


Language Myths

in other ways. Thus they continue to distinguish atom (with a t-sound)
and Adam (with a d-sound), whereas Americans typically pronounce
the two words alike, with a flap sound that is more d- than t-like.
Similarly, in standard British callous and Alice do not rhyme, whereas
they usually do in standard American, both having a schwa. So too,
the British have different stressed vowels in father and fodder, whereas
Americans pronounce those words with the same first vowel. The
British have retained an old use of reckon in the sense ‘think’ or
‘suppose’ in serious discourse, whereas that use in America is old-
fashioned or rural, a comic marker of ‘hick’ talk. The British have
retained the term fortnight, whereas Americans have lost it. The
British have retained the primary meaning of corn as ‘grain’, whereas
Americans have changed it to ‘maize’ (the image many Americans
have of ‘Ruth amid the alien corn’ being both anachronistic and
ectopic). The British have retained the inversion of have with its
subject in questions: ‘Have you the time?’ whereas Americans use the
auxiliary verb do with it: ‘Do you have the time?’

On balance, it is hard to say which variety of English, American or
British, is the more conservative and which the more innovative. A
lot depends on how you look at the question. It is clear that the British
are keen on (Americans would say ‘fond of”’) the pluperfect, whereas
Americans prefer the simple past: British ‘He had left before they
arrived’ versus typical American ‘He left before they arrived.’ But it
is less clear which usage should be regarded as older. Is the American
preference a degeneration of the tense system? Or a preservation of
the English of the Anglo-Saxons, who had little truck with complex
tenses?

Both American and British have changed and go on changing today.
Among recent innovations in British English, in addition to the
pronunciation of controversy already cited, are such vocabulary novel-
ties as gazumping and gazundering, Essex man and Estuary English, toy
boy, and redundancy for ‘sacking’ or ‘firing’ (a bureaucratic euphemism
fit to exercise the spleen of a British Edwin Newman). Paralleling the
American retention of the mandative subjunctive (‘They insisted
that he leave’) is a British innovative use of the indicative in such
expressions: ‘They insisted that he left,” which in American use could
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only be a statement of fact (‘They insisted it was a fact that he had
left’).

British speakers have also been extraordinarily fertile in expanding
the range of use for tag questions. Tag questions are little bobs at the
end of sentences that can turn them into questions, or sometimes
into something else. The basic tag questions are general English, shared
by British and American:
informational: ‘You don’t wear glasses, do you? (I'm not sure, but

think you don’t. Am I right?)
inclusive: ‘It’s a nice day, isn’t it?’ (It obviously is — 'm not really

asking, but just making polite remarks so you can join in the
conversation.)
emphasizing: ‘I made a bad mistake, didn’t I’ (This is a soliloquy.

I’m not talking to anybody but myself and don’t expect an

answer to the rhetorical question. It’s the verbal equivalent of

underlining.)

Theé last of the above types is more characteristic of British than of
American use, but the next two are distinctively British and are
relatively recent contributions of British English to the rhetorical
inventory of impoliteness:

peremptory: ‘Is the tea ready?’ “The water has to boil, doesn’t it?’

(Everybody knows you can’t make tea without boiling hot water,

and you can see that the water has not come to a boil yet, so stop

bothering me with idiotic questions.)

antagonistic: ‘I telephoned you this morning, but you didn’t
answer.” ‘I was in the bath, wasn’t I’ (The reason I didn’t answer
was that I was in the bath, and it was a great annoyance having
you phone at that time; if you had any sense and consideration,
you would not have called then. [Never mind that the caller
could not possibly know all that — I was annoyed at the time and

’m even more annoyed now at what I perceive to be a complaint

* when I am the one who was put upon.])

Both Americans and the British innovate in English pronunciation,
vocabulary and grammar. British people, however, tend to be more
aware of American innovations than Americans are of British ones. The
cause of that greater awareness may be a keener linguistic sensitivity on
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the part of the British, or a more insular anxiety and hence irritation
about influences from abroad, or the larger number of American
speakers and their higher prominence in fields that require innovation,
or perhaps the fact that present-day Americans have cultural rootlets
all over the world and so are less aware of the British Isles.

Perhaps Americans do innovate more; after all, there are four to
five times as many English speakers in the United States as in the
United Kingdom. So one might expect, on the basis of population
size alone, four to five times as much innovation in American English.
Moreover, Americans have been disproportionately active in certain
technological fields, such as computer systems, that are hotbeds of
lexical innovation. :

It is curious and remarkable that the present state of affairs was
foreseen with great accuracy by John Adams, who in 1780, even before
it was obvious that the American Revolution would succeed, wrote:

English is destined to be in the next and succeeding centuries more
generally the language of the world than Latin was in the last or French
is in the present age. The reason of this is obvious, because the increasing
population in America, and their universal connection and correspon-
dence with all nations will, aided by the influence of England in the
world, whether great or small, force their language into general use.

So is America ruining the English language? Certainly, if you believe
that extending the language to new uses and new speakers ruins it.
Certainly, if you believe that change is ruin. Certainly, if what John
Adams foresaw was ruination.
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