Likke, That, and Whatever:

Consciousness, Child Development, and the Misuse of Words

By John Wulsin

If children grow
up with the
habit of seeing
and describing
clearly in speech
the true connec-
tions between
things, then they
will be able to
think more
clearly in high
school and to act
more consciously
in adult life.

-, arents and teachers,

| we need to prepare our
children and students
to navigate through the
everchanging, turbulent waters
of the present and future. One
of the best tools we can give our
children to meet and thrive
amidst unforeseen changes is a
proper use of language. Speech
is an expression of conscious-
ness. It is also a shaper of con-
sciousness. Teachers at every
level—nursery, kindergarten,
lower school, and high school—
and parents need to work to-
gether in forming the way our
children speak.

My concern arises not out
of a belief in an absolute right
or wrong in the use of lan-
guage. | am not a grammarian
speaking out against anti-
grammarians. This is not the
last-ditch cry of a defender of a
grammatical Alamo, holding
out against the changing lan-
guage of the masses. Language
always changes. Qur language
changed more in the Elizabethan
period than in almost any other
time. Poets need to be chang-
ing, revitalizing language.
There has often been a healthy
interchange between the lan-
guage of the streets (and fields)
and the language of the groves
of academe, and interchange
between the established lan-
guage patterns of the past and
the percolating slang of the
present. Such tension is neces-
sary for the language to stay
alive. Today, the uniformity of
our pervasive mass media is a
major new force deadening that
vital interchange.

As Waldorf parents and
teachers, we need to choose
what is timeless and essential in
our language. We need not
take a stand on one side or the
other of the perennial polarities
of traditional and progressive,
classical and romantic, lawful
and free, established and pio-
neer, past and future. We are
concerned primarily with the
healthy development of the
child into his or her individual-
ity, and into a healthy relationship

with the world and with other
human beings. Thus we in Wal-
dorf Education work both tradi-
tionally and progressively, classi-
cally and romantically, lawfully
and artfully. We must draw on
the past to prepare to meet the
future.

At various points during
the last thirty years, six major
changes in usage began to
creep into American English.
Now firmly established in day-
to-day speech, particularly
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among the young, each of
these usages involves a danger-
ous confusion. Together they
are, | think, signs and creators
of a degenerating conscious-
ness, rather than of a new, vital,
and healthy consciousness.
They concern the following
words: 1) like 2) who/that 3)
whatever 4) good/well 5) each
oneltheir 6) me/l. 1f we teachers
and parents understand the na-
ture of these dangerous confu-
sions, we can work together to
help develop our children’s
emerging and enduring con-
sciousness in a healthy way. |
will address in this article the
first three of these new language

habits.
Like

A recent discussion among
the faculty members at the
Green Meadow Waldorf School
revealed that their most urgent
concern about the speech of the
children is the pervasive abuse of
the word like. Like is a fine word.
It is usually a preposition, with a
noun or pronoun as its object:
like a rock, like a bird, like her.

The advertising firm for
Winston-Salem cigarettes in the
1950s is probably responsible for
jarring like loose from its clear
role as a preposition and estab-
lishing it as a conjunction, fol-
lowed by a clause containing a
noun and a verb. “Winston
tastes good like a cigarette
should.” That role of conjunc-
tion, for a clause, had been per-
formed, ever since Homer, pri-
marily by like's good cousin, as.
In fact, one could say that
Homer gave the clearest and
finest mission to the word like
and its companion as—or, to
be exact, to the words in classi-
cal Greek that correspond to
our English like and as.
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A simile gives expression to
an important capacity of Western
mind, one that was emerging in

ancient Greece. This is the ability

to recognize and to state that two
normally dissimilar objects are in
fact similar. A is like B. This
woman is like a tree. “Thetis . . .
rising like a dawn mist from the
seainto acloud . . . , soared aloft
in heaven to high Olympus”
(Homer's [liad, Book One,
11.496-99). The relationship is
not one of mathematical equality,
that is, A=B, but rather one of
comparison. One exercises the
imagination, rationally. The fact

of the similarity is stated explicitly,

through language. The possible

similarities usually remain implicit,

active in the imagination of the
reader.

When the similarity is recog-
nized, not simply between two
objects but between two activities
or clauses, then the word as is
used. Homer's extended similes
can become quite developed,
taking on a life of their own. For
example:

From the camp

The troops were turning out now,
thick as bees

That issue from some crevice in a
rock face,

Endlessly, pouring forth, to make
a cluster

And swarm on blooms of summer
here and there,

Glinting and droning, busy in
bright air.

Like bees innumerable from ships
and buts.

Down the deep foreshore streamed
those regiments

Toward the assembly ground—
and Rumor biazedy

Among them like a crier sent
from Zeus.

(Homer's Iliad, Book Two, 11. 81-90,
tr. Fitzgerald)

In either case, the normal
simile with like, or the extended
simile with as, it is absolutely
crucial that both the speaker/
writer and the listener/reader are
clear which image is the actual
subject (called by literary schol-
ars the “tenor”) and which image
is the "vehicle” that helps us
better understand the original,
actual subject. In the extended
simile the actual subject is al-
most always a particular activity
in a particular place, while the
"vehicle"” is almost always an
activity which can take place
almost anywhere, at any time,
even forever. There will always
be, we hope, bees swarming on
blooms of summer. The
Homeric extended simile points
to an eternal dimension within
the life and activities of mortals
on earth. One might even say
that the Greeks, being guided in
life on earth by these great sto-
ries, were, through similes, not
only shown the connections
between things on earth but
were also reminded of the time-
less realm from which they
themselves had come.

Now that we have a his-
toric-linguistic context for the
role of like in our language and
literature, we can turn our atten-
tion to the role of like in the life
of the developing child. In
Waldorf Education our concem
for the child is that he or she
incarnate as healthily as possible
into life. We nourish the young
child artfully through imagina-
tion, always trying to guide him
or her into the reality of the
world in which we live, and also
into the reality of the world
which he or she will help create.

The child, especially in fifth
and sixth grades, develops
thinking capacities that made
their appearance first in ancient



Greece and Rome. These have
to do with a healthy and bal-
anced relationship to the reality
of the world. One cannot be-
come so lost in the swarming
bees that one forgets that actu-
ally the soldiers are running to
the ships. The simile is meant to
bring us further inside the origi-
nal image, not to take us away
from it. In literary language the
"vehicle” is meant to illuminate
the “tenor,” not to eclipse it. We
could also say, as parents and
educators, that the simile should
help us more fully “incarnate,”
that it should bring our spirit and
soul in harmony with our physi-
cal body and the real world,
rather than create a dissonance.

Now, what happened with
like about thirty years ago? Here
is one amateur linguist's version
of the recent career of like. In the
late 1960s American society
became polarized. The harden-
ing asphalt of the cool fifties was
rent asunder by mere flowers—
the "flower children” of the
dawning new “Age of Aquarius.”
In the opposition between re-
pressed, oppressive establish-
ment and uninhibited, liberated
hippies, young people sought to
expand their consciousness, up
and away from the bedrock of
day-to-day reality. Drugs gave
the illusion of further expanding
consciousness, to the extent that,
for some, the connection to
actual, quotidian reality
evaporated.

In literary terms, the con-
scious connection between the
actual image and the figurative
image, between the tenor and
the vehicle, between the actual-
ity and the illuminating perspec-
tive, was lost, In terms of “A is

like B," B lost A.

“Like, | went to the like
store, and, you know, like [ met

like Freddie." The speaker of this
sentence is living completely in
the world of the illuminating
perspective. Yet there is no
contrasting reality to illuminate.
There is no darkness to shed
light on. The light has no bear-
ing; the light is lost. But there is
no good without evil. As Will-
iam Blake said, “Without Con-
traries, there is no Progression.”

The arbitrary proliferation
of like, like a virus or cancer, robs
the speaker and the listener of
the vitality of the dynamic of
clear polarity. The virus of mis-
used like gives the speaker the
illusion of living completely in
the “illuminating perspectives,”
yet the irony is that in fact it is
only a weakened shadow of
day-to-day reality. It is not at all
that larger timeless dimension of
the vehicle in Homer's extended
similes.

Young children don’t
need explanations;
they just need to
hear the correct us-
age after they have
used the incorrect
one, and then they
need to imitate it.

Unfortunately, the drug
culture of the sixties spawned a
senseless proliferation of like, so
that today it permeates the
verbal atmosphere in which the
children grow up. The insidi-
ous danger is that, like chemi-
cal, atmospheric pollution, the
misuse of like will seriously
interfere with the healthy incar-
nation of the child. The grow-
ing child needs to find a vital,
conscious, and true connection

to the earth. This misuse of like
excarnates rather than incarnates
the growing child, pulls him or
her away from living actuality.

| can well imagine that at a
future stage of development, we
will no longer need the word like
to help us perceive and experi-
ence the connections and simi-
larities between things. We will
be able to experience the thing
in itself and will not need to have
something else illuminate it for
us. But at this time like does help
illuminate our world for us and
for our children. If children
grow up with the habit of seeing
and describing clearly in speech
the true connections between
things, then they will be able to
think more clearly in high school
and to act more consciously in
adult life. They will be able to
make connections consciously
and thus allow the eternal to
permeate the particulars of their
lives. In this, the correct use of
the splendid word like can make
a crucial difference.

Who/That, Which

“Any person that speaks this
way to another is highly incon-
siderate.”

"Any girl that stays quiet in
class because of fear is being
unfair to herself."

To put it simply, a person is
awho. A place, thing, or idea is a
that or a which. Yet the tendency
to dehumanize is powerful and
pervasive—in media advertising,
in the computer world, in busi-
ness, the armed forces, in pris-
ons, in public school, and
even—through careless use of
language—in our own Waldorf
schools.

The problem is not with
that or which as adjectives.
There is nothing wrong with
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“Which boy finished his work?”
or "l see that child in the green
shirt.” But there is something
wrong with “the boy that fin-
ished his work.” It refers to a
human being as a thing. The
proper use of the relative pro-
noun is the simplest way to dif-
ferentiate clearly between what
is human and what is not human:
the person who or whom . . ., the
thing that or which .. .. Each
time a child hears himself or
herself referred to as who, the
child subconsciously experiences
a confirmation of his or her
humanity. Every individual lives
with the question “Who am [?"
At the least, the corollary answer
should be "1 am who.”

Whatever

This third grammatical
confusion is the most recent, the
simplest, and perhaps the most
insidious. Where has it come
from, this trail word, this tail
word of the 1990s2 | wonder.

Whatever has perfectly re-
spectable uses, as a pronoun and
as an adjective. In "Do whatever
you think is best,” or "Whatever
happens, keep the faith,” it is an
exemplary pronoun. [n "What-
ever merits the work has . .. " or
“Whatever the reason, she re-
fuses to go,” it functions nicely as
an adjective.

As a pronoun, whatever is
either the subject or the object of
a verb, a dynamic part of a
thought. As an adjective, what-
ever clearly qualifies or modifies a
particular noun.

“She can come if she likes.
Whatever. " "l think thats bad,
whatever." "l might do it—what-
ever” How is this word working
in the sentences? It does not
seem to be working as any
recognizable part of speech.
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Maybe it comes closest to an
exclamation like “hooray” or “uh-
oh.” How is it affecting or re-
flecting the rest of the sentence?
It does not affirm or reinforce. It
does not ask for elaboration. It
does not negate, does not take a
stance in opposition. This word,
used in a manner that is almost
alien to the functions of the eight
parts of speech, seems to undo,
to diffuse, to virtually invalidate
whatever the previous thought
has been!

What is the appropriate
punctuation to follow this float-
ing whatever> It is not a period

If what one does or
says has no meaning
or importance, what
one feels or thinks
also has no meaning
or importance.

that ends a statement. Itisnota
question mark that expresses the
need for open exploration or
consideration. It is not an excla-
mation point of either excite-
ment or command. The punc-
tuation mark for the tailing what-
ever would have to be something
like a squiggle, perhaps a droop-
ing squiggle.

Essentially, whatever, used
this way, is a cop-out word.
Whatever articulates the epitome
of moral relativism, of indiffer-
ence, of impotence. Whatever is
the attitude of the twenty by-
standers who see and hear a
woman being murdered, without
either coming forward to stop it
or even lifting a finger to call the
police. Whatever is the attitude
that words do not have meaning,
and hence, it implies that what
one just said doesn't matter, If
what one does or says has no

meaning or importance, what
one feels or thinks also has no
meaning or importance. And if
that's the case, why live?

This use of whatever as a
negating trailer is insidious.
Whereas the misuse of like is like
a virus causing our thinking to
disintegrate, this misuse of what-
ever is like a virus alienating us
from our own attitudes,
thoughts, and actions.

The word whatever always
has to be followed by some-
thing. And whatever this some-
thing is, it matters. The point is
to name it and to find one's
relationship to it. Then every
thought, every word, every feel-
ing, every action matters. Then
we, and the world we inhabit,
become fully alive. Children
need to learn to use whatever as a
valid pronoun or adjective and
not as a cop-out word. This will
help them develop clarity of
thinking, the will to complete a
thought, as well as a conscious-
ness in the soul that is pro-
foundly different from the atti-
tude that "anything goes.”

These then are three major
and insidious misuses of lan-
guage that permeate speech
today. What can we, as parents
and teachers, do to protect our
children from them and from
their effects? First, we need to be
sure that we ourselves are not
guilty of these misusages. Sec-
ond, we should gently correct
our children whenever we hear
them misuse words such as like,
that, and whatever. Children
learn to speak from us. Imitating
their elders, they form their
habits early. We need to help
those habits become clear,
strong, true habits that support
the process of healthy incarna-
tion. Young children don't need
explanations; they just need to



hear the correct usage after they |
have used the incorrect one, and |
then they need to imitate it.

We probably will have to
point out time and again that like
is a word that needs something
in front of it and something after
it; that who, not that, is to be used
when referring to a human be-
ing, and that whatever needs to
be followed by a noun or clause,
so that a complete thought is
formed. But it is very important
that we have the will and the
patience to do so.

Among themselves our
young people will continue to
speak their own peer lingo,
which often includes "likety-like"
speech and the devaluing use of
whatever. We cannot, of course,
affect that. They will enjoy their
slang jargon. That’s fine. Some
of it is new and vital language.
But, if we are clear in our own
speaking at home and at
school, and correct them gen-
tly when necessary, they will
greatly benefit.

Let us remember that we
want our children to be able to
play in the language, to play
with the language, to make up
new language, to learn the laws
of the language, to work as
freely and flexibly as possible
within those laws, to love the
art of language, to go beyond
the laws when artistically ap-
propriate, to use the language
so that it helps all of us to think
clearly, to feel fully, to act
truly. Yet, we want to recog-
nize when certain develop-
ments pose real dangers.

When we do recognize such
dangers, how we speak—and
how we encourage the children
to speak—can make a crucial
difference. 3




