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Now, I am sure I should be wasting time if I set mysolf to prove

at length that, if work of this kind is not dono well, it had better
not be attempted at all. Tt is not merely usoless if done ill, it is
positively injurious. Nothing but harm ean come of slovenly
analysis and inexact definitions. The mind gets inured to habits
of loose and inaccurate thought, which, whon once acquired, are
most difficult to oradicate. No doubt it is difficult to be accurate,
but it is not impossible. Evon young children may be lod to grasp
the elomentary ideas involved in grammar with porfect vrecision,
provid.d those ideas are presonted gradually, simply, and exactlys
and I protest most earnestly agninst the notion that it is fussy and
pedantic to strivo aftor this scrupulous accuracy, and tbat rough-
and-ready dew iitions do well enough to bogin with, and will be
gradually shaped into what is more accurate as the pupil geta on.
You would not expeot that to be the result of giving loose and iu-
accurate rules in arithmetic, or of allowing a beginner in geometry
to prove his propositions by means of a pair of compasses. And I
assert, as o matter of fact, that the result of letting pupils learn
lovso and inaccurate definitions betrays itself at every large
oxamination by a plentiful crop of answers from caundidates who
have been at English Grammar for five, six, or even seven years,
which oxhibit not merely abject and contemptible ignorance, but
(so .o speak) a sort of general sloppiness of mind, sud an utter in-
capacity for writing English in an iutelligible, coherent, and
grammatical form.* On the other hand, I have invariably found
that clear and exact answers about grammatical definitions go
along with clear and grammaticsl English composition.
t- My special purpose a* present, however, is to point out some of
the commonest errors which vitiate much of the grammar teaching
that goes on in our schools, and appear it such ludicrous forms at
every examination. I hope ne on: will think that I am
“poking fun” when I say thai ths greater part of these
mistakes would have been obviatad, if tho writers of the grammuars
which are most widely used had been able to grasp the not very
recondite truth, that words are not identical with what they stand
Sfor——that the noun ‘book’ {for instunce) is not the article made up
of printed leaves fastened together, which we buy at the book-
seller’s ; and that when we buy one of theece articles, we do not
purchase a part of speech. Is any one present disposed to dispute
this? If so, I hope no feeling of bashfulness will hold him back
from having a tussle about it, as soon as I bave finished my paper.
It would take much too long to chase this really childish blunder
out of all the grammatical nooks and cozzo: in which it lurks. I
shall content myself with giving you a few typieal instances.

Did any of you, when very hittle boys aund girls, ever learn some
rhymes about the parts of speeck, wnitten with the iew of aiding
the budding intelligence of infant minds, and some oi wliicl ren
somehow thus—(I am not sure about one line):

* First comes the little particle

Grammarians call an Article,

And then the mighty Noun.

A noun, it may be anything,

A tree, & cestle, or a king,

A person or a town.”
Here you see the absurdity above referred to in full force. The
ghost of this innocent little effusion still baunts the examinstion
room. I have a dreary presentiment that within the next six
months I shall be told hundreds of times, as I have been told dur-
ing the last, that a common noun is *“ some thing that belongs to a

*Hero is a spocimen of what I sco & gcod deal of:—'Acljectives aro words
wsed with nouns to denote some quslity or attribute akout which thonoun
atands for, and clearly shows wnether we wish to donote its superiority, or
doteriorate it above or bolow the stundard of which wo are rRpsaking about.,” I
daro say thst iagenious youth had boen learning grammer for five or six gvoars.
(t)gviogslly t?r% cloar arommetical idoa bad ever fltorod into his mind during

o wholo tirao.

class,” and that “*an abstract aoun is some thing that you can’t soo
or hear or feol."” This last wonderful absurdity has beon rathor a
favourite of late. When it has beon given vivd vocs, a littlo
colloquy of the following kind has sometimes ensued bovween my-
solf and the examinees. ¢ Is goodness an cbstract noun ? "'~ Yes.”
“Did you boear the word ? "—*Yes." * But you told me just now
that an abstract noun was something that you counldn’t hear.”
P’azzled silonce for a momont or two. Then, from some ohild a
little sharper than tho rest, and not impossibly a little sharper than
tho teacher,—* An abstract noun is the name of something that you
can’t see or hear.” “Very well, let us wry. TIs brightness an
abstract noun ?”'—“Yes.” *‘Can yon seo the brightness cf the
sun?”—*Yes.” ‘ Then how can brightness be the namo of some-
thing that you can't sce? DBut now, did you ever hear of a
quality 2"—* Yea.” *“Toll me a quality of sugar.”—* Sweetness.”
“What quality makes me call a man good f"'—*‘Goodness.” * Very
well, sweetness and goodness are abstract nouns. What are they
names of ?"'—*Qualities.” * Now name to me some action."—
“«Jumping, motion, flight.” * Those too are abstract nouns. What
aro they names of 2"”—* Actions.” ‘“Now tell me a noun that
denotes a state in which & person or a thing may be.”—* Sleeps
life, death.” * Good, thoge also aro abstract nouns. Now put all
that together, and tell me what an abstract noun may be the namo
°
of.” The answer will come promptly from a dozen at once—¢ An
a“stract noun is the name of a quality, or an action, or a state.”
Is not all this within the comprebension of the youngest child who
should ba learning gmmm'o.r atali? If o, is there any excuse for
cheating the intelligence of a beginner with the rubbish that I
quoted before ?

‘While on this point I cannot refrain from pointing out the worth-
lessness of a definition of abstract nouns which is more frequently
given at vxaminations than any other ; namely, that ‘“an abstract
noun is the name of anything which we only conceive of in our
minds as having o real independent existence.” Now, asonly is
not a negative, this definition involves the assumption that we do
conceive of that for which the abstract noun is . vame as having a
real independent existence. But this is palpably absurd. You
cannot conceive of mation, for example, a8 having a real independent
existence apart from something that moves. You would con-
tradict yourself in the attempt. That which has an independent
existence of its own -annot be an attribute of something else. We
may fix our attention upon the attribute without thinking sbout
that in whioh it is inherent. But we oannot abstract an atiribute
in the complete manuer in which a thief might abstract my watch.
The definition is lame enough as it stands. But confusion gets
worse confounded when examinees leave ont the word only, or, re-
producing thet irrepressible blunder about words and things, toll
us that an abstract noun is “something that we conceive of as hav-
ing o real independent existence.”

Of course this blunder is extended from nouns themi~lves to
their nceidents, I suppose most children might be mede wih o
little pains to comprehend that sex (male and female) is a distine-
tion between classes of animals, and that gender (masculine and
feminine) is a distinction between classes of words. At present any
question on tho subjeot is sure to elicit in abundance such replies
28 the following, which I quote werbatim :—

“ Sex is the diffsrence bstween animels, gender is the differcnon
between things.” *

¢ Gender is applied to one individual person, and gex to & collec-
tion of persons.”

“Zex is applied to living beings, and in a singular sense ; gonder
in a plural sense, and also to inanimate objects.”



