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ABSTRACT

The title of Jim Adams’s rich and interesting paper clearly states the key question at the
heart of his analysis: ‘Was classical (late republican) Latin a “standard language”?’. In
this article, I contextualise some of his answers to this and other related questions he
raises by situating them in the context of theoretical discussions of standardisation and
recent explorations of its processes and outcomes. In recent years there has been
extensive research on linguistic standardisation. This research has broadened the scope
of consideration from the now stock examples of modern Western European languages
to minoritized languages, multilingual situations and stateless languages, raising the
question of whether traditional models and conceptions of standardisation often
associated with the creation of a nation-state can equally be applied to other contexts,
including Latin during the late republican and early imperial periods.

1. INTRODUCTION

The title of Jim Adams’s rich and interesting paper clearly states the key question at the heart
of his analysis: ‘Was classical (late republican) Latin a “standard language”?’. I would like to
contextualise some of his answers to this and other related questions he raises by situating
them in the context of theoretical discussions of standardisation and recent explorations of its
processes and outcomes. I should stress that I am in no way an expert on the history of Latin;
rather I come at this question as someone who has worked on the standardisation of French
—considered the example par excellence of a standardised European language (Haugen 1966:
930)—and more generally on the theory and practice of the standardisation of modern
European languages. In recent years there has been extensive research on linguistic
standardisation (see, for instance, Rutten & Vosters 2020, Ayres-Bennett & Bellamy 2021,
Vandenbussche 2022). This research has broadened the scope of consideration from the now
stock examples of modern Western European languages to minoritized languages,
multilingual situations and stateless languages (Ayres-Bennett & Bellamy 2021; McLelland
& Zhao 2021), raising the question of whether traditional models and conceptions of
standardisation often associated with the creation of a nation-state can equally be applied to
other contexts.

And what about Latin during the late republican and early imperial periods? In the
800-page Cambridge Handbook of Language Standardisation (Ayres-Bennett & Bellamy 2021)
Latin is rarely mentioned. In traditional accounts, classical Latin tends only to feature in
discussions of the Renaissance and Early Modern period in Western Europe when Latin is
held up as the ideal, a fixed, codified and stable language and thus a model to which codifiers
of emerging national languages aspired. Writing in 1549 Joachim Du Bellay thus calls for a
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‘Noble French Priscian, Donatus or Quintilian’ so that the language will become ‘deuement
Reiglee & Polye’ (‘duly ruled and polished’, Du Bellay 1549: Aux lecteurs). Recent theorists
have reopened the question as to whether there are standardisation universals (Pickl 2020);
however, these tend to relate to post-medieval periods. For Joseph et al. (2020: 162), indeed,
within historical sociolinguistics, standardisation is said to be analysed as a ‘historical
phenomenon, characteristic of post-medieval Europe’. Can we apply traditional models to
periods before the advent of some of the principal ‘tools’ of standardisation such as printing?1

For Auroux, the Renaissance, when grammars of the vernaculars began to be written across
Europe, is a major turning point in the history of linguistics, what he terms the ‘second
technico-linguistic revolution’ (Auroux 1992: 11).2 When Adams speaks about ‘proper’
standardisation (p. 402), what does this mean for earlier periods? Can Latin usefully be added
to our studies of what Joseph (1987: 13) terms ‘comparative standardology’?

2. HOW DO WE EXPLAIN ‘STRIKING SIMILARITIES’ ACROSS TEXTS?

Adams (p. 390) muses about examples where he finds ‘striking similarities’ across different
official texts and ‘signs of rules’, but nevertheless thinks that it does not look like
‘standardisation’ or an organised system of regular ‘official orthography’, because these same
texts also display variability (see Section 4 below). Elsewhere he seems to make a distinction
between similarities due to consuetudo (‘custom, usage’) or consensus, on the one hand, and
‘explicit instructions’ and what he terms ‘proper standardisation’, on the other (p. 402).3 In his
opening discussion of standardisation Adams relies heavily on the authoritative study by John
Joseph published in 1987, significantly subtitled The Rise of Language Standards and Standard
Languages, a distinction which may be helpful here. Whereas the emergence of language
standards is seen as a sociolinguistic universal, characteristic of any speech community,
standard languages arise from a deliberate act or legitimization through specific processes
associated with the standard language ideology and represent ‘a specifically Western concept
that has been spread by cultural tradition’ (Joseph 1987: 7). The creation of language standards
comes about through processes such as projection and focussing, to use the terminology of Le
Page (1988: 31–32). This creation of norms of usage,4 or creation of patterns of verbal
behaviour, is underpinned by a desire to resemble those of a group with whom we wish to
identify and to differentiate ourselves from those we wish to distance ourselves from (Page &
Robert 1988: 31). In other words, not all cases of creating formal uniformity are instances of
standardisation, reminding us that the societal perspective is as important as the linguistic
(Joseph et al. 2020: 170), as Haugen’s model, discussed below, makes clear.

This discussion leads us to two other important concepts in recent discussions of
standardisation. The first is standardisation ‘from below’, or perhaps better focusing ‘from
below’ within a community of writers or grammarians, which may ‘prefigure’ the official
selection of a single norm ‘from above’ (Vandenbussche 2022: 223). Historical sociolinguists
are increasingly preoccupied with language history ‘from below’ (Elspaß 2005, 2007), which
enlarges the range of actors considered part of standardisation, as the focus shifts from the
standardising practices of an elite minority imposing the norm ‘from above’, to consideration

1 Cf. Adams, p. 373 ‘It would certainly be of interest to know whether there was a genuinely standardised official
variety, because, if there were, that would at least imply the existence of a concept of spelling regularity, if only in a
limited sphere. It is not impossible that such a concept came about only with the invention of printing.’

2 ‘La deuxi�eme r�evolution technico-linguistique’, the first being the advent of writing systems.
3 See also Adams, pp. 375, 432, etc. on the discussion of possible tensions between analogy versus consuetudo. For

an earlier version of Adams’s views on ‘language standardisation’, the definition of a ‘standard variety’ and the
complexities of consuetudo, see Adams (2007: 13–17).

4 The distinction between ‘norms of usage’ and ‘codified rules’ already features in Stewart (1968: 534).
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of majority use by ‘ordinary people’. This is what Ammon (2017: 24) names ‘standard by mere
usage’—or Adams’s consuetudo. This leads us onto the second concept, that of ‘community of
practice’ (or discourse communities if the people have never met). A community of practice is
defined by Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (1992: 464) as ‘an aggregate of people who come
together around mutual engagement in an endeavor’, such that ‘ways of doing things, ways of
talking, beliefs, values, power relations—in short, practices—emerge in the course of this
mutual endeavor’. As Meyerhoff and Strycharz (2013: 432) note, communities of practice
share a good deal with the Milroys’ notion of social networks (Milroy & Milroy 1985;
Milroy 1987), but capture the fact that linguistic variants may acquire their meaning beyond
dense networks. The community of practice framework can inform the study of language
change by showing how individual variation is transformed, or mapped, into community-
wide, diachronic processes of change (Meyerhoff & Strycharz 2013: 441). In short, to use
Joseph et al.’s terminology (2020: 173), the ‘directionality of standardization’ must be kept in
mind, and it is no longer possible just to focus on the classic ‘top-down’ view of
standardisation.

3. CODIFICATION AND MODELS OF STANDARDISATION

In referring to codification and elaboration (although the latter in rather negative terms,
p. 368), Adams’s paper seems to nod to the well-known model by Haugen (1966, 1983, 1987)
which, despite the problems associated with it (Joseph et al. 2020; Rutten & Vosters 2020;
Ayres-Bennett 2021; Vandenbussche 2022), has been widely used in describing the
standardisation of a range of Western European languages, both national and minoritized
(see, e.g., Lodge 1993 on French; Deumert & Vandenbussche 2003 on the standardisation of
16 Germanic languages; Hualde & Zuazo 2007 on Basque; Stillwell & Hetrovicz 2013 on
Catalan).5 A number of recent publications (Rutten & Vosters 2020; Ayres-Bennett 2021)
have sought to make adaptations and improvements to the model to make it more apt or
nuanced to cover a range of standardisation situations and contexts. Adams places the
emphasis very firmly, indeed perhaps overly, on codification in his paper, just one of Einar
Haugen’s four aspects or stages in ‘taking the step from “dialect” to “language”, from
vernacular to standard’ (Haugen 1966: 933), and it might be worth saying something here
about all of these. Table 1 sets out the 1987 version of Haugen’s model (Haugen 1987: 64).6

As ideal goals of standardisation, codification is defined as ‘minimal variation in form’
whilst elaboration is ‘maximal variation in function’. Haugen (1987: 59) emphasises that the
four steps of his model are not necessarily successive and may indeed be simultaneous or even
cyclical.

Adams does not dwell on the question of selection, but refers to the usage of the eruditi of
the city of Rome as the norms to be aspired to (p. 369), a choice which is ideological and
culturally determined.7 Pickl (2020: 236) points out that, in fact, Haugen refers to two

5 The focus here is on the mechanisms or processes of standardisation as outlined in Haugen. In addition, Haugen
is concerned with the relationship between linguistic standardisation and the creation of nation-states.

6 The key terms from the first version (Haugen 1966: 934) are in bold. The principal difference is the replacement of
‘acceptance’ by ‘implementation’ (on this, see below); the latter seemed to chime better with the language planning
approach adopted by Haugen. Milroy & Milroy (1985) differentiate between acceptance and diffusion, and add
maintenance, the acquisition of prestige and prescription to the model.

7 On p. 372, Adams argues that, since the eruditi constituted a small minority of the population, the
standardisation movement was bound to be fairly insignificant; however, such a choice of a small minority as the
source of ‘good usage’ typifies many examples of selection. For instance, in seventeenth-century France, Vaugelas
chooses the ‘way of speaking of the healthiest part of the royal court and the way of writing of the healthiest part of
the writers of the day’ as the source of the linguistic norm (‘C’est la fac�on de parler de la plus saine partie de la Cour,
conform�ement �a la fac�on d’escrire de la plus saine partie des Autheurs du temps’, Vaugelas 1647: Preface II, 3).
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different types of selection: the selection of a variety on the one hand, and the selection of
variants on the other. These are considered to be rival hypotheses concerning selection, such
that a standard language may be based (a) on a single dialect, someone’s vernacular (the
unitary thesis) or (b) on a composite of dialects (the compositional thesis), a kind of eclectic
combination of individual linguistic variants. Whilst different sets of terminology have been
offered for this opposition, Pickl follows Marijke van der Wal (2007) in considering them
rather as two possible types of selection, termed respectively ‘macro-‘ and ‘micro-selection’.
To these two types, he proposes the addition of ‘meso-selection’, that is the selection, not of
individual variants, but of sets of coherent variants. This might be a useful concept in
explaining some of the co-occurrence of variants that Adams observes in his texts.

In the special issue of Language Policy devoted to re-evaluating Haugen’s model (Rutten &
Vosters 2020), my contribution was devoted to codification, prescription and purism
(Ayres-Bennett 2020). It is important to note that purism does not feature in either Haugen’s
or the Milroys’ model. Whilst these terms are sometimes used interchangeably, I would argue
that there is value in differentiating them. Codification, then, is a neutral term referring to the
production of grammars, dictionaries and other types of metalinguistic works, whether
descriptive or prescriptive. Prescriptive works add a value judgement, a decision about what is
right or wrong, correct or incorrect. Purism may be defined narrowly whereby purism is said
to refer only to negative attitudes towards foreign elements.8 Alternatively, and productively,
it can be defined more broadly as in George Thomas’s (1991) study. For him, purism is ‘the
manifestation of a desire on the part of a speech community (or some section of it) to preserve
a language from, or rid it of, putative foreign elements or other elements held to be undesirable
(including those originating in dialects, sociolects and styles of the same language)’ (my
emphasis, Thomas 1991: 12). Adams (p. 372) similarly acknowledges a difference between
attempted rejection of foreign (notably Greek) elements and ‘grammatical’ purism, which for
Cicero consisted in ‘correctness’. Purism shares with prescriptivism the notion that some
elements are desirable and others not but, according to Walsh (2016: 9), adds the notions that
(a) the language or variety is currently pure and, therefore to change it equals contamination,
corruption or decline of some sort; and (b) the language must be protected from this
contamination and preserved in its current state (or if the language has already begun to be
corrupted, the corrupted part must be removed).

Turning to elaboration, Adams asserts that, ‘It seems [. . .] unsatisfactory to treat deliberate
diversification as standardisation, and it is a procedure that raises an important question. At a
later period of the language does that same diversity remain in the “standardised, elaborated”
variety, or are new changes to be seen?’ (p. 368). Haugen, however, conceives elaboration as

TABLE 1. Haugen’s 1987 model of language planning

Form (policy planning) Function (cultivation)

Society (status planning) 1) Selection (decision procedures)

a Identification of problem
b Allocation of norms

3) Implementation (educational spread)

a Correction procedures
b Evaluation

Language (corpus
planning)

2) Codification (standardization
procedures)

a Graphization
b Grammatication
c Lexication

4) Elaboration (functional development)

a Terminological
modernization

b Stylistic development

8 Another welcome recent development in standardisation studies is consideration of the role of multilingualism
and multilingual societies in the emergence of standard languages.
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necessary if a dialect or vernacular is to fulfil all the functions expected of a standard
language. Here the distinction Joseph (1987: 161) makes between absolute and relative
standards is helpful. The ‘absolute’ standard is an ideal rather than a reality, with the possible
exception of classical written languages. Joseph (1987:163) remarks that when a language
begins to undergo standardisation, it will largely forfeit whatever absolute status it formerly
possessed, ‘otherwise the elaboration necessary for functioning in standard-language domains
will scarcely be able to take place, since the perception of inadequacies and ineloquence will be
unthinkable’.

In the first version of his model, Haugen (1966: 933) considers acceptance by even a small
but influential group to be part of the life of a language. In other words, the standard
language is restricted to a particular register of the written language. In a later version of his
model, Haugen (1987: 61) observes that implementation ‘implies the activity of a writer, an
institution, or a government in adopting and attempting to spread the language form that has
been selected and codified’. Whilst he then mentions the role in modern society of printed
texts of different kinds and of the mass media, radio and television, he emphasises the role of
education, thereby linking implementation to education or Cooper’s (1989: 33–34)
‘acquisition planning’. Two different approaches are thus implied, the top-down perspective
of implementation and the bottom-up one of acceptance which considers how far the
language community accepts the standard from above or retains its own usages and language
standards; a case has therefore been made for retaining both of them (Rutten et al. 2020,
Ayres-Bennett 2021).9 Acceptance or implementation has been described as the ‘Achilles heel’
of standardisation (Deumert & Vandenbussche 2003: 7) since, as perhaps is the case with
Adams’s paper, it has tended to be overlooked or downplayed.10 Regarding implementation,
we might ask questions such as who or what are the agents of implementation and how
successful this imposition of the standard from above is. For acceptance, key questions
include whether the acceptance concerns the ideologies or the actual usages that are
promoted, who the ‘leaders’ and ‘laggards’ (in the sense of Nevalainen, Raumolin-Brunberg &
Mannila 2011) are in the acceptance of the standard, and how widespread the acceptance is
(Ayres-Bennett 2021: 53–54).

4. VARIABILITY AND STANDARDISATION

On a number of occasions, Adams seems troubled by disagreement in the comments of
grammarians and commentators on the Latin language (e.g. pp. 369, 424, 426, 445).
Regarding inflectional morphology, for instance, he concludes that ‘the disagreements among
linguistic commentators such as Varro and Caesar are striking, and not consistent with
codifications establishing regularity, which could only have been carried out by people such as
them’ (p. 454). Here a comparison with the standardisation of French is insightful.
Throughout the seventeenth century, the period of the establishment of Classical French,
grammarians—or more usually the authors of volumes of observations on good usage or the
remarqueurs—and lexicographers hesitate as to which forms should be prescribed, notably on
questions of nominal gender (Ayres-Bennett & Seijido 2011: 125–133), verbal morphology

9 Significantly, Joseph (2006: 144) revises the position set out in Eloquence and Power (1987): the top-down
arbitrary imposition of language standards is now considered exceptional and he considers the power of creating and
maintaining a standard language rather to belong to ‘whoever is most adept at the art of foreseeing which forms are
going to meet with acceptance, plus the second art of getting that form accepted and propagated by the publishers or
dictionary writers or clerics or clerks or academicians or grammar-check programmers or whoever has authority in
the public mind at the time’.

10 There are some implicit references to the issue; for example, on p. 401 Adams notes that the problem for
drafters/writers would have been of learning where the ei spelling belonged and where it did not.
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(Ayres-Bennett & Seijido 2011: 134–138) and verb government (Ayres-Bennett & Seijido 2011:
148–161).11 For instance, the word horoscope (which is today masculine, ‘horoscope’) is (a)
allowed in either gender by the remarqueurs Buffet (1668) and Patru (1714); (b) allowed in
either gender with a preference for the feminine by the remarqueur Vaugelas (1647) and the
lexicographer Richelet (1680); (c) deemed masculine by M�enage (1672) and in the dictionaries
of Cotgrave (1611), the French Academy (1687) and Fureti�ere (1690) and (d) considered
feminine by the French Academy in both the 1694 edition of its dictionary and its
commentary on Vaugelas’s Remarques (1704) (Ayres-Bennett & Seijido 2011: 128).12

Discussions of this type typify how codifiers identify variation and debate which form
should be prescribed, before settling on an agreed position; this may be a gradual and iterative
process.13 For Pickl (2020: 238), codification, then, is explicit (micro-)selection. He
distinguishes between what he calls (alleged) selection criteria, adduced by codifiers, and
(actual) factors of selection, which can be determined through linguistic scrutiny.14 The
former might be better called selection justifications or rationalisations, the range of
arguments put forward to suggest that one form is better than another, which may invoke
good usage, euphony, aesthetics or even moral arguments.

Whilst in a number of areas modern French usage was fixed by 1630, debate over the correct
version of certain forms or constructions continued—and in some cases still continues. Similar
examples are found in the English tradition, for instance in the continuing round of
commentaries on preposition stranding in English, which was already commented upon by the
eighteenth-century grammarian Robert Lowth (1762: 127–128). This is the key difference
between standardisation of a ‘living’ language and classical Latin. To quote Vendryes writing
over 100 years ago in 1921, ‘The best French [. . .] is an ideal in search of itself, but never finding
itself; [. . .] it is a potential reality that never comes about; it is a becoming which never happens’
(cited in Joseph’s (1987: 161) translation). The drive for uniformity in language remains an
ideology, an ‘intolerance of optional variability in language’ (Milroy & Milroy 1985: 26).15

5. MAPPING THE CHRONOLOGY OF PRESCRIPTION AND CHANGING USAGE

Studies of prescription and its relationship to changing usage have demonstrated that it is
difficult to find examples where a grammarian or other codifier simply prescribes a form they
deem correct or better in some way and usage follows. Much more typical are examples where
the author of the metalinguistic text comment identifies a changing usage at some point on the
S-curve.16 The codification or prescription may then hasten the completion of the change or,

11 There is, moreover, considerable evidence that authors of metalinguistic texts did not always follow the usage
they themselves prescribed; this is, for instance, true of Vaugelas in his celebrated translation of Quintus Curtius
Rufus’s life of Alexander which was published posthumously, first in 1653, and then in a revised third edition in 1659;
see Vaugelas (2018: 178, 217, 230). This is perhaps unsurprising given the need for prescription presupposes that there
was variation and hesitation over usage.

12 Similar variation is found in commentaries on variation in pronunciation as attested in the orthography of the
period (Ayres-Bennett 1990).

13 This contrasts with the kind of intervention Adams envisages. Discussing orthography changes in the
post-Augustan period (p. 423), he notes that ‘the modernisation did not happen overnight, as might have been the
case if there had suddenly appeared a radical and influential reform movement’.

14 He further argues (Pickl 2020: 243) that, since codification is about optimising the linguistic code’s functioning in
the written code, the selection of features is to be seen in the context of harnessing above all syntactic features. This
seems to contrast with Adams’s argument that if orthography ‘turned out to be chaotic, then a priori there would seem
little hope of finding genuine standardisation elsewhere in the language system’ (p. 368).

15 Joseph et al. (2020: 169) observe that the Milroys are more concerned with uniformity rather than the maximal
variation in function side, and this is also true of Adams’s account.

16 The S-curve represents how linguistic innovations initially spread slowly, reach a maximum rate at midcourse,
and then slow down as they near completion. Such is its prevalence for modelling language change that it has been
called ‘a template for innovation diffusion’ (Chambers 2013: 312).
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if the change is already well advanced, be post hoc. This appears to be true for the codification
of French (Ayres-Bennett 2016) and German in the seventeenth century (McLelland 2011)
and of English in the eighteenth century (Tieken-Boon Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2011), in
each case by codifiers who have been considered icons of prescriptivism. To demonstrate this,
a changing linguistic feature—where there was variation between an ‘archaic’ form and a
‘modern’ usage—was selected and the dating of the comments of the codifiers carefully
matched chronologically against attestations of the competing forms in large corpora. These
studies demonstrated that prescriptive language may mask a relatively good description of
changing usage. This might, of course, just be a feature of the codification of Western
European languages in the Early Modern period, so this kind of study needs to be applied to
many different contexts. Detailed studies such as that offered by Adams are therefore highly
welcome in adding to our data for ‘comparative standardology’.
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