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Introduction

Laurie Bauer and Peter Trudgill

The main reason for presenting this book is that we believe that, on the whole, linguists have not been good about informing the general public about language. To see this, you have only to look at some of the major books about language aimed at a non-specialist audience which have appeared in recent years. Robert McCrum, William Cran and Robert MacNeil’s The Story of English (New York: Viking, 1986), which derived from the TV programme of the same name, is written by an editor, a producer of current affairs films and a TV reporter. Bill Bryson’s entertaining The Mother Tongue (London: Penguin, 1990) is written by a journalist, and Steven Pinker’s tour deforce The Language Instinct (London: Penguin, 1994) is written by a psychologist. Only David Crystal’s The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Language (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987) and The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English Language (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995) are written by a linguist. So what have the linguists been doing? And why is it that if you look at something written by the most influential linguists (Noam Chomsky, Claude Hagège, William Labov and others) you will not necessarily come away any wiser than you were when you began? The answer is that our knowledge about language has been expanding at a phenomenal rate during the latter half of the twentieth century. Linguists have been busy keeping up with that developing knowledge and explaining their own findings to other linguists. The most influential linguists are the ones who have had the most important messages for other linguists rather than for the general public. For various reasons (including the highly technical nature of some of the work), very few of them have tried to explain their findings to a lay audience. That being the case, you might wonder whether journalists, editors, poets and psychologists are not, despite everything, precisely the people who should be telling us about language. They are the ones who have had to break into the charmed circle and extract relevant information for their own needs.

Perhaps not surprisingly, we take a different line. We believe that if you want to know about human respiratory physiology you should ask a medic or a physiologist, not an athlete who has been breathing successfully for a number of years. If you want to know how an underground train works you should ask an engineer and not a commuter. And if you want to know how language works you should ask a linguist and not someone who has used language successfully in the past. In all of these cases, the reasoning is the same: users do not need to have a conscious knowledge of how a system works in order to exploit it. Explanations of the system require the type of knowledge that only the specialist can provide.

We have therefore invited some specialists – linguists – to address a number of important issues connected with language, and in this book you will find their responses. We have, though, been very specific in what we have asked them to write about, and that specificity requires some explanation. As linguists, we are very much aware that ordinary people have some well-established ideas about language. We meet these ideas when non-linguists talk to us at parties, in the common rooms of universities, from members of our families and in the media. Some of these ideas are so well established that we might say they were part of our culture. It is in this sense that we refer to them as myths (although our colleagues in mythological studies might not approve of this use of the term). But in very many cases, our reactions, as professionals, to these attitudes, to these myths, is: ‘Well, it’s not actually as simple as that.’ Sometimes we think that the established myth is downright wrong. Sometimes we think that two things are being confused. Sometimes we think that the implications of the myth have not been thought through, or that the myth is based on a false premise, or that the myth fails to take into account some important pieces of information.

So what we have done in this book is to choose some of these pieces of cultural wisdom about language and ask professional linguists to explain why things may not be as straightforward as they seem. In each case we have tried to present as a title a brief formulation of the myth, and then we have asked the linguists to consider the idea from their professional point of view. If they think the idea is wrong, they have said so. If they think it is based on a false premise, they have said so. If they think that people may not realize where the idea comes from, they have explained this. But in every case, you will find that the linguists are not totally happy with the myth encapsulated in the title, even though they may agree with some aspects of it.

You will notice that a number of common themes appear and reappear in the chapters that follow. We consider this repetition to be a sign that, however surprising our points of view may be to non-linguists, the professional linguistics community is agreed about many fundamental issues. Some of these topics reappear because of the nature of the questions we have asked: for example, the strength of the influence of Latin upon English; the ongoing and inevitable nature of language change; the fact that different languages do similar tasks in rather different ways. You will find other such recurrent themes as you read the book. One of the recurrent themes – one that has encouraged us to produce this book – is that people in general are very concerned about the state of English and wish to know more about language.

Crucially for this book, some of the recurrent themes show the ways in which the beliefs of linguists about language may differ from the beliefs about language held in the wider community. We are agreed that all languages and dialects are complex and structured means of expression and perception, and that prejudices based on the way other people speak are akin to racism and sexism. We are agreed that most views about the superiority of one language or dialect over another have social and historical rather than genuinely linguistic origins. And we are agreed that languages and dialects are unique and miraculous products of the human brain and human society. They should be discussed respectfully and knowledgeably and, for all that we may marvel at them as objects of enormous complexity and as vehicles, sometimes, of sublime expression, they should also be discussed dispassionately and objectively if we are to achieve a better understanding of this uniquely human characteristic.


MYTH 1

The Meanings of Words Should Not be Allowed to Vary or Change

Peter Trudgill

All languages change all the time. It is not very well understood why this is the case, but it is a universal characteristic of human languages. The only languages which do not change are those, like Latin, which nobody speaks. Languages change their pronunciations through time. Five hundred years ago, all English speakers used to pronounce the k in knee – now nobody does. Grammatical structures also change. English speakers used to say Saw you my son? Now everybody says Did you see my son? But perhaps the most obvious way in which languages change is in the usage and meaning of words.

A number of people seem to think that the fact that languages change the meanings of their words in this way is unfortunate. They believe that change in language is inherently undesirable and that we should do everything we can to stop it because change can be dangerous and confusing. In particular, any tendency for words to start to mean something which they have not always meant should be resisted.

This leads such people to argue that it makes sense to determine what a word means by looking at its origins – the real meaning of a word. So, for example, they would claim that it is wrong to use aggravate to mean ‘irritate’, even though this is its most common use in English, because it comes originally from Latin aggravare, which meant ‘to make heavier’ and was originally borrowed into English with the meaning ‘to make more serious’. They also would maintain that it is wrong to talk about having three alternatives, because alternative comes from the Latin word alter, which meant ‘second’, and that nice really means ‘precise’ – and so on.

Actually, the history of the word nice provides a very good illustration of the untenable nature of this way of thinking. Nice comes originally from two ancient Indo-European roots, *skei meaning ‘cut’, which came down into Latin as the verb scire ‘to know’, probably via a meaning such as ‘be able to distinguish one thing from another’, and *ne meaning ‘not’. The combination of the two forms gave the Latin verb nescire which meant ‘to be ignorant of’. This led to the development of the adjective nescius ‘ignorant’, which came down into Old French as nice meaning ‘silly’. It was then borrowed from French into medieval English with the meaning ‘foolish, shy’ and, over the centuries, has gradually changed its meaning to ‘modest’, then ‘delicate’, ‘considerate’, ‘pleasant’ and finally ‘agreeable’ – a very long way in 6,000 years from its original meaning. No one in their right mind, though, would argue that the ‘real’ meaning of nice is, or ought to be, ‘not cutting’.

The English language is full of words which have changed their meanings slightly or even dramatically over the centuries. Changes of meaning can be of a number of different types. Some words, such as nice, have changed gradually. Emotive words tend to change more rapidly by losing some of their force, so that awful which originally meant ‘inspiring awe’, now means ‘very bad’ or, in expressions such as awfully good, simply something like ‘very’. In any case, all connection with ‘awe’ has been lost.

Some changes of meaning, though, seem to attract more attention than others. This is perhaps particularly the case where the people who worry about such things believe that a distinction is being lost. For example, there is a lot of concern at the moment about the words uninterested and disinterested. In modern English, the positive form interested has two different meanings. The first and older meaning is approximately ‘having a personal involvement in’, as in

He is an interested party in the dispute.

The second and later, but now much more common, meaning is ‘demonstrating or experiencing curiosity in, enthusiasm for, concern for’, as in

He is very interested in cricket.

It is not a problem that this word has more than one meaning. Confusion never seems to occur, largely because the context will normally make it obvious which meaning is intended. In all human languages there are very many words which have more than one meaning – this is a very common and entirely normal state of affairs. Most English speakers, for example, can instantly think of a number of different meanings for the words common and state and affairs which I have just used.

Perhaps surprisingly, according to dictionaries the two different meanings of interested have different negative forms. The negative of the first meaning is disinterested, as in

He is an interested party in the dispute, and I am disinterested and therefore able to he more objective about it.

Disinterested is thus roughly equivalent to ‘neutral, impartial’. The negative form of the second, more usual meaning is uninterested, as in

He is very interested in cricket, but I am uninterested in all sports.

Uninterested is thus roughly equivalent to ‘bored, feeling no curiosity’.

Now it happens that interested, in its original meaning, is today a rather unusual, learned, formal word in English. Most people, if they wanted to convey this concept in normal everyday speech, would probably say something like not neutral, or biased or involved or concerned. Recently, this unfamiliarity with the older meaning of the word interested has led to many people now using disinterested with the same meaning as uninterested:

I’ m disinterested in cricket.

They have, perhaps, heard the word disinterested and, not being aware of the meaning ‘neutral, unbiased’, they have started using it as the negative form of interested in the more recent sense. Opponents of this change claim that this is an ignorant misuse of the word, and that a very useful distinction is being lost. What can we say about this?

We can notice that this relatively sudden change of meaning is rather different from the changes of meaning we discussed above in the case of awful and nice, which seem to have changed gradually over long periods of time. But, all the same, it is not something which is particularly surprising to students of language change. The English prefix dis- is very commonly employed to turn positive adjectives into negative adjectives. In this way, pleasing, honest, fluent, agreeable become displeasing, dishonest, dis fluent, disagreeable. (Note also that displeasing and unpleasing both occur with approximately identical meanings, although displeasing is more common.) We cannot therefore be surprised if, by analogy, speakers start following this pattern of using dis- to make a negative form out of the newer meaning of interested.

We also have to point out to opponents of this change that there are actually some benefits to be gained from this development. For example, there now seems to be a tendency for speakers to make a small difference of meaning between the two forms. This is something which very often happens to synonyms – they very rarely stay complete synonyms. So disinterested often seems to be stronger in meaning than uninterested, with the former indicating real, positive lack of interest, perhaps even hostility, while uninterested refers to simple apathy or indifference.

Even more useful is the fact that we now have something which we never had before – the possibility of a single-word noun corresponding to the adjective. There was never a word uninterestedness or uninterest in English, so we had to use rather clumsy, longer noun-phrases such as lack of interest, which I just used above. Now, however, we can say things like

John demonstrated considerable disinterest in the game of cricket.

But are there also any difficulties caused by this change? Are those who resist the change right to do so? Surely confusion can result from this development? Actually, it does not seem so. For many people, of course, there was never any danger of confusion because they did not know or did not use disinterested in its original meaning anyway. But even for those perhaps more educated people who did and do make a distinction, there do not seem to be any problems of comprehension.

As usually happens with words with more than one meaning, the context in which the word is used nearly always makes it clear which meaning is intended. After all, we never seem to get confused about the two different meanings of interested, so why should we be confused if disinterested has two meanings also? We will not usually confuse the meaning of common in ‘Chaffinches are very common in England’ with its meaning in ‘Only common people eat peas with their knife’. We are very unlikely to misinterpret the meaning of state on hearing ‘Slovakia has become an independent state’ as opposed to ‘John was in a very bad state’. How many people would confuse the meaning of affairs in ‘Mary’s husband left her because she kept having affairs with other men’ with its meaning in ‘Mary is very busy at her office and has many different affairs to attend to’? Equally,

The school children looked very disinterested

is not likely to be ambiguous, and nor is

As an arbitrator, they need someone who is completely disinterested.

This is true of a number of other pairs of words which dictionaries distinguish between, but for which many speakers and writers make no difference. One such well-known pair is imply and infer. Dictionaries, and schoolteachers, tell us that these two words mean different things, and that they should be used differently. So,

She implied that he was stupid

means that, by something she said, she hinted or gave clues to the effect that he was stupid, without actually saying so outright. On the other hand,

She inferred that he was stupid

means that his behaviour or speech was such that she was able to deduce from it that he was stupid. However, many people in the English-speaking world who do not read dictionaries or do not listen to what their schoolteachers tell them are liable to use infer with the meaning that the dictionary says should be confined to imply:

Are you inferring I’m stupid?

Now, it is undoubtedly true that if you use infer in this way, there are people around who will infer that you are uneducated or careless. But it is very unlikely indeed that there will be any actual confusion of meaning. Even if the situational context does not make it clear what is meant, the grammatical context will: if I imply something to you, you will, if you are clever and sensitive enough, infer that same something from what I have said. This is a distinction which can just as well be made, then, by means of infer to and infer from.

The same can be said of certain other pairs of words which are related to each other in this way. The technical term for such pairs is converse terms. Examples are lend and borrow, and learn and teach. They are converse terms because, if you lend me something, I necessarily borrow it from you. Lend and learn vary in usage between one dialect of English and another. In some dialects, including Standard English, they are always distinguished. Many English speakers of other dialects, however, do not observe the distinctions enshrined in dictionaries, and say things like

Can I lend your hike?

and

The teacher learnt us geography.

Purists might want to argue that we should not permit potentially confusing variation of this type between dialects. But, once again, it is clear that absolutely no confusion of meaning can result, and that speakers of the different dialects will always understand one another even if they follow different patterns of usage. The context, and/or the use of prepositions like from and to, will make it clear what is intended. It is therefore difficult to argue that there is anything particularly reprehensible in failing to observe such distinctions. (Actually, it is not only dialects of English which vary in this way. Individual languages differ from one another quite a lot in the extent to which they use different words for converse terms. The German verb leihen, for example
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