
Prescriptivism and Usage.  Spring 2004.  Handout 3.

1.  Third assignments (for CSP course, for 19 April; for SIS course, for 21 April):
Reading: The two Halpern pieces and the Rosenthal piece, plus two chapters (6 and 14)

from the Bolinger book and a few pages (77-78) on split infinitives from Strunk & White.  I’ll
pass out copies of these.  Also pick two or three entries from MWDEU that we haven’t already
discussed.  The bibliographic references:

Bolinger, Dwight L. 1980.  Language—The loaded weapon.  London & NY: Longman.
Halpern, Mark.  1997.  A war that never ends.  The Atlantic Monthly Digital Edition, March

1997.
- 2001.  The end of language.  The American Scholar 70.1.13-26 (Winter 2001).
Rosenthal, John.  2002.  Corpus linguistics.  “On Language” column in New York Times

Magazine, 8/18/02, 14.
Strunk, William Jr. & E.B. White.  2000.  The elements of style.  4th ed. [1st ed. 1959]  NY:

Longman.

Project: Write a brief (two- or three-page) critical response to either the Rosenthal piece
or Halpern’s “The end of language”.  (There’s not as much to reply to in Rosenthal, but
Halpern’s the easier target.)  Say briefly what the author is trying to do, and evaluate how well he
succeeds at it.  If it’s appropriate, use material from your reading in MWDEU and/or Bolinger.

2.  The story so far:

2.1.  The advice literature is basically corrective in character: bits of language that are judged to
be ineffective, unacceptable, or actually ungrammatical are identified, a general proscription that
takes in these bits is issued, and alternative forms of expression are offered.  There can be
problems at each stage: the identification of problematic expressions, the formulation of the
proscription, and the fix for the problem.

Concerning identification: Judging sentences out of context can lead you to discern
problems where there are none; foregrounding/backgrounding of information, salience/relevance
of referents, topicality of referents (what a discourse, or sentence, is “about”) – all can play
important roles in the felicity of particular expressions, which means that these expressions can’t
be judged without surrounding context.  What works seamlessly in one context can be a disaster
in another.

Another source of error in identification is judging by theory, identifying “errors” by
reference to explicitly formulated rules (“Never start a sentence with and or but”, “Never end a
sentence with a preposition”, “A pronoun cannot have a possessive as its antecedent”, “The
referent of the subject of a subjectless sentence adverbial must be supplied by the subject of the
main clause”, that sort of thing).

Concerning formulation (diagnosing what the problem is): One source of difficulty here
is misanalysis, sometimes over fairly subtle details of the diagnosis.  Given some truly bad
“dangling modifiers”, you could be moved to formulate the “subject-to-subject” rule above, since
this covers the really bad cases.  But it also covers a variety of cases in which the subjectless
sentence adverbials violate the proposed rule but are unobjectionable in context; this version of
the rule leads to a number of “false positive” diagnoses.  A better rule refers to topicality



(usually, but not always, associated with subjects of sentences) and the salience of particular
referents (on a hierarchy with speaker/writer at the top, addressee/reader next, then other human
beings, then other creatures, down to inanimate objects and abstract ideas).  This “subject-to-
topic” rule leads to considerably fewer false positive diagnoses than the subject-to-subject rule.

Another misfire in formulation is overgeneralization, a kind of overkill in diagnosis.  The
reasoning goes as follows: If some occurrences of a configuration are clunky or hard to interpret,
then you should ban all occurrences.  Just Say No.  That way, you’re guaranteed not to have a
problem on this score.  But at the cost of constraining your resources of expression, in ways that
practiced and effective writers and speakers are not constrained.

Concerning fixes: Here the main difficulty is unintended consequences; the proposed fix
(“Move modifiers close to the things they modify”, for instance) not infrequently results in a
fresh set of infelicities.  Consider the Lederer examples.

2.2.  There are two rather different bases for judging examples to be inappropriate: their
communicative values, and their social or stylistic status.

The communicative value that figures most prominently in the advice literature is
avoiding unintended ambiguity, avoiding unwanted alternative interpretations of what you write
or say.  Unfortunately, if you look for ambiguities, you’ll find them everywhere; almost every
pronoun can have more than one referent, and almost every word has several meanings, for
instance.  The trick is to detect just those ambiguities that are likely to occur to your audience,
and doing that requires some understanding of who your audience is and some imaginative
identification with them.  Pointers as to where your audience might have comprehension
problems (“the following situations could lead to a problem for your audience...”) are genuinely
useful, but formulating these as rules of grammar is probably not going to be helpful.

As for social or stylistic status, here the question is what constitutes the kind of language
you’re aiming for – current standard formal written English, for most advice givers – and what
contexts are appropriate for this variety.  Discussion on this point to come.

2.3.  The case studies so far involve two where avoiding unintended ambiguity is a main
concern: the PAP and NDM (No Dangling Modifiers), the prohibition against dangling
modifiers.

The PAP is a “ghost rule”, invented by advice givers – indeed, within relatively recent
times and not arising from some change in the language or from some social or stylistic
differentiation; elite writers have always used possessive antecedents for pronouns, apparently.
As a rule, it has an extraordinarily high rate of false positives, approaching 100%.  We’ll have to
consider why it should persist (in some quarters) in the face of these counts against it; a
theoretical justificiation will play an important role here.

NDM is also a ghost, but one of greater vintage and with some grounding in
communicative values.  Its rate of false positives is significant, but by no means close to 100%.

NSP (No Stranded Prepositions) and NSI (No Split Infinitives) are also ghosts of some
vintage, with theoretical justifications again.  NSP has also been defended on the basis of the
stylistic status of stranded prepositions, which are said to be informal style, as opposed to the
formal style of fronted prepositions.


