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Abstract: This paper reports thefindings of a corpus-based study of prescriptive and
normative discourses in Late Modern English review periodicals, using a purpose-
built diachronic corpus of review articles published during the period 1750–1899.
Drawing on established protocols from Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies and sys-
tematic comparison of 15 sub-corpora, it identifies decades duringwhich prescriptive
discourses were most frequent. This distributional pattern provides empirical evi-
dence of an ‘Age of Prescriptivism’ in periodical reviewing, during which prescrip-
tive discourses reached their zenith.Whilst the label ‘Age of Prescriptivism’ has been
applied to a number of periods of English in recent decades, the findings reported
here show clearly that the eighteenth centurywas the locus of prescriptive activity in
the review periodical genre. The innovative application of corpus-based discourse-
analytic methodologies for the identification of normative trends reported in this
paper also has potential implications for studying prescriptivism as a sociohistorical
linguistic phenomenon in other diachronic contexts.

Keywords: Late Modern English; corpus linguistics; discourse; prescriptivism;
keyword analysis

1 Introduction

The Late Modern (LMod) period, defined in this paper as the period of English
language history between 1700 and 1900, is associated in the modern linguistic
consciousness with the pervasive stereotype of normativity. It is often assumed that
because normative practices of codification proliferated at an unprecedented rate
during the eighteenth century, the LMod period (or discrete sub-periods within it)
can be labelled as English’s ‘Age of Prescriptivism’ (cf., inter alia, Anderwald 2014;
Baugh et al. 2012; Leonard 1929;McIntosh 1998;Milroy andMilroy [1992] 2012). Hence,
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as Anderwald has pointed out, it is “taken for granted that… prescriptivism was all-
pervasive” (Anderwald 2019: 89) as a sociolinguistic phenomenon during this period.

Despite this stereotype, the label ‘Age of Prescriptivism’ has, in fact, been
applied variously to several different periods of English, depending on themodel of
standardization applied (cf. Haugen 1997; Milroy and Milroy 2012), and often also
on the basis of attempts to chart empirically changes hypothesized to have been
prompted by prescriptivism. Thus, in The Subjunctive in the Age of Prescriptivism,
Auer (2009) identifies the eighteenth century as the ‘Age of Prescriptivism’,
whereas Anderwald (2016) uses the phrase in relation to the nineteenth century.
Shifting the focus beyond usual periodizations of LMod English, Tieken-Boon van
Ostade has argued that the eighteenth century should “more properly be desig-
nated the Age of Codification, as it is the codification of the language that charac-
terises the period, not the effects of prescriptivism, or even prescription” (2019: 8;
emphasis original). For Tieken-Boon van Ostade, prescriptivism “represents yet a
further stage in the process, during which there is an excessive focus on the
question of what is correct usage” (2019: 8), and on this basis, she concludes that
“the Age of Prescriptivism is now” (2019: 9).

Differences in defining the Age of Prescriptivism in English, and their relevance
to the research reported here, will be explored in Section 2.3. The purpose of this
paper is not, however, to make generalizable claims about an Age of Prescriptivism
in English. Instead, building on earlier research which used Corpus-Assisted
Discourse Studies (CADS) to identify prescriptive discourses (Malory 2024), the
work reported here explores whether CADS also makes possible the pinpointing
of an Age of Prescriptivism in the literary review periodical genre, in a way that may
ultimately allow similar research to be conducted at amore general level. The review
periodical genre is ideally suited to this purpose because, as will be outlined in
Section 2.2, previous scholarship on review periodicals in LMod English has impli-
cated this genre as a significant source of prescriptivism in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries (McIntosh 1998; Percy 2009, 2010). The purpose-built review
periodical corpus introduced in Section 3 therefore provides a convenient pilot
dataset for testing a methodological approach which uses corpus-based discourse
analysis to explore prescriptive and normative trends diachronically. This approach
shows promise; the findings reported in Section 4 indicate that prescriptivism is an
ephemeral feature of the review periodical genre, and that a discrete ‘Age of Pre-
scriptivism’ can indeed be identified. These findings are of significance for our
understanding of the sociolinguistic role played by these publications in LateModern
Britain. They also showcase the potential for a methodology which uses discursive
identifiers of prescriptivism to allow for diachronic charting of prescriptivism and
normativity in other contexts.
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In Section 2, relevant literature will be used to contextualise the findings of the
study reported here. In Section 2.1, foundational definitions of concepts such as
‘prescriptivism’ and ‘normativity’ will be provided. In Section 2.2, previous research
focusing on the review periodical genre as a prescriptive force in eighteenth-century
culture will be outlined. In Section 2.3, previous scholarship identifying an ‘Age of
Prescriptivism’ in English will be explored in detail. Section 3 will then outline the
corpora used in this study, and the details of themethodological approach employed,
before Section 4 reports the findings of the study and Section 5 concludes the paper.

2 Literature review

2.1 Defining prescriptivism and normativity

There is some fluidity around definitions of prescriptivism, normativity, and lan-
guage planning. This section will therefore outline precisely how these concepts are
understood for the purposes of this paper, and how they will be used during the
analysis reported in Section 4.

For the purposes of this paper, prescriptivism is considered to be the attempted
enforcement or imposition of language rules, as distinct from the outlining of how
something could be done, which language planning entails (Calvet 2017). Both these
concepts are considered distinct from descriptivism; the neutral, or objective,
description of linguistic usage. Prescriptivism is also sometimes considered distinct
from normativity, though these words are also often used interchangeably. This
paper will follow Straaijer’s (2009) definition of normativity as “a more general
ideology”, with “the terms prescriptive and descriptive refer[ring] to a more specific
practice expressing that ideology” (80). This distinction will also be used throughout
this paper, but the phrase ‘linguistic criticism’ will be used as an umbrella term to
encapsulate both normativity and prescriptivism.

2.2 Review periodicals: a prescriptive genre?

For decades, it has been noted that the popular review periodicals of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries contained linguistic criticism. As early as 1998, McIntosh
concluded that theMonthly and Critical reviews “made a speciality of savaging what
[they] considered bad English” (184). Carol Percy, who has written extensively on
reviewer prescriptivism, has likewise concluded that eighteenth-century reviewers
“regularly and publicly subjected writers to imperfectly-codified grammatical
standards” (2009: 138). In order to reach this conclusion, Percy spearheaded the
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construction of a database of linguistic criticism in eighteenth-century periodical
reviews. This database contains over 10,000 records for instances of linguistic
critique and is coded according to themes such as “ungrammatical”, “incorrect”, and
“inaccurate”, as well as the genres of text being reviewed (Percy 2000a). Percy has
used this resource to research many specific aspects of eighteenth-century review
normativity, for example stereotypes about the language of women (2000b) and
prescriptions for “manly” English (2008), as well as to draw general conclusions
about the role of periodical reviewing in eighteenth-century linguistic culture (2009,
2010).

Percy’s database and research using it have advanced understanding of the
mechanisms of eighteenth-century review periodical prescriptivism hugely, but
there remain gaps in our knowledge of the genre and how it functioned as a
normative force in LateModern English. Advances in corpusmethodologies in recent
decades provide an opportunity for these gaps to be addressed. The first gap relates
to coverage; Percy’s database contains linguistic criticism from only the eighteenth-
century, and only the twomost successful periodicals of themid-century, the Critical
Review and the Monthly Review. Given the highly labour-intensive nature of
compiling such a database, this makes sense. These seem to be the periodicals most
associated with review prescriptivism, and were much more widely-circulated than
any rival publications in the mid-eighteenth century (Donoghue 1996). However, the
drawback of this focus is that it is not possible to use such a database to draw
conclusions about the role these review periodicals played within the wider peri-
odical marketplace, nor the Late Modern period more broadly. For this, a corpus of
randomly-sampled periodical articles from the range of available reviews is needed.
This corpus also needs to comprise not only eighteenth-century periodical reviews,
but also those published during the nineteenth century, if review prescriptivism is to
be demonstrated empirically to have been primarily an eighteenth-century
phenomenon.

The Corpus of Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century English Reviews (CENCER),
which will be introduced in Section 3, meets these criteria. The findings it has
facilitated therefore allow such studies as the one reported here to build on the work
of Percy and others, in utilising cutting-edge corpus methodologies to advance un-
derstanding of the mechanisms of review prescriptivism.

2.3 An Age of Prescriptivism?

Uncertainty about what defines the ‘Age of Prescriptivism’ in English appears to
result from two data gaps in the field. Firstly, there is the data gap to which Tieken-
Boon van Ostade refers obliquely, above. In arguing that the eighteenth century
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should “more properly be designated the Age of Codification, as it is the codification
of the language that characterises the period, not the effects of prescriptivism, or
even prescription” (2019: 8; emphasis original), Tieken-Boon van Ostade highlights
the importance of gauging prescriptive impact, if we are truly to understand the
workings of prescriptive phenomena. The quantification of prescriptive impact has,
however, proven a significant challenge, both in English (cf. Anderwald 2012, 2014,
2019; Auer and González-Díaz 2005; Malory 2022; Yáñez-Bouza 2008) and in other
languages with prescriptive traditions, such as Dutch (Krogull 2018) and French
(Poplack and Dion 2009). For the purposes of this paper, however, a more pertinent
data gap is that relating to the scarcity of empirical evidence not, to borrow Tieken-
Boon van Ostade’s words once again, for the “effects of prescriptivism” (2019: 8;
emphasis added), but for codification itself.

Much research at the interface of codification andprescription has been conducted,
but there is also much that is still unclear. It has been shown, for example, that many of
thefiguresmost associatedwith codification in English, such as Lowth and Priestley, are
often descriptive in their approach to language. Addressing the “widespread view of
Lowth as an icon of prescriptivism” in a monograph on his famous grammar book,
Tieken-Boon van Ostade for instance argues that “[a]ctual analysis of his so-called
strictures demonstrates a descriptive rather than the alleged prescriptive approach”
(2011: 1). Straaijer’s (2009) findings, in testing a quantitative approach to identifying
prescriptive and descriptive passages in early editions of the grammars of Lowth and
Priestley, are similar. Straijjer reports that deontic and epistemic modal auxiliaries
“appear to be adequate indicators of prescriptive and descriptive language” (2009: 58) in
these texts. On the other hand, Vorlat’s (1996) analysis of Murray’s grammar finds that
his “overwhelminguse of deonticmodals in thewording of [language] rules”,means that
“the prescriptive character” of his grammar is inarguable (168).

Corpus research has therefore provided evidence of both prescriptivism and
descriptivism in some of the most famous codifying texts of the eighteenth century.
However, so intense has been the focus on prescriptivism as a hallmark of codifi-
cation in LMod English that no attempt seems to have been made to conduct a more
systematic, large-scale investigation of changing trends in codification. Arguably the
most systematic treatment of eighteenth-century codification is Sundby et al.’s (1991)
Dictionary of Normative English Grammar, 1700–1800. Although an invaluable
resource for studying processes of standardization in English, this volume exem-
plifies the potential for confirmation bias in the study of Late Modern codification.
With ‘normative’ in its very title, Sundby et al.’s (1991) Dictionarywas never going to
comprehensively challenge the notion that eighteenth-century grammarians were
mostly prescriptive in their codification of English.Moreover, its narrow focus on the
eighteenth century, though understandable given the vast scope of the undertaking,
makes it impossible to compare practices of codification across different centuries
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and periods of English. This contributes to the gap in knowledge of how codification
practices in English have changed over centuries and periodization thresholds.

Another reason for there to be a gap in our understanding of how codification
practices compare between the Late Modern period and Present-Day English is the
methodological challengewhich researching practices of prescriptivism poses. Percy
(e.g. 2008, 2009, 2010) and others (e.g. Basker 1988; Donoghue 1996; McIntosh 1998)
who have identified prescriptive or normative discourses in review periodicals have
employed primarily qualitative methods, relying on manual explorations and close
analysis. These approaches use relatively small datasets, for reasons of manage-
ability. Few attempts seem to have beenmade to use corpusmethodologies to find an
automatedmeans of retrieving instances of prescriptivism. Those studies referenced
above, Vorlat’s (1996) and Straaijer’s (2009), are amongst the few attempting to do
this, and both focus on synchronic usage, rather than diachronic change.

As outlined above, Vorlat (1996) uses deontic modal auxiliary verbs as indicators
of prescriptivism in Murray’s grammar, contending that, given “Murray’s over-
whelming use of deonticmodals in thewording of the rules”, “there is no denying the
prescriptive character” of his grammar (168). In particular, Vorlat concludes the verb
forms ought to, must, and should to be particularly indicative of prescriptivism.
Straaijer (2009) considers the frequency of deontic and epistemic modal auxiliaries
in early editions of both Lowth and Priestley’s grammars, concluding that these verbs
“appear to be adequate indicators of prescriptive and descriptive language” (2009:
58). These approaches are strongly hypothesis-driven, relying on indicators of pre-
scriptivism that must be pre-defined by the researcher, rather than being guided by
the data. They also do not seek to explore diachronic trends in prescriptivism.

The present study, which uses protocols from Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies
(Marchi 2010) to identify indicators of prescriptivism, and then tracks their usage
over a 150-year period, is therefore a departure from previous research in this field.
In Section 3, the corpora and methods of analysis used in this research will be
outlined, before its findings are reported in Section 4.

3 Corpora and methods of analysis

3.1 Corpora

The study reported here used a purpose-built corpus of review articles from the Late
Modern period of English, known as the Corpus of Eighteenth and Nineteenth Cen-
tury English Reviews (CENCER). CENCER is a 1.2-million-word corpus of review
periodical articles published in Britain between 1750 and 1899. It comprises 15
sub-corpora, each a decade long and containing approximately 80,000 words.
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Table A1 in Appendix A provides a breakdown of the number of text files and words
in each of these sub-corpora.

CENCER was constructed using review periodicals from ProQuest’s ‘British Pe-
riodicals’ database. At the time of construction, this database contained full print
runs of 472 different historical British periodicals published between 1681 and 1939.
Only regular, national publications exclusively providing content intended to eval-
uate the general contemporaneous output of publishing houses were considered
eligible for inclusion in CENCER. 46 periodicals met these criteria. From these, ar-
ticles were sampled in the construction of the CENCER corpus. The corpus was
compiled one decade at a time, using a random number generator in the software
environment R (cf. Desagulier 2017).

The files downloaded from the ‘British Periodicals’ database for the compilation
of the CENCER corpus were graphics rather than text files. For the corpus to be
compiled, thesewere converted into amachine-readable format using OCR software,
and manually post-edited to achieve a clean, machine-readable corpus, which could
be run through WordSmith (Scott 2020).

The reference corpus used to generate keyword lists for each of the CENCER sub-
corpora was the Corpus of Late Modern English Texts 3.0 (De Smet et al. n.d.). CLMET
is a large multi-genre corpus of Late Modern English, which is comprised of five
major genres; narrative fiction, non-fiction, drama, letters, and treatises, in addition
to some further unclassified texts. It contains approximately 34 million words from
between 1710 and 1920, and is sub-divided into three 70-year sub-periods.

3.2 Methods of analysis

As has already been established, the findings reported in Section 4 of this paper rely
upon a methodological approach which uses protocols from Corpus-Assisted
Discourse Studies (CADS) to identify and track indicators of prescriptivism and
normativity. CADS research combines corpus approaches and discourse studies,
often using what Marchi (2010) refers to as a “funnelling” approach, whereby the
research progresses from macro- to micro-level analysis, using the following stages:
1. Using word lists and keyword lists to identify key semantic domains
2. Using collocation to identify patterns of behaviour for keywords
3. Using concordance lists to explore dominant patterns in context

In line with this, the first stage in the analysis reported in Section 4 was to attain a
keyword list for each CENCER sub-corpus, in order to explore the “aboutness” (Scott
2001) of the individual CENCER sub-corpora. The keywords generated were used
inductively; they provided insight into the most characteristic language and themes in
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the review genre, during the period 1750–1899. The statistical test used for the keyword
calculationswas log-likelihood. Thiswas chosen as themost appropriate test of statistical
significance in this instance, since “[log-likelihood] based keyword calculations… often
work bestwith…moderately large collections of text”, and log-likelihood is particularly
good at revealing both the “thematically prominent” features of a text, and “features
likely to be foregrounded/deviant/salient/marked” (Jeaco 2020: 148). As each CENCER
sub-corpus is moderately large, and that the purpose of the study reported here is to
determine what are thematically prominent discourses, log-likelihood is an appropriate
metric for keyword calculation in this instance.

For each of the 15 CENCER sub-corpora, a keyword list of between 117 and 308
words (mean = 197) was returned. In order for each of these keywords to be
thematically categorized manually, a p-value threshold of 0.0000000001 was
implemented. This low p-value cut-off increased selectivity and ensured that manual
analysis was manageable for a single researcher. Having grouped the keywords for
each CENCER sub-corpus into semantic categories, to establish themes, collocational
patterns and concordance lineswere then considered. This phase of analysis allowed
conclusions to be drawn as to the patterns of co-occurrence between keywords of
relevance and other lexical items.

Collocation and concordancingwere not used in a stepwise fashion, as is perhaps
implied by March’s (2010) stages, cited above. Instead, an iterative methodology was
employed, with the analysis moving fluidly between the two analytical approaches.
Thus, whilst keyword analysis was the starting point through which the first words
used in tracing diachronic trends in review prescriptivism, thereafter collocation
and concordancing were used to explore the data.

Collocations have been calculated using Mutual Information (MI) and t score. As
Brezina notes, MI “has traditionally been used in discourse analysis” because it
“highlights rare and unique combinations” (2018: 274). The drawback of MI is that it
does not take account of the size of a corpus. For this reason, t score has also been
used in this study, since the moderately sized sub-corpora in CENCER are considered
individually, and t score results are much more dependent on the size of a corpus.
Collocates were ordered byMI score, and included in the study only if they had anMI
score above 3, a t score above 2, and occurred at least 5 times with the node word.
Following McEnery et al. (2010), a L4<R4 span has been used.

Concordancing has allowed the context of every hit for an item of interest to be
examined in detail. This was a more time-consuming choice than if sampling had
been used, but one considered appropriate to the iterative nature of the research
methodology employed. The procedures used for identifying lexical items which
function as effective, independent, indicators of prescriptivism or normativity
are outlined in detail elsewhere (Malory 2024), so only the salient details will be
provided here. This methodology rested on the generation of possible indicators of
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prescriptivism or normativity, via keyness analysis, collocation, or concordancing.
The indicators were then examined in context, and coded as occurring within pre-
scriptive, descriptive, normative, or other non-pertinent discourses. This approach
yielded 10 items which function as independent indicators of prescriptivism and
normativity in the CENCER corpus; that is to say, their semantic profile is narrow
enough that they can be used to predict reliably where prescriptive or normative
discourses may be found. These 10 items are all either evaluative adjectives such as
ungrammatical and incorrect, and evaluative nouns such as vulgarism and solecism.

The 10 indicators of prescriptivism and normativity used to track trends in these
phenomena were identified using a variety of strategies. The initial keyness analysis
yielded 2words which act in this way, either across the CENCER corpus as awhole, or
in particular sub-corpora. Further indicators were found via examination of these
keywords’ collocates and during concordancing of both the keyword indicators and
collocate indicators. A system of coding allowed for the identification of these in-
dicators, and the quantification of prescriptivism and normativity. A 70 % threshold
for considering a word an indicator of prescriptivism or normativity was used,
whereby a lexical item had to be coded as appearing in prescriptive or normative
contexts at least 70 % of the time (either across the corpus as a whole, or in a discrete
sub-period). These procedures are outlined inmuch greater detail elsewhere (Malory
2022, 2024) and only entered into here so far as is necessary for communication how
the trends reported in Section 4 were identified.

4 Findings

The purpose of the research reported here was to determine whether the linguistic
criticism previously noted to occur in eighteenth-century literary review periodicals
(see e.g. McIntosh 1998; Percy 2009, 2010) was a hallmark of the Late Modern (LMod)
English genre, or an ephemeral phenomenonwithin the wider lifespan of the review
periodical genre. This Section will be concerned with data analysis which will allow
conclusions to be drawn as to an ‘Age of Prescriptivism’ in the CENCER corpus. Aswas
outlined in Section 3, the starting point for this analysis will be keyword data. As
such, in Section 4.1, relevant trends in keyness across the 15 10-year sub-corpora
covering the period 1750–1899 will be outlined.

4.1 Shifting focus

The keywords for each of the CENCER sub-corpora were categorized thematically,
and those belonging to the semantic field of language and grammar were then
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investigated further. The ultimate objective of this investigation was to determine
whether any of the keywords in this category functioned as independent indicators
of prescriptivism or normativity within the CENCER corpus. Each of the 15 CENCER
sub-corpora yielded a list of between 3 and 32 keywords which fell into this semantic
category, with considerable overlap between respective keyword lists.

As the keywords for each sub-corpus were grouped according to thematic cat-
egories, it is possible to consider howmany keywords belong to the semantic field of
language and grammar for each sub-corpus. This preliminary analysis reveals that
this semantic field is a consistent feature of all 15 keyword lists. Figure 1, below,
shows the frequency of keywords from this semantic field; both in terms of raw
frequency and when expressed as a proportion of the overall number of keywords
for a given sub-corpus.

Figure 1 shows a rapid increase in the number and proportion of keywords from
this semantic category during the later eighteenth century, with a peak in the 1790–
1799 sub-corpus. This peak is followed by a sharp downturn in the numbers of
keywords of this kind appearing in sub-corpora keyword lists. This provides an early
indication that review periodicals became increasingly preoccupied with issues
surrounding language and grammar as the eighteenth century progressed, and that
this preoccupation may have reached its zenith around the turn of the nineteenth
century.

Of course, any such preoccupation with linguistic matters does not equate to
prescriptivism or even normativity, and close qualitative analysis is required, to
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Figure 1: Proportional and raw frequency of keywords relating to language and grammar across the
CENCER sub-corpora.
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tease out the findings of the keyness analysis. In order to do this, each of the key-
words in this semantic category for each of the CENCER sub-corpora were examined
in context, using concordancing. This allowed each hit within the corpus for each
keyword to be coded according to its prescriptivism, normativity, descriptivism
(neutrality), or irrelevance to the present study. This system of coding allowed for the
quantification of prescriptivism and normativity, using the 70 % threshold for
considering a word an indicator of prescriptivism or normativity that was intro-
duced in Section 3. This approach yielded only 2 keywords which were shown to
occur in the context of linguistic criticism in over 70 % of their occurrences, either
across the entire corpus, or within certain sub-corpora. These were grammatical and
ungrammatical. Section 4.2 will outline the means by which the usage of these words
was investigated further.

4.2 Keywords of interest: Grammatical and ungrammatical

The presence of grammaticalwithin the keyword list of a sub-corpus is, of course, not
a guarantor of the presence of linguistic criticism. It is, however, an indication that
issues surrounding grammaticality are being discussed more often than in the
reference corpus used. As a starting point, therefore, the frequency of grammatical
across the CENCER corpus can be considered. Figure 2, below, thus shows the raw
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Figure 2: Raw frequency of grammatical, and grammatical in the context of linguistic criticism by
reviewers, across the sub-corpora.
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frequency data for the usage of grammatical in all contexts, across the CENCER sub-
corpora.

As was the case with Figure 1, above, Figure 2 indicates that concern with issues
around grammaticality may have peaked in the final decade of the eighteenth cen-
tury. Both use of grammatical in the context of linguistic criticism (as determined by
concordancing and manual coding) and in all other contexts peak during this sub-
corpus.

Further examination revealed that, across the 15 sub-corpora, grammatical oc-
curs in the keyword lists of all but 4 sub-corpora (the exceptions are the 1750-59, 1860-
69, 1880-89, and 1890-99 sub-corpora). This means that grammatical is key in 10
consecutive sub-corpora, spanning the century from 1760 until 1859.

It is important to note that grammatical remains key in some of the later
nineteenth-century sub-corpora. However, close analysis reveals thatwhilst it occurs
frequently in the context of linguistic criticism in earlier sub-corpora, this is a much
less pronounced trend by the latter half of the nineteenth century. Across the corpus
as a whole, grammatical occurs in contexts coded as prescriptive or normative only
49 % of the time. However, it is coded as occurring in such contexts in some of the
eighteenth-century sub-corpora at least 70 % of the time. Figure 3 exemplifies this,
demonstrating how the proportion of instances of grammatical which occur in the
context of linguistic criticism changes between 1750 and 1899.
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Figure 3: Proportion of occurrences of grammatical in the context of linguistic criticism, across the
CENCER corpus.
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Figure 3 shows that only in the final sub-corpus of CENCER, that covering 1890–
1899, do 100 % (n = 1) of occurrences of grammatical relate to linguistic criticism.
However, this represents only a single instance, and can be treated as an anomaly. As
Figure 1 also shows, apart from this, the 70 % threshold for considering grammatical
an indicator of prescriptivism or normativity is met only during the 1790s, 1800s, and
1810s, and it is thus only within these sub-corpora that grammatical can be consid-
ered to function in this way. This is an interesting finding, in terms of the research
objective of trying to identify whether the eighteenth-century is an ‘Age of Pre-
scriptivism’ in periodical reviewing, as has previously been suggested (Percy 2009,
2010). It also demonstrates that within these sub-corpora, discourses of grammati-
cality warrant further investigation, as will be discussed in Section 4.3.

Unlike grammatical, ungrammatical does not appear in CENCER at all after 1819.
Concordancing moreover revealed that in every sub-corpus from the beginning of
the study period until 1819, if we encounter ungrammatical, then the overwhelming
likelihood is that it is in the context of linguistic criticism. In fact, only a single
instance of ungrammatical in CENCER does not occur in prescriptive or normative
context, as Figure 4 shows.

This means that there is very clearly a discrete period during which ungram-
matical acts as an indicator of linguistic criticism. It also means that ungrammatical
is amuchmore reliable indicator of prescriptivismor normativity than grammatical;
since 97 % of hits for ungrammatical occur in the context of linguistic criticism.
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Figure 4: Proportion of occurrences of ungrammatical in the context of linguistic criticism across the
CENCER corpus.
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Frequency trends for CENCER keywords grammatical and ungrammatical
therefore indicate that prescriptivism and normativity are hallmarks of eighteenth-
century and very early nineteenth-century periodical reviewing. Grammatical and
ungrammatical both occur in a mixture of (nonspecific) normativity and (specific)
prescriptivism during this period, with ungrammatical overwhelmingly occurring in
such contexts until it disappears from the corpus from 1820 onwards.Grammatical is
used much more consistently throughout the corpus, but can only be considered an
effective indicator of linguistic criticism for the discrete period of time covered by the
1790–1819 sub-corpora.

Exploration of these keyword trends therefore yielded useful preliminary
findings which indicate that prescriptivism and normativity were an ephemeral
feature of the review periodical genre. Subsequent investigations using collocation
and further examination of concordance lines in Section 4.3 will explore this
apparent trend in more detail.

4.3 An Age of Prescriptivism?

So far in this Section, data from keyword analysis of the CENCER corpus has been
used to begin to establish whether any of the sub-corpora can be considered more
focused on linguistic criticism than others. In Section 4.1, aggregated keyword data
showed how many keywords from each sub-corpus belong to the semantic field of
language and grammar. In Section 4.2, frequency data for the keywords grammatical
and ungrammatical in contexts of linguistic criticism were reported. On the basis of
these findings, the late eighteenth-century seems so far to be the most likely candi-
date for the ‘Age of Prescriptivism’ label. However, the sub-corpora keyword lists
were only a starting point in identifying indicators of prescriptivism and norma-
tivity, and 7 others were found in the course of collocation analysis and con-
cordancing. It is important to reiterate at this juncture that the purpose of this paper
is not to evaluate the methodology used here (cf. Malory 2024), but rather to report
the findings it facilitated, and the light they shed on the sociolinguistic phenomenon
of review prescriptivism.

It was reported in Section 4.2 that ungrammatical can be considered a reliable
indicator of linguistic criticism, since more than 70 % of its hits in CENCER are found
to occur in the context of normativity or prescriptivism. Of the 31 hits for ungram-
matical across the corpus, 30 (97 %) are found in such contexts. Figure 5 shows the
distribution of these hits across CENCER.

It is notable that, as aforementioned and as Figure 5 shows, the word ungram-
matical does not appear at all in the CENCER corpus after 1820. This is also the case for
improperly, another lexical item identified as an indicator of linguistic criticism
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during concordancing. Improperly occurs 18 times in the corpus, and 13 times (72 %)
in the context of linguistic criticism. Figure 6 shows this pattern, which again
manifests as a gradual rise in the late eighteenth century, followed by a peak and
steep decline.

Another indicator of linguistic criticism identified during concordancing is
inelegant. Inelegant has only 13 hits in the CENCER corpus, but 100 % of these are
found in the context of linguistic criticism. Figure 7 shows that its dispersion across
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Figure 5: Raw frequency of hits for ungrammatical in the CENCER sub-corpora.
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Figure 6: Occurrences of improperly in the CENCER sub-corpora.
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the sub-corpora is reminiscent of the frequency patterns for both ungrammatical
and improperly. Once again, a gradual rise is followed by a peak in the late eighteenth
century, and a dramatic reduction in occurrences.

As Figure 8 shows, use of the phrase error/s of the press also shows a gradual
increase, with clear peak in the final decade of the eighteenth century, though is also
used several times in the 1830–1839 sub-corpus.

The phrase error/s of the presswas likewise found to function as an indicator of
linguistic criticism. Errorwas found to be statistical collocate of grammatical, but by
itself has too broad a semantic profile to function as an independent indicator.
Concordancing revealed, though, that error/s of the press occurs 13 times in the sub-
corpus, always in the context of linguistic criticism.

Inaccuracies was also found, during concordancing, to function as an indicator
of linguistic criticism, and frequency data for inaccuracies across the CENCER sub-
corpora exhibit a similar pattern to that exemplified in the figures for ungram-
matical, inelegant, improperly, and error/s of the press, as Figure 9 shows. Inaccuracy/
ies appears 29 times in the CENCER corpus, and 27 of these hits, or 93 %, are found to
occur in the context of linguistic criticism.

Since usage of inaccuracy/ies persists past 1820, and continues until the 1860s and
1870s, its pattern of dispersion is less clear-cut, but a peak in the late eighteenth
century may still clearly be discerned. This is likewise the case for solecism/s, as is
shown in Figure 10, below. Solecism/s was identified as an indicator during
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Figure 7: Occurrences of inelegant in the CENCER sub-corpora.
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Figure 8: Occurrences of error/s of the press in the CENCER sub-corpora.
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concordancing of grammatical, and occurs 10 times in the CENCER corpus, with 80 %
of these instances found to be in the context of linguistic criticism.

Figure 10 shows a slightly different frequency distribution from that exhibited in
earlier figures in this section. Frequency of solecism/s peaks in the 1770–1779 sub-
corpus. This early peak is unusual amongst the indicators of linguistic criticism
identified. Most, as has been demonstrated, peak in the 1790–1799 sub-corpus, and
ungrammatical peaks in the 1780–1789 sub-corpus. Vulgarism/s, whichwas identified
as an indicator of linguistic criticism via concordancing of errors, a statistical
collocate of grammatical, likewise displays an unusual frequency distribution As
Figure 11 shows, its usage peaks twice;firstly in the 1770–1779 sub-corpus, and later in
the 1790–1799 and 1800–1809 sub-corpora.

The later of these twin peaks indicates that use of vulgarism/s is relatively high
during the final decade of the eighteenth century, and the first decade of the nine-
teenth, in line with the findings for other indicators of linguistic criticism considered
above. Although vulgarism/s is seldom used, only 11 times across the CENCER corpus,
it occurs 100 % of the time in the context of normativity or prescriptivism, making it
an extremely reliable indicator of linguistic criticism.

The findings reported in this section so far exhibit a clear pattern, whereby the
later eighteenth century and early nineteenth century are a locus for use of lexical
items which have been found to function as independent indicators of linguistic
criticism. The remaining two indicators of linguistic criticism to be discussed exhibit
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Figure 10: Occurrences of solecism/s in the CENCER corpus.

280 Malory



a later or more sustained peak in usage. This is exemplified by Figure 12, below,
which shows the raw frequency of correctness, a word noted in concordancing of
grammatical to occur regularly in the context of linguistic criticism.
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Figure 11: Occurrences of vulgarism/s in the CENCER corpus.
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Figure 12: Occurrences of correctness in the CENCER corpus.
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Correctness appears 35 times in the CENCER corpus, with 29 of these hits, or 83%,
found to be in the context of linguistic criticism. Use of correctness peaks in the 1800–
1809 sub-corpus, and remains at this level in the 1810–1819 sub-corpus, before falling
dramatically in the following decade and rising to a secondary peak in themid to late
nineteenth century. Interestingly, a similar pattern of distribution can be discerned
for inaccurate, which was likewise found during examination of concordance lines
for grammatical to occur regularly in relevant contexts. Figure 13 shows the
dispersion across the sub-corpora of hits for inaccurate, which occurs 30 times in the
CENCER corpus, and 22 times (73 %) in the context of linguistic criticism. As Figure 13
shows, occurrences of this word peak between the 1790–1799 sub-corpus and the
1810–1819 and 1820–1829 sub-corpora, before a secondary peak after the mid-
century.

The distributional pattern of usage for correctness and inaccurate is notable, not
just because it differs from the other indicators of linguistic criticism identified
earlier in this section of the analysis, but also because it is somewhat surprising that
these words, which might be expected to have broad semantic profiles, can function
as independent indicators of linguistic criticism in CENCER at all. It might be ex-
pected that they would appear more in general senses than in contexts of linguistic
criticism, but concordancing did not bear this out. Despite these items’ unusual
frequency distributions, however, it remains possible to aggregate the data from the
indicators of linguistic criticism identified and thereby identify a portion of the study
period during which linguistic criticism appears to have reached its peak. Figure 14
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Figure 13: Occurrences of inaccurate in the CENCER corpus.
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shows the amalgamation of all of these indicators, clearly indicating that this peak
begins in the late eighteenth century.

On the basis of these amalgamated data, the period 1770–1819may be considered
the portion of the study period during which most linguistic criticism occurs. This
period may therefore be considered an era of linguistic criticism for the review
periodicals. As noted in Section 2, linguistic criticism is used here as anumbrella term
for all prescriptive and normative activity. However, closer analysis is needed to
determine whether the peak in linguistic criticism shown in Figure 14 represents
specific prescription, and therefore constitutes an Age of Prescriptivism in periodical
reviewing, or merely represents a tendency to posit linguistic performance in a
normativeway, thereby constituting whatwemight call an ‘Age of Normativity’. This
question will be addressed in the final portion of this section, in Section 4.4.

4.4 An Age of Prescriptivism, or an Age of Normativity?

Upon close examination of the contexts in which the 10 items identified in Section 4.3
as functioning as indicators of linguistic criticism across the CENCER corpus in its
entirety occur, 5 are shown to function as indicators of prescriptivism, and 5 of
normativity.

On the one hand, error(s) of the press, improperly, inaccuracy, inaccuracies, and
inaccurate are associatedwith specific linguistic criticism and exemplificationwhich
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Figure 14: Occurrences of indicators of linguistic criticism in the CENCER corpus.
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is pre- or proscriptive in character. To firstly consider error(s) of the press, close
examination of the 13 hits for this phrase across the CENCER corpus revealed that
85 % (n = 11) occur in the context of specific prescriptivism. Often, this takes the form
of error exemplification through quotation, as in the following passages from
CENCER:
1. One instance of her failing, in this respect, will suffice:- ‘I never had more incli-

nation to write you, p.2 If a longing lady had said to her husband, “I never had
more inclination to bite you,” – or a quarrelsome one, “to fight you,” – or a
malicious one “to spight you,”- it had been English.
The above instance does not arise froman error of the press, for the same phrase
occurs in several different places, among her best specimens.

2. Instead of ‘or’we should read ‘nor’. The mistake is not very capital, and wemight
have taken it for an error of the press, had not a similar one occurred again in
the same page.
Similarly, of the 18 hits for improper(ly) in the corpus, 13 (72 %) occur in the
context of linguistic criticism specific enough to be categorized as prescriptive.
Again, this often takes the form of error exemplification through quotation, as in
the following passages from CENCER:

3. With respect to the last paragraph, it may also be observed, that the personal
pronoun who is improperly used for the government, and that a pest is not the
object of extirpation

4. The fifth is where the definite article ‘the’ is improperly used
This tendency for indicators of prescriptivism to be associated with exemplifi-
cation of perceived errors is likewise observable in the concordance lines for
inaccuracies, inaccurate, and inaccuracy, as demonstrated in the following pas-
sages from CENCER:

5. [A] few grammatical inaccuracies, such as is for are, page 3; began for begun, page
7; is for are, line 16, page 114

6. “Aims perfection’s goal,” in the same stanza, is also inaccurate, the verb “to aim”

requiring a preposition
Of the 29 instances of inaccuracy/ies in CENCER, 93 % (n = 27), occur in the context
of linguistic criticism. Of the 30 hits for inaccurate, 73 %, (n = 22) occur in such
contexts.
Error(s) of the press, improperly, inaccuracy, inaccuracies, and inaccurate are thus
associated with specific linguistic criticism and exemplification which is pre- or
proscriptive in character and can be considered reliablemeans of identifying and
retrieving prescriptive dogma in the CENCER corpus. On the other hand, un-
grammatical, solecism(s), inelegant, correctness, and vulgarism(s) function as
indicators of normativity, due to their association with nonspecific linguistic
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criticism which nonetheless upholds the standard language ideology. Ungram-
matical appears 31 times across the CENCER corpus, with 84% (n = 26) of these hits
occurring in the context of normativity and only 13 % (n = 4) in the context of
specific prescriptivism. The following examples from CENCER exemplify the
kinds of nonspecific linguistic criticism usually associated with the presence of
ungrammatical in the corpus.

7. In the second volume we meet with many examples of ungrammatical and
vulgar language.

8. A superficial declamation, in a mean and ungrammatical style, on the want of
ready employment for manufacturers

Likewise, solecism(s), inelegant, correctness, and vulgarism(s) are associated with
nonspecific linguistic criticism, and function as indicators of discourses which
construct grammaticality as fixed and binary but are less useful in identifying spe-
cific instances of prescription or proscription. These indicators of normativity, as
opposed to prescriptivism, are however valuable in facilitating the exploration of
language attitudes, and the discursive construction of grammaticality during the
Late Modern period of English.

5 Concluding remarks

This paper has been concerned with determining whether it is possible to use protocols
from Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies (CADS) to identify a historical period during
which prescriptive activity was at its height within a specific genre of English publica-
tion. This genre, the literary review periodical, is one that is thought to have played a
significant role in the social history of the English language, by bringing prescriptive and
normative discourses to much wider audiences than contemporaneous codifying texts
were able to (McIntosh 1998; Percy 2009, 2010). In demonstrating that these periodicals’
intense preoccupation with matters of grammaticality was ephemeral and confined to
the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries, the findings reported here therefore
shed new light on the genre of the review periodical and its role in Late Modern British
society. These findings indicate that CADS methodologies may be useful in future work
considering how interest in grammaticality has changed over time during the past
centuries, which contain a number of periods previously labelled as an ‘Age of Pre-
scriptivism’ (Anderwald 2016; Auer 2009; Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2019).

As was outlined in Section 1, the purpose of this paper is not to make
generalizable claims about an Age of Prescriptivism in English, but rather to
contribute to the body of knowledge of how different contexts and variables
condition our perception of an Age of Prescriptivism in English. The methodology
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employed here therefore suggests one way of identifying and approaching
ephemeral periods of intense preoccupation with grammatical correctness. In
closing, however, it behoves us to ask whether a label as nebulous and context-
dependent as the ‘Age of Prescriptivism’ has value, or whether it contributes to
the kind of overly-simplistic conceptions of Late Modern English bemoaned by
Anderwald (2019: 89) and others (cf. Jones 1989: 279) in recent decades. From the
narrow perspective of studying the sociolinguistic role of Late Modern review
periodicals, the findings reported here are helpful. From a broader perspective of
understanding prescriptive phenomena, the finding of a discrete ‘Age of Pre-
scriptivism’ in the review genre may contribute to the incremental advancement
of understanding of how normativity functions diachronically, as a sociolin-
guistic and cultural phenomenon. Much further work is needed, however, before
a holistic understanding of prescriptive and normative phenomena are achieved.
This paper has presented one possible avenue for further investigation, by sug-
gesting a CADS-based methodology which might be useful.

Research funding: This work was funded br Arts and Humanities Research Council
UK (AHRC).

Appendix A

Table A: Text files and words in each sub-corpus and in CENCER in total.

Sub-period Number of text files Sub-corpus word count
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