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ABSTRACT ,
This paper discusses the roles and responsibilities
. of the linguist in the English department and also the roles and

responsibilities of the English department in relation to the
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English departments, linguists. grievances against some English
departments, linquists' expectations for professional advancement,

J the teaching conditions imposed by some English departments on
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+heir departments and encourage fair #reatment for both literacy and.
literature professors. (TS) ’ ’
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In the May 1974 issue of PMLA, Florence Héwe has an
excellent article entitled "Literad; and ﬁiterature."~ That
literacy is a very important aspect of this partnership may
be surmised by the order of the twa nouns ;i the fitlgi%iin
examining the overallirelatioﬁshiﬁ of literacy and literature
in English Departments, Howe finds the atmosphere in the
usaai English Department far from health&. Her paper 1is a
thoughtful assessment of the reasons Englisthepartments are
being charged with irfelévance, elitism, and atrophy. This

charge is leveled not only at intellectual values in English.

Department research but also gt curriculum. In particular,

it is the charges against the curriculum which are connected
with students leaving English Departments in great numbers.

The charges have to do with direction, focus, and standards,

.

cﬂarges which'ﬁust be laid at ‘the doorstep of those 'in, con=-

trol of English Departments.. '
Howe finds that-—tie control of Engligh Departments is

firmly in the hands of a literary elite, with a hierarchy

thaf begins at the top with the university professor of

’

L) .
literature and works itself downward to lesser functionaries.
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Mary R. Miller : . .2
There 1is a/dichotOmy betweén-the prestigious professor of
literature, with his sﬂobbish claims to étatus and mystique
on the one hand,, and the ofher‘half of the profession, Howe's
ﬁo—cﬁlled literacy teacher. The literacy teacher, qt no
; matter what educational institution he functions, belongs
to the préletariat. To quote Howe, "they‘cannot be elimina—
“ted, but the& tan bé ovérwonked and paid badly." Presumably,
they can be iéentified as teachers of freshman composition
(including rraduate assistants), teachers of advanced com-
vosition and expository writing,.teachers of prescriptive
' grammar if‘ény still exist, teachers of communications in
community colleres, and. a great many teaéhers in elementary.
and seCOndar§ school. All of these téachers are Enélish
teachers 3ust as much as the professors of literature. Yéﬁk
there is a Seemingi§_i?;;mediable gulfnbetween the presfiﬁious
teacher of literature at university level who controls the
university English Department, and the'second—class citiien
who teaches what Howe calls literacy. |

( Howe does not mention the English Department linguist,
although he is a little poted and unsung member‘of nearly
every English Department. Accreditation demands it. The
Egglish Department linguist would rarely think of himself

as a teacher of literacy; yet his relative status easily
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P

, . 1dent1f1es him as a member of the proletarlat In the
, L
typlcal Engllsh Department llterature is supreme, and that ’

supremacy has its rewards. The other half of the dlchotomy-— .
- t .

]

not all of them linguists by any means--gets the scraps.

' Such puntshment can range\from promotions to parking per-
mlts, from salary to soclablfity, from grants to grades, and
from pollcy to politics. 1In some English Departments it is
not politic to be a Pinguist; it thwarts advancement.

First of all, thellinguist is often pressured to alter

his subject matter with the excuse that it should be made

more relevant, although to quote Howe once more--"literature

]

is merely one of several arts, none of particular significahce

-

except to flll lelsure time or, in the words of ‘an administra-
tor I know, to expand"'lntellectual horizona for personal

"gratification.'" Through lack of an understandlng of what
. o,

. linguistics is all about, the llngulst 1s expected to be the

- ‘ ogficial keeper of "correct! grammar, ‘the last ‘resort of

"usage," and the sentence diagramming expert par excellence

‘ Oon campus. Experience has taught a certain number of us
that it does little if any good to proﬁest'wone of this
is the subJect matter of linguistics. It does even lesg\

gooc to try to react positlvely and explain what llngulstfcs

' ~ is. Thus, it may turn out that the department linguist is

O </ \
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pressed to please-his uncomprehending superior by becoming
. the arbitrator of elegant expression and Latinate grammar.
prever, if he yields to departmental pressure, he may be

haunted by the vision of Nelson Francis‘discussing the

" relationship of linguistics and language etiquette. One

‘

also can be haunted by a recent article in Collegé€ English

which, it seems to me demolishes the case for t;;ching usage.
,.In the Kpril 1974 issue,.Mary Vaiana Taylor fdund that graduate
. studeniz teaching‘EngliSh-composition'not only could not

\\agree

but alse found that many of the excised examples occur in the

ong themselves as to what constituted '"good usage"

works of major literary f&gures.
" There are often pressures to make the history of the
'English language one more course in literature by eliminat-
ing all reference to se?nd.changes, Verner and Grimm, the
great vowél‘shift,‘éase loss and word orqér,;and devote

class time exclusively. to lit?gary\masterpieces;\ Most will
agrée that the highlights of humanistic Qaucation include the
"remembrancé of truly unforgettable.éharacters s as the
Wife of Bath and Falstaff. Yet a literary course in this

périod does not preclude the necessity for understanding

the language of this period, or exactly‘how it diff?rs from

modern English.

AV




vary R. Miller ' . 5
Marecover, linruistics has a lively interest in al?
nonstandard languége mani‘fc. tations, in:literary style, in
‘the:internal ana external history of fhe English ianguage;
and in compoéition.; ¥hat the linsguist may wish to do, héw-
3 ) " ever, is bring the fruits of recent reseagch and\léarninc
to bear upon his subject matter. He may not wisH to per;
vetrate old frauds upon- his students through the teaching
of inept,-discfedited,‘and old-fashioned subject matter.

1

The sometimes peculiar attitude of English Devartments

toward thef@ sélitary liﬁgﬁist can produce}strange'results.

One such result is that of'charlaténism. One English Depart-

ment linguist I know speaks several foreign languages,

makes a good appearance, and can give'the impression of , o

. being very learﬁed' but even the most superfiéial cénvérsa-

tlon will expose¢ hlS complete ~lack of exper\ise in lln"uistlcs.

Surely it was pot the intent of* the colleﬁe to hlre a fake |

they simply lacked the 1pformatlon to approprlatelj evaluate

applicants. The result is that tﬁey have a person from an .
,// Ivy League colle -¢ with a degree in a field ‘entirely unrelated -

to lrhsuistics. This is, of course, most unfortunate for the

“reputation of the coileze and the student body.
, :

f The exclusivity of some English Departments, to which

we hévé referred repeatedly, also produces other unhappy -
: .

Ve ' ; - \"\

2
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results., A frlend of mine, when he heard that I was going

to write this paper, submlttqd a list of grievances, His

'S

department had, he charged, 1solated him both phy51cally and

psychologitally, He admitted that he did get his check;

but he lacked all communication wigh other members of his

department, His office was in another building, his mall

was handled in an ind¥fferent manner, and he was 1nv1ted to
English Department functions only-when aﬁcontrlbutlon was

needed., Otherwise they tried to_fofget that he was there,

Y He hoped that his information would reach beyoné the con-

fipeé of his own profession, he said, to the ears .of more

sympathetic coileagues and open-minded administrators. .
When I asked-him why he didn't leave, he confesseH that his

only other expertise was in pumping. ias, and he was afraid

H

. that the gasoline shortage would return, He was an attractlve

young person With excellent credentials, yet'he had learned

in three years of academe that linguists could not be trusted

to help formulate ﬁhglish Department policy, advise English
’ N

L 4 , .
Department students, or represent the English Department on .

any University committees, Linguists could sit on depart-

- . L
mental committees, he found, especially in the role of o

’

recorder (the grammar would be right), if the committee was
large enough to resoundingly beat back his motlons. Exclu-

sion, he complained, extended to decisions regardlng what .

v b awa
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Mary R. Miller o | | . ; 7
linghistigs.courses should be offered, what their content
should be, and even to their prerequisites.

Another 11ngu1st, a woman, had a departmental chalrman
who liked to meddle in textbook selecthn. ‘He urged her to
adopt the traditionai scrammar text written by an old_friend
in what was billed as a course in génerative transformational
theOry. He passed off,the protests of my colleague llghtly,
cpmmentlng goodnaturedly ‘that grammar was grammar no matter
what’ you called it. The lingulst had the 1ast word this
time, however, for whlle she adopted the text, she made a
point of telling her class that they would ‘not be tested on
it. ; haven't received word yet as to whether or not she
was granted tenure;/)

‘The enumerations above represent in a generaf Qa& the
situation‘of the English Department iinguist,.although it is
far from complete. The examples have to do mostlvaith work;'
ing conditions. Other matters have to do with a realistic
appraisal of expectations for professional advancement.

Since departmental adyancement is dependent upon professional
advancement, however, or we assume that it is, the two hatters
are inter-related. Sometimes it is mere thoughtleSSness; lack
of comprehension, or even personal greed for limited funds‘

that may make it immeasurably more difficult for the English

Department linguist .to obtain travel funds, departmentally

ps
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approved university rrants, or research and ‘typins assistance. a

Yot the alréady isolated linsuist nceds these tr?vol.funds

to keev hi% contacts wita his colleacues in other nlaces and

to learn what is afoot in'iinguistics. Since linrfuistics is

/

a turbulent, creative, swiftly—c?anﬁinq field, it is absolutlc-

7 ly nécessary to scen in touch. A year of two of banishment
throu:'h lack’ of travel funds nmay make the linquis@ S0 COom=-
2etely out“of date that he can never recuperate his loss.
Moreover, it furﬁher isolates him in a denartment where there
are no other linifuists with whom to talk. Denials of rrants
make .professional advancement more difficult. Althou.h such
deorivation may not result from malice, but ratﬂor from coms
nlete lack of understandins of the value of a rosea;ch Mo-

ject, that is small consolation for the lin<uist. To this

-

we ray add that tnere iz feneral incomovrchension of scholarly

viork done by linsulsts when_promot%on timé comes around, DPub-
lications which are not fully comprehended can scarcely be
deemed imnortant. |

The nrofessional advancement of the Enj;lish Department
linsuist ig additionally imeriled by the fact that he can
never bg enything but a reneralist. Few linguists=in Enrlish
Departments ever have the opnortunity to teach their specialty,

L8

or verhaps even to develop one. This is not the way to ad-

vance professionally. On the other hand, most literary

ERIC | | | | '
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scholars can limit their teachin:; experience to a ienre,

period, or figJure that is of special interest to them.
~

Typically the “n-lish Denartment linfuist must cover every

area in which a linruistics course is offered. The matter
of bein expected to *be a reneralist can have its funny side
also. Some of -my literary collea;'ues werc renuinely shocized

to learn that I have no expertise in mathematical linsuistics

or in ~lossematics., To substitute any other two arcas of

linruistic¢s .would shock them no less. Ligruistics is supposed
#

to be-a very limited area of endeavor, ecasi acquired in its

entirety by anyone. Anothgr SOmowhat paréllel view is nrop-A)
ably even mofre prevalent. That view is that linguistics con-
sists‘of a sinsie course known as\Enxlish.philploﬁy. Jhat

and traditional ﬁrammar are the stock in trade of the linguist.

- o T 2
This is bysno means the end of the funny thinfs that

may befall ‘the Enrlish Denartment linguist, but as we indicated

.

above, most catesories either(rglate/to his disciplire in

the ?lassroom,'or to his‘brafessionéi standing and aspirations,
The title of thls Uaner is'”mhe Enrslish Linguist and the Real
Llngulst,' and by now you may Ye wonderinr whatever hapnonod

to the 'real linguist. Furthermore, you may have noticed that

AY e )

T never mention the English linguist, but only the English

0

ﬁepartment’linguist. That has not been an oversight. Iy

10 o
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ezperiente has led me to note tha‘}‘linguistséin English De-
h

partments do not always dedicate eir professional lives -

exclusively to the Engiish language. Often .they also operate
:in areas which are piripheral to English, such,as bilingual-
ism and contrastive analysis, or American Indiars, or black
Americans and their laaguage, or language acquisition, or
Enzlish as a second lahguage. Even more ofteny they may -
operate in fields Wthh, while they-apply to the‘English 5
language specmflcally, nevertheless may have‘general—theoreti-
cal implications for a}l languages,.or else our claims on =
universals are out of line. In all such cases, krowledre of
languages other than.English and of other linguistic situa-
tions is far Dreferable, it seems to me, to a narrow back-
ground based solely on knowledge of the Erglish languarse.

One cannot truly appreciate the English language-until orie

can compare it with'other languages.’ éesides, lgpguistics

in the English Department often serves, as it does in my case,
not only students in my own department,.but those in education,
reading, urban studies, American studies, women's studies, w
TESOL, speech, journalism, and forelgn language. |

Now what about the real Ilngulst? Does he exist only

in llngulstlcs‘departments? 'Is he better trained than his

colleague in the Enghish Department? Are RMfs courses more
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truly linsuistic, more cxzclusive, better oriantzed, better

attended, and verhavs most important of all-=better as prena=-

.

ration for rraduate study in linruistics? If‘tho answoer Lo

all or cven one of these questions is yes, lhen the n-lish

benartnent lin-uist sefvos tﬁ%ﬁ:amo purnose in life that ~
! my charlatan friend with the Ph. U. in somethin~ notl lin uistico

does in his pcst:v that of fake! Hvery ¥nh -1ish Dbepartment

lin-uist should have the same trainines, the same speciali-
zations, the same back-round, the ‘same rescarch potential,
and the same scholarly ,interests#as some of his countermarts

v

in” lin-uistics denartments. But this is not the difficult

‘nart; ﬁhis oﬁ?y rcYjuires hirin< a person with the vrover -

credentials--somethins we assume often occurs. The crisis

occurs after the linuist is hired. To remain a rcal

lin~uist in an unfricndly or outright hostile Mn;lich Depart-
B ”

went, if you are 50 unfortunate as to find that your lot, is

not nearly so casy. For that reason, considerable time has -,

.been svent in enumeratins the nitfalls of this situation and

offerin™ the consolation that your Problems arc not unique.

, /
Or you may not recalize why it 1g that you are still vparkin”
: L)
= in the next 'county after aT™ those years at that institution.
At any rate, they hanpen to Enrlish Department linfuists with
far too much frequency. Ve urre English Denariments to
. M/// \
N
»
. ' 1 ? o o ,
Q : |
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to review their treatment of-linguists, and where such treat- AN

ment is found wapting, to ameliorate- the situation.

On the other hand, Enflish Departméntjiinguists should'

.also examine their s@étus within their -departments and en-
B couraée fair treatment for both literacy and literature pro-
fessors. Moreover, they should he&er?“never expect special
coﬁsideration. They should also look beyond the department
" to themsclves. They should candidly inquire of their alter

v

.ggg whether Ehey have lived up to tHeir'professional standards,

whether they have done their pfgfeésional°best for their stu-
denis; and whether they are indeed real linguists in every
Sense of the word; To have it otherwise is to chéapen the
profession, mislead the- English Department (in spite of their
foibles), and mislead and undereducate students. The ob}i-
sation is there--even in the English Department, for if non-
lincuists can adequabéiy function as English Department
linzuists, then obviously Iinguisticrtréining is superfluous.
The only difference between the English Department linguist
and the Yreal" linguist should be the circumstances of his
employment. Those circumstanceg can be suvpportive or .hey
can be trying. But let us bear in mind a quotAtion which is
highly applicable here: !'"Perchance he‘for whom this bell

N

tolls may be so ill as that he knows not it tolls for him.,"

™~




Mary R. Miller ' 1%
in coﬂclusion let me stalz that the real thrust of this
paper is not the difficulties whigh the tnrlish Department
linguist encouqters——they are iegion-—the real thrust is
that in spite of such difficulties; standafds should not be

sacrificed, .
-

-
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