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A	  Proposal	  for	  Correcting,	  Improving,	  and	  Ascertaining	  the	  English	  Tongue,	  in	  a	  Letter	  to	  the	  Most	  
Honorable	  Robert	  Earl	  of	  Oxford	  and	  Mortimer,	  Lord	  High	  Treasurer	  of	  Great	  Britain,	  Printed	  from	  
Benjamin	  Tooke,	  at	  the	  Middle	  Temple	  Gate,	  Fleetstreet,	  1712.	  

To	  the	  Most	  Honourable	  Robert	  Earl	  of	  Oxford,	  &c.	  

My	  Lord;	  I	  do	  here	  in	  the	  Name	  of	  all	  the	  Learned	  and	  Polite	  Persons	  of	  the	  Nation,	  complain	  to	  
your	  Lordship,	  as	  First	  Minister,	  the	  our	  Language	  is	  extremely	  imperfect;	  that	  its	  daily	  
Improvements	  are	  by	  no	  means	  in	  proportion	  to	  its	  daily	  Corruptions;	  and	  the	  Pretenders	  to	  
polish	  and	  refine	  it,	  have	  chiefly	  multiplied	  Abuses	  and	  Absurdities;	  and,	  that	  in	  many	  Instances,	  it	  
offends	  against	  every	  Part	  of	  Grammar.	  But	  lest	  Your	  Lordship	  should	  think	  my	  Censure	  to	  be	  too	  
severe,	  I	  shall	  take	  leave	  to	  be	  more	  particular.	  	  

I	  Believe	  Your	  Lordship	  will	  agree	  with	  me	  in	  the	  Reason,	  Why	  our	  Language	  is	  less	  Refined	  than	  
those	  of	  Italy,	  Spain,	  or	  France.	  	  
	  
ANOTHER	  Cause	  which	  hath	  contributed	  not	  a	  little	  	  to	  the	  maiming	  of	  our	  Language,	  is	  a	  foolish	  
Opinion,	  advanced	  of	  late	  Years,	  that	  we	  ought	  to	  spell	  exactly	  as	  we	  speak;	  which	  beside	  the	  
obvious	  Inconvenience	  of	  utterly	  destroying	  our	  Etymology,	  would	  be	  a	  thing	  we	  should	  never	  see	  
an	  End	  of.	  Not	  only	  the	  several	  Towns	  and	  Countries	  of	  England,	  have	  a	  different	  way	  of	  
Pronouncing,	  but	  even	  here	  in	  London,	  they	  clip	  their	  Words	  after	  one	  Manner	  about	  the	  Court,	  
another	  in	  the	  City,	  and	  a	  third	  in	  the	  Suburbs;	  and	  in	  a	  few	  Years,	  it	  is	  probable,	  will	  all	  differ	  from	  
themselves,	  as	  Fancy	  or	  Fashion	  shall	  direct:	  All	  which	  reduced	  to	  Writing	  would	  entirely	  confound	  
Orthography.	  Yet	  many	  People	  are	  so	  fond	  of	  this	  Conceit,	  that	  is	  sometimes	  a	  difficult	  matter	  to	  
read	  modern	  Books	  and	  Pamphlets,	  where	  the	  Words	  are	  so	  curtailed,	  and	  varied	  from	  their	  
original	  Spelling,	  that	  whoever	  hath	  been	  used	  to	  plain	  English,	  will	  hardly	  know	  them	  by	  sight.	  
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As	  a	  new	  variety	  of	  language,	  texting	  has	  been	  condemned	  as	  "textese",	  
"slanguage",	  a	  "digital	  virus".	  According	  to	  John	  Sutherland	  of	  University	  College	  
London,	  writing	  in	  this	  paper	  in	  2002,	  it	  is	  "bleak,	  bald,	  sad	  shorthand.	  Drab	  
shrinktalk	  ...	  Linguistically	  it's	  all	  pig's	  ear	  ...	  it	  masks	  dyslexia,	  poor	  spelling	  and	  
mental	  laziness.	  Texting	  is	  penmanship	  for	  illiterates."	  
	  
Ever	  since	  the	  arrival	  of	  printing	  -‐	  thought	  to	  be	  the	  invention	  of	  the	  devil	  because	  it	  
would	  put	  false	  opinions	  into	  people's	  minds	  -‐	  people	  have	  been	  arguing	  that	  new	  
technology	  would	  have	  disastrous	  consequences	  for	  language.	  Scares	  accompanied	  
the	  introduction	  of	  the	  telegraph,	  telephone,	  and	  broadcasting.	  	  
	  
But	  has	  there	  ever	  been	  a	  linguistic	  phenomenon	  that	  has	  aroused	  such	  curiosity,	  
suspicion,	  fear,	  confusion,	  antagonism,	  fascination,	  excitement	  and	  enthusiasm	  all	  at	  
once	  as	  texting?	  And	  in	  such	  a	  short	  space	  of	  time.	  Less	  than	  a	  decade	  ago,	  hardly	  
anyone	  had	  heard	  of	  it.	  
	  
The	  idea	  of	  a	  point-‐to-‐point	  short	  message	  service	  (or	  SMS)	  began	  to	  be	  discussed	  as	  
part	  of	  the	  development	  of	  the	  Global	  System	  for	  Mobile	  Communications	  network	  
in	  the	  mid-‐1980s,	  but	  it	  wasn't	  until	  the	  early	  90s	  that	  phone	  companies	  started	  to	  
develop	  its	  commercial	  possibilities.	  Text	  communicated	  by	  pagers	  were	  replaced	  by	  
text	  messages,	  at	  first	  only	  20	  characters	  in	  length.	  It	  took	  five	  years	  or	  more	  before	  
numbers	  of	  users	  started	  to	  build	  up.	  The	  average	  number	  of	  texts	  per	  GSM	  
customer	  in	  1995	  was	  0.4	  per	  month;	  by	  the	  end	  of	  2000	  it	  was	  still	  only	  35.	  
	  
People	  think	  that	  the	  written	  language	  seen	  on	  mobile	  phone	  screens	  is	  new	  and	  
alien,	  but	  all	  the	  popular	  beliefs	  about	  texting	  are	  wrong.	  Its	  graphic	  distinctiveness	  
is	  not	  a	  new	  phenomenon,	  nor	  is	  its	  use	  restricted	  to	  the	  young.	  There	  is	  increasing	  
evidence	  that	  it	  helps	  rather	  than	  hinders	  literacy.	  And	  only	  a	  very	  tiny	  part	  of	  it	  uses	  
a	  distinctive	  orthography.	  A	  trillion	  text	  messages	  might	  seem	  a	  lot,	  but	  when	  we	  set	  
these	  alongside	  the	  multi-‐trillion	  instances	  of	  standard	  orthography	  in	  everyday	  life,	  
they	  appear	  as	  no	  more	  than	  a	  few	  ripples	  on	  the	  surface	  of	  the	  sea	  of	  language.	  
Texting	  has	  added	  a	  new	  dimension	  to	  language	  use,	  but	  its	  long-‐term	  impact	  is	  
negligible.	  It	  is	  not	  a	  disaster.	  

	  

The	  two	  texts	  take	  different	  views	  to	  language	  change.	  	  
	  
Compare	  (a)	  the	  writers’	  attitudes	  to	  change	  and	  (b)	  comment	  
on	  some	  of	  the	  linguistic	  features	  in	  their	  own	  writing	  which	  
illustrating	  how	  English	  has	  changed	  between	  1712	  and	  2008	  


