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Praise for The Elements of Expression


“In The Elements of Expression Arthur Plotnik covers it all: word choice, style, usage, syntax, and the differences between them. What’s more, he does it in a way that is funny and fundamentally helpful. To plunge into the pages of this book is to cast away doubt. Trade your hemming and hawing for a surefooted sense of how to write with power and authenticity. If you, too, suffer from ‘language anxiety,’ help is on the way. Plotnik delivers a dose of easy-to-digest information that will help you put your thoughts into shimmering words. He takes opaque ideas about writing and rhetoric and puts them in plain English you can understand—and use. I’d love this book even if I didn’t love this stuff. Let The Elements of Expression turn you into a more confident writer, and turn you on to the joy (and relief) of getting what’s inside outside.”

—Constance Hale, 
author of Sin and Syntax and 
Vex, Hex, Smash, Smooch


 



“I just love this book. Arthur Plotnik is great fun to read, and in The Elements of Expression he’s given me hope that the horrible, fruitless fumbling for ‘the right words’  that torments so many writers needn’t be the death knell of nimble, beautiful expression.”

—June Casagrande, 
author of It Was the Best of Sentences, 
It Was the Worst of Sentences


 



“With sincerity, humor, and the occasional precision-lobbed ‘grenade,’ Arthur Plotnik teaches by example in The Elements of Expression. In urging us to shun generic writing and optimize value in our word choices, Plotnik joyfully demonstrates dozens of ways we can ‘abuse’ English to add interest and tension to dozy prose—all without forsaking authenticity and restraint.”

—Carol Fisher Saller, 
author of The Subversive Copy Editor 
and Eddie’s War


 



“This is a perfect book for lovers of language or for anyone who has ever struggled to find the right word to express the nuances of human experience. Plotnik’s The Elements of Expression is smart and funny and rich with the history of language. This book will help freshen any reader’s speech and purge it of the well-worn clichéd patterns of our time and stale mainstays such as awesome and amazing.”

—Kate Hopper, 
author of Use Your Words: 
A Writing Guide for Mothers
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Foreword

As someone who writes for a living, I work at trying to riddle thoughts into words. In my darker moments, I admit to the usual writerly hang-ups and worries. Some days my themes seem diffuse, my thoughts ragtag, my sentences lackluster.

But my library, heavy on reference books, has an ace in the hole: Arthur Plotnik. Apparently the man devours a thesaurus with breakfast each morning and an unabridged dictionary as his lunchtime repast. The reissue of The Elements of Expression: Putting Thoughts into Words underlines just why Plotnik serves as a beacon and mentor to so many.

Trying to summarize all the ground this volume covers would be hopeless, but it’s just what a reference book should be: meaty, thoughtful, layered, and inspiring. As you read along, expect hidden cogs in your  brain to lurch into motion and your fingers to twitch, eager to jot down fresh phrases. The author fosters this urge by constantly goading readers to go forth and raid the land for language like modern-day cattle rustlers.

As a culture we are drowning in noise, strange YouTube videos, shtick, tweets, and texts. Plotnik calls it “a rock concert-like din of overloaded and understimulated brains.” Yet for all those communiqués, potent and bold language can be difficult to find. Politicians and public figures get language wrong all the time. Blogging and social media come preloaded with sloppy tendencies, woeful shortcuts, and a scorn for form. The Elements of Expression shoulders the burden of clarifying how speakers and writers flounder, and why.

Why?

Because humans are prone to tired vocabularies and generic language that “mocks our humanity.” Plotnik reveals why our sentences sputter: they suffer from the commonness of Standard English corrupted by platitudes, clichés, euphemisms, worn patterns, and pat paradigms: the borrowed and ready-made. We are, he warns, a nation of repeaters. His remedies? Practice the habits of expressive people: read, listen, savor, keep a journal.

Plotnik rollicks with the many influences bouncing  around the mediasphere, from reality-show schlock to jock talk, gangsta, Wall Street, mindless patter, and not-so-pithy punditry. Following his lead, we venture into the elements of force, trip along to figures of speech, gape at the dangers of modifiers and plain speech, and linger at the delights of tough talk. Best yet, throughout the book he explains when to break the mold by modeling language that is part voodoo, part whitewater raft ride, part yodel.

The Elements of Expression also rocks advice on delivering the oft-dreaded oral presentation. Plotnik’s list of The Sins of the Presenters, such as speaking like Fidel Castro, will be depressingly familiar. He offers simple tips for effective public speaking, because the only balance to terror is preparation. His Afterword, on intensity in creative expression, is insightful and rocket fueled. And like everything that comes from Plotnik’s apparently crowded and word-obsessed mind, it’s entertaining, sharp, and subversive.

Expressiveness is the goal, Plotnik reminds us. This book explores the vibrant expressive possibilities of English, our mongrel language. It’s a why-words-are-important book written by a word lover. It’s for serious users and nerds, speechmakers, hopeful beginners, and the grammatically challenged. I plan to read it again  and again when I’m hungry for language that delights, when my prose needs a wallop.

 



Jessica Page Morrell






Author’s Preface to the Revision

What you’re about to find in these pages is the best advice I can give language users for powering up what they say and write—and I mean today’s language users, seeking to get across their thoughts, feelings, stories, sermons, pitches, and pleas using today’s mind-juddering range of communication platforms.

Now, today might seem a long way from 1996, when this book’s original version appeared. Since then the world has gone global, mobile, and app-crazy; it has linked, friended, wiki’d, Yahoo’d, and Googled from here to the back of beyond. But one thing has barely changed over time: how to express, in words, the power of a thought.

And, oh, the energetic thoughts piling up! Every day brings planetloads, aching for language that clarifies, delights, persuades, soothes, tickles, conquers, endears, and overall makes life worth living or infinitely more jolly. 


But back to 1996, when the book debuted. Out came the Elements of Expression, and in came raves from reviewers and readers, selection by The Book of the Month Club, newspaper features, radio interviews, brisk sales, admiring fans, and—yadda yadda yadda. The point is, the book earned a solid seal of approval that year. But then—to be fair, so did Windows 95, still warm from the oven, and everyone knows how useful nineties software is today unless nimbly updated.

Well, I have updated the book—on top of updates for two interim versions. For this present and most complete revision, I’ve refreshed hundreds of stale bits, replaced scores of outdated items with current material, and written seven timely “sidebar” features and a major new wrap-up section. I believe, however, that the book’s greatest strength remains its core advice, delivered with compassion for all who struggle with expression. Trendy words and phrasings dull with time; flashy formats join the rust pile. But certain principles resist tarnish, including the aureate insights of the classical rhetoricians. (One of whom, Cassius Longinus, still gets his guest shot in the chapter on figures of speech.)

This new version has benefited from two other, recent books (and scores of articles) I’ve done on contemporary language and style. For these projects I’ve had to  ponder the madly competitive writing environment and what it takes to break through; the seductive ease of online expression; the tug of worn, generic language on conversation and public discourse. I’ve looked at literary and popular styles, at fashions in slang, including—ay yo, cuh!—rap and-hip hop. All such ponderings have informed this revision.

I’ve also had to muse, of course, about electronic posting, texting, tweeting, and the like. Although almost any message can benefit from clarity, concision, and freshness, these fleet digital packages of fleeting thoughts thrive on quick wit and message rather than textured language. Enough noodling, then, over their expressiveness. I’ve replaced my earlier closing section, “Putting Thoughts into Digits,” with advice on something slightly nearer to rocket science: how to blast thoughts and feelings into expression of the “first intensity,” into fissionable intensity. My little way of ending with a bang.

 



Arthur Plotnik






They want to tell each other what they want to tell themselves. But what is bumping like a helium balloon at the ceiling of their brain never finds its way out. It bubbles and rises, it gurgles in the throat, it rolls across the surface of the tongue, and erupts from the lips—a belch.

If they are lucky, there are tears at the end of the long night.…

 



—Sandra Cisneros, “Woman Hollering Creek,” 
Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories







CONTAINMENTS
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Gasping for Words

Something moves you to express your thoughts. The subject is love. Or beauty. Mortality. Some poignant experience.1


You hesitate—and well you should. Launching ideas as messages is not exactly blowing kisses from a train. You are putting thoughts into words, which is more like flapping the tongue to escape gravity. We work our tongues endlessly, but liftoff is so rare it’s a miracle we don’t keel over like some NASA dud.

Yet we go on flapping rather than fall silent or simply moo at one another. We struggle with words because they separate us from the lowing beasts and tell the world who we are, what we want, and why.

No one will dispute the need for verbal expression, because no one will sit still to listen. The need is assumed, but it is never more clearly illustrated than when Americans visit foreign lands of funny-speaking people. Even with a stock of their funny phrases we find it difficult to express our individuality. We barely distinguish ourselves from the wash jerking on the clotheslines. We feel like babies, unable to express the nuances of pleasure and discontent. And babies hate that feeling.

In foreign travel I often find myself, oh, about fifty thousand words short of being interesting to anyone but the local pickpockets. I remember one moody trip when, traveling alone, I dined night after night talking to my cheeses and such mistakenly ordered dishes as pickled cow’s face with hairy nostrils. One evening, a sensitive-looking young couple gestured for me to join them. We exchanged basic phrases, but what I wanted to express was an overflow of feeling, something like this:
My dear companionable saviors—For the last three weeks a shadow of melancholy has obscured my perceptions, dimming the beauty of your countryside and the conviviality of its inhabitants. Solitude, when no longer self-imposed, soon deepens into isolation and near madness. Now, however, as your kind concern and sensitivity restore my spirit, all that I have perceived unscrolls and engulfs me in its majesty. I exalt in your land and its people.





What came out was the equivalent of “Me like here. Food good. Everything very good. You go America?”

They’d sat a three-year-old at their table.  It is so often like that, even at home in our native language. We ache for the radiance of expressiveness—of vivid expression. We grope for words to light up the cosmos or the written page or the face across the table. But the harder we try, the more we seem to darken the waters, like a squid in its ink.

This is not a book to scold us squid. We are all in the dark. Only for the most routine messages do our habitual means of expression suffice. We have at hand the words and gestures to convey that it’s raining outside, that we feel hung over, that we wish the @#! television turned down. We can describe a head cold (“miserable”), an appliance sale (“unbelievable”), or last night’s extra-inning ball game (“great”) to our satisfaction. These are generic events, events that perfectly fit a type, and for all anyone cares, we can package them in our most generic language.

Reacting to life’s nongeneric stimuli, however, we find ourselves grossly unprepared. So many thoughts and passions stampede inside us, as mad for release as the bulls of Pamplona. But open the gates and see how our puny words scatter, overwhelmed and impotent. We gasp for the telling language and we choke. We rant. We go mute. We claim linguistic Fifth Amendments: “Words fail me.” “It defies description.” We buy sympathy cards  the size of tombstones just to say, “WORDS CANNOT EXPRESS…”




DELIVER US FROM STOCK EPITAPHS 

Unable to express the nuances of experience, we fall back on generic language in ways that mock our humanity. Even in tributes and memorials, the achievements and qualities of one’s life are summed up as “great.” Can words no longer express one’s mark in the universe? Have our lives grown so subtle and complex as to outrun our 600,000-word heritage? Or has the American experience become such that a few flabby expressions and thirty million handguns say it all?

No one expects expressiveness among the exhausted. Yet even in supercharged moments we succumb to generic drag. Appearing as guest critics on a television show, three hyperenergetic teens (from good schools) reacted to a remake of the film Of Mice and Men. They fairly quivered with insights and jostled for a turn to express them. Yet the expression “Great!” was the sole adjective in their arsenal. Not one of the bright-eyed three could escape the tug of that word.

Each day, even as specialized vocabularies grow, fewer words seem to serve for larger gulps of experience. Every parent knows the tendency of kids to describe the  world according to the most fashionable dyad of the day: neat/dumb, awesome/sucks, dude/dork, whatever. Millions of adults are already fixated in this stage. At a textbook publishing house in Chicago, for example, one programmer categorizes all phenomena as “cool” or “bummer.” Such bipolarity—friend/foe, food/nonfood—smacks of organisms that lick the environment rather than describe it.

But, bummer! Who wants to reverse the miracle of human expression? The more complex our experience, the more we long to unravel it in words. The more generic our lives, the more we yearn to express our individuality. When it comes to language, however, our floundering prompts the saying “tanto nadar para morir en la orilla”—so much swimming only to perish at the shore. Twelve, sixteen, twenty years of schooling, inundated by verbiage every day, and we can’t speak our hearts.




GENERIC PATTERNS 

What’s the answer? Vocabulary building? That is a partial answer, if one’s vocabulary is freshened and not merely encumbered. Hauling around words like xeric, succedaneum, or quaquaversal can be counterproductive. Word tonnage isn’t the point. With no more than eighteen thousand different words, Shakespeare’s writings have stimulated the Western world for four centuries; the average  American commands some twenty thousand words and about four minutes of attention.

We have lively words, but we are stuck in patterns developed in an age of standardization and mass media. As we parrot standard models that reach for the lowest common denominator, we express ourselves in phrases used by everyone for everything. Often, to compensate for the banality, we pour on pop phrases and jargon like Tabasco over cornflakes. Language to describe distinctive moments or thoughts is parked somewhere in our heads, but the synapses to carry it forward are choked with babble.


A NATION OF REPEATERS

Echolalia, the insistent repeating of words spoken by others, is a normal process in toddlers, who build vocabulary as they mimic the utterances of caregivers. But the term refers also to a disorder among older children and adults—the uncontrollable echoing of overheard words or phrases.

Sometimes it seems that a national echolalia has taken hold, with a handful of incessantly repeated terms cycling through and dominating media, small talk, mobile communications, Internet posts, and social networks—even corporate communications. The word like, as filler, conjunction, or comparative, has become our parrot squawk. Whatever, with its cliché attitude, goes on forever, as do our stock adjectives (amazing) and viral vogue locutions (AWKward!, silo, ping).

Are we condemned to the limitations of echoed words and phrases, or can we achieve what author David Grossman calls “the delight of natural, full breathing when I manage to escape the claustrophobia of slogan and cliché. Suddenly I begin to breathe with both lungs.” We can all breathe freer, given the will to find our own best words. But make no mistake: expect the inevitable sighs, gasps, and wheezes along the way to expressiveness.






EARLIER ELOQUENCE 

One hears much lamenting about the decline of average language skills in the United States. Sometimes the lamenting itself is lamentable. Comparing writing and speaking skills out of context is slippery business, yet who doesn’t marvel at the expressiveness of soldiers, travelers, frontier women, and so many other nonliterary Americans of earlier centuries? Were they better educated? Not necessarily. Were they exposed to superior models? Not always, though perhaps fewer corrupting forces pounded away at them. Were they driven by incentives now meaningless? Perhaps.

Jacob Shallus (1750–1796), born in Philadelphia to German-speaking parents, was an ordinary early American I happened to study for a biography I was writing. A clerk and copyist for the Pennsylvania Assembly, he  struggled against poverty yet aspired to the lofty style of the documents he inscribed on parchment (including the Constitution of the United States). In 1788, even as he groveled for a loan, he groveled eloquently. Imagine Visa receiving this note:
Sir

 



Being arrested for the sum of Twelve pounds some odd shillings and likely to be under the necessity of going to confinement, I have taken the freedom to address you for my relief as well as that of a wife and eight children who must otherwise feel the effects of my situation—Good Sir I can restore it to you as soon as the Assembly meet, therefore intreat you will estend your friendship to a person altho’ little known to you but who will exert himself upon every occasion for your Service. Pray do not deny me and contemplate that you are lending a small pittance for a few days only and thereby destroy the violent intentions of an unrelenting Creditor.

 



I am,

Sir

With great esteem

Your very hble serv.

 



JShallus





Not masterly prose or contemporary spelling, but how many civil servants today can toss off these elegant constructions? Before democratization softened class  distinctions, a pretty way with words affirmed one’s status, helped separate one from the lower orders. Conversely, low-born citizens might mask or even transcend their origins by imitating the diction of the elevated.

Today, however, we speak as blandly or as jargony as we please; we speak the language of our subcultures, and, hey, whoever don’t like it can you-know-what. Recently I saw a T-shirt that proclaimed, IF YOU DON’T LIKE MY ATTITUDE, STOP TALKING TO ME! Status rarely drives us to acquire a more “cultured” or more generally expressive idiom. English teachers may point us toward “prescriptive” grammar, that is, the “standard” patterns used by the society’s leading white literati, but substandard grammar won’t bar us from Martha’s Vineyard, a skybox at the Super Bowl, or even the boardroom. Americans judge status by many factors other than expression. Too often one hears, “How much does that SOB make to be opening his mouth?” and not always, “His stunning way with words assures us of his authority.”

Still, the longing for expressiveness remains, if not to achieve status then to experience the joy and relief of getting what’s inside outside. Unexpressed, the particular richness of a life is lost in the mall of generic memory. We barely know what an experience was until we shape it into words that somehow distinguish it. Sensing this, most of  us have resolved to sharpen our powers of expression, just as we’ve resolved to firm up those hips and thighs; but a thousand obstacles slow us down. We tend toward inertia; we need prodding.




CYRANO DE PLOTNIK 

Prodding, of course, can be gentle or otherwise. The most classic example of “otherwise” occurs in Edmond Rostand’s drama Cyrano de Bergerac, when the swashbuckling Cyrano tutors an enemy aristocrat in expressiveness.

Having disrupted a theater performance, Cyrano offers “pointed” appreciation to anyone in the audience who will describe, as a subject of comedy, his famous, prodigious nose.

The Viscount de Valvert steps forward. “Your nose is big, very large,” he sputters.

Working the crowd, Cyrano responds (in rhymed French): “That’s it? Rather brief, young man. Oh! God! There are so many ways you might have expressed it!”

Cyrano then offers the lesson, challenging himself to invent a pithy insult of his nose in each of nineteen categories, including pedantic, eloquent, dramatic, admiring, lyric, rustic, military, and practical. For example: 

Dramatic: ’Tis the Red Sea when it Bleeds!


Admiring: The very sign a perfume shop needs!





And so on, in a panoply of self-insult that Cyrano now turns on Valvert—“These, Sir Idiot, are things you might have said, had you some tinge of letters, or wit, within your head.” With that, the swords are drawn. Even as they duel, Cyrano describes the swordplay in an extemporaneous ballad, speeding to the immortal line:
Then, as I end the refrain … thrust home!





The viscount falls, the wiser in matters of expression—but unfortunately, run through.

 



Now, that’s prodding. But there is also the gentler sort. Enter this book and its author, your very hble serv., APlotnik. Who is APlotnik? On the one hand, I am a career observer of expression, awash in credentials as an author, editor, publisher, and speaker. On the other hand, I remain a struggler after expressiveness, a stumbler, someone who still bleeds over every sentence, pounds tables and slams doors at the frustration of trying to express the most elemental thought. I am as guilty of small talk as any hairdresser and not unknown to say  “Great!” and “Really!” in the process. Thus there will be no superior tone, no linguistic snobbery, here. In fact, some passages—maybe this one—will be monuments to the peril of opening one’s yap.

It should come easier to me. As a younger man I lived and worked in New York City, where snappy expressiveness is the sine qua non of getting attention, where even failure to articulate a sandwich order can mean shame and lost opportunity. But when the formidable delicatessen clerks cried “Next!” I was often the hesitator, the one who lost his turn as he drawled, “Let me think…”

I’m still thinking. Not only about the power of expression to secure an onion bagel lightly toasted Nova lox no butter with a schmear (of cream cheese)—but beyond! My thinking about expression, as I observe our ways with words, informs this little book. Although I’ve tried to pick up where the often-stern Elements of Style (William Strunk and E. B. White) leaves off, this is no pedantic treatise. I’ve written The Elements of Expression to give pleasure, drawing on all levels of expressiveness. Along the way, however, it might prod you to think about language; to break out of generic patterns; to choose more expressive words from known and near-known vocabularies; and to arrange words in more stimulating ways.

If all that feels a bit dry, then simply enjoy the fun of  lively expression as we explore it. Not to take anything away from water rifles and slot machines, but words—sacred, silly, or profane—still provide some of the best diversion that life has to offer.





2

Standard English: Who Needs It?

Does good expression mean mastery of “Standard” English? What is Standard English, anyway? And where’s the fun in it?

You want fun? Watch how language authorities sweat when they try to define Standard English. See how they grope for terms that are not biased toward their own heritage. Standard English, many authorities say, is the language of “educated people.” But educated in what? Educated by whom? Are we talking about Ivy Leaguers or grease monkey-savants?


Virtually all the common definitions are biased: Standard English is “elegant” English. (Elegant to whom?) The English of “the prestige members of a community.” Of “people who read a great deal—bookish people.” “Proper or official English.” “Cultivated English.” “The consensus of influential people.” “The language of good  manners.” One definition, referring to the English of “mature, socially responsible” adults, bars some of my best friends from the club.

Oh, we know what these definitions mean, more or less; that certain cultural leaders set a standard the rest of us recognize, even if grudgingly. But who exactly are these coxswains of the language?

Now watch me sweat as I try to explain.




PEOPLE OF THE WORD 

Most societies harbor a subculture best described as the word people. These are the people who think about words and who take pains to express themselves clearly, logically, and in a civil manner. Whatever they are called—intelligentsia, literati, control freaks, elders—they are people who have won the respect of the education and literary establishments. The word people set a standard for “respectable” expression when they speak or write for the public.

The preferred words and word patterns of these respected people are collected by the subculture’s word keepers. The keepers, word people themselves, are known as language authorities. They preserve and categorize the preferred language in dictionaries, grammars, usage guides, and other texts.

The authorities look also to the past. They consider how the language was used by certain favored writers and described by earlier authorities. Many of these older patterns, they say, still function splendidly among word people; ergo, these patterns along with approved new ones constitute a standard.

The more enduring standard patterns are often expressed as “rules.” The rules help people use words in consistent, recognizable ways. These words and patterns, say the authorities, constitute “standard” or “formal written English.” The most consistent application of Standard English and its rules occurs in published English; that is, in reputable or mainstream published English, not blog posts or flyers from a pizza joint.

Compared to spoken English, the published word attains greater distribution, authority, and longevity; it calls for exacting care. The published word must stand up to scrutiny and deliver its intended meaning to broad audiences over extended times. Even tabloids must use recognizable, standard patterns in describing the two-headed baby born of Elvis and a Venusian. Tabloids aside, published English is sometimes called “edited English,” meaning there is a more fastidious adherence to rules than with the standard spoken word.




REGULATORS AND GUARDIANS 

Sometimes a society assigns its language-regulating function to a government agency, such as France’s Académie Française, established in 1635. However, no such agencies have survived for English, a great drifting sponge of a language. Some of the English-language keepers, fearing chaos, have appointed themselves regulators and guardians. Their mission: to strengthen the standard around which responsible users of the language can regroup, fend off corruption, and monitor change. Standard American English has come by way of such regulators, both Brits and Yanks, including H. W. and F. G. Fowler, Sir Ernest Gowers, Wilson Follett, H. L. Mencken, Margaret M. Bryant, Theodore Bernstein, Bergen and Cornelia Evans, Jacques Barzun, and E. B. White.

Such language guardians are worthy people, even when driven by egos the size of an unabridged Webster’s. They are heroes. Their teeth ache, the freethinkers mock them, their children rebel. Undeterred, they fight for precision in the language. They will argue with mind-boggling tenacity, for example, that boggle is an intransitive verb and therefore incapable of transmitting action from subject to object. The mind can boggle at something, but nothing can boggle the mind. So there.

The most intractable of these guardians are called  “prescriptive,” because they prescribe what people ought to say to be counted among the world’s gentility. Prescriptivists divide expression into “right” and “wrong.” If they are slow to accept change, they are called “purists.”

Other language keepers call themselves “descriptive,” merely recording how language is used without making value judgments. The purist-prescriptivists consider descriptivists the scourge of civilization. Yet even descriptive authorities concede that a language, at least in its written form, needs a framework of conventions to link users across subcultures and time periods. Otherwise a language fast becomes a sea of sub-lingos, impossible to navigate. Imagine a vocabulary without rules, even for punctuation:
“Vamoose me shall,?, split’ like feel I had’!?”

“rappin sorry to was yang yin you:; youse I.”

“supersimpatico … not be will to us’n—,.”





With a body of shared or standard word patterns, however, people can exchange clear meanings and subtle thoughts, perhaps stimulate one another.


“I should be going. I feel as if I’ve already gone.”

“I’m sorry, were you speaking to me?”

“I’m not sure. Shall we become acquainted?” 




Rules offer a framework for communication, but they guarantee neither clarity nor force. Standard English can also accommodate the stupefying and excessive.


“Well, I suppose one should be going, seeing that one seems to have been both perceptibly and irrevocably gone.”

“Would that I knew the intent of she who so bewitchingly calls forth.”

“Having spoken to you without having had the least notion of one’s own intent, one would not be averse to discouraging an incipient misunderstanding.”






GETTING STANDARDIZED 

Standard English, well employed, is a roomy, consistent, clever framework for intelligent expression. Whoops—“clever” and “intelligent” are hopelessly subjective. Never mind. We are not saying Standard English is the only framework for brainy expression, just a very successful one. No normal person uses it in all situations. Better patterns pop up for use in traffic brawls, barroom banter, pillow talk, and in all sorts of spoken and written exchanges. In fact, part of the fun of Standard English is to abuse it in ways that create excitement and aesthetic tension. But first one must master enough Standard English to have a basis for abuse.

If only from patterns heard on the airwaves, most people absorb some sense of the standard. But it is another  matter to master the more complex structures and subtle nuances of the written language and even a twentieth of the Standard English vocabulary. To walk among the word people is a choice and long-term commitment. It is not everyone’s first priority. Millions of Americans ain’t got no truck with no authorities when they choose they blankety-blank words.

Yet standardized communications allow people to tie into power structures, rather than merely signal basic needs. Consider how computers would spark and sputter in our faces without the standardized “languages” and “protocols” we design for them. Sputtering people are even more dangerous; the wrong sputter on a street corner can be fatal. But while computers can be programmed in a couple of jolts, people plug into thousands of circuits before they power up as talking machines capable of standard and nonstandard modes. One typical sequence:
Imitating how Mommy and Daddy speak

Imitating how bad Uncle Frank speaks

Suffering through Ms. Thistlebottom’s grammar classes

Writing thank-you notes

Sorting out television English

Fumbling for self-expression with friends


 Lip-synching pop lyrics

Learning Bible and other formal verse

Awakening to high-school literature

Writing papers

Imitating professors and admired peers in college

Surviving Professor Stickler’s dreaded composition course

Using language-reference sources

Networking, posting, blogging, texting

Adventuring among “lowlife”

Reading writers of different backgrounds, different periods

Writing poetry

Watching Spike Lee films

Acting Shakespeare

Writing job applications

Writing business correspondence

Speaking at banquets

Traveling the world

Teaching the language

Learning new patterns, and unlearning those that no longer work






Thus programmed, an individual can articulate thoughts in Standard English when appropriate, or come up with other patterns for other situations.




GENERIC AND HIGH-FLOWN STANDARD ENGLISH 

Ever eager to be liked, Americans often play the chameleon and mimic distinctive speech characteristics of their audience. “Splendid to see you.” “What up, bro’?” For their own standard voice, however, most Americans embrace Brand-X English, the least adventurous—the voice of mass communications. This generic version of Standard English rolls from our lips before we pause to shape a thought. One level fits all. The same version creeps into our writing and spreads like kudzu.

Standard generic is the English we use for routine communication, with relatively minor variations in word choice and pattern as situations change. Is it serviceable? Fairly so. Is it expressive? Hardly. It is a bland abridgment of Standard English, the low end. It is the robotic spiel of flight attendants: “For your safety and convenience, we ask that you refrain from moving about the cabin.” It is the language of corporate statements, voice mail, sound bites. When athletes say, “It was a team victory; every one of us gave one hundred and ten percent,” they are  speaking one-hundred-percent standard generic English at a stimulation level of one-half percent.

The highly structured, vocabulary-rich English that underlies “sophisticated” literature might be considered the high end of Standard English. Rare in spoken communications, it is sometimes called “choice written English.” Such authors as John Updike, Vladimir Nabokov, E. Annie Proulx, and Martin Amis epitomize the form. It is not necessarily a florid style, but one characterized by meticulous, nongeneric word choice and seamless flow.

Many language authorities campaign for the “simple and direct” in Standard English, both written and spoken. This is an engaging area into which we will later stick a toe. In spoken literary English, however, Americans seem to admire a dressier standard, one that Alistair Cooke helped propagate every Sunday evening as host of Masterpiece Theatre—“It was to have been the penultimate adventure from which Sir Richard would emerge unscathed.” The locutions of the Mother Tongue still charm us. “How goes it, my lady?” “Ah, one is not as well as one would wish.”

We like old-time resonance, too, in the language of high ceremony: “Let each young graduate sally forth, to forge, upon the anvil of destiny, the sword of hope. …” Obviously this high-flown standard can become as predictable,  as generic, as Brand-X English. Good writers mix high and low for the most original effects. William Faulkner closed his 1950 Nobel acceptance speech, on humankind’s redemption through language, with these words:
When the last ding-dong of doom has clanged and faded from the last worthless rock hanging tideless in the last red and dying evening, … even then there will still be one more sound: that of his [man’s] puny, inexhaustible voice, still talking.





Such is the English we might aspire to if we wish to stimulate certain highbrow audiences and be known for our “eloquence” of expression. We needn’t have it under control every minute, thank God.




RANKING THE NONSTANDARD 

Authorities have not only divided Standard English into formal and less formal levels, but have tried to create a ladder of nonstandard English patterns. The rungs have been designated as colloquial, slang, cant, jargon, argot, dialect, and taboo or vulgar; also, vernacular, provincial, regional, illiterate, and so on.

These nonstandard levels were once assigned social rank, ranging from the equivalent of a tolerable merchant class to the lowest or “substandard” untouchable. Some authorities still use the hierarchical designations, but  between choice written English and the basest grunts at ringside, there are so many mixed patterns and so many shifts in usage that some authorities have despaired of drawing clear boundaries. Instead they observe the situational use of a term (e.g., “an endearment between intimates”) and its effect (“considered offensive to some women”), without assigning status.

In 1961, Webster’s Third New International Dictionary broke with the tradition of the earlier Merriam-Webster International editions, which had served as authorities on “standard” or “correct” usage. The Third Edition described words in common use, included a great range of uses, and shunned usage labels and notes that would elevate one class of user over another. When it chose to use a status label for certain controversial utterances, it was lenient; for example, it classified irregardless as “nonstandard,” considering it “too widely current in reputable context to be labeled substand.” It allowed that ain’t is “used orally in most parts of the U.S. by many cultivated speakers.” The Second Edition had called the word illit.

Webster’s Third threw open the door to relative measures of “correctness.” The prescriptivists were livid. How dare this trusted authority abrogate its responsibility, no longer distinguishing between right and wrong!  “Scientific revolution,” steamed Dwight Macdonald in a published critique of the dictionary, “has meshed gears with a trend toward permissiveness, in the name of democracy, that is debasing our language by rendering it less precise. …”

Descriptivists, of course, cheered editor Philip Gove’s stand against what he considered elitism. The old war heated up: Linguistic conservatives and liberals, the pure and the permissive, were at each other’s throats. The fun continues today as we seek to do the “correct” thing in our way with words.
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