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Spoken language is characterized by inherent variability, or alternate ways of 
saying the same thing. Many of the forms participating in such variability are not attested 
in the standard language, which is typically depicted as invariant and immutable. When 
compared with the (prescribed) standard, as both casual observers and professional 
linguists tend to do, the competing variants are interpreted as signs of deteriorating 
language. 

Here we test this alarmist conclusion  by confronting the standard, as 
 represented by a unique corpus of grammars published over the last five centuries, with 
data on the evolution of spontaneous speech during a time span of 119 years. We 
exemplify with French, perhaps the most highly codified of languages, whose 
prescriptive tradition dates back at least as far as the 14th century. 

Systematic analysis of grammatical rules over the duration reveals that they are 
surprisingly volatile, not only from one time period to the next, but also from one 
(contemporaneous) grammarian to the next, and even within the same grammar book. As 
a result, our notion of what is standard must depend, at least to some extent, on the author 
of the grammar and the year it was published. Little wonder then that detailed 
comparison of grammatical treatments with actual speaker behavior reveals virtually no 
correspondence when it comes to variant expressions of the same thing. Prescriptive 
efforts to repress variability have had no effect on speech, which is instead governed by a 
powerful set of implicit but shared constraints. These in turn are unacknowledged by the 
grammatical tradition. The result is a great and growing disconnect between the variable 
rules governing speech and the normative dictates that underlie the notion of the standard. 
We explore the implications of these findings for the identification, teaching and usage of 
“standard” language. 

 


