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Unit One

Language: A Reflection of Life in the U.S.A.’

It has been said that people start by speaking as they think and end by thinking
as they speak, since language and culture are interestingly intertwined. People’s
speech does reflect their background, their activities, and the values they hold; thus
we can learn much about a people by looking at their language. Let us here examine

a few of the ways the language of the United States reflects the history, the way of
life, and the habits of thinking of the country.

The fact that English is understood and spoken by all but a very small minor-
ity of the adult inhabitants of the country tells us something about the history of the
U.S.A. Although the population derives from many nations, English is the language

of the United States because the majority of the early European settlers on the North
American continent were British. \Yet while British and American English share a
grammatical system in which there are only minor differences, and those largely on

the spoken level, there are aspects of the vocabulary of American English which

give it a characteristic flavor. Settlers from countries other than England brought
the language of their homeland with them. The influences of these languages are
particularly apparent in areas where large numbers of non-English speaking people
have settled, but can be seen in the country as a whole. The Pennsylvania Dutch,
German settlers in the Pennsylvania area, known for their bounteous dinner tables
have contributed names of food. --- Terms of African origin are found in music.
“Jukebox,” for example, comes from Gullah, a dialect of English spoken originally
by African slaves in the South Carolina area. “Jazz,” a term originating in New
Orleans, is very likely of African origin. African influences on the language are

found in other areas of living, particularly in the South of the United States.
Although the language of the U.S.A. has shown an ability to ahsorb many
borrowings from other languages in the 200 years of its history, these borrowings,
which are mainly the result of cultural contact, seem relatively small by comparison
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with the new words and expressions or new uses of old words that have grown up
as a result of the fact that the restless, individualistic people from all nations who
have made America their home have had to adapt to new conditions. When the first
settlers came to the North American continent they found physical features that
were different from those of the homeland; new plants and animals were found;
people engaged in new activities and developed new interests. Words and expres-
sions for these new things had to be found. The geographical terms “Creek,” “gulch,”
and “gully,” and the expressions “bluff,” “foothill,” and “continental divide” origi-
nated in America to describe features of the American landscape. Names for ani-
mals such as “chipmunk,” “woodchuck” and “skunk” are adaptations of North
American Indian words, as are the plant names “squash” and “hickory.” These
words imitate Indian sounds but use words or word parts that have other meanings
in English. Expressions that come from frontier days, such as “land office busi-
ness” or “stamping ground,” have been extended to new situations. A “land office
business” is now a term for a large number of sales, similar to the number trans-
acted in the offices on the frontier where public lands were sold. A “stamping

‘ground,” a place where animals perhaps buffalo gathered, is a term for a home

place, a place that one returns to frequently. These terms have taken on a meta-
phoric quality, a quality found also in the expression “prairie schooner,” a covered
wagon in which settlers crossed the country.

This picturesque or metaphoric quality may be seen in other expressions as-
sociated with the way of life in the United States. Terms used in travel, politics, and
sports are illustrative. In a country as vast as the United States, travel has played an
important role. Although the prairie schooner or covered wagon is a thing of the
past, and railroads as means of carrying passengers are now giving way to automo-
biles and airplanes, American English retains expressions from early railroading such
as “milk train,” now denoting a slow method of travel, and “jerkwater,” a descrip-
tive epithet for a small unimportant town, at one time a town where the train stopped
to take on water that was carried to it in buckets. '

Among terms which grew out of American political activities are “lame duck,”
(someone remaining in office until the end of the term for which he is elected,
although his successor has been chosen) “dark horse,” (a term from horse racing to
designate an unexpected winner), and “carpetbagger,” a person who moves into a
community from outside and attempts to make a profit or change legislation to suit
his purposes. This term grew up in the late 1860s after the War Between the States,
when many Northerners moved to the South, taking with them their possessions in
a bag made out of a carpet. '

Given the American love of sports, it is not surprising that many figures of
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speech in the United States stem from the baseball diamond, the football field, the
boxing ring, or the card table. Although originally used in sports, many of these
expressions have become commonplace in other areas of living. If someone “goes
to bat” for you, he helps you out of a bad situation. The businessman who has Been
deceived in a transaction may accuse the deceiver of “throwing me a curve ball.”
The executive, in assigning duties in the firm, may ask someone to “carry the ball”
in a given matter. He may indicate negative results in a venture by saying, “We
couldn’t even get to first base,” or “We were struck out before we even got started.”
“Hit and run,” borrowed from baseball, has been applied to automobile drivers who
leave the scene of an accident which they have caused. “Kickoff,” the first play in
a football game, has come to mean the start of anything; for instance, there are
kickoff breakfasts to start charity drives. A “knockout,” a term in boxing meaning
to knock unconscious, probably has been applied more to women as a term of
flattery than it has been used in the ring. “Throw in the sponge,” also from boxing,
is in universal use as indication of giving up or surrendering. “He’s on the ropes”
also indicates a person who is almost defeated. “Give him some line,” from fishing,
means to let someone have his way temporarily in order to outwit him finally; “reel
him in” is used in many situations to indicate victory. “To call someone’s bluff”
stems from poker;“I pass,” “The cards were stacked against us,” and “I have an
ace up my sleeve” are other common expressions coming from card games.

National traits or habits of thinking and acting are reflected in the language.
Americans have sometimes had a reputation for always being in a hurry, perhaps as
a result of the fact that at one time there was much to be done in a new country and
there was a sense of immediacy about doing it. In this modern age this trait may
characterize people throughout the world, particularly in big cities. A reflection of it
in language is the use of abbreviations. The Englishman has his “telly” (television)
and his “fridge” (refrigerator) —abbreviations not commonly used in the United
States. But the American puts “gas” (gasoline) in his car, goes to the “movies”
(moving pictures), and drinks 4 “coke” (Coca-Cola). A student at an American
university may study “math” (mathematics) or “trig” (trigonometry), or perhaps
specialize in “soc” (sociology) or “edpsych” (educational psychology), and go to
the “gym” (gymnasium) for a “PE” (physical education) class. Perhaps the most
common American abbreviation is the ubiquitous “OK” known from Berlin to
Bangkok, from Manila to Rio.2 Sometimes it seems to be the one term that a foreign
visitor to America feels secure in using. Many sources of its origin have been sug-
gested, the most common of which is that it is a humorous abbreviation for “all
correct.”

The informality of Americans is another trait sometimes commented on. There
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is a freedom in use of language. Americans may be generally less concerned with
the fine distinctions between terms such as “rather than™ as opposed to “instead of”
or “lend” as opposed to “loan” than are their British cousins. Yet along with this
informality there has been in America a glorification of the commonplace that per-
haps reflects a longing for the niceties of European civilization that were not found
in the rough, new world. In the past century it was customary for small towns to
have an “opera house,” though few ever had grand opera performed in them; the
local gathering place for the consumption of alcoholic beverages was the “saloon,”
adapted from the French “salon” or drawing room. A liking for titles is seen in the
use of terms “professor” and “doctor” not only on college campuses but in situa-
tions less appropriate as well. Occupations take on Latinized names. Thus there are
“morticians,” “beauticians” and “cosmeticians.” A refuse collector becomes a “sani-
tary engineer.” There is a yearning to be citified as a mark of refinement. In a
society based on farming, the noon meal was the large meal of the day and was
called “dinner” while the term “supper” was reserved for a lighter meal in the evening.
In the cities, however, dinner was served in the evening, and it was considered
countrified or “small town™ to speak of dinner in the middle of the day. Though
language is often informal in the U.S.A., correctness in grammatical form (as legis-
lated by grammar books) or in pronunciation and usage (as legislated by the dictio-
nary) has among some people been a matter of great concern, as “good English” is
considered a means of moving upward in a socially mobile society.

Americans historically pride themselves on “Yankee ingenuity” and the inven-
tive quality of American English has been taken as an example. The word “Yankee”
itself is reported to come from “Jan Kees,” a Dutch pirate and was first applied by
the English to the Dutch settlers in New York, though it somehow shifted later to
refer to the English. Ingenuity is seen in the exaggeration upon which the American
“tall tale” or frontier humor story depends, and in such mouth-filling terms as “gobble-
dygook” (nonsense), or “rapscallion” (rogue), or the somewhat out-of-date com-
parison “knee-high to a grasshopper” to describe a small child. More recent vivid
coinages are “carhop” (a waitress at a drive in restaurant), “rat race,” applied to the
complications of daily living, or “striptease,” used in a burlesque show.

H. L. Mencken® in his The American Language maximizes the inventiveness
of American English. Whenever the British and Americans, he says, have created a
new word, the American one is better. For an automobile he believes that “hood” is
better than “bonnet,” “gas” better than “petrol,” and the American “billboard” is a
better term for the roadside advertising device than the British “hoarding.” Which
term is “better” is, of course a matter of opinion. While Americans have been lin-_
guistically inventive and have spread their language to other parts of the world, new
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uses of words have developed in Britain as well. Much of the present youth culture

has owed its impetus to Britain, and much of its influence on vocabulary has crossed

the Atlantic in a westerly direction. In the nineteenth century Noah Webster, the

American lexicographer, conceived of an American language that would be “as
145 different from the future language of England as modern Dutch, Danish, and Swed-
ish are from each other.” This prediction has not come to pass. American and

British books are read equally freely on either side of the Atlantic. Mass communi-

cation and ease of travel are breaking down differences within a language. Yet

language still provides a mirror of aspects of life in the U.S.A.

intertwine /,into'twain/
bounteous /bauntias/
derogatory /dirogatari/
jukebox /'d3utkboks /

New Words
vt. & vi. twine or twist together %% 7E —#2
a. abundant, generous
a. degrading F&{% (#1{&) #9
n. coin-operated record-player [ ZhH,FEHL

individualistic /'indi,vidjus'listik/ a.

creek /krizk/
gulch /gaitf/
gully /rgali/

bluff /blat/

chipmunk /'tfipmank/
woodchuck rwudtfak/
skunk /skank/
hickory rhikari/

transact /treen'zaskt/

prairie /preari/
schooner /sku:na/

picturesque /piktfe'resk/

jerkwater /dze:kwo:te/
epithet repifet/

22 B8P

PP P BB

of individualism or its principle 4~ A 3= S i, Fi|
SEXH; MM

small river

deep, narrow, rocky valley iz &

narrow channel cut or formed by rain water 7k ith
s B

headland with a broad and very steep face; threats
AR R, B

EER

TR

R

LA Bzt

conduct, carry through (business, etc., with sb.)
HEE; ALTE, AT ($%%*i= 5 Mth:ﬁﬁﬂ 5
E%A) i ST
wide area of level land with grass Coenh sy
%@%%ﬁ%ﬁ%kﬁ$’“*ﬁ“*mmm
vivid, graphic S O LRt Y
e KR

adjective expressing a quality; wordudded to a.
name FoRH:R . FHERITE AR BEFA&GH
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carpetbagger /ka:pitbaege/
commonplace /komanpleis/
transaction /treen'zeekf on/

given /given/ .

flattery /fleetori/

outwit /autwit/

reel /rizi/

poker /pauke/

stack /steek/
abbreviation /a'bri:vi'eif on/
ubiquitous /ju:'bikwites/
informality /info:'maeliti/
glorification /glo:rifikeif en/
nicety /naisiti/

Latinized /leetinaizd/
alcoholic /,zlke'halik/
saloon /se'lu:n/

mortician /mo:'tif en/

beautician /bju'tif en/
cosmetician /kozme'tif en/

sanitary /sznitori/
yearning /je:niry/
citify /sitifai/

refinement /rifainment/
Yankee fjponkii

ingenuity /indzinju:iti/
pirate I'palerit/ R

mouth-filling /mausfitiy - -

rapscallion /reep'skesljory
~ rogue /reug/
. grasshopper fgra:shape-

LA e r i

<

B33 ®ppp >

F R B E

AR i

B R, AERDHIIIRE

event, remark etc, that is ordinary or usual
conducting;carrying through (business, etc., with
sb.) FpEE; AbER: AT

if one takes into account

insincere praise

get the better of by being cleverer i

W (8% LHE)

American card game

arrange secretly for cheating Bth# {f ¥k

short form (esp of a word)

present everywhere

being informal

giving honor and glory to #3%

[# fE niceties] pleasant things or chara-cteristics
being given a Latin form i g hiiE /Y

of or containing alcohol {EI&HY ; &7
place where alcoholic drinks may be bought and
drunk

one whose business is to prepare the dead for burial
and to arrange and manage the funerals@{¢ A #
a person who gives beauty treatments 3 22

a person who is professionally trained for the use
of cosmetics {£. & Ui

of, concerned with the protection of health

strong desire

cause to take on characteristics of cities {3
it

Hik R FOEX: BPEH

native of New England

originality in design €& b, &itARE
sea-robber

Lo N: 0]

(AE) A% R, TR

wicked person with no principles J%
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coinage /kainid3/
carhop / ka:hop /
striptease /stripti:2/
burlesque mbe:'lesk/
hood mud/

bonnet /bonit/
billboard /bilba:d/

hoarding /ho:diry/

impetus /impitas/
lexicographer /leksikografe/

stem from

come to pass

land office business
stamping ground
lame duck

dark horse

throw sb. a curve ball
carry the ball

cards are stacked against sb,
have an ace up one’s sleeve

call someone’s bluff

Gullah /gnte/

South Carolina /saukaera‘iaine/

New Orleans /nju:'a:lienz/

2 ® 533 3

=

a word or phrase recently invented

AM) (IRFFIER) BURERS R

k%

amusing ¥ &1

hinged cover over the engine of a motor-car (&
sHil) # :

(BE) a metal lid over the front of a car

a large panel designed to carry outdoor advertising
I &k

(BE) a high fence or board on which large adver-
tisements are stuck

impulse, driving force

person who compiles a dictionary

Phrases & Expressions

come from

happen, become true

H R ILRE

a2zt o ‘
BRERBARERSNA (REXIUBEILA)

a competitor who may be successful although not much
is known about him-

WA

inf. to have the chief post; have most work

X3 ATF

BAREHLRILHE

tell someone who is deceiving by pretending to be surer
of the truth, etc., than one is; do what he threatens to do,
guessing that he will not be able to do. B & X ANIE
s 1REEIEASCATHBATRUD 5 B R

Proper Names

(ZEAI) GRS

HRPkS (ZEME)
a city and port in the south of the U.S.A. M /KRR
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Bangkok /,baen'kok/ ~ capital of Thailand &4
Manila /ma'nite/ capital of Philippines 5 i

Notes

1. This text is selected and excerpted from Language and Life in the U.S.A. written by Gladys G.
Doty et al, third edition, 1973, New York.

2. Rio: short form for Rio de Jeniro B £)34 55, a city and port in Brazil.

3. H. L. Mencken (1880-1956): a central figure in American intellectual life during the 1920s. His
monumental but highly entertaining study, The American Language, which appeared in 1919,
is still an outstanding work of philological scholarship. The book contrasted American English
slang expressions examined uniquely American geographical and personal names, and traced
the influence of immigrant languages on the American idioms. ‘ a

Exercises

Part One
Comprehension of the Text

1. Multiple Choice: : S
1. In the U.S.A. the relationship between language and culture can generally be considered as

A. separated _
B. linked together closely
C. one controling another
D. having nothing to connect with each other
2. Borrowings from other languages took place in American English primarily as a result of

A. contact with American Indians

B. contact with other countries

C. the explorations of the French and Spanish in the New World

D. the languages brought from their homelands by settlers from countries other than England
3. English is commonly regarded as the official language of the U.S.A. because '

A. compared with other languages, English is easier to learn

B. the British government forced the American people to speak it
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