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TENSE PRESENT. Democracy . Foster Wallace is a contributing editor to Harper's'Magazine'rmd the author ESSAYS
on any issue broad enough to warrant.

We know that Wallace, like his mother, is an English teacher. Throughout American history, people of every
race have used the standard form of English to transcend the levels of our social hierarchy. A usage dictionary
is different than a regular dictionary. It means learning the grammatical conventions you must use in order to
sound credible to your audience. But, as Wallace points out, the two camps hold similar opinions on one point:
both underestimate the importance of style. For this reason, we should pay attention to style. The
Prescriptivists The Prescriptivists are people who believe that there is one correct way to speak and write
English. Why so many of our critics are still, after all these years, making their arguments in this inherently
self-undermining voice â€” still trying to ward off every possible rejoinder and pre-emptively rebut every
possible criticism by mixing a weird rhetorical stew of equivocation, pessimism and Elysian prophecy â€” is
another question entirely. Second, Wallace tends to write long sentences. How could teachers instruct students
to write well without giving them any rules or basic conventions? And if we ignore style and pretend that it
does not matter, then we miss all kinds of important details that people are trying to communicate to us. The
Descriptivists care about how we speak and write only as a kind of cultural curiosity, but they, too, treat style
as unimportant to the act of communication. In short, learning grammar means paying attention to style.
Today's Paper Subscribe. In fact, Wallace argues that it is the best usage dictionary he has ever read. Answer
that one for yourselves. Wallace does not directly broach the issue of the diversity of English in his essay.
Share this:. Indeed, David Foster Wallace shares an awful lot about his past and present life. A regular
dictionary defines words. If we only know one style, we can only speak effectively to one audienceâ€”those
who speak our style. But the idea is to provoke and persuade, not to soothe. A slightly less obvious reason,
however, is that two tribes of nerdy lexicographers i. Where the craving for admiration and approval
predominates, intellectual rigor cannot thrive, if it survives at all. Was usage king or subject? And the best
way to make an argument is to make it, straightforwardly, honestly, passionately, without regard to whether
people will like you afterward. The friendship between the grammar-minded writer and the writing-minded
grammarian was the sort that Wallace liked: close, but not too close. The style in which we speak and write
signals the discourse communities from which we hail and those we wish to address. Even in an essay praising
the merits of Standard English, he manages to display the versatility and flexibility of the English language
without uttering a word on the subject. Our worries are not D. Which may be why, in , Wallace agreed to a
videotaped hotel-room interview. And here D. Illustration by Philip Burke. In contrast, an image or even a
possible name to identify the former does not materialize so easily. By implication, any form of Standard
Written English would be impossible to attain.


