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1 Setting the scene

... ask yourself whether our language is complete; — whether it was so

before the symbolism of chemistry and the notation of the infinitesimal

calculus were incorporated in it; for these are, so0 to speak, suburbs pf our
language. (And how many houses or streets does it take before a town

begins to be a town?) Our language can be seen as an ancient city; a maze

of little streets and squares, of old and new houses, and of houses with

additions from various periods; and this surrounded by a multitude of new

boroughs with straight regular streets and uniform houses.

(Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophische

Untersuchungen/Philosophical investigations,

translated by G. E. M. Anscombe. Oxford: Blackwell, 1967: 18)

Anyone proposing to write a history of the English language in the twentieth
century begs a number of questions, which it is necessary to answer at the very
outset of what might seem an excessively ambitious project.

Isn’t the topic too vast and complex for a single author to tackle? If one bears
in mind that in contrast to historians of Old and Middle English, who in
general suffer from a poverty of evidence, the historian of recent and contem-
porary English is deluged with data and, in principle, needs to write separate
histories of several richly documented standard and nonstandard varieties, and
a history of contact and influence among them, the answer to this question is
an obvious “yes:” The only justification that the present writer is able to offer
for undertaking the project against the odds is that he has narrowed the focus
from the very start to one highly codified variety, namely the written standard
which — in the twentieth century — was in use throughout the English-speaking
world with minor local differences in spelling, lexicon, idiom, and grammar.
The spoken usage of educated speakers in formal situations, which can be
considered the oral correlate of this written standard, will be considered where
relevant. While this restriction is problematical for many reasons, it is justifi-
able because of the social prominence of the standard in the present, and also
because most histories of English covering developments from the late Middle
English period onwards have — explicitly or implicitly — been histories of the
standard, too.



2 Twentieth-century English

What about the observer’s paradox? In a history of contemporary English,
this paradox takes two forms. First, it might be impossible for us to identify
and document recent and ongoing linguistic changes against the background
noise of synchronic regional, social, or stylistic variation that surrounds us
and in which these diachronic developments are embedded. Second, assuming
that we can identify ongoing language change, we will still have to ask the
question whether we can free ourselves from the social prejudices which have
normally caused ongoing changes to be viewed negatively — as instances of
erroneous or illogical usage or even as signs of decay or degeneration. As for
the first manifestation of the paradox (our ability or inability to even perceive
ongoing change), there is a long tradition of skepticism — exemplified, for
example, in a much-quoted statement in Bloomfield’s Language.' The optimis-
tic tradition, by contrast, is a much younger one, going back to William
Labov’s 1960s work on extrapolating diachronic trends from synchronic vari-
ation, and is still largely confined to sociolinguistic circles. As a descriptive
contribution to the history of English from around 1900 to the present, the
current study will not be able to settle the dispute between the optimists and
the pessimists in a principled way; rather, it has opted for a practical com-
promise by not concentrating on all aspects of linguistic change to the same
degree. Little emphasis will be placed on the often futile search for the first
authentic and/or unambiguous recorded instance of an innovation, or on
speculations about possible reanalyses, rule reorderings, or other adjustments
in speaker competence or the abstract system underlying the recorded data.
Rather, the focus will be on the spread of innovations through varieties, textual
genres, and styles, or on provable shifts in frequency of use in a defined period.
In other words, the present study aims to exploit the full potential of the
corpus-linguistic working environment that has become available to the stu-
dent of English in recent decades — an environment which, in addition to

- corpora in the narrow sense (that is, machine-readable collections of authentic
texts or natural discourse which have been compiled expressly for the use of
linguists), now includes important electronic dictionaries such as the continu-
ously updated online version of the Oxford English dictionary (OED) and a vast
mass of digitized textual material not originally compiled for the purposes
of linguistic study.?

—

“The process of linguistic change has never been directly observed; we shall see that such
observation, with our present facilities, is inconceivable” (Bloomfield 1933: 347). In
Chapter 2 we shall see that Bloomfield’s position — categorically negative in this passage —
is modified elsewhere in his work and, more importantly, that there has been considerable
improvement in “our present facilities.”

The corpora consulted for the present study and the methods used for their analysis will
be discussed in the appropriate places, with a summary of the relevant information in
the Appendix. Readers interested in a more general introduction to the thriving field
of English corpus-linguistics are referred to introductory handbooks such as Biber et al.
(1998) or Meyer (2002).

2



Setting the scene 3

As hinted at above, the second manifestation of the observer’s paradox in
the study of ongoing linguistic change is the possible distorting influence of
the prescriptive tradition. This is a serious problem which needs to be acknow-
ledged. Of course, it is unlikely that professional linguists will repeat the often
exaggerated and irrational value judgments on linguistic usage propagated by
this tradition. The effect the prescriptive tradition exerts on research on
current change is more subtle and indirect; it introduces a hidden bias into
the study of ongoing change by setting the agenda of topics worth the research-
er’s attention. In this way, relatively minor points of usage and variation receive
an amount of attention completely out of proportion to their actual signifi-
cance (even if the linguist’s intention may merely be to refute prescriptive
prejudice), while much more important and comprehensive changes go un-
noticed. To give a few examples, the literature on grammatical change in
present-day English is rife with comment on the allegedly imminent disap-
pearance of whom (a development for which there is very little documentary
evidence — see Chapter 4) or the use of- kopefully as a sentence adverb (which
at least is a genuine twentieth-century innovation on the basis of the OED
evidence, with a first attestation for the year 1932). This is so because these two
points of usage have a high profile as linguistic markers in the community and
are. much discussed by prescriptivists. Measured against the sum total of
ongoing changes in present-day English, however, both are mere trivia. Com-
prehensive and far-reaching developments, on the other hand, which affect the
very grammatical core of Modern English, such as the spread of gerunds into
functions previously reserved for infinitives, tend to go unnoticed because
these changes proceed below the level of conscious speaker awareness and
hence do not arouse prescriptive concerns. Again, the remedy here is the use
of corpora. Corpora make it possible to describe the spread of individual
innovations against the background of the always far greater and more com-
prehensive continuity in usage, and corpus-based studies of linguistic change
in progress are therefore likely to correct more alarmist perceptions based on
the unsystematic collection of examples or impressionistic observation, which
are inevitably biased towards the strange, bizarre, and unusual.

Is there sufficient previous work on the recent history of English to write a
survey such as the present one?

A mere twenty years ago, the answer to this question would have been in
the negative. Throughout the twentieth century there was never a dearth of
“state of the language” books aimed at the general educated public. Brander
Matthews, the American man of letters, published his Essays on English in
1921. J. Hubert Jagger’s English in the future, which — in contrast to what the
title suggests — is mostly about English in the present, appeared in 1940. More
recently, two collections of essays on the State of the language were edited by
Leonard Michaels and Christopher Ricks (Michaels and Ricks 1980, Ricks
1991). Most such works cover ongoing changes (whether perceived or real), but
they tend to do so only very superficially. A more reliable source of in-depth



4 Twentieth-century English

information on current change would thus seem to be the major scholarly
histories of the language. However, until recently these tended to peter out at
some point around 1800, leaving the history of English in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries as largely uncharted territory.’

Over the last twenty years, however, the situation has definitely improved.
There has been a surge of interest in research on the recent history of English,
which has also resulted in several landmark publications offering at least
partial surveys. The recent history of English, with a strong (and, in the first
two cases, exclusive) emphasis on the nineteenth century, is dealt with in two
book-length studies (Bailey 1996, Gérlach 1999), and volume IV (“1776—
1997”) of the Cambridge history of the English language. In a broad sense,
the present book is a chronological continuation of Bailey’s and Gérlach’s
monographs — albeit with slightly different priorities. In comparison to Bailey
(1996), it will aim for a fuller coverage of the structural history of the language
(particularly the grammar), whereas in comparison to Gorlach the two major
differences are that the treatment is not restricted to England exclusively and
that, in compensation for the widening of the geographical scope, less emphasis
will be placed on the didactic presentation and annotation of source texts.
The most important point of reference for most chapters, though, will be
volume IV (“1776-1997”) of the Cambridge history. As will become clear, this
work’s treatment of nineteenth-century developments is admirable and pro-
vides a good foundation for the present study. Its coverage of the twentieth
century, on the other hand, is less complete and will be expanded here.

More problematical sources than these scholarly linguistic works are the
many popular works on the recent history of English and the state of the
language. For one thing, the number of such publications is vast — from books
written by non-linguists for lay audiences (e.g., Michaels and Ricks 1980, Ricks
1991, or Howard 1984) to works such as Barber (1964) or Potter (1969 [1975]),
which are valuable as provisional surveys of the field by experts. Many of these
state of the language” books are informed by a spirit of traditional prescrip-
tivism and/or cultural pessimism or more concerned with the ideological and
political aspects of language standardization than the linguistic facts them-
selves. But even a work such as Barber’s (1964) excellent survey of “linguistic
change in present-day English” needs to be treated with some caution. The
insights and claims it contains are generally based on the author’s anecdotal
observations and unsystematic collection of examples, which — as will be shown
in Chapter 2 — is a notoriously unreliable methodology in the documentation of
ongoing changes.

* This is partly a matter of author interest, which gave priotity to earlier developments, and
partly a result of publication date, as classic works such as Jespersen (1909-1949) have
not really been challenged or even equaled in comprehensiveness of coverage and authori-
tativeness until recently.



