Review of The Language Wars by Henry Hitchings

Here linguist and emagazine regular Dan Clayton reviews The Language Wars. You can find out more about Hitchings’ views on the key battlegrounds in the history of the language in Dan’s interview with him for emagazine 53. 

‘Dig beneath the present,’ says Henry Hitchings in his new book The Language Wars, ‘and instead of hitting something solid you open what appears to be a bottomless shaft into the past’. While most of us are used to the modern debates about supposedly declining standards of literacy, texting ruining our language and slang making us all speak like wannabe-gangstas with speech impediments, what Henry Hitchings reveals in his excellent survey of arguments about ‘proper’ English is that these debates , gripes and groans have been around for a very long time. In fact, he suggests that they’ve been around ever since we’ve had a language.

Did you think that writing should of instead of should have (as in ‘You should of phoned me!’) was a recent problem? They argued about it in the Seventeenth Century. 

Is it it’s or its? They were confused about it over a hundred years ago. 

You was or you were? This was problematic even for the writers of grammar books in the Eighteenth Century, who would tell their readers to do one thing and then do the precise opposite in their own private letters.

Should we be worried about young people in Twenty First Century Britain not being literate by the time they leave school? In Victorian times they were more worried about too many young people learning how to read. 

And so it goes on. Hitchings looks at arguments about what our language is, what different groups of people think it should be and how we’ve arrived at a point now when English is pretty much a global phenomenon, admittedly a global phenomenon (Greek) that has taken much of its vocabulary (Latin) from other languages (French).

The Language Wars is a great read, not just for its balanced approach to the debate about what we might see as ‘proper’ English, but also for its neat overviews of language topics covered at A level, such as gender and talk, political correctness, attitudes to accents and the growth of global Englishes.

Dan Clayton is a Senior Examiner for AQA A English Language and a research fellow at The Survey of English Usage at UCL.

PAGE  
1
© emagazine and author

Published on the emagazine subscription website September 2011


