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Confessions of a Copy Goddess


I joined my college newspaper as a freshman armed with only my high school journalism experience and the arrogance of an English major. In high school, Mrs. Waters drilled us in Associated Press newswriting style without the benefit of giving us a copy of the Stylebook. Consequently, I believed rules on English/journalism usage were handed down from on high, not housed in a humble book. Thanks to Mrs. Waters’s tough grading, I internalized these rules to the point that today I am unable to write the word “fund-raiser” without consciously considering the proper placement of the hyphen. This was the mindset I brought to the Northwest Missourian newspaper, which at the time was desperate for a copy editor, so I was hired. The new editor-in-chief pulled me aside and quite seriously declared that I was to be the “copy goddess.” He presented me with an AP Stylebook and suggested that I commit it to memory.


And so I did. I know which states are abbreviated (not Texas) and how to do so (Calif. for instance). I know that “gunbattle” is one word but “under way” is two. I know how many l’s to put in “canceled” and “cancellation” and when to use numerals instead of cardinal numbers. All of this and more makes me a licensed prescriptivist, a bona fide copy editor.


So I felt my hackles rise a bit as I read Steven Pinker’s chapter “The Language Mavens” in The Language Instinct. Here this fella from MIT was shaking his finger (and head) at me and my copy comrades for doing what Mrs. Waters taught. Pinker declares, “Most of the prescriptive rules of the language mavens make no sense on any level” (385). Huh? Methinks Pinker is overstating things a bit. In fact, he asks the same question most new reporters ask: Why do we have to learn this stuff? Walter Fox says the labyrinth of rules and deadlines that reporters face make “many journalism students suspect that the rules for newswriting are a kind of professional hazing process invented by editors and journalism professors” (Fox 3). Well, just because it’s hard doesn’t mean it’s not worth learning.


Still, to the chagrin of the prescriptivist in me, the English major in me has to admit that Pinker does make some valid points. Perhaps verbing nouns doesn’t represent the end of civilization, considering it’s been done throughout history. And, yes, some of the mavens out there are crazy; there’s no need to make everyone but a select few feel like idiots simply because slang is fun and easy to use. And, even though I paid good money in college to learn the difference between “who” and “whom,” I’m forced to admit that the distinction will soon be extinct. 


All this leaves me wondering if the dues I paid to gain membership in the copy editing club were wasted. Who has the stronger position – the prescriptivist who wants to “save” the language, or the descriptivist who wants to save the language from the prescriptivists? An examination of the role of newspaper copy editors reveals that both sides are right and both are wrong. While the discussion/argument/war is likely to last indefinitely, at the end of the day, the paper has to go to press, just as a language will continue to be used whether or not everyone uses “hopefully” to begin a sentence. Newspapers (which these days can be expanded to magazines, web sites, etc.) represent not only history’s most common printed material for mass consumption, but also the main sounding board for the William Safires of the world. The primary gatekeepers for the printed word have been “journalism’s noble misfits”: the copy editors (Walsh). While copy editors usually are concerned with the how and what of style questions, Pinker dares to ask the why – why do editors (the mavens in his book) have to raise such a fuss? Why does William Safire get in a tizzy over the (perceived) difference of “between” and “among”? Why can’t we use “hopefully” at the beginning of a sentence as EVERYONE does (except, perhaps, Mr. Safire)? Who decided these rules, and why do we have to follow them? Those whom Pinker deems responsible for setting and enforcing rules of English usage — “an informal network of copy-editors, dictionary usage panelists, style manual and handbook writers, English teachers, essayists, columnists, and pundits” (385) — all seem to possess varying shades of the same reason for doing what they do: preserving this language of ours. But does it need preserving, or are we copy editors et. al. simply stifling the natural evolution of words because we believe we’re smarter than the rest of the schnooks out there?

A History of Journalism (abridged)


As much as new smarty-pants managing editors try to change things, newspapers and editors are old-fashioned; it’s hard to get them to change, as a brief look at the technological history of newspapers will show. Back when newspapers were the only game in town, reporters wrote any which way they pleased; consistent spelling was definitely optional. In fact, from the birth of the newspaper in the 1700s to the birth of the telegraph in the 1840s, little changed. News writing style – representing the most common printed material most people ever consistently saw – was colloquial, rambling and unstructured. As the country expanded, technology advanced to match its growth. Telegraph messages allowed reporters across the country to send their stories back to the paper without making the trip themselves. However, telegrams were priced by the word, so news style became terse and structured in what became known as the inverted pyramid style with the most important information at the top of the story, in case the transmission was cut (Fox 5-6). This concern with telling a story in the fewest words possible manifests itself today not because of telegraph rates, but because of the need to sell more ads to pay for the printing of the paper. Typically, a newspaper has 60 percent advertisements and 40 percent news, so reporters and editors are under pressure to make as much fit in a shrinking news hole as possible.


As the telegraph was speeding up the news writing process, the invention of the typewriter was causing dramatic changes of its own. Typical of editors, at first most newspaper folks were indifferent to this gadget, preferring to do things the old fashioned way (Fox 8). But the typewriter soon evolved into the teletype machine, which sent crisp, clean stories from groups such as the Associated Press into newsrooms across the country. Thus came the advent of AP’s (and others’) common writing style. For overworked editors, “it was far simpler for newspapers to adopt the style of the wire services than to make the wire copy conform to their own” (Fox 8). The things that seemed to produce change in a newsroom stemmed from economics or efficiency. When the radio came along and brought quick, in-depth analysis of events, editors trained in pre-radio journalism were loathe to change their fiercely objective ways in favor of more commentary on their pages, even though the new medium was seriously undercutting their business (Fox 12). This reticence to change manifests itself today in the form of some antiquated rules still being drilled into new editors and writers. For instance, AP dictates that writers use “innocent” instead of the more accurate plea of “not guilty” in stories because of the old fear that the “not” could accidentally be lost on the press. It also requires that “teen-age” be spelled with a hyphen to avoid confusion with the word “teenage,” which refers to brushwood used for fences and hedges. We all know how often THAT meaning pops up in writing.

In other words, it takes a long time for things to really change at a newspaper, and that especially goes for style and English usage. This isn’t always a bad thing; I would find it annoying to read stories about the budget deficit that sounded like ultra-hip teenagers’ talk, for as Allan Siegal says, “none of us are hip” (Lehman). Still, it took The New York Times until 1999 to allow the use of the word “fired” instead of “dismissed” (Lehman). Most editors want to make sure the word or phrase will not mark them as faddish, so they’re content to wait, according to Fred Holley, The Los Angeles Times’s style editor in 1993: “When a phrase jumps into the language, you are better off trying to avoid using it unless it seems to develop some staying power” (Miller 37).

The role of copy editors and stylebooks


Copy editors are the gatekeepers, the nitpickers, the polishers, the last line of defense for a newspaper. They’re supposed to catch the mistakes before they’re printed. Writers build stories; copy editors check them for flaws, see if they can stand up to all the building codes of language. In short, they are the quintessential prescriptive mavens in Pinker’s dictionary: 

A friend […] asked me what it is, exactly, I do for a living, and when I told him my duty was to change “that” to “which” and “which” to “that” wherever those words appear, he looked at me as if I were quite mad, which may be the case after 20 years of trying to get printers to put in the fourth dot when an ellipsis ends a sentence. (Williams)


Copy editors cannot control the way everyone speaks or writes or thinks. At best we control what is printed in the publication we work for. The importance of the editors’ role, therefore, comes in part because, unlike a single speaker who is free to misconjugate verbs at will without much consequence, a newspaper can speak to millions every day. Indeed, a newspaper’s role as usage standard-bearer and educator is often on the minds of editors. In Fundamentals of News Reporting, the authors compare the medium to English teachers who must model proper usage at all times and suggest that a newspaper be staffed with “grammatical fundamentalists” (Izard 46). Allan Siegal, The New York Times’s assistant managing editor (and co-author of its style manual), says his paper must match the high standards and expectations of its audience: “We are blessed with an extremely well-educated, accomplished, civic-minded readership. We’re also blessed with […] a lot of school circulation and regard among teachers […]” (Lehman).


That a newspaper must play to a specific audience perforce demands a level of nitpickiness that is uncalled for by other mavens. Copy editors seek to make the written word clear and concise so that the highest number of people can understand it. The hemming and hawing over word choice – a choice that might not occur to a solitary speaker – can be forgiven if it results in clearer communication. Listening to general usage mavens, however, it is harder to forgive the invective they seem to place on everyday English usage by the masses. They speak of needing to save the language from its users and are quite unforgiving themselves when it comes to lazy usage, pronunciation or writing. In Strictly Speaking, Edwin Newman cannot stomach the use of “y’know” as a verbal hiccup by speakers, the prevalence of which “is one of the most far-reaching and depressing developments of our time” (14). Clearly, most people who use “y’know” as a verbal crutch would never do so in writing, but that’s beside the point for Newman; he wants it banished from the language all the same. Pinker’s response: Calm down. “I know many gifted prose stylists […] whose one-on-one speech is peppered with sort of and you know, their attempt to avoid affecting the stance of the expert who feels entitled to lecture the conversational partner with confident pronouncements” (Pinker 415).


A copy editor’s primary resource – her weapon – is a stylebook. Despite claims to the contrary, there is no one standard stylebook for all editors; each paper provides its own or adopts a preprinted one as its own. However, if journalism possesses a pseudo-standard stylebook, it is the Associated Press’s version, which “calls to mind a harried, cigar-chomping editor who just wants to get the copy out fast and right […]” (Yagoda B8). Pinker faults the mavens for the seemingly arbitrariness of the rules, and editors don’t deny this to be so. Clearly, whether “canceled” is spelled with one “l” or two (AP says one) isn’t worth going to war for; what does matter is that it’s not spelled both ways in the same publication. Consistency is everything for copy editors. Holley, the copy style editor of The Los Angeles Times in 1993, told an interviewer,

A lot of style is a matter of there being two ways of doing things, and we’re going to do it one way. A newspaper or any other publication can look foolish if they’re doing it two ways, especially in columns on a page pasted up next to each other. Also, it’s so easy to say something you don’t mean by using the wrong terminology. (Miller 36)

Stylebooks likely have been around as long as copy editors, but one of the earliest recorded was The New York Times’s 1895 style manual (Siegal vii). The Associated Press likewise kept looser versions of policies for its writers until it decided to publish its efforts (along with the UPI news wire service) in 1977 (Hart 6). These books provide much more than decisions on preferred spellings; copy editors rely upon the manuals for specific definitions to dictate usage, history, science and (sometimes controversially) the paper’s policy on word choices. 
 (Shelton 62). At The New York Times, the criterion for inclusion in the book is: “Are people […] likely to trip over something, a name, its spelling or punctuation? In many cases they already have” (Lehman). 

The point where copy editors turn into Pinker’s mavens comes when they stop treating a stylebook as a guide and turn it into the word of God, though it’s nothing of the sort, of course:

Some old-line editors treat the AP Stylebook as a catechism, a religious guide meant to be taken on faith. […] The AP Stylebook – along with all other stylebooks – is a convenient collection of rules gathered from a variety of sources, some liberal and others conservative, some erudite and others filled with myth and superstition. (Hart 6)

I will be the first to admit that I’m guilty of preaching style to my younger classmates in college. Lately, I have been known to throw aside style rules for ease of writing, as Siegal allows at the Times, where the rules “are not holy writ. Good writers who really know what they are doing and have a really thought-out reason for wanting to use a word differently ought to be allowed to do so” (Lehman). The standard ought to be, “When style violates sense, we should violate style” (Hart 6). Even Mr. Pundit himself allows for variations from the standard: “A style is a set of conventions, not a fundament of grammar fixed in our brains like subject-verb agreement. A stylistic rule is not a law” (Safire xi). At the same time, however, the rules can’t be in constant flux without the risk of driving editors over the edge. Norm Goldstein, editor of the Associated Press’s Stylebook, likens that work to a dictionary, which you don’t really want to see changed every day (Miller 37).

Arguing with Professor Pinker

With “The Language Mavens” chapter, Pinker seems to be picking a fight, and he’s the one choosing the weapons. Mark Halpern in The Atlantic Monthly takes Pinker to task for his arguments in the war between descriptivists and prescriptivists. In the “Mavens” chapter, Halpern says Pinker “takes a little holiday from science” to make fun of nonlinguists (20). In fact, Halpern extends Pinker’s descriptivist attitudes to “virtually all academic students of linguistics” (19). The author wants descriptivists to understand that while usage rules can be arbitrary, that doesn’t make them harmful or futile: “Arbitrary laws – conventions – are just the ones that need enforcement, not the natural laws. The law of gravity can take care of itself; the law that you go on green and stop on red needs all the help it can get” (19). Halpern objects to Pinker and other descriptivists because they don’t seem to get that. They’re too busy claiming that the prescriptivist approach is “futile, since language will follow its natural destiny despite all efforts of the prescriptivists […]” (20).

More than that, however, Halpern objects to Pinker’s weaponry in “Mavens”:

He wins partly because he has carefully chosen the battles he fights, having had little trouble finding cases in which various mavens have taken indefensible positions, and partly because he has chosen antique battles – is anyone still worrying about ‘ain’t’ or the splitting of infinitives? (Halpern 20)

True, when a maven compares Tip O’Neill’s use of “fellow colleagues” to Nazi jailers (Pinker 398), it’s easy to become indignant with him. But that’s an easy target, and in picking on John Simon, Pinker “reaches for the controversy that widens his audience” (Safire 145). As one of Pinker’s targets, Safire is relatively gentle in his rebuke of his attacker: “Language mavens irritate Professor Pinker, too: Who are we to ‘correct’ English with the imposition of all sorts of grammar rules about usage diktats not grounded in loosey-goosey deep structure?” (Safire 145).

Pinker does indicate that there’s a difference between writing the language and speaking it. “The aspect of language use that is most worth changing is the clarity and style of written prose” (415). But he paints with too broad a stroke in order to pick his fight. He tries to bolster his argument by picking weak foes (split infinitives, etc.) and grouping all offenders in the same boat. Copy editors and those with an eye for improving written communication deserve better.

The biggest of the 5 W’s: Why


So, now that Pinker has tried to trash the profession of copy editing, we are left to defend ourselves. Why preach style? To which Safire counters, Why not? 

What’s wrong with an obeisance to sharp edges in a world of fuzz? If we adopt as a rule the practice of using each other and between to two, and rigorously apply one another and among to three or more, our world of words is a little more tightly organized. We’re operating comfortably within agreed guidelines. We have a Style. (Safire xii)

Obviously, Pinker isn’t the only one capable of overstating things. In defending their mavenhood, usage folks compare their livelihood (correcting people’s grammar) to a life-and-death battle. In A Civil Tongue, Newman is ready to assemble an army of nitpickers for his cause: “If American English is to be saved, it will, in my view, have to be saved by individuals, or by small guerrilla groups that refuse to accept nonsense […]. It requires rebelliousness, buccaneering, and humor […] (16-17). Of course, what it’s being “saved” from are such offenses as saying “law enforcement center” instead of “jail” (5). True, public officials’ preference for saying five words when one will do is upsetting, but I’m not sure if it’s a war crime just yet. 


Mavens judge varying degrees of language crimes, however. Richard Lederer argues that carelessness in things verbal could extend to carelessness elsewhere in life (2). For newspapers, “untidiness in detail” (such as blurring the difference between a Martini and a martini) could make “exacting readers” question more important details (Siegal vii). Hmmm. This is getting serious. No wonder so many copy editors are so stressed out, considering they carry the weight of an entire newspaper’s reputation on their shoulders.


The Safires and Newmans of the world have a grander reason for their exactness. To put it plainly, they’re language snobs, and darn proud of it. In Spread the Word, Safire takes great pains to elucidate his pedantic position: 

[…W]hen you play by the rules of grammar […] you get a subtle intellectual kick that the anything-goes crowd never experiences. […] The respecter of the rules of an adopted style becomes a member of a club so determinedly inclusive as to be truly snotty. You’re in, and nobody can cancel your membership as long as you consult the rulebook. (Safire xii)

Newman further emphasizes the class differences revealed in a person’s speech and suggests that those of us who don’t speak as he does are doing so to tick him off:

To choose a lower order of speech is, I suppose, antiestablishment in motive and carries a certain scorn for organized, grammatical and precise expression. Object to it and you are likely to be told that you are a pedant, a crank, an elitist, and behind the times. ‘Right on,’ ‘uptight’ and ‘chicken out,’ to take only a few examples, are looked upon as vivid phrases that enrich and renew the language. (Strictly Speaking 16).

A “lower order of speech”? This guy is treading on dangerous lines here. Even Newman, however, must concede that change is inevitable, though he doesn’t have to like it: “I do not want to overstate the case. The rules of language cannot be frozen and immutable; they will reflect what is happening in society whether we want them to or not” (Strictly Speaking 18).


This sort of elitist attitude will only serve to further alienate most people and cause them to scorn proper usage more than they already are. In Strictly Speaking, Newman blames the decline of language on the Vietnam War and those crazy kids who came of age during that time (11). If the authority figures are the ones who use who/whom properly and are also the ones who sent 18-year-olds to die in a jungle, there’s no WAY the younguns are going to act anything like their elders. Well, the best way to insure that new generations will NOT give up their “y’knows” and slang is to crack the whip harder and act like the mean old man who yells at you for walking on his lawn.


Having a style, a list of rules, should not be treated as the secret handshake into an elitist club. The first rule of journalism – of writing in general – is to remember your audience. If what you’ve written makes sense to you but no one else, you’ve failed as a communicator. Therefore, the highest aim of style rules should be to promote clarity and ease of reading: “The rules are partly to make readers feel comfortable and to make the information move quickly off the paper and into people’s heads” (Lehman).

Here’s where Pinker is off base in “The Language Mavens”: He claims prescriptive rules are silly and unhelpful to the writing process (384). I think he’s seeing them in the wrong light. Most writers don’t sit down with a list of rules in front of them before they write, making sure to do or not do each as it comes up (and if they do, they’re in for a whopping case of writer’s block). These rules that he lambastes are really editing rules, more for refining than prescribing. Besides, as the best writers know, you have to learn the rules before you know how to break them: “Breaking a rule of style or even of civility gains force and meaning only when you know what code you are violating and why” (Safire xii-xiii).
So, who’s right? What should the style standard be? Should we have style rules at all, or should the language be left alone? I think most linguists (descriptivists) would be loathe to live in a world that allowed their beloved language to run any which way it pleased, to the point that one could not discern that the English of The New York Times was the same English as that of The Kansas City Star. There has to be a middle ground between the super-secret style club and the laissez-faire attitude of Pinker and his ilk. I believe the middle ground lies in the hands of copy editors, who must be both practical (and meet deadline) and picky (to meet consistency standards).

Here’s my confession: I’m not as hard-line on style as I once was. While I’ll always have idiosyncratic pet peeves, as all copy editors do (for instance, I’ll never say “the meeting was held” unless actual hands were involved in propping up the teeny participants), the descriptivist in me is starting to give way. It’s silly to have to grope for wordy synonyms for “host” to avoid using it as a verb (common ones: “play host,” “sponsor,” “offer” and other inanities). “Contact” is a perfectly good synonym for “get in touch with,” as even The New York Times concedes (Lehman). In general, I’m not willing to go to war over some of the word battles that Safire and his ilk wage. I’d prefer the happy middle ground, where usage makes sense, things are spelled properly and the paper is printed on deadline.
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� Of course, not everyone seems to have those high standards for newspapers. H.W. Fowler, in constructing his highly praised book on English usage, Modern English Usage, in 1926, consulted newspapers for examples of usage errors “because they reflected and revealed the solecistic waywardness of ‘the half-educated’ general public […]. As any lexicographer or grammarian knows, newspapers, by the very nature of the circumstance in which they are prepared, inevitably contain a higher proportion of deviations from standard language, misprints and solecisms than works such as novels that are thoroughly copy-edited by professional editors in publishing houses” (Burchfield viii).


2 The changing policies on word choice often manifests itself in what has been called politically correct speech. A famous example of a stylebook that became news of its own because of these policies was The Los Angeles Times, which in 1993 declared a number of words to be “insensitive” for its audience. Some examples of outdated ethnic and racial identifications include “gypped,” “holy roller,” “Indians,” Dutch treat” and “Chinese fire drill”  (Miles 14). Similarly, the Toronto paper The Globe and Mail published a new stylebook in 1990 that one critic said showed  “The Globe has decided that the phobias of the most hypersensitive, intolerant, humorless and narrowly ideological segment of the population will determine its language” (Amiel 9).





