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1. Introduction

The eighteenth century did not contribute comprehensive language-internal

developments to the history of the English language (see Romaine 1998: 1,

Görlach 2001: 8, or Hickey 2010: 2). Yet, the eighteenth century is a remark-

able period in the history of English because it is embedded within a longer

stretch of time at the beginning of which “English was still a minor language

in Europe; by the end it had become one of the major languages of the world”

(Bloomfield/Newmark 1963: 289).This transformation, however, is not the only

language-external event that marks the period as crucial for the history of the

English language. More developments took place and two important ones are

vividly captured by the titles of chapters in the early editions of well-known

text books: “The Appeal to Authority, 1650-1800” (Baugh 1959) and “The Prob-

lem of Correctness and Good Usage: 1600-1850” (Bloomfield/Newmark 1963).

The place in which language usage, correctness and authority were negotiated

with regard to the English language throughout the (long) eighteenth century

were grammars of English. It is these grammars and also related works that

constitute the source for what is presented here.

Grammars of English are a remarkable group of texts in the eighteenth

century, since their rate of publication experienced a considerable increase

(Michael 1970: 2; also see Alston 1965). They have been subjected to extensive

research for decades and studies show that they are multi-faceted sources.

As such, eighteenth-century grammars of English (and related works) can

also contribute to a detailed understanding of eighteenth-century practices of

comparing. Indeed, the works appear to exhibit instances of intra- and inter-

cultural comparison.The cases of intracultural comparison seem to serve lan-

guage description and language prescription, the cases of intercultural com-
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parison seem to support language emancipation and arguments related to the

self-assertion of the English language. In order to demonstrate this, the chap-

ter on hand will proceed as follows. The next subchapter introduces, explains

and illustrates a fundamental concept which helps to position the grammars

within their immediate context, i.e., the history of grammaticography, as

well as to relate the presented instances of comparison to the methodologi-

cal repertoire found in the grammars.The third subchapter is the informative

core of this paper. It gives a qualitative analysis of selected passages from both

well-known and lesser-known titles of eighteenth-century grammaticogra-

phy. Accordingly, noteworthy aspects are highlighted and summarized in this

paper’s conclusion.

2. Eighteenth-Century Grammars of English as ‘Discourse
Tradition’

Before I turn to the notion of ‘discourse tradition’ and its applicability with

regard to (eighteenth-century) grammaticography, a brief note on the selec-

tion of sources and their context shall be permitted. In this contribution, I

present findings that relate to the research carried out for my dissertation

(Wolf 2011). For the latter I studied the grammars of 112 authors covering the

period from 1600 to 1900. Obviously, the selection presented here is restricted

to eighteenth-century authors.1 The selection still includes a) widely known

works, such as Robert Lowth’s A Short Introduction to English Grammar (1762),

Lindley Murray’s English Grammar (1795), or Joseph Priestley’s The Rudiments

of English Grammar (1761), that, as will be indicated further below, have been

the subject of very thorough scholarly examination, b) lesser-known pieces,

such as James Buchanan’sTheBritish Grammar (1762), which have gained some

attention in scholarship (see e.g. Emsley 1933), and c) almost unknown spec-

imens that are named and listed in Alston’s eminent bibliography (1965), but

whose scholarly consideration does not go much beyond that.

1 The number of grammars and related works to which I point because of their practices

of comparison is still smaller. This, however, does not translate into the statement that

the presented cases of comparison are the only ones observable in the texts. The pre-

sented instances in which comparisons form substantial parts of the methodological

and conceptual make-up of the selected texts are instances that have made a lasting

impression on the present author whose main examination of the primary texts took

place a decade ago.
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Eighteenth-century grammars of the English language have been stud-

ied and described in full detail. The works themselves were without doubt

normative and, therefore, their prescriptivism essential in the development

of standard English (e.g. Beal 2004, Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2006 and Beal

2010).Their authors,motivations and approaches as well as their general con-

text have also been subjected to close scrutiny (see Tieken-Boon van Ostade

2008). As far as research interest is concerned, a few grammarians certainly

stand out, most notably Robert Lowth, Lindley Murray, and Joseph Priestley.

The studies of their lives andworks do also include investigations into the per-

sonal background of the works as well as their conceptual contexts (e.g. Fens-

de Zeeuw 2011, Hodson 2006, Rivers/Wykes 2008, Straaijer 2011, Tieken-Boon

van Ostade 1996, Tieken-Boon van Ostade 1997, Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2010

and Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2011).

One aspect that has been stipulating research and that is almost vir-

tually present in all research up to the present is the interrelationship of

the grammars themselves (e.g. Leonard 1929, Vorlat 1964, Robins 1986,

Sundby/Bjørge/Haugland 1991, or Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2008). Whereas

there are many characteristics that make us conceive of eighteenth-century

grammars as a coherent group of texts, it is their mutual interference, or

interdependence, that truly displays the grammarians as a group of interre-

lated authors. The notion of ‘discourse community’ appears to be applicable

in this regard. That this is a successful undertaking has been shown by

Richard Watts, who convincingly conceptualized grammarians as a group of

authors who share common goals, expertise, and communicative means (see

Watts 1995 and 2008). Still, if we wish to perceive those authors as a ‘discourse

community’, we might want to consider the discourse itself.2

In this discourse – it does not only take place in the grammatical treatises

proper, but also quite frequently in their prefaces, dedications, and footnotes

–, the members of the discourse community of grammarians exchange opin-

ions and experiences. For example, they acknowledge each other expressis ver-

bis. In the preface of An Easy English Grammar, Alexander Murray, for instance,

places himself into that discourse:

I must acknowledge, that it is not the want of English Grammars, thatmakes

me trouble the Public with a new one. So far from this being the case, I have

2 Of course, all of the notions related to ‘discourse’ are ultimately informed by Michel

Foucault’s 1971 work.
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thirty different books on the subject lying aboutme […]. Yet I amnot singular

in opinion, that something is still necessary, though perhaps, not so much

with respect to thematter as themanner of forming themost useful school-

book […]. (Murray 1787: iii)

Considering this example of mutual referencing, it is clear that the discourse

of eighteenth-century grammarians is a conscious one. If an author states in

his work that his grammar cannot sufficiently replace preceding works and

that such an accomplishment can only be achieved by authors such as Robert

Lowth or Samuel Johnson (Bicknell 1790: xii), we deal with another exemplary

manifestation of this discourse. Because of such observations, I have sug-

gested that grammars be viewed as a ‘discourse tradition’ (Wolf 2011). Since

this concept is still not widely known in English linguistics, the term and its

application require further explanation. First suggested by Brigitte Schlieben-

Lange (1983), the concept of ‘discourse tradition’ has been elaborated by Peter

Koch (1997) and byWulf Oesterreicher (1997). Essentially, the concept is an ad-

dition to Coseriu’s threefold concept of language (see Coseriu 1988) in which

the universal level is speech in the sense of ‘ability to speak’, the historical

level is the individual language, and the individual level is the speech act (see

Koch 1997: 44). ‘Discourse tradition’ is an addition, because Koch doubles the

historical level, and ‘discourse tradition’ is the concept that is able to cross

boundaries of individual languages. The latter is crucial if applied within the

context of grammaticography. In that regard, it is also noteworthy that the

concept of ‘discourse tradition’ draws upon an essential analogy: If there are

‘rules’ in languages, there are rules in discourse traditions, too (see Koch 1997:

45).These rules – and this is where the concept links up withWatts’ ‘discourse

community’ – are inherited, conserved and communicated by cultural com-

munities such as professional, literary, or political groups (see Koch 1997: 49).

Some rules, or discourse conventions, of the specific discourse tradition

of ‘grammar-writing’ are: 1) the didactic way of proceeding from smaller to

larger linguistic units, i.e., from letters/sounds via syllables and individual

words to sentences, 2) the frequent imitation of classroomdialogue by writing

in question-and-answer mode, and 3) the rigid structure of topical chapters

proceeding from definitions via discussions to exemplifications. Another very

specific ‘discourse rule’ in (eighteenth-century) grammars of English is em-

ploying definitions to clarify the usage of technical terms or to introduce new,

difficult, or arcane concepts. Containing numerous definitions, eighteenth-

century grammars display a high degree of uniformity and Ian Michael has
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hinted at that phenomenon in his seminal work on grammatical categories

(1970). He specifically drew attention to uniformity with regard to the very

foundational definition of the term ‘grammar’ itself. He said that, if a def-

inition is given – if not, grammarians took the definition as preconditional

–, it is presented in form of the “conventional formula”, which generally, i.e.,

across centuries until the dawn of philology, reads grammar as “the art of

speaking and writing correctly” (Michael 1970: 189). To illustrate this point, an

exemplary selection of eighteenth-century definitions is given here. The list

is not exhaustive. The definitions are given without original, yet with added

emphases:

1) Grammar is the Knowledge or Art of Expressing our Thoughts in Words

join’d together in Sentences according to the Use, Form and Propriety of

every Tongue either in Speaking or Writing. (Gildon/Brightland 1711: i)

2) Grammar is the Art of Speaking rightly. (Greenwood 1711: 34)

3) Grammar is an Art, which teacheth the way of writing and speaking truly

and properly. (Maittaire 1712: 1)

4) Grammar is the Art of Speaking and Writing truly and properly. (Green-

wood 1737: 2); English Grammar is the Art of speaking and writing English

truly and properly. (ibid.: 3)

5) Question. What doth the English Grammar teach? Answer. To speak, or

write English truly and properly. (A New English Grammar 1746: 1)

6) Grammar is the Art of Speaking and Writing truly and properly. (Gough

1760: 1)

7) Grammar is the art of using words properly. (Priestley 1761: 1)

8) Grammar is the Art of expressing the Relations of Words in Construction,

with due Quantity in Speaking, and Orthography in Writing. Hence it is,

that a Grammar of whatever Language, shews the Art of Speaking and

Writing that Language well. What does the English Grammar teach? The

English Grammar teaches to speak andwrite the English language rightly.

(Buchanan 1762: 1f.)

9) Grammar is the Art of rightly expressing our thoughts by words. (Lowth

1762: 1)

10) Grammar is the art of writing or speaking any language correctly […].

English Grammar is the art of writing or speaking the English language

properly. (Burn 1766: 19)
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11) Grammar is the Art of speaking and writing with Propriety. (Hodgson 1770:

1)

12) A New Grammar of the English Language; or An Easy Introduction to

the Art of Speaking and Writing English with Propriety and Correctness

(Fenning 1771: front matter)

13) Grammar is the Art of speaking or writing any Language rightly; as He-

brew, Greek, Latin, English, &c. M. What is English Grammar? S. The Art

of speaking or writing the English Tongue. (Metcalfe 1771: 1)

14) Grammar is the Art of Speaking, or Writing a Language properly. English

Grammar is the Art of Speaking orWriting the English Language properly.

(Raine 1771: 1)

15) Grammar is the art of speaking and writing correctly. Latin or English

Grammar is the art of speaking and writing the Latin or the English lan-

guage correctly. (Adam 1772: 1)

16) Grammar is the Art of expressing our Thoughts with Propriety, either in

Speaking or Writing. (Ward 1777: 1)

17) Question. What is Grammar? Answer. The Art of rightly expressing our

Thoughts by Words. (Corbet 1784: 9)

18) Grammar in general, may be denominated an art of speaking and writing

with propriety. (A., M. 1785: 5)

19) Grammar is the art of speaking and writing any language with propriety.

English Grammar teaches to speak and write the English Language prop-

erly. (Murray 1787: 1)

20) Grammar teaches the proper use of words, and enables us to communi-

cate our thoughts with perspicuity. (Brittain 1788: Introduction [1])

21) Grammar, is the Art of speaking, and writing, any Language properly, and

correctly. (Chown 1788: 5)

22) Grammar is that art which teaches due and proper arrangement, and also

the choice of words, in order to express our thoughts by the mouth, or in

writing. (Bicknell 1790: 1)

23) Grammar is the Science of using Words correctly. (Francis 1790: 11)

24) What is English Grammar? The art of speaking and writing the English

language correctly, according to rules and general practice. (Webster 1790:

5)

25) Grammar, in general, teaches us the art of expressing our thoughts with

propriety; therefore the English Grammar instructs us how to convey our

thoughts in proper English. (Hornsey 1793: 13)
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26) Grammar is the art of speaking or writing a language properly. (A Short

English Grammar 1794: 1)

27) English Grammar is the art of speaking and writing the English language

with propriety. (Murray 1795: 1)

28) The English Grammar is the Art of speaking and writing the English Lan-

guage with Correctness and Propriety. (Postlethwaite 1795: 1)

29) English Grammar is the art of speaking or writing the English language

properly. (Rhodes 1795: 7)

30) Grammar is the Art of speaking, or of writing, a Language with propriety,

and the intent of Language is to communicate our thoughts to others.

(Coar 1796: 1)

31) Grammar is the art of speaking and writing correctly. (Bullen 1797: 1)

32) Grammar is the art of speaking and writing with propriety. (Kitson 1798: 1)

33) Grammar is the art of speaking andwriting a languagewith propriety. (Gar-

diner 1799: 1)

34) Grammar is the art of speaking and writing with propriety. (Eves 1800: 1)

With or without the added emphases, the list shows that in the eighteenth

century the formula is almost always: ‘grammar is the art of speaking and

writing properly/with propriety’. Of course, ‘properly’ and ‘with propriety’

in the examples above relate to Michael’s ‘correctly’. Still, it is not the same

proposition. Proper language use is not that language use which is correct be-

cause it corresponds to all available and grammatically correct patterns found

in language. Proper language use is that language use which is proclaimed as

correct because it is the language use of those who behave properly, i.e., in a

manner that is approved and accepted by the social and educational elite.This

specific reference to propriety is what signals prescriptiveness in the defini-

tions; the preferred language use is charged with the ideology of propriety

just described. That, however, is typical of eighteenth-century grammars and

it is normal in a century in which empirical approaches to language(s) had

not yet been established. The link between propriety and preferable language

patterns against the background of uniform definitions is also relevant for

what is delineated in the next subchapter.
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3. Instances of Practices of Comparing

Before I foreground the selected practices of comparison as they can be wit-

nessed in the grammars, I should like to comment very briefly on the notion of

‘practices of comparing’. I do not subscribe to any but the fundamental mean-

ing of the lexeme comparison: ‘the action, or an act, of comparing, likening, or

representing as similar’ (see OED 2020).

Practices of comparing are fundamental in many grammars and there is

one specific form that appears to be the base prescriptiveness, the predomi-

nant quality in most of them. This practice likens wished-for language usage

to appropriate social behaviour as the definitions of the term grammar above

showed. The most frequent concept named in the corresponding definitions

is that of ‘propriety/proper’. To repeat, it must be emphasized that this notion

is social in meaning, not necessarily language-based. This is very apparent if

we consider the definitions in a) and b) below, which, in addition to the for-

mulaic definitions, were presented in rhyming couplets for entertaining and

mnemonic reasons.

a) Grammar, by proper Rules laid down, does teach / The strict Proprieties

of ev’ry Speech; / Instructs to speak, or read, with proper grace, / To write

correct; and elegance to trace […]. (Smetham 1774: 103)

b) Grammar, that useful, ornamental Art, / Does Rules to speak, & read, and

write, impart. (Francis 1790: 45)

It is noteworthy that the concept of ‘propriety’ in both examples is likened to

grace, elegance and ornament, i.e., terms belonging to the word field of ‘attrac-

tiveness’, ‘refinement’, and ‘neatness’. Thus, conduct and appearance serve as

general focus points when explaining the concept of ‘proper language’.

In example c), the author starts off his treatise with a comparison that

relates to the opposite of the wished-for, appropriate language usage:

c) For as an uncouth, ambiguous, imperfect Language, is a sure Sign of a

slothful or low Genius in the People; a Language that is copious and clear,

and easy, shews a good Understanding and Capacity, and hath many Ad-

vantages which are very valuable. (Wilson 1724: 4)
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It can be taken for granted that this specific instance of comparison was im-

plicitly given in most grammars. It can also be found in the editorial com-

position of works that are labelled as grammatical treatises. John Ash’s 1786

edition of Grammatical Institutes contains an additional chapter called “Select

Lessons, to instil just Sentiments of Virtue into Youth”. They were meant to

help develop, for example, “solid glory and real greatness”, “true politeness”,

“justice” and “Christian fortitude” (Ash 1786: 165-169). This case, like other ex-

plicit statements, is indicative of the continuous association of correct lan-

guage usage with propriety. All the more so, if it is borne in mind that it

is precisely the following meaning of proper that surfaced at the beginning

of the eighteenth century and dominated the word’s semantics throughout

this century: ‘conforming to recognized social standards or etiquette; decent,

decorous, respectable, seemly’ (see OED 2020).

All eighteenth-century grammars follow a pedagogical agenda. Most, if

not all, of them were meant to be used as textbooks for teachers of the sub-

ject, or the authors themselves were teachers who put together what they

thought was essential for their own purposes. Whatever the concrete motiva-

tion and whatever the education goal, authors needed to be very descriptive

when detailing problems, phenomena, etc. The longer passage in d) is taken

from Thomas Smetham’sThe Practical Grammar:

d) Great differences have arisen among grammarians and teachers, con-

cerning the proper manner of pronouncing the letter a. Many insist that

it ought to be pronounced broad, according to the Scotch manner of

speaking; though contrary to the practice and opinion of the best orators,

and most elegant speakers; when, if they did but examine into the matter,

they would find, that the broad sound of the vowel a is the very thing which

appears so disagreeable to the ear of such as converse with the Scotch.The learned

Doctor Johnson tells us, that a has three sounds; namely, slender, open,

and broad. The slender is the true English sound; as in face, mane, &c. and

in all words ending in ation; as creation,multiplication, &c. The open is the

Italian a; as in father, fancy, glass, &c. The broad is the German a; in wall,

call, &c. Those teachers who would instruct their pupils to pronounce

the letter a according to the Scotch mode, which is the disagreeable

broad sound borrowed from the Germans, should recollect that they

will insensibly bring them to that disagreeable, pedantic, and ridiculous

manner of speaking, commonly called the Scotch drawl; for, according
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to their customary manner of speaking, the word cake would be called

cauke; bake, bauke; candle, caundle; caper, cauper, &c. when they might with

equal propriety change the other English vowels into French and German

vowels […]. (Smetham 1774: 37-38)

Two points are illustrated. First, it shows how authors turn to comparative

descriptions that involve references to other languages when describing con-

temporaneous phenomena observed in the speech of fellow English-speakers:

their usage is described as an “open Italian” or “broad German” vowel. Sec-

ond, the passage reveals that authors associate desired language behaviour

with favourable qualities and undesired language behaviour with devalua-

tions. This is seen in the underlined sequences (please note that italics are

kept as in the original).

Whether wholly prescriptive or almost formally descriptive, whether pe-

joratively evaluating or naively assuming, all eighteenth-century grammars

can be seen as means in the emancipation process of the vernacular language

English vis-à-vis the universal language Latin. Raising the status of English,

this process also involved debates questioning the applicability of grammati-

cal description to languages such as English. The quantity and the quality of

eighteenth-century grammars give evidence that this was no longer a ques-

tion for the authors.Their almost unequivocal view that English could be cap-

tured by contemporaneous grammatical concepts and should also be taught

accordingly often coincided with patriotic expressions:

e) It is the glory of the English to understand their own language: we cannot

begin too early to lay a good foundation in this.” (Rhodes 1795: vi; my em-

phasis)

f) I am not so insensible of the Advantages of the dead Languages, as to

discourage the teaching of them at a proper Time; but this I am willing

to maintain, that the Study of our own, ought to precede that of all others […].

(Hodgson 1770: v-vi; my emphasis)

The opinion observable in e) and f) above was also present in grammars of

the first half of the eighteenth century. In grammars of the early decades of

the eighteenth century, however, authors had to address the applicability of

grammatical concepts and categories to English. In order to support their

argument that, of course, grammar can be applied to English, authors make
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use of expressions that represent the impossibility to apply grammar to a

language as barbarity:

g) Youths are […] hurried into Latin, before they are well able to read English:

as if this last were so despicable, that it needed not, or so barbarous, that

it could not be digested into a Grammatical Method. (Mattaire 1712: iii-iv)

Again, I should like to emphasize that throughout the second half of the eigh-

teenth century authors no longer had to argue in favour of English grammar.

Yet, they still needed to challenge priorities in education, presenting Latin,

for example, as dead, useless, puzzling, or absurd:

h) [Let students] acquire a masterly and critical Knowledge of their own

Language! which has been so amazingly sacrificed and neglected for a

smattering in Latin and Greek, with which, after they have mispent so

much precious Time, they are to hold no more Correspondence than with

the Chinese! …Notwithstanding I may appear to be animated with amore

than ordinary, tho’ I hope, becoming Zeal in the Cause of a proper English

Education, and cannot givemy Assent to thewhole of a youngGentleman’s

Time being engrossed and sacrificed to a dead Verbality […]. (Buchanan

1762: xvii)?

i) A practice still more ridiculous has universally prevailed, till very lately, in

all our schools; that of straining the English Tongue, without any reason

or necessity, to be subservient to the puzzling rules, exceptions, and in-

tricacies, of the Latin Grammar; by which the mind is incumbered with

innumerable unnecessary distinctions […]. (Smetham 1774: iii)

j) The utility of an English education has induced many to write […] the im-

portance or significancy thereof, is now pretty well understood, and the

absurdity of young pupils learning the Latin language, or any other, in

preference to their own, has been so sufficiently pointed out as to render

a repetition of that sort quite unnecessary. (Hornsey 1793: 3)

The support of the English language and the elevation of its status are not

just carried by debasing statements about Latin.The latter are complemented

by subjective comparisons leading to the equation of (natural) beauty with

the English language. John Ash, for instance, would like young pupils to gain

an “intimate Acquaintance with the Proprieties and Beauties of the English
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Tongue” because it “would be […] desirable and necessary [and] far preferable

to a Smattering of the learned Languages” (Ash 1761: iii). It is noteworthy that

the notion ‘propriety’ is coordinated with ‘beauty’. These expressions are also

quite central in the conclusion of Thomas Smetham’s explanation of why, in

his view, English is not only a vernacular applicable to grammar and capable

of outstanding communication (see l) below). This explanation is preceded by

an enumeration of stereotypical comparisons in k). There, various languages

are presented according to alleged perceptions as follows:

k) The Hebrew hath been called the most emphatical language in the world;

the Greek, the most lofty; the Latin, the most majestic; the Italian, the

most soft; the Spanish, the most noble; and the French, themost polite. In

the English are happily united the emphatical expression of the Hebrew,

the sublimity of the Greek, the majesty of the Latin, the softness of the

Italian, the nobleness of the Spanish, and the politeness of the French.

Besides, it is not so confined as the Hebrew, so irregular as the Greek,

so unequal as the Latin, so effeminate as the Italian, so precise as the

Spanish, nor so volatile as the French. (Smetham 1774: vi)

l) In the English Tongue wemay, with propriety, address God with the spirit

of adoration, Monarchs with the spirit of freedom, Neighbours, with the

warmth of friendship, and Beauty with the softness of persuasion.

(Smetham 1774: vi-vii)

This stream of comparisons culminates in a statement that, again, ascribes

unrivalled verbal expressibility to beauty and, thus, claims the superiority of

English over all other languages worth mentioning:

m) The English Language owes its excellency to its being a composition of

the most heterogeneous ingredients; a medley of innumerable other lan-

guages. The beauties of almost every tongue have been selected to grace

ours; and, with few or none of the defects of any, to present us with the

charms of all. (Smetham 1774: vii)

It is intriguing that, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, there are au-

thors who also claim superiority for English, but try to deny the linguistic

facts of English being heavily influenced and altered by language contact. In-

deed, they strive for a ‘pure’ English that does not “want any foreign Help to
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express the nicest Sense out of its own Store” (Gildon/Brightland 1711: [iii]).

They are in contrast to Smetham who appears to take delight in the hybridity

of English leading to the language’s superiority. Gildon and Brightland were

clearly not of that opinion. They admit, yet disapprove that English “receiv’d

innumerable Shoals of stranger words” and chauvinistically conclude that “to

carry this Humour still on, is to Debase, not Advance, our Native and Mascu-

line Tongue” (Gildon/Brightland 1711: [iii]). Whether they would have changed

their views, had they been of Smetham’s generation is a mute point. It needs

to be added, however, that Smetham is not necessarily an isolated case. Yet,

other authors appear to have taken a more objective perspective towards the

described developments:

n) [M]any Norman words and phrases were by degrees blended with the

Saxon, tho’ it’s general form and construction still remained the same.

From the Conquest to the Reformation, our language continued to re-

ceive occasional supplies of foreign words. Our terms of dress we bor-

rowed from the Italians; those of War and Cookery from the French; our

commercial words were chiefly imported from Lombardy; and those of

Navigation from Holland. In addition to these the learned have enriched

it with many significant expressions drawn from the treasures of Greek

and Latin literature, by which means our language has acquired such a

degree of strength and copiousness, that it is able to express every subject

with elegance and accuracy. (Bullen 1797: 138)

It also needs to be added that the presentation of English as an excellent,

if not superior, language is no novelty of the second half of the eighteenth

century. We already find authors at the beginning of the eighteenth century

who maintain similar ideas and concepts:

o) Now since no Language in the World seems more capable of having all

manner of Learning treasur’d up in it, than our English Tongue; why

may we not […] set up Grammar, Rhetoric, and Philosophy Schools in our

Mother-Tongue, that Foreiners abroad may covet to learn our Language

[…]. (Lane 1700: xviii)
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The wording is less pompous and certainly much clearer in its expression. To

A. Lane, eloquence is not only a desirable behaviour. It is a skill that is likened

to naval and military skills:

p) Leaders and Commanders, both by Sea and Land, […] who by their Learning,

Civility and Eloquence in their Mother-Tongue, [would enlarge] their Domin-

ions no less than by their Arms. (Lane 1700: xix; my emphasis).

So language becomes a valuable weapon, or at least a furthermeans to enlarge

the spheres of influence of a country that was to become a world power.

To end this subchapter, the following comment shall be permitted. It is

surprising and, at the same time, it is not surprising that there is no mention

of languages which existed side by side with English across Britain and Ire-

land. In the eighteenth century, all of them, i.e., Cornish, Gaelic, Irish, Manx

and Welsh were still very much living languages. A lack of knowledge and

awareness cannot be assumed. The treatises of MacCurtin (1728), Richards

(1753), Walters (1771), Vallancey (1773) and Pryce (1790) show too clearly that

there must have existed an awareness of and perhaps a genuine interest in

the Celtic languages of Great Britain and Ireland. The publication of said

works can certainly be seen as an honest acknowledgment of the fact that

the archipelago was multilingual. Given that, it is not right to associate the

progress of eighteenth-century English with relentless imperial expansion

at the expense of Cornish, Gaelic, Irish, Manx and Welsh. Yet, it is right to

assume that the progress of English went hand in hand with neglectful be-

haviour towards the neighbouring languages foreshadowing the nationalism

that was to take root in England and elsewhere in the following century. It

is also right to add that the development towards strong national(ist) senti-

ments had already started in the previous century: “[O]ur own Language is to

bee esteemed a chief part of the honor of our Nation, which wee all ought to

our utmost power, to advance.” (Wharton 1655: [To the reader])

4. Conclusion

This contribution set out to study practices of comparing in eighteenth-cen-

tury grammars of English. The examination of which has added to what is

consensus among scholars of (eighteenth-century) English grammaticogra-
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phy: “Behind a superficial appearance of uniformity, imitativeness and dull-

ness the English grammars in fact contain a most surprising diversity of out-

look and of categories. This diversity is new and important evidence, but can

be adequately displayed only by extensive quotation” (Michael 1970: 2).

Having looked at various examples of intra-cultural as well as intercul-

tural comparison, it appears that they help to demonstrate what is meant to

be taught, to describe what is desired language behaviour, to explain that En-

glish deserves its place in the educational canon, and to maintain that the

excellency of the English language is the result of its meandering history.

With regard to two more instances in the primary material, it can be con-

cluded with confidence that practices of comparing can be read as heralds

of the discourse of linguistic nationalism and as harbingers of language phi-

losophy: “By the aid of Language we study the ideas of others; we compare

opinions with opinions; and improve upon the comparison. Our understand-

ing is expanded, our passions refined, our vices corrected, and our virtues

improved.” (Smetham 1774: i) In very few cases of which Priestley certainly is

an outstanding example, practices of comparing can also be read as precur-

sors of descriptive linguistics:

Grammarmay be compared to a treatise of Natural Philosophy; the one con-

sisting of observations on the various changes, combinations, andmutual af-

fections ofwords; and the other of the parts of nature: andwere the language

of men as uniform as the works of nature, the grammar of language would

be as indisputable in its principles as the grammar of nature: but since good

authors have adopted different forms of speech, and in a case that admits

of no standard but that of custom, one authority may be of as much weight

as another; the analogy of language is the only thing to which we can have

recourse, to adjust these differences; for language, to answer the intent of

it, which is to express our thoughts with certainty in an intercourse with one

another, must be fixed and consistent with itself. (Priestley 1761: vi)

Yet, this paper’s scope was too limited to be able to state whether practices of

comparing were motors of arriving at descriptive grammaticography. Never-

theless, they were undoubtedly an integral part of the methodological make-

up of eighteenth-century grammars and must therefore be understood as a

convention within the discourse tradition of grammar-writing.
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