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Praise for Accidence Will Happen

‘Accidence Will Happen is a unique and indispensable guide to usage. It’s distinguished by the author’s keen discernment, his reliance on scholarship rather than dogma and superstition, and an ability to cite literary examples of contested constructions that is literally (yes, literally) awesome (yes, awesome)’   Steven Pinker

‘Accidence Will Happen is an immensely intelligent and playful polemic, cheeky and erudite by turns . . . Like the best things, it is about much more than it at first might appear to be about. If nothing else, you’ll be able to go out and about, head held high, saving your stranded prepositions from harm and scooping up all your dangling modifiers from danger’   Roger Lewis, The Times

‘This is the most intelligent and entertaining book about the English language I’ve ever read, one that has transformed how I think about usage. It should be required reading for anyone who loves the language, especially those entrusted to teach it. Pedants are going to hate this book – and quietly take its lessons to heart’   James Shapiro

‘The English language is not your enemy and Oliver Kamm is your best friend to help you navigate it. Never has a book on language been so illuminating and funny’   Agnès Poirier

‘Accidence Will Happen is a joyous and joyously liberating assault on the “rules” of grammar . . . It is the most sensible style guide I have read, not least because Kamm always puts clarity first. I have only had Accidence Will Happen for a week, and have already referred to it dozens of times. If this book is a bestseller, as it may well be, its monument will be the liberated prose of the writers Kamm has freed’   Nick Cohen, Spectator


‘Entertaining and refreshing . . . [Kamm’s] book is a welcome corrective to the notion that there is an objective standard we should strive for, and a celebration of a language in flux’

Ian Critchley, Sunday Times

‘Kamm’s case against the pedants is compelling . . . and he really does manage to make pedants look ridiculous’

Tom Payne, Daily Telegraph

‘Kamm is strongly influenced by Chomsky and is a “reformed stickler” . . . his book delights by its puncturing of pomposity . . . and its identification of pronouncements that have no foundation in scholarship’   Glyn Paflin, Times Literary Supplement

‘Kamm’s tolerance is certainly preferable to the bigotry of sticklers who treat grammatical lapses as crimes or sins’

Peter Conrad, Observer

‘This book came as a great relief. Although I feared I had a shaky grasp of formal grammar, Kamm reassures me that I have – in fact – acquired mastery as a native English speaker . . . Nevertheless, he’s no anarchist: this book provides invaluable advice on writing with style, wit and verve’

Sir David Bell, Times Higher Education Supplement

‘Accidence Will Happen . . . is a superb book, and I challenge any pedant to read it and not emerge with a more liberal view on usage’   John Rentoul, Independent


Oliver Kamm is a leader writer and columnist for The Times.
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Introduction

Many people are passionate about language. I’m one of them. For some years I’ve written a weekly column for The Times about questions of English usage. The column is prescriptive. It gives the best advice I can devise on what constructions are possible in Standard English, and how to write stylishly and grammatically.

Opinions on usage have to be based on something if they’re to be anything more than prejudices. My columns and this book invoke the evidence of how English is used. That’s the only standard we can employ for what the English language (or rather, the various dialects that make up English) consists of. I’m interested in how English is spoken and written. I’m much more interested in those mechanics than I am in complaining about how native English speakers use their own language.

Perhaps you grimace at the phrase between you and I (instead of between you and me), or bored of (instead of bored with or bored by), or different to (instead of different from), or very unique (instead of just unique), or less than ten items (instead of fewer than ten items). I get many letters on these and other alleged errors of English usage, seeking my support in banishing them from public life. Yet constructions like these are used by native English speakers every day. All of them are common and none are (note that I say none are, even though some people will tell you that you must say none is) ungrammatical.

Looking at the way language is used gives you some perspective

on a subject that recurs in, and even dominates, public debate about English. Pedants are loud, numerous and indignant. They are convinced that standards in English usage are falling, and they blame schools and the media for tolerating this alleged deterioration. The outcome, so these purists maintain, is linguistic barbarism, in which slang, sloppiness and text-speak supplant English grammar.

Don’t believe it. If there is one language that isn’t endangered, it’s English. The language is changing because that’s what a living language does. Linguistic change is not decline. Change is always bounded by the need to be understood. People can make mistakes in English but the grammar of the language never breaks down.

The abbreviations and symbols that make up text-speak follow grammatical rules. Text-speak wouldn’t be usable otherwise. Perhaps it blurs the gap between spoken and written English but that’s no bad thing.

If you worry that English is changing so radically that our cultural heritage of language and literature will be lost to our descendants, your concerns are well intentioned but groundless. The prophets of decline have been around for a long time. They appear in every generation and they are always mistaken. This book explains how and why they’re wrong. More broadly, it offers guidance and reassurance on the range of possibilities in English usage.

From fearing for the future of English it’s a short step to worrying about the way we ourselves use language. It’s natural and proper to do this. The task of being expressive is worth thinking about and taking time over. Many articulate people, fluent in the spoken and written word, take this apprehension a stage further, however. How many times have you met people who diffidently, even apologetically, explain that they were never taught grammar? It happens to me often.

Opposite me at The Times sits one of Britain’s leading political

commentators. Prime ministers seek his advice. Television interviewers vie for his opinions. He is a brilliant conversationalist, columnist, debater and public speaker. Yet scarcely a day passes when he doesn’t look up from his desk to ask me if a particular construction in English is grammatical, or to check his spelling and punctuation. Is it possible to say the best candidate if there are only two of them, or must it be the better candidate? Should the word data be singular or plural? Is it illogical to say a friend of mine, when a friend of me should be sufficient?

Almost invariably, I tell him to go with his instinct. Yet I can’t shift him from his conviction that he doesn’t know the structure of his own language.

My friend is wrong about the state of his linguistic knowledge. In that respect, he is like many Times readers who write to me on questions of usage. They are intelligent and use language well, yet are convinced that their English is sub-standard. Their eloquence proves that they’re mistaken.

Perhaps the generation educated since the 1960s is particularly prone to such worries because, for them, instruction in English grammar became quite rare. My impression is that many older people too doubt their abilities in English.

The purpose of this book is to offer advice on usage, and I hope it does so entertainingly and reliably, but it’s also to argue that the prospects for the English language are bright. Standards of English are not declining; your standards of English are likely to be high. If you’re among these worriers, I recommend you stop now and embrace the language that you already speak and write, in all its sophistication and complexity.

The title of this book encapsulates my reasoning. It’s taken from the English edition of Asterix the Gaul. The indomitable Gaul has just bashed some Roman legionaries. One of the Romans

says, dazedly: ‘Vae victo, vae victis.’ Another observes: ‘We decline.’ The caption above this scene of destruction reads: ‘Accidence will happen.’

You have to believe me that this is funny. The first legionary’s Latin phrase means: ‘Woe to the one who has been vanquished, woe to those who have been vanquished.’ The scene is a riff on grammar. It was made up by Anthea Bell, the English translator of the Asterix books. She is my mother and I have stolen her joke. I’ll render it leaden by explaining why it appeals to me. Victo is the dative singular and victis is the dative plural. The legionary is literally declining, in the grammatical sense. The aspect of grammar that deals with declension and conjugation is called accidence.

One of the most remarkable characteristics of English usage is this: if you are a native speaker, you already know its grammar. The same is true of the vast numbers of non-native English speakers whose command of the language is indistinguishable from that of articulate native speakers.

The grammar that you use may not be that of Standard English – though the fact that you’re reading this book, which is written in Standard English, suggests that it probably is. It will be one variant of English among others. You have already acquired a mastery of complex grammatical constructions. We have all done this, through an instinct by which we can learn a set of rules. Those rules, once learnt at a very young age, stay with us. We know, for example, that a plural noun in Standard English is usually formed by adding -s or -es to a noun stem. We also know the exceptions (aircraft, children, feet, oxen, sheep, teeth and so on) to this rule and don’t have to learn them afresh.

That’s a very simple rule. There are many rules that are less obvious but that we also unfailingly follow. How about the fact that we know John admires himself is fine but that John thinks Mary

admires himself isn’t? We know that John likes him is about two people whereas John thinks he’s clever may be about only one. We know that read is pronounced like reed in give me a book to read but like red in I’ve now read the book. We know that house ends with an s sound in they made the council house immaculate but with a z sound in they made the council house the family.

I’m not suggesting you grant yourself credit for an achievement that is common to everyone. Learning rules of language is part of what it is to be human. By some instinct, we have the ability to learn and apply those rules. (Not everyone has the same set of rules, of course. The instinct is universal but languages differ. Which language, or languages, you speak as a native depends on the environment in which you grew up. A German toddler doesn’t have a biological instinct to learn German grammar, nor does a Japanese toddler have an instinct to learn Japanese grammar. But all toddlers have an instinct to learn some set of rules.)

However, there’s no need either to scold yourself for being bad at grammar, because you’re not. Granted that the ability to write fluently and speak articulately is precious and there is no easy route to it. It requires practice and a good ear for language. The tools are already with you, though. It’s not conscious knowledge but, believe me, you do know your own language. You know English intimately. You probably know Standard English thoroughly even if you use a different dialect of the language in everyday life. You don’t need manuals to tell you how English grammar goes. You’ve grasped it already.

Why, then, do people use style manuals? And what, given my conviction that you’re already a master of English grammar, is the point of this one?

There is a good reason and a bad reason for style manuals. Unsurprisingly, I consider that the good reason is behind this

volume. It’s that there are many decisions about usage that are not obvious. Some of these decisions are about tacit conventions rather than rules of grammar. Conventions change, and so indeed can rules of grammar.

Every writer of English needs to make judgments, every day, about such issues as the case of pronouns, agreement in number of subjects and verbs, vocabulary and many others. Should it be it’s I or it’s me? When should you use the verbs deny, refute and rebut, or are they so alike in meaning that it doesn’t matter which you choose?

Careful writers (the phrase is a cliché beloved of usage commentators, but I like it and it’s accurate) also need to make judgments about how to communicate in different contexts. Linguists use the term register to distinguish between these different styles of prose, such as casual or formal.

We all adapt our style of prose according to our audience. We use intimate terms (and perhaps a private vocabulary) with a loved one, casual language with friends, and varying degrees of more formal language in our dealings with strangers, experts or figures in authority. Adopting different registers is known as code switching. Good style depends far more on picking the right register for the occasion – on a decision about code switching – than it does on footling rules such as the precise difference between less and fewer.

Not all conventions of usage will be common to all forms of English, and I’m restricting myself here to the conventions of Standard English. If we know these conventions, and if we internalise them so that we don’t have to think about them, it saves us time and gains us credibility with listeners or readers whose attention we want to secure.

Those are important gains. Children (and adults) ought to understand that if they are familiar with conventions of usage in

Standard English they will be quicker in writing and more likely to gain a hearing for anything they want to say. Not every opinion is worth a hearing, but any opinion will be at a disadvantage in the public square if it does not adhere to the social contract under which words are given meanings and fitted together in certain ways to form sentences.

The bad reason is to believe that the benefits of internalising conventions of usage amount to learning ‘proper English’, and that a style manual will teach it to us. There is not proper English and sub-standard English. There are Englishes, all of which conform to grammatical rules. Standard English is one form of the language. Its conventions are vital to know, and for children to be schooled in, as a means of gaining fluency in a recognised and universally recognisable form of the language.

By the use of the word and the sentence we have a near-infinite range of expressiveness. Dismayingly, pedants aren’t much interested in this potential. The aspect of language that most exercises them is not what we can do with it but what we can prohibit. In the media, popular books and public life, arguments rage about split infinitives, when to say hanged rather than hung, and the true meanings of words such as disinterested and decimate.

I want to convince you that the English language has never been more popular or in better health. You should be far more relaxed about modern usage than the pedants are. Language is a richer subject than these purported purists imagine.

Modern English, so far from being embattled and denigrated, is powerful and vital. Pedants mistake linguistic change for impoverishment. Yet the conventions of Standard English aren’t objective and eternal truths. Instead, they are tacit agreements that in a small but not trivial way aid communication. These implicit understandings are in operation now but may not have been in

the past. We don’t know if they’ll hold in the future. We can say confidently that the language will follow rules of grammar and have conventions of usage but we don’t know which rules and conventions that make up Standard English will be superseded twenty, fifty or a hundred years from now. Nor is it always clear whether we’re dealing with a genuine rule of grammar or a looser convention of usage. Scholars of language spend much of their time trying to work out the rules of grammar from the evidence of how native speakers use the language. It’s not an easy task and it can’t be done in advance of looking at the evidence.

We don’t know, because there is no one in charge of the language. No one, that is, apart from us, the users of English. In the apt phrase of Steven Pinker, of whom we shall hear more, the lunatics are in charge of the asylum. This is a difficult truth for language purists to accept.

An autobiographical note: I am a reformed stickler. I was a reasonably moderate one, in that I’d happily disregard edicts that I thought made no sense and that had no effect on fluency except to undermine it. I would split infinitives and use stranded prepositions, and sometimes say who where pedants would insist on whom. But for a long time I did hold that a word such as disinterested or enormity had a specific meaning and that treating variant uses as legitimate would erode its nuance. In reality, language is stronger than that.

I’m much influenced by the argument of Noam Chomsky, the seminal scholar of linguistics, that language is the realisation of an innate human faculty. We use it for communication, and if our meaning is obscure then we recast it till it isn’t. Whatever changes happen to a language, it still has a complex structure that allows the expression of a full range of meanings. Its grammar has rules and we follow them.

Above all, language is interesting. Pedantry isn’t. The sticklers

can pursue their obsessions in private if they wish, but their voice in public debate is loud and lamentable and it ought to be accorded the disrespect it deserves.1 Contrary to the pedants, I don’t insist that a form of words that’s alien to the way native speakers use the language must be correct. If it isn’t used, it isn’t English.

Apart from code switching and convention, there’s another sense in which expressive users of English are constantly making judgments about language. Though I reject the notion that there is a ‘correct’ form of English that stands apart from the way people use the language, it’s not mandatory to adopt in your speech and writing whatever is in general use. Nor is it illegitimate to criticise other people’s use of language.

Consider the way that terms such as chairman and fireman have been increasingly supplanted in the past 40 years by non-gendered alternatives (chair and firefighter), or handicapped has been replaced with disabled. Racial epithets that were once common even on primetime television as recently as the 1970s have all but disappeared from public life through the force of social disapproval. One or two of my recommendations in this book (for example, my advice to avoid the word authoress, even in jest) are based on similar judgments about what’s appropriate to modern mores.

Those are important changes in the way language is used. They aren’t arguments about what constitutes ‘proper English’, however. They are choices.2 By dispensing with the notion that there is a ‘proper English’ that stands apart from the users of the language, we can better appreciate the range of expressive possibilities that are open to us. This book argues that the choices open to good stylists of English prose are far more expansive than most style manuals conceive of.

Oliver Kamm, August 2014






Author’s Note

This book is a source of advice and an argument about language. In Part 1, I outline my view of English usage. There are genuine rules of grammar, there are conventions of usage and then there are the superstitions of the sticklers. Those superstitions have bedevilled debates on language. I then dissect the principal fallacies in the pedants’ case and their indifference to modern studies of language. Last, I identify where these superstitions come from. The pedants themselves generally don’t know. Their bizarre notions of correct English aren’t principles of logic, nor have they been conveyed across the generations by guardians of the language. They’re just a bunch of shibboleths dreamt up by some eighteenth-century (or later) amateur enthusiasts, whose present-day equivalents are determined not to examine evidence.

In Part 2, I set out a long but far from comprehensive list of disputed usages, with my recommendations on whether to observe or (more usually) ignore them, along with advice on a number of more general subjects that writers do need to pay attention to, such as style, sentences and punctuation.

Though the book is about usage, and has many quotations, I’ve tried not to litter the text unduly with quotation marks. Hence, for a word or phrase that I discuss, I use italics. Likewise for definitions. For a direct quotation, I use quotation marks and cite the source, with the exception of quotations from two particular newspapers.


Where I produce a quotation in bold type, and without a source, it is taken from a recent (that is, twenty-first-century) edition of The Times of London or its sister newspaper, the Sunday Times. These quotations appear mainly in the compendium of disputed usages and other practical issues in Part 2. Where a word or phrase is given in italics and upper-case letters, it has its own entry in this compendium.






Part One







1

The State of the Language

In considering the use of grammar as a corrective of what are called ‘ungrammatical’ expressions, it must be borne in mind that the rules of grammar have no value except as statements of facts: whatever is in general use in a language is for that reason grammatically correct.

Henry Sweet, New English Grammar, Vol. 1, 1892, p. 5

Principles of English usage

Language is distinctively human. It differentiates us from every other species. All human societies have language, in immense grammatical complexity. The ability to speak language emerges in very young children, who can form words and combine them into sentences according to complex rules. Language ensures that societies can replicate ideas and inventions rather than have to create or discover them anew in every generation.

This book is about one language, English, and one form of it, Standard English. And it discusses just one aspect of Standard English, namely the way it’s used in the modern world.

Many books of advice on usage exist. The typical style manual makes judgments on what is proper English usage and what isn’t. I argue instead that many of the purported rules of English grammar

should be ignored. Those rules (more accurately, superstitions or shibboleths) are really just stylistic preferences. They should be considered on their merits, which are more commonly demerits. There is no literate purpose in avoiding prepositions at the end of sentences or insisting that between can apply to only two things rather than three or more. Sticking to pointless stipulations in the mistaken belief that they’re grammatically required clogs up prose and makes it sound stilted.

Nor is that the only problem with traditionalist books on usage. Worse, they miss what is really interesting about language: that it’s always in flux but never loses its structure. Constant invention is intrinsic to the use of language, yet the requirement that the speaker or writer be understood imposes constraints. Usage is always changing, and grammar can change too, yet it remains consistently bound by a set of rules.

Those rules aren’t the ones that pedants fuss about, such as whether it’s permissible to use the adverb hopefully to modify an entire sentence (as most native speakers in Britain and North America habitually do, and as you assuredly can), or begin a sentence with because (you can), or use they as a singular as well as a plural pronoun (again, you can). They’re ones that ensure that subjects, objects, verbs, adjectives, adverbs and other parts of speech conform to a certain structure. We learn these rules as children. An instinct for language allows a child to acquire an appropriate set of rules and then apply them.

This book has three main arguments. First, you are already a master of grammar. Trust me on this. You became one when, as a young child, you acquired a set of rules – whether of Standard English, or another variety of English, or another language. Second, there’s no cause for alarm about the state of the English language, which is in excellent health and can look after itself.

Third, if you use English, it’s useful to know the conventions of Standard English.

These premises seem to me unspectacular, even obvious. Yet public debate over language typically ignores the first, denies the second and misrepresents the third. Let’s examine them in reverse order.

Conventions are convenient

The reasons for adopting a particular convention are not logic and consistency, for language operates by its own rules. The reasons are instead convenience, concision and fluency.

It’s helpful to know the conventions of usage as you make your way in life, education, work and leisure. They put you on the same level as everyone else in being listened to. Adopting conventions of usage may not guarantee a hearing for your own voice with any audience but at least you won’t be instantly dismissed for some perceived solecism. Everyone’s language offends someone sometimes and there is no shortage of (incompatible) advice on what is proper usage. In this book, I describe conventions that currently exist, while stressing that conventions shift and may be supplanted by others. The death of a convention isn’t a sign of decline, only of change.

The beginning of wisdom in English usage is to realise that there are many right ways of saying things. Imagine the position of a schoolchild who uses a FLAT ADVERB (that is, an adverb that takes the same form as its related adjective, such as quick or wrong) and gets penalised for it on the grounds that an adverb should end with -ly.

It happens. I’ve come across it. Faced with a sentence like I flew

direct to New York, many adults (including some English teachers) will instinctively ‘correct’ direct to directly, not realising that this adverbial use of direct is Standard English. What will happen if children get marked down for using this type of completely legitimate construction in an essay? They’ll be deterred ever after from writing something that’s fluent and idiomatic, and perhaps in later life they’ll misguidedly ‘correct’ others who do the same.

I’m an enthusiast, even a zealot, for teaching English grammar in schools, and on the whole the subject is taught well. The purpose of grammar teaching, however, is not to instil rules that have no better grounding than a teacher’s idiosyncrasies or insecurities. It’s irksome to be accused (as I often am) of arguing that ‘anything goes’ in language, because that isn’t even a parody of the view that linguists hold and that I present in my columns. There are right and wrong ways of using commas, for example, but there are also many permissible variations in the conventions of usage.

A further stage in enlightenment is to realise that many stubbornly held and vigorously expounded but utterly worthless linguistic superstitions, which pedants remorselessly cite, should be junked. Berating people on arbitrary stylistic grounds for not adhering to rules is worse than self-defeating. It undermines the cause of clear writing and damages appreciation of the real study of language.

The pedants are not necessarily wrong on every particular recommendation. The problem with their case is that it’s false from the outset. They believe that linguistic usage should accord with an external standard of correct English, of which they are the arbiters. This is the premise of almost all usage guides. The more thoughtful guides are prepared to make pragmatic concessions to the way the language is spoken and written, but even these

go astray if they treat general usage as somehow linguistically deficient.

You can be wrong and I can be wrong in our grammar, spelling and punctuation. But, as Henry Sweet argued (in the formulation quoted at the head of this chapter, with which all academic linguists known to me would agree), it’s not possible for everyone, or for the majority of educated users of the language, to be wrong. The only evidence we have of what makes up the English language is how people write and speak it. If an ‘incorrect’ form is more widely understood than an alternative construction, it isn’t incorrect. It’s what the language is.1

Amateur grammarians who insist otherwise are a menace. What drives them is not a feel for language but more often a superstition that English must fit certain patterns. These patterns are not, as their advocates maintain, rules of logic. They are more usually an irrational belief that English should follow Latin in certain ways. These stifle prose and bore an audience. The greatest writers in the language, including Chaucer, Shakespeare, Jane Austen and Dickens, have used constructions that breach the sticklers’ notion of correct English. You’re free to do it too. In Part 2, I discuss some of these mistaken notions, which you can follow if you like but that you can also violate without hesitation or embarrassment.

Standards aren’t falling

As well as mistaking convention for correctness, pedants inaccurately see an English language in crisis.

‘Acceptance of popular low standards undermines the glories of our unique linguistic heritage,’ declares a writer to The Times.

‘Everywhere one looks, there are signs of ignorance and

indifference,’ laments Lynne Truss, author of a bestselling guide advocating a ‘zero-tolerance approach to punctuation’.2

Surveys of literacy don’t support this gloomy view.3 They show a stubborn problem (not a new one) that some adults can’t read and write well enough but that isn’t the same thing.

Every generation believes that standards of English are deteriorating and seeks to fix the language in a state that will stop further damage. Defoe and Dryden sounded the alarm, as did Samuel Johnson before investing formidable industry and intellect in compiling his Dictionary of the English Language.

That chronology should tell you something. Even great writers are liable to confuse linguistic change with decline. Yet people carry on speaking, writing and understanding English, and the expressive power of the word is undiminished.

It’s odd. Most language pundits won’t acknowledge that English is in a good state. The more typical message is a lament for a lost age of linguistic standards.

I spoke in a debate in London in March 2014 under the title ‘Between You and I: the English Language is Going to the Dogs’. The proposers of the motion were two eminent journalists, John Humphrys and Simon Heffer, who maintain that failing to distinguish FLAUNT from FLOUT or DISINTERESTED from UNINTERESTED is a threat to critical thinking and therefore civilisation itself. I’m not misrepresenting their view.4 It’s wrong – as is the alarmist claim, implied by the debate’s title, that the common phrase BETWEEN YOU AND I is a mark of illiteracy.

Most media commentary on language is of the Heffer/Humphrys school. It regrets the decline of formal grammar teaching in schools when the subject is in fact being taught better than ever, and far more thoroughly and usefully than it was to generations of schoolchildren who were taught bogus, pointless

and manufactured rules that have nothing to do with the effective and fluent use of language.

The notion that the English language is going to the dogs is false and ugly. It’s false because it misunderstands the way language works. It’s ugly because it evinces suspicion of, even contempt for, modern culture. To the purist, the way people speak and write is an opportunity to find fault rather than listen. Even in the case of simple error (say, a common spelling mistake, such as accomodate for accommodate, or a misunderstanding of the meaning of a word due to a phonetic confusion, such as the difference between MITIGATE and MILITATE), they will see evidence of cultural decline. Their critiques are loaded with words such as ignorance, atrocity, illiteracy, vandalism and the like, yet what they’re railing against is either remediable and limited, or not an error at all. Their complaint is not with illiteracy but with the perplexing circumstance that not enough people speak like them (or, as they would doubtless prefer to say, speak as they do). Sometimes they don’t really know how they use language and complain about people doing things that they also do themselves. Sometimes they complain about things that aren’t even there.5

You can recognise these people by their rhetoric and also by their technique, for no amount of evidence of usage will change their mind about language. As a shorthand term I’ve called them purists but theirs is not a pure form of English. No such thing exists. If you want a ‘pure’ English, you’ll need to go back at least to Old English before the Normans invaded. The purists’ English is nothing like that. It’s a dialect specific to a time and place: the English that emerged in the dominant part of England, primarily London and its environs, in the modern era. My preferred term for these purists is sticklers or pedants, and collectively the

sticklocracy. I mean to imply by that name a fastidiousness, a fussing, about things that don’t matter.

If you fear that your standards of spoken and written English are deficient, you’re far from alone. But you’ve probably arrived at this nagging doubt because you’ve been bamboozled into it. Generations of schoolchildren grew up having English grammar beaten into them (sometimes literally). Some grammar instruction of this bygone age was useful but much of it was junk, derived unquestioningly from the prejudices of eighteenth-century grammarians.6

Children (and adults) need to know how to write well, and spell and punctuate. That’s not in dispute. That end is being overlooked in the current educational fad of grammar testing in schools. There is dispiriting evidence that children are being marked down by nervous examiners for not following some of the misguided rules that I outline in this book: things like the THAT, WHICH rule or the prohibition on SPLIT INFINITIVES. Those rules are of no use to anyone and shouldn’t be inculcated in a new generation.

Rules, usage and superstition

None of this means that writing good English is easy, only that a lot of what passes for linguistic advice is beside the point. In language, there are rules, there is usage and then there are superstitions. These shouldn’t be confused.

Rules are the patterns that underlie our use of words, phrases, clauses and sentences. Different varieties of English may have different rules. For example, the rules of Standard English would permit a construction like I didn’t see anybody but proscribe I didn’t

see nobody. The rules of other varieties of English might allow both constructions. There is no inherent logic that makes one set of rules right and another wrong.

Usage is a set of implicit agreements about how language ought to be used. Again, these will differ according to the variety of the language used.

Superstitions (also known as fetishes and shibboleths) are a subset of usage. These are a set of judgments on what constitutes correct English that have no justification and are best ignored.

These first two categories correspond to what are often called descriptive and prescriptive rules. The descriptive rules are observations about how people do in fact use English. Linguists record and examine these rules, which by definition are already followed by English speakers, and try to account for them. This book is not about rules in that sense. It is instead about the conventions of usage – how people ought to speak and write.

Here is an example of the third category: a superstition.

Early in my first job, as a junior analyst at the Bank of England, I wrote a report on financial markets that was sent to a rather grand executive director. He returned it to my manager with the comment that it included a split infinitive. The experience has stayed with me. I was grateful that the director had read my note but perplexed that this was his sole observation, especially as I did not (and certainly don’t now) consider that I had committed any offence against grammar. If there is an objection to split infinitives at all, it’s solely aesthetic, not grammatical, and even then applies only under some circumstances. The split infinitive to boldly go is excellent English, as it puts the stress in the right place.


Guides to English usage don’t usually object to split infinitives but they do often make judgments that have no better grounding in any reasonable conception of grammar or style. They repeat purported rules that, to the extent that they have any use, are merely expedients to avoid ambiguity. Frequently those rules lack even that justification. If adopted, they make prose clumsy or opaque. They should be ignored. Prohibitions on the passive voice, on conjunctions at the beginning of sentences, on prepositions at the end of them and on much else besides have nothing to do with good grammar.

The sense in which we can genuinely talk about rules of grammar is that all languages have the same type of machinery. This involves putting words together in certain ways to yield meanings. The wonder is that the rules whereby verbs, nouns and other parts of speech are combined are common to everyone who speaks a particular language variety. Linguists since the 1950s have generally (though not unanimously) inferred from this remarkable fact that the facility for language is innate rather than a cultural invention. Even small children understand how words are combined and inflected (that is, their endings are changed) in some ways, which are permissible, and not others. The sentence I want an ice-cream is a complex combination of subject pronoun, present-tense verb in the first person and indicative mood, indefinite article and noun, in which the noun-phrase an ice-cream serves as the object. Any parent or grandparent of a child who has reached the age of three has heard it flawlessly expressed, many times. (Next time you hear it, check your irritation long enough to marvel at the sophisticated syntax.)7

Public commentary about the use of language rarely touches any of this. Pundits instead spend their time decrying a supposed decline in standards of written and spoken English, especially in

education. Some make this complaint as part of a jeremiad about the state of society generally. Melanie Phillips, the conservative commentator, asserted in a polemic in the 1990s against progressive education: ‘The revolt against teaching the rules of grammar became part of the wider repudiation of external forms of authority.’8

One reason for these conflicting accounts is that, when referring to the rules of grammar, the linguists and the purists are talking about different things. The purists mean not the observed regularities of language but a much smaller category of usages. These are prescriptive rules on such matters as the meanings of words and the cases of pronouns (for example, when to use WHO and WHOM). The rules of language as the concept is understood by linguists are patterns acquired by natural processes, such as knowing that some word orders make sense (I want an ice-cream) and others don’t (an want ice-cream I). The rules of language as understood by the pedants – prescriptive rules of the type that most people understand as ‘grammar’ – are acquired not that way but through explicit teaching. When people confess to having ‘bad grammar’, they generally mean that they haven’t had that sort of explicit instruction.

Yet the prescriptive stipulations are made up. They come from culture rather than biology. Agreement on usage is necessary because standardisation in language makes it easier for the writer to be understood and the reader to understand the writer. But the agreement is tacit. No one legislated these usages. They can change. Nor is there any moral element to them.


Usage isn’t anarchy

Usage is the criterion of English, but that doesn’t mean that any usage is legitimate. The usage that I refer to is general usage. The majority of writers of Standard English cannot be mistaken on the same linguistic question at the same time. You don’t need to believe that the language is constantly improving to scorn the sticklers’ efforts. You just need a sense of proportion and an appreciation of what language is.

Language isn’t a delicate artefact of civilisation but something we’re programmed to do. Standards aren’t in danger from barbarian hordes and undereducated youth. They’re maintained by the need to communicate. English isn’t tarnished by new usages that differ from what words and phrases once meant. The language is constantly replenished. Once you grasp that the sky is not falling and that English belongs to its speakers rather than its self-appointed guardians, questions of usage become far more interesting than the complaints of the grammar sticklers.

Even in a short time, a convention about language may become obsolete. As a reformed stickler, I recall arguing that it helped if the pace of change were not so rapid that the literature of previous generations became obscure. Modern readers are fortunate in being able to easily make sense of Shakespeare, because our conventions have enough in common with his. But developments in language are far from impoverishing. Standardised spelling and conventions of punctuation postdate Shakespeare. Conversely, a non-Standard construction such as the double negative (I didn’t see nothing) has been used for centuries despite being deplored as illogical by the pedants.

A sense of history will indicate why laments about linguistic

and cultural decline tend to be overwrought. Language is part of human nature. If there is a need for a word or a shade of meaning, the human mind will devise it. It always has done. This may seem obvious but it isn’t. It’s certainly lost on the sticklers.

Take N. M. Gwynne, author of a slight and perplexingly popular volume with the
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