
What Did You Mislearn
In School Today?

By Robert F. Manning

Driving to work recently on a clear, crisp fall morning,
I stopped as a school bus, its red lights flashing, took on
its cargo of fresh-faced elementary school kids struggling
to remain erect, their backpacks seemingly loaded with
sufficient provender for a raft trip down the great gray-
green, greasy Limpopo River. (Do kids still read the
Just-So Stories?) It being still rather early in the school
year, a mixed group of doting parents and faithful dogs
were in attendance as the youngsters stoically headed off
for another day at the old mouse race.

Something in that autumnal tableau evoked memories
of youth as yet un-misspent, and I recalled a small town
in Connecticut and my days at the Lyme Elementary
School. (It was a primitive era. We didn’t have backpacks
then. Maybe a Hopalong Cassidy or Little Orphan Annie
lunchbox, which would rust out by Thanksgiving and be
replaced by a brown paper bag. And parents didn’t show
up at the bus stop (a few dogs did though).)

As many years ago as it was, the memories are as
sharp and bright as an October morn. I remember the
stern-faced Miss Harding, who did double duty as
teacher and principal and brooked no nonsense; the
sentimental Mrs. Cushman, who often spoke emotionally
about her darling cats but never about her husband; and
the beautiful Miss Block, who I hoped would still be
single when I was old enough to get married.

And I remember being told of the many things we
should not do if we wished to get on well. It being
grammar school, many of those thou-shalt-nots governed
our treatment of the mother tongue. Never, ever, admon-
ished Miss Harding, split an infinitive. (We still weren’t
quite sure about what exactly an infinitive was, but never
mind.) Do not dare to end a sentence with a preposition,
Mrs. Cushman warned. Please do not begin a sentence
with ‘‘And,’’ ‘‘But,’’ or ‘‘Because,’’ Miss Block sweetly
requested. Do not use a plural verb with ‘‘none,’’ warned
one of the triumvirate. And so on. No exceptions to the

rules; no ifs, no ands, and positively no buts. Through
forceful repetition, those strictures became indelible on
our tabulae rasae.

For some of us, many years passed before we discov-
ered that our teachers, even speaking ex cathedra, were
not infallible in all matters grammatical. (They were
right, however, about what would happen when a warm
tongue touched a cold Flexible Flyer sled runner.) Some
of their rules were erroneous, and others were exception-
able. Nevertheless, many writers (including more than a
few tax practitioners) still follow the questionable dic-
tates of the likes of Harding, Cushman & Block.

Theodore M. Bernstein attributed our adherence to
those prohibitions to ‘‘Miss Thistlebottom,’’ the arche-
typical eighth-grade teacher who, when ‘‘confronted
with a collection of little monsters of varying degrees of
understanding and judgment,’’ found it more prudent to
lay down flat rules than to address exceptions. (Miss T.
makes appearances in Bernstein’s Watch Your Language
(1958), The Careful Writer (1965), Miss Thistlebottom’s Hob-
goblins (1971), and Dos, Don’ts & Maybes of English Usage
(1977). What Bernstein refers to as ‘‘Miss Thistlebottom’s
hobgoblins,’’ H.W. Fowler (Fowler’s Modern English Us-
age) and Bryan A. Garner (Garner’s Modern American
Usage) categorize as ‘‘superstitions.’’ See also Fowler’s
entry, ‘‘fetishes.’’)

With all due regard for the memories of the molders of
our young minds, let’s take a fresh look at the stuff we
learned in school and why we should unlearn some of it.

None always takes a singular verb. No, not always.
Not even most of the time. None may take either a
singular or a plural verb, but the word is more commonly
a plural. Fowler states, ‘‘It is a mistake to suppose that the
pronoun is singular and must at all costs be followed by
singular verbs.’’ And this from The Careful Writer: ‘‘If a
rule is needed, a better one is to consider none to be a
plural unless there is a definite reason to regard it as
singular. One reason would be a construction in which it
is followed by a singular noun: ‘None of the work was
done in time for the opening.’’’ According to Bernstein,
‘‘The underlying fallacy in Miss Thistlebottom’s reason-
ing is that since none is derived from not one, she thinks it
always means that. But it doesn’t. Sometimes it means no
amount and most often it means not any.’’

In deciding whether none should take a singular or
plural verb, Garner suggests substituting the phrases not
one is or not any are to see which fits the meaning of the
sentence. Garner mentions ‘‘the unfortunate fact that
some stylists and publications insist that none is always
singular, even in the most awkward constructions.’’

Do not end a sentence with a preposition. ‘‘This is
one of those fancied prohibitions . . . dear to ignorant
snobs.’’ (Kingsley Amis, The King’s English.) And Winston
Churchill famously mocked the rule when he said it was
something ‘‘up with which I will not put.’’

Robert F. Manning is Senior Executive Editor of Tax
Notes.

This is another in a series of columns on language
usage that will appear in these pages from time to
time. Your comments, suggestions, and citations to
examples of mistreatment of the mother tongue are
most welcome. Please send them to Bob Manning via
e-mail (bmanning@ tax.org) or on paper (Tax Analysts,
6830 North Fairfax Drive, Arlington, VA 22213).

TAX NOTES, December 20, 2004 1647

(C
) T

ax A
nalysts 2004. A

ll rights reserved. T
ax A

nalysts does not claim
 copyright in any public dom

ain or third party content.

Doc 2004-23536 (3 pgs)

(C
) T

ax A
nalysts 2004. A

ll rights reserved. T
ax A

nalysts does not claim
 copyright in any public dom

ain or third party content.



Garner points out that the rule ‘‘is a remnant of Latin
grammar, in which a preposition was the one word that
a writer could not end a sentence with.’’ (Emphasis
added.) Garner adds that if the prohibition ‘‘is a ‘rule’ at
all, it is a rule of rhetoric and not of grammar, the idea
being to end a sentence with strong words that drive a
point home . . . . That principle is sound, of course, but
not to the extent of meriting lockstep adherence or
flouting established idiom.’’

We can imagine Fowler pounding his fist on the table
as he says, ‘‘Those who lay down the universal principle
that final prepositions are ‘inelegant’ are unconsciously
trying to deprive the English language of a valuable
idiomatic resource, which has been used freely by all our
greatest writers except those whose instinct for English
idiom has been overpowered by notions of correctness
derived from Latin standards. The legitimacy of the
prepositional ending in literary English must be uncom-
promisingly maintained.’’ Go get ’em, H.W.

Never split an infinitive. The term split infinitive
refers to an infinitive verb form with a word or words
interposed between to and the verb: to boldly go. Splitting
infinitives has been long and vociferously condemned —
a thou-shalt-not passed down from generation to genera-
tion, from Miss Thistlebottom’s great-great-grandmother
to us. Apparently the prohibition is based on a false
analogy with Latin. But Latin infinitives can’t be split
because they are single words, as many antiprohibition-
ists have pointed out.

The rule has been criticized by many and ridiculed by
some, most notably by George Bernard Shaw in a letter to
the editor of The Times (London). Shaw wrote: ‘‘There is a
busybody on your staff who devotes a lot of his time to
chasing split infinitives. Every good literary craftsman
splits his infinitives when the sense demands it. I call for
the immediate dismissal of this pedant. It is of no
consequence whether he decides to go quickly or quickly
to go or to quickly go. The important thing is that he
should go at once.’’

Amis calls the prohibition against
split infinitives ‘the best known of the
imaginary rules that petty linguistic
tyrants seek to lay upon the English
language.’

And Amis calls the prohibition ‘‘the best known of the
imaginary rules that petty linguistic tyrants seek to lay
upon the English language. There is no grammatical
reason whatever against splitting an infinitive and often
the avoidance of one lands the writer in trouble.’’

In The Elephants of Style, Bill Walsh writes: ‘‘I know of
no usage authorities who believe that split infinitives are
always wrong, but I take a more extreme position than
most: More often than not, in my opinion, infinitives are
better split.’’ (Walsh’s emphasis.)

Fowler addresses the split infinitive at length. ‘‘The
English-speaking world,’’ he says, ‘‘may be divided into
(1) those who neither know nor care what a split infini-
tive is; (2) those who do not know, but care very much; (3)
those who know and condemn; (4) those who know and

approve; and (5) those who know and distinguish.’’
Fowler deemed those who constituted the first group to
be the vast majority, and he thought them to be ‘‘a happy
folk, to be envied by most of the minority classes.’’ His
essay is chiefly addressed to the second class, in the hope
that they will graduate to the fifth.

Toward the end of his entry on split infinitives, Fowler
says:

After this inconclusive discussion, in which, how-
ever, the author’s opinion has perhaps been al-
lowed to appear with indecent plainness, readers
may like to settle the following question for them-
selves. ‘‘The greatest difficulty about assessing the
economic achievements of the Soviet Union is that
its spokesmen try absurdly to exaggerate them; in
consequence the visitor may tend badly to under-
rate them.’’ Has dread of the s.i. led the writer to
attach his adverbs to the wrong verbs, and would
he not have done better to boldly split [Aside to
young readers: H.W. Fowler was here and gone
long before any ‘‘Star Trek’’ folks began ‘‘to boldly
go where no man has gone before.’’] both infini-
tives, since he cannot put the adverbs after them
without spoiling his rhythm? Or are we to give him
the benefit of the doubt, and suppose that he really
meant absurdly to qualify try and badly to qualify
tend?

Fowler then notes that throughout his essay he has
quoted only favorable specimens of split infinitives,
which ‘‘is perhaps hardly fair.’’ So he concludes with an
example ‘‘borrowed from a reviewer, to whose descrip-
tion of it no exception need be taken.’’

A book . . . of which the purpose is thus — with a
deafening split infinitive — stated by its author: ‘‘Its main
idea is to historically, even while events are maturing,
and divinely — from the Divine point of view — impeach
the European system of Church and States.’’ (Fowler’s
italics.)

Although it’s not wrong to split an infinitive, it may
not always be wise to do so. The New York Times Manual
of Style and Usage notes that split infinitives ‘‘irritate
many readers.’’ It advises avoiding splits ‘‘when a grace-
ful alternative exists.’’ Amis warns that ‘‘people with
strong erroneous views about ‘correct’ English are just
the sort of people who consider your application for a
job, decide whether you are ‘educated’ or not, wonder
about your general suitability for this and that. . . . I
personally think that to split an infinitive is perfectly
legitimate, but I do my best never to split one in public.’’
And Garner says, ‘‘If a split is easily fixed by putting the
adverb at the end of the phrase and the meaning remains
the same, then avoiding the split is the best course.’’ In
any case, as Garner observes, ‘‘Knowing when to split an
infinitive requires a good ear and a keen eye.’’ So we
should strive to be a member of Fowler’s fifth class and
be among ‘‘those who know and distinguish.’’

Never begin a sentence with And, But, or Because. A
few years ago, I edited an article written by a native of
France who was fluent in English. One of my changes
was to begin one of his sentences with And. Jacques was
horrified. American readers would think him an arrogant
Frenchman, lacking bon gout, who could not be bothered
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to master the finer points of the English language. Vive
Mademoiselle Thistlebottom!

Who said you should never begin a sentence with and,
but, or because? Only elementary school teachers, so far as
I know. The prohibition against and and but may have
been to counteract kids’ tendency to begin too many
sentences with those words. And banning because may
have been an attempt to prevent sentence fragments.

In Lapsing Into a Comma, Bill Walsh writes: ‘‘And and
but are just as eligible as any other word for the honor of
starting a sentence. And they often work well to express
continuity or transition. ‘But I was taught never to do
this,’ you might say. Well, you were taught wrong.’’

Of and, Garner says, ‘‘It is rank superstition that this
coordinating conjunction cannot properly begin a sen-
tence.’’ And, according to Garner, ‘‘It is a gross canard
that beginning a sentence with but is stylistically slip-
shod. In fact, doing so is highly desirable in any number
of contexts, as many stylebooks have said.’’ Finally,
regarding the ban on an initial because, Garner writes,
‘‘The ‘rule’ never had any basis in grammar, and good
writers often have occasion to put the cause before the
effect.’’

Never use the passive voice. That concept was more
often stated positively: Always use the active voice. And
we should use the active voice rather than the passive
voice most of the time — but not all the time.

Garner, after explaining the advantages of using the
active voice, writes, ‘‘Sometimes, of course, you’ll be
justified in using the passive voice. There’s no absolute
prohibition against it — and anyone who tries carrying
out such a prohibition would spoil a piece of writing.’’

Bernstein in The Careful Writer says, ‘‘The active voice
. . . conveys greater force, greater speed, greater vigor. . . .

The active voice strikes like a boxer moving forward in
attack; thepassivevoiceparrieswhileback-pedaling. . . .All
this is not by any means to suggest that the passive voice is
uselessandtobeavoided.Liketheboxer,thewriterrequires
avarietyoftactics,andsometimestheparryingblowstrikes
with telling effect.’’

Garner and Bernstein list some instances when a
writer should consider using the passive voice. What
follows is a condensation of their advice.

Use the passive voice: when the actor is thought of as
too unimportant or too obvious to mention and is less
significant than the object of the action; when the agent
performing the action is indefinite or unknown; when
you want to emphasize the doer or the thing done by
putting that element at the end of the sentence, which is
an emphatic position; when you want to hide the actor’s
identity; when the focus of the passage is on the thing
being acted on; and when the passive voice simply
sounds better.

More breakable commandments. Here are some
other prohibitions that shouldn’t be treated as absolutes.

Never use first-person pronouns. In The Elephants of Style,
Walsh writes, ‘‘It’s often inappropriate to write I this and
I that, but once you decide to be the center of attention, I
would rather read I than this writer or other such silli-
ness.’’

Never use you to refer to your reader. Again from Walsh:
‘‘In a corollary to the I thing, one is supposed to avoid
referring to one’s audience as anything other than one.
You know that’s ridiculous, right?’’ (Walsh’s emphasis.)

Never use contractions. In most types of writing, it’s OK
to use contractions when they fit the context comfortably.

Now, who’s going to stay after class to clap the
erasers?
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