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called double negative, as in “They didn’t
take no oil with them,” is a perpetuation of
an old practice exceedingly common in the
English language for centuries. It was for-
merly the normal way of stressing a nega-
tive.

The form foot in such an expression as
“He is six foot tall” is again the perpetua-
tion of an old practice in the English lan-
guage which modern fashion has aban-
doned. It is an old genitive plural follow-
ing the numeral. A few other examples out
of dozens of such historical differences are
clomb, usually spelled clum, as the past
tense of the verb climb, instead of climbed;
wrought as the past tense of the verb
work; stang as the past tense of the verb
sting, instead of stung. Such differences be-
long not only in this group called “his-
torical differences,” but often. also to one of
the other groups to be mentioned.

One of these we may classify as regional
differences. In the language practice of the
United States, gotten as a past participial
form of get is fairly general; in England it
seldom appears. You all as a plural of you

is especially characteristic of southern

United States. In some colleges, one takes
a course under a professor; in others it is
from one; in still others it is fo one.

Some of the differences we note in lan-
guage practices find their explanation in the
fact that the fashions in one community or
section of the country do not develop in oth-
ers. Lumber to most of us in the United
States means timber; in England it still
means rubbish. The part of an automobile
that is called a hood in the United States is
called a bomnet in England. That which
they call the hood in England we call the
top. In some sections of the United States a
paper bag is usually called a sack, in others
a poke. Such regional differences become
especially noticeable when a person from

one section of the country moves into an-

other bringing with him the peculiar fash-
ions of the district from which he comes.

[VoL. 15, No. 2

In the new community, these language dif-
ferences challenge attention and give rise to
questions of correctness and preference.

In the third place, there are literary and
colloquial differences. The language prac-
tices of conversation differ in many subtle
ways from those used in formal writing.
Most apparent is the abundance of contrac-
tions in the language of conversation as op-
posed to that of formal writing. Apparent,
too, though less obvious, are the differences
between conversation and formal writing in
the matter of sentence completeness. Con-
versation abounds in groups of words that
do not form conventionally complete and
logical sentences. In formal writing, most
of the sentences satisfy the demands of a
conventional grammatical analysis. Less
apparent but not less real are the differences
which arise out of the fact that many per-
fectly familiar expressions occur practically
only in conversational situations and are
found very seldom in literary English, un-
less in attempts to report conversation. Oc-
casions seldom arise in anything except con-
versational situations to use Who (or
whom,) did you call? or It is me (or I.)

Many assume that the language practices
of formal writing are the best, or, at least,
that they are of a higher level than those of
colloquial or conversational English. When,
therefore, they find an expression marked
“colloquial” in a dictionary, as is the phrase
“to get on one’s nerves” in Webster’s New
International Dictionary, they frown upon
its use. As a matter of fact, thus to label
an expression “colloquial” is simply to say
that it occurs in good conversation but not
in formal writing. Unless one can assume
that formal writing is in itself more de-
sirable than good conversation, the language
practices peculiar to conversation cannot be
rated in comparison with those of formal
writing. Each set is best in its own special
sphere of use; one will necessarily differ

from the other.
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