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INTRODUCTION

I've been a journalist for 19 years now, and about 10 years ago
I decided to make a point of jotting down every interesting
style issue that came up. Often the issue was something not
covered in the AP stylebook, the traditional newsroom bible.
In other cases it was something covered in that stylebook but
widely ignored by writers and copy editors—or something
that exposed flaws in the stylebook’s advice or in the conven-
tional wisdom. These nuggets form the core of this book. I
cover many of the usual bases (a vs. an, that vs. which), but 1
also address such arcana as why a right hook is a bad example
of a punch and how to tell a Playmate from a Playboy Bunny.

I doubt you’ll find my advice predictable. I mix tradi-
tionalism (never, ever, use which when you mean #hat) with a
streak of liberalism (don’t believe what you've heard about
hopefully). 1 make a case for media as a singular noun, and I
argue that using the active voice isn’t always preferable.

I've framed this book as a usage manual for all writers
and copy editors. While my experience is specifically as a
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X INTRODUCTION

newspaper copy editor, in a way all literate people are copy
editors, whether they be writers rewriting their own work or
simply avid readers noticing a typo on a cereal box. And I've
been careful to note those style points that are specific to
newspapers.

I've used headings and, where possible, alphabetical order
to organize the contents of this book, but many entries cover
multiple topics. Any search for a specific topic should begin at
the back of the book, with the comprehensive index.

To write about usage is to tempt the gods and the grem-
lins, and so I fully expect this book to contain errors. If you
find one, please be gentle.



BEYOND SEARCH
AND REPLACE
Using Your Head as Well as Your Stylebook

I’Ve written a stylebook that I hope makes the following
point: Be skeptical of stylebooks.

This is not to concede any lack of confidence in the log-
ical grounding and overall good sense of this collection of fact
and opinion. What I'm saying is that it’s relatively easy to pick
a stylebook, any stylebook, and learn the rules it imposes. It’s
harder to apply those rules correctly and consistently, and
harder still to truly understand the reasons behind the rules—
and therefore know when they should be ignored.

Memorizing the rules is fine when it comes to such
things as the choice between Road and Rd. in addresses, but

I
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2 Lapsing INnTO A Comma

it tends to blunt the language’s finer distinctions when applied
to real, live prose. For example, most copy editors would tell
you that compare with is used to examine differences and com-
pare fo is used to examine similarities—and they’d be wrong.
This error comes from a misunderstanding of a real rule;
some others result from the application of so-called rules that
are really nothing more than superstitions. Combine the mis-
understandings and the superstitions and you get copy edi-
tors who automatically change different than to different from,
which to that, have never to never have, convince to persuade,
gender to sex, hopefully to it is to be hoped that, host to play host
to, impact to effect, may to might, passive voice to active voice,
fragments to sentences.

These changes aren’t always wrong, but they shouldn’t be
automatic. 1 call such an approach the search-and-replace
school of copy editing, and I think it’s largely responsible for
the low esteem many writers have for editors—and for the
misguided notion that spell-check and grammar-check soft-
ware could easily replace copy editors.

Copy editors are there to enforce (a) correctness and
(b) style. Correctness covers matters of fact and matters of
grammar, usage and spelling, but it also covers clarity: Copy
editors are supposed to make sure writers are actually saying
what they think they’re saying. Style rules keep you from say-
ing Inc. and Incorporated in the same article, but they can be
misused. In the hands of a tin-eared copy editor, a breezy ref-
erence to Ford having a better idea might become Dearborn,
Mich.-based Ford Motor Co. once claimed in television adver-
tisements to have a better idea. Not long ago, the Associated
Press stylebook did not include Las Vegas among its “dateline
cities”—those places that may be mentioned without specify-
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ing what state they’re in—and more than once I saw Las Vegas
gambling changed to Las Vegas, Nev., gambling.

You don’t need an encyclopedic knowledge of grammat-
ical terms to write and edit with precision. I couldn’t diagram
a sentence if my life depended on it. But I recognize that the
phrase Bi// and Hillary Rodham Clinton invents a nonexistent
person named Bi/l Rodham Clinton (you have to say either Bil/
and Hillary Clinton or Bill Clinton and Hillary Rodham Clin-
ton) and that the Gaza Strip and West Bank town of Jericho
places Jericho in both the West Bank and the Gaza Strip (West
Bank needs its own zhe). A finely tuned ear is at least as impor-
tant as formal grammar, and that’s not something you can
acquire by memorizing a stylebook. But reading and thinking
about a stylebook writer’s reasoning might help you develop
that ear. That’s why I wrote this book.
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You CouLD LOOK IT UP!
How to Use a Dictionary With Style

t most publications and publishing companies, a style-
book (such as the Associated Press stylebook or the Chi-
cago Manual of Style) is the primary arbiter of usage, with a
specified dictionary (Webster’s New World College Dictio-
nary, for publications and publishers that follow AP style) as
the secondary source. A well-stocked copy desk will also have
a depth-charge-size unabridged dictionary and some special-
ized glossaries. You can also find these at any library.
Here’s how these players fit into the lineup:
Say youre writing or editing for a publication that uses
AP style and you want to know whether zabletop is one word
or two. You pick up the stylebook and find that zab/etop is not
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6 Lapsing INnTO A Comma

listed. So you turn to Webster’s New World, and the word
isn’t there either. Problem solved: It’s zable top. Many consci-
entious writers and editors make the mistake of scurrying over
to the “big” dictionary at this point, but that’s not the big dic-
tionary’s role. Assuming the primary dictionary contains both
table and top, its lack of a zabletop entry is as good as an entry
saying the noun is spelled zable top. (The adjective is a differ-
ent story; there your hyphenation policy comes into play.) The
big dictionary, the medical dictionary and the dictionary of
World War I-era German aircraft parts should be reserved
for obscure terms whose components cannot be found in the
primary sources.

Dictionaries won't always offer a definitive word on
spellings, but for style purposes only one spelling is “correct.”
If two spellings are listed, go with the first one. If a word
spelled one way is defined as the same word spelled another
way, the latter is correct style (look up grey and the dictionary
will say GRAY, meaning gray is correct). More troublesome
are entries that read “usually” or “often.” With Webster’s New
World, it’s best to treat the “usually” and “often” entries as
correct.

COMPOUNDS
What the Dictionary Doesn’t Always Tell You

A common mistake is to glance at a dictionary or stylebook
entry without noting which part of speech is being described.
I've seen She got a makeover changed to She got a make over
many times, because Webster’s New World lists make over. A

closer look shows that make over is listed only as a verb; this
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is a bad omission, but the basic rules of compound formation
mean such nouns cannot possibly be two words; if they aren’t
one word, they’re hyphenated (make-over). Similarly, this dic-
tionary lists the verb szarz up but is silent on the noun, which
therefore has to be start-up.

Compounds are formed differently with the different
parts of speech:

Compound nouns follow no particular logic. Check your style-
book and your dictionary of choice, and if a compound isn’t
listed in either, then it’s two words—unless it’s a verb-plus-
preposition formation (more on that later).

The standard line is that over time two-word compounds
evolve into hyphenates and then into single words. This is
true to some extent, but the hyphen stage (as in the “ice-berg”
that sank the Titanic) is seldom seen nowadays, and plenty of
long-lived compounds remain two words in today’s dictio-
naries. Ballplayer is a legitimate word, but you’ll never see
baseballplayer or footballplayer—rthey’re just too long and awk-
ward. I feel the same way about copyeditor, but many of my
colleagues, especially in the non-newspaper publishing world,
disagree. (Perhaps they’ve yedited too many cops.) Novelist
and essayist Nicholson Baker, in his book “The Size of
Thoughts,” tells of restoring the space in a dack seat that his
copy editor had changed to backseat, his reasoning being that
back seat more accurately reflects the pronunciation, in which
both sides of the compound get equal stress. The pronuncia-
tion test isn’t always reliable, but it’s an important factor to
keep in mind when evaluating whether a compound’s migra-
tion from two words to one makes any sense. Note the one-
syllable stress in backache, backbeat, backbite and backhand
compared with the stress on both words in back seat, back pain
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and back taxes. Back yard (noun) and backyard (adjective) illus-
trate the point well: Say out loud “I'm having a backyard bar-
becue in my back yard” and note the pronunciation difference.

With a few exceptions, mainly in the area of slang (you
won't find scumbag in many dictionaries, but it’s obviously a
solid coinage), you should defer to the established reference
sources and not take it upon yourself to hasten the solidifica-
tion of a compound.

Verb-plus-preposition compound nouns must be either solid or
hyphenated. Check your stylebook and dictionary, and if you
don’t find the word as solid, use the hyphen. When something
is made over, it’s a make-over; when something is built up, it’s
a buildup; when someone is knocked down, it’s a knockdown,
when someone breaks in, it’s a break-in; when you print some-
thing out, you get a printout. It amazes me to see that some
otherwise literate people are willing to accept print out as a
noun, as in “I got a print out.” If printout isn’t in your dic-
tionary, then it becomes print-out, but under no circumstances
should this kind of compound noun remain two words. Print
and out work together; print isn’t an adjective that modifies the
noun oxt. This is a very simple concept, but it’s not easy to
explain to those who don’t get it right away.

Compound verbs should be hyphenated:

Holyfield head-butted his opponent.
1 copy-edited the story.
She pole-vaulted.

Compound modifiers, also known as unit modifiers or compound
adjectives, generally must be hyphenated. A victory on the
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home field is a home-field victory. In a few cases, compounds
that are two words in the noun form become solid as an adjec-
tive (a shed in the back yard is a backyard shed), but this kind
of marriage should be performed only when it’s explicitly pre-
scribed by your stylebook or dictionary. There are exceptions
to the hyphenate-all-compound-modifiers rule. For example,
you shouldn’t stick hyphens within a single proper noun (a
White House source) or a single expression contained in quota-
tion marks (a “win at all costs” attitude). Foreign-language
phrases also stick together just fine without hyphens (he ad
hoc committee), and stylebooks generally, and wisely, leave out
hyphens in percentages and dollar amounts (zbe 2 percent tax
increase will eliminate a §75 million deficit).

And now for the sticky part: Virtually every editor makes
at least some exceptions for readily recognized compounds
that often act as modifiers. You’ll seldom see a hyphen in Aigh
school graduate or Clinton administration officials, for example,
and many editors extend this exception to ice cream cone, real
estate agent, law enforcement officer, health care plan and the like.

Still other editors, many of whom seem to have a phobia
when it comes to hyphens, enforce a rule that eliminates the
hyphen from modifiers unless doing so would result in con-
tusion. No one would think orange juice salesmen means juice
salesmen who are orange, they reason, and therefore the
hyphen isn’t necessary. Personally, I think people in the latter
camp don’t understand the concept of hyphens. Sure, orange
Juice salesmen isn't going to be confusing in its entirety, but
for one nanosecond the reader is going to be led down the
wrong path, thinking orange is the modifier and juice is the
noun, only to be hit with another noun and forced to back-
track to mentally link orange and juice. The job of an editor is
to make things as easy as possible on the reader, and the least
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an editor could do is stick in a little hyphen and make that
link to begin with.

Longer-than-two-word compound adjectives frighten even those
who aren’t afraid of orange-juice salesmen, but the same rules
apply. A two-word modifier gets one hyphen, a three-word
modifier gets two hyphens, and a 27-word modifier gets 26
hyphens.

Of course, the need for multiple hyphens (anti-capital-
gains-tax-cut forces, for example) is often a cry for help
(“Rewrite!”), unless it’s a string-a-lot-of-words-together-for-
comic-effect sort of thing. If you write that zhe upscale town
house market is booming, you deserve to be stabbed with a cou-
ple of hyphens (the upscale-town-house market is booming).
Why not the market for upscale town houses is booming?

Rewrite, by all means, if you hate hyphens (zbose opposed
to a cut in the capital-gains tax, for example), but what you must
not do is arbitrarily decide to disconnect the unit by using
only the most obvious hyphen and ditching the rest. Hyphen-
ation is often an all-or-nothing proposition: Even if you
eschew the hyphen when Aigh school is a modifier (high school
students), you cannot apply that logic when that modifier gains
an addition. High school-age students means “school-age stu-
dents who are under the influence of drugs.” It’s high-school-
age students. Don’t be afraid. The hyphens won’t gang up and
attack you.

The all-or-nothing linkage principle is especially crucial
when prefixes and suffixes are involved. Consider the vast dif-
terence between an anti-child-abuse program and an anti-child
abuse program.

A related issue is how to handle phrases such as zbe 7.7~
million-member union. Again, I think two hyphens are needed
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to hold things together, but lots of publications would leave
off the first one in this example. Bad style decision, I'd say, but
you couldn’t really call it wrong.

Some publications use the en dash, a dash wider than a
hyphen but narrower than a regular, or em, dash, as a substi-
tute for repeated hyphens—bigh school—age boys, 1.1 million—
member union—but I'm not a fan of this solution (see
Page 84).

When a compound modifier is used after the term it
modifies (I hate these labels, but I believe that would make it
a compound predicate adjective), you can sometimes skip the
hyphen. You might call someone a we//-read scholar, but turn
that around and the hyphen disappears: a scholar who is well
read. Reddish-brown hair, styled differently, becomes hair that
is reddish brown. Some authorities would leave out the hyphen
in all such cases, but I disagree. You’ll have to use your judg-
ment and your ear, but it should be clear that while some
phrases acquire hyphens when they’re placed before a term
they modity, others already came with the hyphens and should
never lose them. A book that is easy to read is an easy-to-read
book: The phrase easy to read occurs naturally without hyphens
but sprouts those hyphens in the modifier role. But far—free
yogurt is never hyphen-free: Far—free, like self~-made and hard-
working, was born as a modifier, hyphen and all. The —free
part is more suffix than word, and to describe someone as
hard working borders on unreadable.

Commingling compounds (a term I just made up) are a good
test of a writer or editor’s facility with the language. For
example, there is gunfire and there are submachine guns, but
there’s no such thing as submachine gunfire. Take a good look
at the term and separate the noun from the modifier. The
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modifier gun in the noun gunfire is also a noun that’s being
modified by submachine, leaving fire as the true noun in the
equation. So gun must go where it’s needed most and the com-
pound must be submachine-gun fire, just as we write small-
business man and elementary-school teacher instead of small
businessman and elementary schoolteacher. It’s the gun that’s
submachine, not the gunfire; it’s the business that’s small, not
(necessarily) the man; and it’s the school that’s elementary,

not (again, necessarily) the teacher.



HOLDING THE

(VIRTUAL) FORT
Disturbing Trends in the Information Age

“ ‘ N J e must resist the temptation to turn the language into

one long word,” a former editor of mine once wrote
in vetoing AP style on airstrike. Since then, cellphones and
videogames and websites and—1I can barely bring myself to
type this—email have blitzed us with the suggestion that
English should be more like German, in which adjectives
merge with the nouns they modify to create new words. The
techies who brought us the point-and-click wonderland of the
Internet are brilliant people, but they’re not the ones we
should be looking to for language instruction.

13
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14 Lapsing INTO A Comma

The way things work in English, as 1 pointed out in
Chapter 2, is that compound nouns evolve over time from two
words, and possibly the hyphenated form, before crystalliz-
ing into a single word. This works in a semi-democratic fash-
ion, with all literate writers of the language weighing in while
newspapers, books and magazines lay down the law. Dictio-
naries and major stylebooks act as the judge and jury. Before
the computer age, we had a conservative judicial branch. This
can be a good thing: It keeps fads from littering the language
(if the Internet is replaced by direct-broadcast-to-brain tech-
nology tomorrow, website will soon look as silly as draftdodg-
ing and braburning and goldfishswallowing). It can also keep
prose looking rather quaint, however, as when AP mandates
town house, hot line and teen-ager for the words that have been
townhouse, hotline and teenager in the real world for at least
25 years.

But today, it seems, compounds that few people had heard
of five years ago are merging instantly into one-word terms.
Even AP accepts on/ine, a development that might make sense
in isolation—you could argue that the catchall term for this
phenomenon that is taking over the world deserves an accel-
erated evolution from the ad hoc on /ine (adv.) and on-/line
(adj.)—but is alarmingly inconsistent for a stylebook that still
embraces the hoary Aoz /ine. Once-thoughtful editors who
lapse into such inconsistencies in a blind rush to stay “cur-
rent” remind me of parents who raise their first or second
child with strict rules but take a permissive “Oh, the hell with
it!” approach to the newer arrivals. At least the parents can
say “Well, times have changed—if we were raising kid num-
ber one today we'd be doing the same things we’re doing now.”
These editors, on the other hand, are still actively repressing
the older kids, and one of them is a teenager.



Hovrping THE (VirTUAL) FORT 15

WHEN EVOLUTION IS LEGITIMATE

You might be tempted to think at this point that I'm a white-
haired Luddite. I'm neither. I'm not yet 40, and I built a Web
site from scratch—raw HTML, no helper software—in early
1995, before the vast majority of Americans had ever heard of
the World Wide Web. I've absorbed countless Internet-related
terms as the technology behind them first became available
to the public. Whereas the publishing industry’s later arrivals
to the on-line world might have felt like outsiders in an
already flourishing civilization with a well-developed lan-
guage of its own, I know firsthand just how flimsy the lin-
guistic foundations of that civilization actually were. I was
introduced to Web site, home page and e-mail, and so I know
that website, homepage and email came about as shortcuts or
just plain errors, as opposed to a gospel laid down by the cre-
ators of the Internet.

This isn’t to say that cyberspeak contains no legitimate
one-word coinages. There—TI just used one! Cyber-, as a pre-
fix, can legitimately be attached to words. Just as 4io- gave us
biotech, cyber- has given us cyberspace, cybercafes and countless
other terms. And you might be surprised to learn that I con-
sider newsgroup a correct term for Usenet discussion areas.
Even though news and group are perfectly good words, the
whole of newsgroup is greater than—or at least different
from—the sum of its parts. While a Web site is a site on the
Web, and a home page is a page of the home variety, news-
groups can't really be described as news groups. They aren’t
necessarily about news, and their free-for-all nature belies the
sense of membership implied by group.

And I'm not far from being swayed on on/ine. Although
I continue to defend the reasoning behind on-/ine and on line,
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I admit that they are starting to collect a patina of quaint-
ness. I will repeat, however, that on/ine should be used only by
publications progressive enough to have already accepted such

things as hotline, townhouse and teenager.

E-GADS!

When the shortened form of electronic mail first began appear-
ing in print, the question was whether it should be e-mai/ or
E-mail; the lowercase form has clearly prevailed, although
using the uppercase would be an acceptable style decision.

My faith in human intelligence still hasn’t recovered from
the development that followed: The predominant spelling
among the general public has become emai/, which is an abom-
ination. No initial-based term in the history of the English
language has ever evolved to form a solid word—a few are
split, and the rest are hyphenated. Look at A-frame, B-movie,
C-rations, D-Day, E- (uh, skip that one), F' layer, G-string,
H-bomb, I-beam, J-school, K car, L-shaped, N-word, O-ring,
Q rating, S-connector, T-shirt, U-boat, X-ray, Y-chromosome,
Z particle and scores of other such compounds. It doesn’t even
look right; at first glance, the e in email begs to be pronounced
unaccented, as a schwa (“ub-MAIL”). Setting the letter apart
makes it clear that the letter is a letter and that the one-letter
syllable is accented. E! E! Eececee!

But an AltaVista search of the Web shows that ignorance
is taking over: Ubmail outnumbers e-mai/ by more than two
to one. The dictionaries, if you believe their “descriptive, not
prescriptive” mantra (“We reflect usage; we don’t dictate it”),
cannot be far behind.
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How DID THIS HAPPEN?

I find it hard to fathom how anyone ever thought of writing
email, but a good guess is that the speed-is-everything infor-
mality of e-mail itself, with its minimalist punctuation as well
as its lack of capital letters, is the culprit. People who knew
better started using it for speed’s sake, and then those late
adopters who ain’t big on book learnin’ started seeing emai/ in
their e-mail without ever having seen the correct term. It’s as
if technology has somehow “solved” the problem of slow lin-
guistic evolution, and in an insidious way that’s true. Whereas
in the old days people had only (professionally edited) news-
papers, magazines and books from which to take their usage
cues, in the Internet world everyone’s a publisher. This is a
wonderful development in many ways. If you have something
to say, you can say it to a mass audience. If you're a huge fan
of the second-best Bulgarian in women’s tennis, you're not
likely to find her biography at Borders—whereas the World
Wide Web might have encyclopedic, illustrated sites devoted
to her. But if everyone’s a publisher, can everyone afford an
editor? Of course not. Internet discourse is unfiltered, and in
losing the filter that blocks material without mass appeal, we
also lose the filters that separate fact from fiction and standard
from substandard language. The power of the usage police
has been significantly diluted.

Before the Internet became a mass medium, it was diffi-
cult to assess just how large the gap between “correct” English
and popular usage was. Today it’s clear and it’s frightening.
More than half a million Web pages mention nude pictures of
“amature” models. While this output doesn’t equal that of cor-
rect-spelling pornographers, the margin isn’'t much—fewer
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than 2 million pages talk of amateur nudes. These people have
access to spell-check, mind you, and that word won’t exactly
be found alongside supersede, tendinitis and idiosyncrasy on the
spelling-bee list. Another fun search-engine exercise is to see
how many Web sites—some of which are devoted to “wor-
shiping” her—misspell the name of actress Courteney Cox
Arquette. An AltaVista search finds at least eight spellings of
her first name.

But our focus here is compounds, and if there’s one thing
the average civilian will screw up more often than not, it’s the
distinction between one word and two. One of my guilty
pleasures on the Web is reading Las Vegas trip reports. Several
sites publish gambling pilgrims’ minute-by-minute diaries,
and you can be sure they’ll contain sentences like “I wanted to
get me some primerib, but they says there ain’t no bare foot
people allowed in the buffetline.”

That might explain how email and homepage and website
became part of the informal vernacular, but why are such
things seeping into respectable publications? Well, a large seg-
ment of the otherwise intelligent grown-up population is
afraid of computers, and that “Oh, dear, I might break some-
thing” hands-off approach has translated to the /anguage of
computing as well. Just as some people are afraid to touch
computers, out of fear that they might accidentally hit the
“kill all documents” key, they’re afraid to monkey with Inter-
net terms or Internet companies’ names. Perhaps it’s an age
thing: By the time these terms register on the radar of the
people with the experience and authority to enforce the lan-
guage’s most basic rules, the terms have already been cor-
rupted by the geek crowd. (Or is it geckcrowd?)

Am I being elitist? Sure I am. If you want to know how
justing326@aol.com spells things, look in an on-line chat
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room. If you're interested in what’s correct, at least for now,
in the ever-evolving area of usage, you have to pick up a dic-
tionary or a usage book. Dictionary editors insist that they
only reflect usage, but that’s a lie they use to fend off the anti-
elitist “no rights, no wrongs” contingent, just as art snobs
snicker at the “I don’t know anything about art, but I know
what I like” joke while keeping a long list of things we’re not
allowed to like. If dictionaries really reflected usage, we'd be

eating “sherbert.”

UPS AND DOWNS

An even more disturbing trend is the migration of vanity
orthography—the fancying-up of logos and the like with cre-
ative capitalization (or the lack thereof)) and cutesy symbols—
from the world of marketing, where it is perfectly appropriate,
to the text of newspapers, magazines and books.

Sentences and proper nouns begin with capital letters.
Words are all caps only when they’re acronyms—when each
letter stands for another word. At the risk of sounding like
Robert Fulghum, everything we needed to know about capi-
talization we learned in . . . well, maybe second grade.

But people don't trust these simple rules anymore. They
all laughed when Sarah Jessica Parker’s character in the movie
“L.A. Story” gave her name as “SanDeE*,” but now this crap
is being taken seriously. The dot-com era has leveled a wall
that Adidas and K.D. Lang and “Thirtysomething” had
already cracked, and suddenly writers and editors faced with
a name are asking “Is that capitalized?”—a question that’s
about as appropriate as asking a 5-year-old “Do you want that
Coke with or without rum?”
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ARBITRARY CAPITALIZATION

After playing Chess, let’s have a
Turkey Sandwich

Show me most anybody’s resume, most any
restaurant menu, most any personal Web site,
and I'm likely to cringe at a phenomenon I call
arbitrary capitalization.

It’s not really arbitrary; in fact, there’s usu-
ally a pretty well-defined logic to it. It’s almost
like the German language, in which all nouns
are capitalized. Arbitrary cappers don’t cap all
nouns, but they do cap the nouns they consider
important:

I studied Ballet for two years.

His passion was Chess.

Prime Rib of Beef served with a
Beurre Blanc sauce.

He majored in Omnipresence and
minored in Philately.
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There’s nothing particularly evil about all
this, and I would like to believe most of the per-
petrators know deep down that it’s wrong.

Beurre blanc is white butter; it’s not White
Butter. (Cap'n John’s Rootin’ Tootin’ Make-
Your-Eyeballs-Explode Crab Seasoning, to pull
one example from thin air, would be another
matter altogether.) And philately (well, let’s
make that engineering) is a subject, a field of
study, an endeavor. That doesn’t make it a proper
noun. Now, Engineering 101 would make sense
capitalized, as a course title. So would Funda-
mentals of Engineering or even Advanced
Engineering, though the latter would have to be
very clearly stated as a course title to avoid rais-
ing my eyebrow.

On the Web, I came across an author’s fas-
cinating account of the gory details of getting a
book published. In an otherwise well-founded
rant about ham-handed work by a copy editor,
he writes, “She bashed ‘the Space Shuttle’ down
to ‘the space shuttle’ instead of visiting www
.nasa.gov.” Uh, right, pal—let’s take a// our usage
cues from the federal government. NASA also
capitalizes Astronauts, just as the Frito-Lay site
capitalizes Potato Chips. The appeal-to-authority

fallacy won't win you a capital letter.
continued
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U WL oo S

To review, capital letters (aside from sen-
tence beginnings, titles, up-style headlines and
the like) are reserved for proper nouns. And you
know how testy I get about lowercased proper
nouns.

I must confess, by the way, that as a mem-
ber of the Ironic Postmodern Generation, I tend
to capitalize Grand Concepts, which usually
translates to Concepts That Aren’t Really Grand
but Pretend to Be. This habit, annoying as it
may be, has Nothing to Do with arbitrary
capitalization.

Just about everything has a nonstandard logo. Look
around you: “CANADA DRY SELTZER,” “annie hall,”
“Entertainment WEEKLY,” “The AMERICAN HER-
ITAGE dic-tion-ar-y of THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE.”
Sure, the credits say “thirtysomething,” but the credits also
say “DRAGNET” and “THREE’S COMPANY.” These
variations, employed in advertising and packaging, add
visual interest to our world. Carry these variations over to
print journalism, however, and they bring the look of a
cheesy press release. Back when all-caps logos were com-
mon but all-lowercase ones were rare, grown-ups with type-
writers reflexively followed the basic rules of capitalization.
But e.e. cummings and then adidas and then “thirtysomething”
and £.d. lang stood out, and writers and editors gradually got
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down and boogied. The all-caps logos “DANCES WITH
WOLVES” and HEINZ TOMATO KETCHUP weren't
deemed worthy of replicating, but writers in an increasingly
acronym-and-abbreviation-filled world began to mistake
short, snappy words for acronyms (FAX), and if a short,
snappy product name happened to have an all-caps logo, up it
went (VIKE, VISA).

K.D. Lang and “Thirtysomething” and Adidas and Nike are
the names of a singer, a TV show and a couple of shoe com-
panies, and as writers and editors it’s our job to report these
names. It’s not our job to replicate their logos—the color, the
point size, the typeface or, yes, the creative capitalization.

In many, perhaps most, cases, these logo affectations
aren’t even intended to indicate the preferred style for proper
names. E.E. Cummings, for example, used capital letters in his
signature. I might sound like a lonely voice on this issue, but
Tennis magazine and, believe it or not, Amazon.com illustrate
the way capitalization is supposed to work in the grown-up
world. For more than 20 years, Tennis magazine was fennis on
the cover (it only recently dropped the mod ’7os logo) and
TENNIS in its own articles (a lot of publications like self-
referential caps)—but Tennis in real life. And those writers
who try to be oh-so-modern and oh-so-accommodating by
writing “amazon.com” might want to double-check the way
the on-line bookstore refers to itself outside logo-land (and
even in some of its myriad logo styles). That’s right: It’s
Amazon.com.

Sometimes, even more strangely, a company adopts an
odd style for its name that doesn’t reflect its logo. The tele-
phone company US West has a funky smushed-together
USWEST logo, but it reports its name in more offici