
 

Usage questions from 2005
GTN 05:1

1. I have sometimes seen phrases like an historical introduction and an hotel where one would expect a historical 
introduction and a hotel. This looks odd to me. Is it common?

2. What is the difference between the adverbs almost and nearly? Are they synonyms?

3. Are there any differences between how because of, due to, on account of, owing to and thanks to are used?

GTN 05:2

1. Do you fill in or fill out a form?

2. I have noticed the construction prefer ... than + a noun phrase where I would instead expect prefer ... rather than 
+ a non-finite verb phrase. Does this form occur in your corpora?

3. Is it OK to use the verb become instead of be before adjectives like amazed and surprised?

4. How frequent is amongst in present-day English?

5. The split infinitive is one of those features that are disliked by prescriptivists . To what extent can it be 
recommended to learners?

6. What is the most common term for Swedish förnamn - first name, given name, Christian name or forename?

GTN 05:3

1. I've come across sentences like Weatherwise , the summer was wonderful and The weatherwise old man looked 
at the clouds. Can you say something about these forms in -wise?

2. Should I say that I dared not or didn't dare and that I need not or didn't need to?

3. Is ought to ever used as a main verb (I didn't ought to/Do you ought to...? etc) by native speakers of English?

4. Is it OK to say that you do something from curiosity?

5. Which adjective should I use: Arab, Arabian or Arabic and Asian or Asiatic?

6. Which is the most common term: surname, last name or family name?

7. Should I say I have earache/ stomachache or I have a( n) earache/ stomachache?

GTN 05:4

1. Is it OK to talk about the 12th and 13th century (rather than centuries)?

2. Which form of comparison is more frequent with those two-syllable adjectives that can use either - er/-est or 
more/most (e.g. gentle, shallow, happy, common, cruel and polite)?



3. I have recently come across several occurrences of preposition + who (rather than whom) in writing. What do 
your corpora say about this?

4. Which is the most common English football term for the time that is added after the 90 minutes in football 
matches to compensate for injuries, substitutions, etc - injury time or stoppage time?

5. President George W. Bush has been severely criticized for using the word crusade in connection with the so-
called war on terror because the crusades involved terrible crimes against Muslim people in the Middle Ages. It 
nevertheless seems as if crusade very often is used in its non-literal sense nowadays. What can your corpora tell us 
about current usage?
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05:1, January 2005 

Welcome to the twenty-sixth issue of GramTime News, the electronic newsletter on English usage from Växjö 
University!

Editor-in-chief: Hans Lindquist, PhD

Managing editor: Maria Estling Vannestål, PhD

Contributing editors: Magnus Levin, PhD, Staffan Klintborg, PhD
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0. Editorial

Dear readers,

Can we say that Småland has been almost deforested due to a historical storm? Or that it has been nearly 
deforested thanks to an historical storm? Or that there are nearly no trees left standing? Or should it be almost 
no trees? For every meaning a language user wants to communicate, there are innumerable choices to be made. 
Sometimes the choices lead to differences in style, sometimes to differences in acceptability, sometimes to 
differences in perceived meaning. And sometimes even to communication breakdowns as bad as that which befell 
many countryside dwellers who, like Maria, had to survive for weeks without working phone lines and 
(consequently, and even worse) Internet connection.

In this issue we solve some of the linguistic problems mentioned above but can offer no advice or suggestions 
regarding changing climatic conditions or lacking maintenance of telephone and power lines. These lie slightly 
outside our range of expertise.

In this issue's book tip, I recommend the reading of one of David Crystal's recent books, The Language 
Revolution. It deals with three truly global phenomena that are likely to change our lives just as much as global 
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warming: the spread of English as a global language, the death of many local languages and the influence of the 
Internet.

In the meantime, we wish you a very Happy Easter (or, if you prefer, Holi festival, Hola Mahalla, Purim or just a 
celebration of the return of light)!

Hans Lindquist

Editor-in-chief

1. The GramTime project: Grammatical Trends in Modern English 

Basic facts:

GramTime started on 1 July, 1996. It received funding from The Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation 
(Riksbankens Jubileumsfond) until the end of 1999.

The aim of GramTime is to use existing computer corpora to investigate on-going and recent changes in English, 
particularly in the area of grammar. Comparisons are made between different varieties (British, American, 
Australian and New Zealand English); between genres like fiction, non-fiction and journalistic prose; and between 
spoken and written language.

The project is based at Växjö University and is directed by Hans Lindquist. Two research assistants have 
previously worked half-time in the project: PhD students Maria Estling Vannestål and Magnus Levin.

The following corpora are used:

· The British National Corpus (BNC): 100 million words, written and spoken British English (1980s and 1990s)

· The Bank of English. We use a subset called the CobuildDirect Corpus: 50 million words, written and spoken 
British, American and Australian English (1980s and 1990s)

· The London-Lund corpus: 500 000 words, spoken British English (1960s and 1970s)

· The Brown corpus: 1 million words, written American English (1960s)

· The Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen corpus (LOB): 1 million words, written British English (1960s)

· The Freiburg updated version of LOB (FLOB): 1 million words, written British English (1990s)

· The Freiburg updated version of Brown (Frown): 1 million words, written American English (1990s)

· The Longman Spoken American Corpus (LSAC): 5 million words, spoken American English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Spoken English (WCSE): 1 million words, spoken New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Written English (WCWE): 1 million words, written New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Independent on CD-ROM 1990, 1995 & 2000

· The Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The New York Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

 · The Sydney Morning Herald on CD-ROM 1992–1995



2. Usage questions and answers 

1. I have sometimes seen phrases like an historical introduction and an hotel where one would expect 
a historical introduction and a hotel. This looks odd to me. Is it common? 

This probably looks odd to many people, and a is definitely the more frequent alternative in such cases. This 
variation is mainly found with words of Romance and Greek origin, and especially those which are not stressed on 
the first syllable and where the initial <h> may be mute. It should be emphasized that words with an 
unpronounced <h> as in hour and honour always take an, and for words stressed on the first syllable like 
husband and honey, a is obligatory.

Typical examples of variation are seen in (1) to (6).

(1) There is an historical exhibit in Oberammergau this year showing the evolution of passion plays. (NYT)

(2) Time Warner's earnings were reported on a historical basis, which means they included 59.3 percent of 
Warner's profits starting in August. (NYT)

(3) It's learned, hieratic, almost classical music, made by players from an hereditary elite. (BNC)

(4) The rich were not a hereditary class, for most wealthy men were self-made. (BNC)

(5) We are not an hotel. (BNC)

(6) "This is not a hotel!" he said. (BNC)

Interestingly, my computer's grammar checker marks (3) and (5) - but not (1) - as being incorrect.

The variation between a and an was investigated in 2003 by the linguist Julia Schlüter in her paper "Phonological 
determinants of grammatical variation in English: Chomsky's worst possible case". Her findings (some of which 
are presented in Table 1) clearly indicated that there is more variation in BrE than in AmE with such words. One 
item that she did not include in her survey was the noun herb. Svartvik & Sager's university grammar (1996:170) 
notes that usage is variable before <h>, and the only hint of a dialectal difference they give is that an herb is 
"only AmE". Examples of herb from AmE can be seen in (7) and (8) below.

(7) I like to give these standards a new twist, however, sometimes by adding an herb that lends an unexpected 
taste to an old favorite. (NYT)

(8) Prices start at $9 for a herb jar. (NYT)

We compared herb and some of the more frequent words (historical, historian, hereditary and hotel) from 
Schlüter's study with material from the New York Times and the British National Corpus (BNC) in Table 1.

Table 1. The variable use of a and an before <h> in AmE and BrE (in part based on Schlüter)

Guardian Detroit Free Press BNC
NYT

1990, 1995, 2000

a an a an a an a an

N % N % N % N %

historical 
58% 42% 87% 13% 297 61 190 39 637 96 25 4



historian
62% 38% 98% 2% 91 68 43 32 575 98 13 2

hereditary
63% 37% 100% 0% 31 65 17 35 41 91 4 9

hotel
93% 7% 100% 0% 792 91 81 9 1827 100 2 0

herb
- - - - 43 100 0 0 10 9 97 91

Several findings emerge from the table. To begin with, a is preferred both in AmE and BrE. AmE has almost 
universally adopted a for words like historical and hereditary. BrE still has a considerable degree of variation with 
historical, historian and hereditary, while a hotel is clearly preferred to an hotel. Herb is an exception since AmE 
prefers an very strongly while BrE seems to have adopted a without exception. These findings were confirmed in 
a small elicitation experiment with two native speakers of BrE and one of AmE. An was deemed to be old-
fashioned and formal by one speaker of BrE, while the other did not like it at all. Only the speaker of AmE liked 
an herb in (7). Both speakers of BrE rated an herb as unacceptable. It is generally the case that frequency 
correlates closely with acceptability in investigations like this.

To conclude, at least BrE still permits an before some words that are not stressed on the first syllable and which 
have an optionally mute <h>. A is the more frequent alternative, and there is probably a/an historical trend 
towards an increased usage of a in these cases so learners can be advised to stick to a. But as always, it is good 
to know about variation.

ML

2. What is the difference between the adverbs almost and nearly? Are they synonyms?

This is an interesting question which raises a number of important issues. First of all, are there true synonyms in 
any language? Many linguists do not believe that this is the case. One of these is Dwight Bolinger, who argues 
that "if two ways of saying something differ in their words or their arrangement they will also differ in 
meaning" (1977:1). The vital point in this issue is, as the philosopher Quine puts it, that the sameness of 
meaning comes down to what counts as relevant difference.

Our large-scale corpora enable us to look at the sameness of (near-)synonyms from many perspectives: their 
frequencies, their collocations, their interchangeability, their colligations and their semantic prosodies (these 
terms are explained below). This is what one of our students, Fredrik Svensson, did with almost and nearly in his 
excellent C-essay.

The material for his study of almost and nearly consisted of The New York Times, The Independent and American 
speech from The Longman Spoken American Corpus (LSAC). The first difference concerned the frequencies of the 
adverbs. Almost was the more frequent alternative in writing – and considerably more frequent than nearly in 
AmE speech, as seen in Table 1.

Table 1. The frequency of almost and nearly in the corpora

almost nearly

Number % Number %

Ind (Jan, 1995)
1016 70 431 30

NYT (Jan, 1995)
1301 57 984 43

LSAC  
1211 95 60 5

A supplementary search in the British National Corpus suggests that almost is used in 73% of the cases. Thus it 
can be concluded that there is a clear frequency difference between almost and nearly. An important question is 



whether this difference in frequency is caused by a lack of interchangeability, i.e. that there are contexts where 
one of the alternatives is disallowed. There are indeed some contexts which require one of the alternatives. Quirk 
et al (1985:447) note that only nearly can be used after the three adverbs not, very and pretty. Hence almost is 
not possible in (1) – (3) below:

(1) Public respiratory distress, though evident, was not nearly as disruptive. (Ind)

(2) Ramsey denounced the book, very nearly causing a schismatic rift between his diocese and that of 
Southwark. (Ind)

(3) This is the case with ivory, which is pretty nearly tooth material. (BNC)

There are also some restrictions on the use of nearly. Nearly can only be used to modify assertive pronouns and 
determiners (Quirk et al. 1985:450). Thus, in (4) where there is a negated determiner, only almost can be used.

(4) Under the proposal, there would be almost no Federal restrictions on how states used the Federal money (…). 
(NYT)

These "knock-out" factors were not very common, however. Almost was excluded in 31 of the 560 tokens of 
nearly (5.5%), while nearly was excluded in only seven out of 750 tokens of almost (0.9%). Svensson concludes 
that "since nearly is the less frequent word, its lack of interchangeability is not an aspect that affects the overall 
frequency of the two words".

The term collocation refers to which words tend to occur together, while colligation refers to which words tend to 
co-occur with certain word classes. As regards colligation, nearly preceded numerals (e.g. nearly ten) in about 
half of all instances in the newspapers. Almost was strikingly different in that adjectives (almost impossible) and 
adverbs (almost always) represented a quarter of all tokens each.

An important finding as regards collocations and interchangeability found by Svensson was that nearly almost 
[sic] never precedes adverbs ending in -ly. There were 68 tokens of almost modifying such adverbs overall, as 
exemplified in (5), but only two cases of nearly, as in (6). The latter example sounds a bit clumsy with no fewer 
than four -lys in one short sentence.

(5) They fell behind by two goals and almost completely collapsed (…). (NYT)

(6) Speaking politely but nearly inaudibly, she was obviously ill at ease. (NYT)

There is a general tendency in languages to avoid the repetition of similar forms. Günter Rohdenburg has 
suggested that this explains, for instance, why few people say it is starting raining, and instead go for it is 
starting to rain.

The most frequent collocates following almost in the newspapers were a (27), as (25), certainly (18) and all (17). 
For nearly, the most frequent collocates were all (41), a (38), half (23) and three (22). There are thus both 
similarities and differences between the two. It is noteworthy that most of the remaining frequent collocates of 
nearly were numerals.

The final and perhaps most interesting aspect considered by our student was semantic prosody. Semantic 
prosody refers to how the meanings of words are perceived. There is, for example, a difference between the 
nouns youngster and youth since the former is often perceived as nicer. Thus, if someone is attacked by a gang 
of young people, these often tend to be referred to as youths, rather than youngsters. Another clear example of 
semantic prosody is given by Partington (1998:66f), who argues that the verb commit is normally used with 
negative collocates, such as the words crime, murder or suicide, while the verb provide normally co-occurs with 
positive words such as care, food, help and money.

Svensson states that "it is rather obvious that nearly is strongly preferred with verbs carrying negative 
meanings". This is based on the fact that all the eleven verbs occurring with nearly in LSAC were negative, and 
that 34 of 37 verbs in Ind and 24 of 27 verbs in NYT are also clearly negative. These pretty remarkable findings 
are exemplified in (7) to (10).

(7) Cougars, once nearly wiped out by human exterminators, have re-established themselves naturally (…). (NYT)

(8) The Shankill bombing also nearly destroyed the bridges (…). (Ind)



(9) Britain's judiciary was nearly ruined in recent years by the old wound of Ireland (…). (Ind)

(10) I nearly froze to death (…). (LSAC)

A native speaker of AmE who was asked to include either almost or nearly in a number of sentences claimed she 
only rarely used nearly. Thus she preferred almost in most of the examples. However, when presented with (7) 
and (8) she wrote "Hmmm. It's actually easier to say nearly here…". This is a good example of native speakers 
not being aware of the semantic prosodies of the words they use - but that they unconsciously produce these 
patterns anyway.

Most of the remaining verbs with nearly in the newspapers came from the set double, triple, quadruple and halve, 
(as in (11) below). This is probably connected to the propensity of nearly to co-occur with words and phrases 
expressing amount and number.

(11) The Union Carbide Corporation said yesterday that its earnings nearly quadrupled in the fourth quarter (…). 
(NYT)

In summary, if we count frequency, colligation, collocation and semantic prosody as relevant differences between 
words, we must conclude that although almost and nearly are interchangeable in most contexts, the differences 
between these words are so great that we cannot really call them true synonyms. These two adverbs are just 
almost (or nearly) synonymous.

ML

3. Are there any differences between how because of, due to, on account of, owing to and thanks to 
are used?

In Swedish, a distinction is normally made between the phrases tack vare and på grund av, the former being 
associated with positive things ("positive semantic prosody", see further in Magnus's article on almost and nearly 
above), whereas the latter is more neutral and also used in negative environments ("negative semantic 
prosody"). The distinction is not always upheld, however, and tack vare is sometimes used with negative prosody 
as well, which is a source of irritation to some people.

But what about English? Are there any such distinctions between the corresponding complex prepositions because 
of, due to, on account of, owing to and thanks to (all of which could probably be regarded as the results of a 
grammaticalisation process, where a lexical expression develops into a more grammatical one)? We consulted 
some dictionaries and usage guides for information. Svartvik & Svartvik (in their Handbok i engelska) point out 
that thanks to (like tack vare) should not be used in negative circumstances, and the dictionaries also observe 
that the expression is used to refer to something positive, but that it can further be used ironically with negative 
prosody. The Longman dictionary of contemporary English claims that on account of is mainly used with negative 
prosody ("becase of a problem or difficulty").

We also found some remarks on the level of formality. Svartvik & Svartvik write that due to, on account of and 
owing to all belong to formal language, whereas because of is the most common alternative in spoken English. 
The Longman dictionary agrees that due to and owing to are more formal than because of (but say nothing about 
on account of in this respect), and that they are often used on signs, as in (1). This dictionary further adds that 
thanks to is informal.

(1) All flights into London Heathrown have been delayed due to/owing to thick fog.

Most of the books consulted point out that some people consider it incorrect to use due to in the same way as 
because of, owing to etc., and that it should only occur after the verb be, as in (2). However, some of them also 
recognize that this usage has become very frequent.

(2) The accident was largely due to human error.  

A look into a sixty-million word copus showed that because of was the most frequent phrase with more than 
10,000 examples, followed by due to with around 2,000 examples (instances of due to preceded by the verb 
be were disregarded since the other expressions rarely occur in the same type of construction) and thanks to with 
around 1500 examples. Owing to was much less frequent (135 examples) and on account of least frequent with 
113 examples. All the expressions except thanks to occurred mainly with negative prosody, as in (3) to (6). We 
have defined negative prosody as cases including either negations (like not and never) within the scope of the 
headword, or words with negative associations (such as death, danger, injury, loss, devastation and bad) in the 



clause. Note especially example (5)!

(3) I have heard it suggested that you shouldn't take your baby to bed with you because of the risk of cot death, 
but there is no proof of this. (British magazine)

(4) For those who feel alienated from their mother due to abandonment, abuse or trauma in childhood and are 
thus themselves unable to show nurturing and caring attention to others. (British book)

(5) The standard of English generally is appalling I think. Gerald sits growling at the BBC when he watches TV on 
account of their usage of English and their irritating way of emphasizing the wrong syllables (...) (British brochure)

(6) JONATHAN DAVIES is a doubt for Great Britain's Australian rugby league tour owing to a groin injury which 
will keep him out of Widnes's four remaining League matchesthis season, writes Ray French. (British magazine)

Interestingly, we also found a number of examples of thanks to with negative prosody, as in (7), so this 
phenomenon is obviously not restricted to Swedish. In some of these occurrences, thanks to seems to be used to 
create an ironic effect, as in (8).

(7) Thanks to fussy church authorities, her daughters could not lay hands on her Autobiography, and they needed 
advice on mental prayer. (American book)

(8) Can you imagine we now have the capo de famiglia of our Mafia installed in our White House, thanks to you 
gringos. (American book)

Examples of positive prosody (words with positive associations, such as increase, devotion, kindness, beneficient 
and promising), as in (9) to (12), were much rarer, except with thanks to of course, which is illustrated in (13).

(9) Naturally, it was the elephant keeper who caught her attention initially because of his kindness. (American 
radio)

(10) Wine stocks are much higher now than at the equivalent time in 1993 due to the large 1994 vintage 
(777,000 tonnes). (Australian newspaper)

(11) The sex is initially tremendous, on account of the single fact that she is so good at stretching her legs "till 
ten to two", although conversation is not brilliant, even when she gets cramp. (British newspaper)

(12) The programme has a new set of muscles owing to some promising cast changes and format revisions had 
some cautionary words (...) (British book)

(13) Now, in the 1970s, thanks to a brilliant novel and the growing power of cinema in our popular culture, 
Depardieu became a movie star and an international symbol of his generation. (American book)

Example (14) is interesting in that it contains both negative and positive aspects. In the normal case, absence 
would be interpreted as a negative element, but here it is the absence of something negative (toxic or allergic 
phenomena) that is being talked about, which makes the overall prosody positive.

(14) This program promises 'spectacular results on the vascularization of the face, the improvement of the grain' 
of the skin and the attenuation of wrinkles, thanks to the complete absence of toxic or allergic phenomena. 
(American book)

Some cases could be regarded as neither negative nor positive (often from scientific or pseudo-scientific sources), 
as in the following examples:

(15) If you instruct the subject to open his or her eyes, the whites of the eyes can look very pink for a second or 
so due to the relaxation of the eye muscles. (British book)

(16) The bun-shaped Chichen-Itza observatory, which the Spanish called the caracol, or snail, on account of the 
spiral staircase in its dark centre, helped them to accumulate statistical data about the planet Venus over a 
period of almost four centuries. (British newspaper)

We further tried to establish whether there were differences between the five expressions as regards the 
proportions of negative, positive and neutral prosody, which involved some problems, since the because of, due 



to and thanks to constructions were so frequent. Consequently, a sample had to be used with these phrases. In 
the case of due to and  thanks to (where there were around 2,000 and 1,500 tokens respectively), only the 
occurrences in two of the subcorpora (American books and British books) were used, which resulted in 162 and 
154 tokens respectively. In the case of because of (where there were about 10,000 tokens) a random sample of 
200 tokens were taken from the same subcorpora that were used with due to and thanks to. Since there were 
fewer than 200 tokens of on account of and owing to and altogether, all the material was used.

Comparing the five expressions, we find that, as mentioned above, thanks to was more often used in positive 
environments than the other phrases (in 84% of the cases, compared to between 12% and 20% for the other 
expressions). As for the other four expressions, there were no big differences between them, but negative 
prosody was a bit more frequent with due to (80%) and owing to (76%) than with because of (69%) and on 
account of (65%). Note, however, that this classification is somewhat subjective and that there were quite a few 
borderline cases.

Moving to various collocations (i.e words that occur in the textual environment) of the expressions we are 
investigating, we can note that the constructions (a/the/-) lack of is proportionally more frequent with due to, as 
in (17), and owing to, as in (18), than with because of, as in (19) and on account of (only one example). The 
reason could be that a construction with of occurring twice is felt to be awkward. There were no cases of lack of 
with thanks to (quite expectedly, since the majority of cases are used with positive prosody).

(17) Sadly, progress is slow due to lack of funds. (British tabloid)

(18) The sex war may have been called off owing to lack of interest. (British broadsheet)

(19) It had closed its border last week because of a lack of international aid to help handle the influx. (American 
radio)

Similarly, the fact that occured about ten times more often with due to, as in (20), than with because of, as in 
(21). There was only one example each of thanks to the fact that and owing to the fact that (an incomplete 
construction from the spoken corpus) and a few examples of on account of the fact that, but, as mentioned 
above, owing to and on account of were much less frequent overall than the other three expressions.

(20) These costs will be further reduced by the relative cheapness of labour in the Soviet Union due to the fact 
that a sizeable proportion of welfare benefits are paid by the state out of its own budget. (American book)

(21) I was interested in talking to you specifically about this story because of the fact that India is a country 
where women face enormous problems (...) (American radio)

Finally, we can observe that, in informal contexts, on account of sometimes combines with a finite clause, as in 
(22). There were a handful of such expressions. This usage goes against the normal principle that a preposition 
can only be followed by a non-finite clause including a present participle (ing-form).

(22) Bill's a congenial man, a musician, plays old-timey guitar with the Fiddle and Bow Club, but he misses most 
weekend practices on account of on weekends, Bill is usually burying. (American radio)

So, summing up, it seems wise to recommend that learners of English use thanks to with positive prosody, 
whereas any of the other four constructions can be used in more negative or neutral circumstances.

ME 

3. Book tip 

Crystal, David. 2004. The Language Revolution. London: Polity Press. 135 pp. GBP approx. 13.-

In three recent books David Crystal dealt with important aspects of the international development of language: 
English as a Global Language (reviewed by GTN in 1998), Language Death, and Language and the Internet 
(reviewed by GTN in 2003). In his new publication, David Crystal claims that these books in fact describe a 
linguistic revolution (which he did not grasp at the time when he wrote them), and that we must deal with the 
consequences in the new century. Looking at English as a global language, language death and the Internet 
together, the picture of a totally new linguistic future emerges, Crystal claims.

No other language has had the kind of spread that English has. 400 million speak it as their mother tongue, 



another 400 million use it as a second language in countries where it has an official role, and maybe 600 million 
speak it reasonably well as a foreign language in more than 100 countries where it is taught as the first foreign 
language. Admittedly, that is only one fourth of the world's population of 6 billion, but still the language is more 
pervasive than any other has been before. It is dominating in politics, economics, the press, advertising, 
broadcasting, motion pictures, popular music, travel and safety (Seaspeak at sea, Airspeak in the air), education 
and communication. Crystal believes that English will continue to grow, and that in the future people will be (at 
least) tri-dialectal. In Anglophone countries there would be the home dialect (like Liverpudlian or Texan), the 
national standard dialect (like British Standard English or American Standard English) and, finally, International 
Standard English (which would lack the peculiarities of the national varieties, and perhaps be influenced by the 
large numbers of second and foreign language users). In countries like Sweden, we would be tri-lingual in this 
sense by speaking, e.g., the local Växjö dialect, standard Swedish, and International Standard English (at the 
same time being aware of the national varieties of English). On top of this, of course, many people in Sweden, 
including me, believe that we must keep up our proud tradition of speaking at least one more foreign language, e.
g. French, German or Spanish, and perhaps Chinese or Arabic as well. One exciting aspect of the English 
scenario, in any case, is that much of the focus of English moves from the British and Americans, who no longer 
"own" the language, to English speakers in the rest of the world.

At the same time as English grows, many of the world's 6,000 languages are dying out - 3,000 may disappear in 
the next century. But it is wrong to blame only English; many local languages are pushed out by other majority 
languages like Spanish, Portuguese, Russian, Arabic and Chinese. Crystal likens the language situation to that of 
biological diversity: every extinct species is a loss forever, and the same goes for languages. He calls for the 
raising of language awareness along the line of environmental awareness - that is the challenge for the new 
century. In some cases languages can be revitalized, like Welsh, and in others they should at least be 
documented by linguists before the last speaker dies.

The third important factor in the language revolution is the Internet. According to Crystal, Internet language is 
not like speech, since it lacks all the non-verbal cues of speech, like tone of voice, intonation, facial expressions 
etc., and it is not like writing, since there are things like hypertext links and a certain instability of texts which 
tend to change over time. Therefore, the Internet is a new medium, after speech and writing, and this will have 
consequences for all languages, not only English (the Web did start out as English-only, but by 2002 less than 
50% of it was in English).

The book ends with a list of 10 recommendations in order of priority, given here in abbreviated form: (1) Show 
concern for endangered languages. (2) Show concern for minority languages. (3) Show concern for accents and 
dialects. (4) Value different varieties and styles. (5) Get more multilingual. (6) Accept change in language. (7)-
(8) Show concern for those with learning difficulties and other language problems. (9) Bring the study of 
language and literature closer. (10) Appreciate the value of language in human development and society. Think 
of languages as national treasures!

This book is less detailed than the three previous books, but adds new thoughts about the future and a strong 
plea for action. Whether one believes in all the predictions and the suggested measures or not, these are 
absolutely questions that are worth pondering. For language teachers in Sweden, it also provides some very good 
arguments for the value of being multilingual that we can use in the current debate about the future of foreign 
languages in schools and at the universities.

HL

4. GramTime publications 

· Estling, Maria. 1998a. A preposition thrown out (of) the window? On British and American use of out of versus 
out. Växjö: Reports from Växjö University – Humanities, No.5 1998.

· –––. 1998b. Your English is different from/to/than mine! Om rivaliserande prepositioner i brittisk och 
amerikansk engelska. LMS Lingua, 5/98.

· –––. 1999a. Going out (of) the window? A corpus-based study of competing prepositional constructions in 
American and British English. English Today, 59, Vol. 15, No. 3: 22–27.

· –––. 1999b. Fönster mot språkvärlden. Om textdatabaser (korpusar) i forskning, undervisning och 
textproduktion. In Universitet 2000. Föreläsningar hållna under humanistdagarna 15–16 oktober 1999. Växjö: 
Reports from Växjö University – Humanities, No.3 1999.



· –––. 2000. Competition in the wastebasket: A study of constructions with all, both and half. In Corpus 
linguistics and linguistic theory. Christian Mair & Marianne Hundt (eds.). Amsterdam: Rodopi. (103–116)

· Estling Vannestål, Maria. 2000a. Korpusar, prepositioner och regional variation i modern engelska. In Korpusar i 
forskning och undervisning (KORFU 99). Gunilla Byrman, Hans Lindquist & Magnus Levin (eds). Växjö: Reports 
from Växjö University – Humanities. (67–80)

· –––. 2000b. All, the whole, both and half and their Swedish equivalents in English and Swedish descriptive 
grammars. In Att använda SAG: 29 uppsatser om Svenska Akademiens grammatik. Elisabet Engdahl & Kerstin 
Norén (eds.) Göteborgs universitet: Meddelanden från Institutionen för Svenska Språket, nr 33. (111-124)

· –––. 2001. Prepositional variation in British and American English. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. Marco 
Modiano (ed.). Gävle: University of Gävle Press.

· –––. 2002. Elever med svårigheter i engelska. In Vem blir godkänd i skolan? Om kärnämnesproblematiken i 
skolan. Christer Jacobson (ed.). Växjö University: Pedagogisk kommunikation, no. 1.

· –––. 2004. Syntactic variation in English quantified noun phrases with all, whole, both and half. Växjö: Acta 
Wexionensia (diss.).

· –––. 2004. Värsta språket på engelska - om variation och förändring i modernt engelskt språkbruk. 
Smålandsposten 29/5 2004.

· –––. Forthcoming. A university grammar of English with a Swedish perspective. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

· –––  & Magnus Levin. 2000. "Neither the singular nor the plural is/are wrong". Some aspects of number 
variation in English. Moderna Språk 2/00.

· Levin, Magnus. 1998a. Manchester United are my team: Concord with collective nouns. Moderna Språk, 1/98.

· –––. 1998b. On concord with collective nouns in English. Antoinette Renouf (ed). Explorations in Corpus 
Linguistics. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· –––. 1998c. On concord with collective nouns in English. Växjö: Reports from Växjö University – Humanities, 
No.7 1998.

· –––. 1998d. Concord with collective nouns in British and American English. In Lindquist et al (eds) 1998.

· –––. 1999. Concord with collective nouns revisited. ICAME Journal 23, 21–33.

· –––. 2001a. Agreement with collective nouns. Lund: Lund Studies in English (diss.).

· –––. 2001b. Mid-Atlantic Agreement. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. Marco Modiano (ed). Gävle: University 
of Gävle Press.

· Lindquist, Hans. 1998. The comparison of English disyllabic adjectives in -y and -ly in present-day British and 
American English. In Lindquist et al (eds)

· –––. 1999. Electronic corpora as tools for translation. In Word, text and translation. Gunilla Anderman & 
Margaret Rogers (eds). Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

· –––. 2000. Livelier or more lively? Syntactical and contextual factors influencing the comparison of disyllabic 
adjectives. In Corpora galore. Analyses and techniques in describing English. John Kirk (ed.). Amsterdam: Rodopi.



· ––– & Maria Estling Vannestål. Forthcoming. Fatigue fatigue: The spread and development of a vogue word in 
British and American English.

· –––, Staffan Klintborg, Magnus Levin & Maria Estling (eds). 1998. The major varieties of English. Papers from 
MAVEN 97. Växjö: Acta Wexionensia.

· ––– & Magnus Levin. 2000. Apples and oranges: On comparing data from different corpora. In Corpus 
linguistics and linguistic theory. Christian Mair & Marianne Hundt (eds.). Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· ––– & Jan Svartvik. 1997. One and body language. Viviane Müller & Peter Schneider (eds). From Ælfric to the 
New York Times: Studies in English Corpus Linguistics. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

5. Practical information

Would you like to get in touch with the editors to get more information, ask usage questions, give comments and 
tips etc.? Please send an e-mail to gramtime@hum.vxu.se. We cannot give you personal replies to usage 
questions, but if we find your question of interest to the public and if we can answer it, it will be discussed in the 
newsletter.

If you want to read back issues of GramTime News, please go to

http://www.vxu.se/hum/publ/gtn/

If you want to subscribe to the newsletter, please send an e-mail to gramtime-request@listserv.vxu.se with the 
following message: subscribe.

6. The next issue 

We plan to distribute the next newsletter in June 2005. 
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Welcome to the twenty-seventh issue of GramTime News, the electronic newsletter on English usage from Växjö 
University!

Editor-in-chief: Hans Lindquist, PhD

Managing editor: Maria Estling Vannestål, PhD
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0. Editorial

Dear readers,

I don't think that there are many among(st) our readers who will be surprised that this Midsummer issue misses 
Midsummer by a few days - just like our Easter issue missed Easter. But here we are, with articles about the 
filling in/out of forms, the choice between be/become and among/amongst and the construction prefer…than from 
Maria and essays on the good old split infinitive and the choice between Christian name, first name, given name 
and forename from Magnus.

Maria's web tip this time is about etymology and the history of the English language. Fascinating stuff, and so is 
also the information about the secret lives of the English given away in the book Watching the English by the 
anthropologist Kate Fox that you can read about in the Book tip.

Fox mentions a number of "rites of passage". First of all the individual ones: hatchings, matchings and 
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dispatchings (apparently Church of England vicar slang for births, weddings and funerals), and second the 
calendrical ones, among which the English May Day with its Maypole hardly gets a mention. According to Fox, 
more carnival-like events (like our Midsummer)…

"…involve a degree of 'cultural remission' - a conventionalised relaxation of social controls over behaviour. 
Behaviour which would normally be frowned upon or even explicitly forbidden (i.e. promiscuous flirting, raucous 
singing, cross-dressing, jumping in fountains, talking to strangers, etc.) may, for the duration of the festivities, 
be actively encouraged."

We wish all our readers a happy cultural remission!

Hans Lindquist

Editor-in-chief

1. The GramTime project: Grammatical Trends in Modern English

Basic facts:

GramTime started on 1 July, 1996. It received funding from The Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation 
(Riksbankens Jubileumsfond) until the end of 1999.

The aim of GramTime is to use existing computer corpora to investigate on-going and recent changes in English, 
particularly in the area of grammar. Comparisons are made between different varieties (British, American, 
Australian and New Zealand English); between genres like fiction, non-fiction and journalistic prose; and between 
spoken and written language.

The project is based at Växjö University and is directed by Hans Lindquist. Two research assistants have 
previously worked half-time in the project: PhD students Maria Estling Vannestål and Magnus Levin.

The following corpora are used:

· The British National Corpus (BNC): 100 million words, written and spoken British English (1980s and 1990s)

· The Bank of English. We use a subset called the CobuildDirect Corpus: 50 million words, written and spoken 
British, American and Australian English (1980s and 1990s)

· The London-Lund corpus: 500 000 words, spoken British English (1960s and 1970s)

· The Brown corpus: 1 million words, written American English (1960s)

· The Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen corpus (LOB): 1 million words, written British English (1960s)

· The Freiburg updated version of LOB (FLOB): 1 million words, written British English (1990s)

· The Freiburg updated version of Brown (Frown): 1 million words, written American English (1990s)

· The Longman Spoken American Corpus (LSAC): 5 million words, spoken American English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Spoken English (WCSE): 1 million words, spoken New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Written English (WCWE): 1 million words, written New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Independent on CD-ROM 1990, 1995 & 2000



· The Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The New York Times on CD-ROM 1990, 1995 and 2000

 · The Sydney Morning Herald on CD-ROM 1992–1995

2. Usage questions and answers

1. Do you fill in or fill out a form?

This is a case where prepositional constructions look different in British and American English (one of my 
favourite subjects, as you probably know by now!). According to dictionaries and books about regional variation, 
fill in is used in British English, whereas fill out is the American variant. What our corpora can contribute is 
frequency information: telling us whether the regional difference is absolute or if American ever use fill in and 
British people fill out. Furthermore, are both forms used with all kinds of different objects following the verb 
phrase?

We used the Cobuild Direct corpus of British and American English and the Longman Spoken American Corpus 
and found, in addition to form, many other things that could be filled in/out. These can be categorised in the 
following way:

Table 1. Types of objects occurring after fill in/out.

Type of object Examples of words

Concrete things to write on card, cheque, form, sheet, voucher

Ellipted compounds agreement, application, evaluation, questionnaire, survey

Parts of forms etc. box, gap, line, section, square

Contents address, details, information, name, things

Holes hole, trench

What you put in holes dirt

The first group comprises nouns that denote concrete things to write on, as in (1) and (2).

(1) But you must fill in the appropriate form. (British conversation)

(2) Just fill out the form to the right and mail it to the address listed. (American brochure)

Group 2 resembles the first one, but here the words are more abstract and could be regarded as ellipted 
compounds, illustrated in (3) and (4), where the ellipted word would be a noun such as form or sheet.

(3) Whilst filling in the questionnaire, bear in mind the following. (British brochure)

(4) You can come in and fill out an application if you'd like. (American conversation)

Some of the words in this group, e.g. application, also occur in such compound forms (application form). The 
words in the third group denote a part of the thing you fill/in out, as in (5) and (6).

(5) I mean can you fill in those gaps if you will? (British conversation)

(6) Fill out Section b. (British brochure)

The fourth group comprises words that refer to the contents, i.e. what you actually write in the form etc, as in (7) 
and (8).

(7) It says will you please fill in these details about your house. (British conversation)



(8) You want all this, do they have to fill out all this stuff? (American conversation)

Besides nouns, this group also includes whole clauses, as illustrated in (9) and (10).

(9) I'll just fill in that you don't always go the whole length. (British conversation)

(10) I told him you know to fill out that he's white... (American conversation)

Finally, there are two groups including concrete words like hole and trench, as in (11), and the things you can fill 
in them, as in (12).

(11) How many of the trenches were filled in by then? (British conversation)

(12) ... and they had part of it down and just filled in dirt and then there was at  least two bags of concrete... 
(American conversation)

The first thing we can learn from our corpus results is something that we have found over and over again and 
reported on in GramTime News: that regional differences are seldom absolute, i.e. that "American" forms also 
occur in British English and vice versa, even though the majority of instances follow the British/American 
principle. The British form, fill in, was more frequent in the American material than the American form, fill out, 
was in the corpora of British English:

(13) He took out his pen and filled in a form he'd picked out of the manila folder. (American book)

(14) Before you call, please fill out our order form, and have your credit card and expiry date handy. (British 
brochure)

Furthermore, as you could see from the examples above, it seems that both fill in and fill out can be used with 
almost all the different types of objects in the categories above. There were no instances of fill out in combination 
the words trench, hole and dirt, which could indicate that fill in is preferred in such cases. On the other hand, 
there were very few sentences including these words.

Summing up, here is a case where we can safely say: go for the preposition that you prefer, but be aware of the 
regional difference!

ME

2. I have noticed the construction prefer ... than + a noun phrase where I would instead expect 
prefer ... rather than + a non-finite verb phrase. Does this form occur in your corpora?

One of our subscribers has observed sentences with rather left out from constructions with prefer ... than and an 
expected non-finite verb phrase, replaced by a simple noun phrase, as in (1).

(1) Even though cars crowd the roads, the public shows its contempt for rail travel by preferring to risk a traffic 
jam than a train.

We would expect something like "preferring to risk a traffic jam rather than taking a train." So, what do our 
corpora say? Can we find instances of this construction there? We used the Cobuild corpus, the Longman spoken 
American corpus and The Independent and The New York Times from 2000.

This is a really complex question, since the spotted construction has (a) rather left out, (b) a non-finite verb 
phrase (in this case taking a train) replaced  by a noun phrase (in this case a train) and (c) an ellipsis that results 
in a strange combination of verb and noun phrase (risk and a train).

First of all, we found quite a lot of instances (in all the corpora investigated) where rather was left out from 
constructions with prefer, as in (2) and (3), even though instances where it occurrs, as in (4) and (5), were in the 
majority.

(2) And most Texans would prefer to have a president from Texas than fight about party politics. (The New York 
Times)



(3) I would prefer to see them taking a chance on a coach than plumping for the proven Henry. (The 
Independent)

(4) Some people prefer to exercise at home, rather than join a club or gym. (British book)

(5) He chooses these days to give the club a wide berth despite many offers to play there because he prefers to 
be heard rather than just seen. (Australian newspaper)

Second, there were also a number of cases where than was followed by a noun phrase, as in (6) and (7), a 
prepositional phrase, as in (8) and (9), or an adjective phrase, as in (10) and (11), rather than by a verb phrase. 
In the examples we found, this was a natural process, since otherwise, the verb phrase would be unnecessarily 
repeated:

(6) People prefer taking the Stena Sealink to France, say, than an Easyjet from Luton to Nice because they don't 
like leaving the earth. (The Independent)

(7) On sheer material grounds one would almost surely prefer to be poor today than upper middle class a century 
ago. (The New York Times)

(8) And second, speaking for all sportswriters, I would much prefer to be bored in Venice than in San Diego. 
(American radio)

(9) Mr Blair has presumably calculated that he would prefer to be attacked by Conservatives than by his own 
party. (British newspaper)

(10) At the peak of the programme's success in 1989 he left television saying he would prefer to be "medium 
rich" and happy than wealthy and miserable. (Australian newspaper)

(11) They prefer to be Right than electable. (The Independent)

Another kind of ellipsis occurred when the preposition was omitted after than in a construction with a 
prepositional phrase, as in (12) and (13). In both these cases in was left out after than.

(12) Ms Mowlam said that she preferred living in London than the countryside and revealed that she did not get 
up early enough in the morning to listen to the radio programme Farming Today. (The Independent)

(13) I prefer to be in the bunker than some of this thick grass around here, though I played some good shots 
from there as well. (Australian newspaper)

We did not, however, find any instances like the one presented by our subscriber, where the ellipsis of a verb 
phrase results in two incompatible units (the verb risk and the noun phrase a train in the above-mentioned 
example sentence). In example (14), however, we find a construction that sounds somewhat strange, and we 
would perhaps have expected a clarifying verb phrase after than (probably being).

(14)  She knew that I was with a man, Maryam said, but would have preferred I was with him illegally than his 
sigheh. (The New York Times)

Sentence (14) is similar to (12) and (13), but there is a difference. Example (14) is a coordination of two 
different kinds of predicatives: a prepositional phrase, with him illegally, and a noun phrase, his sigheh (which 
refers to a Muslim tradition where you can be temporarily married to someone and thus have sex before the 
proper marriage). Examples (12) and (13), however, combine two different kinds of adverbials (a prepositional 
phrase, in London/in the bunker, and a noun phrase, the countryside/some of this thick grass). This type sounds 
like a more natural construction, and it occured a few times in the corpus material whereas the combination in 
(14) occurred only once.

Another unusual type of coordination is exemplified in (15):

(15) ... in fact I felt that I would prefer to lose the money myself than that General F. should be pressed for it. 
(British book)

Here a non-finite verb phrase (to lose...) is combined with a finite clause (that General F. should be...).



Finally, remember that a construction with prefer X to X is often used:

(16) I prefer museums to art galleries; very little contemporary work interests me. (British newspaper)

This construction occurred much more often together with two noun phrases than with two verb phrases in the 
corpus material.

In conclusion, the most important information we gained from this little investigation is that skipping rather in 
constructions with prefer ... than seems to be perfectly OK.  

ME

3. Is it OK to use the verb become instead of be before adjectives like amazed and surprised?

A typical difficulty for Swedish learners of English is that the Swedish verb bli corresponds both to be and become 
in English, and these words are used in different context in English. The university grammar by Svartvik & Sager 
tells us that become is used when we talk about a change or development, as in (1):

(1) No one piglet will become famous as the star of Babe, because 48 were used. (British newspaper)

Be, however, is used in some other cases where the corresponding Swedish verb is bli: when be does not refer to 
a change, as in (2), in passive clauses, as in (3), and before words like amazed and surprised, as in (3).

(2) The operation was a success, but the patient died. (American radio)

(3) Three years ago the FA set a precedent when they fined and suspended Arsenal's Paul Davis for nine games 
after he was caught by video evidence. (British tabloid)

(4) George was surprised that they all took it so calmly. (British book)

Swedish students sometimes use become instead of be, and the question is: how strict is the rule in the last of 
these cases? Do native speakers ever say or write become surprised? We looked in the 56-million-word Cobuild 
corpus and found a total of 2296 instances of BE (am, are, is, was, were, be, being, been) before the adjectives 
amazed, astonished, astounded, dumbfounded, flabbergasted, shocked and surprised, illustrated in (5) to (11).

(5) Sometimes, she was amazed by the amount of feelings sloshing about inside her. (American radio)

(6) Mrs Smith was astonished when proud Leigh announced the baby was a perfect little girl who'd been born at 
home. (British tabloid)

(7) Many people are astounded to find that love doesn't sustain itself effortlessly. (American book)

(8) Mr One Floor Below was dumbfounded when he saw what was REALLY going on and stormed out swearing to 
get us on a technicality. (Australian newspaper)

(9) President Bush's advisers had been flabbergasted. (American book)

(10) Wisconsin's secretary of natural resources, Buzz Besagne, says he was shocked by what he saw. (American 
radio)

(11) I was surprised that you'd left him behind. (British books)

The corpus did not, however, contain one single instance of become in combination with these words. We got the 
same result when we some looked into other corpora as well: the Longman spoken American corpus and The New 
York Times and The Independent from 2000. The 100-million-word British National Corpus indeed included three 
instances:

(12) Indeed, looking back over the years, I have become surprised, not that people murder each other but that, 
given our love of bloodshed, they don't do it more often. (written material)

(13) Hearing that Jesus became amazed and said to those following him, I tell you the truth but no one in Israel 
have I faced to a greater face so that's quite some statement that Jesus has made. (spoken material)



(14) He stopped dictating to take a phone call and I saw his face become shocked, then very grave. (written 
material)

In the last example, become seems rather natural, since the sentence expresses a change in progress.

There were also thousands of instances of become in combination with surprised, amazed etc. on the Internet. 
The problem of the Internet, however, is of course that we can never be sure how many of these were written by 
native speakers. Consequently, as non-native speakers of English it seems better to stick to the form that we 
know is generally accepted.

ME

4. How frequent is amongst in present-day English?

If we look up amongst in the dictionary, it is presented within the entry for among, but none of the dictionaries 
we consulted  (Longman dictionary of contemporary English, Oxford advanced learner's dictionary, Collins Cobuild 
dictionary of the English language and Cambridge international dictionary of English) provide any further 
information about the relative frequencies of these two prepositions.

So, obviously we need our corpora. First of all, amongst is, as expected, much less frequent than among overall. 
For instance, in our 56-million-word Cobuild corpus, there were almost 12,000 instances of among compared to 
just over 1,000 amongst. We compared British and American subcorpora in Cobuild (radio conversation, books 
and brochures) and British conversation in Cobuild with American conversation in the Longman corpus, and found 
that there was also a very clear regional difference, in that amongst was much more frequent in BrE than in AmE. 
This fact is not mentioned in any of the dictionaries we consulted. In his book English prepositions explained, 
however, Seth Lindstromberg provides the following comment: "Amongst is an occasional British variant of 
among. To me it also sounds slightly more literary" (p. 94).

Table 1. Occurrences (per million words) of amongst in the Cobuild corpus

Radio Books Brochures Conversation

British American British American British American British American

amongst
46 8 38 4 45 3 26  14

The table shows that amongst was more frequent in all the different kinds of British material compared to the 
American material. The same trend recurs in the year 2000 editions of The Independent and The New York 
Times. There were tens of thousands of examples of among in both papers, but only 137 amongst in NYT 
compared to 480 in IND:

(3) The pervading mentality amongst the players and the organization would be that in this situation Ray Lewis 
was wronged. (NYT)

(4) Last night, the Lamplugh family, which set up a trust to campaign for safety amongst professional workers, 
said they were "delighted" the police investigation was producing results. (IND)

In addition, many of the occurrences in The New York Times were formulaic in character, so if these were left out 
we would end up with even fewer instances:

(5) May the entire family be comforted amongst the mourners of Zion and Jerusalem. (The New York Times)

We could also see from the table that in the British material, amongst was less frequent in the conversation 
corpus than in written text and radio material (which could be expected to be slightly more formal). Looking more 
closely at the instances of amongst in the conversation corpora, we can further observe that many instances, 
especially in the British corpus, occur in rather formal contexts, as in (6) and (7), i.e. not so often in ordinary 
every-day conversation, as in (8) and (9).

(6) And in amongst all this of course was the assessment of the weight of teaching and eventually er instead ... 



(British conversation)

(7) Before you go any further you ought to actually do some market research amongst all the various groups that 
you want to get at. (British conversation)

(8) I think the, they just kind of, they live amongst themselves. (American conversation)

(9) We had this really, really good and we had four bowls amongst three of us and I was just like wow, wow. 
(American conversation)

As a learner of English it could be useful to know that amongst is seldom used in informal spoken language, 
especially not in American English, so using it in a bar conversation in the US may not be a very good idea.

ME

5. The split infinitive is one of those features that are disliked by prescriptivists. To what extent can it 
be recommended to learners?

To split an infinitive or not to (to not) split an infinitive, that is the question. Splitting an infinitive means to insert 
something (usually an adverb) between the infinitive marker to and its verb, as in (1) (instead of to get on my 
bike very quickly indeed), while the prescriptivists' preferred alternative is to put the adverb elsewhere, as in (2) 
(instead of to now think):

(1) [...] of course I had to very quickly indeed get on my bike and bring in all the money to set this centre up. 
(bbc)

(2) It's hard now to think of East Berlin as the real Berlin [...]. (npr)

According to David Crystal's Encyclopedia of the English Language (2003:45), condemnation of the split infinitive 
did not start until the middle of the 19th century. One of the main reasons for the avoidance of the split infinitive 
was that an infinitive could not be split in Latin. However, the application of a rule for Latin on English has been 
criticized by, among others, the "pop linguist" Bill Bryson, who has argued that "[m]aking English grammar 
conform to Latin rules is like asking people to play baseball using the rules of football. It is a patent 
absurdity" (1991:128). Modern grammarians are more tolerant towards the split infinitive than their 
predecessors. For instance, Quirk et al (1985:497) point out that the split infinitive can avoid ambiguity, as 
illustrated in (3) and (4):

(3) His hardest decision was to not allow the children to go to summer camp.

(4) His hardest decision was not to allow the children to go to summer camp.

Example (4) could easily be interpreted as 'To allow the children to go to summer camp was not his hardest 
decision'" (1985:497).

Current usage of the split infinitive was investigated by one of our students, Vera Kurth, in her C-essay. Her 
material consisted of the following sub-corpora from the CobuildDirect corpus: UK spoken, NPR (Am. radio), BBC 
(Br. radio), The Sun (Br. tabloid) and The Times (Br. broadsheet). As regards overall frequency, two clear results 
emerged, as illustrated in Table 1:

Table 1. Proportions of split infinitives per 10,000 infinitives in the sub-corpora

Split infinitives per 10,000 infinitives

UK spoken
132

NPR
91

The Sun
34



BBC
32

The Times
13

First of all, split infinitives were much more frequent in speech than in writing and more frequent in informal 
writing than in formal writing, which seems reasonable in view of the fact that prescriptive rules usually have far 
greater influence on writing than on speech. Secondly, the split infinitive seems to be more common in AmE than 
in BrE, since it was almost three times more frequent in NPR than in BBC. (Additional material from The New York 
Times supported this finding.)

Kurth found that several factors influence the use of the split infinitive and we will briefly discuss some of them 
here. First of all, the split infinitive was frequent in constructions with "unsplittable" verb phrases such as have to, 
be going to or want to. This is illustrated in (5) and (6), where it would seem to be almost impossible to split 
have to constantly into have constantly to and want to just into want just to.

(5) We have to constantly encourage the parents to push their children to attend schools [...]. (npr)

(6) Do you want to just take a seat a minute. (ukspok)

Furthermore, moving the adverb later in the sentence would create ambiguity: to encourage the parents 
constantly to push… .

The ten most common infinitive-splitting adverbs were actually, just, really, even, not, finally, then, always, now 
and fully. Some of them were frequent because they are frequent overall in the language. However, in a 
comparison between the position before and after the infinitive marker to, actually and finally produced the 
largest proportions of split infinitives. These two adverbs are exemplified in both split and non-split contexts in 
(7) to (10). Note in particular the avoidance of a split infinitive in (10) where finally has been inserted between 
the "unsplittable" ought and to in formal BrE writing.

(7) [...] it's very difficult for us to actually look at the whole model in a single instant. (bbc)

(8) [...] but what Prince Charles is doing is what we all wish we had the courage to do which is actually to look at 
the building and say that's bloody ugly, isn't it? (ukspok)

(9) Dr Abddel-Meguid said other Israeli deeds were now necessary to finally establish peace in the region. (bbc)

(10) It ought finally to lay to rest the popular belief that still lingers here and there [...]. (times)

An important factor influencing the use of the split infinitive is that it often sounds "neater" than the non-split 
alternative, as Crystal (2003:195) puts it. Adverbs occurring in split position tend to contain more than one 
syllable, and therefore, according to Kurth, a split infinitive can be seen as "an attempt to achieve the best 
possible balance between unstressed and stressed syllables". This is demonstrated in (11) below, where the split 
infinitive produces an alternation between stressed and unstressed syllables:

(11) to réally gét vs. réally to gét

A final aspect relevant to the distribution of the split infinitive is when splitting is affected by the principle of end-
focus, i.e. the fact that we usually put the most important information towards the end of a clause. This is 
illustrated in (12a) and (12b):

(12a) [...] but you're not going to fully enjoy sex when you're under strain (…). (The Sun)

(12b) [...] but you're not going to enjoy sex fully when you're under strain (…).

The split infinitive in (12a) allows the focus to fall on sex, while in (12b) the focus is on the adverb fully, that is 
the extent to which sex is enjoyed, rather than the sex itself. Thus the information structure can be varied with 
the use of the split infinitive.

What advice can we give to learners as a conclusion? Overall, Kurth feels that learners do not need to be afraid of 
using the split infinitive, and argues that we may "proceed with caution but not in fear" (Morris 1975 quoted in 



http://dianahacker.com/writersref/subpages_language/splitinf.html).

ML

6. What is the most common term for Swedish förnamn - first name, given name, Christian name or 
forename?

According to the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, there are some indications that the alternatives 
are not entirely equivalent. First name seems to be the most stylistically and regionally neutral term, given name 
is more typical of AmE, Christian name is "especially AmE", and forename is "formal". Examples of the four 
alternatives from The New York Times (AmE) and The Independent (BrE) can be seen below:

(1) The format derived from self-help groups where participants identify themselves by first names only and 
share their experiences. (NYT 1990)

(2) The Serbian hardline communist leader, Slobodan Milosevic (whose given name means free) has launched a 
housing plan to draw Serbian settlers. (Ind 1990)

(3) This Morse, with his love of Puccini, his mastery of crossword puzzles, his connoisseurship about pubs and 
ales, his red Jaguar, his rejection of a Christian name, is not so much a character as an assemblage of 
affectations. (NYT 1990)

(4) Jacob's forename is no accident. (Ind 2000)

An important point to bear in mind when considering the raw frequencies in this study is that very many names 
are not "Christian" names. This was reflected in some of the cases where Christian name(s) occurred, as 
illustrated in (5). In this example, as in some others Christian name(s) is not simply used meaning, erm, first 
name, but rather as a contrast to non-Christian names.

(5) Komi and Pita are stuffed into proper Christian clothes and given the proper Christian names Amelia and 
Abraham. (NYT 1990)

It might by hypothesized that the use of Christian name is on the decrease since an increasing awareness of 
other religions than Christianity could make people avoid using a term that is associated with one particular 
religion. Because of the potential change in this area we decided to investigate usage in the two newspapers both 
in 1990 and 2000, as presented in Table 1. An additional search in the Longman Spoken American Corpus yielded 
116 first name(s), 2 given name(s) and 1 Christian name(s).

Table 1. The use of first name(s), given name(s), Christian name(s) and forename(s) in NYT 1990 and 
2000 and Ind 1990 and 2000

NYT 1990 NYT 2000 Ind 1990 Ind 2000

N % N % N % N %

first name(s)
151 87 196 83 77 66 141 73

given name(s)
18 10 38 16 3 3 5 4

Christian name(s)
5 3 3 1 35 30 34 17

forename(s)
0 0 0 0 1 1 12 6

Totals
174 100 237 100 116 100 192 100

The results indicate that first name is clearly the most frequent both in speech and in writing. Forename is very 
rare. Given name is not very frequent, but as expected the material suggests that it is more common in AmE 
than in BrE. As for Christian name, The New York Times may either be more "politically correct" than The 



Independent in avoiding this term, or the classification of Christian name as typically AmE in the dictionary does 
not hold true any more. Interestingly, there is some indication that the proportion of Christian name is decreasing 
in Ind.

To conclude, first name seems to be both the least formal and the most frequent term and can be recommended 
as the first choice for learners. Those who want to find out more about the difference between surname, last 
name and family name will have to wait until the next issue.

ML

3. Book tip

Fox, Kate. 2004. Watching the English. The hidden rules of English behaviour. London: Hodder. 424 
pp. GBP 7.99.

Part of the joy of studying a language is to try and understand more about the peculiarities of its speakers - since 
it is certainly the case that many of the quirks of the British, the Americans, the Australians and many other 
peoples around the globe have influenced the English language. At the heart of it all are of course the English 
themselves, and in this book the social anthropologist Kate Fox sets out to study her own compatriots, using 
established field methods. About one fourth of the book actually deals with the use of (mainly spoken ) language 
with chapters on weather talk, gossip, humour, linguistic class codes, pub talk and the mobile phone.

In the weather chapter and in many others one is struck both by similarities and differences between, for 
instance, British and Swedish customs. Fox notes that, of course, an utterance like "Ooh, isn't it cold?" isn't about 
the weather at all but rather means: "I'd like to talk to you - will you talk to me?" And therefore, it's not very 
polite to answer "No I don't think so" even if that's what you think. In this chapter I was very happy to read that 
many British radio listeners are devoted to the Shipping Forecast: "South Utsire, Fisher, Dogger, German Bight…" 
since I myself like listening to the poetry of the Swedish Sjöväderrapporten: "Syd Utsira, Fiskebankarna, Dogger, 
Tyska bukten…"

When it comes to gossiping and bonding, Fox underlines the British feeling for privacy and distance but also 
reports many differences between male and female gossip which I believe hold true for Swedish gossips as well. 
Females bond through ritual exchanges of compliments, while men put each other down according to the formula 
"Mine's better than yours" where "mine" can be "anything: a make of car, a football team, a political party, a 
holiday destination, a type of beer, a philosophical theory". Think about it - does this sound only English, or does 
it hold for your culture as well?

On the whole, Fox claims that one thing typical of the English is their social ineptitude and embarrassment. On 
way of overcoming or hiding this is humour: The importance of not being earnest. Irony and understatement 
rules!

The English are famous for their linguistic class consciousness, and according to Fox there are still many words 
that give you away as belonging to this or that class. This gives quite an amusing illustration of our basic human 
need to categorize everything in the world, including our fellow humans. For instance, what do you say if you 
didn't quite hear what somebody said? Here's the answer according to Fox:

Upper class: What?

Upper-middle: Sorry?

Lower-middle/middle-middle: Pardon?

Working class: What? (or Wha'?)

Lower-middle-class suburbs are sneeringly called "Pardonia", and that's also where the inhabitants wipe their 
mouths with a serviette when the upper-middle and upper classes use a napkin, and sit on settees while the 
upper-middle and upper classes sit on sofas. On the whole, and in many other aspects (like keeping your house 
or car clean and tidy!) the upper classes and the working classes don't bother, while the aspiring sections of the 
middle classes fret over all kinds of social rules.

In the rest of the book, behaviour codes relating to the home, the road, the workplace, leisure time, dress, food, 



sex and rites of passage (like weddings) are described and explained in often entertaining and illuminating ways. 
In the end, Fox tries to define Englishness, which she claims is characterized by "social dis-ease" (i.e. 
uneasiness). Reflexes of this are humour, moderation and hypocrisy. Typical values are fair play, courtesy and 
modesty while typical outlooks are empiricism, Eeyorishness (cf. Pooh's pessimistic friend Eeyor) and class-
consciousness. No big surprises then, but if you can bear with a somewhat chatty, verbose and repetitive writing 
style, this book will give you many occasions to smile and recognize (and better understand) the behaviour of 
English people you have met.

HL 

4. Web tip

Interested in the history of English?

As we all know, the English language is an extremely rich one, with millions and millions of words, many of which 
have been borrowed from other languages, such as French, Latin and the Scandinavian languages spoken by the 
Vikings. If you are interested in learning about the origins of English words, Online Etymology Dictionary is the 
perfect website for you. You will find it at:

http://www.etymonline.com/

For instance, looking up a few of the words that have occurred in this issue of GramTime News we can learn the 
following:

●     ... that survery was first attested in 1548, and comes from Old French surveeir, which in turn comes from 
Latin supervidere "oversee"

●     ... that gap was first attested in 1261, comes from Old Norse gap "chasm" and originally meant "hole in a 
wall"

●     ... that flabbergast was first attested in 1772, and is likely to be an arbitrary formation from flabby or 
flapper and aghast

●     ... that dumbfound was first attested in 1653, and comes from from dumb and confound

●     ... that prefer was first attested in 1388, and comes from Latin præferre "place or set before, carry in front"

●     ... and finally that corpus was first attested 1390, and comes from Latin "body", and that the meaning 
which we use here, i.e. "collection of facts or things", was first attested in 1727

Perhaps this website could be used to have the students work with the history of the English language in a more 
exploratory way.

If you want to learn more about the history of English, there is a collection of useful links called History of the 
English language, which you can access at:

http://ebbs.english.vt.edu/hel/hel.html

In this website, you will find information about and well-known texts from different periods in the history of 
English, a guide to Old English and much more.

ME

5. GramTime publications

· Estling, Maria. 1998a. A preposition thrown out (of) the window? On British and American use of out of versus 
out. Växjö: Reports from Växjö University – Humanities, No.5 1998.
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· –––. 1998b. Your English is different from/to/than mine! Om rivaliserande prepositioner i brittisk och 
amerikansk engelska. LMS Lingua, 5/98.

· –––. 1999a. Going out (of) the window? A corpus-based study of competing prepositional constructions in 
American and British English. English Today, 59, Vol. 15, No. 3: 22–27.

· –––. 1999b. Fönster mot språkvärlden. Om textdatabaser (korpusar) i forskning, undervisning och 
textproduktion. In Universitet 2000. Föreläsningar hållna under humanistdagarna 15–16 oktober 1999. Växjö: 
Reports from Växjö University – Humanities, No.3 1999.

· –––. 2000. Competition in the wastebasket: A study of constructions with all, both and half. In Corpus 
linguistics and linguistic theory. Christian Mair & Marianne Hundt (eds.). Amsterdam: Rodopi. (103–116)

· Estling Vannestål, Maria. 2000a. Korpusar, prepositioner och regional variation i modern engelska. In Korpusar i 
forskning och undervisning (KORFU 99). Gunilla Byrman, Hans Lindquist & Magnus Levin (eds). Växjö: Reports 
from Växjö University – Humanities. (67–80)

· –––. 2000b. All, the whole, both and half and their Swedish equivalents in English and Swedish descriptive 
grammars. In Att använda SAG: 29 uppsatser om Svenska Akademiens grammatik. Elisabet Engdahl & Kerstin 
Norén (eds.) Göteborgs universitet: Meddelanden från Institutionen för Svenska Språket, nr 33. (111-124)

· –––. 2001. Prepositional variation in British and American English. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. Marco 
Modiano (ed.). Gävle: University of Gävle Press.

· –––. 2002. Elever med svårigheter i engelska. In Vem blir godkänd i skolan? Om kärnämnesproblematiken i 
skolan. Christer Jacobson (ed.). Växjö University: Pedagogisk kommunikation, no. 1.

· –––. 2004. Syntactic variation in English quantified noun phrases with all, whole, both and half. Växjö: Acta 
Wexionensia (diss.).

· –––. 2004. Värsta språket på engelska - om variation och förändring i modernt engelskt språkbruk. 
Smålandsposten 29/5 2004.

· –––. Forthcoming. A university grammar of English with a Swedish perspective. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

· –––  & Magnus Levin. 2000. "Neither the singular nor the plural is/are wrong". Some aspects of number 
variation in English. Moderna Språk 2/00.

· Levin, Magnus. 1998a. Manchester United are my team: Concord with collective nouns. Moderna Språk, 1/98.

· –––. 1998b. On concord with collective nouns in English. Antoinette Renouf (ed). Explorations in Corpus 
Linguistics. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· –––. 1998c. On concord with collective nouns in English. Växjö: Reports from Växjö University – Humanities, 
No.7 1998.

· –––. 1998d. Concord with collective nouns in British and American English. In Lindquist et al (eds) 1998.

· –––. 1999. Concord with collective nouns revisited. ICAME Journal 23, 21–33.

· –––. 2001a. Agreement with collective nouns. Lund: Lund Studies in English (diss.).

· –––. 2001b. Mid-Atlantic Agreement. In Studies in Mid-Atlantic English. Marco Modiano (ed). Gävle: University 
of Gävle Press.



· Lindquist, Hans. 1998. The comparison of English disyllabic adjectives in -y and -ly in present-day British and 
American English. In Lindquist et al (eds)

· –––. 1999. Electronic corpora as tools for translation. In Word, text and translation. Gunilla Anderman & 
Margaret Rogers (eds). Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

· –––. 2000. Livelier or more lively? Syntactical and contextual factors influencing the comparison of disyllabic 
adjectives. In Corpora galore. Analyses and techniques in describing English. John Kirk (ed.). Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· ––– & Maria Estling Vannestål. Forthcoming. Fatigue fatigue: The spread and development of a vogue word in 
British and American English.

· –––, Staffan Klintborg, Magnus Levin & Maria Estling (eds). 1998. The major varieties of English. Papers from 
MAVEN 97. Växjö: Acta Wexionensia.

· ––– & Magnus Levin. 2000. Apples and oranges: On comparing data from different corpora. In Corpus 
linguistics and linguistic theory. Christian Mair & Marianne Hundt (eds.). Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· ––– & Jan Svartvik. 1997. One and body language. Viviane Müller & Peter Schneider (eds). From Ælfric to the 
New York Times: Studies in English Corpus Linguistics. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

6. Practical information

Would you like to get in touch with the editors to get more information, ask usage questions, give comments and 
tips etc.? Please send an e-mail to gramtime@hum.vxu.se. We cannot give you personal replies to usage 
questions, but if we find your question of interest to the public and if we can answer it, it will be discussed in the 
newsletter.

If you want to read back issues of GramTime News, please go to

http://www.vxu.se/hum/publ/gtn/

If you want to subscribe to the newsletter, please send an e-mail to gramtime-request@listserv.vxu.se with the 
following message: subscribe.

7. The next issue

We plan to distribute the next newsletter in September 2005. 
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0. Editorial

Dear readers,

Weatherwise, it has been a very good autumn so far; if you are interested in adverbs of the type weatherwise 
you will get all the information you dared not/didn't dare to ask about in this issue. Dare is a tricky verb, and so 
is ought (to), but Maria sheds some light on their use. She also investigates whether curiosity has to come out of 
something, or if it also can come from something. Curious?

In two other articles we are given useful usage tips about the adjectives Arab – Arabian – Arabic and Asian – 
Asiatic and about the terms surname – last name – family name. As far as I can gather, Americans prefer last 
name and British speakers surname. Sadly, the linguistically correct combination Arabic last name/surname, 
however, is not really advantageous to its bearers in any of those countries at the moment.

In the final article those of you who have always had a headache about whether to say stomachache or a 
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stomachache will get the answer from Magnus, and then the rest is fun and sports in the web tip! (In writing you 
may of course prefer to use stomach ache or stomach-ache; that's fine too.)

That's all for today, usage-tip-wise.

Hans Lindquist

Editor-in-chief

1. The GramTime project: Grammatical Trends in Modern English 

Basic facts:

GramTime started on 1 July, 1996. It received funding from The Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation 
(Riksbankens Jubileumsfond) until the end of 1999.

The aim of GramTime is to use existing computer corpora to investigate on-going and recent changes in English, 
particularly in the area of grammar. Comparisons are made between different varieties (British, American, 
Australian and New Zealand English); between genres like fiction, non-fiction and journalistic prose; and between 
spoken and written language.

The project is based at Växjö University and is directed by Hans Lindquist. Two research assistants have 
previously worked half-time in the project: PhD students Maria Estling Vannestål and Magnus Levin.

The following corpora are used:

· The British National Corpus (BNC): 100 million words, written and spoken British English (1980s and 1990s)

· The Bank of English. We use a subset called the CobuildDirect Corpus: 50 million words, written and spoken 
British, American and Australian English (1980s and 1990s)

· The London-Lund corpus: 500 000 words, spoken British English (1960s and 1970s)

· The Brown corpus: 1 million words, written American English (1960s)

· The Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen corpus (LOB): 1 million words, written British English (1960s)

· The Freiburg updated version of LOB (FLOB): 1 million words, written British English (1990s)

· The Freiburg updated version of Brown (Frown): 1 million words, written American English (1990s)

· The Longman Spoken American Corpus (LSAC): 5 million words, spoken American English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Spoken English (WCSE): 1 million words, spoken New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Written English (WCWE): 1 million words, written New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Independent on CD-ROM 1990, 1995 & 2000

· The Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The New York Times on CD-ROM 1990, 1995 and 2000

 · The Sydney Morning Herald on CD-ROM 1992–1995



2. Usage questions and answers 

1. I've come across sentences like Weatherwise, the summer was wonderful and The weatherwise old 
man looked at the clouds. Can you say something about these forms in -wise?

Yes, we can. Our answer will be based on various handbooks and linguistics articles plus searches in The New 
York Times, The Independent and corpora of spoken American and British English.

In the first sentence in the question, weatherwise is an adverb. There are three main adverb types in -wise as 
illustrated in (1) - (3).

(1) Cut in half and then in slices crosswise, brush with oil and season, then grill for five minutes on either side. 
Alternatively, cut in half lengthwise, brush with oil and season. (IND 2000)

(2) His leg took nine years to mend, and he still walks a bit crab-wise. (IND 2000)

(3) "Football-wise we've been very good and in possession we looked strong, but our problem is that we're not 
performing well without the ball." (IND 2000)

In (1) the adverb specifies the dimension or direction of an action, in (2) the manner in which the action is 
carried out, and in (3) the point of view from which the statement is made. The adverbs in (1) and (2) are 
manner adverbs while the adverb in (3) is a sentence adverb.

In the second sentence in the question, weatherwise is an adjective. Other examples of such adjectives in -wise 
are streetwise, mediawise, webwise, computerwise, sexwise, tundrawise and winewise where wise means 
'knowledgeable or experienced as regards X' (street in streetwise stands metonymically for 'the ways if the big 
modern city'). This type of adjective formation is moderately productive, especially in journalistic prose. In this 
answer, however, we will concentrate on the adverb use.

The new use of adverbs in -wise as sentence adverbs developed as late as in the 1940s, apparently in the United 
States. Typical examples from our 1990 written American material are: budget-wise, career-wise, diet-wise, 
family-wise, health wise, market-wise, percentage-wise, style-wise. Such adverbs have been called "viewpoint 
adverbs" and can have several useful functions:

(a) Providing a focus for a clause

(4) She featurewise, she was the best bulldog of the litter, by far. (Am spoken)

(b) Organizing discourse beyond the clause level

The adverb can be used to tell in which order different aspects of a topic will be dealt with. In (5), two worlds are 
mentioned initially, and then basketball-wise introduces the first one.

(5) I fell in love with the place from the time I arrived on campus, Williams said of Duke. Coach K said something 
I'll remember for a lifetime. He said when you come here you're going to get the best of two worlds. You're going 
to compete basketball-wise against quality people day in and day out and it's going to make you a better player. 
And the exact same thing will happen with academics. (NYT 2000)

(c) Creating an economical and impersonal style

Terseness and a "flavor of authority and officialdom" have been mentioned as motivating forces behind the use of 
viewpoint adverbs in -wise. An example of a statement by an official spokesperson is given in (6).

(6) As to the details, that would have to come from the police as to who was doing what traffic-wise, said Melissa 
Farley, a New York City Transit spokeswoman. (NYT 2000)

(d) Creating a politeness strategy (when added finally, after a question)

(7) S1: So Jude you didn't do anything today huh?

S2: Uh



S1: I mean errands wise (LSAC)

The affix -wise is most commonly added to a noun in the singular, but plurals occur: reputations-wise, drinks-
wise, relationships-wise, spuds-wise. There are also cases where the suffix is added to a noun compound, as in 
bottom-line-wise, name-recognition-wise, love-life-wise; a coordinated noun phrase as in sex-and-violence-wise; 
or to a more or less established noun phrase consisting of adjective + noun, as in current-affairs-wise and great-
line-wise. As these are somewhat clumsy and stylistically marked they are presumably used mainly to create a 
special effect.

There were a few instances in the data of so-called affix generalization, with -wise being added to adjectives 
where one would have expected the already existing form in -(al)ly to block the addition of -wise, or, possibly in 
some of the cases, the use of a denominal form like strategy-wise:

NYT 1995 strategic-wise

NYT 2000 academic-wise, cerebral-wise

IND 1995 social-wise

IND 2000 international-wise

We even found one instance in the spoken data where -wise was added to an adverb, cf. (8):

(8) That's pretty good. I just, what it boils down to, I liked the movie cinematically-wise, because I'm a fan. If 
you're not a fan, it was boring. (LSAC)

Viewpoint adverbs in -wise are more common in speech than in written language. They are also frequently used 
in some genres of newspaper reporting and in particular in the Sports, Arts and entertainment and Living and 
social life sections. In the American examples, sports coaches, players, artists and, less often, businessmen, 
politicians, official spokespersons and the man/woman in the street are quoted when they comment on games, 
transfer deals, injuries, music, current affairs or their own personal situation. In the British data, on the other 
hand, a smaller proportion (approximately half) of the examples occurred in represented speech, and it is more 
common that viewpoint adverbs in -wise occur in reviews of books, films, plays, exhibitions etc. or in 
commentaries and columns on diverse aspects of modern living and various social phenomena.

There is a consensus that the viewpoint adverbs in -wise developed in American English and that they have 
remained an American specialty. It is therefore of interest to study the frequency distribution figures in 
comparable American and British texts. Table 1 gives the figures for these adverbs in The New York Times and 
The Independent for the years 1990, 1995 and 2000 and in three spoken corpora.

Table 1. Estimated frequency of viewpoint adverbs in -wise normalized per 1 million words in spoken and written 
American and British corpora.

Approximate size Tokens Tokens/1 M words

New York Times 1990
60 M 77 1.3

New York Times 1995
53 M 77 1.5

New York Times 2000
67 M 132 2.0

The Independent 1990
35 M 29 0.8

The Independent 1995
35 M 101 2.9

The Independent 2000
35 M 153 3.4

The Longman Spoken American Corpus ca 1995
5 M 38 7.6



BNC, Context-governed component ca 1990
6 M 37 6.2

BNC, Demographic component ca 1990
4 M 27 6.8

As Table 1 clearly shows, something happened in the newspapers between 1990 and 1995. In 1990, the 
instances of viewpoint adverbs in -wise were few and far between in the British newspaper, but already in 1995 
there were more tokens in the British newspaper than in the American, in spite of the fact that the figures for The 
New York Times rose as well. In 2000, the development continued, with increases both in the American and the 
British newspaper and with the British newspaper still in the lead. In other words, British English seems to have 
caught up with and overtaken American English in this area in the short period under study.

The spoken corpora do not make diachronic comparison possible, but the figures clearly show that viewpoint 
adverbs in -wise are several times more frequent in the spoken language. At least two different types of social 
prestige may lie behind the rise of -wise. First, we have users who want to sound authoritative and important 
(officials, coaches, minor league businessmen) and, second, discerning writers and speakers who use -wise 
skilfully and judiciously, sometimes seriously, sometimes tongue-in-cheek, with a wink to informed readers or 
listeners.

In the spoken language, one supporting factor may be the wish to avoid the alternatives, many of which are 
longer, clumsier and more formal: Adj + -ly (speaking) (theoretically speaking), as regards N, with respect to N, 
as far as N is concerned.

Viewpoint adverbs in -wise are generally considered to be informal, and commentators from the 1960s and up to 
the 1990s call the use a "gimmick", "fad" or "trendy jargon". They have indeed become a favourite target for 
language mavens, and a quick search on the World Wide Web shows that the use of these adverbs is discouraged 
in very strong words on a number of more or less academic sites giving advice on writing and usage. However, 
some serious commentators admit that they can be "eminently useful" and that "careerwise is much quicker than 
'in relation to my career' and moneywise more direct than 'as far as money is concerned'". There is obviously a 
place for viewpoint adverbs in -wise in the English language, and although they seem to have an informal ring, 
this may change if they become more common and spread to new genres as part of the ongoing general 
colloquialization of the language. It may of course also happen that they remain typical of a particular style. In 
any case, the growing use of the -wise adverbs indicates that the advice of popular usage mavens on this point 
goes largely unheeded. It will be interesting to follow the development of these adverbs in the future, especially 
to see if they spread to new registers like academic writing, where they still seem to be rather rare. The main 
thing for second language learners, as indeed for native speakers, is not to overuse these adverbs. For instance, 
not a single one has been used in this article.

HL

2. Should I say that I dared not or didn't dare and that I need not or didn't need to?

Following up on a usage question that we discussed in GTN 99:3, concerning which construction (main verb or 
auxiliary verb) is more frequent with used to in negative and interrogative clauses, we will now extend the study 
to include two other marginal modals: dare and need. In that GTN issue, we concluded that used to was rather 
rare in negative and interrogative sentences in both constructions types, but especially as an auxiliary. Let us 
look at the two other verbs, one at a time, starting with dare.

It turns out that in the 60-million-word Cobuild corpus, dare predominates as an auxiliary verb, both in negative 
statements and questions, as indicated by the following table:

Table 1. Dare in auxiliary function and main verb function

auxiliary main verb total

negative statement
193 75% 64 25% 257

question 
117 98.5% 3 3.5% 120

The figures in the auxiliary column include both dare and dared and the main verb column includes do/does/did 

http://www.vxu.se/hum/publ/gtn/news99_3.html


not dare and don't/doesn't/didn't dare. Let us now separate negative statements and questions and look at some 
examples behind the figures. First, in negative statements, the auxiliary form, as in (1), and (2) was about three 
times as frequent as the main verb form, illustrated by (3) and (4):

(1) The Chechens, too, dare not risk a loss of face or credibility. (British newspaper)

(2) The little girls dared not speak to him. (American book)

(3) I didn't dare to drive the car. (British book)

(4) For four years he doesn't dare look inside. (British radio)

In their university grammar, Svartvik & Sager write that when dare is used as a main verb, it is followed by a to 
infinitive, as in example (3) above. However, like example (4) above, most of the cases in the corpus did NOT 
contain the infinitive marker to.

Observe that the contracted form daren't can be used about both the present and the past, as examples (5) and 
(6) indicate:

(5) I know I daren't lose again. (British tabloid)  

(6) He knew that he daren't miss a single opportunity – even though it meant almost no sleep – to bring the talks 
to a successful conclusion. (British tabloid)

In questions, the auxiliary form was totally predominant (used in 98.5% of the cases), as in (7), whereas the 
main verb use, as in (8), only occurred three times. In most of the examples, the subject was the personal 
pronoun I:

(7) Dare I suggest that if it was common knowledge, the Australian people might attempt to put into power a 
government that would create its own finances (...) (Australian newspaper)

(8) Do I dare order you a drink? (American book)

When dare was used as an auxiliary, the subject was almost always a personal pronoun. There was only one 
single example of a subject consisting of a more complex noun phrase:

(9) Dare my wife and I hope for Lloyd Webber instead of A A Gill in Style? (British newspaper)

In quite a few of the instances, dare I say... was inserted as a kind of comment in the middle of a sentence, as in 
(10) and (11):

(10) (...) you're persistent and occasionally, dare I say it, fortune smiles on you. (British newspaper)

(11) For the lovers of the unusual – dare I say grotesque – there is the double "Waterlily", a multipetalled 
mophead of narrow, deep mauve petals. (British magazine)

More than half of the questions in the auxiliary group consisted of the fixed phrase How dare...:

(12) How dare you call me the prince of sleaze? (American radio)

We found no instances including other question words, so it seems that, besides the How dare... phrase, dare is 
mainly used in yes/no questions. Neither were there any examples of the past tense forms dared or did ... dare 
used in questions. There was also a clear regional difference, in that dare used as an auxiliary mainly occurred in 
British texts, whereas the main-verb use was equally frequent in both varieties.

Moving now to need, we can first note that this verb was far more frequent than the marginal modal dare. There 
was also a clear difference between negative statements and auxiliaries, as we can see in the following table:

Table 1. Need in auxiliary function and main verb function

Auxiliary need Main verb need Total



negative statement
700 57% 534 43% 1234

question 
17 5% 296 95% 313

In negative statements, need was just a little more frequent as an auxiliary, as in (13) and (14), than as a main 
verb, as in (15) and (16):

(13) Machines take no account of human needs, and you need not be working on a factory assembly line to feel 
as though you are. (British books)

(14) But she need not have worried. (British tabloid)

(15) He was not in the opening scenes and did not need to be on hand. (American book)

(16) Again, he doesn't need to get to California for his campaign, but those Senate candidates could use him. 
(American radio)

As illustrated by the examples, auxiliary need can refer both to present and past time. The same regional 
difference that was spotted in the study of dare recurred in the need material, i.e. the auxiliary use of need was 
more frequent in British English than in American English.

In questions (which occurred much more rarely than negative statements), the  proportions of auxiliary/main 
verb was dfiferent from that of negative statements: auxiliary need, as in (17), only occurred in 5% of the cases 
and main-verb use of need , as in (18), was totally predominating (95%).

(17) Need you wonder why? (British book)

(18) Well does it need to be booked in or what? (spoken British English)

In questions with auxiliary need, the verb mainly occurred with personal pronoun subjects, especially I, just as 
was the case with dare. Here is the only exception, but the subject is still a pronoun, the generally referring 
pronoun one:

(19) Need one say more? (British tabloid)

Similarly, there were no cases of the past tense form needed, and need in auxiliary function was only used in yes/
no questions.

To conclude, it seems that, apart from need  in questions, dare and need are more frequently used as auxiliaries 
than as main verbs. In both cases, the auxiliary form is more frequent in British English than in American English, 
and both verbs can be used to refer both to the present and the past. In the next usage question we will look into 
another marginal modal verb: ought to.

ME

3. Is ought to ever used as a main verb (I didn't ought to/Do you ought to...? etc) by native speakers 
of English?

In grammar books, ought to is not generally described as a marginal modal, that is, a verb that can function both 
as an auxiliary and as a main verb (like dare and need discussed in the previous usage question). Still, this is 
something that our reader has come across in native speaker English. So what do our corpora tell us?

First of all, in line with descriptions in the literature, ought to as a main verb was much rarer than dare and need 
in the main-verb function. We found only a few occurrences of ought to used as a main verb, as in (1) and (2), all 
of them in spoken language or dialogues in fiction, compared to hundreds of examples of ought to used as an 
auxiliary, as in (3) and (4):

(1) They walked in silence for a while, then Sidney said,"I suppose I didn't ought to ask, but it's important to me. 
(British book)



(2) I don't know what you think, I just wondered did we ought to order anything from Friends of the Earth 
catalogue like those sort of things to sell. (spoken British English)

(3) Fisher objected that an Archbishop of York ought not to encourage illegality by being present at the requiem 
(...) (British book)

(4) Ought I to wear it for the ceremony? (British book)

This time, the corpus material showed no regional difference, but main-verb use of ought was equally infrequent 
in British and American English. Similarly, it was rare in both negative statements and questions.

Observe that auxiliary ought was sometimes used without the infinitive marker to:

(5) I think that's that was important and we ought come back to that. (spoken British English)

(6) And if she was, perhaps he ought not be trying to murder her? (British book)

In the case of the spoken material, the omission of to may of course be due to transcription errors, but this form 
also occurred a few times in written dialogues taken from fiction, as illustrated in example (6).

ME

4. Is it OK to say from curiosity?

In dictionaries, we are told that the preposition preceding curiosity should be out of. Since we say that we can do 
something from fear, from jealosy and from spite, however, it is easy to draw the conclusion that we also do 
something from curiosity. Judging from our corpora, however, from curiosity is not often used by native speakers 
of English; at least we found only two instances in several hundred millions of words, as opposed to quite a few 
occurrences of out of curiosity. Here are these examples, both from the British National Corpus:

(1) "Where's Dada?", Nicandra asked, not from curiosity, more for something to say. (British book)

(2) Most youngsters probably start simply from curiosity, or because their friends are doing it. (British book)

There were also a few cases where from curiosity occurs when there is something in the preceding text which 
prompts the use of from rather than out of:

(3) For over thirty years, along with my fellow teachers, I have been going to educational conferences, and 
training sessions, and workshops, to hear countless leaders in education talk, as you do, about the dignity of the 
child, and the importance of individual differences, and of fostering positive self-concepts, and building on the 
interests of the child, and letting the child learn from curiosity rather than fear. (British book)

(4) They are as follows: a) experimental use, stemming from curiosity about the drug; b) socio-recreational use, 
resulting from peer-group pressure (...) (British book)

(5) It isn't at all nice of me, thought Lydia, and they won't be pleased, but they'll come from curiosity and 
snobbery, since although they don't approve of me they think I'm rather posh. (British book)

There were no instances whatsoever of from curiosity in the Cobuild corpus, the spoken American Longman 
corpus, The Independent 2000 or The New York Times 2000. Strangely enough, although out of curiosity abounds 
in all these corpora, it only occurred once in the 100-million-word British National Corpus, from which the 
examples of from curiosity given above were taken.

ME

5. Which adjective should I use: Arab, Arabian or Arabic and Asian or Asiatic?

All these three adjectives occurred rather frequently in our Cobuild corpus. We started out by getting rid of all 
occurrences of Saudi Arabian and The United Arab Emirates, and started looking for patterns in how the words 
are used in authentic texts. It soon became clear that Arabian tends to be the preferred word in geographical 
contexts, as in (1) to (3), the last two of which are names rather than common nouns:



(1) Other members of the Screen Actors' Guild appeared on floats depicting a South Sea island, a Chinese palace, 
and an Arabian desert complete with dashing sheikhs and a veiled harem. (American book)

(2) The Yemeni government has so far declined to take the same policy line as other states in the Arabian 
Peninsula in reaction to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. (British radio)

(3) Authorities in Yemen are supplying water and some food to refugees from Somalia, who made a harrowing 
journey on a packed ship across the Arabian Sea. (American radio)

This is also the adjective used in the well-know fairy tale Arabian Nights, and to refer to horses:

(4) The theme was Arabian Nights and the glittering black and white marquee surrounded by dozens of flaming 
torches was soon filled with celebrity friends dancing to the sounds of an eight-piece Moroccan band. (British 
tabloid)

(5) Pease built a bungalow for his use on the plains, and a new Arabian horse was provided for his use, one not 
yet infected by tsetse. (British book)

Besides being the name of a language, as in (6), Arabic is mainly used to talk about phenomena related to 
language and culture, as illustrated by examples (7) to (10).

(6) The couple sent both boys to classes to find out about their religion and culture and to learn Arabic. (British 
tabloid)

(7) He learned all the prayers and they were so impressed by his Arabic accent that he was often asked to read 
them aloud. (British tabloid)

(8) In Arabic culture pistachio nuts are said to kindle lust. (Australian newspaper)

(9) The twenty-something Londoner of Nigerian and Ghanaian parentage starte training at a school for traditional 
Arabic dances in 1986, the same year that she became a Buddhist, and three years later she was dancing 
professionally. (British magazine)

(10) In "Writer in a Nutshell" this week, Robin Ostle, a specialist in modern Arabic literature at the University of 
Oxford, talks to us abot the Egyptian novelist Naguib Mahfouz. (British radio)

Arabic is also the adjective used to talk about numerals, in contrast to Roman numerals:

(11) So-called Arabic numerals originated in fact among the Hindus of India, though the misnomer reveals the 
source through which this numbering system reached Western civilization. (American book)

Arab is clearly the word to go for when you wish to talk about politics. Here are some examples:

(12) It's significant, too, that as Saudi-Iranian relations have been restored, formal links between Iran and Egypt, 
another major partner in the Arab alliance, are being upgraded. (American radio)

(13) The emergency meeting was called at the request of the PLO to consider what it described as the threat the 
suspension of the dialogue posed to the Arab and Palestinian peoples. (British radio)

(14) On Sept. 5, Arab terrorists entered the Olympic village, killed two Israeli coaches, and took nine Israeli 
athletes hostage. (American book)

(15) Countries which declared they wanted an Arab solution to the Kuwaiti crisis had disregarded that obligation. 
(British radio)

One particularly common collocation including Arab was the Arab world:

(16) The university in the Arab world has no link with the job market whatsoever she says. (British magazine)

We did find exceptions to the trends just described (such as Arab occasionnally being used about culture), but as 
a whole, there were fairly clear differences betwen the three adjectives. Finally, in other contexts than the ones 
used above, Arabian seems to be the preferred alternative:



(17) There was a joy and freedom about the Arabian football that contrasted disturbingly with England's manner 
and mood. (British tabloid)

(18) Social/support group meets regularly in London. All Arabian lesbians welcome. (British magazine)

Turning now to Asian and Asiatic, the corpus shows an enormous difference in frequency betwen the two 
adjectives. Asian occurred almost 2,500 times, whereas Asiatic was used in 57 instances. The majority of these 
57 tokens consisted of a name (Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society) and a fixed expression (the Asiatic Mode of 
Production) and most of the others referred to animals living in Asia, especially lions:

(19) He is one of just 350 Asiatic lions left in the world. (British tabloid)

(20) Others were talking about fossils, or wild Asiatic donkeys. (British newspaper)

However, when it comes to elephants, Asian was used in all the instances:

(21) Explorer John Blashford-Snell has discovered the world's biggest Asian elephant. (British tabloid)

There was also a small "odds and ends" group of Asiatic tokens, as illustrated by the following examples:

(22) He wrote that such barbarism was to be expected, since "the Russians are, as is well known, a primitive, 
semi-Asiatic people whose national traditions and present totalitarian government combine to place a low 
estimate on human life. (American book)

(23) Hobsbawm and Anderson would probably agree with Habib's critique of the thesis of Asiatic immutability. 
(British book)

Summing up, we can recommend our readers to use Arabic about language and culture, Arab about politics and 
Arabian when talking about geography and most other phenomena. Furthermore, it seems safest to go for Asian 
rather than Asiatic except when we talk about lions living in Asia.

ME

6. Which is the most common term – surname, last name or family name?

In the last issue of GTN (2005:2) we discussed the differences between first name, given name, Christian name 
and forename, and now the time has come for surname, last name and family name. Judging from the Longman 
dictionary of contemporary English, there seem to be some differences between the words. Last name is given as 
"especially AmE", while no regional information is given on surname and family name, which presumably 
indicates that these are more regionally neutral. Interestingly, surname and family name are not given the same 
explanation in the dictionary - a surname is "the name that you share with your parents, or often with your 
husband if you are a married woman, and which in English comes at the end of your full name; last name" while 
a family name is "the name someone shares with all the members of their family; surname, last name".

The three alternatives are exemplified below in (1) to (3).

(1) Posh is a most unusual first name, as indeed Spice is a most unusual surname. (Ind 2000)

(2) What is your last name again? (LSAC)

(3) In addition, scores of towns are named after the family names of their founders. (NYT 1990)

We investigated the singular and plural forms of the terms in The New York Times and The Independent 1990 and 
2000, as illustrated in Table 1. An additional search in the Longman Spoken American Corpus (LSAC) produced 
214 instances of last name, while family name was only found twice, and surname was not found at all, which 
clearly indicates a preference for last name in spoken AmE. In spoken BrE from the British National Corpus 
(BNC), however, there was a clear preference for surname (65 tokens), while last name (eight) and family name 
(three) were much rarer.

Table 1. The use of surname(s), last name(s) and family name(s) in NYT 1990 and 2000 and Ind 1990 and 2000



NYT 1990 NYT 2000 Ind 1990 Ind 2000

N % N % N % N %

surname(s)
45 20 148 32 103 75 209 76

last name(s)
126 57 248 54 6 4 20 7

family name(s)
50 23 60 14 28 21 47 17

Totals
221 100 456 100 137 100 276 100

The results suggest that last name is indeed the preferred alternative in AmE, although much less clearly so in 
writing than in speech. It is possible that the parallelism between first name and last name is a factor that 
supports this usage. In BrE, on the other hand, surname is the most frequent. Last name was strikingly rare in 
The Independent, which means that AmE influence in this area seems to be rather weak. As regards possible 
change in progress, there is an interesting increase in AmE of surname, and slight decreases in both newspapers 
for family name. More material and a larger time depth is required to ascertain if there really are changes in 
progress.

To conclude, we may recommend learners to use either their last name or their surname when introducing 
themselves to native speakers.

ML

7. Should I say I have earache/stomachache or I have a(n) earache/stomachache?

According to the literature, both alternatives exist. Quirk et al (1985:279) suggest that headache is "always a 
count noun", i.e. it is used with the indefinite article. However, they go on, "[o]ther nouns formed from ache are 
treated as noncount when they denote a condition: Nuts give me toothache. When they denote a single attack or 
pain, they are usually count in AmE and noncount in BrE: On and off she suffers from a stomachache <esp 
AmE> / (the) stomachache <esp BrE>". (Stomachache is more often written as two words - stomach ache - in 
BrE than in AmE).

The variation is illustrated below in (1) to (4):

(1) The morning when I made the call to my mother's job, I said only that I had a stomachache. (NYT 95)

(2) Jillian has an earache. (NYT 95)

(3) I still had stomachache. (www.hss.fullerton.edu/womens/tech/_disc9/00000250.htm)

(4) She told me she had earache and we didn't talk (…) (www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/Wbagnold.htm)

We investigated this variation in our corpora. Unfortunately, these phrases were rather rare, but we still managed 
to find clear tendencies in the material. The New York Times 1995 produced eleven tokens – all with the indefinite 
article – while in the British National Corpus there were six cases of a stomach ache/earache and eleven stomach 
ache/earache. Additional sample searches on Google in the .uk and .edu (mostly AmE) domains provided support 
for these findings. In the .uk domain there were 300 tokens with the indefinite article and 173 without, while in 
the .edu domain there were 134 tokens with a and only eleven without (and those tokens without the definite 
article could mostly be argued to be in the sense of a condition rather than an attack).

We may therefore conclude that stomachache and earache normally take the indefinite article in AmE, and that 
this is also the preferred alternative in BrE (although there is a lot of variation in this variety). The supposedly 
American variant turned out to be the more common one in Britain as well, and therefore we can recommend our 
readership to have a stomachache rather than just stomachache.

ML



3. Web tip 

Time for sports!

It's not that we plan to force you to start playing rugby or anything, but we have found an interesting web site for 
anyone who wants to learn more about various sports:

http://news.bbc.co.uk/sportacademy/default.stm

This site is a perfect place to go to find out about the equipment and rules of football (i.e. soccer, since this is a 
British site...), cricket, golf, rugby, basketball or what have you! You can also pick up terminology. Did you, for 
instance, know the meaning of anchor leg (athletics), bogey (golf), feint (football), tiebreak (tennis), rebound 
(basketball) and grubber kick (rugby)? If not, you will find the answers in the "jargon guide" of each sport 
section. Other things you can do is reading about successful players. As a Swedish citizen, I'm of course extra 
proud to read the following sentence about Björn Borg: 

"The Swede they called 'ice man' was perhaps the finest men's tennis player ever."

Since the website is in English it could definitely be used for classroom activities, such as writing about or 
learning vocabulary in one's favourite field of sports. And should you get tired of working as an English teacher 
(or whatever you do for a living), it is never too late to go to the skills section and learn how to become a 
professional player in the sport you are interested in.

ME
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· –––  & Magnus Levin. 2000. "Neither the singular nor the plural is/are wrong". Some aspects of number 
variation in English. Moderna Språk 2/00.

· Levin, Magnus. 1998a. Manchester United are my team: Concord with collective nouns. Moderna Språk, 1/98.

· –––. 1998b. On concord with collective nouns in English. Antoinette Renouf (ed). Explorations in Corpus 
Linguistics. Amsterdam: Rodopi.
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No.7 1998.
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· Lindquist, Hans. 1998. The comparison of English disyllabic adjectives in -y and -ly in present-day British and 
American English. In Lindquist et al (eds)

· –––. 1999. Electronic corpora as tools for translation. In Word, text and translation. Gunilla Anderman & 
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· –––. 2000. Livelier or more lively? Syntactical and contextual factors influencing the comparison of disyllabic 
adjectives. In Corpora galore. Analyses and techniques in describing English. John Kirk (ed.). Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· ––– & Maria Estling Vannestål. 2005. Fatigue fatigue: The spread and development of a vogue word in British 
and American English. In The power of words. Studies in honour of Moira Linnarud. Solveig Granath, June 
Miliander & Elisabeth Wennö (eds.). Karlstad: Karlstad University.

· –––, Staffan Klintborg, Magnus Levin & Maria Estling (eds). 1998. The major varieties of English. Papers from 
MAVEN 97. Växjö: Acta Wexionensia.

· ––– & Magnus Levin. 2000. Apples and oranges: On comparing data from different corpora. In Corpus 
linguistics and linguistic theory. Christian Mair & Marianne Hundt (eds.). Amsterdam: Rodopi.

· ––– & Jan Svartvik. 1997. One and body language. Viviane Müller & Peter Schneider (eds). From Ælfric to the 
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5. Practical information



Would you like to get in touch with the editors to get more information, ask usage questions, give comments and 
tips etc.? Please send an e-mail to gramtime@hum.vxu.se. We cannot give you personal replies to usage 
questions, but if we find your question of interest to the public and if we can answer it, it will be discussed in the 
newsletter.

If you want to read back issues of GramTime News, please go to

http://www.hum.vxu.se/publ/gtn/

If you want to subscribe to the newsletter, please send an e-mail to gramtime-request@listserv.vxu.se with the 
following message: subscribe.

6. The next issue 

We plan to distribute the next newsletter in December 2005. 
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0. Editorial

Dear readers,

This editorial reaches you from the other end of the globe, from a place from which an airmail letter amazingly 
takes 6-10 days to reach Europe: New Zealand. God bless e-mail!

In this issue, Maria deals with the plural in constructions like "issues 2 and 3", gives some hard data on the 
comparison of disyllabic adjectives like common and is relieved to see that good old whom still rules after 
prepositions. Magnus then slips back into lexicography, dealing first with some soccer terms that he thinks are 
fascinating (but which I find rather simpleminded compared with the leg-before-wicket, death bowling etc. of my 
new favourite sport cricket…) and then going on a crusade (no, not really) against inappropriate uses of the word 
crusade. The latter piece was written in cooperation with Roy Liddle. Finally, inspired by my present 
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surroundings, I present some notes on the local lingo.

The web tips lead to a fun word site for school kids and refer you to places where you can get into that Christmas 
mood, in case you need that. I certainly do, since in spite of the Victoria University of Wellington Christmas Party 
next week, I suspect that a sunny Christmas on the beach won't feel quite the same as a white Christmas in 
Växjö.

I would also like to take the opportunity to inform you about a short course (5 credits), aimed at teachers, which 
will be run by Maria Estling Vannestål, Ibolya Maricic and Marianne Sandberg at Växjö University next summer: 
IT in English teaching (using corpora and the Internet, mailing lists, chatting etc.). Please get in touch with Maria 
(maria.estling-vannestal@vxu.se) if you are interested!

And now all that remains is to wish you a very Merry Christmas from all of us, or, as the Maori say:

Meri Kirihimete!

Hans Lindquist

Editor-in-chief

1. The GramTime project: Grammatical Trends in Modern English 

Basic facts:

GramTime started on 1 July, 1996. It received funding from The Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation 
(Riksbankens Jubileumsfond) until the end of 1999.

The aim of GramTime is to use existing computer corpora to investigate on-going and recent changes in English, 
particularly in the area of grammar. Comparisons are made between different varieties (British, American, 
Australian and New Zealand English); between genres like fiction, non-fiction and journalistic prose; and between 
spoken and written language.

The project is based at Växjö University and is directed by Hans Lindquist. Two research assistants have 
previously worked half-time in the project: PhD students Maria Estling Vannestål and Magnus Levin.

The following corpora are used:

· The British National Corpus (BNC): 100 million words, written and spoken British English (1980s and 1990s)

· The Bank of English. We use a subset called the CobuildDirect Corpus: 50 million words, written and spoken 
British, American and Australian English (1980s and 1990s)

· The London-Lund corpus: 500 000 words, spoken British English (1960s and 1970s)

· The Brown corpus: 1 million words, written American English (1960s)

· The Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen corpus (LOB): 1 million words, written British English (1960s)

· The Freiburg updated version of LOB (FLOB): 1 million words, written British English (1990s)

· The Freiburg updated version of Brown (Frown): 1 million words, written American English (1990s)

· The Longman Spoken American Corpus (LSAC): 5 million words, spoken American English (1990s)

· The Wellington Corpus of Spoken English (WCSE): 1 million words, spoken New Zealand English (1990s)



· The Wellington Corpus of Written English (WCWE): 1 million words, written New Zealand English (1990s)

· The Independent on CD-ROM 1990, 1995 & 2000

· The Times on CD-ROM 1990 & 1995

· The New York Times on CD-ROM 1990, 1995 and 2000

 · The Sydney Morning Herald on CD-ROM 1992–1995

2. Usage questions and answers 

1. Is it OK to talk about the 12th and 13th century (rather than centuries)?

Constructions of this kind (referred to as "logical" plurals by Ohlander & Ljung in their Gleerups engelska 
grammatik) are often problematic to Swedish learners of English, since in Swedish the corresponding noun would 
typically be in the singular form (1100- och 1200-talet). Other examples in the group of logical plurals are 
constructions like shake hands ('skaka hand'), change buses ('byta buss'), bears have small brains ('björnar har 
liten hjärna') and they lost their appetites ('de förlorade aptiten'). Do native speakers ever use the singular 
rather than the plural in such cases? This is an area that we dealt with in a previous issue of GramTime News 
(00:3). Our corpora then showed that in one subgroup (change buses, shake hands etc) there was very little 
variation between singular and plural forms, whereas in the other groups ("body parts" and "abstract phenomena 
related to the human body or mind"), we found more instances of singular nouns. Some of the singular examples 
can be explained by the fact that they refer to gender-neutral constructions (such as someone and a doctor) of 
the following type:

(1) The post-coital cigarette is not as popular as it once was and the idea of making love to someone who has a 
fag in their mouth must be one of life's great turn-offs. (British book)

Now, one subgroup which we didn't deal with in that article was the one which comprises structures such as the 
following ones:

(2) This last factor will be addressed in chapters 7 and 11. (American book)

(3) With only the first two teams from Sections A and B qualifying for the semi-finals the outcome of Sunday's 
games are (sic!) vital to several counties.

(4) A town house, dating in parts from the fourteenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, became the object of 
his desire, not simply for its character but for the distribution of its rooms. (British magazine)

Do structures of this kind ever include singular nouns instead of plural ones? We looked into our 60-million-word 
Cobuild corpus, searching for the following structures: chapters X and X vs. chapter X and X, sections X and X vs. 
section X and X and X and X centuries vs. X and X century. The plural form predominated in all three cases: 33 
chapters vs. 2 chapter, 22 sections vs. 0 section and 126 centuries vs. 9 century. Most of the singular forms were 
found in spoken language (British conversation or American radio) or relatively informal written language. Here 
are a few examples of the singular form:

(5) (...) this will hold particularly erm for what leads up to the crucial moment chapter eleven and twelve the two 
different accounts if you like of this blasting moment of revelation. (spoken British English)

(6) If you look at all the documents we have from the 15th and 16th century, you'll just be impressed with the 
brightness and the beauty of the colors which are natural colors. (American radio) 

(7) Paul Cuffee the Black brave mariner of the eighteenth and nineteenth century was born at Westport in 
Massachusetts in 1759, some sixteen years before the birth of the United States of America. (British magazine)

If we go to Google and search the net we will come across quite a lot of examples of the singular form. 
Remember, however, that many documents out there were not written by native speakers of English, an 
indication of  which is that some of the first hits appearing on the screen are from Austrian, Dutch and Polish 
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sources. So it seems that we should still recommend our students to use the plural form when writing about the 
15th and 16th centuries.

The subscriber asking this question also points to a special construction, "the end of the 19th and /the/ beginning 
of the 20th century/centuries", wondering if the structure could here be more prone to include a singular noun 
(as the result of thr ellipsis of century after 19th). There were no examples of this structure in the Cobuild 
corpus, so we turned to two newspaper archives, The New York Times and the Independent, but 
found no examples there either. A Google search, on the other hand, produced thousands of examples and 
indicated that the singular form is equally frequent as the plural form (the proportions varied slightly depending 
on what centuries we searched for). Again, however, we must be aware of the abundance of non-native sources.

ME

2. Which form of comparison is more frequent with those two-syllable adjectives that can use either -
er/-est or more/most (e.g. gentle, shallow, happy, common, cruel and polite)?

Grammar books vary quite a lot as to the description of some of these adjectives. Whereas most books agree 
that words in -er (e.g. clever), -le (e.g. gentle), -ow (e.g. shallow) and -y (e.g. happy) usually take the 
inflectional ending (-er/-est), there does not seem to be a consensus about which is the preferred form with some 
othe words, such as common, handsome, polite, quiet and solid. Svartvik & Sager (in their university grammar) 
claim that the periphrastic form (with more/most) seems to be gaining ground. This is one of those areas where 
looking into some corpora can be rather helpful to settle matters. We used a number of different corpora 
(Cobuild, the BNC, the New York Times and The Independent from 2000 and the Longman spoken American 
corpus) and came up with the following results.

First of all, the picture of how words in -er, -le, -ow and -y are typically compared was confirmed. It is true that 
the inflectional ending (-er/-est) is clearly preferred in these cases. As for the other words, the situation is slightly 
more complex, since we find differences between the different words (more or less the same differences in all 
 the corpora consulted). However, most of the words investigated showed a clear preference for a comparison 
with more and most, in line with Svartvik & Sager's suggestion that this form is gaining ground:

(1) The cancer is still more common in men than women but experts believe that is because men drink more 
alcohol. (British tabloid) 

(2) The Falcon wins out with far nicer interior standard driver's airbag and a more handsome road presence with 
the Ghia models. (Australian newspaper)

(3) Going through these woods between holes will make the whole experience more pleasant. (NYT)

(4) He gives good, solid information in this chapter, suggesting that he felt on more solid ground when discussing 
this topic. (British magazine)

The odd man out was quiet where the inflectional form of comparison predominated clearly in all our corpora:

(5) When things got a little quieter, people started moving away from the security forces, away from the Ciskei 
border and back into South Africa. (American radio)

The predominance for the more/most inflection was also less strong with the adjective polite:

(6) It would have been more polite to let Pasquaanti set his own pace. (American boko)

Table 1 shows the distribution in the British National Corpus, but the proportions were similar in the other corpora.

Table 1. The distribution of inflectional and periphrastic comparison in different adjectives.

-er/-est more/most

common
387 1863

handsome
25 52



pleasant
28 87

polite
21 29

quiet
457 10

solid
4 90

Observe that most can sometimes be used with more or less the same meaning as very, as in (7):

(7) He was a most handsome young man, and this early morning he was made even more attractive by his 
expression of pure happiness. (British book)

Instances of this kind were omitted from the frequency count.

To conclude, we can safely recommend students to use the inflectional ending with words in -er, -le, -ow and -y 
and with the adjective quiet, whereas the periphrastic form could be chosen for common, handsome, pleasant, 
polite and solid, although doing the opposite is of course perfectly OK as well.

ME

3. I have recently come across several occurrences of preposition + who (rather than whom) in 
writing. What do your corpora say about this?

We all know that whom (which is both a relative and interrogative pronoun) is losing ground, and that (especially 
interrogative) who seems to be replacing whom in the object position in many contexts. For instance, a letter to a 
mailing list discussing writing skills provides an illustration of this on-going process:

"I doubt whether any natural speaker ever uses "whom" of his own free will..."  

OK, so whom in object position is seldom used except in very formal context nowadays. But what about whom 
after a preposition? Is that not a rule that we should still follow? The whole construction with a relative pronoun 
following a preposition is formal, isn't it? According to most grammar books, we should stick to whom. For 
instance, Svartvik & Sager in their university grammar of English write that whom is obligatory after a preposition 
and so do Ljung & Ohlander in Gleerups engelska grammatik. Estling Vannestål (forthcoming) has a similar 
comment, but perhaps I will have to re-consider this statement. Our subsriber tells us that he has recently come 
across to who (but not for/from/with etc who) on several occasions, in speech, in magazines and in letters from 
educated colleagues. He also gives the following illustrating example:

"I had a phone call the other day. When I answered, the person at the other end said, 'With whom am I 
speaking?' I replied, 'Sorry, wrong number, and hung up. Why? Because no one we know ever says whom"

Let us have a look at our corpora to see if they can give us any guidance. An important first point to make (which 
I haven't seen in grammar books) is that the rule "a preposition must be followed by whom" must be modified in 
another respect. The preposition is not followed by whom when the relative pronoun is the subject of a following 
sub-clause, as in this example:

(1) Both of them taught more by who they were than by what they said or wrote. (American book) 

We vacuumed a number of different corpora (Cobuild, the BNC, the New York Times and the Longman spoken 
American corpus) and yes, we did find instances of preposition + who in the "ordinary" construction, where one 
would expect whom, not only in structures with to but also with other prepositions. To give you some proportions, 
here is a table based on the distribution of a number of prepositional phrases in the Cobuild corpus.

Table 2. The distribution of whom and who with different prepositions

whom who



by
49 6

for
483 7

from
101 2

to
468 17

with
626 13

As you can see from the table, however, there was a great predominance for the "prescribed" form whom. 
Furthermore, more or less all of the examples of preposition + who occurred in spoken English (conversations, 
radio programmes and dialogue from fiction or tabloids). Most of them, were (as expected) of the interrogative 
type. Here are some examples:

(2) Yeah. Material World. By who? Somebody who knows you're a Madonna fan?  (spoken British English)

(3) "Murdering buggers, dead right! And there's a bastard at Balliol who's having a party in his rooms to get 
support for them." "Support for who?" (dialogue in British book)

(4) "We're doing this for the protection of your nephew," said the social worker, Vicki Koob, holding a manila 
envelope in the air. "Protection from who? Where's Lyman? " (dialogue in American book)

(5) Who is talking to who? (spoken British English)

(6) Now see. I'm gonna be upset with him. With who? (spoken American English)

There was one single instance (in a quotation) in the New York Times 2000, and the Independent 2000 comprised 
no instances whatsoever.

We love it when –  every once in a while –  we can provide a relatively straightforward answer to a usage 
question, and in this case it seems that we can: who after preposition is OK in informal speech, but it might be a 
good idea to stick to the good old rule of using whom in formal writing.

ME

4. Which is the most common English football term for the time that is added after the 90 minutes in 
football matches to compensate for injuries, substitutions, etc - injury time or stoppage time? 

This is an interesting question since in the last few years the governing bodies of football have stressed that time 
should be added not only for injuries, but for "substitution(s), assessment of injury to players, removal of injured 
players from the field of play for treatment, wasting time, any other cause" (www.thefa.com).

We start our study with an exemplification of three Swedish alternatives, övertid, tilläggstid and stopptid. The 
latter of these is rather new and has increased in usage. The two terms are more or less interchangeable in 
Swedish, as illustrated in (1), although (2) indicates that stopptid is now perceived by some as being more 
"correct".

(1) Victoria avgjorde på övertid (…) Victoria Svensson sköt avgörande 2-1 (1-1) på stopptid. (nyhetsportalen.se)

(2) (…) David Beckhams 2-2-frispark 2.43 in på den tilläggstid, som med korrekt domarspråk kallas stopptid, (…) 
(aftonbladet.se)

There are at least four alternatives in English, as illustrated in (3) to (6), injury time, stoppage time, added time 
and time added on (I thank Roy Liddle for pointing out the last one of these).

(3) Arsenal's annoyance, which was primarily with the referee for allowing the game to go on so inexplicably deep 
into injury time, was compounded by Liverpool's victory. (Ind 90)



(4) The Northern Irish referee, Alan Snoddy, allowed four minutes of stoppage time, half of which had passed 
when Freddy Rincon's equaliser gave Colombia third place in Group D. (Ind 90)

(5) The similarities between that Champions' League semi-final and this game are uncanny: the loss of an early 
goal, 3-1 down by half-time and a sucker punch in added time. (Ind 2000)

(6) Turkey were awarded the penalty when Karl Corneliusson brought down Hakan Sukur in the fourth minute of 
time added on. (Ind 2000)

We investigated these four terms in The Independent on CD-ROM 1990 and 2000 to see if there is a change in 
progress. The results are presented in Table 1. (It is not quite clear why there are so many more examples in 
2000 than in 1990. It may have something to do with the criteria for what is included on the newspaper CD-ROM.)

Table 1. Injury time, stoppage time, added time and time added on in The Independent 1990 and The 
Independent 2000

Ind 1990 Ind 2000

N % N %

injury time
76 95 253 63

stoppage time
4 5 109 27

added time 
0 0 32 8

time added on
0 0 8 2

Totals:
80 100 402 100

The results indicate that injury time was still the preferred alternative in 2000 but its proportion is decreasing 
rapidly. It is therefore possible that the fact that time is now added on not just for injuries will lead to a change in 
the English lexicon. It will be interesting to monitor the further developments in this area since it is unusual to 
have four different terms that can be used interchangeably.

ML

5. President George W. Bush has been severely criticized for using the word crusade in connection 
with the so-called war on terror because the crusades involved terrible crimes against Muslim people 
in the Middle Ages. It nevertheless seems as if crusade very often is used in its non-literal sense 
nowadays. What can your corpora tell us about current usage? 

This does indeed seem to be a widely discussed topic: a Google-search for Bush and crusade yields around 3 
million hits. It certainly seems a bit careless to use the word in the context of fighting Muslim extremism, but a 
study of the instances found in the British National Corpus (100 million words, mainly from the 1990s) reveals 
that most tokens do not refer to the "real" crusades of the Middle Ages. Of the 527 examples of crusade in the 
BNC, 69% do not refer to the crusades of the Middle Ages, as illustrated in (1) and (2):

(1) Now he has called on other schools in the town to unite in a crusade against violence and drug abuse. 
(written BrE)

(2) When the Campaign for Real Ale embarked in the early 1970s on its crusade to preserve and promote our 
disappearing beer heritage, three watchwords came quickly to the fore; choice, quality and tradition. (written BrE)

In these cases crusade refers to a campaign or course of action by a person or body committed to the cause. (1) 
shows that people go on crusades against something you want to change, and (2) illustrates the fact that one can 
go on a crusade to promote something.



17% of the singular crusade instances referred to religious movements/causes, including many references to the 
evangelist Billy Graham's tour of Europe. Nowadays, crusade is most likely to refer to a political cause (228 
tokens; 49%). Moral/social/cultural issues accounted for 20% (93 tokens), and others 17% (79 tokens). Some 
instances in the latter category are very far removed from the original sense, as for instance (3) and (4):

(3) DARREN ANDERTON has given Tottenham's walking wounded a boost by launching a bid to join next week's 
Coca-Cola Cup crusade at Nottingham Forest. (written BrE)

(4) Headscarved old women, breaching buses like siege-troops, go to their crusade of shopping in the far 
arcades. (written BrE)

In the plural, crusades refers more often (than in the singular) to religious movements and so on. There were 
106 examples of crusades, 71 (67%) of which refer to The Crusades. Here again, references to Billy Graham 
account for a disproportionately large percentage of the results.

Finally we present an example from the early 1990s which shows how weakened the original meaning of crusade 
has become in present-day English. In this sentence it is in fact Saddam Hussein (!) who is on an anti-US crusade 
in connection with the first Iraq war.

(5) (…) but on the other hand Iraq and the mass of Jordanians wanted Jordan to support Saddam Hussein's anti-
US crusade and keep open Baghdad's lifeline through the Red Sea port of Aqaba. (written BrE)

We can therefore conclude that the original meaning of crusade has become weakened in present-day English 
and that crusade most often is used in its non-literal sense. But that does not necessarily mean that it is 
appropriate to use it in connection with Osama bin Laden.

ML & RL

3. Some notes on New Zealand English 

The study of different varieties of English, both native and non-native, is burgeoning, with new publications 
appearing every month. One of the national varieties in the so-called inner circle of countries where English is the 
dominating mother tongue is New Zealand English (henceforth NZE).

To a North European ear, NZE sounds very much like Australian, but New Zealanders and Australians would never 
agree with that! New Zealand was colonized by Europeans later than Australia. By 1839 there were only about 
2,000 people from Europe, consisting of, as one source has it: "traders, whalers, sealers, missionaries and 
escaped convicts". In 1840 the Treaty of Waitangi between the Maori and the Pakeha (still the common term for 
people of European origin) was signed, and New Zealand became a British colony. It is still part of the 
Commonwealth.

Scholars have quarrelled over the origin of the NZE dialect. Earlier many believed that it developed from 
Australian English, but the most recent standpoint is that it is the result of so-called dialect levelling when people 
from different backgrounds mixed. During the crucial period of immigration, about half the settlers came from 
England, one fifth from Scotland, one fifth from Ireland and the rest from various places including Australia.

It has been argued that thanks to globalization, English in the world is becoming more uniform when it comes to 
grammar and vocabulary. On the other hand, the need for regional and national identity is pulling in the other 
direction, and there are distinct new developments in pronunciation which in fact make regional varieties diverge. 
Here are some of the most noticeable changes that have happened in NZE:

- Raising of the vowel in DRESS: Dress sounds like driss, pen like pin.

- Raising of the vowel in TRAP: Sack sounds like seck and the national rugby team the Black Caps sounds like 
Bleck Ceps.

- Centralization of the vowel in KIT: Fish'n'chips sounds like fush'n'chups (with a vowel like in push).

- Merger of the vowels in NEAR and SQUARE: Hair sounds like here, fair like fear.

- Vocalization of [l] (like in Estuary English in southern England): Milk sounds like miwk, hill like hiw.



- Intonation: often rising like in a question, even in statements.

The Maori came to New Zealand 800-1000 years before the Europeans and there are many debates and court 
cases going on about how much compensation they should get from the state for the confiscation of their land. 
On the whole, however, their situation is much better than that of the Aborigines in Australia, partly because they 
are basically one group with one language (even if there are some local differences) whereas the Aborigines 
speak hundreds of different languages. There is a Maori dialect of English, but Maori hasn't influenced NZE much 
except for some vocabulary. Here are some of the most common loanwords:

Aotearoa New Zealand

te reo Maori the Maori language

Pakeha white person, European

kiwi, Kiwi

1. kiwi bird 

2. New Zealander

3. New Zealand dollar

4. New Zealand English

5. kiwifruit

marae village square

pa fortified village

whare house

haka war dance (also used by rugby players!)

mana prestige

There are also hundreds names for plants and animals like the endangered reptile the tuatara (see http://www.
kcc.org.nz/animals/tuatara.asp), the singing bird the tui, and the majestic red pine, the rimu.

The Kiwis are quite aware of their dialect and the newspapers are full of letters either defending it or (more 
frequently) criticizing it. Radio announcers used to sound like those on the BBC, but more recently a moderate 
NZE accent seems to be preferred. Most linguists agree that the developments are quite likely to continue.

Sources

Hickey, Raymond (ed.) 2004. Legacies of colonial English. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
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Lindquist, Hans, Staffan Klintborg, Maria Estling & Magnus Levin (eds.). 1999. The major varieties of English. 
Växjö: Acta Wexionensia

MacAllister, John. 2005. A dictionary of Maori words in New Zealand English. Melbourne: Oxford University Press.

HL

4. Web tips 

The main web tip for this GTN issue is a place in cyberspace called the Word Central, described by its creators as 
"the place on the Web where kids can learn how much fun words can be" (from the Teacher's Lounge). Here you 
can go to the Cafeteria to read about the "daily buzz word", which can be anything from greenhouse effect to 
hopscotch to philanthropy (there is also an archive of a number of previous buzz words). In the Music Room, 
you're invited to compose a poem, suggesting words in various grammatical and semantic categories (nouns, 

http://www.kcc.org.nz/animals/tuatara.asp
http://www.kcc.org.nz/animals/tuatara.asp


verbs, words for body parts etc) which are inserted into an existing framework – quite fun! If you go upstairs to 
the Word Central, you can take part in a "build-your-own-dictionary" project, submitting your own definition of 
words. There is also a Science Lab and a Computer Lab, where you can play around with words.

The Word Central can be accessed at:

http://www.wordcentral.com/

And just to get you in the right mood for Christmas: here are some nice websites offering Christmas carols, 
stories, poems, jokes, quizzes, recipes and anything else you can wish for:

http://members.tripod.com/~newyearseve/

http://www.northpole.com/

http://www.sentex.net/~kdor/christmas.html

http://www.topshelfmarketing.com/christmas/

http://www.christmas-carols.net/

http://www.carols.org.uk/

Merry Christmas!

ME
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6. Practical information

Would you like to get in touch with the editors to get more information, ask usage questions, give comments and 
tips etc.? Please send an e-mail to gramtime@hum.vxu.se. We cannot give you personal replies to usage 
questions, but if we find your question of interest to the public and if we can answer it, it will be discussed in the 
newsletter.

If you want to read back issues of GramTime News, please go to

http://www.hum.vxu.se/publ/gtn/

If you want to subscribe to the newsletter, please send an e-mail to gramtime-request@listserv.vxu.se with the 
following message: subscribe.

7. The next issue 

We plan to distribute the next newsletter in March 2006. 
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