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Grassroots prescriptivism: An analysis of      

individual speakers’ efforts at maintaining the 

standard language ideology
1
  

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

People engage in discussions on which linguistic items are ‘correct’ and 

‘incorrect’, ‘acceptable’ and ‘unacceptable’ on a daily basis. They do so 

in private conversations, but also publicly by way of telephone calls to 

radio stations, letters to newspapers and, since the dawn of the partici-

patory internet, on social media platforms, such as blogs, microblogs 

(i.e. Twitter), forums and Facebook. Conspicuously, however, in lin-

guists’ theoretical models of language standardisation, speakers have 

traditionally been marginalised as passive followers of the norms estab-

lished by language authorities. The types of discussions mentioned are 

viewed as having no impact on actual usage or on what it is that consti-

tutes the standard variety, while standard language norms are, according 

to such accounts, enforced by language experts, codifiers and ‘model 

speakers [such as journalists and newsreaders] and authors’ (Ammon, 

2015, p. 65).  

Deborah Cameron is among the most prominent figures who 

challenged this strand of thought more than two decades ago in her in-

fluential book Verbal Hygiene (a term she uses to refer to prescrip-

                                                 
1
 Lukač, M. (in press). Grassroots prescriptivism: An analysis of individual speakers’ 

efforts in maintaining the standard language ideology. English Today. 
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tivism). In doing so, she urged professional linguists to reconsider their 

perception of bottom-up prescriptive practices as ‘irrelevant, futile and 

misguided’ ([1995] 2012, p. vii). Linguists have since then continued to 

argue, from different perspectives, for the need to explore the role of 

language users in the process of standardisation (Hundt, 2009; Davies 

and Zigler, 2015, p. 4). My own study—which is part of the research 

project ‘Bridging the Unbridgeable: Linguists, Prescriptivists and the 

General Public’—is embedded in this proliferating field of research. In 

my analysis, I explore bottom-up prescriptive efforts of language users 

from all social backgrounds, which I refer to by the term ‘grassroots 

prescriptivism’. Bottom-up or grassroots prescriptive efforts are here 

understood as those initiated by lay members of the general public, es-

pecially in contrast to top-down prescriptivism that is carried out insti-

tutionally. Whereas the most commonly explored prescriptive efforts 

are those initiated by official language institutions and authorities, 

grassroots prescriptivists wage their battles in the media by writing let-

ters to newspaper editors, calling radio stations and engaging in online 

discussions on topics relating to usage. In shedding light on such prac-

tices, the analysis of discussions on linguistic features that speakers 

stigmatise—such as the word literally to mean ‘figuratively’, and con-

structions such as between you and I instead of between you and me—

proved to be a good starting point. Whereas it is fairly easy to identify 

where such discussions can be found, narrowing down all that is availa-

ble to compile a collection suitable for analysis proved to be challeng-

ing. Nevertheless, the instances of metalinguistic discussions that I ana-

lysed in old and new media together with online surveys in which peo-
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ple’s practices of engaging in grassroots prescriptivism were investigat-

ed allowed me to explore, among other things, the following questions: 

Who are the people engaging in usage discussions? Which usage fea-

tures are speakers particularly concerned about? Can we trace any 

changes regarding the features addressed in the debates? This paper 

describes the methodology employed in answering these questions and 

it offers provisional answers to them.  

 

2.2 Who complains about language use? 

People complaining about usage, whom I refer to as ‘grassroots pre-

scriptive activists’, come from all walks of life. While we may expect 

older people to complain more often about linguistic decline, examples 

such as those of the 15-year-old prescriptivist Albert Gifford prove such 

expectations wrong (Gifford, 2014). Gifford obliged Tesco to 

acknowledge a grammatical mistake in orange juice packaging (most 

tastiest instead of most tasty) and received a considerable amount of 

media coverage as a result. Prescriptive attitudes to language are also 

often viewed as being intertwined with conservative beliefs and po-

litical attitudes (Cameron, [1995] 2012, p. 9). Chapman (2012), howev-

er, demonstrates in his analysis of online complaints about the language 

of politicians in the US that linguistic prescriptivism wins most support 

from the political left in this country. He suggested that the supporters 

of the Democratic Party associate stigmatised linguistic features with a 

lack of education of conservative politicians. A recently published 

study by Boland and Queen (2016) states that sensitivity to linguistic 

errors, however, has little to do with traditional sociolinguistic catego-
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ries (such as gender, age and level of education), but that it is rather 

related to personality traits. According to the two authors, less agreea-

ble and more introverted people prove to be more sensitive to grammat-

ical errors, and it may be such people who tend to voice their com-

plaints.  

Although Boland and Queen’s study is informative as to what 

kind of people are more inclined to evaluate negatively authors of texts 

that contain linguistic errors, voicing complaints publicly is never-

theless a different matter altogether from critically evaluating language 

use in private. Not all people who are sensitive to errors become grass-

roots prescriptive activists and write letters to newspapers or engage in 

online discussions on grammar. To explore the social background of 

this group of people I searched through newspaper databases of The 

Times and The New York Times (NYT) for readers’ letters containing 

linguistic complaints, which is where metalinguistic discussions are 

documented in the pre-internet age. Seeing that public discussions on 

language today are largely led online, I decided to widen the scope of 

the analysis and, together with Ingrid Tieken-Boon van Ostade, I 

launched an online survey in 2015 in which respondents were asked 

about their practices of publicly voicing complaints on usage both of-

fline and online. The findings presented below aim to feed into wider 

debates about the participation in and the dynamics of grassroots pre-

scriptivism. 

 



29 

 

2.2.1 Letters to newspaper editors 

Both The Times and The NYT are quality daily newspapers ranking high 

in national circulation: sixth in the UK (Mayhew, 2018) and second in 

the US (The Associated Press, 2013), respectively. Quality press, for-

merly referred to as ‘broadsheet press’ in the UK, is distinguished by 

the seriousness of the topics it addresses (including politics, economics 

and sports), and the higher education of its readers (cf. Bednarek, 2006, 

p. 13) when compared to popular press. I retrieved letters from both 

newspapers published during a four-month timespan (March–July) 

across a period of ten years, between 2000 and 2010.
2
 The search led to 

a collection of one hundred and five letters from The Times (comprising 

7,769 words) and fifty letters from The NYT (5,692 words). Although 

the two collections are not representative of either the language-related 

letters published in national newspapers of the two countries or even of 

the newspapers themselves, they nevertheless offer an insight into top-

ics written in such letters and into the identity of their authors, who are 

required to sign their letters and who occasionally provide personal in-

formation as well. The following passage taken from a reader’s letter 

published in The Times illustrates both the typical format and content of 

such letters:  

(1) Sir, Full marks to Sir Jim Rose for at last acknowledging the im-

portance of oral grammar in our education system. More than 

course work, teachers must be encouraged to correct incorrect 

grammar in the classroom. Not an easy task but a very necessary 

                                                 
2
 Due to the number of letters published in newspapers it would have been excessively 

time-consuming to perform a manual search through all of the newspaper issues. 

Therefore, the respective four-month span was arbitrarily chosen.  
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one. While going about this, perhaps they could help to discour-

age the use of the word like, with which most young people tend 

to preface each phrase. (The Times, 28 April 2009) 

The author, while referring to a previously published article, focuses on 

a particular grammatical feature—in this case the use of like as a dis-

course marker—and identifies ‘most young people’ as language offend-

ers. Complaints like these frequently offer solutions to the perceived 

declining language standards, and this letter does so by urging teachers 

to correct their students’ grammar.  

Before analysing the letters themselves, I conducted interviews 

with a number of British journalists who engage in dialogue with the 

general public on matters of linguistic complaints to find out how they 

perceived grassroots prescriptivists. Oliver Kamm, the author of the 

language column The Pedant published in The Times, describes the 

grassroots prescriptivists as ‘generally […] people of an older genera-

tion who were taught “rules” at school and have been carrying these 

with them ever after’ (personal communication, 6 May 2015). Stephen 

Pritchard, who is the readers’ editor of The Observer, adds that topics 

addressed in such letters reveal the older age of their writers (personal 

communication, 11 December 2015). Gender, too, may play a role as to 

the identity of the people voicing the complaints, claims Ian Jolly, the 

BBC’s chief style editor, who receives a large number of both emails 

and letters from the audience: ‘If there’s one thing I’d say they tend to 

be mostly men’ (personal communication, 7 September 2015). If we 

look at the gender of the authors of the letters that I collected, Jolly’s 

judgment seems to hold true in this context as well. In both newspapers, 
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males formed an overwhelming majority, with gender bias being lower 

in The NYT (M = 60%, F = 34%) than in The Times (M = 83.8%, F = 

15.2%).
3
 People writing to the newspaper also occasionally identified 

themselves further by indicating their title or profession (28% of The 

NYT and 18.1% of The Times letter writers), as indicated in Table 2.1 

below. 

Table 2.1 Authors of the Times and the NYT letters: sociolinguistic 

data 
 Gender Language professional 

The Times M F U* Total Yes No U* Total 

% 16 88 1 105 13 6 86 105 

The NYT 15.2 83.8 0.9 100.0 12.4 5.7 81.9 100.0 

% 17 30 3 50 12 2 36 50 

Total 34.0 60.0 6.0 100.0 24.0 4.0 72.0 100.0 

U* undecided 

 

Whereas professions mentioned included bankers and medical 

doctors, the majority of those who indicated what they did for a living 

were language professionals: English teachers, copy editors and pro-

fessors of sociolinguistics. Although the people who wrote letters to the 

editor were not only lay members of the general public, but also lan-

guage professionals (as many as 12.4% in The Times and 24.0% in The 

NYT), in their efforts the professionals too were engaging, I argue, in 

grassroots prescriptivism. They were contributing to public usage dis-

cussions instead of acting in their professional capacity. The contents of 

the letters written by language professionals indicated that in mention-

ing their skills and competence, the authors were attempting to gain 

                                                 
3
 In all but four letters in my collection where the name was either gender-neutral or 

only the initials were provided, it proved possible to determine the gender of the au-

thor. 



32 

distinction, lend credibility to the content of their letters and position 

themselves as experts in the public discussions on the readers’ pages of 

the newspaper, as did this author of the following letter published in 

The NYT. 

(2) As a teacher of English, a part-time poet and a full-time 

wordie, I took genuine delight in Patricia T. O’Conner’s review 

of books about language by Ben Yagoda and David Crystal (1 

April 2007) 

By revealing their credentials, writers of letters—such as the one in 

example (2)—appeal to what the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu calls ‘cul-

tural capital’ (1986, p. 242), that is, to the knowledge that they have as 

members of the community of language professionals. It is this type of 

specific cultural capital that raises their status in usage debates and dis-

tinguishes them from lay participants. 

This sociolinguistic overview of the letter writers, limited 

though it is, reveals two points that are relevant for my analysis of 

grassroots prescriptivism. First, males form a majority among them, 

which thus confirms the gender bias identified by Ian Jolly already re-

ferred to and the findings of earlier scholars who studied the genre (e.g. 

Wahl-Jorgensen, 2002, p. 184). Second, language professionals seem to 

dominate the discussions on usage among readers of the newspapers 

studied. This may be because they are more interested in the topic than 

lay readers or because their letters are selected more frequently by edi-

tors. Media scholars generally agree that letter pages are dominated by 

authors belonging to social elites: those who are more educated, wealth-

ier and are considered to be authorities on the topic (Hart, 2001; Reader 
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et al., 2004; Richardson, 2007). As useful a source on grassroots pre-

scriptivism as the letters are, it needs to be noted that they form what 

are at best ‘hazy reflections of the public opinion’ (Grey and Brown, 

1970, p. 580). The voices of those otherwise belonging to the less influ-

ential social groups are, by contrast, not heard in traditional public fo-

rums and many of them may not decide to engage in discussions and 

write letters to begin with. This general observation translates into the 

more specific context of discussions on usage as well. Finally, I re-

trieved twice as many letters from the British than the American news-

paper. This is a consequence of what I believe is a greater interest in the 

phenomenon among British readers.
4
 In my analysis of letters to the 

editor published across the English-speaking world (Lukač, 2016), I 

found that the practice of publishing letters on language use is not lim-

ited to a particular country. It is, however, the most popular in Australia 

and New Zealand,
5
 followed by Ireland and the UK, and least estab-

lished in the US and in Canada. 

 

                                                 
4 The difference in the number of published letters to the editor may also be partly 

explained by the fact that The NYT had already dedicated a section to language use in 

its On Language column in the period between 1979 and 2009, which largely coincid-

ed with the period covered in my collection. In comparison, The Times started featur-

ing its language column The Pedant only in 2009. 
5
 The high number of letters on usage published in Australia and New Zealand can 

perhaps be explained by the factor Burridge and Severin (2017) refer to as the ‘cultur-

al cringe’, which is defined as an internalised linguistic inferiority complex. Antipo-

dean grassroots prescriptivists believe that theirs are stigmatised varieties of English, 

which exhbitit ‘decaying standards’. To protect their varieties from further decline, the 

writers believe that proper standards need to be fiercely defended (Severin, personal 

communication, 22 November 2016). 
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2.2.2 The survey 

Although letters to the editor may be among the oldest public media 

platforms, today they comprise only a fraction of public discussions on 

language: the liveliest arenas for such discussions can be found online. 

The survey which Ingrid Tieken-Boon van Ostade and I created in order 

to find out whether and in what respect the participants of online dis-

cussions differ from those writing letters to newspapers was made 

available through the social media channels of the ‘Bridging the Un-

bridgeable’ project between July and September 2015. It was completed 

by altogether 212 respondents, primarily university-educated (93%) due 

to the channels through which we distributed it,
6
 who included both 

native (NS) (55.6%) and non-native (NNS) (44.4%) speakers of Eng-

lish. Among the NSs, 55% indicated their variety as British and 25% as 

American English, while for the NNSs, the most commonly chosen 

linguistic model was British English (47.4%). 

Very few respondents (16 out of the 174 who answered the 

question) confirmed that they had at some point in the past phoned in 

on a television or radio programme or written a letter to a newspaper in 

order to express their opinions on a particular linguistic feature. When 

compared with participation in online discussions (75/174), the differ-

ence is considerable: more people clearly engage in public discussions 

online than in traditional media, as the summary in Table 2.2 below 

goes to show. The reason for this is that there are fewer, if any, res-

trictions for doing so online; unlike newspaper editors, website modera-

                                                 
6 Since the responses were not obligatory, the percentages indicated are relative to the 

number of people who provided an answer to the indicated question. 
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tors can often be bypassed, since the amount of filtering and selection 

of potentially undesirable content online varies considerably from web-

site to website. On the whole, publishing has become effortless in the 

new media, at least for those living on the ‘right’ side of the digital di-

vide.
7
  

Table 2.2 ‘Have you ever engaged in public discussions about language 

and grammar?’ 

Response categories Frequency % 

No 74 42.5 

Yes – online 64 36.8 

Yes – other 20 11.5 

Yes – in both traditional 

media and online 

11 6.3 

Yes – in traditional media 5 2.9 

Total 174 100.0 

Moreover, the participants in online discussions tend to be 

younger than the writers of letters to the editor. (Only 3 out of 16 letter 

writers among the survey respondents were younger than 40.) Speakers 

aged under 40 are well acquainted with an environment in which opini-

ons are shared publicly online, whereas older participants were used to 

expressing their views publicly decades ago only through letters and 

phone-ins. Digital debates are thus not only gaining ground, but those 

led in traditional media are also losing ground as forums for public dis-

cussion. 

                                                 
7
 According to the website Internet World Stats, currently 51.7% of the world popula-

tion are internet users <http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm.> (Accessed 18 

September 2017). 
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Nevertheless, the participation in usage debates is not equal in 

the seemingly more democratic online platforms. NNSEs were found to 

be less likely to engage in usage discussions—only 45 per cent of the 

NNSs who completed the survey had ever taken part in any public dis-

cussions on usage in contrast to 68 per cent of NSs—and when they do 

so, their comments do not centre around usage features in English, but 

rather on their own native languages. Arguably feeling that they lack 

the linguistic capital associated with NSs, NNSs feel less confident in 

commenting on other people’s usage in English, and, as a consequence, 

they form a less powerful group in interactions on usage compared to 

NSs. This stands in stark contrast with the fact that the number of NNSs 

of English is far greater than that of NSs. According to Crystal’s esti-

mates in English as a Global Language, in 2003 (p. 69), NNSs out-

numbered NSs by 3 to 1, and in an interview he gave in 2014,
8
 he 

claimed that, with the number of NNSs steadily rising, the ratio has 

changed to 5 to 1. NNSs nevertheless remain on the periphery of usage 

debates, as the 2015 survey confirmed. My comments here are pro-

visional, and further research is yet to reveal what roles NNSs play in 

debates on usage. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8
 The interview is available at <https://teflequityadvocates.com/2014/07/06/interview-

with-david-crystal/> (Accessed 18 September 2017). 
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2.3  Which linguistic features are stigmatised in public discus-

sions on usage?  

 

2.3.1 Comparing The Times and The New York Times 

Analysing letters to the editor from a US-American and a British news-

paper allowed for a comparison between the linguistic complaints in the 

two countries. Regardless of the variety, among the lay community 

word choice is the central topic in usage discussions. Not only in news-

papers, but also online, we can observe the importance placed on lexical 

choice in the numerous lists disseminated on social media featuring 

‘misused’ words (e.g. ‘32 Incorrectly Used Words that Make You Look 

Bad’ and ‘25 Common Words That You’ve Got Wrong’) (cf. 

Vriesendorp, 2016). Such lists seemingly outnumber sites providing on-

line advice on grammar, spelling and pronunciation. The specific lexi-

cal items that are addressed in the complaints, however, differ between 

the two countries: corruption by Americanisms permeates the letters in 

the British broadsheet that warn against ‘[British English] rapidly dis-

appearing and being replaced with American English, usually for no 

good reason’ (The Times, 9 June 2009). For the Times readers, the link 

between lexical choice and nationality thus takes centre stage. They, 

moreover, seem to advocate a culturally homogenous version of British 

English purified from outside influences (which they identify as primar-

ily coming from across the Atlantic). On the other hand, political cor-

rectness constitutes the central topic in the American newspaper, as 

example (3) goes to show.  
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(3) Why do you refer to Mr. Young as Mr. Sullivan’s ‘partner’ ra-

ther than his spouse? Using the former term tends to suggest that 

married same-sex couples are somehow less married than their 

different-sex counterparts, whom you would never call ‘part-

ners’. (NYT, 4 May 2007) 

Complaints such as this one can be categorised under what Cur-

zan (2014, p. 24) in her taxonomy calls ‘politically responsive’ pre-

scriptivism, which ‘aims to promote inclusive, non-discriminatory, po-

litically correct, and/or politically expedient usage’. In challenging a 

journalist’s lexical choice (partner vs. spouse), the writer of this letter 

champions political correctness, a movement that has perhaps had an 

overall greater linguistic effect in the US than in the UK (Nagle et al., 

2000, p. 257; Hughes, 2010, p. 64), which accounts for the relative rari-

ty of the topic in the letters from The Times.  

The differences between the complaints from the two newspapers 

are not confined to the realm of lexis. The list of topics addressed per 

linguistic level, as well as examples of usage features, are included in 

Tables 2.3 and 2.4 below. British and American letter writers differ in 

their treatment of accent and other phonological features as well. Strik-

ing here is the difference in the frequency with which these topics are 

addressed. While British writers criticise the BBC presenters for mis-

takes in their pronunciation and express concerns regarding the high 

rising intonation in declarative sentences that is popularly called ‘up-

speak’, phonology seems to remain for the most part unaddressed 

among the American letter writers. Such a difference is in line with 

Leslie Milroy’s claim that standardness is perceived differently in the 

two varieties: ‘popular perceptions involve accent in Britain but not in 
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the United States, where standardness appears to be essentially the 

avoidance of particular socially marked grammatical and lexical sys-

tems’ (Milroy, 2001, p. 58).  

Letters addressing nonstandard spelling found in computer-

mediated communication (CMC) reveal an overarching moral panic in 

the period between 2000 and 2010 on both sides of the Atlantic. This is 

exemplified by this letter whose author adopts a caricatured style of 

CMC, which is commonly found in letters on the topic: 

 
(4) i am a writing tutor, and i have noticed that a number of hi school 

students are now writing formal papers in much the same style as 
they use on the net – in other words, w/plenty of abbreviations, 
not alot of regard for punctuation, and most of all, virtually no 
capitalization. it is an uphill battle to get them to understand that 
essay writing is not the same as email. (NYT, 16 March 2000)  

 

The alarmist tone surrounding CMC expressed here is not unexpected 

given the newness of the phenomenon at the time. Worries expressed 

by the writing tutor in (4), however, have been proven unjustified by a 

number of studies that showed that CMC in fact constitutes a positive 

factor in literacy (Plester et al., 2009; Wood et al., 2011). In spite of the 

recurring complaints among members of the public, according to re-

searchers, (young) users of digital technologies are as a rule able to 

adapt their writing style to different contexts after all. 

Whereas lexical choice and spelling conventions comprise the 

most salient topics of linguistic criticism in the letters analysed, finer 

points related to deeper syntactic structures of the language generally 

appear to escape the eyes of the lay observers. 
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Table 2.3 Complaints per linguistic level in The Times letters 

Linguistic 

level 

% Examples of usage features 

Lexis 28 Americanisms (fall/autumn; train/railway station); lexical 

semantic changes (unveil; deliver; couple); jargon (job titles: 

Image Processing Consultant/dark room technician) 

Morphology 16 non-standard forms of second person plurals (youse, yousens, 

y’all); noun-to-verb derivation (to be paradise; to be verbed); 

blending (unputdownable) 

Orthography 24 spelling reform; punctuation (‘death’ of the semicolon); CMC 

(abbreviations, emoticons) 

Phonology 13 High Rise Terminal,
9
 mispronunciation of foreign words in 

English; confusion of the BATH/TRAP vowels 

Syntax 11 that, which and who in relative clauses; double negatives (can’t 

get no satisfaction; we don’t need no education); subject-verb 

agreement (government; council is/are) 

 

Table 2.4 Complaints per linguistic level in The NYT letters 

Linguistic 

level 

% Examples of usage features 

Lexis 55 inclusive language (black/coloured/African-American; part-

ner/spouse); jargon (medicine: brain dead; business: vision; 

mission); political euphemisms (extraordinary rendition) 

Morphology 6 CMC neologisms (delinquency + link > delinkquency ‘opting 

out of Web communication’; cellphone + celibacy > cellibacy 

‘opting out of cellphones’) 

Orthography 20 CMC (abbreviations); misplaced apostrophes 

Phonology 1 native and non-native speaker accent 

Syntax 7 split infinitives (to carefully scrutinize); dangling modifiers 

                                                 
9
 High Rise Terminal denotes high rising intonation in declarative sentences popularly 

referred to as ‘uptalk’. 
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When grammar is taken up in the discussions, the features addressed 

include long-established and widely discussed usage items, such as 

double negation, the use of subject pronouns instead of objective forms 

(I for me), and split infinitives (forms in which a word or a phrase is 

inserted between the infinitive marker to and the verb form). Letter 

writers as a rule note few new developments in the grammatical system, 

if any at all.
10

 

 

2.3.2 The survey 

Although the readers’ letters and the online survey were analysed sepa-

rately and were not originally envisaged as comparative studies, several 

interesting differences emerged as to the usage-related topics that the 

letter writers and survey respondents identified. Some of the differences 

can be ascribed to the fact that the respondents reported discussing us-

age predominantly online, rather than in the old media. For them, or-

thographical mistakes were the main point of concern and the examples 

cited were often found in the context of the social media:  

(5) Someone had misspelled ‘dibs’ for ‘dips’ in a Facebook post. I 

thought the mistake was a bit silly. (male, NS, aged 25–40) 

Written language is foregrounded in the online environment, and con-

sequently, orthography may be the topic of main concern, while gra-

mmatical, that is, traditional usage problems are fading into the back-

ground (cf. Vriesendorp, 2016).  

                                                 
10

 Mair (2006) makes a similar observation in Twentieth-Century English. According 

to him, anecdotal observations of language change often illustrate ‘a minor lexical 

recategorisation within a stable grammatical system’ instead of reflecting ‘far-

reaching and systematic change in grammatical rules and patterns’ (2006, p. 17). 
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In contrast to the letter writers analysed, the survey respondents, 

who were arguably younger and many of whom had a background in 

linguistics, exhibited more tolerant views of language variation and 

change.  

(6) I’m a linguist so I often participate in such discussions, although I 

almost never come down on the prescriptive side ;-). (female, NS, 

aged 25–40) 

(7) I wasn’t complaining; I was defending (being a lexicographer) 

(female, NS, aged 50–65) 

As opposed to the respondents who expressed prescriptive attitudes, 

those who identified themselves as ‘linguists’ (as in 6) and ‘lexico-

graphers’ (in 7) report not being annoyed by usage problems them-

selves but rather by complaints about usage. 

 

2.4 Conclusion 

Whereas usage debates can be found in all types of media and com-

plaints come from people of varying backgrounds, participation in dis-

cussions on usage is not egalitarian. In the old media, such as newspa-

pers, access to public forums is limited to privileged members of socie-

ty, and in the new media, with all its promises of democratic participa-

tion, divisions continue to exist between native and non-native speak-

ers, with the latter group being largely absent from the discussions. De-

scriptivism and tolerant views of language—based on the results of the 

survey presented—are championed across all age groups. The most 

significant variable that seems to influence the attitudes of the survey 

participants towards problematical usage features is an education in 
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linguistics and an understanding of linguistic variation and change.
11

 

Topics of usage discussions were found to vary depending on the con-

text in which these discussions are held. They point to cultural dif-

ferences if we compare the debates held on the letter pages of British 

and American newspapers, as well as to the nature of the different me-

dia. Orthography, the most superficial linguistic level, is currently tak-

ing centre stage in the digital environment. The findings of the two 

studies presented here reveal that the differences and the changes in the 

on-going usage debates and the topics they address remain indicative of 

the social environments in which they are embedded and the linguistic 

ideologies associated with them. 

                                                 
11

 This finding is in line with the discussion in Severin (2017), which explores in de-

tail the relevance of age and education in accounting for linguistic attitudes. 




