
Prescriptivevs.DescriptiveGrammar

Whenpeoplehearaboutlinguistics,theyoftenbelievethatlinguistsareverymuchlikethecharacterHenryHigginsintheplayMyFairLady,whoexpresses

sentimentslikeinthefollowingsong,wherehebemoansthethestateofEnglishandthelackofproperpronunciation:

[youtube]http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EAYUuspQ6BY[/youtube]

However,asyouwilllearninthisfirstweekofclass,therearetwodifferentwaysthatlanguagehasbeentalkedaboutindisciplinesthatfocusontheuseof

language.Wecantalkaboutthesedifferentapproachestolanguageasdescriptivegrammarvs.prescriptivegrammar.

Prescriptivegrammardescribeswhenpeoplefocusontalkingabouthowalanguageshouldoroughttobeused.Onewaytorememberthisassociationistothink

ofgoingtoadoctor’soffice.Whenadoctorgivesyouaprescriptionformedication,itoftenincludesdirectionsabouthowyoushouldtakeyourmedicationaswell

aswhatyoushouldnotdowhentakingyourmedication.Inasimilarway,aprescriptivegrammartellsyouhowyoushouldspeak,andwhattypeoflanguageto

avoid.ThisiscommonlyfoundinEnglishclassesaswellasotherlanguageclasses,wheretheaim istoteachpeoplehowtouselanguageinaveryparticular

(typicallydescribedas‘proper’or‘correct’)way.

Descriptivegrammar,ontheotherhand,focusesondescribingthelanguageasitisused,notsayinghowitshouldbeused.Forexample,thinkaboutaprescriptive

rulelikeDon’tsplitinfinitives.Adescriptivegrammarianwouldseeasentencelike“Toboldlygowherenomanhasgonebefore”andwouldtrytodescribehowthe

mentalgrammarcancausethatorderingofwords,ratherthansayingthatthesurfaceform isfaultyduetoprescriptiverules(whichwouldrequirethesentence

“Togoboldlywherenomanhasgonebefore”).Linguisticstakesthisapproachtolanguage.

Akeycontrastistobefoundbetweenthesetwoapproaches.Adescriptivegrammarianwouldsaythatasentenceis“grammatical”ifanativespeakerofthe

languagewouldproducethatsentenceinspeaking.Thedescriptivegrammarianwouldthentrytodescribehowthatsentenceisproducedthroughtheorizing

aboutthementalprocessesthatleaduptothesurfaceform.Aprescriptivegrammarian,ontheotherhand,wouldsaythatsomethingisgrammaticalonlyifthe

surfaceform conformstoasetofrulesthatthegrammarianbelievesshouldbefollowedinorderforacertaingrammarstyleisachieved.(NotethatIhavetriedto

emphasizethatthedescriptivegrammarianhearsaform andtriestodescribethementalprocessesunderneaththeproduced(spoken)form,whileaprescriptive

grammariandoesnothypothesizeaboutthementalgrammaratall,butismerelyconcernedwith‘editing’thesurfaceform.)

Again,Linguisticsaimstoprovideadescriptivegrammaroflanguage.Inthiscourse,wewillusedatabasedonsurfaceforms(i.e.‘spoken’or‘produced’data)and

willtrytodescribehowthesesurfaceformsoccurthroughprocessesinthementalgrammar.


