PERSPECTIVES

Thia ia the Sirst 10 aseree o7 four colwurus o2 language!Bd.
By Jason Zweig

Last year an Ivy League student be-
gan telling me a story: “This,” she said, “is
so incredible you won't believe it.” She was
right, or course; I didn't believe it. The
story itself was credible enough, but that
first sentence was indeed unbelievable.

The fact that the student was from
Brown and not Columbia is hardly reassui~
ing. That preposterous sentence still came
from the mouth and mind of someone who
certainly should have known better. Some-
thing is wrong with the English language
when educated people abuse it so thought-
lessly

Examples are everywhere; some of
them are amazing. How can anyone
use a word like “coequal” and retain faithin
his sanity? I imagine a definition like this:
“A, which is equal to itself, is equal to B,
which is equal to itself and A. And vice
versa.” Perhaps in a world where only the
very loudest shouts can be heard, no one
can continue to believe in the vital force of
wards. People are afraid to let words speak
for themselves; a new kind of grammar
says everything twice, as if the innate
meaning of a word is no longer enough.
“Unique,” which once meant “the only
one,” has become “very unique,” or
the only, only one. “Excellent” has become
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unbelievably unbelievable. )

I am writing a column on words not
from a postion of superiority—since I have
made worse errors than my friend from
Brown—but because I think about words a
great deal, even when I may be abusing
them. Thinking about something means
taking it seriously; and thinking about
language is the first step on the long road
toward coherence and creative expression.

My goal in writing this column will be
to force you to think about language. I
believe that using words thoughtlessly is
dangerous; first, because stupid words and
phrases impoverish the language and con-
strict our lives; second, because passive
acceptance of words is politically danger-
ous as well. The Big Lie will be most read-
ily believed by those who never question
the meaning, virtue and usage of words.

Our lives are governed as much by
words as by governments, and yet most
people pay even less attention to language
than they do to politics. I think that'’s un-
fortuante, since we have more control over
words than we do over Washington. If this
column succeeds, it will simply make you
more conscious of that control. B
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