
Linguistic Reform from Asbjørnsen to Now 
 
 

The monograph Asbjørnsen’s Linguistic Reform by D.Poppi  very well encircles 
Asbjørnsen’s work itself with a wide variety of references, and is a pleasure to read.  
 

However, several of its comments elicit some questions, which, in this day of 
teaching second languages, deserve as careful attention as does the development of 
Norwegian after 1814, specifically Asbjørnsen’s Norske Huldre-Eventyr og Folkesagn | 
Norwegian Mythical Tales and Popular Legends (1837 - 1870), which overlaps Ibsen’s 
early period.  
 

In the very first sentence in the Preface, he speaks of  “understanding how the 
individual [writer] contributes to the development of norms* which are standard...”.ii  
Further in the same paragraph, he speaks of  “... the relationship between the practice of 
individual [writers] and bokmål developments, and to draw attention to the value which 
such work may have for all who are concerned with how [written]  standards develop....”.   
 

In the next paragraph, he comments that  “around 1814 ... the literate Dane and 
Norwegian ... wrote virtually the same language. But the two spoke very different 
languages, ...”.  Webster’s has “virtual, adj 1. archaic of or relating to a virtue, or 
efficacious power, 2. being in essence or effect, but not in fact; as, the virtual rulers of a 
country”. Another dictionary has “1. having virtue or efficacy, 2. in effect, though not in 
fact or strict definition”. Would one say that the 1’s are virtually the same (except for the 
comment archaic), and that the 2’s are virtually the same? I would say that they are 
almost the same. And for writing their mutual language, ‘virtually’ is the wrong adjective 
- ‘almost’ is the right one. Danes and Norwegians wrote almost the same language. A 
virtual ruler of a country is virtual by being not in fact the ruler, not by being almost the 
ruler. Furthermore, O.M.Stewart’s Physics - A Textbook for Colleges uses ‘virtual’ to 
describe images formed in a plane mirror. They are in fact a type of image, not almost an 
image. The term applies also to water waves impinging on a surface; the virtual wave 
turns back, not in a mirror image but in a virtual image, in fact, not almost.iii

 
And further in that paragraph, he speaks of a “language of culture” and of 

“particularly the gifted writer”. One virtue (in its original meaning) which distinguishes a 
‘language of culture’ from a language not of culture, and a gifted writed from an 
ungifted, surely is a mental collection of adjectives, and their use in appropriate contexts. 
And not only adjectives  -  a high school student recently brought home a handout from a 
teacher which said “students will hand in there papers in class Friday”. That’s not a joke!  
And when I asked her about it, she said “my spell checker didn’t catch it”. That really 
happened! She did not know the distinction between ‘there’ and ‘their’. And she teaches 
English classes. This is the sort of writer/speaker/’teacher’ who contributes to “the 
development of *norms which”, if the development is not checked, become standard, 
virtually by default (not almost by default). 
 

In the fourth paragraph is the sentence 



 
Chapter V deliberately raises the question of whether the case in point does not 
provide compelling evidence that close attention to the practice of individual 
writers is going to be instrumental, as we continue to piece together the story of 
how bokmål emerged from Danish. 

 
In the fifth paragraph he says “ ... which will collect data ...”, so he the [writer] is aware 
of the future tense. Why avoid using it above, and instead of the circumlocution 
 

“... the practice of individual writers is going to be instrumental...” 
 
writing 

“... the practice of individual writers will be instrumental ...” 
 
-  the monosyllable will instead of the three-word, four-syllable is going to?  Is the 
circumlocution in the ‘language of culture’? written by a gifted writer?   
 

Also in that paragraph is the interrogative clause (also called a whether-clause)  
 

“... whether the case in point does not provide compelling evidence ...” 
 
which comes from the direct question ‘does the case in point not provide compelling 
evidence that ...?’. Why the negative phrasing  
 

“does not provide”? 
 
Why avoid  
 

“... whether the case in point provides compelling evidence ...”? 
 
In this context of negation, above I ask “why avoid”, thereby avoiding ‘why not use’.  
 
On p.24 is “it must have been clear that the issue of orthography was going to be a live 
and lasting one”. And on p.25 is “the ministry may not have believed Rask’s ideas were 
going to have any lasting effect”. The verb going has definite meaning, as opposed to 
staying or coming.  Was the issue of orthography going away from them? or coming to 
them? No, it seems to have been present already  -  ‘the issue of orthography was staying 
to be a live and lasting one’. Why this circumlocution? Why insert the vacuous gerund 
into the well-known form, was to be and were to have? Does the fourth word in was 
going to be convey any meaning that was to be fails to convey? Does the fourth word in 
were going to have convey any meaning that were to have fails to convey? 
 
Another version has only two words, with was to and were to replaced by would to form 
the pos-preterito, would be and would have.  
 
 



So, ESL teachers, and regular English teachers as well, remember Thomas Jefferson  -  
The most valuable of all talents is that of never using two words where one will do, and 
the right one at that!. 
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i © The Norwegian Research Council for Science and the Humanities 1977 (Norges almenvitenskapelige 
forskningsråd), Printed in Norway by Naper, Kragerø 
ii Where Popp has the word writer, I put it in brackets, [writer], to say ‘writer/speaker’, for my comments 
do pertain especially to speaking as it is heard daily, and unfortunately learned both in ESL classes and in 
regular English classes. 
iii Incidentally, The Institute for Digital Performing Arts, Amarante Lucero, Director, El Centro 
Costarricense de la Ciencia y la Cultura, and El Instituto Municipal de Cultura, Turismo y Artes are 
cooperating in a project which if full of virtual images, but not almost images 
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