
Vignettes: Matters of Wording 

The language we have now has suffered damage wholesale, the faults encoun- 
. . .  tered come not as single spies but in batallions : words misunderstood or 

misapplied, idioms distorted, prepositions used at random, jargon and imagery 
blanketing thought, neologisms proliferating without need, grammar and syntax 
defied to no purpose. 

The National Institute of Mental Health (not yet Wellness) promotes the Search 
for Alternative Pursuits. First we are told that "alternative is not just a synonym for 
substitute, since it implies being more satisfactory and not merely a replacement." 
The distinction is imaginary-why not say Preferable Pursuits and cut the expla- 
nation? We are further told: "Exercise your capacity for alternativing." Query: Is 
it pronounced -tiwing or -tyvinp It should be pronounced detestable. 

Computercertainly belongs to the good kind [of neologism]-no fancy tricks with 
Greek, short enough, and plain. Only a slight fault can be found with it: it sounds 
like a synonym for calculator, and the thing itself is not a mathematical machine but 
a logical one. The result is that many people who think they have "no head for 
math keep away from "computer science" because of its name. Some have found 
by accident that they had good "logical heads" and have become able program- 
mers. The French for computer is ordinateur, which gives a truer idea of what 
happens inside. 

-Jacques Barzun, in Simple and Direct: A Rhetoric for Writers 
(second edition; University of Chicago Press) 
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