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A WORD AT THE OUTSET

ne of the hats I wear is labelled “Linguist”, linguistics
being “the scientific study of language” . When I was

(

comparative philologists , engaged in what is now termed histor-

young we regarded ourselves not as linguists but as

ical linguistics. There are these days not many of this breed of
philologists around. The trend has gone towards the scientific
study of the language of our own day. to the complete exclusion
(in areas like sociolinguistics) of what has happened to language
in the past.

I am beginning to wonder if it is not time to cry halt to the
idea that historical linguistics is so much dead wood and that
descriptive linguistics is where all the shining future lies. The
English language is a continuum, not a series of discrete lin-
guistic episodes some of which can be conveniently swept under
the carpet. What T. S. Eliot called “the intolerable wrestle with
words and meanings” will become even more intolerable unless
we recognise that the synchronic study of today’s vocabulary is
not enough. Our words belonged to someone else long before they
belonged to us.

Do I detect the beginnings of a linguistic parallel to the
principle of relativity? Are we in danger of not knowing what
words mean because we have no conception of what they meant?
Words come freighted with their history and we need always be
aware of the sign:
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4 A WORD AT THE OUTSET

CAUTION! WORDS AT WORK.

Take a simple word like “morning” . The Collins Concise
English Dictionary defincs moming as “the first part of the day,
ending at or about noon”, an admirably scientific piece of obser-
vation. That is, so long as the observer is living in the 1990s and
the texti read is of our own time.

But shift the observer (as Einstein bids us) and a very dif-
ferent meaning emerges. In Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice
(1813) there is an aslonishing sentence: “They arrived in
Gracechurch Street at noon and spent the morning in shopping”.

The morning? It is no error. “Morning” to Jane Austen did
not mean what it means today. Her day was divided up according
to meal-times. At her social level breakfast was served at
10. 00am and was a leisurely and substantial meal. A few sand-
wiches or some cold meat was available around mid-day for those
who wanted what we (but they did not ) call “lunch”.

The main meal of the day was dinner and the timing of this
social get-together depended on a family’ s pretensions. For
families like the Austens, dinner was on the table by 4. 00pm or
5. 00pm at the latest. Dinner at 6. 30pm was considered very late
and only occurred with people “of decided fashion”.

In Jane Austen, any reference to morring” indicates
the hours between 11.00ain (when breakfast ended) and
“dinner—time”, around 4. 00pm to 5. 00pm. The result is that we
today read with astonishment in an 1840 Londou newspaper that

“M. Liszt will give at Two o’clock on Tuesday morning Recitals
on the Pianoforte”. His recitals took place not at the dead hour of
2. 00am but in what to us is the early afternoon.
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6 A WORD AT THE OUTSET

In reading older books one must always be conscious of this
different timing of meal-hours and of the naming of parts of the
day. As observers we must remember that relativity is not con-
fined to physics. Otherwise we can go wildly astray in our reading
of older texts.

In Fielding’s Tom Jones (1749) an angry Squire Western
locks his love-sick daughter into her bedroom shortly after
10. 00am and there she has to remain till she is summoned to
“dinner”. To a modern reader this sounds like a long, hungry,
incarceration. In fact the bedroom door would have been
re-opened about 1. 30pm, as dinner was on the table in this early
18th-century rural household by 2. 00pm. She was merely ex-
pected to spend the “morning” in her own room, where she
probably would have been in any case. The squire was an angry
father but he was no monster.

A careful reader will find confirmation later in the novel: “It
being now past three in the morning, or to reckon by the old
style, in the afternoon.” Fielding, writing in the 1740s, was
conscious that the “afternoon” had in his lifetime become the
“momning”. By Jane Austen’s time, the “afternoon” had ceased
to exist. When— as frequently happens— some of her women
characters pay a “morning call” they would have arrived about the
time that we might arrive for a cup of afternoon tea.

Some years ago I presented a series of research papers in
French universities. But one university told me they would rather
I simply offered a tutorial on one of their set books , Defoe’ s
Roxana. 1t looked a simple assignment. Robinson Crusoe, after
all, can be read by school-children. My own university classes I
left largely to their own devices when it came to Defoe; he could
be briefly disposed of as a piece of cake while I pushed on to
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8 A WORD AT THE OUTSET

analyse the subtleties of Sterne’s Tristram Shandy.

But French students cannot treat their set texts as a piece of
cake. They are expected to scrutinise them under a high-power
microscope. In dutiful preparation, I brought out my own
high-power microscope and examined every single word of Rox-
ana as if it were the text of Sophocles. I now wonder what do
children really get from Robinson Crusoe? Roxana drove me, on
one page out of every four, to the historical sections of the Oxford
English Dictionary to extract the real meaning. Defoe is a piece
of cake—— but only if you read with the eye and not with the
mind, and that is no way to treat a finely crafted piece of writing,
Words matter. When they were written matters too. Shift the
observer and you shift what is observed.

At this point, I am aboeut to renounce all but the minimum
linguistic terminology. What follows in this book had its origin
not in research papers but in bread-and-butter articles written in
various periodicals in response to many lively correspondents, |
have a profound respect for “ the common reader” . He (and,
more often, she) frequently came up with queries that turned out
to be real challenges.

This book touches on some of the ways in which words work,
have worked and will continue to work in the future in a living
language.

Ian A. Gordon
January 1997
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