Wordslost, strayed, or stolen

Alice Hamilton

The Atlantic (1932-1971); Sep 1954; 194, 000003;
5

pg. 5

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.

American pioneer in industrial medicine, Auice HAMILTON took her medical degre

t the University of Michigan

ata time when women doctors were as scarce as hen’s teeth, did graduate work in Germany and at Johns Hopkins,

and then enlisted under Jane Addams at Hull-House. Her mission was the protection of work
trades. And her life, as she told it in her autobiography, Exploring the Dangoron

of a twentieth-century pioncer. Dr. Hamilton now lives in

WORDS LOST,

s in the dangerous

s Trades, is a valiant record

at Hadlyme, C

STRAYED, OR STOLEN

by ALICE ITAMILTON, M.D.

been of great interest to
usce gives me a sense of
of actual indigna-

reated. T eannot
critie is not,

onng have alway:
me, and their mis
more than discomfor
tion, as if a friend were being mis
claim to be a writer, but then a mus

@ musician, nor an art critic a painter. I am a
reader, so T feel T have a right to eriticize authors,

Journalists, editorial writers, who, to my mind, are
doing violence to the English language by surrender-
ing precious words to base uses or by substituting
cheap words for valuable ones,
Take some of the lost words. It is hard to s
why the uscful and simple *because,” *“since,”
“owing t0,” should have been lost, but apparently
Ihuy have been pushed out by the would-he clegant
“due to.” "This is no longer an adjective and does
not have to qualify & noun; it preposition on
its own, and its queer new use iner all the
time, invading even the highbrow weeklies and the
“slick” ma es. “Duc to the fact that” is bad
cnough — a cumbrous substitute for nple
*“because “owing to” — but what are we to
1y to .such svnluu'(s as these, which 1 have been
ing up for a long time? *“There were no home-
ess children due to a loeal wave of adoption.”
*He lost time from work due to drinking.” “No
accident can happen due to glaring headlights.”
*“The amount of undernourishment is not large
due to past plenty.” “The man died soon after
help came duc to the injuries.” Somchow *be-
E ? ted as lowbrow., The
“due to the fact that”; the unedu-
*“on account.”
olen words are some valuable oncs,
such as “advice™ and “advise” — and that docs
scem a pity, when we have the pcrlr_r‘lly good
word “inform.” We even have “tell,” though I
suppose no husinessman’s seeretary could use words
as simple as *tell” or *s Yours of the 14h

cated,
Among the

instant received and contents duly noted. In reply
would advise . . ." But what shall we use wl
“advise” is completely surrendered to the husines:
world? *“Counsel”? But how formal. Business
also stealing another good word which it does nnl
need but which we do. To be “interested ™ now is
10 be induced to buy or subseribe to something,
“Middl cems o have strayed away, and its
place is being taken by its brother *“midst,” which
for some mysterious reason scems to impress itsell
on writers as more clegant.  Webster says that
“midst” implies a number m'cn\'ulupnm ulm 3
in the midst of a forest; while *“middle” is the part
of an objeet which surrounds the center. But we
do not keep (o this rule, and *midst” is more and
more pushing into the places formerly held by
“middle,” so that now we continually come aerc
queer things sucl these: *“in the midst of the
session”; *“in the midst of the controversy”; even
“in the midst of his life.” Shall we come lumlly to
“the midst yo
“Satisficd” is straying, is pushing into the place
long hlluJ plopl.rly by “convineed” or even the
lowly “sure.” The result
For instance: “The man’s s
he was murdered.” Of course (h.n may he literally
true, but the family did not mean (o tell the world
50, \ppdru)lly the reporter who wrote about l}crnl
Balchen’s unsuceessful r i
hnw callous was his l.llum.nl l!ml “Balchen is
|vrl that none of the missing men is still on
the ice.”
The journalists have stolen another useful word
which they do not need at all. “ Argument” has a
definite meaning and a dignified one. Then why
make it take the place of *“quarrel,” *“dispute,” or
even a “drunken brawl™? *“The murder followed
an argument in the saloon.” What are we to use,
ance — i “argument.” is lost. — when scien-
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tists disagree about the atom homb, or cconomists
about a depre: ?

More amusing is the increasing rejection of **be-
lieve” and “think” in favor of “fecl.” Notice
how often statesmen, journalists, commentators,
tell you what the “fecling” is in the State Depart-
ment, the Foreign Office, the Pentagon. Both
American and English public men seem now to
depend on their *feelings » about the most. contro-
versinl questions, Dovs it show that we accept the
dietum of the newer psychology that all our de-
ons arc based on emotion, not on thought?

It is to me especially irritating o see the word
“gick” straying so far into limbo, though it is not
yet irreparably lost. Here weare slavishly following
the English in rejecting it for *ill.” The English
seem 1o be too modest to use such coarse words as
“yomit” or even “throw up,” and to be “sick”
in England is to do just that. I came acros
amazing sentence in an English medical article.
“Phe man was plainly very ill, but had not yet
been sick.” And just the other day I found this in
an English novel: “1 think I'm going to he sick.
It’s not anything 1 até. It's that 1 have a delicate
nervous systol Fxcitement makes me feel ill.
1 got sick with it.”” - "I should go and get it over.”
—Be sick, you mean?” — “Yes, it’s a wonderful
fecling.”

The trouble with “ill” is that it has so many
bad intions: ill will; an ill wind; il Juck; ill
useds *ill fares the land” and Annic of Lochroyen’s
tragic cry, “Oh woe betide my ill mother. An ill
death may she die!” Yet more and more our news-
pupers avoid the vulgar*sick” and substitute “ill.”
Do not we all shrink a little when we read “an
ill buby,” “an ill woman”? And even the English
could hardly suy “a love-ill swain.”

Phe word “obscene” has n definite meaning and
there is no other word to take its place, but it is
heing stolen and made to serve as a simple hate-
word, 1t is used to describe extreme eruelty, such
as that of Bu wwald and  Auschwitz, or the
destruction of the Warsaw ghetto, even the Ku
Klux Klan, the deliberations of the Politburo, the
Dies Committee. Edna St. Vincent Millay used
it to deseribe the Saceo-Vanzet 5 Borgese,
the Fascist salute; Waldo Frank, the members of
the Reichstag; the Nation, the Horst W ssel song.
Mencken wrote that the Scopes trial was “so far-
cienl it was almost obscene.” Now, however de-
{estable ull these may be, we have no right to call
them obscene and therehy rob ourselves of a useful
word when we have no other to take its place.

English-spenking people have long prided them-
selves on having the word “home’ in their lan-
‘gunge, while the Latins have to use some we:
substitute like chez soi. But now we are letting
“home” slru.](' into low company so far that we

an

arc in dunger of losing it altogether. This is because
of our inveterate belief that if we put a nice word
in the place of onc we dislike (“mortician,” for
instance, the man who takes charge when we “pass
away”) we thereby change the thing we dislike to
a likable thing. So we call an undertaker’s estab-
lishment a *“funeral home”; and all sorts of institu-
tions for the sick, the insane, the delinquent, are
called *“homes” when there is and can be nothing
homelike about them. When I lived at Hull-House,
“home” was far from being a beloved word. A
poor widow said to me, “Pll work my fingers to the
bone hefore I'll let. my children go to a home.” The
once beautiful word “agylum ™ is straying along the
same down-path.

That. brings us to the wickedest of steals, “dis-
interested.” Think what a valuable word that is
and how irreplaceable. The quality of disinterested-
ness is one of the finest of which human beings
are capable, and there is no way to describe it in
a single word except. just that one. Yet out of sheer
laziness we are letting it substitute for the perfeetly
adequate *uninterested;” and this erime is being
committed, not by the uncducated or the business
world, but by “intellectuals” who know better.
Yditors ought to join a_crusade against this un-
serupulous steal and reject any manuseript that
contains such outrages as: “The statement met
with complete disinterest on the part of the assem-
bly.” *“Unfortusiately the man was di nterested
and I came away depressed.”

I will not go into the many forms of gob-
bledygook — legal, medical, business, sociolog
— that plague us. Bad as they are, they are read
mostly by professionals only; they do not often
invade literature, My own profession is pretty bad,
but certinly less so than the legal. Ilowever, it
is hard 1o understand why ic has given up the good
word “fever” and taken to using “‘temperature.”
You will hear not only a layman but a doctor ask,
“ILas he a temperature?” Well, if he has not he
must have been dead a number of hours. And why
should a patient be *“ambulatory” instead of ““up
and about”? Why should we give up that con-
venient old word “bedfast”? Social workers have
their own dialeet and have rejected “poor.” We
may still use it provided it does not deal with
physical poverty, but we must no longer speak of
“the poor” except when we quote the Bible. We
must say “underprivileged ” instead — not “a poor
child” but “an underprivileged preadolescent.”

Changes in language that lead to greater clarity
or concisenc ivi some of our Ameri-
can slang does — are to be welcomed, but that is
not true of any of the examples I have given.
Maybe we need an “Académic américaine” to
call a halt and rescue our lost, strayed, or stolen
words.
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