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Preface

This book is about language, the subject to which both of us have,
with great relish, devoted our academic lives. But it doesnt represent
the serious work that we do within our respective departments. That
work is what we do for a day job. This book is in a much lighter vein.
We wrote it during evenings and weekends and odd moments between
classes or while waiting for planes.

It concentrates primarily on topics having to do with grammar and
correctness in Standard English—how people use the language, evi-
dence that a lot of usage criticism is flat wrong, speculations on why
incorrectly framed or completely mythical rules have such a vice-like
grip on the minds of educated Americans, and so on. So there is a great
deal in this book that we think should be taken seriously by people in
positions of power over the prose of others (editors, teachers, and so
on). However, the range of topics is pretty broad, and there is a great
deal of outright fun. Here and there, we venture to predict you will
actually giggle.

We may well have said things that will get up many editors’ and
teachers’ noses: irreverence does put some people’s backs up. But we
were powerless to resist: writing irreverently was more enjoyable than
being sober and measured and cautious. We could have censored and
reframed and toned down and cut, and that would have ruined it all.
So we didn’t. You see our material here in just about the identical form
in which it appeared before its first audience: the readers of Language
Log (http://www.languagelog.com). Frequent emails from those read-
ers said it was great fun to read. It was certainly fun to write.

Other topics besides English usage are included, especially if they
are such as might provoke a good laugh or draw out a surprising and
interesting fact. Some of the topics we've pursued have led to new areas
of investigation and new technical terminology being coined.

Eggcorn is one term that was coined very early on in Language Log’s
history. It denotes a peculiar kind of entrenched error where people
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have assumed from the sound of a word or phrase that it has a certain
origin and spelled it as if that were correct. Like imagining that the
people who use the word acorn for the egg-like little things we call
acorns are saying “eggcorns” (that, of course, was the first eggcorn that
came to our attention, and it gave its name to the whole species of such
errors, and suggested the acorn you will notice on the cover, plus the
“artist’s interpretation” of an eggcorn, used for page decoration through-
out the interior).

Snowclone is another term that originated on Language Log. A
“snowclone” is a kind of phrasal cliché, with some assembly required,
that journalists adapt for use and re-use over and over again (a famous
and particularly moth-eaten one is based on referring to the Eskimos
as having X many words for snow; hence the name). You'll find occa-
sional references to eggcorns and snowclones in this book, though we
don’t concentrate on those topics.

There is a little politics here and there, we confess; so many of the
most salient utterances in public life come from the fine ladies and
gentlemen that we elect to office to represent or govern us. When we
notice striking things about what politicians say, we often run to the
computer and write something about it for Language Log. There isnt
much of a bias: we happen to inhabit neither the Trotskyite end of the
spectrum nor the Mussolinian one.

And in fact we have been rather disappointed with the tendency of
humorists in the media to highlight and exaggerate the misspeakings
of one man, our 43rd President. Flubbing and drying and mangling
and other linguistic catastrophes befall everyone, not just George W.
There are as many Democratic as Republican politicians whose utter-
ances sometimes raise a linguist’s eyebrow. And Mark actually has a
challenge out to Jacob Weisberg, who publishes collections of
“Bushisms”™: a free dinner at the restaurant of Weisberg’s choice if he
will allow his conversation at it to be taped and transcribed and stud-
ied later for howlers that can be published as Weisbergisms. Weisberg
has so far not dared to accept. (Cluck-cluck! Chicken!)

We owe thanks to many of our fellow Language Log contributors for
their help and support, and in particular we are grateful to Ben Zimmer,
who wrote two wonderful posts on Winston Churchill and preposi-
tions that were so tightly connected to posts of ours that we didn’t

xi
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want to leave them out. Ben kindly allowed us to include them here.
But otherwise the posts we have included bear only our names, so we
are the only ones to blame for any errors committed or offense given—
Mark if the signature at the end says “myl” and Geoff if it says “gkp”.

The others who have helped us or provided things for us to write
about—too many to name—include anonymous bloggers from
strangely named blogs such as Languagehar and Tenser, said the Iensor,
numerous journalists and columnists and writers whose work product
we have examined, and various allegedly talking animals (Kanzi the
bonobo, Koko the gorilla, N’kisi the parrot, Rico the dog), plus corre-
spondents like John Cowan, Chris Culy, Gerald Gazdar, Lane Greene,
Stephen Jones, Marilyn Martin, Marc van Oostendorp, Fernando
Pereira, Paul Postal, Jesse Sheidlower, Barbara Scholz, Chris Waigl, Glen
Whitman, and ... Oh, heck, we told you there were too many to
name.

In addition, for their hard work in putting this book together, edit-
ing it, and getting it out, we thank Brenda Jones, Jim Leisy, Kat Ricker,
and Tom Sumner at William, James & Co. The idea for the book was
originally Tom’s. If you like it, be grateful to him. We are.

As you read this book, you may (we hope) find yourself thinking,
“I never knew that!”, or “I always thought that was bad grammar!”, or
“Was that really the origin?”, or “Did they really write that?”; and
while these thoughts are occurring to you, it may be that you will
come to see the English language somewhat differently on some points.
You will have fun, but your opinions about language will shift. You
might even begin to think youd like to know a bit more about linguis-
tics than you know right now. Wed be glad, because that is our real
mission. Linguistics has always been a source of fascination and plea-
sure for us. Wed like to share.

—Mark Liberman
Geoff Pullum
March 2006



Introduction
The origins of Language Log

The idea for Language Log was simple enough: to start a little on-line
magazine written entirely by professional linguists, who would work
for free, in time snatched away from their busy teaching and writing
lives. It would be a magazine devoted entirely to linguistic topics like
syntax and phonetics but aimed entirely at a general non-linguist read-
ership. Now, how sensible does that sound?

Well, roughly as sensible as starting a little on-line magazine written
entirely by periodontists, who would work for free, in time snatched
away from their busy professional lives treating gum disease. A maga-
zine devoted entirely to periodontological topics like root planing and
bacterial plaque but aimed entirely at a general non-dentist reader-
ship.

Were we absolutely nuts?

We, of course, would not have been the ones to ask.

“Oh, no!” we would probably have said, oblivious to the slightly
loony light in our eyes. “Oh, no, we are not insane! It is our conjecture
that there exists an unsuspected reservoir of public interest in such
topics as syntactic rules and phonetic transcription and morpholexical
structure!”

Yeah, right. And engineers are suddenly going to reveal a previously
latent curiosity about whether among and amongst have different dis-
tributions, and economic development specialists in Michigan will
discover a previously suppressed fascination with dangling participles
. . . Porcine aeronautics.

No venture capitalist would have reached for the checkbook. We
would have sounded several bricks short of a full intellectual load, if
not straightforwardly batshit crazy. The idea teetered between the hi-
larious and the deranged. Leaning, if anything, a little toward the
bonkers.

But of course, you do not need a venture capitalist to set up a little
magazine any more. Personal publishing software is almost free, and a
web address costs just a few dollars a year. Anyone can play.

xiii



xiv

Introduction

And now, only a couple of years later, when we check our access logs
(which we do, like anxious new parents constantly peeping into the
crib, unable to believe there is a live baby in there), we find that thou-
sands and thousands and thousands of people are pointing their browsers
at htep://www.languagelog.com, and reading Language Log every day.
By the time this book was finished, Language Log had passed the two
million visitor mark.

Somewhere out there, it seems, there are bankers and physicians and
engineers and managers and programmers and librarians and writers
and lawyers and graduate students and undergraduates and even kids
in high school who wait for us (and the other Language Loggers) to
post our thoughts on things that occur to us about language: technical
points in linguistics, topical issues about language in the news, strange
mistakes concerning language made in the media, misguided notions
held by copy editors, false allegations about disfluency of political fig-
ures, frivolous bits of linguistic whimsy, or other things of varied sorts.
And they read every word we write.

We know they do, because when we post something with even the
slightest mistake in it (although we are immune to error, we do post
deliberate errors to check on the acuity of our readership, you under-
stand), we often find that the first emails pointing out the errors arrive
within three minutes or so. People are logging in and checking the site
so frequently that it seems at our end that they must be hovering over
their browsers, reloading Language Log just to see if anything new has
been posted so they can send us email about it.

Do they send us email!

That sentence is not actually a question. It has interrogative syntac-
tic form but exclamatory semantic force. But if you want to read it as a
question, then the answer is yes, they send us email. Enthusiastic con-
gratulations, helpful corrections, sour disagreements, stern objections,
well-informed grousing, clever counterexamples, warm praise, new
observations, related ideas, pedantic remarks . . . we sure do get mail.

That all means extra work reading it and answering it, of course.
Why do extra work? For that matter, why do we do all the work of
writing Language Log in the first place? It’s not just the two of us:
about a dozen people sometimes contribute, from the once-or-twice-
a-year contributors to once-or-twice-a-week people, and they all have
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professional positions of some kind as linguists. They have actual work
to do in day jobs that involve teaching linguistics or doing research or
translation or technical work that involves language. All of us have
work we have to do for the people who pay us actual money. So why do
we do extra work for no pay writing Language Log

When mountaineers are asked why anyone would try to climb Mount
Everest when there is no pay for it and the attempt is quite likely to
kill them, they generally like to say they wanted to climb it because it is
there. We did not have that excuse: Language Log was not there in sum-
mer 2003. It was just a gleam in Mark’s eye (he was the one who first
had the idea). So that would not be an answer. One answer we could
give to why we started Language Log up and why we continue writing
for it would be that it is useful to have a place where preliminary
thoughts of a not-too-serious nature can be laid out and viewed by a
few thousand close friends. We hardly know what we think until we
have written it down and placed it where anyone in the world with a
browser can see it. We teach ourselves new stuff this way.

But the most serious answer is that we do care about the discipline
of linguistics, which has given us such enormous intellectual satisfac-
tion over the years, and we believe other people would love it too, only
the number of people studying it in schools and colleges and universi-
ties is not even half what it ought to be. As a rough rule of thumb, we
believe that, at least on average, enrollments in linguistics courses should
match the number of people getting undergraduate degrees one for
one. (Not that everyone should be forced by edict to take a linguistics
course, you understand, but that there should be enough places in
linguistics courses that it would average out to be the same as having
room for every undergraduate to take one.)

The main reason people are not studying linguistics, we suspect, is
that they’ve simply never heard of it. Language Log is trying to change
that.

But having mentioned the noble goal of contributing to the linguis-
tics profession that we cherish, we should also mention that, as we said
in the preface, it is a blast writing for Language Log. Infinitely more
fun than writing for harsher taskmasters. Refereed journal articles of-
ten take 15 months to get refereed and revised and resubmitted and
reviewed and copy-edited and typeset and proofread and printed and



Introduction

bound and distributed to people who can pay the huge prices that
many professional journals charge or who have access through univer-
sity libraries. The first responses in print might take another 15 months
or more. Full and widespread appreciation of the contribution of an
article might take 15 years.

On Language Log, you can see your stuff published where everyone
in the world can see it for free just 15 seconds after you write it, and
you often have some feedback in 15 minutes. That’s an improvement
of four or five orders of magnitude. It’s scholarship on methamphet-
amines. Publication for speed freaks.

And for control freaks too: another wonderful thing is that you choose
the text and the layout and no editor intervenes between your rumina-
tive laptop tappings and your instant appearance in the blogosphere.
If you want a bit in red boldface, you just put it in red boldface.

Of course, the lack of controls would certainly permit the spewing of
unlimited quantities of unreadable garbage into cyberspace. But we
harbored certain quality-related ambitions for Language Log, and those
rein us in a bit. We wanted Language Log to be more than an electronic
toilet wall to write graffiti on. We wanted it to have the feel of a small
high-quality Internet magazine—not quite Slate or Salon, perhaps (we
have no advertising and no web designers and we are light on graph-
ics), but considerably more like them than a random personal blog
(like Zipper Harris’s blog in the Doonesbury strip, with entries like:
“Krispy Kreme has introduced its new donut of the month; IMHO
i’s a winner”).

We try to make Language Log look like a quality magazine about
language by combining two features: (1) it is written almost exclu-
sively by people who have degrees in linguistics or very closely related
subjects, and who are very well informed about how language works;
and (2) it is topical and lively and fun to read.

Very little is being published in major media outlets that meet crite-
rion (1), we feel; and nothing at all that also meets criterion (2). Is it
even possible? When we started Language Log, we didn’t know. We
thought it might be interesting to find out. In this book you will find
some evidence about the way things went.



