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Structure of talk

• Background to the language concerns of the 
18th century.

• The main authors in 18th century language 
studies.

• The extent to which these authors effected 
notions of standards afterwards, i.e. their 
legacy.

• The “Standard English” debate today.
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Early references to the speech of London as 
the emerging standard

The language of the court in London came to be 
perceived in the late 16th and 17th centuries as 
a guideline for speakers from the provinces. 
Initially, this is a very benign type of prescript-
ivism without the censure of provincial forms 
which was to develop in the 18th century.
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John Hart (d. 1574) in An orthographie of English (1569) offers a 
reformed spelling of English so that ‘the rude countrie Englishman’ can 
speak the language ‘as the best sort use to speak it’. 

George Puttenham (d. 1590) in The arte of English poesie comments 
that ‘After a speach is fully fashioned to the common vnderstanding, &
accepted by consent of a whole countrey & nation, it is called a
language’. He then proceeds to mention that he regards the prime 
form of this language as ‘the vsuall speach of the Court and that of 
London and the shires lying about London within lx. myles and not 
much aboue’

About a century later, Christopher Cooper in his Grammatica linguae 
anglicanae (1685) stated that he regarded London speech as ‘the best 
dialect’, the ‘most pure and correct’, but he was quite liberal towards 
variation: ‘Everyone pronounceth them (words) as himself pleases’.
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Concerns about changing English
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1667-1745
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Dictionaries of English
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Samuel Johnson (1709-1784)
English writer and lexicographer. Johnson was a major 
critic and scholar who was known both for his brilliant 

conversation and the quality of his writing. As a man of 
letters his influence on literature in his day and later 

periods was considerable. His significance for linguistics 
lies in the fact that he compiled the first major 

monolingual dictionary of English, his Dictionary of the 
English language (1755), which was a model for all future 

lexicographers. 
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The legacy of Samuel Johnson 
Johnson’s dictionary became the standard work 

of English lexicography because of its range, 
objectivity and use of quotations from major 

authors to back up definitions given. It was not 
until over a century later that it was superseded 

by the dictionary which was to become the 
Oxford English Dictionary.
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A New English Dictionary on 
Historical Principles

A proposal was made by Richard Trench in 1857 to the 
Philological Society to design a new dictionary which 
would serve as a definitive work on the vocabulary of 
English with complete historical coverage. The Scotsman 
James Murray (1837-1915) became the main editor (see 
inset on right). The first letter was published as a volume 
in 1888 and all the 12 vols were completed in 1928. A 
thirteenth supplement volume came out in 1933 (after 
which it was called the Oxford English Dictionary
published by Oxford University Press. The twenty-volume 
second edition appeared in 1989 (this is also available 
electronically). Work on a much expanded third edition is 
underway at present.



14

Grammars of English
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Robert Lowth (1710-1787)
Author of a normative grammar A Short 

Introduction to English Grammar (1762) which 
achieved great popularity for the manner in which 

it made recommendations for grammatical 
usage, something which was interpreted as very 
prescriptive, even though this may not have been 
intended as such. Lowth was professor of poetry 

in Oxford and later bishop of Oxford and of 
London (as of 1777). 
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The legacy of Robert Lowth

Lowth is perceived as the original prescriptivist in English grammar 
and indeed he made statements which match this perception such 
as the following:

‘The principle design of a Grammar of any Language is to teach us
to express ourselves with propriety in that Language; and to enable 
us to judge of every phrase and form of construction, whether it be 
right or not’.

He certainly promoted the concern with correctness in grammar and 
hence was in large degree responsible for the types of evaluative 
statements about people’s language which came to be common 
from the late 18th century onwards in the English-speaking world.
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Some of Lowth’s strictures

1) Use whom as the oblique form of who is proscribed:

Whom do men say, that I am? 

2) Do not use double negation:

She cannot love, Nor take no shape nor project of affection. 
(Shakespeare, Much ado about nothing).

3) Double comparatives and superlatives are not allowed:

His more braver daughter (Shakespeare, Tempest).

4) These verbs have three forms, not two:
do: did: done; see : saw : seen
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Some of Lowth’s strictures (cont.)

5) Prepositions should be put before a relative in written style:

Horace is an author, with whom I am much delighted. 

Note: These strictures are arbitrary, based on Lowth’s personal 
preferences and with linguistic justification. However, he was 
aware that certain forms, like thou, or structures, like for to be 
seen, were obsolete at his time.

In addition, Lowth contrasts what he calls the ‘solemn or 
elevated Style’ with ‘common conversation’, for instance, 
when discussing the common occurrence of prepositions in 
sentence-final position.
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To recap: the rise of prescriptivism and the development of 
a standard of English in Britain is an 18th-century 
development: dictionaries and grammars were appeared 
and used by the public.

There were also works on elocution (the art of public 
speaking, later of accepted pronunciation) which were 
published in the second half of the 18th century. They were 
intended to fix the public usage of English, especially 
pronunciation. These works were even more prescriptive 
and led to the general condemnation of dialects as vulgar 
and unacceptable in English polite society.

English in 18th century Britain
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Sheridan, Thomas (1719-1788) 
Irish writer, born in Dublin and 
educated in London and Dublin. He 
was first an actor and is the author 
of a farce The Brave Irishman; or 
Captain O’Blunder (1743; published 
1754). 

Later he became a travelling expert 
on elocution. Sheridan produced A
Course of Lectures on Elocution 
(1762), A Rhetorical Grammar of
the English language (1788) and A 
General Dictionary of the English
Language (1780) in which he gives 
guidelines for the correct use of 
English. 
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Richard Brinsley Sheridan

(1751-1816)

Playright and son of 

Thomas Sheridan 

(1719-1788)
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Complaining about the state of affairs, 
here of education and public speaking
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Sheridan was firmly rooted in 
the ‘complaint tradition’ of 
English writing and lamented 
the state of British education 
in his day. 

But he was also a 
manipulator who generated 
linguistic insecurity among his 
readers then offered relief in 
his many prescriptive 
regulations.

This type of strategy can be 
found among prescriptivists to 
this very day.
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Sheridan A Course of Lectures on Elocution (1762)



29

Sheridan A General Dictionary of the English Language (1780)
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Sheridan A Rhetorical Grammar of the English Language (1781)
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Sheridan’s system of phonetic transcription
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Walker, John (1732-1807) 
A Londoner and prescriptive 
author of the late 18th 
century, best known for his 
Critical pronouncing
dictionary (1791) which 
enjoyed great popularity in 
its day. 

John Walker
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John Walker 1775

Rhyming Dictionary 
of the English 
Language

London
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Just as Samuel Johnson had 
saught patronage for his 
dictionary from Lord 
Chesterfield (Philip Dormer 
Stanhope, 1694-1773), 
Walker appealed to the 
famous actor David Garrick 
(1717-1779) for similar 
support for his dictionary. Both 
authors did this by dedicating 
the plan for their respective 
dictionaries to their would-be 
patrons.
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John Walker 1785

A Rhetorical 
Grammar or Course 
of Lessons in 
Elocution

London
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Comparison of publication dates for Sheridan and Walker
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John Walker 1791

A Critical 
Pronouncing 
Dictionary of the 
English Language

London
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Walker’s system of phonetic transcription
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The aftermath of Sheridan and Walker 

Both were held in great esteem and their influence can 
be recognised in the revamping of the originals which 
occurred in the 50 years or so after their deaths, 
consider the following examples (one for each author):

Jones, Stephen 1798. Sheridan Improved. A General 
Pronouncing and Explanatory Dictionary of the English 
Language. 3rd edition. London: Vernor and Hood.

Smart, Benjamin H. 1836. Walker Remodelled. A New 
Critical Pronouncing Dictionary of the English 
Language. London: T. Cadell.
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The legacy of Sheridan and Walker

Did the strictures of Walker or Sheridan influence the later pronunciation of 
non-local British English? The answer to this question must be ‘no’. In 
some cases Walker, as opposed to Sheridan, favoured a form which was 
later to become default in English, e.g. merchant for marchant. But this did 
not happen because of Walker’s opinion on the matter.

In many respects, Walker was swimming against the tide of language 
change. His insistence on maintaining regular patterns of pronunciation 
across the language (his ‘analogy’) and, above all, his view that the spoken 
word should be close to the written word, meant that he favoured archaic 
pronunciations. His view that syllable-final /r/ should be pronounced was 
already conservative in his day. In many of his statements he does, 
however, accept change although he might not have agreed with it.

The legacy of both Sheridan and Walker should be seen in more general 
terms. Even if their individual recommendations were not accepted by 
standard speakers of British English, both were responsible for furthering 
general notions of prescriptivism. And certainly both contributed in no small 
way to the perennial concern with pronunciation which characterises 
British society to this day.



54

The English concern 
with pronunciation

Pronunciation in English is a yardstick 
of one‘s language. More than 
European countries, the English judge 
the standardness of someone’s
speech by its phonetics. 

The ideal which arose during the 18th 
century and established itself in the 
19th century was that one’s speech 
was not to betray where one came 
from, i.e. regional accents were 
frowned upon.
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Self-appointed 
authorities on English

Henry Watson Fowler (1858-
1933) was an English 
lexicographer whose principal 
work is A Dictionary of Modern 
English Usage (1926; later 
revised by Sir Ernest Gowers 
in 1965). This is a loosely 
structured commentary on 
English usage and style. 
Together with his brother he 
also wrote The King’s English
(1906). 
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Issues in Standard English today
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Inside and outside the standard: What slipped through the 
prescriptivists’ net

I see what you mean; I seen him yesterday; I’ve seen those students.

I do my work every week; I done the work yesterday; I’ve done that 
task.

This type of distribution leads to spurious objections to non-standard 
forms: two-form verbs involve fewer distinctions and are hence sloppy, 
lazy, inaccurate, etc. But are they? Just look as this:

I hit the main road at eight every morning.

I hit the curb going around the curve.

I’ve hit that curb before.

The same is true of other verbs like bet, cast, etc.
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Persistent non-standard features

1) Them as a demonstrative pronoun

Them teachers are annoying.

2) Second person plural personal pronouns

You (plural) = ye, youse, yuns, y’all. Nowadays = you guys

3) Negative concord

We’re not going to no party. I’m not giving no money to 
nobody.

4) Unmarked adverbs

He did the work real well.

5) Double comparisons

That’s more worse than the first one.



59

General characteristics of standard languages

Standard forms of language maintain seemingly irrational features. 
These make the standard more difficult to acquire, less intuitive

The maintenance of the third personal singular inflection in the present-
tense of verbs is just such a case. Dialects of English have either 
dropped this inflection (East Anglia, for instance) or they have re-
analysed the ending and use it for a specific purpose, e.g. for an habitual 
– I goes there every morning - or have established correspondences 
between the inflections and the nature of the verb’s subject (Northern 
Subject Rule).

Despite its own ideology of immutability, even the standard continues to 
develop. The gradual shift of verb forms from strong to weak is a case in 
point. dive : dove: dived has been more or less replaced by dive : dived : 
dived in present-day English. Another example is the continuous form 
with stative verbs, e.g. I’m wanting to go there for I want to go there.
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Conclusion

Standard English is an entity which developed over the past few 
centuries out of public usage in London and its surroundings. 
Increasingly, it became independent of place and typical of the educated 
middle classes.

The features which became part of the standard are not linguistically 
justified but the result of various factors, e.g. the personal preferences of 
well-known authors (in grammar) or general long-term developments of 
the sound system (in pronunciation).

Unfortunately, users of standard English came to see it as the preferred 
variety and became judgmental of those who spoke a non-standard 
variety. Here linguists would object and stress that all varieties of a 
language are of equal value and serve their communities as their own 
means of communication, irrespective of their relation to an existing 
standard.
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Literature on the 
development of modern 

English
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A standard work 
(published in 
2004) on the late 
modern period 
(1700-present)
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A recent overview 
(published in May 
2009) by a leading 
expert on 18th 
century English.

Published by 
Edinburgh 
University Press.
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A more flexible view 
of how standard 
English is evolving 
(published in 1999)



65

Outside the mainstream: 
the history of varieties of 
English apart from 
southern British English
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A critical look at 
the way in which 
notions of standard 
language are used 
manipulatively and 
to exclude others.
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Authority in printed form: 
major dictionaries of English 

(British and American)
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Dictionaries with a different 
approach: ‘real English’, ‘the 

living language’
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Views of the development of the 
English language today

(note the use of the article and the singular 
versus the plural in the following books)
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The Language 
Industry in 

Today’s Society
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There is 
plenty of 
well-meant 
advice 
available 
for those 
uncertain 
about what 
is ‘correct 
grammar’
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Books on mastering / using grammar
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Correct 
grammar and 

appearing 
‘educated’
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Making 
fun of 

others’
mistakes
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Linguistic insecurity: 
What is the ‘correct’ form?
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Yes, grammar matters, but . . .
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What should the teachers do?

It depends on the context. If you are 
teaching English, especially in a foreign 
language context, then you must make 
sure that your students learn standard 
forms, hence the need for correction.

If there is tension between the vernacular 
of a student (his/her native dialect) and 
the standard then you should stress that 
the standard is just one form of language 
without any inherent claim to superiority 
over colloquial forms. But it is the form 
used publicly and hence when in a public 
context it is advisable to use at least a 
modified form of the standard to avoid 
censure by others.
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And what is the 
linguist’s 

standpoint?

The standard is one form of 
language which by historical 
accident became that which is 
preferred in writing and in public 
usage. There is nothing better 
about the standard or worse about 
colloquial speech or dialects.

Be tolerant and put aside any 
prejudice you might feel about 
certain pronunciations, words or 
turns of phrase!
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Thank you for your attention.

Any questions?

• Raymond Hickey
• English Linguistics
• University of Duisburg and Essen

• raymond.hickey@uni-due.de

mailto:raymond.hickey@uni-due.de

