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“I’m Just a Bill”*

By Carol Harrison 

In the last issue of Edition, Leslie C. Smith raised some points about 
Bill C-32, the Copyright Modernization Act. As a follow-up to that op-ed, 
I did some digging into this contentious but important legislation. 

As you can imagine, there are many sides to this argument. The arts-
based organizations Smith listed take issue with the educational 
component of the bill. They maintain 
that the current Copyright Act 
(chapter C-42) is fine as it is, and that 
the proposed changes are too broad. 
However, educational organizations 
like the Canadian Federation of 
Students (CFS) feel these changes 
don’t go far enough. Critics such 
as lawyer Michael Geist and author 
Cory Doctorow take strong issue 
with the bill’s provisions for digital 
rights management (DRM) and digital locks, which impose restrictions 
on how, where, and on what devices users can consume information 
(i.e., music, books, movies). The controllers of that information, such 
as Sony and Universal, maintain that these restrictions are in the best 
interests of creators. 

Plagiarism and “mash-ups”
Section 29.21 allows for “non-commercial user-generated content,” 
such as the borrowing and “mashing up” of other people’s works that 
Smith referred to in her article.

In his position paper for the Creators’ Copyright Coalition, Bill 
Freeman writes that, “Should this exception become law, it will be at 
the expense of rights-holders of existing copyright-protected works 
and largely to the financial benefit of commercial intermediaries such 
as YouTube.” 

It’s notable that section 29.21 refers explicitly to non-commercial use, 
which includes mash-up artists, because Freeman contends that while 
the user may not financially benefit from this so-called infringement, 
companies like YouTube will. The thing is, YouTube doesn’t make 
money from infringement. According to Hoovers.com, “YouTube earns 
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“I’m Just a Bill” continued would cause a backlash that would put “cultural 
support programs and revenue streams at risk.”

EAC vice-president Greg Ioannou says the current 
Act worked well for educational institutions in 
that everyone got paid when an instructor, like 
himself, needed to use copyrighted material to 
create a textbook for lessons. However, he thinks 
the new bill props up the “old economy” and 
has been influenced by U.S. corporations, and 
that a subscription system or microtransaction 
system for regular access to data would benefit 
everybody from creators to users. Companies 
such as Netflix.com, a movie and TV provider, and 
Aplia.com, an online textbook publisher, already 
use such subscription systems, though Ioannou 
would also like to see microtransactions, “so that 
you pay a small amount every time you listen to a 
song.” As such, fewer people would feel the need 
to illegally download content, which is one of the 
problems the bill seeks to address. 

As of this writing, Bill C-32 has yet to go before 
a federal legislative 
committee, giving people 
time to learn more about 
this important legislation. 
The following websites 

offer various points of 
view on the matter:

The bill itself: http://
www2.parl.gc.ca/

HousePublications/Publication.
aspx?DocId=4580265&Language=e&Mode=1 

Michael Geist: http://www.michaelgeist.ca/

Creators’ Copyright Coalition: http://www.
creatorscopyright.ca/op-ed/2010-12-06/creators-
speak-out-against-copyright-bill-c-32-reforms-
shut-us-out-of-digital-economy

Lesley Ellen Harris and Copyright Laws: http://
www.copyrightlaws.com/

More links can be found on the Books and 
Periodicals’ website: http://www.thebpc.ca/    xxzx

revenue by selling advertising, and has partnership 
deals with content providers such as CBS, Warner 
Music Group, and the NBA.” This system results in 
indirect income, not direct profit from content.

Burden of responsibility
Freeman recommends that section 38.1(6)(d), which 
deals with people who infringe copyright under 
subsection 27(2.3), be deleted. This particular part 
of the bill pertains to a person who provides a 
service that she or he “knows or should have known” 
would help users infringe on copyright. This sounds 
like the net is spread widely, encompassing not 
only BitTorrent sites, but also ISPs and IT staffers, 
holding them responsible for the ways in which their 
customers, students, or personnel use their services. 

Fair dealing
Then there is the part about fair dealing, which is 
stricter than American “fair use.” In her much-thumbed 
book, Canadian Copyright Law, Lesley Ellen 
Harris notes that fair dealing was included in 
the original 1921 Act, but not defined; rather, 
it was left to interpretation by the courts. In Bill 
C-32, it now reads: “Fair dealing for the purpose 
of research, private study, education, parody, or 
satire does not infringe copyright.” Presumably, 
the courts still get to interpret this.

In its position paper on the bill, “Maintaining the 
Balance,” the CFS recommends adding the words 
“such as,” making the list a guideline adaptable to 
changes rather than a prescriptive, outdated list. 

Libraries 
On February 11, 2011, Victoria Owen, chair of the 
Canadian Library Association’s Copyright Committee, 
commented on the bill in the Hill Times. In her 
op-ed piece, she wrote that not only do digital 
locks suppress sales, but also “legislated protection 
for digital locks is not necessary to permit the 
prosecution of pirates.” She adds that it would be 
better to properly fund cultural programs “than place 
unnecessary restrictions on how content can be 
accessed and used by Canadians.” These restrictions 

http://www2.parl.gc.ca/HousePublications/Publication.aspx?DocId=4580265&Language=e&Mode=1
http://www.michaelgeist.ca
http://www.creatorscopyright.ca/op-ed/2010-12-06/creators-speak-out-against-copyright-bill-c-32-reforms-shut-us-out-of-digital-economy
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http://www.thebpc.ca
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EAC’s conference, we’d 
love articles exploring 
technology’s impact on 
language and editing for 
our May issue.
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Dear Readers,
With ads both for and against on 
the radio, on television, and even on 
YouTube, Bill C-32 is continuing to 
spark controversy, leaving the future of 
Canadian copyright law uncertain. In our 
cover story, Carol Harrison dissects the 
bill and some of the drama surrounding 
it, following up on Leslie Smith’s coverage 
from our last issue. 

The sessions and speakers for EAC’s 
upcoming conference, Editing in the Age 
of e-Everything, have been announced 
and registration is now open. Are you 
planning to attend? Are you interested in 
sharing your experience—such as session 
reviews or networking tales—with fellow 
EAC members who might not be able 
to attend? Our July issue of Edition will 
cover highlights from the conference, so 
email me if you’re interested in being a 
“conference correspondent.”

And as always, Edition is looking for more 
writers and story ideas. If there’s a topic 
you’d like to see covered in our pages, or 
if you’d like to write an article, send me an 
email. I’d love to hear your suggestions.

Tammy Burns 
Managing Editor 
edition@editors.ca

mailto:edition@editors.ca
http://www.editors.ca
mailto:edition@editors.ca
http://www.editors.ca


For your day planner pages

Executive meetings
Monday, March 14
6:30 pm

Monday, April 11
6:30 pm

EAC National Office
27 Carlton Street, Suite 505
All members are welcome.
RSVP: toronto_br_secretary@editors.ca

General meetings
Monday, March 28
7:00 pm New members Q&A
7:30 pm Information session
7:45 pm Program: Marking Up the 
Margins

The charity the Toronto branch of EAC 
will donate to in honour of its speakers 
this year is Sister Writes, a creative 
writing workshop for homeless and 
socially marginalized women. The March 
program will tie in with the charity 
by exploring the unique challenges, 
strategies, and rewards involved in 
editing the work of authors whose 
voices are not often heard within the 
mainstream literary establishment. 
Come on out for a panel discussion 
on the topic with Carolyn Jackson, 
managing editor of Second Story 
Press; Emmy Pantin, digital storytelling 
coordinator at the Toronto Centre for 
Community Learning and Development; 
and Andrea Zanin, a freelancer who 
edits and translates for LGBT academics, 
queer film festivals, HIV organizations, 
and sex workers’ rights groups.

Monday, April 25
7:00 pm New members Q&A
7:30 pm Information session
7:45 pm Program: Harder Than I Thought: A 
Publisher Tries to Write a Book

After spending his career giving advice 
to authors hard at work writing books, 
legendary publisher Douglas Gibson 
learned some surprising truths about the 
process by jumping across the counter. As 
he constructed a memoir with each of the 
21 chapters built around a major author he 
has edited, he had occasion to notice trends 
in writing and publishing over the years. At 
the April meeting, he will share with EAC 
members what he learned about the hands-
on business of writing that will make him 
a much better, and more understanding, 
editor and publisher. His talk will pay tribute 
to some of the Canadian publishing giants 
of the past and relate some fabled, and very 
funny, publishing stories.

The Women’s Art Association of Canada
23 Prince Arthur Avenue
EAC members: free. Non-members: $10.

Welcome new members!
As of February 28, 2011, the Toronto branch 
has 594 members: 285 voting, 250 qualifying, 
41 student members, three Francophone 
members, 12 emeritus members, and two 
honorary life members.

New members are:
Saro Nova
Michael Sloan
Susan P. Smith
Karla Tetzel

Members registered: 7
Hotline opportunities: 3

Book of poetry
University thesis (x 2)
Self-help book (self publishing)

Hotline Registration
Clients call to be matched with 
branch members who have 
registered with the Hotline for 
work.

When you register, please note 
these guidelines:

•
•
•

HotlinE in FEBRUARY If you are listed in the EAC 
Directory of Editors (print or 
online), note any changes to your 
listing.

If you are not listed in the 
Directory and have not previously 
registered with the Hotline, 
send your resumé in Directory 
or Hotline style. You can find 
guidelines to the Directory 
format at www.editors.ca/hire/
ode/search_tips.html. Hotline 
style follows the Directory format. 
However, you may include as 
many interests as you wish and 
write your profile in point form.

Please limit your resumé to one 
page.

If you have registered before, 
send your resumé only if it has 
changed.

Hotline registration begins on 
the first of each month. Please 
contact the branch every month 
to be listed again.

Telephone:  
416 975–5528
Fax: 905 492-1719
Email: toronto@editors.ca (.rtf 
attachment; subject: Hotline)

Brian Cardie
Administrator
EAC Toronto branch
P.O. Box 5833, Stn. A
Toronto, ON  M5W 1P2  
T: 416 975-5528
F: 905 492-1719
e: toronto@editors.ca

Andrew Vowles
Anu Yadav
Viola Zimunya
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2010–2011
Branch chair
Rachel Stuckey  
toronto_br_chair@editors.ca

national representative
Rachel Stuckey  
torontorep@editors.ca

Secretary   
Lisa Jemison  
toronto_br_secretary@editors.ca

treasurer   
Brooke Smith  
toronto_br_treasurer@editors.ca

Member relations chair  
Elizabeth Trew  
toronto_br_ membership_chair@editors.ca

Program chair   
Alison Kooistra  
toronto_br_ program_chair@editors.ca

Seminars Chair  
Joe Cotterchio-Milligan 
toronto_br_ pd_chair@editors.ca

Vice-chair   
Nancy Foran  
toronto_br_vice-chair@editors.ca

newsletter chair  
Emily Dockrill Jones 
toronto_br_newsletter_chair@editors.ca

Public relations chair  
Gavin Elliott  
toronto_br_ pr_chair@editors.ca

Past chair   
Ken Weinberg  
toronto_br_past-chair@editors.ca

mailto: toronto_br_secretary@editors.ca
mailto:toronto_br_chair@editors.ca
mailto:torontorep@editors.ca
mailto:toronto_br_secretary@editors.ca
mailto:toronto_br_treasurer@editors.ca
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http:// www.editors.ca/hire/ode/search_tips.html.
mailto:toronto@editors.ca
mailto:toronto@editors.ca?subject=Hotline


Beginner’s luck
By Vanessa Ricci-Thode

Social media and the newbie
Social networking sites are a freelance editor’s 
water-cooler. Many of us don’t work in a public office 
setting and might not see anyone but our pets or 
spouse in the course of a workday, so these sites 
have become a fantastic way to share a funny story 
or pass along tips and articles. There are tomes on 
why professionals should or shouldn’t use social 
media and how to use it responsibly, but as an out-
of-town newbie, I find it’s indispensable.

social networking sites and the newbie
I’m often tempted to be a wallflower, and it can be 
very difficult to interact at meetings where everyone 
already knows each other. Larger branch meetings are 
definitely intimidating, and it’s so easy to end up with 
your foot in your mouth. Social media has given me 
the opportunity to quietly lurk, instead of awkwardly 
standing at the side of the room with a bewildered 
smile plastered to my terrified face, and get to know 
other editors.

Lurking on the email list and LinkedIn has helped 
me get to know other editors on a professional level, 
but it doesn’t give me the chance to know them 
personally and hasn’t given me much of a presence. I 
recently added several EAC members to my Facebook 
friends list, and it’s given me the opportunity to get a 
better glimpse of their lives and let them have a peek 
into mine. I wouldn’t have pegged Greg Ioannou as 
“ornery” like he claims, and didn’t know about Dawn 
Hunter’s houseful of pugs, but these are the little things 
that make the person, and I’m pleased to get to know 
my colleagues on a new level. I haven’t made it to any 
branch meetings since making new online friends, 
but now there will be some newly familiar faces for 
me to interact with next time I attend. 

Keeping out-of-towners in touch
As a new editor, I have the additional challenge of 
being outside the GTA. I’m excited about the prospect 
of the EAC officially recognizing twigs because fewer 
trips on the 401 in rush-hour traffic will do my sanity 

wonders. Social media keeps me connected to the 
Toronto core, but also allows me to get to know 
other editors from outside of Toronto and gives me 
the opportunity to find out what some of the other 
twigs, such as the new Hamilton-area group, are 
doing.

Typical Canadian winter weather, combined with my 
growing baby belly, keeps me housebound more 
and more these days, but I don’t feel as though I’m 
missing out because branch and twig news is just a 
wall-post away. 

Not every social networking site is for everyone—I 
can’t bring myself to tweet, and Greg seems to think 
LinkedIn isn’t much fun—but they’re excellent tools 
to reach new clients and to stay connected to each 
other. In the case of the newbie, social media is an 
excellent way to get connected in the first place.   xxzxx
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            Irish vocabulary quiz
                    By Emily Dockrill Jones

Do you speak the language of the emerald Isle? 
try your luck at defining these Irish terms:

1. Boreen:  
a) an exceptionally boring person  
b) a narrow rural road in Ireland 
c) a drinking glass 
d) an Irish drink similar to iced tea

2. craic: 
a) a monster, similar to Scotland’s “Nessie” 
b) a pond or small body of water 
c) a drug (crack) 
d) a good time; fun

3. Fiacre:  
a) a field; farmland 
b) a wooden club 
c) a hackney coach 
d) a young girl

4. Joyce: 
a) a young girl 
b) a slang term for Dublin 
c) a slang term for £10 
d) a pint of Guinness

5. shillelagh: 
a) a young girl 
b) a wooden club 
c) a monster, similar to Scotland’s “Nessie” 
d) a hackney coach

6. Blarney: 
a) fun 
b) nonsense 
c) trouble 
d) mischief

7. Fluthered: 
a) drunk 
b) tired 
c) broke 
d) confused

8. gersha:  
a) a young girl 
b) a slang term for Dublin 
c) a slang term for £10 
d) a pint of Guinness

9. Knackered:  
a) drunk 
b) tired 
c) broke 
d) confused

10. Wojus: 
a) fun 
b) boring 
c) bad 
d) good

11. Pogue: 
a) a wooden club 
b) a police officer 
c) a child 
d) a kiss

12. sprog: 
a) a wooden club 
b) a police officer 
c) a child 
d) a kiss

13. garda:  
a) a wooden club 
b) a police officer 
c) a child 
d) a kiss

14. mot: 
a) a young girl 
b) a slang term for £10 
c) an exceptionally boring person 
d) a girlfriend

15. slainte: 
a) cheers 
b) forget it 
c) welcome 
d) drink

Look for the 
answers to the 
Irish vocabulary 
quiz on page 9.
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quandary I can’t get my head around or don’t know 
the background of, both The Handbook of Good 
English and Garner’s Modern American Usage remain 
my first stops. 

Faith mcnulty, Arty the Smarty 
(Wonder Books, 1962)

My father read Arty the Smarty to me 
when I was a small child (I’m sure my 
mother did too, but it’s my father’s 
voice I remember and still hear). It was 
one of the first books I learned to read 
alone as a precocious preschooler, 
after Hop on Pop. I took it with me 
when I moved out of house. And I read it to my own 
children, who can, like me, recite parts of it from 
memory, with great joy (and not only the blooo 
blooo part, when Arty tickles the whale from inside). 

From Arty I learned a wonderful lesson: You (and 
I) do not have to swim the same way as the other 
fishes in order to be fabulous, or even to be 
respected and accepted. You can lead by breaking 
your own way. Those who can see your purpose and 
rightness will follow you. This, I like to think, can 
be true even for editors. I may still win the North 
American battle for the singular they!

Finally, the “smarty” in Arty the Smarty is not only a 
smarty-pants; he’s the hero. Hurrah for the smarties 
among us! I wonder sometimes if the Jobses and 
Gateses of the world also heard the story of Arty 
when they were still children. If you have young 
children, make sure they do.  

J.R.R. tolkien, The Lord of the Rings 
(many editions since 1954–55, 
but do look for the ones with the 
author’s original cover designs)

When I was a child, in about 
the seventh grade, I read The 
Hobbit and disliked it. I soon after 
came to see myself as a “literary” 
reader—Shakespeare and Chaucer, 

editor’s bookshelf
By Stephanie Fysh

edward Johnson, The Handbook of Good English, 
2nd edition (Washington square Press, 1991); 
Bryan garner, Garner’s Modern American Usage, 
3rd edition (oxford UP, 2009)

Edward Johnson might be writing a 
few steep steps above your average 
grammar-for-college-students 
handbook, but his dry wit, common 
sense, and thoroughness should make 
his book on our language a standard 
for editors. I first read Johnson early in 
my career, when I was devouring the 
books on the recommended reference 
lists from my editing classes. The level 

of detail and nuance with which Johnson covers 
grammar and usage questions of all kinds was eye 
opening for me. Grammar, it turns out, is interesting. 

Garner’s Modern American Usage 
was another on those lists—in 
the first edition—and shares 
with Johnson a dry wit and an 
entertaining array of quotation. 
Bryan Garner understands that 
words exist in context: that a word 
that may not be acceptable in one 
place may be just fine in another. 
He marshals his considerable 
writing skills against stodginess of 
all sorts…except where stodginess is the best choice. 
And along the way, he finds many a good story. 

Johnson and Garner, together, reminded me of 
something I should not have forgotten after all my 
Old and Middle English classes years earlier: that 
English is an evolving language. They led me to think 
more fully about grammar and usage, and to become 
confident to make my own decisions about what is 
now and what should be acceptable—not just what 
(often spurious) tradition dictates.

I don’t pick up Johnson in particular as regularly 
as I once did—the language, after all, continues to 
evolve—but when faced with a language or usage 
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existentialists and Romantics, John Barth and 
Roland Barthes—and followed that path into an 
academic life.

That academic life dried up along with university 
funding in the early ’90s, but I remained a “serious” 
and literary reader (though I developed a soft spot 
for well-written satirical fantasy, particularly when it 
satirized the academic life). 

Then, in late 2003, I was working long weekend hours 
at home, editing on a tight deadline. My children and 
husband had rented a DVD of The Fellowship of the 
Ring and were watching it in the living room; I had my 
office doors closed. Passing through to get another 
coffee, I found myself overwhelmed, even inspired, by 
a battle scene in which the only sound was soaring 
music. And being, always, a book-firster, deadline 
met, I picked up my son’s copy of the book. 

I discovered a novel—no, an epic—of depth and 
also of hope. I cried while reading, which I had not in 
many a year: for the first time when the wise Gandalf 
advises that we cannot choose our time but we can 
choose what we will do with it; for the second time 
when Frodo recalls the words “You step into the Road, 
and if you don’t keep your feet, there is no telling 
where you might be swept off to”; for the third time 
when the Rohirrim sing a verse from the Old English 
poem The Wanderer, as if the poem grew there. 
Halfway through, I gave in completely.

The Lord of the Rings opened new paths in my life, 
and not only my reading life. I’ve gained friendships, 
a much broader taste in books (would I have been 
ready to edit fiction earlier? I suspect not), a fresh 
sense of myself and the story I’m in, and new eyes on 
the world. I am, in good company, among the annual 
readers now, for comfort and gratitude, and for the 
new depths and phrasings I regularly discover. 

J.K. Rowling, the Harry Potter series (U.K. editions, 
1997–2007)

I know now, partly thanks to my clients’ choice of 
projects for me, that what I can’t do without in a 
book is a good story—one with a strong trajectory, a 
world I want to be part of, and some shades of grey 
to make it real. Harry Potter has all of that, and for me, 

regardless of whatever pruning 
many say it would benefit from, it 
stands up to repeat readings too. 
(Haven’t tried reading the series as 
if it were separate sections of one 
book? Do it! Those new, shorter 
books on your bedside table will 
still be there when you get back.)

But that’s not why Harry Potter 
is on this list. It’s here because 
of one thing it has inspired: a group of people 
determined to bring its ethic into the real world, to 
combat the evils here, not only fictional ones while 
they read. “The Weapon We Have Is Love” is the 
motto (taken from the books) of the Harry Potter 
Alliance (HPA), a volunteer association that works, 
often with partner NGOs, to fight real demons 
out there—global warming, poverty, genocide, 
discrimination—and those inside us—depression, 
the disconnect between mind and body. The HPA 
invites and helps its members to take political 
action, to mobilize others, and to summon up 
their own creativity with purpose. All that from a 
children’s story!

But there’s truth in fiction, I’ve remembered, no 
matter how much it’s hidden behind wands and 
dragons. Even we Muggles have some magic in us; 
we just need to find it. And when we do, we too 
will be able to cast spells against the darkness.    xxzxx
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networking: Your guide to 
what’s going on
Compiled by Sasha Regehr

ReADIng seRIes
Authors at Harbourfront

Weekly discussions and readings by fiction and 
poetry authors.

When: Every Wednesday at 7:30 pm 
Where: 235 Queens Quay West 
Cost: $10

http://www.readings.org

the eh List Author series

Weekly readings by Canadian authors.

When: Every Wednesday or Thursday at 7 pm 
Where: Various Toronto Public Library branches 
Cost: Free

http://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/programs-and-
classes/featured/eh-list.jsp

FestIVAL

Globe and Mail open House Festival
Readings and discussions by Canadian thinkers and 
writers in support of Child Soldiers Initiative, Frontier 
College, and the Toronto Public Library Foundation.

When: April 28 to May 1 
Where: Toronto Reference Library, 789 Yonge Street, 
and other locations around the city 
Cost: $15 for single events, $250 for a gala ticket

http://www.randomhouse.ca/openhouse/

semInAR
the Digital shift: A new Age of Freelancing

A seminar about writing for new media, 
including interactive and electronic formats.

When: Tuesday, March 22, at 7 pm 
Where: Health Sciences Building, Room 106, 
University of Toronto, 155 College Street 
Cost: Professional Writers Association of Canada 
members and students free. $10 for members 
of associate writers’ groups and $15 for non-
members.

http://www.pwac.ca/eventsandresources/
chapterevents    xxzxx

1. b 

2. d 

3. c 

4. c 

5. b 

6. b 

7. a 

8. a 

9. b 

10. c 

11. d 

12. c 

13. b 

14. d 

15. a

Irish vocabulary quiz answers:
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Wordplay
By James Harbeck

Blarney, baloney, 
and etymology

I’m about to tear a 
strip off a guy who 
died in 2008. That 
may not seem fair, 
but what he did lives 
on, in his work and in 
the work of countless 
others who do the 
same damn thing. He 

presented his work as etymology, but it’s just plain 
baloney—or, as Daniel Cassidy would have said, 
béal ónna.

Daniel Cassidy would have said that because he 
was in the habit of saying that all sorts of American 
slang came from Irish. Slang can be very hard to 
etymologize because it tends to originate in oral 
tradition, and so to show up rather late in print. But 
Cassidy was sure he had the skeleton key. He wrote 
a book: How the Irish Invented Slang. In it he looked 
at a variety of American slang terms, and explained 
how every last one of them really came from this 
or that Irish phrase. Stool pigeon was from steallaire 
béideánach (steall béideán being the related verb 
phrase), but stoolie was from steall éithigh. Jazz was 
from teas, eighty-six from éiteachas aíochta, bunkum 
from buanchumadh, spiel from spéal…yes, really.

Cassidy’s method was fairly straightforward. He 
would seize on some slang expression and toss 
around for an Irish Gaelic phrase that sounded 
something like it (as the above do; teas is said rather 
like our chass, for instance) and had a meaning that 
could be tortured into supporting the connection—
teas means heat, steall éithigh means spout a false 
oath—and then he would note that there were 
Irish immigrants in the area during the time that 
the phrase seems to have arisen, so it must be true. 
Never mind if the Irish source was never known to 
have existed as a stock phrase or cliché; never mind 

if it includes a rare word or an uncommon 
usage of the word; never mind if there was 
no reference made anywhere in history to an 
Irish origin; never mind if the phonological 
transformations he posited go beyond 
the expectable; never mind if there is a 
persuasive etymology pointing to a different 
source (as with bunkum, baloney, and spiel). 
It makes a good story, it fits together, so it 
must be true.

Does this seem like shoddy methodology, 
nothing but hooey and blarney? Well, it is. 
A saying among linguists is, “Etymology 
by sound is not sound etymology.” Think 
of the father in My Big Fat Greek Wedding 
coming up with an etymology for Japanese 
kimono from Greek kheimon. Pure “below 
knee”—oops, baloney. Give us a smoking 
gun: citations, a clear connection.

But why should it matter, if it’s a good 
story? Well, for one 
thing, it’s bad history. 
For another, the real 
stories are often more 
interesting. For a third, 
if you want facts, don’t 
you want facts? And 
fourth, sometimes it’s 
done maliciously, as 
with the claim that 
picnic and nitty-gritty 
are racist terms, in 
spite of more-than-
ample evidence to 
the contrary. 

So enough with the 
blarney and baloney. 
Sound coincidences can be the spark of an 
investigation, but never more than that.   xxzxx

A saying 
among 
linguists is 
“Etymology 
by sound is 
not sound 
etymology.”
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