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AST week Laurie Baner
deseribed the challenges
facing those who aspire to
d the “correct’ use of apos-
i trophes. In this column,
despzte serious opposition from
some of my friends, including a
number of highly gualified pro-
fessors (in disciplines other than
linguistics, I hasten to add), I in-
tend to pose the question: Do we
reaily need apostrophes?

In my opinicn apostrophes are
largely redundani punctuational
paraphernalia, supported by those
who have learned how to use them
in order o keep those who haven't
in their subordinate place. It is a
challenge {o find contexts in which
omitting this timy symbol causes
genuine misunderstanding.

There are two main functions of
the apostrophe. The first is a signal
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that something has been omitied.
This something is usually totally
predictable. Consider “T'm”, “let's™,
“didn’t”, “you're”. In every case
you know exactly what he missing
letter is: g, u, o, a.

The fdl form is more formal
and “correct”, and appropriately
used in formal reports and job

applications. The shorter forms
give an impression of informality
and friendliness, and they are used
in emails and text messages —
often without any apostrophe, And
without causing any confusion.

The second use of the apos.
trophe signals possession, as in
“the girl’s desk”, “Hilton's car”,
“Elten’s piano”. The general rule
is: put the apostrophe after the pos.
sessor and add an “'s”, but there are
many unclear cases, as Bauer
llustrated.

There is one even more bhewil-
dering usage, namely, the use of
“iig” without an apostrophe as in
“the dog slunk into its kennel” or
“the buffalo did its'best to fight off
its attacker”. All these examples of
“its” {(did vou notice there are
three?) are associated with pos-
session, and they ave parallels to

“his” and “owr” and “your”. But
nohe has an apostrophe.:

The rule is that pronouns never
have apostrophes, Only nouns have
gpostrophes to mark them as pos-
sessive, But since children rarely
learn what pronouns are, it is.hard
for them to apply this rule.

Are you now thoroughly con-
fused? Our students are cerfainiy
flummoxed by all this jabberwock-
ery. They write incorrectly,
“Chomsky produced a revolution-
ary book and it's reception was
suitably enthusiastic”. As good
teachers, we delete their apos-
trophe in “it's” and explain that
you use an apostrophe in the word
“it's” only when it signals that

letters have been omitted (i oF’

“ha”, from “it is” or “it has”). “But
it’s possessive“,_ they complain,
“That only applies to nouns,” we

say patiently. You can see the prob-
lem I am sure.

So why not simply abolish
apostrophes? Getting rid of them
will solve all these problems.

George Bernard Shaw, an astute
evaluator of the ways in which
people’s attitudes are often influ-
enced by superficialities (such as
accent and punciuation), advocated .
the abolition of the apostrophe,
which he described as one example
of the “uncouth hacilli” which des-
ecrate our writing system.

S0 lets do it and free up afien-
tion for more important aspects of
language, such as conteut and
meamng

i T am sure those of vou who dis-

. agree with me are even now work-
*ng furiously to find words and
~phrases which (out of context)
“might be ambiguous without an

apostrophe. Weli, note how long it
takes you to find examples, and
then consider that your distant
forebears complained when people
stopped using capitat letters for
nouns (as the Germans still do),
and not long ago people protested
just as vehemently about delefing
the full stops after Mr and Mrs.
The truth is that people who
have learned how to use apos-
trophes have a vested inferest in
maintaining them. Its like correct
grammar, Learning all those rules
has to mean something doesnt it?
This is basically a way of
sortitig the wheat from the chaff.
It & means some employers use to

" decide who they will employ and

who they wont. Like Lynne Truss,
author of Eofs, Shools & Leauves:
The Zero Tolerance Approach fo
Punctuation, they regard accurate

apostrophe usage as a sign of liter-
acy.

As a result they miss out on
some brilliant people who dont see
the point of investing brain space
in learning silly arbitrary -rules,
but who are perfectly capable of
using apostrophes, or any other
hieroglyphics, when they judge
them fruly crucial to meaning — in
computer programs for instance.

And though I could hardly write
a whole article about the apos-
trophe without using some, con-
sider the last few paragraphs and
reflect on whether aposirophe
omission created confusion — or
just prescriptive dyspepsia.
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