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Ask Mr. Know-It-All

by Trey Harris



“interior secretary,”“college of arts and sciences” becomes “arts and sciences college,”
and, yes, “center of network operations” becomes “network operations center.”

However, those cases where we prefer the genitive cannot be transformed in the same
way. So “my best friend Mike’s wife” cannot become “my best friend Mike wife.” (Note
that even though the genitive can be coerced, with awkwardness, into “of” and vice
versa, the important thing is that subtle rule, still not entirely understood, which
prefers one over the other.)

“Network operations center” is almost certainly correct, since, if forced to judge, most
of us would probably accept “center of network operations” as being semantically
equivalent, but bristle at “network operations’ center.” Note that this is a bedevilingly
difficult distinction to tease out, because “network operations’ center” sounds the same
as “network operations center,” and native speakers make grammatical judgments
unthinkingly based on sound, not on syntactic rules of which they are largely unaware.
In any case, it doesn’t really matter, as the important thing is that we are willing to
accept “center of network operations” as being almost exactly equivalent.

So, in the same vein, is “systems administrator” simply shorthand for “administrator of
systems?” If yes, then “systems administrator” should be correct. If, however, we only
grudgingly accept as pedantically correct that long form, as, say, we’d grudgingly
accept “miner of diamonds” for “diamond miner,” then “system administrator” would
be correct.

Mr. Know-it-All still sides with the no-ess form. “Miner of diamonds” sounds silly and
contrived, like “catcher of dogs,”“salesman of used cars,” or “chef of pastries” (and
unlike “center of network operations”), and to his ear, “administrator of systems”
sounds silly and contrived too.

To muddy the waters a bit further, there is mounting evidence that competing gram-
matical rules are all tried at once by the brain, and the one that gets a good answer first
wins, even if there might be one that will get a better answer later. It seems completely
plausible that, for many people, a rule that would generate “systems administrator”
simply beats out another competing rule that would generate “system administrator,”
regardless of which one is more “correct.”

Some linguists turn that theory on its head and suggest that a number of likely candi-
date outputs (say, both “system administrator” and “systems administrator”) are pro-
duced early by some estimation process, and then all the competing rules are run in
parallel, and if a number of them begin to converge on one of the candidates, it is
selected for utterance. (This theory has been used to explain how speech errors like
Spoonerisms or so-called “Freudian slips” occur.) It would seem plausible that this
process of “spreading activation” could select for “systems administrator,” since so
many (possibly incorrect) rules would lead to that end.

The point is, it isn’t clear-cut that “system administrator” should be preferred. But
when an organization like SAGE has to select one or the other, the evidence seems
slightly stronger for the no-ess form.

Until next time,

Mr. Know-it-All

Alexios Zavras (zvr@pobox.com) contributed the second letter from Johnny.
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