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Henry Fowler and his eighteenth-century predecessors 

 
 

Ingrid Tieken-Boon van Ostade 
University of Leiden 

 
Abstract 

Fowler’s Modern English Usage (1926) is a typical product of the prescription 
age, the final stage in the standardisation process of the English language. With 
two further editions, one by Gowers (1965) and the other by Burchfield (1996) 
and a reprint planned by OUP for their World’s Classics Series in 2009 with an 
introduction by David Crystal, the book attracts considerable interest, both for 
the purpose for which it was originally written, i.e. as a usage guide, and as a 
phenomenon in its own right. Burchfield, in his introduction, stresses “the 
isolation of Fowler from the mainstream of the linguistic scholarship of his 
day” (1996:vii), but if we look at the man and his work in the context of pre-
scriptivism, we will be able to see that MEU fits into the tradition of the usage 
guide such as it originated in the latter half of the eighteenth century. Many of 
the linguistic strictures discussed by Fowler are part of a prescriptive canon that 
is some 250 years old, and for the origin of which the blame, rightly or 
wrongly, is usually put on Robert Lowth, whose Short introduction to English 
grammar was first published in 1762. What Lowth at one end of the tradition 
and Fowler at the other have in common is their focus on usage problems rather 
than on the system of the language. It is a failure to take this into account that is 
responsible for their poor repute among linguists today. But they have other 
features in common as well, one of which is their sense of humour, which is, 
again, a typical if no longer quite appreciated characteristic of their approach to 
language and which, in Fowler’s case, is one of the things that has suffered 
from the different revisions in the course of the twentieth century. 

 
 
1. Introduction1

 
enry Fowler (1858−1933), whose date of birth 150 years ago was commemorated 
at this year’s annual colloquium of the Henry Sweet Society at the University of 

Nottingham, is not listed in the Lexicon grammaticorum (Stammerjohann 1996). He 
does have an entry in the Oxford dictionary of national biography (ODNB), where he 
is described as a “lexicographer and grammarian”. The picture accompanying the entry 
shows him as an elderly man kneeling beside his dog. The contrast with the picture of 

H 

                                                 
1 This paper is based on the Leslie Seiffert Memorial Lecture which I delivered at the Annual 
Colloquium of the Henry Sweet Society for the History of Linguistic Ideas, University of Nottingham, 
March 31st, 2008. It was written in the context of the NWO funded VICI project “The Codifiers and 
the English language: Tracing the norms of Standard English”. I am grateful to Paul Bennett, author of 
Bennett’s wordfinder (Bennett 1996), an alphabetically arranged list of words dealt with in the second 
edition of Fowler’s Modern English usage, for his comments on an earlier version of this paper. 
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Fowler in Crystal’s Encyclopedia of the English language (1995: 196) is striking: 
there, he is portrayed in his swimming gear. On the face of it nothing seems wrong 
with this, for Fowler was an active swimmer all his life (McMorris 2001: 9). But it is 
not his ability to swim that earned him a section in the encyclopedia or indeed in the 
ODNB but the fact that he was the author, together with his brother Francis, of The 
King’s English (1906), the Concise dictionary of the English language (COD) (1911), 
and, after Francis’ death in 1918, of Modern English usage (1926). With The King’s 
English appearing in a third edition in 1931 and being reprinted down to 2002, the 
COD being published in its ninth edition in 1995 and Modern English usage in a third 
editon in 1996, these popular books are a considerable achievement by any standard. 
To depict their author in his swimming gear—no other writer on English grammar is 
shown similarly in the encyclopedia—doesn’t, in my opinion, do him justice. It is  
emblematic of the kind of treatment Fowler is often subjected to.  

Despite the disparaging picture, Crystal writes that Fowler’s Modern English 
usage is “often referred to in the revered tones which one associates with bibles” and 
that it is “the apotheosis of the prescriptive approach” to language (Crystal 1995:196). 
The same kind of mixed attitude to Fowler and his work can be found in Burchfield’s 
preface to the third edition of Modern English usage which was published in 1996, 
where he describes Fowler as “a legendary figure”, stressing at the same time “the 
isolation of Fowler from the mainstream of linguistic scholarship of his day” 
(1996:vii). Burchfield calls the work a “fossil” (1996:xi). As for Fowler’s own view of 
himself, Jenny McMorris, in her excellent biography called The warden of English. 
The life of H.W. Fowler (2001), quotes him saying: “I am no true lexicographer; the 
only parts of the science I care about ... are grammar & idiom” (2001:195). And that is 
indeed what Modern English usage is: an alphabetically arranged collection of usage 
problems relating to grammar and idiom. 

A small survey I carried out this Spring among the members of the Henry 
Sweet Society showed that Fowler’s Modern English usage isn’t used much, by the 
participants in the survey at least, and that if it is, it is not in its function as a usage 
guide but as an object of linguistic analysis. What is more, the book produced 
particularly negative reactions among the informants. All this suggests that historical 
linguists do not make up the book’s readership. And yet Fowler’s Modern English 
usage has been popular ever since its appearance: according to McMorris (2001:178), 
when the book came out in 1926 as many as “10,000 copies were sold in the first three 
months and 60,000 in its first year”. This is astounding, especially considering the fact 
that its reception had been rather mixed. Evidently, its publication answered a real 
need. In 1965 a second edition was published, revised by Sir Ernest Gowers, and there 
was a third edition in 1996 by R.W. Burchfield. For next year a reprint is planned for 
the Oxford World’s Classics series with an introduction by David Crystal. Who, then, 
reads Fowler’s Modern English usage? What is the audience for whom this usage 
guide was written to begin with and who has been buying the book in such numbers 
since its first appearance? Burchfield, in his introduction to the third edition, asks the 
same question: “why has this schoolmasterly, quixotic, idiosyncratic, and somewhat 
vulnerable book ... retained its hold on the imagination of all but professional linguistic 
scholars for just on seventy years” (1996:ix)? If linguists are, indeed, not part of the 
book’s audience, who are? In the course of his preface, Burchfield refers to three 
typical users of the book: “a judge, a colonel, and a retired curator of Greek and 
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Roman antiquities at the British Museum”, all of them, I would say, elderly, middle-
class fairly educated (male?) professionals, and all of them the kind of people who 
evidently feel the need for linguistic guidance, who seek reassurance as to what is 
correct usage by resorting to their Fowlers to have access to a norm of linguistic 
correctness.  

None of Burchfield’s labels are, I think, positive qualifications of Fowler’s 
Modern English usage. What makes the book vulnerable in Burchfield’s eyes seems to 
be the fact that usage guides like Fowler’s are generally disparaged by modern 
linguists as unscientific. They are blamed for dealing with language at the level of 
usage rather than as a system, and for the fact that in doing so they take a prescriptive 
rather than a descriptive approach (see Pullum 1974). A good if somewhat shocking 
example of this can be found in the controversy between John Honey and Peter 
Trudgill upon the publication of Honey’s book Language is power (1997).2 It is this 
attitude to writers like Fowler, I believe, that gave rise to his portrayal as a swimmer 
rather than as a writer on language, as someone to be taken less seriously than 
grammarians like Robert Lowth, Lindley Murray, Noah Webster and others. The label 
“schoolmasterly” seems to refer to Fowler’s attempt to correct the language of those 
for whom he wrote his book, and “quixotic” to the fact that, in striving after the ideal 
of linguistic correctness,3 he is fighting a losing battle. This is an interesting point, 
because the battle Fowler is fighting, if indeed that is how it can be seen, had been 
going on since the eighteenth century, when we can see the rise of a canon of 
prescriptivism, including many items which still occur in Burchfield’s revision of 
Modern English usage produced some 250 years later. It is striking that Lowth, who is 
often seen as the one with whom prescriptivism first began, talked about his 
grammatical efforts in a letter to his friend and fellow scholar James Merrick in similar 
terms: 

 
I, in my capacity of [gramm]arian ... [... am] determin’d to repell the 
invasions of ye. enemy to the utmost of my power, & to give no quarter 
to any of their straglers that shall fall into my hands. I look upon myself, 
as in Duty bound to abide by these Principles [Bodl. Lib. MS. Eng. Lett. 
C. 573, f. 41v−42 r]. 
 

The argument was about whether a prescriptive or a descriptive perspective should be 
taken when dealing with matters of divided usage—an enlightened and enlightening 
discussion—and Lowth here defends the approach he had taken in his grammar (cf. 
Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2006). As for the final label used by Burchfield, “idiosyncra-
tic”, it is the aim of this paper to show that this was far from the case, and that Fowler 
is part of a tradition that has its roots in the eighteenth century and that can be linked 
with Lowth’s Short introduction to English grammar of 1762, which is treated by 
modern linguists with as much disdain as Fowler’s Modern English usage. 

                                                 
2 See Trudgill’s review of the book in 1998 and Honey’s rejoinder published in 2000. 
3 Milroy & Milroy (1985:23) indeed call the notion of a standard language in the strict sense of the 
word an “ideology”. 
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2. English shibboleths 
 
A well-known user of Modern English usage was Sir Winston Churchill. When 
“planning the invasion of Normandy,” as McMorris writes on the final page of her 
book (2001:217), he “snapped at an aide to check a word in ‘Fowler’.” According to 
the ODNB, Churchill is believed to have been “academically a bit of a dunce”; 
perhaps, too, he felt linguistically insecure enough to need his Fowler, even in times of 
crucial action. Churchill is often cited as producing the hypercorrect “This is the sort 
of thing up with which I will not put!” (Crystal 1995:194). What he was trying to 
avoid here is known as preposition stranding, the kind of sentence in which a 
preposition follows rather than precedes the nominal it belongs to. (The sentence 
Churchill was allegedly trying to avoid, “... the sort of thing I will not put up with”, is 
not of course an instance of preposition stranding but of a phrasal verb.) Burchfield 
describes the stricture against preposition stranding as “one of the most persistent 
myths about prepositions in English” (1996:617), noting that it originated with Dryden 
in 1672 and that it “became entrenched” in the language subsequently. He refers to 
Lowth’s grammar4 as an example of how “the grammarians” discussed the 
phenomenon as being typical of informal language “rather than of error”. Burchfield’s 
“final verdict” on preposition stranding is that “in formal writing, it is desirable to 
avoid placing a preposition at the end of a clause or sentence”, though he adds that 
“there are many circumstances in which a preposition may or even must be placed 
late” (1996:619). This is exactly as Lowth had phrased it 234 years before—but much 
had happened in the meantime (see Yañez-Bouza 2008). 

Another shibboleth in English, considered to be among the worst of its kind 
(see Beal 2004:111−112), is the split infinitive, as in to madly love, to really and truly 
love (Burchfield 1996:736). The rule against the split infinitive is popularly attributed 
to the influence of Latin on normative grammar, the reason given being that in Latin 
infinitives cannot be split and therefore should not be split in English either. The 
stricture is also popularly—but wrongly, as it happens—attributed to Lowth (see §6 
below). In the first and second editions of Fowler (not in the third) the phenomenon is 
treated as follows. English speakers can be divided into the following five categories: 
“(1) those who neither know nor care what a split infinitive is; (2) those who do not 
know, but care very much; (3) those who know & condemn; (4) those who know & 
approve; & (5) those who know & distinguish” (1926:558; 1965:579). This suggests 
quite a humorous approach to the subject, which is not untypical of Fowler, whose 
attitude to grammar is characterised by occasional “elegant flippancy”, as he referred 
to it himself in relation to the tone of the earlier The King’s English (McMorris 
2001:59). In his rigorous editing of Modern English usage, Burchfield did little justice 
to Fowler in this respect. 

Strictures such as the one against preposition stranding and many more besides 
go back to the eighteenth-century normative grammarians, though not the one against 

                                                 
4 Burchfield’s reference is to a later reprint of Lowth’s grammar, published in 1775, rather than to the 
first edition in which preposition stranding was discussed as well, though without the quotations from 
Shakespeare and Pope mentioned by Burchfield. These were added to the grammar in the course of 
Lowth’s several revisions of it. 
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the split infinitive, which is a nineteenth-century invention (Beal 2004:112; Tieken-
Boon van Ostade forthc.). During the eighteenth century, the English language was 
first codified into grammars and dictionaries, not at the instigation of an Academy as 
in France, Italy or Spain (and later, Sweden), but as a result of the efforts of 
individuals such as Robert Lowth, a clergyman who became bishop of London after he 
had written his famous grammar—not before, as is commonly believed—and Samuel 
Johnson, whose Dictionary of the English language came out in 1755 (Tieken-Boon 
van Ostade 2000). Including John Walker, author of the Critical pronouncing 
dictionary (1791), Joan Beal refers to these men as “the great triumvirate of 
eighteenth-century guides to usage” (Beal 2003:84). Though the original aim, as 
expressed for instance by Swift in 1712 in his well-known “Proposal”, had been to 
“correct, improve and ascertain [or fix] the English tongue”, the codifiers gradually 
learnt that no living language can be fixed. For all that, according to Beal (2004:123), 
“they have left us with a legacy of ‘linguistic insecurity’”, and it is this, she argues, 
that explains the popularity of usage guides like Fowler’s Modern English usage, as 
well as many other “semi-humorous, but seriously prescriptive” books, of which Eats 
shoots and leaves, A zero-tolerance guide to punctuation (Truss 2003) is a recent 
example. 
 
 
3. The standardisation process 
 
We can explain the phenomenon discussed by Beal by looking briefly at the history of 
the English standardisation process. Perhaps the best known model of the standard-
isation process of languages is that presented by Haugen (1966). The model comprises 
the following four stages:  

a. selection of norm 
b. codification of form 
c. elaboration of function and 
d. acceptance by the community (Haugen (1966 [1972]:110). 

A more recent and at the same time more elaborate version of this model was put 
forward by Milroy & Milroy (1985), who use the notion of “standardisation” in a 
different sense than did Haugen. (Haugen deals with the development of dialects into 
languages, not with standardisation as such.) The model presented by the Milroys 
distinguishes seven stages in the standardisation process, i.e. selection, acceptance, 
diffusion, maintenance, elaboration of function, codification and prescription 
(1985:27), and in a different order from Haugen’s model. In the history of the 
standardisation process of the English language these seven stages closely reflect the 
linguistic developments from the beginning of the fifteenth century onwards, when a 
relatively unified formal written variety of English came into being, down to the 
eighteenth century, when the language was codified in grammars and dictionaries. 
Codification of the language in this account follows upon the elaboration of function 
stage, when the English language, during the Renaissance and the century afterwards, 
was adapted so that it could take over the functions of language that had formerly been 
the domain of Latin, particularly in the field of science and scholarship. (For a fuller 
discussion of this model in relation to the history of English, see Nevalainen & 
Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2006.) 
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The Milroy model has a further advantage over the Haugen one in that it 
includes an additional stage in the standardisation process, i.e. the prescription stage, 
which comes after the codification stage. This stage is of particular interest here, 
because it allows us to understand the popularity of Fowler’s Modern English usage, 
both when it first came out and, still, today. The prescription stage started some time 
during the second half of the eighteenth century, and according to the Milroys is still 
continuing, due to the fact that languages simply cannot be standardised (i.e. fixed) in 
the strict sense of the word (cf. the definition of “standard” in the Oxford English 
dictionary). Once started, the prescription stage will never come to an end, and, today, 
we are therefore firmly entrenched in it. During the codification stage, which largely 
took place in the eighteenth century, English normative grammars were produced in 
increasing numbers, as is shown by Figure 1, the data for which derive from Alston’s 
bibliography of English grammars printed down to the year 1800 (Alston 1965). The 
figures also include the number of reprints of each grammar published during the 
period. 
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Figure 1. Eighteenth-century English grammars published between 1700 and 1800 
(based on Alston 1965; Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2008a:106). 
 
This growth in English grammar production continued into the nineteenth century, as 
is evident from the data presented in Figure 2, which combine the figures provided in 
Figure 1 for the eighteenth century (first editions only) with those presented by 
Michael (1991) for the nineteenth.5

 

                                                 
5 As Michael provides information on new titles only, the data for the eighteenth century are similarly 
based on first editions, other than in Figure 1. 

 10



NOVEMBER 2008  HENRY SWEET SOCIETY BULLETIN
   

0 

20 

40 

60 

80 

100 

120 

1700- 
1709 

1720- 
1729 

1740- 
1749 

1760- 
1769 

1780-
1789

1801-
1810

1821-
1830

1841-
1850

1861-
1870

1881-
1890

1st editions 

 
Figure 2. English grammars published between 1700 and 1900 (based on Alston 1965 
and Michael 1991; see also Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2008b:4). 
 
So many grammars came out during the nineteenth century that Michael (1997) calls 
nineteenth-century grammar writing “hyperactive”: he argues that no new insights 
were gained during the period, that the grammars “were repetitive; many were merely 
commercial ventures, scholastically naive” (Michael 1991:11). The aim of the 
grammars, however, was not to develop linguistic theory, but to provide people with 
guidance on correct usage. In a society in which there was a lot of social mobility, this 
is what people needed. 

It is hard to say when exactly the prescription stage begins, and stages in a 
process like the standardisation process are rarely discrete anyway. But the figures 
provided above show that the phenomenal growth in grammar production of the 
nineteenth century started in the 1760s. Very soon after that, according to Leonard 
(1929), the first usage guide was published: Robert Baker’s Reflections on the English 
language, in the nature of Vaugelas’s reflections on the French (1770). Usage guides 
are a typical product of the prescription stage, in that they offer specific guidance to 
anyone seeking access to the standard language, as previously codified in grammars 
and dictionaries. As the title indicates, Baker had based himself on the work by 
Vaugelas (1585−1650), one of the original members of the Académie Française for 
which he had written a book called Remarques sur la langue française (1647) (see 
Ayres-Bennett 2002). Baker evidently decided to write something similar for English.  
 
 
4. Baker’s Reflections on the English Language 
 
Baker’s Reflections on the English language (1770) is a curious and unique book 
which consists of 127 rules that deal with lexical and syntactic features (Vorlat 2001).6 

                                                 
6 In quoting from Baker and other eighteenth-century works I am making use of ECCO (Eighteenth 
Century Collections Online), which includes two copies of the first edition of the Reflections, one copy 
of the second edition as well as other books written by Baker, for which see below. One of the two 
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The book is dedicated to the King, to whom Baker presents a plan for the improvement 
of the teaching of languages and also for the institution of an English Academy 
comparable to those in France and Italy. Such an academy, he believed, could cure the 
language of “Incorrectnesses and Barbarisms” in which “our Writers abound” 
(1770:i−ii),7 but a plea for an English Academy had not been heard since the first 
decades of the eighteenth century.8 Baker even had distinct ideas as to the kind of 
people that should make up this academy: eight “Gentlemen”, as he put it, from 
Oxford and six from Cambridge. But the academy never came about, not so much 
because Baker wasn’t heard, but because the idea of setting up an academy was 
already a thing of the past: many grammars had appeared since the days when people 
like Dryden, Swift and Addison had made a similar plea in the early years of the 
eighteenth century, but this was something of which Baker was unaware. He rightly, I 
think, claimed in his preface: “Such as my work is, it is entirely my own ... Not being 
acquainted with any Man of Letters, I have consulted Nobody” (Baker 1770:iv). He 
wrote, moreover, that he hadn’t even heard of a standard work like Dr Johnson’s 
Dictionary (1755) when he embarked on the Reflections: 
 

It will undoubtedly be thought strange, when I declare that I have never 
yet seen the folio Edition of Mr. Johnson’s Dictionary: but, knowing 
Nobody that has it, I have never been able to borrow it, and I have 
myself no Books; at least, not many more than what a Church-going old 
Woman may be supposed to have of devotional Ones upon her Mantle-
piece; for, having always had a narrow Income, it has not been in my 
Power to make a Collection, without straitening myself. Nor did I ever 
see even the Abridgement of this Dictionary till a few Days ago, when, 
observing it inserted in the Catalogue of a Circulating Library where I 
subscribe, I sent for it (Baker 1770:iv−v). 
 

Nor does Baker seem to have read any English grammars, which is peculiar, for by 
1770 Lowth’s grammar had already proved to be extremely popular, and even 
Circulating Libraries possessed copies of it (Auer 2008). Like Fowler, therefore, Baker 
was evidently completely isolated from the “mainstream of linguistic scholarship of 
his day”, such as it then was. There is as far as I can tell no reason to doubt his claims 
in this respect.9

                                                                                                                                                         
copies of the first edition reads Remarks in the title instead of Reflections. As far as I can tell, the 
contents of the two copies are the same.  
7 This reference is to the dedication to the King. Confusingly, it is also numbered in Roman numerals. 
In the copy with Remarks in the title, the dedication follows the main text instead of preceding it, as it 
does in the other copy. 
8 An exception is Sheridan’s pronouncing dictionary published in 1780 (Jones 2006:120), but the 
standardisation of pronunciation takes off later than that of grammar. 
9 A full-text search of the book in ECCO for the word “grammars” produced as a single hit “French 
grammars”, and for “grammarians” one reference to grammarians in a generic sense as well as the 
following: “I have often wondered at Grammarians’ asserting (as they sometimes do) that Nouns have 
no Cases in the modern Languages” (1770:78). In view of the work that Baker used as a starting point 
for his book, i.e. Vaugelas’ Remarques sur la langue française (1647), it seems more likely that Baker 
here refers to French rather than English grammars. 

 12



NOVEMBER 2008  HENRY SWEET SOCIETY BULLETIN
   

Baker is not listed in the ODNB, nor is there—as yet—an entry on him in 
Wikepedia. We know very little else about him apart from what he tells us in the 
preface, which is not much more than that he “quitted the School at fifteen”, and that 
he was consequently “entirely ignorant of the Greek, and but indifferently skilled in 
the Latin” (1770:ii). Though reminding us of Shakespeare’s “little Latin and less 
Greek”, this does not seem to be a humility topos: according to Vorlat (2001:394), 
Baker’s command of grammatical terminology, which he would have picked up as part 
of most boys’ formal schooling, is indeed very patchy. Normally, a skill in the 
classical languages would be the only capacity needed at the time for anyone who 
wished to produce a grammar of English (Chapman 2008), for English grammars in 
those days were largely based on the Latin tradition (Michael 1970). But undeterred by 
his lack of formal education, Baker continues on the same page, “Why should this 
incapacitate a Man for writing his Mother-tongue with Propriety?” And this is what he 
proceeds to do. Reading his book in any case shows a more than impressive command 
of the subjunctive, as in “Though Every one be a Noun of Number, it has no Grace as 
a Plural” (1770:96). 

Baker’s Reflections are completely unordered, apart from the occasional 
associative link, as in the case of Rules XXVI and XXVII, the first of which concludes 
with a comment about the fact that “many People write I’le” instead of I’ll which leads 
him into the next item, starting with the words “The Mention of a double L puts me in 
Mind of a Mistake, that Writers often commit in speaking of a double Letter” (i.e. “a 
DD, or a double D ... a double DD”). One wonders how practical the book was to 
people seeking specific guidance in language matters. A typical example of Baker’s 
treatment of a particular feature is Rule XXII, Had retired for several Years past. His 
comment reads: 

 
We often find in our News-papers Paragraphs penn’d in the 

following Manner. On such a Day died at ----- Mr. ----, who having 
acquired a good Fortune in Business, had retired for some Years past. 

This is an improper Expression. These Printers ought to say 
either, ... (1770:20). 

 
Baker’s approach is often quite humorous, as Fowler’s approach was, and perhaps for 
the same reason. In Rule XXX, for instance, in which he criticises the use of came as a 
past participle, he concludes: “If these Writers persist in this Use of the Word Came 
[as in He is Came], I would advise them, not to be inconsistent with themselves, to 
employ the Word Went likewise with the Auxiliaries, and to say He has went ...”, 
adding that “if we should bring them all to conform to it, we should have a new 
Language” (1770:30−31). On the forms our’n, your’n, his’n, of which he says that 
they are used by “infinite Numbers of the low People in the Country (and not a few in 
London)”, he similarly writes that he “would advise [his readers] likewise, in Imitation 
of many of those low People, to say Housen, instead of Houses” (1770:88).10

                                                 
10 When discussing the stricture against using neither and nor after another negative (Rule CXII), he 
added: “But we ought not to resolve never to deviate from it”, producing the correct type of double 
negation in which two negatives are used with positive effect.  
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“Low people” are frequently criticised by Baker, in particular actors and 
servants (Vorlat 2001:396), but also newspaper language comes in for attack, as Rule 
XXII illustrates (see also XXXV, XLIV, XLV, LXVIII). This is interesting in the light of the 
“stylistic decay” of the medium which Görlach (1999:146) claims took place in the 
course of the nineteenth century. Görlach attributes this development to the time 
pressure inherent in newspaper production. Possibly, Baker’s criticism of newspaper 
language is an indication that this “stylistic decay” was also of a linguistic nature, and 
that it already occurred much earlier than Görlach suggests. Further research into this 
question, with the help of for instance the online Zurich English Newspaper Corpus 
(ZEN) would seem worthwhile.11 In being critical of newspaper language Baker 
agrees with Fowler, who according to Burchfield “[a]bove all ... turned to newspapers 
... because they reflected and revealed the solecistic waywardness of ‘the half-
educated’ general public in a much more dramatic fashion than did works of English 
literature” (1996:vii–viii).12

Baker wrote in his preface that in illustrating and discussing grammatical 
problems he “paid no Regard to Authority. I have censured even our best Penmen, 
where they have departed from what I conceive to be the Idiom of the Tongue, or 
where I have thought they violate Grammar without Necessity. To judge by the Rule 
of Ipse dixit is the Way to perpetuate Error” (1770:iv). Baker, in other words, was not 
a descriptivist. But he adds: “But don’t let the Reader imagine me vain enough to 
suppose my own Stile preferable upon the whole, or at all equal to that of some of the 
Writers, whom I have thus criticised”: he claims here that he did not adopt his own 
language as the norm of correctness which he presents in his book. Analysing Baker’s 
Reflections shows that, though poorly educated, he was an extremely well-read man. 
He refers to Shakespeare, Addison, Richardson, Swift, Lord Bolingbroke, Lord 
Shaftesbury, Congreve, Moliere, the correspondence between Locke and Molyneux, 
Pope, Harris, Shaftesbury, Fordyce and Warburton’s Preface to Shakespeare. These 
works he probably had access to through the Circulating Library to which he 
subscribed. According to Vorlat (2001:397) Baker classified authors into “bad writers, 
incorrect ones, tolerable ones, not so good writers ... good writers, and ‘our best 
authors’, ‘our most judicious writers’”. Samuel Richardson comes into his lowest 
category, for Baker considered his novel Pamela to be “emetic” (1770:10). Most of 
these writers, according to Vorlat (2001), were already dead, with one exception, 
William Melmoth (1710−1799). Baker presumably selected his examples carefully, to 
avoid offending living authors and thus create adverse publicity for his book. 

Baker may not be listed in the ODNB, but ECCO, or Eighteenth Century Col-
lections Online, an electronic database containing more than 150,000 English books 
and their reprints published during the eighteenth century, contains two editions of the 
Reflections, both anonymous and each apparently representing a different print-run. 

                                                 
11 The database, which comprises 1.6 million words taken from 349 complete newspaper issues, covers 
the period between 1661 and 1791, the latter end of which thus neatly includes the period during 
which Baker compiled his Reflections. See http://es-zen.unizh.ch/. 
12 Burchfield continues: “As any lexicographer or grammarian knows, newspapers, by the very nature 
of the circumstances in which they are prepared, inevitably contain a higher proportion of deviations 
from standard language, misprints, and solecisms than works such as novels that are thoroughly copy-
edited by professional editors in publishing houses” (1996:vii-viii). 
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ECCO also contains the second edition of the book which came out in 1779.13 
According to Sundby et al. (1991:456), there are considerable differences between the 
two. All this shows that the book was moderately popular. Baker clearly wished to 
profit from this personally, as the second edition of the book is no longer published 
anonymously. But there are more books in ECCO by Baker, such as Observat. [sic] on 
the pictures now in exhibition at the Royal Academy, Spring Gardens and Mr. 
Christie’s (1771). The title page reads that the book was written “by the author of the 
Remarks on the English Language”, which indicates that the Reflections must have 
been popular enough to serve as a recommendation for a new book.14 The book opens 
as follows:  

 
In the preface to my Remarks on the English Language (which was 
written in the month of February last year) I have ventured to give my 
opinion of the merit of about twenty of our modern painters; and, as I 
am convinced I am not far from the truth in the judgment I have formed, 
shall here repeat what I have there said of them: after which I shall take 
notice of such of the pictures in the three present exhibitions as I think 
most worth of notice (1771:3). 
 

This section, which follows upon a critical section on playacting and takes up some 
sixteen pages of the unnecessarily wordy and rather rambling (even by Baker’s own 
admission, 1770: xxvi) preface, is indeed one of the curious features in the book. 
Baker evidently decided it would be worth reprinting the observations in a separate 
publication a year later, announcing his plan to do so in the Reflections as well 
(1770:xxx). In the preface to the Reflections he also referred to an earlier book of his, 
“a Collection of Witticisms and Strokes of Humour”, published in 1766. Though 
writing that it was “what [he] then thought and still think[s] as diverting a Thing as 
ever appeared”, the book  
 

had hardly any Sale. Thereupon I made presents of some Hundreds, and 
sold six hundred at a very low Price to an ignorant Bookseller; of which 
I soon repented; for I found the Booby had altered the Title-page, and 
had inserted a long Account of Humbugs, Funny Jokes, Conundrums, 
Arch Waggeries, &c. with my Name at the bottom of all this Nonsense 
(1770:xlii−xliii).  
 

So much for the trials of an aspiring author. Baker ends the preface by telling a few 
“witticisms” by way of advertising the book (“Some of the Copies are still remaining 
where these Remarks are sold. The Price is but a poor Shilling”, 1770:xliii).15  

                                                 
13 Like the copy referred to in note 6, the second edition is called Remarks on the English language. 
This then would seem to be Baker’s preferred title of the book. However, as the book is usually 
referred to in the literature on the subject as Reflections, I will continue to do so here.. 
14 I owe this suggestion to Joan Beal. 
15 The preface to the Reflections also describes an earlier plan for a book, consisting of  “a great 
Number of Remarks, that I had been making for four or five Years upon the several Performances of 
our Players; and which I had intended to digest and publish” (1770:xxiv−xxv). This book, however, 
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Baker’s Reflections even left its mark on several later grammarians. Vorlat 
(2001) discovered that “quite a few of his rules and examples were ... copied (directly 
or indirectly) by such grammarians as James Wood (1777), John Hornsey (1793), 
Alexander Bicknell (1796), John Knowles (1796) and William Angus (1800)”. The 
book had been reviewed at least twice in 1771, in the Monthly review and the Critical 
review (Percy 2008), and one of the reviews was by Dr John Hawkesworth 
(1715−1773),16 who had edited the official account of Captain James Cook’s voyages 
around the world (1773). Percy (1996) analysed the linguistic changes made by 
Hawkesworth to Captain Cook’s language, and the kind of changes he made to the text 
are very similar to those that filled Baker’s Reflections. It is therefore no surprise that 
Hawkesworth felt called upon the review the book when it came out.17  

What little we have come to know about Baker on the basis of his publications 
and the contents of the preface to the Reflections suggests that he was a hack writer, 
who tried to find a market for books similar to his Reflections on the English language, 
which contained remarks and observations about a variety of subjects—witticisms, 
usage problems, painting—which he thought might interest the general public and 
which might earn him some income as a result. It is significant, I think, that only the 
book on language proved successful, which seems due to the fact that it was published 
at the right moment in time, at a point in the history of the English standardisation 
process when there was (unbeknownst, it seems, to Baker) a demand for usage guides, 
particularly among the rising middle classes. And it is interesting that Baker’s book, as 
unusual and as impractical in its set up as it is, happened to be the first of its kind. 
 
 
5. Lowth’s Short introduction to English grammar 
 
But Baker wasn’t quite unique in his approach or even, strictly speaking, the first to 
produce a guide to correct usage: a precursor may be found in Lowth, not in his 
grammar proper but in the footnotes to his section on syntax. These are very similar to 
what we find in Baker, as the following example illustrates: 
 

“You are a much greater loser than me by his death.” Swift to Pope, 
Letter 63. 
 

[followed by examples with me, us, him (2), them, thee and her,  
from Swift, Lord Bolingbroke, Congreve, Hobbes and Prior] 

 
In these passages it ought to be, I, We, He, They, Thou, She, 
respectively. Perhaps the following example may admit of a doubt … 
Let us try it by the Rule given above [i.e. a nominative after 

                                                                                                                                                         
was never published because for some reason or other Baker had “committed [the manuscript] to the 
Flames”. 
16 I am very grateful to Carol Percy for this information. 
17 It would be interesting to discover to what extent there is any correlation between the changes, 
identified by Percy (1996), which Hawkesworth made to Cook’s language. Hawkesworth is known to 
have been a stickler for grammatical correctness (Percy 1996:549), but a comparison with Baker’s 
strictures might be able to show to what extent he had been inspired by his reading of the book. 
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comparative followed by than]; and see, whether some correction will 
not be necessary … (Lowth 1762:144−146). 
 

One of the reasons for the enormous popularity of Lowth’s grammar was precisely 
these footnotes, as appears from the following letter, written only eighteen days after 
the grammar was published. In this letter, the author clearly responded to the attitude 
to the question of linguistic correctness such as it transpired from the footnotes: 
 

Pray have you seen Dr Louths English Grammar which is just come 
out? It is talk’d of much. Some of the ingenious men with whom this 
University overflows, are picking faults and finding Errors in it at 
present. Pray what do you think of it? I am going to read Harris’s 
Hermes now, having read this Grammar. I heard lately an objection to 
an Expression in your Book, which I think has some foundation. It is in 
the Beginning of the 1st Section upon Custom: the Expression is a 
Haunch Button, which is not, I imagine exactly English (Thomas 
Fitzmaurice to Adam Smith; Oxford, 26 February 1762; ed. Mossner ad 
Ross 1987, letter 64). 
 

To modern readers, however, it is precisely these footnotes that gave the grammar such 
a bad press (Hussey 1995:154), as is evident from the negative perspective Lowth is 
generally placed in by writers such as Jean Aitchison in Language Change, Progress 
or Decay? (1981: 23−25, and later editions) or Bill Bryson in Mother Tongue 
(1990:132−133). Nowadays, Lowth is viewed, rather negatively, as an icon of 
prescriptivism (Tieken-Boon van Ostade forthc.), which is a far cry from the way his 
grammar was looked upon during the second half of the eighteenth century. 

The reason for this change in perception is in my view the following. Lowth’s 
grammar is a typical English grammar of the period: it deals with orthography, 
etymology, syntax and, instead of the usual section on prosody (Vorlat 2007:504), 
with punctuation. But the extensive notes on grammatical errors, primarily in the form 
of footnotes in the section on syntax, turn it into a normative grammar. In these notes 
Lowth illustrates rules and strictures in the text itself with examples taken from “the 
best authors” (1762:vii), thus illustrating grammatical errors committed by men like 
Swift, Lord Bolingbroke, Congreve, Hobbes and Prior—writers of stature who were 
all dead by this time (Percy 1997:134). His reason for doing so is to illustrate, as he 
wrote in his preface, that “every one who undertakes to inform or entertain the public 
[i.e. published authors], ... should be able to express himself with propriety and 
accuracy” (1762:ix). The notes, in other words, illustrate that this was far from the case 
with many authors of reputation, and that those with similar aspirations would do well 
to consult his grammar. Though not originally conceived of as such—Lowth’s 
grammar had been written for his son Thomas Henry as an aid to prepare him for the 
study of Latin once he would be old enough to go to school—Lowth’s grammar came 
to have a normative function. It became so popular because a prescriptive approach to 
grammar, like that taken in the footnotes that dealt with usage problems, was what 
people looked for at this time of large-scale social and geographical mobility. But the 
grammar was also extremely popular among grammarians, and many of them copied 
its rules and strictures into their own grammars, making the rules more prescriptive as 

 17



INGRID TIEKEN-BOON VAN OSTADE  ISSUE NO. 51 

they did so. An example of this is the treatment of preposition stranding in the course 
of the eighteenth century analysed by Yañez-Bouza (2008). Lowth’s status as a 
prescriptivist is therefore largely the result of how others treated him and his grammar, 
not what he himself intended to be. 

Lowth was aware of the fact that his grammar was basically a practical 
grammar, that it dealt with language at the level of usage, not with grammar as an 
abstract system, for in his preface he wrote: 

 
Those, who would enter more deeply into this Subject, will find it fully 
and accurately handled, with the greatest acuteness of investigation, 
perspicuity of explication, and elegance of method, in a Treatise intitled 
HERMES, by JAMES HARRIS Esq; the most beautiful and perfect example 
of Analysis that has been exhibited since the days of Aristotle 
(1762:xiv−xv). 

 
He thus clearly recognised the function of his own grammar, contrary to modern 
linguists, who blame him for being prescriptive rather than descriptive (see Pullum 
1974). In retrospect, demands are made by linguists today on grammars like the one by 
Lowth that are anachronistic, proceeding from the modern perspective of linguistics as 
a science, which did not apply in his day. Linguistics as a discipline did not exist in 
eighteenth-century England, and apart from the work of the speculative grammarians 
of the period, grammars were largely practical and normative in their outlook and 
approach to language.  

From the perspective of the standardisation process of the language as I have 
discussed it, Lowth’s grammar stands at the turning point of the change from the 

codification into the prescription stage, and this is most evident in its footnotes. The 
footnotes can be called an innovation in grammar writing, though Lowth may have 

picked up the idea of dealing with usage problems from the practice of exposing 
grammatical errors by writers in the Critical and the Monthly reviews (cf. Percy 2008); 

doing so must have been a popular pastime among the readers of these periodicals, as 
is also clear from the letter quoted above: the author obviously enjoyed the game of 

“picking faults and finding Errors”.  
 
 
6. Lowth, Baker and Fowler compared 
 
If Baker’s Reflections represent the birth of the usage guide, Lowth’s grammar, or its 
footnotes, can be called a usage guide in embryonic form. There are considerable 
similarities between the two works: to begin with, many strictures are the same, such 
as those against the mixed usage of you and thou, the use of fly for flee and lay for lie, 
whom for who and vice versa and so on. Neither author was afraid to attack mistakes in 
usage by what were considered to be the best writers, and both criticized Swift, a 
literary giant by reputation. But in the case of both, the authors attacked were no 
longer alive, which was probably an important safety precaution. In an age in which 
people with social ambitions had to depend on patronage—Lowth’s career is a good 
example of this (see Hepworth 1978:34)—one couldn’t be too careful. As with Baker, 
who made this explicit, Lowth’s usage was not based on his own linguistic preferences 
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(contrary to Aitchison’s assumptions), as I found out when testing Lowth’s strictures 
against his own usage (Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2006). Both men have a sense of 
humour when tackling their subject: I’ve provided several examples of this from 
Baker’s Reflections, but Lowth, too, when dealing with preposition stranding, similarly 
writes, tongue in cheek, that “This is an Idiom which our language is strongly inclined 
to” (1762:127−128). And both were so popular that they were copied by grammarians 
after them, though Lowth more so than Baker.  

There are similarities with Fowler, too, summarised in Table 1: 
 

similarities Lowth Baker Fowler 
similar strictures √ √ √ 
criticism of the best authors √ (dead) √ (dead, except 

Melmoth) 
√ 
(mostly 
dead) 

norm of correctness not based on 
their own usage 

√ √ ?? 

humour √ √ √ 
popular √ √ √ 
influence on later grammarians √ √ ?? 
middle-class readership √ √ √ 
anonymous regular editions first edition − 
newspapers as source of 
grammatical error 

−/+ √ √ 

outside mainstream of linguistics − √ √ 
 
Table 1. Similarities between Lowth, Baker and Fowler. 

 
Fowler criticised authors of standing as well. In his section on preposition stranding, 
for instance, he mentions Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, Dr Johnson, the Bible, 
Burton, Pepys, Congreve, Swift, Defoe, Burke, Lamb, De Quincey, Landor, Hazlitt, 
Peacock, Mill, Kinglake, M. Arnold, Lovell, Thackeray and Kipling (Fowler 
1926:459). (Of these, only Kipling was still alive in 1926.) Whether or not his norm of 
correctness had any relationship to his own usage I have not yet been able to ascertain. 
Similarly, to study his influence on other writers is something that still needs to be 
undertaken; I expect, however, that it must have been considerable. Fowler’s Modern 
English usage was never published anonymously. The earlier Concise English 
dictionary, however, had been published with only the Fowler brothers’ initials on the 
title page. Fowler’s decision to put his full name on the title page of Modern English 
usage may have been inspired by similar motivations as Baker’s. In Lowth’s case, it 
was only towards the end of his life, when he noted in his Memoirs that his grammar 
had been printed in as many as 34,000 copies, which was considerably more than any 
of his other books, that he fully realised the popularity of the grammar (Tieken-Boon 
van Ostade 2008a). Contrary to Baker and Fowler, Lowth did not use newspaper 
language as a source for his linguistic strictures, but he did, as I argued above, find 
inspiration for them in the periodicals of his day. Also contrary to Baker and Fowler, 
Lowth was not outside the mainstream of linguistics, such as it was in his time. As I 
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will argue in the book on Lowth which I am currently writing (Tieken-Boon van 
Ostade in progress), there is much in his grammar which can be seen as a reaction 
against the authoritative Dictionary of the English language (1755) by Dr Johnson. 

There is further similarity between Lowth and Fowler which we do not find 
with Baker, at least, not to my knowledge, which is very likely due to the fact that he 
was less widely read than the other two. Neither Lowth nor Fowler are thought of very 
highly by linguists: in dealing with language at the level of usage rather than with 
linguistic structure, their work is not usually taken seriously.18 What is more, strictures 
are commonly attributed to Lowth and Fowler even when they had nothing to do with 
them. An example is the split infinitive, which only first arose as a linguistic criticism 
during the nineteenth century but which was attributed to Lowth on the website 
“Bishop Lowth was a fool” (Tieken-Boon van Ostade forthc.)19 and in an earlier 
version of the entry on Lowth in Wikipedia (Beal 2004:111−112). This similarly 
happens with Fowler. To commemorate his birthday, Denis Baron posted an entry on 
his blog “Web of Language” which stated that “Fowler’s that/which invention became 
a rule”. Richard Hershberger, one of the respondents to Baron’s entry, commented that  

 
Fowler didn’t invent the that/which rule. The earliest source I know of 
this rule is the mid-19th century grammarian Goold Brown. Alfred 
Ayres also was quite enchanted by it, to the extent of going back and 
“correcting” his edition of Cobbett’s grammar from the early 19th 
century. Fowler undoubtedly is responsible for popularizing the rule, but 
it was not of his creation (13 March 2008).  
 

Like Lowth, Fowler has iconic status, and he is similarly credited with more in this 
respect than is actually due to him. 
 
 
7. Conclusion 
 
Lowth, Baker and Fowler operated quite independently of each other. Baker never 
referred to Lowth, and as far as I can tell Fowler never referred to Lowth either20 or, 
indeed, to Baker. Interestingly, however, Burchfield in his edition of Modern English 
usage does refer to Lowth, in connection with the use of only, and perhaps in other 
places, too. Though I have to investigate this in greater detail, I don’t on the whole 
think Burchfield’s edition is an improvement on Fowler’s original edition. One 
unfortunate change is the fact that he removed Fowler’s deliberate “flippancy”, which 
is, I think, one of the more attractive features in the original edition, as also one of the 
commentators in Dennis Baron’s blog notes. There is therefore no direct link between 

                                                 
18 This may be true for Baker, too. As far as I know, only Emma Vorlat has ever undertaken a serious 
study of his work and achievements. (The work is, of course, also included in Sundby et al. 1991.) 
19 See for instance the webpage “Bishop Lowth was a fool”  
(http://www.newdream.net/~scully/toelw/Lowth.htm). 
20 This was confirmed to me by Paul Bennett, who also responded to Dennis Baron’s blog entry on 
Fowler.  
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Lowth, Baker and Fowler, and yet they are all part of the same tradition, the tradition 
that gave rise to the English usage guide.  

So why are these three works, which were created quite independently of each 
other, so similar, both in the approach they took and in the items they deal with? I 
think the answer to this question is that they each in turn started to consider the same 
problem in the same way. The problem they were confronted with was that they 
perceived a need for guidance in linguistic matters among speakers and writers of 
English, which they saw exemplified by the poor usage, in grammar and in matters of 
idiom, even by authors of reputation, and as time went on in the language of 
newspaper in particular. It is this problem that they sought to address and that they 
approached in the same way. Their guides to correct usage served a purpose to those 
who felt the need to speak and write elegantly, typically the socially aspiring or 
linguistically sensitive middle classes. That the items they dealt with largely remained 
the same through time, even down to the most recent edition of Fowler’s Modern 
English usage of 1996, confirms the point of view presented in Milroy & Milroy 
(1985) that even though the language has been codified into grammars and 
dictionaries, it will never allow itself to be fixed. The prescription stage is an ongoing 
stage, and usage guides are its inevitable—and vastly interesting—product. 
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