
EXCURSUS IV 
Wolfgang J. Koschnick on 
American English 

All over the world linguistic purists lament the 
Americanization of their native tongues. The Jap- 
anese, the Turks, the French, the Mexicans, and the 
Germans all join in. Even the Russians agree that 
their venerable language is in danger of invasion by 
a hodgepodge of Americanisms. The British too 
have been fighting a losing battle to protect the 
purity of the tongue that Shakespeare spake. 

Behind this lament is the suspicion, sometimes 
made explicit, that American English is a bastard 
language. In truth the Americans themselves often 
seem nervous about the encroachment of linguistic 
barbarism upon their speech. The book market has 
in recent years become a sort of wailing wall against 
which authors hurl profitable complaints about a 
language threatened by officialese, clich6s, and 
linguistic gibberish. But is the modern American 
language really a kind of jargon rather than a sophis- 
ticated medium of expression, as many critics in the 
U.S. and abroad keep trying to make us believe? 

As a German writing in English and having a fair 
knowledge of other languages, I am convinced that 
American English hardly warrants the current la- 
ment. To the contrary, Americah English is more 
creative, more intelligent, more expressive, and 
more versatile than any other language of our time. 

The most absurd accusation is that American 
English is rife with slang. The abundance of slang is 
indeed a hallmark of American English. No other 
language has brought forth a comparably rich store 
of witty slang expressions and colorful vocabulary. 
“American slang,” wrote H.W. Horwill, “is especially 
rich in metaphor, and many figurative uses of words 
that originated in slang have established within a 
short time a claim to a reputable place in the 
permanent vocabulary.” This is exactly what makes 
a living language. Slang in America is not a species 
apart but an integral part of the language. No other 
language has such an intense interaction between 
standard language and slang. French argot is hardly 
more than an underworld language, and even as 
such it is a paltry collection of off-color words and a 
few patterns of speech, a pimp lingo at the very best. 
In German and Russian there is no such thing as 
slang. In German the very notion of der Slang (we 
don’t have our own word for it) is synonymous with 
four-letter language. 

Most languages reveal their lifelessness by draw- 
ing an uncrossable line between the written and the 
spoken word, implying that the written species is 
good usage while the spoken, where it differs, is 
bad. While these two levels of language variously 
interact in American English, thus contributing to its 
richness of forms and vocabulary, they lead almost 

. separate lives in other languages. 
Americans, alas, are often unaware of the beauty 

of their idioms, while foreigners must struggle for an 
understanding of American English’s inexhaustible 
resources of idiomatic innovation. It is easy to gain a 
good command of English grammar, but it takes 
many, many years to take all the hurdles of idiomatic 
American. In other languages it’s different: Once 
you’ve fought your way through all the sneaky 
pitfalls of, say, Russian grammar, you know the 
language by and large. British English is easy to 
learn, but American English is an open-ended ad- 
venture. 

Much of the lucidity, terseness, and precision of 
American English is due to its past and present 
development as a lingua franca. It is the contact 
language for many peoples on the American conti- 
nent, and for the national, racial, and social sub- 
groups forming what is now the American people. 
America may never have been the kind of melting 
pot it purported to be, but the balance (and imbal- 
ance) of socio-cultural amalgamation and an- 
tagonism, assimilation and dissimilation, has been 
the fountain of youth for the American language. 

More than any other this is a democratic lan- 
guage, from the people, by the people, and for the 
people. It does not need and will not tolerate the kind 
of national academy that tries to protect and purify 
the languages of other nations. Grammar and rules 
of usage in American English are practical guides, 
while in most other languages they have the rank of 
Divine Laws. Decaying languages teem with Thou- 
shalt-nots; blossoming languages say “It depehds.” 
The queen would be mortified to split an infinitive; 
the president’certainly and at all times is free to 
joyfully separate the to from the verb. 

Of course there is a danger that American English 
could become debased by officialese, cliches, and 
other bilge. But these dangers threaten every lan- 
guage. From its shape, structure, and record to date 
the American language is better prepared than 
others to master these difficulties. It is an inventive 
and intelligent language, and Americans should 
never, never apologize for it to purists who prefer 
“court usage” to living communication. 

Wolfgang J. Koschnick, a political scientist and 
journalist, lives in Germany and works as European 
correspondent for U. S. and British magazines. 

EXCURSUS V 
Peter Lamborn Wilson on 
Russian Literature 

and the Oppression of the West 

Does the West need a Stalin of its own? The 
question arises because in recent times Russia has 
produced major voices in literature. It is as if that 
massive torture, which so few survived, awakened a 
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