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You’ve been to see a film. You thought it 

was so good that it’s worth saying so. You 

turn to your friend and you say, ‘Hey! That 

was........’ What’s the word? ‘Wicked?’ 

‘Sick?’ Maybe it depends upon who the 

friend is, how old you are and what the 

film was, but words for good and bad are 

endlessly invented, adopted, dropped and 

picked up as part of an ongoing process of 

language change. Every now and then a 

newspaper will run a mock-horror ‘death of 

the language’ story about ‘yoofspeak’, but 

in the real world these lexical changes are 

as often greeted with good-natured inter-

generational banter and a modest delight in 

the inventiveness of the wordplay. 

Now try this. Go up to an ordinary rational 

older adult and say: ‘The apostrophe is 

dead.’ When they look at you with blank 

incomprehension, smile, and say it again. 

Do they gasp, splutter or cry? Do they 

lock you into a vehement argument about 

greengrocers, teachers and failing schools? 

The point is that just about everyone has 

an opinion. And though many academic 

linguists would dispute the inclusion of 

punctuation as a feature of language (on 

the grounds that you can have a perfectly 

viable language without any kind of written 

form), in popular discourse nothing focuses 

attitudes to language, and language change, 

quite as sharply as that small flying squiggle 

of a punctuation mark. 

But is it dead, or dying? The Apostrophe 

Protection Society seems to think so. Or, at 

least, members of this society consider its 

correct use to be in need of protection. The 

website includes a page of photographs of 

real examples of apostrophe ‘abuse’, with 

an interactive option for you to upload your 

own. To make sense of this orthographic 

‘rogues gallery’, you need to know what 

is traditionally regarded as ‘correct’ and 

‘incorrect’ where apostrophes are concerned. 

To recap: 

(1) Traditionally, in Standard English, 

apostrophes are used to mark 

contractions. The formal written form 

of the sentence ‘the cat’s out of the bag’ 

is ‘the cat is out of the bag’ and the 

apostrophe marks the contraction, and its 

omission of the letter ‘i’. Similarly, with 

‘It’s a rainy day’ for ‘It is a rainy day’, 

though in dialects which omit the copula 

verb (the ‘is’) the distinction is irrelevant. 

(2)  Traditionally, in Standard English, they 

are also used to mark possession. The 

apostrophe -s in ‘The cat’s feet are out 

of the bag’ is a way of marking that the 

feet belong to the cat, though, similarly, 

in some dialects this is not used and we 

still know exactly whose feet are where.

(3)  Traditionally, in all varieties and dialects, 

apostrophes do not mark plural nouns: 

‘All the <cat’s> were chasing mice’, or 

‘Half a pound of <potato’s>, please’. 

Those are the conventions of written 

Standard English, and we know about the 

prescriptivist popular discourse, but what 

about the evidence, the language data from 

real everyday use? Here, the photographs on 

the Apostrophe Protection Society’s website 

are very helpful. If terrible violent crimes 

can be explained (though not necessarily 

justified) by reference to social contexts – this 

happens routinely in contemporary popular 

discourse – we might at least adopt the same 

approach to our apostrophe ‘crimes’, seeking 

to understand before we judge. 

Let’s take a sample of photographs from the 

website:

1) La Dolce Vita/DELICIOUS PIZZA’S/EAT 

IN OR/TAKE-AWAY

This would conventionally be regarded as 

‘wrong’ because <pizza’s> is a plural noun 

with no need of the apostrophe. However, 

we might also note the multilingual context 

in which this word occurs, headed by the 

Italian phrase ‘La Dolce Vita’, which might 

help us to observe that pizza is an Italian 

loan word into English. Might we not have 

some credible room for doubt about how to 

pluralise words with a distinctly un-English 

word-ending? Could we not argue that the 

apostrophe signals this hiatus?

Perhaps we need more evidence. Try this 

one.

2) TAXI’S/ONLY

Taxi is doubly complicated. It is a clipping 

or shortening of a loan word. It came into 

English via the French ‘taximètre’, a word 
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for an automatic meter to record distance 

and fare, and over time came to mean a 

vehicle using this kind of meter and clipped 

to just ‘taxi’, again ending with a vowel. If 

the pluralisation choices in Standard English 

are -s or -es, what do we choose: <taxis> or 

<taxies>? The former is ‘correct’, but that 

‘-is’ ending doesn’t look right. Analogy with 

words like babies, bodies and hoodies could 

make the second form look much more 

‘natural’, though the analogy would be a 

false one because those ‘-ies’ endings are 

pluralisations of words ending ‘-y’ not ‘-i’. 

But the creator of this sign didn’t choose that 

either: another hiatus, marking uncertainty? 

Part of the mock-horror reporting of 

apostrophe ‘crimes’ is reference to immediate 

declining standards of education and the 

general moral turpitude of youth. So take a 

look at this third example from the website. 

3) MELROSE/VILLA’S/1879

Villa is another of those tricky loan words (it 

comes into English partly from Latin, partly 

from Italian) ending in a vowel, but this 

house sign dates back to 1879 and though 

the stonemason who carved it may well 

have been a callow youth, the choice of 

text form is likely to have been approved by 

older people. The apostrophe ‘problem’ is 

clearly a long-standing one, and unrelated to 

contemporary youth. 

The fourth example offers a slight shift of 

focus: if we accept that pluralising words 

ending in vowels leaves room for doubt, 

what might we make of words ending in 

‘-y’? 

4) Christmas/Specials/Diary’s for 2003

Many people who went to school before 

phonics were invented will immediately 

hear themselves chanting aloud in class 

‘change -y into -i and add -es’: <diary’s> on 

these terms should ‘of course’ be ‘diaries’, 

though that ‘rule’ does little to explain why 

the plural of ‘journey’ is ‘journeys’ not 

<journies>. Without that kind of schooling, 

or understandably confused by it, you might 

instead ‘hear’ the identical phonological 

nature of the final syllable of taxi and diary, 

and wonder why on earth it is considered 

‘correct’ to pluralise one as taxis and the 

other as diaries? Note again that though the 

creator of this advertisement didn’t pluralise 

it ‘correctly’, neither did s/he spell the word 

<diaris>, <diariz>, <diarees> or <diareez>. 

It’s the hiatus again, the apostrophe used 

to indicate something like ‘tricky one – are 

we sure we know what we’re doing with it, 

folks?’. 

If we accept this argument, we might start to 

hypothesise about the pluralisation of other 

kinds of awkward nouns.

5) MOT’S WHILE/U WAIT/only £27.50/...

In conventional terms, <MOT’S> should be 

<MOTS>, but how comfortable are you with 

that? Do you still read <MOTS> as multiple 

Ministry of Transport (MoT) roadworthiness 

tests for cars, or does it somehow lose its 

status as an abbreviation when written like 

that? How do you pluralise an abbreviation? 

Sometimes you see this written with M-O-T 

in capitals and the -s in lower case, simply 

another way of addressing the problem. 

What about other kinds of awkward nouns? 

Take a look at this example: an advert in a 

window in a shop in Newquay.

6) iPod’sTM/Sold Here

The trademark small i, capital P, of the 

brand name mark this very visually as an 

awkward noun. It might be reasonable to 

think it looks like some kind of abbreviation 

– does the i stand for something? If so, 

perhaps the apostrophe is again marking a 

grammatical uncertainty. 

Here’s another one. 

7) gaming machine /no under 18’s/to play 

by law/18+ /18+

This is an awkward customer on two 

counts. First, <under 18’s> is an elision of 

‘under 18-year-olds’. If we wanted to play 

the devil’s advocate, we might suggest that 

the apostrophe is marking the elision of the 

letters y-e-a-r-space-o-l-d, but given the 

near ubiquity of forms such as <1970’s>, 

it is more reasonable to suggest that the 

apostrophe is again marking a hiatus: a 

reasonable question about how we pluralise 

digital-alphabetical combinations.

What Can We Conclude?
Exploration of seven examples is enough 

to form a working hypothesis that what 

we might be seeing here is not ‘stupid’, 

as the likes of Lynne Truss (author of the 

punctuation bestseller, Eats Shoots and 

Leaves) might have us believe, but evidence 

amongst ordinary language users of a 

sophisticated intuitive grasp of grammatical 

complexity, and a patterned, reasonable and 

explainable response to it. 

This is an important ethical position to 

take, though in reality your mastery 

of the apostrophe may well serve as a 

shibboleth for entry to higher status 

university courses and professions. It is 

also one worth remembering that without 

ordinary language users making patterned, 

reasonable and explainable responses 

to language in the world around them, 

language wouldn’t change, and the world 

would be a very strange place indeed. 
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