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Editorial - An eye for an I 

Eye , not "the au tho r" , "the w r i t e r " , or any other c i r c u m l o c u t o r y 
desc r ip t ion of myself , but eye, Br i an Hocking, a m publicly and without 
shame pleading for the r e t u r n of the f i r s t p e r s o n , in a l l c a s e s , s ingular 
and p lu ra l , to i ts m o d e s t but r e s p e c t a b l e posi t ion in scientif ic l i t e r a t u r e . 
This group of words p rov ides the ve ry b rev i ty and p r e c i s i o n that the p r e 
sen t -day world n e e d s . To outlaw the whole of the f i r s t p e r s o n s imply 
because some people have found difficulty in the d i s c r e e t u s e of the nom
inat ive s ingular i s , like total abs t i nence , an a d m i s s i o n of w e a k n e s s . 
More than that , this false modes ty m u s t have cost the pr int ing p r e s s e s 
of the world many mi l l ions of e x t r a w o r d s over the l a s t few y e a r s . Can 
they or the read ing public s p a r e the t ime? 

How delightfully s imple this i s , this eye that we shun so s c r u p u 
lous ly . Ju s t one l e t t e r , and the s imples t one at that . Jus t a l ine . Yet 
su re ly this is the m o s t p r e c i s e line in the language; no poss ib le ambigui ty 
h e r e . It can m e a n only one thing. What about our a l t e rna t ive "the 
a u t h o r " ? It is ten t imes a s long for a s t a r t . In some scientif ic p a p e r s 
many au thors a r e r e f e r r e d to so that it b e c o m e s n e c e s s a r y to define h im 
fur ther a s "the p r e s e n t au tho r " . So many t i m e s does "the p r e s e n t author " 
appear in some p a p e r s that eye come to r e g a r d h im as the e v e r - p r e s e n t 
au thor . Although his pe r sona l i t y is r a r e l y p r e s e n t , he is far m o r e con
spicuous and demanding than if he w e r e jus t an eye . 

Engl i sh has got along for some t ime now without i ts second p e r s o n 
s ingular , al though eye for one would welcome the r e t u r n of the outspoken 
"Where a r t t h o u ? " and "Thou shal t not" . The u s e of the p lu ra l form is 
usual ly , after a l l , a false po l i t ene s s , jus t as avoiding the eye i s a false 
modes ty . If we a r e not to have al l of our f i r s t p e r s o n s r e s t o r e d , where 
is it to end? And what have we left? A l r eady nothing but second- and 
t h i r d - r a t e p e r s o n a l p ronouns . And t h e r e a p p e a r s to be no au thor i ty for 
a l l th i s ; eye suspec t an ed i to r ia l consp i r acy . This is what the au tho r 
i t i es say : -
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P e r r i n : "/ can be used whe reve r it is needed. People with only 
a v e r a g e conce rn for t hemse lve s need not w o r r y ; the concei ted will give 
t h e m s e l v e s away anyway. Ci rcumlocu t ions to get a round the na tu ra l use 
of / a r e usua l ly awkward and l ikely to a t t r a c t a t tent ion to t h e m s e l v e s . " 
(p. 599) 

Qui l ler - Couch: " . . . when m a n a sks quest ions about his fortune 
or des t iny he a sks them m o s t effectively in the f i r s t p e r s o n . " (p. 141) 

Gowers : "Official p r o s e is m a d e u n n e c e s s a r i l y ugly by a shyness 
of p r o n o u n s . " (p. 71) 

The only suppor t eye can find for the outlawing of the f i r s t p e r s o n 
is in the Royal Society publicat ion "Genera l Notes on the P r e p a r a t i o n of 
Scientific P a p e r s " . It s a y s , r e f e r r i n g only to a synopsis (p. 24): " I t i s 
p r e f e r ab l e to use the th i rd p e r s o n " , but e l s ewhere (p. 2): "It may seem 
superf luous to s ta te that the paper should be c l e a r , p r e c i s e , logical and 
brief . . . Expe r i ence shows that c l a r i ty and p r e c i s i o n a r e bes t achieved 
by the u s e of shor t words and s imple s e n t e n c e s . " Eye can find no com
m e n t s by Ander son and This t l e , or in The Canadian Government Editorial 
Style Manual . 

The las t s t ronghold of the f i r s t p e r s o n was for some t ime the ack
nowledgment sec t ion of p a p e r s ; h e r e the occas iona l / and we s t i l l l inger 
on, t o l e ra t ed - or could it be over looked? - by our painstaking e d i t o r s . 
P e r h a p s this would be the bes t rou te of r e - e n t r y for the f i r s t p e r s o n into 
scientif ic p a p e r s ; su re ly it is h e r e that c l umsy c i rcumlocu t ions a r e m o s t 
i n a p p r o p r i a t e . The re a r e t w o other cons t ruc t ions in which a n a u t h o r m a y 
st i l l be able to sneak in a f i r s t p e r s o n pronoun and get away with it : one 
is the r e f e r e n c e to one of a number of joint au thors as "one of u s " -
followed by the in i t ia ls of the author r e f e r r e d to . The other is in the 
explanation of i t a l i cs in a quotation from another author ; with the bes t 
will in the wor ld m o s t ed i to rs boggle at the awful ambigui ty of " au tho r ' s 
i t a l i c s " . 

In view of the ed i to r ' s pr iv i leged use of the f i r s t p e r s o n p lu ra l it 
is m o s t unfitting that au thors should be denied the r ight to use the s in
gular. E d i t o r s , p l ea se , give us back our e y e s . 

B r i an Hocking 
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