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educa�on “skilled labor”; let’s get one thing straight right now, there is no such thing as
unskilled labor, every job requires a specific set of skills, otherwise, they would not be jobs.
There seems to be an understanding that if you do things ‘correctly’, follow the rules of the
game, the rules of language, and you ascend socially and linguis�cally, that you will also ascend
in society.

Another nasty habit of Grammar Nazis is the policing of others. The arrogance of invoking an
immutable authority, the ‘rule’, in order to correct someone’s speech, effec�vely leveraging
power over that person, in order for them to correct themselves, or simply to feel superior by
correc�ng someone. Being a Grammar Nazi requires par�cular vigilance, you have to be on the
lookout for grammar mistakes, like some sort of Linguis�c Gestapo listening for your next slip
up.

This habit makes it easier to forge ac�ve compliance with the Law, even if the Law is racist or
xenophobic. How much easier is it to call the police on a brown family having a picnic if you
already judged that they speak like foreigners? How easy is it to feel scared and call the police
if a black man is knocking at your door speaking with a heavy ‘ghe�o’ accent, that you
immediately recognize as being ‘bad English’ even though the person is a na�ve English
speaker, and their family has been for genera�ons.

Grammar Nazis, and linguis�c prescrip�vism come, in general, from a sort of perpetua�on of
colonialism. Now, the most extreme form of prescrip�vism is going to a foreign country and
replacing their na�ve language with your own, obviously more correct language. The 21st-
century version of that is going to a foreign country and being indignant that people don’t
speak English well enough. There is also colonialism at an individual level when you establish a
hierarchy of power based on an arbitrary measure, say, proper English, and proceed to exercise
that power by requiring the individual to abide by your rules.

We see a tenuous line being drawn between linguis�c purity and pure prejudice when
addressing the ques�on of gender neutral, or gender fluid pronouns. Although nobody has
ever had a problem with using “they” as a neutral pronoun instead of “he/she” in everyday
speech, as soon as someone decides that is their prefered gender pronoun, out come the
gramma�cal rules.

Linguis�c prescrip�vism is as obsolete as it is ridiculous. We have done away with ideas of
racial purity, we laugh at the no�on of intelligent design, and we ridicule flat earthers, and yet
there are people who con�nue to insist that we cannot split infini�ves, or that sentences
cannot end in preposi�ons, that “y’all” and “y’ain’t”, and “aight” are not ‘real words’, despite
consistently finding these words in the ‘wild’.

English is, at its heart, an inclusive language, it has enough flexibility to absorb, evolve, create,
reform, renew. Don’t let the Nazis destroy this freedom. Down with prescrip�vism!

____________________
1 The a�tude or belief that one variety of a language is superior to others and should be promoted
as such; in other words, the idea that there is such a thing as ‘correct’ or ‘proper’ English. 11 / eleventen / 10

By Christopher Davy

Last �me I wrote aboutS is for...
Scientific Study (Issue 11). This
�me it is Substan�ate. Why substan�ate,
you ask?

*Ahem, clears throat in smug fashion.*

Well, please allow me to...you vguessed
it...substan�ate.

*Oh, I know, it’s good isn’t it?*

Substan�ate because this is what it’s all
about. This is what linguis�cs is all about.
This is what language is all about. This is
what communica�on is all about. This is
what learning is all about. This is what
progress is all about. No, I’m not bored of
wri�ng ‘is all about’. This is what the S is
for...Something System, IS ALL ABOUT!
Substan�a�ng.

But seriously, if you want to learn or
progress at something. Anything. You’ve

got to substan�ate it. Don’t believe me...?

....You can see where this is going, right?...

Ok then, SUBSTANTIATE your reasoning as
to why you don’t believe me. As to why
you don’t have to/or think you won’t have
to substan�ate it in some capacity? (Even
if it’s just with yourself.)

*Chris takes a deep relaxing sigh and
wallows in his own self-righteousness.*

Chances are, at some point, someone is
going to ask you why you are doing what
you are doing. So basically, what I’m
saying is, if you can jus�fy why you are
doing what you are doing, then I believe
you can have more faith and confidence in
doing what you are doing. As a result of
this, you will ul�mately have more
success. At the very least I believe you will
achieve serenity. Which, in itself, is
something worth striving for.

If you can’t substan�ate what you are
doing, then sooner or later I would say,

S is for...
Substan�ate

“
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____________________
*h�ps://www.etymonline.com/word/substan�ate#etymonline_v_22271

2 Please be aware that other ‘S’ words are available. Substan�ate was used for clima�c emphasis in the previous paragraph; for the reader’s entertainment.
At no point do I, Chris Davy, take full responsibility for the wholehearted advocacy of a single ‘S’ word above all others. (Apart from maybe sandwiches.)

you are going to struggle. Which is why we can
have so much conflict at �mes. Internally and
externally. Because A LOT of substan�a�ng is
based on taste and personal opinion:

“Because I like it.”

Which at the same �memay be based on fact:

“Because that’s the most logical way to do it.”

It’s always going to be a ma�er of juggling the
subjec�ve vs. objec�ve. Now it may be a fact that
you like something or believe in something, but
what are you basing liking it on? Fact or taste?
How did you come to accept it as fact? How did
you come to like it? Or has it just always been that
way and is now an established part of your
comfort zone?

*At this point we might unleash the demon.*

Because these are considered pre�y intrusive
ques�ons for a lot of people. Especially if you
don’t know them; the ques�ons or the people. But
it’s more about how you ask the ques�on. In this
instance, I’ve just wri�en the words. You applied
the tone.

*Hmmmm interes�ng*

When we reach this point of ques�oning, “Why?”,
if we aren’t successful for whatever reason, we
fail. We might not see the light at the end of the
tunnel. We might not get the results we want. We
might feel like giving up. We might not be sa�sfied
with our substan�a�on, and when we reach this
point of struggle, we may produce something that
looks like this:

“What’s the point? I can’t do it. It doesn’t make
any sense. I’m just not (insert superla�ve/some
quality you think you lack here; stereotypically
‘good’) enough.”
(Said in sulky, disheartened tone).

And if you are struggling when someone tries to
ask why you are doing something. You might
produce these responses:

“I just am, it’s none of your business.”

Or “I don’t know. My Mum does it this way. Shut
up.”

Or [mute] (vacant expression)

We o�en apply some kind of quick fix. Some kind
of defence mechanism. We snap. To get it over
and done with quickly. But is it really
substan�a�ng why you are doing it? Yeah, kind of,
but not really. It does solve the situa�on you are in
and allows you to get on with your life and deal
with the feelings later. But ahhhhh, those good old
feelings, they’ll probably be there wai�ng. Wai�ng
for next �me.

(Side note – my version of Word doesn’t quite like
the above sentences “We apply some kind of quick
fix. Some kind of defence mechanism.”
Hahahahahaha! It says “Consider using concise
language.” Hahahahahaha! To that I say. Shut up
Word you damn fool! I’ll do what I damn well want
thank you!)

So, substan�a�ng. How do you do that? Well,
clearly in that last sentence I’ve already started for
you. But essen�ally you scru�nise, (How? Why?
When? Where? What? Which? Who? etc.), and
then in answering all those ques�ons, and any
others that crop up along the way, you will have

hopefully substan�ated your reason for doing…
something. With… something that hopefully
makes sense. Substan�al sense. Something that
sa�sfies the soul.

Taaah daaah!

Take this arena, for example, linguis�cs. Why do
you want to learn a new, or get be�er at a
language?
“So, I can feel more comfortable and confident
when I go on holiday in a foreign country.”

“Because I now have new family members that
speak a different language to me. I need to be able
to pretend that I want to get along with them.”

“Because there is a book that I want to read in the
language it was originally wri�en in.”

“So, I can order food in a foreign country and not
kill myself, because I have specifically 247 food
allergies.”

“Because I really like this music, but I don’t
understand what they are singing.”

“Because there is a ho�e that I want to chat to,
but they only speak Cornish.”

“Because the voice in my head has go�en bored
with my na�ve language and accents. It wants to
have some new friends.”

“Because if I don’t do this then the whole integrity
of the space-�me con�nuum will be compromised
which could lead to the end of life as we know it!”

“Because it’s my life and I can do with it as a
bloody well please.”

“Because my Nan now lives in Bulgaria and has a
pet pig called Hristo. I just want to be able to say
hello to Hristo in Bulgarian. Obviously, he won’t
understand me if I don’t speak Bulgarian, will he?!
He’s a Bulgarian pig.”

Your reasons are your own. If you are truly
sa�sfied with them, then that’s a great start. If
not, just spend some �me working on them. When
you’ve got your reason, use it. Use it to fuel your
drive. You know it makes sense. I’ll give my
substan�a�ng answer as to what I do, and why, in
a future ar�cle. And yeah, for the record it does
begin with ‘S’. See If you can guess what it is. I’ll
give you a clue, it’s not
supercalifragilis�cexpialidocious.

Finally, if you really want to kick some ass… try
breaking down the structure and etymology of the
word substan�ate.

Now I don’t know about you, but I think.

That. Is. Sa�sfying.

Substan�ally, sa�sfying.

Now if you can’t be bothered to think too hard, try
to begin by breaking down the noun substance,
into sub- (under) and -stance (standing). Or just
have a look online, perhaps star�ng here*.


