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           Make-Believe Grammar

    As a techer, you might want to think about which variety of grammar you'll be dealing with in your classes--and whether that grammar is real or make-believe.

   The expression "make-believe grammar" was coined back in 1870 by Shakespeare scholar Richard Grant White.
(Richard Grant White, Words and Their Uses, Past and Present: A Study of the English Language. Sheldon and Company, 1870)
    When, at last, it dawned upon the pedagogues that English was a language, or rather, in their significant phrase, a vulgar tongue, and they set themselves to giving rules for the art of writing and speaking it correctly, they attempted to form these rules upon the models furnished by the Latin language. 
   And what wonder… for those were the only rules they knew. But the construction of the English language was even less like that of the Latin than English words were like Latin words. 
   From this heterogeneous union sprang that hybrid monster known as English grammar, before whose fruitless loins we have sacrificed, for nearly three hundred years, our children and the strangers within our gates. . . .

   The principal Latin words, the noun, the adjective, the verb, the participle, and the adverb, vary their forms by a process called inflection, and the Latin sentence is constructed upon the basis of those significant verbal forms. English words do not vary their forms by inflection, and the English sentence is constructed without any dependence upon verbal forms. To this remark there are exceptions; but they are so few, and of such small importance, that they cannot be regarded as affecting its general truth. . . .

    Indeed, as I trust most of my readers now begin to see, nearly all of our so-called English grammar is mere make-believe grammar. 


Despite decades of linguistic studies that support White's basic claim, make-believe grammar persists in the popular imagination. Grammaticasters opposed to split infinitives and terminal prepositions continue to denounce barbarisms as they wag righteous fingers at the unlettered herd. 
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But a fussy insistence on importing misleading rules from Latin isn't the worst part of "that hybrid monster known as English grammar." In a speech to the Michigan Schoolmasters' Club on April 2, 1908, Vassar professor Gertrude Buck rejected "mechanical" methods of teaching what she, too, called "make-believe grammar." Buck encouraged the teaching of a "real grammar" based on English speech and informed by the scientific study of language. Only then, she believed, would grammar instruction deserve a place in the curriculum.

Here are a few of Dr. Buck's incisive and enduring observations: 

· The more a man knows about any language the more clearly he sees it as a living, growing, changing thing; and the less willing is he to impose upon it an arbitrary legislation drawn from the usages of other tongues, from past usages of its own, or even from present usages not widely representative.

· The sentence which is spliced together out of the "parts of speech" is, in truth, no sentence at all. It is not language any more than a company drill is fighting, or a scarecrow a man.

· No real writing, no real reading can be done by the student until works become to him direct and genuine expressions of thought. . . . If, in short, a vivid sense of the activity of the whole sentence and of all its parts in the communication of thought underlies every definition and rule, we have at least an honest effort to deal with real language and to represent it as it is.

· And still more conclusively we must admit does English grammar forfeit its justification to a place in the curriculum of studies as the science or theory of the English sentence, if it continues to treat its subject-matter in a fashion essentially unscientific, averting the eyes from the facts of genuine speech and writing, to analyze instead a fictitious construction of its own; if it studies and presents to pupils, in lieu of the living language, an artificial substitute manufactured by the grammarian and without real existence or usefulness in the world; if it holds and conveys to students false conceptions of the English language not only as English but also as language itself. This is "make-believe grammar" in its deadliest aspect. Until we have done with it entirely we cannot begin to enter into the possibilities which real grammar offers to education in these present days.

· When we have at length dismissed entirely from our teaching that artificial product of the grammarian's ingenuity which I cannot forbear characterizing as "near-language," and set our pupils in earnest to studying the language process by direct analysis of the sentence-activity, we shall find this subject richer in its opportunities than any of us has conceived.

To read the complete text of Professor Buck's address as it appeared in The School Review (University of Chicago, January 1909), go to "Make-Believe Grammar," by Gertrude Buck
