our conversation, when the government released its annual homicide statistics and the various media outlets reported them, with headlines like “Homicides in England and Wales up 14%”.12 Contrary to my conversation partners’ beliefs, the UK police have not come to say homicide after watching too many episodes of Law & Order. (It may feel like it’s been on since 1957, but it hasn’t.) Homicide is not the most common word for killing, but it’s one that’s used in any English.

   Our beliefs about language (and about people) are steeped in cognitive biases – error-ridden ways of thinking that rely on bad assumptions and poor reasoning. Cognitive biases are the reason linguists like me work hard to find concrete evidence about the whats, whos, hows, whens, wheres, and whys of language. We know it’s unwise to rely on our intuition or memory about how English is (or has been) because those memories are filtered through many layers of selective attention.

   A basic cognitive bias that interferes with our observational powers is the novelty bias: we tend to notice things that are unusual or new; familiar things go unnoticed. If someone says something in an “unusual” way, it makes an impression. I have to imagine this is why British commentator Simon Heffer proclaims, in two books, that Americans prefer the word repetitious over repetitive – even though repetitive is around nine times more common in American text.13 Linguistic oddities stand out and linguistic similarities don’t stick with us, and so people deceive themselves into conclusions like “I’ve only ever heard homicide in an American accent” or “Americans don’t say repetitive”.

   Those conclusions are also helped along by confirmation bias: the tendency to notice things that help support our preconceptions about a situation. People who think Americans are overly fond of technical terms instead of plain language are more likely to notice Americans saying homicide than Americans saying murder or than Britons saying homicide. People who think Americans “mangle” the language are more likely to notice it when Americans use real in place of the adverb really, as in real good – and to not notice that Brits also use adjective forms in adverb places, as in dead good and proper drunk. And Americans who think the British are adorably quaint will notice the cheerios and toodle-pips, while the much more frequent goodbyes fade into the background.

   A related cognitive bias means that we tend to stereotype members of groups we don’t belong to, but we see the individuality of people in our own group. This is called the out-group homogeneity effect.14 Just as you are much more likely to hear an exasperated woman say “Men! They’re all the same!” than to hear an exasperated man say “Men! We’re all the same!”, it’s hard for Americans to think of themselves as “all the same”, but easier for them to make generalizations like “the British are so polite”.

   Along these lines, not one but two British comedians – David Mitchell and John Cleese – have released online video rants instructing Americans that they are wrong in saying I could care less rather than I couldn’t care less.15 Why “Americans”? Some Americans use could care less, but many don’t – especially not in writing. There are more instances of couldn’t care less in the Corpus of Contemporary American English than could care less, at a ratio of about 3:2. (Furthermore, I couldn’t care less is originally an Americanism: so why should British comedians be the lords of how to say it?) I’m sure hearing I could care less strikes Cleese and Mitchell as sharply as it strikes me when I hear English people say me mother to mean my mother. But if I asked them “Why do Brits always say me mother?” I’m sure they’d answer that only some people do this, and those people probably don’t even do it all the time.16 Well, right back at ya, comedians.

   On top of being bad at identifying Britishisms and Americanisms, people are bad at talking about the nationlects. The word slang comes up constantly and inappropriately when discussing “the other English”, as when Lifehack.org suggested “30 Awesome British Slang Terms You Should Start Using Immediately”.17 These “slang” terms included fortnight (‘two weeks’) and car park (= US parking lot). From the other end, we have examples like British singer-songwriter Lotte Mullan saying that even though she sings “American roots music”, she won’t use “American slang like sidewalk”.18

   Slang offers informal alternatives to the “normal” ways of expressing ideas. It only suits very casual contexts, and much slang is used only by the young. But fortnight and car park are the normal ways to express those ideas in Britain, as sidewalk is in the US. They might feel like slang to people from other places who have other, “normal” words for those things. If Americans were to start saying fortnight, it might feel like slang to them because they’d see it as a new, alternative phrasing. But it’s not slang in Britain, so it is wrong to call it British slang. While I’m sure that Mullan and the writers at Lifehack didn’t intend to demean the other English with their use of the word slang, they kind of did. Calling other people’s normal language slang implies that their words are not proper, serious words. Those kinds of implications come through clearly in some of our stereotypes of each other’s speech.

   Silly, adorable, eccentric British

   
Me: Hi

English person: You mean you don’t have SNELLYDORF HUFFLEDAMS? WHERE DO YOU PUT YOUR BROOKENSHIRES?

Me: Aight man have a good day



   
   
   @minfiliawarde19

   Since 2011, University of Delaware Professor Ben Yagoda has been writing Not One-Off Britishisms,20 a blog that tracks British turns of phrase that are infiltrating American media. (One-off is one of those Britishisms.) Reflecting on his role as a one-man linguistic border patrol, Yagoda wrote a piece for the online magazine Slate,21 wondering:

   Why have we adopted laddish while we didn’t adopt telly or bumbershoot?


   Yagoda immediately faced a comment storm from Britons asking “what on earth is a bumbershoot?” Why indeed would British people know bumbershoot, an early 20th-century American slang term meaning ‘umbrella’? Yet in the collective American imagination, bumbershoot has become British. You might recall hearing it, minus the last consonant, in the Morris-dancing scene in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, set in Edwardian England:

   
you can have me hat or me bumbershoo,

but you’d better never bother with me ol’ bamboo.22



   Morris dancing may be an English folk tradition, but the songwriters were American and so was the bumbershoo. Similarly, the American writers of the sitcom Frasier had their English character Daphne endorse the British bumbershoot myth:

   
Niles: Take my bumbershoot.

Daphne: Oh, isn’t that nice, well at least someone appreciates my mother tongue.23



   
   Investigating why Americans associate the Americanism bumbershoot with Britishness, Yagoda traced the misapprehension as far back as 1939, when the word was only a few decades old.24 The New York Times had noted that umbrellas were key elements in caricaturing the British Prime Minister: “Mr. Chamberlain’s ‘bumbershoot’ provides inspiration for British and American cartoonists”, they wrote. Putting bumbershoot in quotation marks hinted to the reader that it might be Chamberlain’s word. Soon bumbershoot was a fixture in descriptions of the British. As the 1940 book War and Propaganda noted: “To many upper-class Americans there was nothing so thrilling as having an Englishman around the house, complete with Oxford accent, school tie, and bumbershoot.”25

   Why did Americans get the wrong end of the bumbershoot? It probably helped that umbrella-carrying is a stereotypical British activity – so much so that British English does have a slang term for ‘umbrella’: brolly. But a crucial factor in the faux-Britishness of bumbershoot is another American stereotype of British English: that it is full of preposterous words. American humourist Dave Barry sets the scene with this tale of touring London:

   Often, when [Londoners] get to the crucial part of a sentence, they’ll realize that they don’t know the correct words, so they’ll just make some silly ones up. I had a lot of conversations that sounded like this:


   
Me: Excuse me. Could you tell us how to get to Buckingham Palace?

British person: Right. You go down this street here, then you nip up the weckershams.

Me: We should nip up the weckershams?

British person: Right. Then you take your first left, then you just pop ’round the gorn-and-scumbles, and, Jack’s a doughnut, there you are!26



   
   
   
   Matthew Inman had a go at the stereotype in a comic on how British people sound to Americans.27 A white-haired, pipe-smoking, book-reading character spouts a speech full of sentences like “I’m chuffed as nuts to see you looking as humbly jumbly as Her Majesty’s watermelons!” The speech runs on nonsensically, peppered with real Britishisms like chuffed as nuts (‘extremely pleased’), rumpy-pumpy (‘sexual intercourse’), and todger (‘penis’) alongside fake ones, like humbly jumbly, dingbangling, and throbbing wobbly. They sound stereotypically British to Americans, with their silly rhymes and somehow comical sounds: lots of consonants from the front of the mouth, like /b/ and /f/, with the o and u vowels from the back of the mouth.* Not to mention the naughtiness (nudge, nudge, wink, wink). For further evidence, I invite you to revisit the subtitled scene in Austin Powers in Goldmember in which Powers and his groovy spy dad (played by Michael Caine) switch to “English English” in order to talk about “naughty things” in front of American women. “Are you telling pork pies and a bag of tripe? Because if you are feeling quiggly, why not just have a J. Arthur?”28

   
    * A quick guide to some linguistic symbols I use: Slashes around a letter, like /b/, mean I’m referring to the sound rather than the letter. When I refer to letters, I use italics: b. Another linguist’s trick is to use the slashes for the underlying sound in a word (the phoneme) and square brackets for the way the sound comes out in speech. So, for example, the first sound in pot is /p/ but when we pronounce it, we put a little puff of air after it, so we represent the actual sound as [ph]. That distinction between slashes and brackets will come in useful as the discussion turns to accents.

   

   Stereotyping the British as silly might seem to conflict with the premise of American Verbal Inferiority Complex: that British English sounds educated and upper class. But the two stereotypes intersect, since the British upper classes are often regarded as somewhat preposterous – in the US as well as the UK. British commentators often mistake American fascination with the British aristocracy as a regretful longing for the monarchy that our ancestors so decisively rejected. The BBC’s former US correspondent Justin Webb has perhaps a truer reading of the American obsession with royal weddings and the like: “They flock to see us make fools of ourselves.”29 My sister-in-law offers a case in point. Coming to England, all she wanted to see were castles and “old things”, and she was duly impressed. But that didn’t keep her from exclaiming “that’s ridiculous!” at the explanations of the rituals associated with the things she saw. Judges wearing wigs that look like ancient scouring pads, palace guards wearing 18-inch-tall bearskin hats, and a rich tradition of comedic cross-dressing – all are vaguely ludicrous, impressively convoluted, and definitely British. Maybe Americans enjoy associating the English with a bonkers aristocracy that says bonkers words (like bonkers) because doing so provides entertainment while reinforcing the idea that we’re better off without such people in positions of power.

   Gobsmacked (‘shocked’), wanker (‘jerk’, literally ‘masturbator’), argie-bargie (‘argument, row’), and kerfuffle (‘commotion, to-do’) are all Britishisms whose transatlantic migration Yagoda is tracking on Not One-Off Britishisms. There are silly syllables like fuff, not used in other English words. There’s rhyming. There’s naughtiness. They all seem delightfully British. And they’re so cute that Americans eat ’em up.

   Poppycock is another bumbershootism: an Americanism that sounds silly enough that Americans assume it’s British. Poppycock, from the Dutch for ‘doll’s poop’, comes to English from Dutch settlers in North America – yet it’s frequently heard in American impressions of upper-class Brits. Urban Dictionary lists it as “a British term for bullshit”, though the example cited is from the very American band Nirvana. Those two “short o” vowels may be to blame. In an English “Received Pronunciation” accent, this o vowel is further back in the mouth, with a smaller mouth opening, than the “short o” in American English. When I say hot in my native US accent, the vowel sounds like “ah”. The RP vowel (whose phonetic symbol is [ɒ]) just does not exist in most American dialects. So, if you want to make a word sound British, give it some short o’s and say it in an upper-class English accent. Those internet lists of “British phrases you should be using” are happy to supply such words, including sprog (‘offspring’), dogsbody (‘person who has to do grunt work’), toff (‘upper-class person’), gobby (‘loud-talking, blunt’), and tosh (‘nonsense’). While that sound accounts for less than 5% of the vowels in a British English dictionary,30 it is nearly 15% of the vowels on “75 simple British slang words you should probably start using”.31 The tragic fact about Americans who impersonate Brits saying poppycock is that they could have said codswallop, which also has two of those adorable short o’s, means the same thing, and is actually British.

   Those lists of Britishisms that Americans “should” use are often very dated both because the authors know that their audiences expect and want “quaintness” in their British expressions and because much American contact with British culture is episodic, limited, and often in the form of historical drama. How’s your father?, a Mental Floss list explains, is a “turn of the century” euphemism for sex. They don’t mention it’s the turn of the previous century. Cockney rhyming slang is of perennial fascination – birthdays bring me yet another Cockney dictionary from stateside friends, picked up from the impulse-purchase tables at chain bookshops. They would have me say that I’m going out for some Britneys with me old china, with Britney (Spears) meaning ‘beers’ and china (plate) for ‘mate’. Never mind that the slang has long been “cultivated more assiduously in the media than in the East End of London”.32 It’s a secret language, it’s fun, and so Americans want it as part of their picture of England. These wish lists of Britishness don’t tend to include the kind of slang that’s used on the streets of London these days, like bare (‘a lot of; very’, as in I’m in a bare good mood) or cotch (‘to relax; to sleep’). The British vocabulary that Americans consume lives at Downton Abbey, 221B Baker Street, or Hogwarts. It doesn’t come from the inner-city settings of soaps like Coronation Street or from the party animals of the Geordie Shore.
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