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Abstract

This thesis presents a comparative study of French language commentary from two time
periods, the late nineteenth and the early twenty-first centuries, and from two perspectives,
expert and lay. It analyses four sources of language commentary to undertake two main
comparisons. The first is a diachronic comparison of two language advice services: Le Courrier
de Vaugelas (1868-1881) and the Courrier des internautes (2011-present, part of the Dire, Ne
pas dire section of the Académie frangaise’s website). Both sources publish readers’ questions
about language and a response from an expert, allowing for the analysis of commentary from
an expert and lay perspective. Expert language commentary has been well studied, in the form
of usage guides, remarques, chroniques de langage and dictionary prefaces, for instance, but
these sources are primarily monologic. Analysis of the two dialogic Q+A sources provides

insight into both lay and expert commentary and the interaction between them.

The second comparison, a synchronic comparison, analyses the blog posts and user comments
from two websites on the topic of language and correctness: Langue sauce piquante (2004-
present) and Bescherelle ta mére (2014-present). Langue sauce piquante contains both expert
and lay commentary. Bescherelle ta mére, on the other hand, is an exclusively lay space and
its audience comprises not language enthusiasts (as is the case with the other three sources)
but ‘ordinary’ people, due to both the type of content featured and its accessibility via

Facebook.

Language commentary from the nineteenth and the twenty-first century has received less
scholarly attention than, for instance, the seventeenth century which marked the beginning
of the remarqueur tradition, and the twentieth century, the period in which language columns
were at their most popular. However, both the time periods analysed here are times of
significant change for the language. In the late nineteenth century, the introduction of free
compulsory education in the French language began to increase the number of people
interested in questions of language. Turning to the twenty-first century, the lay-lay language
commentary which we might assume was occurring most frequently in spoken language and
was therefore inaccessible to researchers, has become accessible online. This thesis exploits
the opportunities presented by the internet to examine lesser-studied lay-lay language

commentary.

This thesis combines quantitative and qualitative analysis to examine the areas of the
language which, to judge by the four sources studied here, cause French speakers difficulty or

simply interest, how linguistic authority is created and negotiated, the recurring tropes in



discussions of correct language, the use of purist and prescriptivist imagery, and, finally, the
implicit and explicit language ideologies expressed in lay and expert language commentary. It
shows that standard language ideology and prescriptivism run through the nineteenth- and
twenty-first-century sources, and argues that they have become a part of popular culture in
lay online spaces. Whilst there are some striking similarities across the forms of language
commentary from two time periods and two mediums (print to online), analysis also suggests

that, in some cases, traditional commentary has taken a more extreme form online.
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Introduction
This thesis presents a comparative study of expert and lay language commentary from the

late nineteenth century and the twenty-first century. An extensive body of literature
concerning French language commentary already exists. Language commentary of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries has been well studied, particularly the expert
discourses of the remarqueurs (Ayres-Bennett has made significant contributions to this area
of study, including Ayres-Bennett 1993; Ayres-Bennett and Seijido 2011; Ayres-Bennett 2019
to name just three, and Caron’s (2004) edited volume traces the genre from the sixteenth to
the twentieth century). The language commentary of chroniqueurs (‘language columnists’),
most popular during the twentieth century, has also received scholarly attention (e.g.
Bochnakowa 2005; Remysen 2012; Walsh 2016a; Walsh and Cotelli Kureth forthcoming),
including the extent to which they are a continuation of the genre which began with the

remarques (Ayres-Bennett 2015).

This study builds on the broad body of existing work but aims to shed new light on the study
of French language commentary both by taking a comparative approach, and by considering
two time periods which have so far been less widely studied, the late nineteenth and early
twenty-first centuries. These two periods each saw important societal change which affected
the linguistic landscape in France. In the late nineteenth century, education was becoming
more accessible — indeed, in 1881 the introduction of free, compulsory education in France
exposed more citizens than ever before to the standard French language. In the twenty-first
century, the increasing role of the internet in everyday life has offered new possibilities for
communication on a global scale and has also made interactions accessible for study which
were previously inaccessible or hard to access. The present study exploits those new

opportunities.

This thesis analyses four sources of language commentary, one from the nineteenth century
and three from the twenty-first century. Le Courrier de Vaugelas® (1868-1881) was a twice
monthly publication in which readers’ language questions were published with a response
from the editor, Eman Martin. Directly comparable to it in format, the Courrier des
internautes? (2011-present) is a section from the Dire, Ne pas dire website, itself a section of

the Académie francaise website. Users’ questions are answered by members of the Service du

1 https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb327508332/date.item (Accessed: 05/10/2020).
2 http://www.academie-francaise.fr/dire-ne-pas-dire/courrier-des-internautes (Accessed:
05/10/2020).
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Dictionnaire, a group of language professionals affiliated with the Académie (but distinct from
the académicien-ne-s).> Examining these two sources provides insight into both lay and expert
language commentary some 130 years apart. Whilst expert language commentary has been
widely studied, the focus has primarily been on monologic sources e.g. grammars, style guides
and remarques. Dialogic forms of language commentary, including the two question and
answer (Q+A) publications examined here, can, however, provide a unique insight into both

expert and lay perspectives.

The two remaining sources for this study are posts and accompanying user comments from
two twenty-first-century websites: Langue sauce piquante* (LSP, 2004-present) and
Bescherelle ta mére® (BTM, 2014-present). The blog Langue sauce piquante, run by two proof-
readers from Le Monde and hosted on the newspaper’s website, primarily discusses language
used in the media. Bescherelle ta mére is a website, Facebook and Twitter account which
shares images of language errors, whether made by ‘ordinary’ people, by people in the public
eye or by institutions and companies. Analysis of the LSP posts and comments gives access
both to lay and expert discourses, and lay-lay interactions, a form of language commentary
previously rarely analysed (Tarnarutckaia and Ensslin’s 2020 study of metalinguistic discourses
on Reddit is one recent example).® BTM, on the other hand, is an exclusively ‘lay’ space with
an audience of apparently ‘ordinary’ people (who may themselves make errors in their
comments), rather than lay but still generally well-informed language enthusiasts, as is

arguably the case for the three other sources.

The opportunity provided by the comments in these sources for the study of lay language
commentary is unparalleled in offline sources. The comments sections represent a relatively
untapped ‘middle space’ of language commentary. They are not the ‘top down’ views of
institutions, experts or the elite, nor are they treated here as part of a language history ‘from
below’ as it is usually understood, i.e. as a source for the language usage of ‘ordinary’ people
through the study of ego documents. Rather, these sources give access to the language
commentary of ‘ordinary’ speakers and to discourses which, we can assume, have taken place
for a long time in spoken language (Osthus 2018: 25) but which have been correspondingly

difficult to study.

3 Académicien-ne-s are the 40 elected members of the Académie francaise.

4 https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs/ (Accessed: 05/10/2020).

5 https://bescherelletamere.fr/ (Accessed: 05/10/2020).

6 Reddit is a collection of online fora which are organised around specific topics. Users can join
discussions and ‘upvote’ or ‘downvote’ other users’ contributions (similar to ‘liking’ on Facebook).
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This study examines these four sources with a view to both diachronic and synchronic

comparison, with a focus on the following research questions:

1. What areas of the language are of particular interest for the French-speaking readers
of the four sources? Which areas appear to cause the most difficulty or doubt, and
does this change between the two time periods?

2. How is linguistic authority created and negotiated in each source? Who or what are
held up by lay and expert commenters as models of good usage?

3. What are the recurring tropes in discussions of correct language? For example, what
links are made between using, or failure to use, the standard language and other
characteristics of the writer/speaker whose usage is criticised?

4. To what extent do the various forms of lay and expert language commentary use
purist or prescriptivist imagery, and does this imagery change over time, or differ
between the three twenty-first-century sources?

5. What explicit and implicit language ideologies are present in lay and expert language
commentary? To what extent do they differ diachronically, and between the three

twenty-first century sources?

Chapter 1 introduces the broad context in which this study tackles these questions, outlining
the work upon which this thesis builds and presenting a brief history both of the standard
language in France and of the codifying texts which have accompanied it. It also introduces
the key concepts of language standardisation and language ideologies, in particular standard
language ideology, prescriptivism and purism. The final sections of Chapter 1 consider some
of the common tropes and images drawn upon in discussions of correct language in
prescriptivist and purist texts, e.g. the ideal of a language ruled by analogy and logic, and the

ways in which prescriptivism has been studied and conceptualised.

The comparative element of this study means that it draws on methods and insights both from
historical sociolinguistics and computer-mediated communication. Chapter 2 introduces the
opportunities and limitations associated with the use of these methodologies. The chapter
also introduces the form and content of the four sources for analysis and their place within
the broader context of language commentary. The methods of data collection, cleaning and
sampling for the four corpora are then presented before the final section discusses the ethical

issues involved with using publicly available online data for study.

Very limited external information is available about the readers of each of the four sources

analysed, and in the case of the nineteenth-century Le Courrier de Vaugelas, this also applies



to information about the publication’s editor, Eman Martin. Chapter 3 presents this limited
external information and the information provided within each publication/platform by the
readers/users and the experts of each source, in order to build a picture of the readerships

and experts involved.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 present a diachronic comparative analysis of Le Courrier de Vaugelas and
Courrier des internautes, the two Q+A publications. Chapter 4 focuses on the topics of readers’
guestions to reveal the areas of the language which most interest readers from France and
abroad and cause difficulty and doubt. Chapter 5 examines the ways in which the readers and
experts of the two sources create and negotiate authority, through drawing on external
authorities, e.g. literary figures and reference texts, and the language used to present their
qguestions and responses. Chapter 6 examines the recurring tropes and imagery drawn on by
readers and experts in their discussions of language. The final analysis chapter, 6.3, compares
samples of blog posts and user comments collected from Langue sauce piquante and
Bescherelle ta mere, websites which both share and discuss (to differing extents) the language
errors made by others. Analysis then focuses primarily on users’ comments considering, with

some parallels to Chapter 6, the recurring tropes and use of figurative language.

We shall see that online forms of lay-expert and lay-lay language commentary show some
striking similarities to traditional forms of printed language commentary. For example, similar
tropes and imagery used in the nineteenth-century Le Courrier de Vaugelas can be traced back
to the remarqueur tradition and to language commentary in earlier centuries, and are still
found in the three online sources, the Courrier des internautes, Langue sauce piquante and
Bescherelle ta mere. At the same time, examining twenty-first-century online lay commentary
reveals that established tropes and imagery may take on new, often more extreme forms,

especially in lay-lay commentary.



Chapter 1 Standardising and discussing the French language in

France
As outlined in the Introduction, this thesis analyses lay and expert discussions of the French

language in nineteenth- and twenty-first-century language commentary. This chapter puts
that analysis in its research and historical context. Section 1.1 presents the model of
standardisation which provides a framework for examining the historical context of French
standardisation. Section 1.2 briefly outlines the well-studied history of standardisation in
France (see Brunot (1966), Rickard (1989), Trudeau (1992), and Ayres-Bennett (1996) for
comprehensive studies). Section 1.3 outlines the history of codifying texts and metalinguistic
texts, from seventeenth-century remarqueurs to more recent examinations of ‘ordinary’
usage, reaching beyond the traditional tendency to focus on the social elite. Section 1.4
considers the role of the Académie frangaise in France, whose presence is often taken to
‘prove’ high levels of prescriptivism in France (Estival and Pennycook 2011: 325), and argues

that perhaps French prescriptivism is not a ‘special case’, as has been previously suggested.

One focus of this study is the implicit and explicit manifestations of three language ideologies
in lay and expert language commentary: standard language ideology; prescriptivism; and
purism. These concepts, which overlap, have at times been conflated in literature. In Section
1.5, | therefore define these concepts and attempt to delineate the three ideologies, showing
where they overlap and diverge. Section 1.6 considers the features and tropes which have
been shown to be typical of language commentary, the study of which is well established in
historical linguistics and sociolinguistics. These features include, for instance, the use of
metaphor and the trope of desirability of logic in language. Chapters 6 and 6 will show the
extent to which these typical tropes and images were present in nineteenth-century expert
and lay language commentary and can still be found in twenty-first century discourses on
correctness. Finally, in Section 1.7, discussion turns to some of the ways in which
prescriptivism, in France and more widely, has been studied. This includes conceptualisations
of prescriptivist outputs ‘from above’ and ‘from below’ and an adaptation of McLelland’s

(2021) model of prescriptivist texts for the purposes of studying online sources.

1.1 Standard languages and standardisation
Definitions of standard languages have been plentiful (see Davies and Langer 2006: 26-27),

yet uncertainty about the exact properties of a standard language endure (Milroy 2012: 575).
However, Milroy and Milroy’s (2012: 19) definition of a standard language as a high prestige
variety of a language considered to have the characteristics of maximum efficiency and

minimum misunderstanding in communication, has remained relatively uncontested



(Kristiansen and Coupland 2011: 18), and is adopted in this thesis. The definition incorporates
both linguistic and social characteristics of the language: the linguistic characteristic of
structural uniformity, for instance, allows for minimum misunderstanding; and the prestige
attributed to the standard by society and/or social groups is a clear social characteristic
(Milroy 2012: 575-76). Although the norms of the standard are expected in both written and
spoken language, there is greater homogeneity in written language forms than in spoken
language (Milroy 2007: 134; Milroy and Milroy 2012: 47), where variation is more widely

expected, even if not accepted.

Haugen (1966: 933) first identified a framework to describe how a variety becomes a standard
language, otherwise known as standardisation, formed of four processes: ‘(1) selection of
norm, (2) codification of form, (3) elaboration of function, and (4) acceptance by the
community’. A later version of the model (1983) reclassified the fourth stage as
‘implementation’, placing the focus more helpfully on the processes involved in disseminating
the standard, rather than on its reception. These are not to be interpreted as four
chronological stages, but processes which overlap and interact. Haugen’s model has had
significant influence in studies of standardisation of a variety of languages, but, as we shall
discuss in Section 1.5, the model fails to distinguish between codification and prescription and

makes no mention of purism (Ayres-Bennett 2019: 184-85).

Looking more closely at the individual processes, selection involves the selecting of a variety
to become the standard. The selected variety is frequently the dialect associated with the
social elite in the society (Haugen, 1966: 932), which tends to include influential institutions
such as the government and religious powers — important powers in the later dissemination
of the standard to the ‘people’. An association with the powerful of a society elevates the
variety’s position (Joseph 1987: 43) and over time, the two become linked, the elite position
of one reinforcing the other. The beginnings of a hierarchy are set in place: one variety and its

speakers are elevated above all others.

Codification and elaboration are both ongoing linguistic processes. Codification allows the
selected variety to achieve its hypothetical final goal of a standardised language variety with
(ideally) ‘one spelling and one pronunciation for every word, one word for every meaning, and
one grammatical framework for all utterances’ (Haugen, 1966: 931-33). Deciding upon and
laying out the parameters of the language can result in prescriptions and proscriptions (to
which | return in Section 1.5.4). The elaboration process ensures that the variety has the

vocabulary and structures for use in the maximum number of functions. Finally, acceptance



or implementation is a social process which encompasses dissemination of the variety,
including its teaching in universal education, insistence of its use in the media and use of the
standard by influential institutions (Haugen 1983: 272). The ideological dimension of
standardisation is now widely acknowledged and research into standardisation must consider
how ideology is enacted (McLelland 2020: 9). Before we discuss this, | present a brief history
of standardisation in France, using Haugen’s (1983) model as a framework. Whilst |
acknowledge and agree with criticism levied at the model by Ayres-Bennett (2019) (see also
Deumert and Vandenbussche 2003b), the focus of this study is not on the standardisation

process itself and as such Haugen’s model is an adequate guide for the narrative.

1.2 A brief history of standardisation in France
Despite some evidence of linguistic norms during the Middle Ages in France (Lodge 1993: 157),

the beginning of the selection of the basis for a standard variety has been traced to the late
twelfth century (Hornsby 2009: 160). In the thirteenth century, French gradually started to
replace Latin in certain functions, such as in law and in government (Lodge 1993: 118-20), and
the elaboration of a standard French language began. The growing prestige of the lle-de-
France variety saw the beginning of a challenge to Latin and, to an extent, regional dialects
(Oakes 2001: 55). The Villers-Cotteréts edict, which in 1539 established French as the official
administrative language for legal proceedings, is often cited as a significant moment in the
changing relationship in France between French and Latin, and French and regional languages
(see, for instance, Cohen 2003; Judge 2007: 16). Although French was successfully
implemented in these limited spheres (Judge 2007: 16), Latin was still highly prestigious and
present in French society (Rickard 1989: 85). Lacking the fixity of Latin, French, at this point,
was neither rigidly codified nor widespread (Lodge 1991: 99-100).

Slow advances towards a fixed spelling system were made in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries (Lodge 1993: 164), but it was not until the sixteenth centuries that serious efforts
were made to codify the French language (Lodge 1993: 159). Lodge (1993: 159) suggests that
the motivations behind codification were three-fold: firstly, to improve the efficiency of
communication across the country, although this was not a principal motivation. Secondly,
and more pressingly, codification was a means by which French could gain the prestige of
Latin. Latin was understood to obey grammatical rules; to gain the same prestige, French had
to show it could do the same (Rickard 1989: 85). Thirdly, the production of codifying texts was
a way for members of the elite group in society, who would have access to the codified
language, to distinguish themselves from the peuple, who would not, thus creating a

deliberate linguistic hierarchy. Language commentators, including Estienne (1579) and Du



Bellay (2001 [1549]), praised the language in comparisons with Italian and Latin and calls were
made, by Du Bellay amongst others, to elaborate the vocabulary to enable the use of the

language in more domains (summarised in Rickard 1989: 85-86).

The seventeenth century is considered the ‘great period of language codification’ in France
(Lodge 1991: 101). The aims of increased codifying efforts were still not democratising (Lodge
2016: 203); that is, they did not envisage to create a standard language for all to use, but
rather the opposite, solidifying a prestige variety for those in the upper classes (cf. Rutten
2009). By the second half of the seventeenth century, a belief that the French language had
reached ‘perfection” was prevalent amongst the dominant in French society, as was a desire
to ‘freeze’ the language in that state (Lodge 1991: 104). The inherent clarity of the language,
laid out later by Rivarol in his Discours sur I'universalité de la langue francaise (1784), was also
widely acknowledged as truth (Lodge 1991: 105). Myths regarding the clarity and superiority
of French (see also Section 1.6) have endured over time (Lodge 1991: 105), and, as this thesis
will show, are present in nineteenth- and twenty-first-century lay and expert metalinguistic

discussions.

The founding of the Académie frangaise in 1635 established the importance of the language
as a concern of the state (Ayres-Bennett and Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2016: 106) and a
prescriptivist and purist approach to the language were made clear from its opening text.” The
Académie aimed to ‘donner des regles certaines a notre langue et a la rendre pure, éloquente
et capable de traiter les arts et les sciences’ (Académie frangaise n.d.).2 The preface to the
Académie’s first dictionary (1694) further consolidated a prescriptivist approach and
adherence to a hierarchy of varieties by distinguishing between le bon usage and the language

use of the peuple.

The French Revolution of 1789 was accompanied by major shifts in attitudes towards the
notion of a standard language, its position in the education system, and the beginnings of
wider acceptance of a standard (in the sense of Haugen) (Lodge 1991: 106). The French
language was promoted by Revolutionaries as the ‘element binding the French people
together’ (Lodge 2004: 207), and Revolutionary ideals moved towards a democratising
standard (cf. Rutten 2009), viewing the language as belonging to the ‘people’ rather than the

elite (Oakes 2001: 59). Use of regional varieties, in turn, came to represent ‘hostility to the

7 Prescriptivism is discussed and defined in 1.5.4, purism in 1.5.5.
8 See Wolf (1983) for a summary of this text and an overview of the Académie’s role during this
period.



Republic, and disloyalty’ (Hornsby 2009: 161). As the dissemination of Republican ideals relied

on communication, the ideal of one nation speaking one language took hold (Judge 2007: 20).

Nineteenth-century France was a period of huge social change (Aminzade and Hodson 1982:
441). The Lois Jules Ferry made primary education system free and compulsory in 1881,
meaning that larger numbers than ever before were exposed to the standard language
through education. The re-introduction of conscription at the end of the nineteenth century,
followed by World War |, brought together citizens from across France who turned to the
common variety of standard French, and away from regional dialects, for communication
(Judge 2007: 27). Similarly, greater urbanisation (Judge 2007: 27) and the spread of railways
(Rickard 1989: 122) were increasingly bringing people from across the country together and
solidifying the need for use of a common vernacular. A growing population of standard French
speakers was accompanied by an increased awareness of standard and non-standard
varieties; language use became an important identity marker and a trait by which to

discriminate against others (Saint-Gérand 2009: 10-11).

In twenty-first-century France, almost all citizens receive or have received free, compulsory
education in standard French. The standard language is used in all domains and, whilst
regional languages are still spoken, there have been very few monolingual speakers of
regional varieties since the 1940s (Judge 2007: 27). Centuries of standardisation — French is
often considered to be a highly normative language (Liidi 2012: 205) — have led to a situation
in which feelings of linguistic insecurity are widespread (Section 1.5.4, see also Ager 2008) and
the standard language continues to be an important identity marker (Paveau and Rosier 2008:

99).

1.3 A brief history of codifying and metalinguistic texts
The long history of standardisation in France has been accompanied by a wealth of

metalinguistic and codifying texts. This section examines some of these texts, alongside some
discussion of other Francophone and non-Francophone contexts. The history of codification
in France, of codifying texts and usage guides, and, more recently, the history of ordinary
usage beyond the elite, is well studied. However, much less work has been conducted on
metalinguistic discussion online, and less still comparing online language commentary with
historical commentary. As this thesis will show, comparison across time and mediums but
within the same tradition of language commentary shows that the twenty-first century online
forms of language commentary can confidently be considered an extension of the same genre

of metalinguistic text which began with the seventeenth-century remarqueurs.



As we have seen, the sixteenth century marked a period of increasing codification and
elaboration of the French language. Grammars of the language were produced, firstly, for
foreign audiences learning French, and subsequently, for a French audience (Rickard 1989:
84), not necessarily for functional need, but to prove that it could be done — to show that
French, like Latin, was fixed and rule-governed (Ayres-Bennett 1996: 141). These early French
grammars, such as Palsgrave (1972 [1530]) and Dubois (1971 [1531]), sought to fit the French
language into the sometimes unsuitable categories of classical grammars for Greek and Latin
(Padley 1983: 71), causing aspects present in French but absent in Latin, e.g. articles, to be
overlooked (Poplack et al. 2015: 16).° The question of what would constitute the norm would

follow in the seventeenth century (Ayres-Bennett 1993: 36).

The use of French in an increasing number of domains, including some scientific disciplines
(Ayres-Bennett 1996: 140) created the need for lexical expansion (elaboration, in Haugen’s
terms). The earliest dictionaries in France were bilingual, usually intended for translation work
(Kibbee 1996). Robert Estienne’s Dictionnaire francois (1549) is perhaps the earliest dictionary
in a recognisable form (Lodge 1993: 161). Intended for Latin scholars, it was a useful resource
for French speakers in the absence of a monolingual French dictionary (Marello 2003:
331). The monolingual dictionary arrived in 1606 in the form of Nicot’s Trésor de la

langue francaise and was followed by an upturn in dictionary production (Lodge 1993: 161).

Increased efforts to codify the language in the seventeenth century were accompanied by an
increase in the range and number of metalinguistic and normative publications. They include:
remarks and observations on French (e.g. Vaugelas 1647; Bouhours 1674); grammars (e.g.
Maupas 1618; Oudin 1640); monolingual dictionaries (e.g. Richelet 1680; Académie francaise
1694); and usage guides (e.g. Lartigaut 1669; Hindret 1687) (as summarised by Ayres-Bennett
(2014: 176-82)). Relatively few grammars were published during the seventeenth century
(Ayres-Bennett 2014: 180); significant, however, is the Port-Royal grammar by Arnauld and
Lancelot (1968 [1660]) — a formal grammar based on reason and logic — which foreshadowed
much of the grammatical theory which would follow in the eighteenth century (Rickard 1989:
103-04). The Port-Royalists viewed irregularities in the language as imperfections (Rickard
1981) and believed that language should be based in logic and reason (Tsiapera 2006: 760).%°
As we will see in Section 1.6, the importance of logic in language has endured in language

commentary.

9 See Padley (1983) for an overview of early French grammars.
10 see Padley (1985) for a detailed account of the Port-Royal grammarians and their legacy.
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Vaugelas’ (1647) Remarques sur la langue francoise marked the start of the remarqueur genre
(Rickard 1992: 40), defined by Ayres-Bennett (2006: 263) as ‘volumes of generally short
observations or remarks on points of doubtful usage’. The genre represents a move from
metalinguistic texts aimed primarily at foreign language learning to perfecting the French of
first language French speakers. Ayres-Bennett’s study of the remarqueurs has yielded useful
approaches to texts to address questions including what is said and how in the remarqueur
genre (Ayres-Bennett and Seijido 2011; Ayres-Bennett 2004, 2006); the use of metaphor
(Ayres-Bennett 2009, 2011); and normativity in the genre (Ayres-Bennett 2014, 2016, 2019).
A digitised corpus, the Grand Corpus des grammaires et des remarques sur la langue francgaise
(XIVe-XVlle s.), created under the direction of Ayres-Bennett et al. (2011) is a significant online
resource for the future study of the genre. While revealing of what Vaugelas and his
contemporaries believed laypeople were worried about in their language usage, the study of
these works provides no direct evidence of lay attitudes towards the language. The two Q+A
sources analysed in this thesis are a direct extension of this genre, in that they give language

advice, but also allow for the study of lay language commentary and queries.

The audience for prescriptive texts has evolved greatly since the days of Vaugelas and his
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century successors, who were writing for a specific and limited
stratum of elite French society. In the late eighteenth century, a report by Abbé Grégoire
(1794: 3-4) on the use of the French language in France found that six million of the country’s
25 million inhabitants spoke no French at all, and a further six million struggled to hold a
conversation in French. With fewer still able to read or write the language, the potential
audience for Vaugelas’ work was proportionally low, yet, within the circles who could access

such texts, the genre gained much popularity (Osthus 2016: 334).

The introduction of free and compulsory education in the late nineteenth century increased
the potential audience of codifying and metalinguistic texts. Teachers teaching standard
French for the first-time sought help in language advice publications such as the Journal de la
langue francaise'* (specifically aimed at teachers) (Kibbee 2021) and Le Courrier de Vaugelas
(see 2.2.1), and guidebooks for concerned parents and pupils began to appear (Kibbee 2021).
In the study of these texts, particularly through the Q+A format of language advice
publications, we can see not only what the experts consider to be important aspects of
language and correctness, but also the opinions and worries of the layperson. The Bescherelle

brothers, whose works continue to be published today, also began publishing for the first time

11 https://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb34361126w (Accessed: 05/10/2020).
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during the mid-nineteenth century (for instance, a grammar in 1834; a dictionary in 1842; and

a conjugation manual in 1843).12

The scope for studying language commentary on an individual, unpublished level has
historically been limited. Lay discussions of language were, for a long time, restricted to
conversation or to private written genres such as letters, limiting the quantity and diversity of
data available for examination. The study of private, previously overlooked texts is becoming
more common in historical sociolinguistics, with a growing interest in the research paradigm
of language history ‘from below’ (see ElspaR 2007). An examination of a wide variety of
different text types, and not just those standardised texts which represent a ‘history from
above’, is necessary if we are to achieve a comprehensive history of a language (Elspal® 2012b:
156). As well as highlighting the importance of language histories ‘from below’ (Elspal3 2007;
Vandenbussche and ElspaR 2007), ElspaR has contributed to the field through studies of
German-language private letters (ElspaR 2002, 2012a, 2015) and diaries (Elspal’ 2012b). In the
Anglophone context, sixteenth to nineteenth century linguistic norms and usage have
been widely studied, although Auer (2014: 151-52) considered the nineteenth century to be
rather neglected, despite its important role in bridging the usages and attitudes from the
eighteenth century to modern-day English. Whilst the analysis of previously disregarded
resources is gaining traction in historical sociolinguistic study, the use of such documents to
study language attitudes has been less common in all European contexts. Yet the attitudes
and usage of those outside of the traditionally studied sphere, i.e. not the educated elite, must

be considered if we are to gain a complete picture of the time period in question.

Chroniques de langage first appeared in newspapers in France in the late-nineteenth century
(Osthus 2015: 163) and enjoyed a ‘golden age’ of popularity in the mid-twentieth century
(Ayres-Bennett 2015: 48). In many ways a continuation of the remarqueurs genre (Ayres-
Bennett 2015), language columns are usually written by a single author, who discusses specific
points of the French language, often in a context of correct/incorrect usages (Remysen 2005:
271). They differ from the remarques, collections published as entire books, because they
were and are published in newspapers regularly (Remysen 2005: 271) and in many cases,
the chroniqueurs base their discussions on queries from readers (Osthus 2015: 163).
Appearing in both national and local newspapers (Ayres-Bennett 2015: 45), the potential

reach of language columns is large, as is, therefore, their potential influence on lay attitudes

12 The Bescherelle name has been adopted by the website Bescherelle ta mére (2014-present),
analysed in this thesis (see Section 2.2.4).
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to language (cf. Bouchard 2002). Their actual reach, however, is unclear; not everyone buying
the newspaper will read the columns, but people who would not necessarily seek out
language commentary may stumble upon them. From the 1960s onwards, language columns
began to move into audio-visual as well as print media, before finding a space online too

(Osthus 2015: 164), the same tradition continuing over time and across mediums.

Bochnakowa (2005, 2013) has analysed the types of linguistic features discussed in twentieth-
century chroniques de langage in the French newspaper Le Figaro, giving an insight into the
areas of language where the chroniqueurs feel it is important to adhere to the standard, as
well as the areas they feel are the most ‘mistreated’. Remysen (2011, 2012, 2013) has
analysed the normative discourses in Quebecois language columns, an important fixture in
Quebecois press, whilst Walsh (2016a) has analysed the linguistic discussions of Quebecois
columnists with a focus on their purist tendencies. Although primarily monologic — readers’
guestions, even if the basis of the column, are often not published (Osthus 2016: 336) —
through the study of these columns we can begin to gauge the areas of the language which
trouble or worry French speakers. However, readers’ questions are usually paraphrased,
rather than quoted directly or in full, meaning that lay discourses on language and correctness

are inaccessible.

In the English-language context, letters to the editor function in similar ways to the
Francophone world’s chroniques de langage, with readers often writing to the editor with
complaints about language. Cameron (2012: vii-ix) suggests that this practice forms a part of
a ‘popular culture of language’ in the UK and the US, alongside radio shows, language societies
and online spaces, amongst others. As in France, ‘the expression of attitudes towards
language correctness has been more thoroughly studied in the context of grammars and
dictionaries’ with, up until now, ‘few studies on the expression of language attitudes in letters
to the editor’ (Luka¢ 2016: 321). In Germany, journalists have produced popular books on
language use (popular in both senses of the word); Bastian Sick’s four volumes, based on his
newspaper columns, are one example (ElspaRR and Maitz 2012: 195). Discussions of language
use, especially by the German media, are also prominent online and on German TV and radio

(see Moschonas and Spitzmdller 2009).

In recent years, the internet has proven itself to be a popular platform for airing comments
about language (Paveau and Rosier 2008: 97), leading to a growing scholarly interest in online
language commentary (Osthus 2018: 20). For lay language enthusiasts, online language

commentary can take a variety of forms, including discussions or declarations on social media,
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user comments on blogs and online articles and viral content such as memes?!? (Queen and
Boland 2015: 283; Svelch and Sherman 2018: 2394). Despite the wide variety of platforms for
online discussion, a large proportion of lay language commentary happens, and has always
happened, in ephemeral speech, meaning that for a long time it was technologically
impossible to record this data and that, even now, the amount which can be recorded and

studied is only ‘la partie émergée de I'iceberg’ (Osthus 2018: 25).

Expert language commentary is also found online. Websites and blogs which discuss language
are numerous: these include websites which give language advice and online equivalents of
traditional metalinguistic texts such as dictionaries, grammars and usage guides which were
previously only offline. A wider range of resources are made possible by expansion online; the
Larousse website,'* for example, offers monolingual and bilingual dictionaries (to and from
French into six other languages), grammar lessons, an encyclopaedia and a discussion forum.
Brands of dictionaries and textbooks are also found on Twitter, for example, including
Larousse (22.6k followers),’> Le Robert (104.1k),® and Bescherelle (38.3k; they describe
themselves as the “bible” de la langue francaise’),!” allowing for further dissemination of

information and interactions with internet users.

As varied as the forms of metalinguistic text are, so now are the individuals and institutions
who are producing them, usually perceived to be language authorities of some kind. Printed
and published forms, such as dictionaries and grammars, have been, and still are, the work of
language professionals — grammarians, lexicographers, members of the Académie. Before
mass printing and publishing, producing a published text was costly; authors needed the
economic means and/or institutional backing to publish. An author’s ability to publish
increased their perceived authority. As Tieken-Boon van Ostade (2010: 17) highlights in her
work on eighteenth-century to present-day English usage guides, authors producing such
guides tended to share a specific set of qualifications and professional links, such as
membership of a professional organisation. This was not a hard and fast rule, however. One
member of the canon, Baker, author of Reflections on the English language (1770), was ‘barely
educated’, although Baker is an exception to the rule (Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2010: 17).

Language columns have the institutional backing of newspapers which can increase a

13 An example meme is found in Figure 4.9.

1 https://www.larousse.fr/ (Accessed 27/08/2020).

15 https://twitter.com/LAROUSSE FR (Accessed 27/08/2020).
16 https://twitter.com/LeRobert com (Accessed 27/08/2020).
17 https://twitter.com/BescherelleFR (Accessed 27/08/2020).
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columnist’s perceived authority, pertinent for those who publish anonymously or under

pseudonyms.

Websites and blogs are sometimes run by language professionals, but also by language
enthusiasts whose formal qualifications may be limited to a love for the language. As Osthus
(2003) affirms: ‘En fait il ne faut ni étre linguiste ni académicien pour juger sur le bon usage et
les normes. |l suffit de se brancher sur Internet’. This is valid not only on an individual level
but can also be true for publications with large audiences, even resulting in increased
authority in the offline world. Bescherelle ta mére, for instance, conceived of and created by
Sylvain Szewczyk at 21 years old, shares language errors made by the general public and public
figures. By his own admission, Szewczyk has no formal linguistic qualification,*® yet has
modelled himself online as a ‘justicier de I'orthographe’®® (see Section 3.4). With internet
access and a little know-how, creating a platform for language commentary, or simply
engaging with such a platform, has never been easier and the potential audience has never

been greater.

The history of prescriptive texts in France is long and diverse, but, as we have seen, the
resources studied have tended to be monologic texts, such as grammars or remarqueur texts.
This is a missed opportunity to explore evidence of lay views which have been thus far under
studied. The availability of resources has been a methodological obstacle; ‘expert’
commentary can be studied through the metalinguistic texts which we have just discussed
(grammars, dictionary prefaces, usage guides etc.), but lay discourses have been harder to
capture and study. The internet now provides fertile ground for the study of lay metalinguistic
discussions which, it has been assumed, were taking place regularly in spoken language but
which were little documented (Osthus 2018: 25). The four sources analysed in this study —
three of which are twenty-first century online sources — all fall into the long tradition of
metalinguistic texts in France, but are all more or less dialogic, containing the commentary of
both the perceived authority and the more elusive lay audience. Furthermore, whilst research
has considered the extent to which chroniques de langage, for instance, can be considered an
extension of the remarqueur genre (Ayres-Bennett 2015; Osthus 2015), this comparison has
not yet been extended to consider where online sources of language commentary are placed

within the genre.

18 See the interview with Entrée Libre (December 2017) here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EVyWwaBeRQU (Accessed: 27/08/2020).
19 See the Twitter ’'bio’ here: https://twitter.com/Bescherelle (Accessed: 27/08/2020).
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1.4 France as a special case?
French has been cited as the most highly codified or standardised language in Europe (Haugen

1966: 930), as highly purist (as discussed by Walsh 2014: 423), and subject to high levels of
prescriptive force (Lodge 1993: 3; Osthus 2016: 334). Pressure to conform to the standard is
high, evident in the education system (Paveau and Rosier 2008: 31) and in broader French
culture, where orthographic deviation from the standard is somewhat of a breach of cultural
etiquette (Paveau and Rosier 2008: 141). That is not to say that these pressures are exclusively
French, but they are often considered as ‘typiquement francaise’ (Paveau and Rosier 2008:

141).

The view of France as a ‘special case’ of extreme prescriptivism has been pervasive both in
mainstream and academic ideas about France and the French language (see Ayres-Bennett
and Seijido 2013; Ayres-Bennett and Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2016). The prominence in public
life of the Académie francgaise is one factor which has fed this interpretation (see Estival and
Pennycook 2011). The Académie francaise is, of course, not the only language academy in
Europe; Spain’s Real Academia Espariola (‘Royal Spanish Academy’, established in 1713) can
also be considered a prescriptive and purist institution (Paffey 2007),%° as can Italy’s
Accademia della Crusca (‘Academy of the Bran’) (Tosi 2011), which, established in 1583,
predates its French counterpart by 52 years. As we have seen, the history of prescriptivism
and codifying texts in France is certainly long but it is accompanied by equally long histories
for other European languages. Germany, for instance, has a long prescriptive tradition, with
its earliest prescriptive orthographies and grammars published in the 1570s (McLelland 2013:
209-10). The tradition of prescriptivism in France is arguably not so very different from that of

its European neighbours.

The role of the Académie frangaise at an individual and societal level in twenty-first century
France has also come into question. For Adamson (2007: 51), the Académie ‘is a national icon,
a proud symbol of a long tradition, of the love and respect the French have for their language’,
but Robitaille (2002: 51) asserts that almost no one in France knows ‘ni ce qu’elle fait, ni a
quoi elle sert’ (Estival and Pennycook 2011: 329 express a similar sentiment). Whilst
internationally the Académie francaise may be viewed as ‘the prescriptive body par
excellence’ (Linn 2013), its status and impact are not as great as many people believe (Ayres-
Bennett and Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2016: 106). The Académie has not produced a new

dictionary since 1935; its ninth edition is still in progress. An online dictionary is accessible to

20 A more detailed discussion of the Real Academia Espafiola is found in Paffey (2012: 53-59).
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those looking for a more updated version, but the question posed by Ayres-Bennett and
Seijido (2013: 13) remains: how many people are checking the Académie’s resources, either
paper or online, with any frequency? Until 1996, decisions made by the Académie had no
enforceable power, and even now any official power is limited to contributions to the
Commission générale de terminologie et de néologie (CGTN).?! The continued existence of the
Académie francaise does, however, suggest a desire in France to maintain a standard French
language and the value placed on its protection; the importance of even only symbolic
authority cannot be dismissed (Edwards 2012: 15). As will be shown in Section 3.2.2, the
Académie’s online rubric, Courrier des internautes, receives questions from internet users
across the globe looking for language advice, suggesting that the institution is still perceived

as an authority for French-speakers worldwide.

1.5 Defining the terminology
As we have seen, the ‘expert’ perspective on language has been well documented and

examined in France. Lay language attitudes, historically, have been harder to access, but have
not only been neglected from study due to this methodological obstacle. It was previously
considered that lay discourses were of little to no interest to the linguist given their non-
scientific nature (see Niedzielski and Preston 2000: 3-10 for a summary of negative attitudes
towards the study of lay language attitudes). The study of lay language attitudes is associated
with the discipline of folk linguistics, defined as the analysis of ‘beliefs about and attitudes
towards language by collecting and examining overt comment about it by nonlinguists’
(Niedzielski and Preston 2009: 356). Folk linguistic study, and the study of metalinguistic
discussions more generally, can shed light on the role of language in society, how people view

language and how these attitudes shape individual’s language usage (Thurlow 2006: 670).

Work in folk linguistics (which Niedzielski and Preston (2000: 2) date back to the mid-1960s)
has shown that the layperson and the linguist often have very different ideas about how a
language works, and how it should work (Stollznow 2018: 16). ‘Popular’ linguistic works aimed
at the layperson, written by linguists and non-linguists alike (Ayres-Bennett and Tieken-Boon
van Ostade 2016: 112), have attempted to dispel some of the common misconceptions about
languages and to de-mythicise widely-held ideologies about language; for instance, that a
word must be in a dictionary to exist (Yaguello 1988: 85-90) or that language should not vary

or change (Trudgill 1998: 1-8). However, lay misconceptions about languages and linguistics

21 The CGTN is a committee which recommends new lexical items, often to replace anglicisms. Since
1996, the Académie has had the final say in decisions made by the committee (Candel 2016: 280).
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are still widespread (see Stollznow 2018). In shunning the study of phenomena such as

prescriptivism, ‘linguists may have abdicated a useful role as arbiters’ (Edwards 2012: 17).

Research Question 5 concerns the ideologies which underpin expert and lay language
commentary, specifically standard language ideology, prescriptivism and purism. The
comparative elements of the study (two time periods, the same genre of language advice
publication from print to online, and lay and expert perspectives) reveal the extent to which
manifestations of these ideologies have changed and remained stable. The three language
ideologies (standard language ideology, prescriptivism and purism) influence one another,
and clear theoretical and practical distinctions are not always made between each of them. In
order to understand these individual ideologies, it is important to firstly explore language

ideologies more generally.

1.5.1 Language ideologies
In his overview of language ideology research, Kroskrity (2016: 98-102) refers to ‘three main

planks’ in the study of language ideologies:

1. positionality — everyone approaches language from a specific social, economic,
political position and this shapes their approach to language;

2. multiplicity — we all hold multiple positions in society based on numerous social
factors (gender, education, age etc.) and consequently hold multiple positionalities;

3. awareness — ideologies present on a conscious or unconscious level.

The study of ideology was first developed outside of the linguistic sphere (Cameron 2006:
141). Silverstein (1979: 193) provided one of the first definitions of the concept applied to
language: ‘sets of beliefs about language articulated by users as a rationalisation or
justification of perceived language structure and use’. This definition marked an important
turn in how ideologies were viewed in scholarly works, drawing attention to the fact that

speakers can be aware of their ideologies — although not always, as we will see.

Irvine (1989: 255) defined language ideologies as ‘the cultural system of ideas about social
and linguistic relationships, together with their loading of moral and political interests’. This
definition emphasises a social aspect, introducing the idea that ideologies can be shared
across groups of speakers. It also highlights the positionality aspect — the power and politics
which underpin ideologies. Woolard and Schieffelin’s (1994: 58) definition of ideologies as
‘interest-laden’ similarly connects beliefs to positionalities. The role of positionality in

ideologies can be interpreted neutrally or pejoratively:
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‘One can define an ideology in a neutral way by suggesting that it takes a partial
or biased view of the social world, in order to make sense of it. In addition, a
common, pejorative understanding of an ideology is of a world-view that helps
to legitimize and maintain a set of power relations. Nor are these definitions

mutually exclusive’ (Armstrong and MacKenzie 2015: 40).

Language ideologies are very rarely ‘about language alone’ (Woolard 1998: 20); they are
inextricably connected ‘to group and personal identity, to aesthetics, to morality, and to
epistemology’ (Woolard and Schieffelin 1994: 56). Whether or not speakers are aware of how
they draw on ideologies, the cultural and societal context in which ideologies are produced
must be analysed to begin to understand them. Institutions such as the education system,
administration and the media, for example, play important roles in the reproduction of
ideologies (Blommaert 1999: 10), acting as ideological sites, spaces in which ideologies are
articulated and shared (Kroskrity 2010: 198-99). Institutional support ‘normalizes’ ideologies,

reinforcing their status as common-sense ideas about language (Blommaert 1999: 10-11).

Awareness of ideologies has formed an important point of discussion (Kroskrity 2004: 497),
with suggestions that language ideologies work on both a conscious and an unconscious level
(Paffey 2012: 16). As outlined above, Silverstein’s (1979) definition assumes ideologies are
conscious, they can be articulated and, consequently, studied by analysis of metalinguistic
discussions. However, definitions which emphasise a ‘common-sense’ element to ideologies,
e.g. Rumsey’s (1990: 346) definition (‘shared bodies of commonsense notions about the
nature of language in the world’) suggest that ideologies work on an unconscious level and,
consequently, cannot always be reliably articulated by individuals. Armstrong and MacKenzie
(2013: 25), following Eagleton’s (1991: 2) suggestion that ‘ideology, like halitosis, is [...] what
the other person has’, state that whereas most speakers are not conscious of their own
ideologies — speakers view their own outlook as neutral — they can identify the ideologies of
others. Ideologies which function on an unconscious level can be difficult to study, or even
identify. In practice, we are likely not dealing with a clear-cut distinction between conscious
and unconscious ideologies, but rather speakers who show differing levels of awareness

(Kroskrity 2016: 101).

This study, which explores the language ideologies expressed explicitly and implicitly in
language commentary, makes the following assumptions about Kroskrity’s three main aspects

of ideologies:
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1. Language ideologies are influenced by the social, political and economic status of
individuals or groups (positionality).

2. Language ideologies are multiple, with individuals holding numerous, potentially even
contradictory ideologies (possible due to unconscious level of some ideologies)
(multiplicity).

3. Language ideologies are beliefs about language and its use which are present on both

a conscious and unconscious level (awareness).

1.5.2 Standard language ideology
It has been suggested that standard language ideology is the most pervasive language

ideology in Europe (Gal 2009: 14), with many European countries living in what Milroy (2001:
530) has dubbed ‘standard language cultures’. According to Vogl (2012: 13), standard
language ideology is built around two core aspects: a belief in correctness, i.e. a strong feeling
of what is correct/incorrect in a language, and a belief in ‘the one best variety’. Lippi-Green

(2012: 67), in the context of her work on the English language, defined the ideology as:

‘a bias toward an abstracted, idealized, homogenous spoken language which is
imposed and maintained by dominant bloc institutions and which names as its
model the written language, but which is drawn primarily from the spoken

language of the upper middle class’.

The limitation of standard language ideology to the spoken language is too narrow; an
expectation to adhere to normative rules is imposed on both written and spoken language
(Paveau and Rosier 2008: 294), arguably even more stringently on written language, which is
more readily standardised (Milroy 2007: 134). The written language and the standard
language are often conflated and the extent to which each is subjected, or not, to standard
language ideology is not always problematised (McLelland 2020: 9). Lippi-Green’s definition
does not tease out these differences and consequently does not acknowledge the effects of
standard language ideology on both spoken and written language. However, the role of
institutions in promoting and disseminating the standard language and the sites of ideologies

(cf. Kroskrity 2010) are clear.

Standard language ideology is generally viewed by linguists as an unconscious ideology (Milroy
2007: 133). In practice, this means that ideologically-loaded judgements made are not
recognised as such by language users, but are believed to have a ‘purely linguistic’ basis
(Milroy 2000: 536). At the same time, Kristiansen and Coupland (2011: 24) discuss ‘the well-

documented discrepancy’ between the overt attitudes expressed in speech communities and
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actual usage; members who give overt support to the standard may still use non-standard
varieties. In this thesis, standard language ideology is defined as an ideology which conceives
that a language exists in a standardised form and which hierarchises varieties, positioning the
standard as the ‘best’ or ‘proper’ variety. Standard language ideology applies to both written
and spoken language but has been more forcefully and successfully applied to written forms

of language.

1.5.3 Codification
As we will see, codification, prescription and prescriptivism are related but different concepts.

Codification, briefly introduced in Section 1.1’s discussion of Haugen’s (1966) standardisation
model, is an ongoing process by which the rules of a language are laid out, after a selection
process has chosen a variety to be standardised. Codification yields texts such as dictionaries
and grammars —the ‘keepers’ of these codified rules — which may be more or less prescriptive
or descriptive works (Ayres-Bennett 2019: 187). Prescriptions are an outcome of codification
although the two terms have often been used interchangeably. As we will see, a prescription
is a rule developed through codification, with the implication of carrying authority. It is
possible to codify a language in a way that allows for considerable variation, i.e. not

prescriptivist.

1.5.4 Prescriptivism and descriptivism
Prescriptivism, like standard language ideology, relies on a belief that there are correct and

incorrect ways to use language. Most definitions of prescriptivism agree that it involves
making a distinction between how a language ‘should’ or ‘shouldn’t’ be used as illustrated in
Langer and Davies’ (2006: 46) definition: ‘Prescriptivists believe it is acceptable to prescribe
certain usages and to stigmatise others as incorrect or bad, even when these are commonly
used by all sectors of the population’. However, definitions start to deviate beyond this initial
point, and prescriptivism and prescription are often being conflated, both with each other and
with codification and purism (Ayres-Bennett 2019). Haugen’s (1966) model, for instance,
conflates codification and prescription (Ayres-Bennett 2019: 187). Prescriptivism is part of the
standardisation process in that it is one way in which the standard is maintained, alongside
other mechanisms, such as the spread of literacy and the hierarchisation of varieties (Milroy
and Milroy 2012: 22). In what follows, | attempt to delimit prescription and prescriptivism,

presenting the latter as both an ideology and an activity.

Here, | restrict the term prescription to the rules of the language themselves; prescriptions

are an outcome of codification (as per Haugen’s model). Ameka (2016: 71), however, arguably
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conflates prescriptivism with prescription, defining prescriptivism as ‘the specification of dos
and don’ts in language’. It is prescriptions, and not prescriptivism, which are the ‘dos and
don’ts’. Prescription has an ideological basis, as the use of the dichotomy of ‘dos and don’ts’
in Ameka’s definition relies on a belief in a correct form of a language and, consequently, the
hierarchisation of usages. Prescriptivism, however, is more than the mere specification of

what is correct/incorrect.

Trask (1999: 246) defines prescriptivism as a set of behaviours: ‘The imposition of arbitrary
norms upon a language, often in defiance of normal usage’. This definition focuses on the
action of prescriptivism and does not allow for an ideological basis. It is also important to note
that language users’ knowledge of their language’s codex can be incomplete, leading them to
prescribe usages which are contrary to the codified norm. Straaijer (2016: 233) similarly
frames prescriptivism as an activity: ‘whenever one person tells another how to do something
with language in such-and-such a way, how to say or write something, that is prescriptivism.’
This implies, unintentionally, perhaps, that prescriptivism occurs on an individual level, with
no room for institutional prescriptivism, something emphasised by Curzan’s (2014: 17)
definition: ‘the conscious and explicit efforts to regulate the language of others that carry
institutional authority’. Yet that emphasis too is, | would argue, too narrow; authority in

language is not limited to an institutional level.

Trask, Straaijer and Curzan all present prescriptivism as an activity with the aim to enforce a
certain usage or variety. Crystal’s (2010: 2) definition more explicitly highlights a
hierarchisation of varieties: ‘[Prescriptivism is] the view that one variety of language has an
inherently higher value than others, and that this ought to be imposed on the whole speech
community’. Crystal presents prescriptivism as an ideology, rather than as a set of behaviours.
Milroy and Milroy (2012: 1) agree with Crystal, but (unhelpfully) use the term ‘prescription’
for this ideology: ‘Prescription [in my terms: prescriptivism] depends on an ideology (or set of
beliefs) concerning language which requires that in language use, as in other matters, things

shall be done in the right way’.

Taking the discussed definitions into consideration, this study conceives of prescriptivism as
both an ideology and a set of behaviours. Framing prescriptivism as an ideology is useful
because it makes three features of prescriptivism explicit:
1. Prescriptivism may be about more than just language, ideas about correct/incorrect
language are ideologically motivated and tied to other ideologies such as nationalism.

2. Prescriptivism, as an ideology, is shared amongst groups of speakers.
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3. Prescriptivism can function on an unconscious level, with speakers enforcing an
arbitrary norm.

As a behaviour, prescriptivism is the effort to impose ‘correct’” ways of using the language
through the recommending and condemning of certain usages and/or varieties. This can be
on an individual level, e.g. correcting a friend’s language use, and on an institutional level, for
instance through the education system. Prescription, on the other hand, is conceived of as an
outcome of the codification process, a codified rule which presents usages as either ‘right’ or
‘wrong’. It is the rule itself, rather than the action of enforcing the rule. This study is interested
in manifestations of prescriptivism (both as an ideology and a set of behaviours) in lay and
expert language commentary. It does not focus specifically on the prescriptions themselves

although these will be relevant at times.

Prescriptivism stigmatises certain language usages (Pilliere and Lewis 2018) and can lead to
situations of linguistic insecurity, defined by Meyerhoff (2006: 192) as ‘Speakers’ feeling that
the variety they use is somehow inferior, ugly or bad’. It results from the legitimisation of
certain usages and the cultural capital (cf. Bourdieu 1982) associated with the standard
variety. Prescriptivism creates a heightened sensitivity to one’s own language use, particularly
amongst speakers of ‘low prestige’ varieties and dialects (Osthus 2018: 26), and even a feeling
that one’s own language is not ‘real’ French (Ager 1999: 9). Over time, this can lead to
language shifting, contextual based change from dialect to standard and vice versa, and in
extreme cases, to the loss of the dialect or low prestige language (Ager, 1999: 9).22 There are
also social consequences for those not using the prestigious standard, including reduced
potential for social mobility (Paveau and Rosier 2008: 141) and social discrimination (Milroy
and Milroy 2012: 2). Language also often ‘stands as a proxy for discrimination’ for

characteristics which are protected (e.g. religion, race, gender) (Milroy and Milroy 2012: 2).23

The extent to which prescriptivism is universal in linguistic communities is unclear. Thomas
(1991: 13) suggests that prescriptivist behaviours can be found in all standard, or
standardising, language societies. For Joseph (1987: 16), where there is variation, value
judgements will follow. A ‘speech of the people’ ideology, particularly regarding spoken

language, is dominant in the polynormative situation of Irish, variation is valorised and the

22 For more on the loss of dialects and dialect levelling in France, see Blanchet and Armstrong (2006)
and Hornsby (2009).

23 In November 2020, the Assemblée nationale approved a proposed law concerning accent
discrimination (glottophobie). Information about the proposal available here:
https://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/dyn/15/dossiers/promotion_france des accents (Accessed:
09/03/2021). It remains to be seen if/how this will change language-based discrimination in France.
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hierarchisation of varieties rejected (O Murchadha 2016: 201-02). However, the absence of a
hierarchical or anti-variation ideology on an institutional level, does not preclude that
judgements on language use are not made by individuals. The ideological beliefs about what
is correct/incorrect, in both language use and as extends to behaviour more generally, are

‘entrenched in the folk psyche’ (O Murchadha 2016: 212).

A distinction has been made, in earlier sociolinguistic research, between prescriptivism, which
prescribes usage, and descriptivism, which describes usage. It is now widely agreed that the
distinction is not clear cut (Ayres-Bennett 2016: 104). Texts that are principally prescriptivist
may contain descriptivist elements and vice versa (Hodson 2006; Ayres-Bennett and Seijido
2011). It may be, as Joseph (1987: 18) noted some forty years ago, that it is not possible to
produce a descriptive text, as to state conditions of what speakers do and do not say is to
enter into ‘the prescriptive domain’. The process of selecting a set of speakers to describe
involves a value judgement, at odds with the scientific process strived for by the descriptive
approach. Crucially, an author’s intention and a reader’s reception of a text may not always
align (Joseph 1987: 18). After all, those consulting metalinguistic and codifying texts are not
usually doing so to find options of usage, but rather to find one correct answer (McLelland

2013: 220).

For Cameron (2012: 8-9), the term ‘prescriptivism’ has problematic negative connotations and
is limited by the prescriptivist/descriptivist binary. Cameron (2012: 8-9) prefers the term
‘verbal hygiene’ to refer to ‘whenever people reflect on language in a critical (in the sense of
‘evaluative’) way’, covering a more comprehensive set of behaviours. However, the term
‘hygiene’ carries its own potentially negative connotations. Judgements based on ‘dirtiness’
and ‘cleanliness’ have moralistic overtones, as is clear in the well-known phrase ‘Cleanliness
is next to Godliness’ (cf. Douglas 2002). More than just judging language as correct/incorrect,
there is an added layer of judgement associated with ‘cleanliness’ and ‘hygiene’. What is
more, cleanliness/dirtiness are judged on a continuum: something can be spotlessly clean or

a bit clean.

Milroy and Milroy’s influential work ‘Authority in Language’ (first edition 1985, fourth edition
2012) introduces the ‘complaint tradition’ to refer to the promotion of standard language
ideology outside of the classroom (2012: 30). Milroy and Milroy suggest that complaints about
language use will generally fit into one of two categories. Type 1 complaints ‘attack “mis-use”
of specific parts of the phonology, grammar, vocabulary of English’. Type 2 complaints, on the

other hand, are ‘moralistic’ and ‘recommend clarity in writing and attack what appear to be
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abuses of language that may mislead and confuse the public’ (2012: 30-31). Both type 1 and
2 complaints can reasonably be subsumed into the framework of prescriptivism, when
prescriptivism is conceptualised as both an ideology and an activity. Similarly to Cameron’s
(2012) ‘verbal hygiene’, the label of ‘complaint tradition’ carries negative connotations and in
both cases an agenda or at least judgement is already implied. Equally, both Milroy and Milroy
(2012) and Cameron (2012) foreground a moralistic dimension to judging language (explicit in
Milroy and Milroy’s type 2 complaints and more implicit in Cameron’s use of ‘hygiene’).
Consequently, both approaches remind us that prescriptivism is an ideology and that it is not

necessarily neutral.

1.5.5 Purism
Purism is an ideology and a set of related practices which seek to control the boundaries of

what is or is not part of a language. Thomas’s widely cited (1991: 12) definition describes

purism broadly, as:

‘the manifestation of a desire on the part of the speech community [...] to
preserve a language from, or rid it of, putative foreign elements or elements held
to be undesirable (including those originating in dialects, sociolects and styles of

the same language)’.

This presents a broad scope of potential purist targets: both internal elements (‘dialects,
sociolects’ etc.) and external (‘foreign elements’). The scope of purism is wider still for Paveau
and Rosier (2008: 23): ‘[Purisme] veut prémunir la langue originelle contre ses mauvais usages
(et usagers)’. Trask (1999: 254) and Brincat (2003: 155) limit the scope of purism to the

targeting only of unwanted foreign elements in a language.

Although there is little agreement on the exact scope of purism, all definitions tend to position
languages as something that ‘can be damaged’ (Langer and Nesse 2012: 607). Thomas’
definition of purism will be the point of reference for this study, but the targets of purism are
extended to include protection of the language against both undesirable usages and users of
such forms, as highlighted by Paveau and Rosier’s (2008) definition. As will be shown in
Chapter 6, lay commentators often criticise those making language errors, rather than the

errors themselves.

Whilst both purism and standardisation resist change to the language, the two concepts differ
inthat a standard language is not a prerequisite for purism. Purism assumes that the ‘language
is currently pure and, therefore, change to it equals contamination, corruption or decline of

some sort’ and that the ‘language must be protected from this contamination and preserved
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in its current state (or, alternatively, if the language has already begun to be corrupted, the
corrupted part must be removed)’ (Walsh 2016b: 9). This conceptualisation relies on the
existence, or possibility, of a ‘pure’ form of the language to be defended, which may or may
not take the form of a standard language — it may simply be free from particular ‘polluting’
features. Brincat, Boeder, and Stolz (2003: viii), for instance, consider purism in situations with
endangered and minor languages.?* However, sustained purism usually relies on, at least, the
beginnings of standardisation to have started (Walsh 2016b: 9). Purism also overlaps with
prescriptivism, in that it assumes the need to control a language and how it is used but goes
further than prescriptivism in its identification of polluting elements and assumption of the

need to remove them (Walsh 2016b: 8-9).

24 Brincat (2003) examines Maltese language purism, to give one specific example.
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1.5.6 Summary of concepts

Standardisation

The process by which a language becomes standardised, is implemented
and maintained as such. Standardisation elevates one variety to a position
of prestige, introducing the hierarchisation of varieties. Standardisation
has been more widely achieved in written language but is considered to

apply to both written and spoken forms.

A language variety which has undergone standardisation, which is

Standard
language considered to have minimal variation in form and is to be used in all
functions. It is a prestige variety, found atop the linguistic hierarchy.
A process by which the rules of the language are decided upon and laid
Codification | out in a fixed form, usually in writing. This is an ongoing process and

allows for rules to change over time.

Prescription

An outcome (but not an inevitable outcome) of codification, a
prescription is a codified rule of the language presented in terms of
correct/incorrect. It differs from codification in that it implies the idea of

a recommendation or authority.

Ideologies

Standard
Language

Ideology

An ideology which conceives that a language exists in a standardised form
and that this form is the ‘best’ or ‘proper’ variety. It applies to both
written and spoken language but has been more forcefully and
successfully applied to written forms of language.

Prescriptivism

An ideology which contains the following: 1. there are ‘good’ and ‘bad’
ways of using a language; and 2. prescriptions must be followed.
Prescriptivism is also a behaviour involving the insistence on correct
language use, the recommending and condemning of usages.
Prescriptivism is an opposing ideology to descriptivism (which describes

how the language is used by its speakers).

Purism

Purism overlaps with prescriptivism but is not simply a form of
prescriptivism. Purism is a belief in the possibility of a ‘perfect’, ‘pure’
form of a language, which may have existed in the past, and which must
be protected from decline or corruption. Impure forms must be removed
from the language. This is not just limited to foreign borrowing into the

language, but also to internal variation and change.

Table 1.1 Summary of key terms as used in this study
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1.6 An overview of typical tropes in language commentary
Prescriptivist and purist criticism of the language is mostly aimed at words specifically

(‘language=words’) and at the written, rather than spoken, mode (‘language=writing’)
(Hohenhaus 2002: 167-68). Prescriptivists and purists target language usage and attempt to
enforce normativity through a variety of techniques based on, for instance, people’s
understanding of how a language should work or by looking back at the origins of a language.
This section will explore some of these ‘common-sense’ assumptions about language found in
metalinguistic discussions and the recurring ways in which laypeople and experts use
prescriptivism and purism to enforce or proscribe certain usages. The comparative element
of this study, nineteenth- and twenty-first-century sources are examined, allows for an
analysis of prescriptivist and purist justifications over time in the same geographical context
and same genre. Given that online lay language commentary has seldom been studied in this
way, this analysis of justifications and metaphor in lay-lay communications on correctness will

provide an alternative approach to existing studies.

Purist discourse typically draws upon a number of images to express opinions on language use
(Thomas 1991: 19), and scholarly research has investigated the imagery used and its
development over time (see, for instance Jones 1999; Ayres-Bennett 2011). In the context of
France and the French language, Paveau and Rosier (2008: 57) categorise metalinguistic
imagery as follows: aesthetic arguments (beau/laid); political arguments (langue de la liberté);
pseudo-linguistic arguments (clarté de la langue); and metaphorical arguments (langue en
bonne santé). Thomas’ (1991: 39) model for purism also includes aesthetics, but employs the
term in a broader sense, encompassing values such as ‘correctness’, ‘wholeness’ and
‘pristineness’. These categories will be loosely used to trace some of the common and long-

standing tropes in French language commentary.

Beginning with pseudo-linguistic arguments, one long-standing topos, which dates back to
Greek grammar (McLelland 2011: 92), concerns analogy and anomaly. Words formed via
analogy are those which can be shown to follow the understood rules of the language, words
which show a similar formation to others (following a pattern). Anomaly, on the other hand,
as the label suggests, refers to words or structures that behave in a way which seems to differ
from the ‘expected’ way or established patterns, potentially calling into question their
legitimacy or ‘standardness’. In Greek grammars, analogy was ‘equated with linguistic
naturalness’, whilst anomaly was considered to be a form of irregularity, an ‘aberration from
the system’ (McLelland 2011: 92). Over the (many) years since its first discussion, linguists

have discussed the relevance and scope of both concepts (Lahiri 2003: 1). The
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neogrammarians, for instance, believed that all apparent inconsistencies could be explained
through analogy (Morpurgo Davies 1998: 254), and Ramus (1515-1572) that any inconsistency

in a language could be explained away with an analogical approach (Padley 1985: 26).

Related to the concept of analogy, and a second example of a pseudo-linguistic argument, is
the ideal of a logical language (Pullum 2004; Hohenhaus 2002); explanations based in logic are
preferable. The myth of French as a logical, even the most logical language, has been pervasive
in linguistic commentary (Lodge 1993: 4) and is often traced back to Rivarol’s (1784) Discours
sur l'universalité de la langue frangaise (Hiddleston 2004; Tarnarutckaia and Ensslin 2020),
which praised the clarity and rationality of the language. Manifestations of this myth are still
found in folk language commentary, as demonstrated by, for instance, Tarnarutckaia and

Ensslin’s (2020) study of metalinguistic discourse on Reddit.

The genius of language (‘la génie de la langue’) has been a well-known trope in metalinguistic
commentary since at least the seventeenth century, but took root in nineteenth-century
linguistic discussions, with French perhaps the most frequently associated with this concept
(Schlaps 2004: 367-81). The ‘genius of language’ topos, which can be considered both pseudo-
linguistic and metaphorical, often draws on logic as a justificatory basis, encompassing a belief
that a certain language variety has properties which are to be considered inherently logical.
This could be to do with the formal properties of a language variety, or a ‘type’ of language
(Schlaps, 2004: 372-381). In the twenty-first century, the genius of the language trope is rarely
used, but rather draws criticism for its unscientific nature and the ‘mysticisme nostalgique’ it

creates (Siouffi 2015: 70).

The ‘Golden Age’ topos centres around the belief that the language attained a state of
perfection at a stage in the past (Watts 2000; Milroy and Milroy 2012: 40). Any subsequent
change to the language is presented as negative, often framed in terms of decline and
deterioration (Pullum 2004: 6-7). Related to this trope is a more general belief that
‘older=better’ in matters of language (Hohenhaus 2002: 155), although this idea can be
pervasive more broadly. For instance, perceived declining standards of language are often
attributed to modern technologies (Thurlow 2006). Expressions of the ‘Golden Age’ topos,
which can draw on aesthetic, metaphorical and pseudo-linguistic arguments, are also found
in the authors and texts used in language commentary as paragons of ‘good’ usage — ‘la langue
de Moliere’, for example, was mentioned in Twitter reactions to the 1990 French spelling

reform (Humphries 2016: 14).

29



The use of metaphor in metalinguistic and grammatical texts has a long history across many
language contexts (Ayres-Bennett 2011: 239) and is also found in folk linguistic discourses
(Hohenhaus 2002: 172). The metaphors used in language commentary often (but not always)
personify the language and rest on notions of a living and/or pure language, for instance
through images of healthy/diseased languages (Langer and Nesse 2012: 617) or of the body
of language as under attack (Hohenhaus 2002: 170-72). As well as drawing on knowledge and
assumptions shared between the author and audience (Cowling 2007: 168-69), the use of such

metaphors is highly emotive.

Aesthetic judgements are also frequent in language commentary (Rastall 2008: 103-04). As
with discussions of logic, aesthetic judgements can be levelled at the micro-level of usages
and at languages as a whole; the French language as a beautiful language is a pervasive myth
in France (Catach 1991: 11). Analysis of the expert and lay language discourses in two time
periods (nineteenth and twenty-first century) will show that these arguments were and are
still being drawn on in language commentary and, consequently, that online forms of linguistic
commentary can be viewed as an extension of more traditional forms such as remarques and

language columns.

1.7 Approaches to the study of prescriptivism
Having examined some of the common tropes of prescriptivist and purist language

commentary, this final section explores the ways in which prescriptivism and forms of
prescriptivism have been theorised in literature. Whilst references are made throughout to
prescriptive ‘texts’, it should be noted that expressions of prescriptivism manifest in both
written and spoken forms. As explored in Section 1.5.4, the distinction between prescriptivist
and descriptivist texts is often not clear cut (Ayres-Bennett 2016: 104), with texts containing
elements of both ideologies and/or being interpreted as more/less prescriptivist by their
audience (Joseph 1987: 18). Ayres-Bennett (2016: 105-06) proposes considerations for
scholars when approaching prescriptivist/descriptivist texts, to enable more rigorous
analysis.”® These centre on determining, firstly, whether the texts are ‘prescriptive in
intention/purpose’ and/or ‘prescriptive in expression’. Secondly, if a text is prescriptive in
expression, does this reflect a prescriptive attitude or ‘a description of the dominant use’?
Finally, is the text ‘prescriptive in effect’ and if so, if this is a result of the text itself or the way
it is being used. This approach allows for greater nuance and places significance on both

author intention and audience reception.

25 This is further developed in Ayres-Bennett (2019: 190-99).
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Ayres-Bennett and Tieken-Boon van Ostade (2016) differentiate between prescriptivist efforts
‘from above’ and ‘from below’ — as well as ‘top-down’ versus ‘popular’, and ‘official action’
versus ‘private initiatives’. In France, prescriptivism has principally come ‘from above’ but
often with limited success, whereas British prescriptivism has tended to come ‘from below’
(Ayres-Bennett and Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2016: 116). Whilst the binary distinctions of
‘from above’ and ‘below’, or ‘private initiatives’ versus ‘official action’, can serve as useful
starting points, they are not always easy to apply in practice. For instance, the boundaries of
what constitutes ‘official action’ can be unclear. If ‘official action’ refers only to state-
sponsored activities and publications, many wide circulation reference texts not published by
the state would fall outside of this category and into ‘private initiatives’ alongside, for
instance, a blog run by a lay language enthusiast. The reach and authority of these two types

of texts can vary greatly. A binary distinction works to a point, but risks losing some nuance.

Straaijer (2016) focusses on the actors in prescriptivism to distinguish between low level
prescriptivists, who are close to actual language users and who are highly influential — Straaijer
specifies teachers and language bloggers — and those who are further from language users
and involved in ‘top down’ language planning activities, such as governments and certain
media outlets (Straaijer, 2016: 236). Again, the limits of a binary distinction cannot encompass
the many different manifestations of prescriptivism. A teacher, for instance, is likely teaching
a prescribed curriculum and likely has more potential prescriptivist influence than a language
blogger, whose own influence can vary widely — e.g. some blogs are a layperson’s hobby,
others are backed by newspapers. Furthermore, the boundary between a blog (low level

prescriptivists for Straaijer) and a media outlet (high level) is not necessarily always clear.

McLelland (2021) moves away from binary conceptions of prescriptivism and conceives of
prescriptivist forms in a pyramid model (Figure 1.1) which considers the authority, reach and
influence of texts.?® Grammars, at the narrow top of the pyramid have high authority, but low
reach and (probably) relatively low influence. The frequency with which people consult a
grammar (of their own language) is likely to be low (Davies and Langer 2006: 44). There is little
empirical evidence to suggest that such texts have any direct influence on language use

(McLelland 2021). Rather than determining usage, prescriptions laid out by grammarians tend

26 This thesis does not tackle the question of influence of prescriptive texts, nor can its analysis shed
any light on such questions. This question has, however, been tackled by numerous scholars with
varying conclusions (Ayres-Bennett 1993; Auer 2009; McLelland 2011, 2014; Havinga 2018).
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to be reflections of what is already, or what is becoming, the norm (Ayres-Bennett 2014;

McLelland 2014: 270).

At the next level, dictionaries, advice manuals, language columns and some online fora, are
also monologic but probably have greater reach and greater influence. McLelland (2021)
suggests that dictionaries are turned to more often than grammars, although the likelihood
that either are consulted frequently is small. Davies and Langer (2006: 44) posit that despite
many households in Germany having a dictionary and/or usage guide, in their experience,
these are not consulted with any great frequency. The influence of such texts primarily lies in
their use in the media and in education (Langer 2002: 68). Dialogic genres such as online fora
are in the next tier. Finally, at the bottom of the pyramid are the norms found in a community
of practice/speech community, which have low authority but wide reach and the potential for
high influence. The distinction made between the level of authority of a prescriptive text
(including a speech act) and its potential reach eliminates some of the ambiguity highlighted
in the ‘from above’/‘below’ model, and seems easily applicable to traditional prescriptive texts
such as grammars and passing spoken comments made amongst friends — each representing

opposite ends of the triangle structure.

High authority

Low reach Grammars

Low influence? (monologic)
Dictionaries; advice
manuals, language

Medium authority COIUTnS.

Medium reach (monologic)

Mediuminfluence? . )
Online fora, language advice

services, etc. (dialogic,
responsive)

Increasing authority P

Low authority . .
Wide reach Norms in the community of

High influence? practice/speech community

,
»
- aflesn uo aduanpjul pue yseas Juiseasdu)

Figure 1.1 McLelland’s (2021) model of prescriptive texts
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Conversations which previously took place in private settings are now appearing in the public
sphere of the internet, blurring the distinction between the public and private, both in terms
of accessibility of texts and the topics addressed (Landert and Jucker 2011: 1422-24).27 My
analysis of user comments on a public Facebook page (6.3), for instance, found that comments
which begin as on-topic can quickly lead to off-topic and personal discussions amongst
friends.?® Comments which may previously have been shared between only two individuals or
a small group can now reach a public audience. It is easy to leave comments underneath online
news articles and blog posts, making voicing a public opinion fast and, in many cases, less
subject to editing than, for instance, letters to the editor (Landert and Jucker 2011: 1423). An
increase in reach of a resource is likely to increase the potential number of engagements it

receives.

Dirscheid and Frehner (2013: 35) noted that email communication, being an ‘unobtrusive’
medium, ‘encourages people who would not send letters otherwise to communicate in
writing’ and that approaching others for advice and assistance has become much easier
because of emails. This is even more true of social media and public comment sites which are
easily accessible through any browser and not just one dedicated application. Not only then
is the potential audience of online sources much greater than offline, but the number and

type of people engaging with the sources may also be a wider cross-section of society.

In Figure 1.2, | adapt McLelland’s model and create a new online category which parallels
printed and offline sources, to reflect the greater potential reach offered by online
interactions and texts.? A new dimension, ‘increased accessibility’ has been added to account
for the potentially greater influence on usage and reach online sources may benefit from in
comparison to their offline equivalents. Dictionaries, for instance, reach their largest ever
audiences online (Tarp 2014: 235) in part, because of the ‘speed and ease’ with which material
can be accessed (Dziemianko 2010: 257). The label ‘authority’ has been replaced with
‘perceived authority’ to highlight the subjective assessment of authority. Dashed lines, instead
of solid lines, highlight that the pyramid is also a continuum, where boundaries are often
unclear and crossover between sections is possible and plausible. An additional factor not

captured in the model, but which may be interesting for future study, is proximity of

27 This ‘blurring’ did not start with the internet; ‘electronic media’, such as television and radio, also
contributed (Landert and Jucker 2011: 1423).

28 These comments and conversations were removed for ethical reasons explained in Section 2.6.

2% The aspects of influence and reach are unchanged from McLelland’s model. Given the difficulties of
accurately measuring the number of people accessing offline and online texts, ‘reach’ is taken in this
study to reflect the likely size of the audience.
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relationships, especially in online interactions, which is also likely to affect levels of authority,

reach and influence.

Online
grammars
(monologic),
Increasing reach — ) Increasing
and influence on Brintdictionanies; Online dictionaries erceived
rEmanTyeurs; language columns . P :
usage language columns guag authority
(monologic)

Print letters to the editor,
language advice services
(dialogic)

Onlineblogs, fora,
language advice
services

Offline lay discussions of language Online lay discussions of
language, incl. social mediaand
‘Below the line’ sections

Increased accessibility
(offline to online)

Figure 1.2 Potential model of prescriptive texts (adapted from McLelland (2020a))

The adapted model tackles some issues which arise when considering the diverse range of
online prescriptive interactions and behaviours. Tweets, for instance, can vary hugely in their
reach; in some cases, they may arguably reach the same size audience as a language column.
This depends on who sends the tweet, i.e. someone with very few followers in comparison to
a public figure with millions of followers (Emmanuel Macron, for instance, has 5.6 million
followers),*® and the popularity of a tweet (if one tweet is ‘retweeted’ extensively, it reaches
a much larger audience). Similarly, tweets can be sent by individuals, lay or expert, and
institutions, meaning the perceived authority of tweets also varies greatly. The
reconceptualisation of McLelland’s pyramid as a continuum goes some way to incorporate the

potential differences in reach and authority within the same medium.

1.8 Conclusion
The long history of standardisation and prescriptivism in France has been widely discussed in

academic literature, as well as in the media, with French often considered a highly

30 Correct as of 01/09/2020. https://twitter.com/EmmanuelMacron (Accessed: 01/09/2020).

34


https://twitter.com/EmmanuelMacron

standardised language and France as a society with high levels of prescriptivism. However,
while we have seen that the periods of the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries are well studied
(in particular, the works of the remarqueurs), metalinguistic texts from the late nineteenth-
century have been less widely examined, despite this being a period of great social change.
The introduction of compulsory and free education gave access to the standard French
language to greater numbers than ever. Even less widely studied are online forms of language

commentary of the twenty-first century.

Deumert and Vandenbussche (2003a: 461) suggest that the study of primary sources of
language commentary could make significant contributions to the study of standardisation
and its associated ideologies. Monologic metalinguistic texts written by language authorities,
such as grammars, dictionaries and usage guides, have been extensively studied. The study of
such texts can shed light on the areas of the language which experts believe that their lay
audience find difficult or need guidance with, as well as the ‘expert’ approach to language and
correctness. However, dialogic texts, such as question and answer publications, give direct

insight into both the expert and lay perspective and how the two interact.

The internet has opened up the potential space for lay language commentary and the format
which this can take. The lay discussions of language available on social media websites and in
comments sections are a part of a somewhat untapped ‘middle space’ for study. They are not
written by traditional authorities, such as grammarians or lexicographers and so do not form
a part of language study ‘from above’. Nor can they be considered part of the more recent
tradition of language ‘from below’, which typically looks at the usage of ‘ordinary’ people
through the analysis of ego-documents. Rather, analysis of online lay language commentary
provides insight into how laypeople conceive of correct and incorrect language use, and how

they react to perceived errors.
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Chapter 2 Methodology

This study is a diachronic and synchronic comparative analysis of four sources of language
commentary from two time periods: Le Courrier de Vaugelas (1868-1881); Courrier des
internautes (2011-present); Langue sauce piquante (2004-present); and Bescherelle ta mére
(2014-present) (see Table 2.1 for a brief summary of each). Consequently, it draws on
methods and theory from both historical sociolinguistics and computer-mediated
communication. Section 2.1 explores the opportunities for study and methodological issues
involved in the two fields. There is, for instance, a discrepancy between the availability of data
from historical periods and the data available online today which affected the choice and
selection of sources for analysis. A large number of twenty-first century sources of lay and
expert language commentary were available but relatively few comparable nineteenth-
century sources. Other sources would have been available for study of the nineteenth century,
for instance the prefaces and further contents of usage guides and grammars published at the
time — this was, after all, a period which saw a growth in the market for such texts (Henry
2008: 72) — however, these are not readily comparable to online, dialogic sources of language

commentary.

The format of Le Courrier de Vaugelas makes the source uniquely comparable to the Courrier
des internautes section of the twenty-first-century Dire, Ne pas dire website. Both sources
present language questions posed by the public and responses from an ‘expert’, allowing for
the analysis of both lay and expert commentary on language and correctness. Throughout this
thesis, a distinction is made between ‘lay’ and ‘expert’ discourses. The Oxford English
Dictionary defines an ‘expert’ as ‘a person regarded or consulted as an authority on account
of special skill, training, or knowledge; a specialist’.3! The adjective ‘lay’ is defined in direct
opposition to ‘expert’ as ‘non-professional, not expert’.3? Researchers often distinguish
between discourses of ‘linguists’ and ‘lay language users’ (e.g. Cameron 2012), differentiating
between those who work professionally with the language and those who do not. Davies and
Langer (2006: 21) have noted that this distinction is essentially the same as that made in
studies of folk linguistics between ‘folk’ and ‘professional’ discourses, where ‘folk’ refers to
‘those who are not trained professionals in the area under investigation’ (Niedzielski and
Preston 2003: xviii). | distinguish between ‘lay’ and ‘expert’ here, rather than ‘lay’ and ‘linguist’
as this more accurately reflects the positions held by the authorities of each source. As we

shall see in Chapter 3, the audiences of the sources analysed here are varied: they are aimed

31 pefinition 2a under the entry ‘expert’: https://www.oed.com/ (Accessed: 09/03/2021).
32 pefinition 3b under the entry ‘lay’: https://www.oed.com/ (Accessed: 09/03/2021).
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largely at lay language users but, in some cases, language professionals make up part of the
audience. For instance, we shall see that regular readers of Le Courrier de Vaugelas include
Georges Garnier, an etymologist (Section 3.1.2.5). The terms ‘lay’ and ‘expert’ are used in this
thesis primarily to distinguish between the two established positions in each source, i.e. those
answering the questions in the authoritative position (‘expert’), and those seeking advice or
writing in from the ‘lay’ position, even if some in the lay position may have some relevant

expert knowledge.

Lay-lay commentary is examined through analysis of user comments on two online forms of
language commentary: Langue sauce piquante and Bescherelle ta mére. As discussed in
Section 1.3, expert language commentary has been widely studied, but the lay perspective
examined in this thesis is less well studied. The format and content of the four sources
analysed in this study are discussed in Section 2.2. Section 2.3 then situates each corpus within
the model of prescriptive texts developed in Section 1.7 and, in turn, within the broader
tradition and genre. This is followed in Sections 2.4 and 2.5 by a discussion of the collection
and sampling processes employed in the study to create manageable offline corpora from the
four sources. Finally, in Section 2.6, the methodological and ethical considerations of the study

are discussed.
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Title

Description

Le Courrier de Vaugelas
(1868-1881)
(Courrier)

https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/

cb327508332/date.item

A twice-monthly publication edited by Eman
Martin from 1868-1881, totalling 240 issues.
The bulk of the publication contains readers’
philological and grammatical questions and the
editor’s responses to them.

These questions and answers are analysed in
this study.

Courrier des internautes
(2011-present)
(Internautes)

http://www.academie-
francaise.fr/dire-ne-pas-
dire/courrier-des-internautes

Part of the Dire, Ne pas dire section of the
Académie frangaise website.

The Courrier des internautes is a sub-section
where readers’ questions and responses to
them are published by the Service du
Dictionnaire.

On average, eight questions and answers are
published every month.

This study analyses the questions and answers.

Langue sauce piquante
(2004-present)
(LSP)

https://www.lemonde.fr/
blog/correcteurs/

A blog run by two proof-readers from Le
Monde.

The posts discuss language and correctness,
usually inspired by errors found in the press.
Posts are published every few days.

Includes a section for users to make comments
and discuss posts.

User comments and posts are analysed.

Bescherelle ta mére
(2014-present)
(BTM)

https://www.facebook.com/
bescherelletamere/

A website which publishes the language errors
of internet users, public figures and companies.
All content is also published on accompanying
Twitter and Facebook pages of the same name.
The Facebook page allows users to comment on
and discuss posts.

Posts are published with varying frequency — at
most, numerous posts a day, at least, once
every few days.

User comments and posts from the BTM
Facebook page are analysed.

Table 2.1 Brief summary of the four sources analysed in this study
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2.1 Methodological considerations: Past and present

2.1.1 Methodological opportunities and limitations of historical sociolinguistics
In analysing the language attitudes presented in a nineteenth-century language advice

publication, this study contributes to the field of historical sociolinguistics, a discipline at the
intersection between linguistics, social sciences and history (Bergs 2005: 8-9). Language must
be studied within its social context, and this is particularly true when considering historical
contexts (McColl Millar 2012: 58), a viewpoint reiterated by Auer et al. (2015: 9): ‘historical
sociolinguistics par excellence aims to study language use, as produced by individual language
users, embedded in the social context in which these language users operate’. Any analysis of
historical sociolinguistics cannot divorce the language from the context in which it was

produced.

Russi (2016: 5) argues that historical sociolinguistics ‘requires the application of theoretical
tenets and methodologies employed by contemporary sociolinguistics’. The Uniformitarian
principle, which assumes that ‘[w]hatever happens today must also have been possible in the
past’ (Bergs 2012: 80), is often applied to the study of historical sociolinguistics. The principle,
which encourages researchers to look for known explanations and causes before turning to
the unknown, must be applied with care in the humanities, where, unlike in the natural
sciences, such simple correlations are not always plausible (Bergs 2012: 80). In practical terms,
this means ensuring that data is interpreted in line with its social and historical context, rather

than relying on assumptions based on our understanding of modern society (Bergs 2012: 84).

Hernandez Campoy and Schilling (2012: 66) list seven challenges for historical sociolinguistic
research: representativeness; empirical validity; invariation; authenticity; authorship; social
and historical validity; and standard ideology. Many of these are linked to what Labov (1994:
11) terms the ‘bad data problem’, which, for historical sociolinguistics, references the fact that
documents available for study are available only by chance, not by design, and are limited in
number (Cantos 2012: 102), with the amount of documentation available also varying greatly
from country to country (Nevalainen 2015: 245). This fact may limit the representativeness of
the data (the extent to which it can be generalised to a wider population), although the need
for ‘genuine statistical representativeness’ to draw conclusions from data has been
guestioned and dismissed in sociolinguistics for some time (Hernandez Campoy and Schilling
2012: 65). The key to historical sociolinguistics, according to Labov (1994: 11), is to make the
most of these bad data. Janda and Joseph (2003: 220) prefer the term ‘imperfect data’, as
‘bad’ carries implications of ‘mistaken, faulty, or false’ data. While the data available have

limitations, they are not unworthy of study.
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The lack of contextual data for many historical documents regarding the writer’s age, gender
and location (Auer et al. 2015: 5), for instance, can also affect representativeness. Before
compulsory education, literacy was not widespread (Nevalainen 2011: 281).
Consequently, historical written documents originate largely from educated, upper class male
authors, or their scribes, i.e. the strata of society who were literate at the time (Auer et al.
2015: 5). What is more, authorship can be difficult to decipher (Hernandez Campoy and
Schilling 2012: 68). The data available are also restricted to written sources until the past 100
years or so (Nevalainen 2015: 245). Whilst the limitations of authorship and lack of oral data
cannot be avoided completely, the use of ego-documents, such as letters and diaries (see, for
instance, Voeste 2018; Hernandez Campoy and Garcia-Vidal 2018; van der Wal 2007), as well
as courtroom texts (But 2017; Vartiainen 2017) and street songs (Graser and Tlusty 2012), can
begin to broaden the social class and background of authors studied. As described in Section
1.3, this creates a ‘language history from below’ (Auer et al. 2015: 7), helping to ensure that,
firstly, less formal writing is available for analysis, and secondly, a broader cross-section of

society is represented.

Problems of invariation and authenticity arise from the potential lack of variety in document
type and style in historical corpora. The language used in written documents tends to be more
normative and uniform than speech. Researchers must be careful to avoid overgeneralising
any uniformity observed in such data to prevent invalid conclusions being drawn from the
language use, both written and spoken, of the time (Herndndez Campoy and Schilling 2012:
68). Equally, the authenticity of this normative variety of written language is questionable.
Labov (1994: 11) suggests that the language used in historical written documents often does
not accurately reflect the language used at the time but is rather a ‘normative dialect’, ‘riddled

with the effects of hyper correction, dialect mixture, and scribal error’.

Finally, it has been argued that historical sociolinguistics research can be skewed by the
ideologies of the researcher (Hernandez Campoy and Schilling 2012: 66); ‘typically, popular
accounts glorify the past, tying the history of a language to the “glorious” history of the nation
and to literary achievements’ (Milroy 2012: 571-72). This is true in wider sociolinguistic study,
too; as Coupland and Kristiansen (2011: 17) highlight, researchers have often ‘down-played’
the ‘ideological dimension of standard language’ in linguistic research. This has led to a
primary focus on standard language histories, whilst non-standard varieties have been
comparatively under-studied (Hernandez Campoy and Schilling 2012: 70). A consequence of

this is the drawing of invalid conclusions about the development and use of non-standard
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varieties due to overreliance on the histories of the standard language (Hernandez Campoy

and Schilling 2012: 72).

Working with historical data has clear limitations and presents a number of methodological
complications, yet similar theoretical and methodological issues are present in non-historical
sociolinguistics and so ‘we cannot hold historical sociolinguistics to standards with which
sociolinguistics itself cannot comply’ (Herndndez Campoy and Schilling 2012: 63-4).
Furthermore, although representativeness and generalisability were considered
fundamentals of sociolinguistic methodologies, researchers now accept that ‘true’ statistical
representativeness and generalisability are difficult, if not impossible, to achieve in most
sociolinguistic studies both of current and historical languages (Hernandez Campoy and

Schilling 2012: 65).

This study uses one historical source: Le Courrier de Vaugelas (1868-1881). The ‘bad’ data
problem — the idea that data are available by chance and limited — was a factor for
consideration when selecting the source. Firstly, the availability of data for the nineteenth
century, in comparison to the twenty-first century, was more limited. This affected the
selection process. For instance, all issues of the Courrier which were edited by Eman Martin
were available in a digitised format; two later publication runs under Edmond Johanet,
however, are not available online or publicly in print in the UK. Similarly, contextual data for
the historical source has been difficult to come by; it has not been possible, for instance, to
locate information about whether the editor published every letter he received or figures
about readership, and very little about either editor. Instead, it has been necessary to surmise
such information from the data available within the source itself. Whilst questions of
authenticity of the language used and invariation should not be discounted entirely in this
study, the primary focus of the analysis is not on the language used, but rather the attitudes
expressed. For this reason, authenticity and invariation were considered when making
assumptions about the readership in Section 3.1.2, but do not affect the validity of any

conclusions.

2.1.2 Methodological opportunities and limitations of computer-mediated
communication
Alongside the historical sociolinguistic methods needed for the study of a nineteenth-century

source, analysis of three online sources necessitates methodologies from computer-mediated
communication (CMC) research. The two methodologies present different challenges.
Whereas historical data can be limited in number and form, vast amounts of data are available

online. The difficulty is in the selection and delimitation of the data. As Herring (2007: 1)
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states, ‘It is now a truism that computer-mediated communication [...] provides an abundance
of data on human behaviour and language use’. For this study, a range of online sources could
have been used to investigate lay language commentary including social media websites (such
as Facebook and Twitter), blogs and fora. Data collection methods vary widely from historical
sociolinguistics, where a researcher must make do with the data which has been made
available often by chance, to internet data, where selection, and possibly sampling, processes

are necessary to create a manageable corpus of suitable data.®

Studies can approach the internet for corpus creation in two broad ways: ‘web for corpus’ or
‘web as corpus’ (de Schryver 2002). This study uses the ‘web for corpus’ approach, taking
samples of online data and saving it offline to create a corpus which does not update or change
over time.3* Whilst the dynamism offered by a 'web as corpus’ approach could offer
interesting insights into, for instance, how users’ edit their comments, this question is not
central to the study. The static corpus approach, which yields a corpus which does not

constantly change, was considered preferable as it facilitates rigorous, manageable analysis.

The potential effects of the online medium on language use must be taken into consideration
in this study, given that three of the four sources are hosted online. This could be particularly
significant for analysis of data taken from the Bescherelle ta mére Facebook page, since social
media are a uniquely ‘online’ phenomena, and its comparison with Langue sauce piquante, a
blog dedicated to language and correctness. The two websites vary in their target audiences
(as explained more fully in Sections 3.3 and 3.4) and the language use of each audience also
varies (see 6.3). Whilst BTM comments frequently contain features associated with CMC
language, e.g. the use of emojis and unconventional punctuation (e.g. !!!!!) (cf. Barton and

Lee 2013: 5), LSP comments are usually closer to the written offline standard.

CMC is often described as a written form of language which carries some of the characteristics
of spoken language (Crystal, 2011: 21), blurring the traditionally established boundaries of
written and spoken language. Research conducted into early forms of CMC in the 1990s
tended to place great focus on the differing characteristics of synchronous and non-

synchronous modes of communication on the internet and has been criticised for

33 Throughout this thesis, ‘corpus’ is used to refer to the initial dataset collected and collated into an
offline form. ‘Sample’ is used to refer to any subsection of this data created for analysis.

34 The ‘web as corpus’ approach, which ‘retains the dynamic nature of the data’ by analysing data
directly from the internet (de Schryver 2002), allows researchers to track how data changes over time
(if you can record the changes) but does not have the benefit of a static corpus, i.e. having a corpus
which cannot be edited and deleted by external users once collected.
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‘perpetuating Internet language myths’ about both forms (Androutsopoulos 2006: 420).
Research has also considered the extent to which the language used online corresponds to
standard or non-standard language, with a focus placed on the use of ‘Text-speak’ features
such as emoticons and abbreviations, space-saving techniques which evolved from the
restrictive character-limit of initial forms of text messaging (Anis 2007: 94-95). Studies have
primarily focused on the English language (Herring 2010: 6) and found little consensus on how
CMC differs from the standard, with evidence of contrasting language ideologies which
advocate both for diverse and uniform language use (Phyak 2015: 379-80). The number of
different voices and perspectives in online language commentary are large and varied (expert
vs. lay, authoritative vs. democratic). This study, in its comparison of lay and expert

commentary aims to compare two distinct perspectives.

Considerable media and lay commentary has criticised CMC both for its impoverished nature
(usually attributed to its lack of physical cues) and for its popularly assumed nefarious
influence on the language (Thurlow 2006: 668). Such claims are widely considered ‘inherently
problematic’ in academic spheres, for their oversimplification of the complexities of the
numerous technologies involved (Thurlow 2006: 668), yet have had a significant presence in
media discourses on CMC. Whilst previous literature on online language use must be taken
into account, e.g. typical and medium-specific features of CMC (cf. Anis 2007; Barton and Lee
2013) and code-switching tendencies (see contributions in Danet and Herring 2007) when
analysing data from the three online sources, it is not the central interest of this study, which

offers a new focus which is not on the language itself, but on what people say about language.

2.2 Content and form
All four sources analysed in this study are forms of language commentary. As we shall see, the

nineteenth-century Le Courrier de Vaugelas and twenty-first-century Courrier des internautes
are directly comparable sources. Both sources contain questions about language from their
lay readership and responses written from an expert perspective. Analysis of these two
sources reveals the areas of the French language which cause lay readers doubt and difficulty
(Research Question 1), how authority is created and negotiated (Research Question 2), the
recurring tropes and imagery used in language commentary (Research Questions 3 and 4),
and the extent to which discourses can be considered prescriptivist or purist (Research

Question 5).

Although interactions between experts and lay commentators were possible before the

internet, as evidenced by dialogic publications such as the Le Courrier de Vaugelas and letters
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to the editor (McManus 2008: 1), the frequency and speed at which these interactions can
now take place online sets the online interactions apart. Before the internet, linguistic
discussions between laypeople were, it is assumed, taking place primarily in spoken
conversations (Osthus 2018: 25), although, given the difficulty of recording such data,
scholarly knowledge of what was being said and at what frequency was no more than
anecdotal. Online platforms for discussion now allow us to empirically examine the content
of such discussions as well as gain insight into the frequency with which they are happening.
Social media and comment sections give access to such discussions. Bescherelle ta mere and
Langue sauce piquante are both dedicated to discussions of language and both facilitate lay
language commentary in the form of comments. Whilst examples of the same broad genre
(online language commentary), the two websites differ significantly in their approaches and
intended audiences, thus providing a further point for comparison and contributing to

Research Questions 2, 3, 4 and 5.

2.2.1 Le Courrier de Vaugelas
Le Courrier de Vaugelas (Courrier) was a fortnightly publication, which ran from 1868-1881

(ten print runs of 24 issues), under the editorship of its founder Eman Martin.?*> From 1886-
1887, the Courrier had two additional print runs (20 issues), under the editorship of author
Edmond Johanet. Johanet’s phase of the Courrier is not available online, nor in print in the UK.
This study looks only at the first, larger run of the publication under the original editor, Martin,
allissues of which are available online via the Bibliothéque nationale de France’s online archive
Gallica.® This is due to, firstly, the greater amount of data, and secondly, the availability of

data.

The subscription-based Courrier was distributed in France (for 10 francs per year) and abroad
(14 francs per year). The publication’s front-page states that it is ‘consacré a la propagation
universelle de la langue francaise’ (see Figure 2.1), and that it will answer the grammatical and
philological questions of its readers in France and abroad. At the end of the nineteenth
century, ‘interest was growing in [..] the propagation of French outside France’ more
generally (Adamson 2007: 11), as evidenced, for instance, by the establishment of the Alliance
frangaise in 1883, an organisation which aims to promote and propagate French globally
(Alliance francaise n.d.). The Courrier's aim thus reflects the broader top-down desires

observed in late nineteenth-century France. The use of Vaugelas’ name in the publications

35 Martin was taken ill during the final run of the Courrier and died a few months later in 1882.
36 https://gallica.bnf.fr (Accessed: 17/08/2020).
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title instantly links the Courrier to the remarqueur tradition which began with Vaugelas in the

seventeenth century (Rickard 1992: 40).

In this study, | examine the question and answer section of the Courrier, the largest section of
the publication. The interactions in this section give insight into the linguistic worries and
queries of readers, as well as the attitudes towards language of both the readers and the
editor. In total, over Martin’s 240 issues, the Courrier printed 1,837 questions and responses,
with the number of questions varying between issues from 4 to 16 questions (7.7 questions
per issue on average). The total publication length was always eight pages, the only exception
being the final issue of each print run which was longer as it contained summaries of all
questions from the 24 issues in the run. In addition to the Q+A section, each issue contained
a biography of a grammarian e.g. Henri Estienne (over six issues from 01/07/1870 -
15/09/1870; see Figure 2.2 for an extract), a list of new grammatical and literary publications,
and a smaller section listing past publications. From the third print run onwards (01/10/1871),
the Courrier included a ‘Passe-temps grammatical’ which consisted of phrases containing
language errors found in the periodical press that the reader was challenged to find and
correct (see Figure 2.3). Martin thus attempted to provide content which was educational and

entertaining.
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Figure 2.1 Example of a front page (Courrier; 01/03/1870. p.81)
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BIOGRAPHIE DES GRAMMAIRIENS .

SECONDE MOITIE DU XVI* SIECLE -

Henri ESTIENNE (1)

Né & Paris, en 1528, Henri Estienne annonca dés son
enfance d'heureuses dispositions pour la littérature. Son
pére (Robert Estienne, qui a fait I'objet de plusjeurs
feuillelons de ce journal) ne. pouvant pas, comme il
I'aurait désiré, prendre soin de son éducation, le confid
i un professeur pour lui enscigner les ¢léments de la
grammaire. Ce professeur expliquait alors & ses éleves
la.- Médée d’Euripide. Henri, ayant entendu déclamer
cette pidce par ses camarades, fut si frappé dg}a <!ou-
ceur et de lharmonie dé la langue grecque, qu'il réso-
lut de I'apprendre. L

Figure 2.2 An extract of ‘Biographie des Grammairiens’ section: first instalment on Henri Estienne (Courrier;
01/07/1870, p.149)
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PASSE-TEMPS GRAMMATICAL.

Corrections du numéro précédent.

1* ... ni une somme moindre de gui gue ce soit (le mot qui-
congue doit loujours remplir une double fonction); — 2° ... dont
les victimes préféreat garder 'affront plifol que de (Voir Cour-
rier de Vaugelas, &* année, p. 153); — 3° ... mais c'esl ici pré-
cisément gu'il ne faut; — §* ... I'bomme descendrait ainsi jusqu'a
ct que le pied lui mangudt, — 5 Ce que nous voulons ne
facquiert pas en un jour ; — 6° ... la défenso de ces docteurs en
ignominie (voir Cowrrier de Vawgelas, 1™ année, p. 4, col. 1);
= T . et Ja Jevre épaisse du nogre (Le mot lippu sigoifiant qui
a les lévres grosses, 'expression « levres lippues » est un pléo-
nastwe); — 8 ... avec une voix nasiltarde (I'adjeclif canarde ne
s'emploie pas dans ce sens).

D e e e
Phrases & corriger
trouvées toutes dans Ja presse périodique.

{*Bauriez-vous me dire, interrogea le vieux Breton, pour-
quoi deux employés agitent de temps en temps de petits
drapeaux sur notre route.

2 Le crayon de Daumier s'est moqué cent fois de oes
petits propriétaires en rupture de comptoir qui s’essouf-
flent, sous le soleil chand, 4 arroser un jardin pelé, grand
comme un drap de lit.

¥ L'an dernier, dans un coin perdu du Havre, & la Villa
des Falaises, charmant endroit assez éloigné ol les maison-
nettes surplombent sur la mer, et que Mme Judic habita
tout un été, mélant ses refrains des Boufles, ete.

4* Ces groupes, sur l'ordre de M. Garnier, viennent d’étre

retirés comme ne remplissant pas le but artistique désire,
et placés dans une autre partie moins en vue du monu- |

ment. _

5 Le pére Brenmer, las de le nourrir, et voulant s'en
débarrasser, résolut de l'expédier, sans autre forme, cher-
cher fortune ou mourir de faim.

6* Bb bien! en bonne conscience, pouvait-on considérer
que la preuve fiit faite et que I'Opéra populaire dut étre a
jamais enseveli dans I'oubli?.

7 Beaucoup d'officiers, de magistrats, de savants, d'ar-
tistes et de gens de lettres, de boursiers, d’hommes poli-
tigues, voire méme des ennemis de la République venus
pour voir comment s'en tireraient ces gens-ld.

Figure 2.3 Example ‘Passe-temps grammatical’ (Courrier; 15/08/1879, p.93)
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Martin also used the Courrier to arrange the placement of foreigners with Parisian families for

language practice purposes, as well as to help teachers to find work placements abroad (see

Figure 2.4). Linguistic exchanges of this type were becoming increasingly popular across

Europe during this period. For instance, the beginnings of an international pen pal scheme,

developed to help French pupils practice their English, can be traced back to the south of

France at the end of the nineteenth-century (Schleich 2018: 37). Martin also provided

teachers looking for work in France and abroad with information about agencies and

publications which could help them to find or advertise teaching positions (see Figure 2.5).

These additional services can be interpreted as attempts towards achieving the journal’s aim

of spreading the French language, giving readers the opportunity to learn and teach French.

<

I FAMILLES PARISIENNES
- ~BRecevant des -Etra'ngers pour les perfectionner dans la Conversation.

_Prés du Jardin d’acclimatation (Bois de Boulogne},

deux dames frangaises de distinction, habitant un joli hotel,

désirent recevoir ({uelques pensjonnaires étrangers. — Grand

comfort. — Excellentes lecons de frangais. — Arls d’agré-
ment. — Les plus sérieuses références obligées.

Tn a.'gz'-égé de I'Université offre de pr’epdre en pen-
sion un jeune étranger qui désirerait une é¢ducation francaise
— Prés du Jardin du Luxembourg.

Dans la famille d’'un pharmacien, on recevrait en
qualité de pensionnaire un jeune étranger qui voudrait, outre
le frangais, étudier encore la médecine. — A quelques minutes
du boulevard des ifliens. - - »

(Les adresses sont données

 Le Rédacteur d'an journal d’enseignement, -ancien
directeur d’école normale et auleur d’une grammaire francaise,

recoit quelques pensionnaires élrangers a des prix modérés.

— Rive gauche.

Une maison d’éducation qui n'est point une pension

_prend des étrangers & demeure pour leur enseigner la langue

et la littérature frangaises. — Prés du Collége de France et
de la Sorbonne. o

Un decteur en médecine, marié et pére de famille, de- -

mande & prendre en pension wz ou dewr jéunes gareons:

d’origine anglaise et ‘dont la santé pourrait exiger des soins

particuliers, — Quartier du Jardin-des-Plantes. -
4 la Redaction du Journal:)

Figure 2.4 Notices advertising home stays with Parisian families (Courrier; 01/02/1870, p.72 )
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, RENSEIGNEMENTS ‘
Pour les professeurs francais qui désirent trouver des places & I'étranger.

AGENCES AUXQUELLES ON PEUT g’ ADRESSER M
A PARIS : M. Pelletier, 116, rue de Rivoli ; — Mme veuve $imonnot, 33, rue de la Chaussée-d’Antin. — A LONDRES :
Miss Gray, 35, Baker Stleet Portman Square ; — A NEW-YORK : M. Schermerhorn, 430, Broom Street.
JOURNAUX PDUR DES ANKONGES @

L’ 4merican Register, destinéaux Américains quisont en Europe ; — le Galignani’s Messenger, recu par nombre d' Anglais
qui habitent la France ; —le Wekker, connu par toute 1a Hollande; — le Journal de St- Pétersbourg, trés-répandu
en Russie ; — le Times, lu dans le monde entier.

(M. Hartwick, 390, rue Saint-Honoré, a Paris, se charge des inseriions.)

On demande pour Québec (Canada) _

Une institutrice frangaise de 25 4 80 ans, diplomée, de boune société, parlant anglais et pouvant enseigner la musique.
— Beaux appointements. — Les plus sérieuses références seront exigées. — S’adresser au bureau du journal.

Figure 2.5 Job notices for French teachers (Courrier; 01/05/1873, p.40)

In the final issue of the sixth year of the Courrier (15/04/1876), Martin made available a reprint
of the first five years of the publication (01/10/1868-15/03/1875) for purchase to his
subscribers.?” The offer suggests that the editor believed that the Courrier had a large enough,
or interested enough, readership to warrant a rerun of its previous issues. Although it has not
been possible to determine circulation figures for the Courrier, this may suggest that at some
point around its sixth year the publication saw an increase in the number of subscriptions,

which Martin saw as an opportunity to sell previous issues to his new readers.

In addition to the main Q+A section of the Courrier, the Communications section at the
beginning of the publication also contains letters from readers. These communications usually
provide additional or new information to support or challenge a previous answer from Martin.
The letters in this section range from one paragraph to up to two pages in length, much longer
than the brief questions published in the main Q+A section. This interaction is encouraged by

Martin, who frequently includes calls for participation such as the following:

1. ‘Je remercie I'auteur anonyme de la lettre précédente, et je m’empresse de
saisir I'occasion qu’il me fournit pour prier les lecteurs du Courrier de Vaugelas
de vouloir bien, a son exemple, m’adresser des critiques sur mes solutions
quand celles-ci ne leur paraitront pas acceptables, ou leur sembleront

seulement défectueuses.’ (15/02/1869, p.73)

37 Martin describes the task of reprinting as trés laborieuse (15/09/1877, p.41) and notes that the
printing of the first run of issues will not be possible until the following January due to the numerous
changes and corrections needed (01/09/1877, p.33).
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Not every edition of the Courrier contains a Communications section; there are 137 such
sections over 240 issues, which contain between one and five letters from readers, totalling
225 letters. Some readers sent multiple letters (182 letters from 128 distinct readers) and 44

letters were published anonymously. The readers are discussed in more detail in Section 3.1.2.

A Réponses diverses section, introduced in 1878, is found at the very end of 55 issues of the

Courrier. Its arrival was announced as follows:

2. ‘IMPORTANT. Sous le titre de Réponses diverses, placé tout en bas de sa 8° page, le
Rédacteur de ce journal répondra dorénavant, comme il le fait dés aujourd’hui, aux
guestions en dehors de la langue qui lui sont adressées de temps a autre par ses

correspondants’ (15/2/1878, p.121).

Each section consists of a few short lines of text, which is not always easy to interpret, as the
guestion being addressed is not published. It does, however, offer clues about the readership,
such as their name and location (in 208 out of 209 instances). For instance, in Figure 2.6, the

first reply is addressed to ‘M. J. G., a Leicester (Angleterre).

Réponses Diverses.

M. 1. G., & Leicester (Angleterre) : Jo n'ai encore publié qu'un volume de louvrage en question, et il est probable que
les autres ne le seront pas de sitot, tout mon temps étant pris par mon journal. — M. L. C., chef d'institution : 18
pense que vous trouverez 'homme qu'il vous faut en vous adressant 4 M. Pelletier, Intermédiaire de I'enseignement,
‘19, rue de 1'0déon, 4 Paris. — M. E. S., & Orldans ; L'abonnement 4 la 8¢ année ne finit qu'an 15 juin, et le vdtre est payé.
— M. B., Lupus Stree! (Londres) : J'ai re¢u le mandat que vous m'avez adressé pour payer votre abonnement et celui du
chl:. L., déduction faite du Slang Diclionary. — M. H. B., Granville Square (Londres) : Yespére que le 1 vplume de la
réimpression pourra vous étre envoyé au commencement de mars.

Figure 2.6 Example Réponses Diverses section (15/02/1878, p.128)

Finally, in 90 of the 240 issues, an Avis section is included on the Courrier’s front page which
contains short notices for subscribers. Most of the Avis are about pricing and subscriptions,
alerting subscribers to changes in price and reminding subscribers to send payments (36
notices), or the general running of the Courrier, e.g. notifying readers of breaks in the
publication, when the next print run will begin and organising the reprinting of previous issues
for interested subscribers (34 notices). In 13 Avis, Martin announces prizes and honours which
he and/or his publication have received (see Section 3.1.1). Finally, seven notices relate to

questions, asking readers to send in questions or, in one instance, apologising for a delay in
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publishing an issue caused by the closure of the library and, consequently, Martin being
unable to check needed citations (01/04/1877, p.161). Although this section, containing
practical information for readers, gives little insight into language ideologies, it provides

(otherwise unavailable) information about Martin and the running of the Courrier.

2.2.2 Courrier des internautes
Dire, Ne pas dire (‘Say, do not say’) is a section of the Académie frangaise website, introduced

in 2011, which publishes short advice pieces on language use, under the headings ‘Emplois
fautifs’, ‘Extensions de sens abusives’, ‘Néologismes et Anglicismes’. It also features longer
blog-style pieces: the ‘Bloc-notes’ section contains short opinion pieces written by an
académicien-ne, whereas the ‘Bonheurs et surprises’ section broadly discusses language
history, including etymology and language evolution. The website’s stated aim is to help its
visitors ‘approfondir [leur] connaissance de la langue francaise’, and users are invited to ask
questions ‘sur un point précis de francais’,*® some of which are responded to publicly on the
Courrier des internautes (Internautes) section of the site.3 A short blog post on the Dire, Ne
pas dire website, reflecting upon the first year of the new section of the Académie’s website
(by académicien Pouliquen 2013), discusses the motivations behind the move to a more
interactive website: ‘[Permettre] une relation plus ouverte, plus spontanée avec ceux des

internautes qui se disaient sensibles au bon usage de notre langue et qui semblaient douter

de notre réactivité face aux agressions dont elle était victime’'.

It is the Internautes section of the Dire, Ne pas dire website which is of interest to this study.
In this section, questions from readers about the French language are published alongside
responses from the Service du Dictionnaire (Service), although as Figure 2.7 shows, responses
are published with the strapline ‘L’Académie répond’. The first post went online in October
2011 and since then, questions and answers have been published sporadically, usually
appearing a few at a time around once a month. The number of posts on the website is in no
way representative of the number of questions received via this platform, which is
approximately 5,000-7,000 per year (personal correspondence with the Service July 2019).
This is double the number reported by the Service in an interview with Le Figaro (2009), when
the platform received between 3,000 and 3,500 letters per year, suggesting that engagement

with the platform has grown as it has become more well-known and/or established.

38 http://www.academie-francaise.fr/questions-de-langue (Accessed: 17/08/2020).
3 It is unclear whether those questions which are not published publicly still receive a response.
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Q
I # . .

5 cadémie francaise N
= . e LTS & MOTs COMMEngant par
un mot dans Ia Oictionnaire b
9¢ édition du 9
dictionnaire ! Rechercher dans le dictionnaire Q

Accueil D'institution Lesimmortels | Lalangue francaise Le Dictionnaire Les prix et fondations Actions pédagogiques  I'actualité

Le frangals aujourdhul  Questions de langue  Terminologie & néologle  Dire, Ne pas dire  Contact Dire, Ne pas dire  Actualité

Derniers arcicles :
Courrier des internauces

Alienor D. (France)
Aline 5. (France)

Amaud D. (France)
DIRE Augustin C_{France)

Eléonore G.-D (France)

Recherche

Par titre

Elliott C., Fontenay-sous-Bois

- . . Par rubrigue - Toutes - v
Le 2 décembre 2012 Courrier des internautes q

Ma question concerne "il en va de méme de”, "il en est de méme de". Laquelle est correcte 7 Dit-on : Par parution - Toutes - r

"L'assertion A est vraie si I'ypothése H est vérifiée. Il en va de méme de {ou pour ?) I'assertion B"
au "... Il est de méme de (ou pour ?) Fassertion B”. Et, a ce propos, doit-on laisser une espace entre

unmot et le point dinterrogation qui le suit ? Mille mercis.

Et enfin, pourguoi ne pas faire suivre les exemples de courriers de lecteurs par la réponse
correspondante 7 Merci pour ce service précieu, en espérant que la charge n'est pas trop lourde.

Elliott C., Fontenay-sous-Bois

L'Académie répond

Permettez-moi d'abord de vous remercier, au nom de toute Féquipe de Dire, Ne pas dire, pour vos
compliments. Nous publions régulierement des lettres de lecteurs, mais vous &tes trop nombreux &
nous &crire pour que nous puissions toutes les faire figurer sur notre site.

F'en arrive maintenant & votre question. Toutes les formes gue vous proposez sont correctes. I en
est de méme de/pour se rencontre plus que IV en va de méme derpour; mais cette derniére forme
est de meilleure langue. D'autre part, il faut une espace insécable avant et aprés le point
dinterrogation.

Poser une question de langue  Consulter le Dictionnaire Concourir pour un prix Drécouwrir « Dire, Ne pas dire »
sur un point précis de frangais sur le nouveau site publié par Réglement des prix littéraires et le bloc-notes des académiciens
I'Académie Frangaise

Figure 2.7 Example content from the Internautes (http.//www.academie-francaise.fr/elliott-c-fontenay-sous-bois;
accessed: 17/08/2020)

In a BBC Radio 4 interview, first aired in December 2011,%° a member of the Service du
Dictionnaire reported that the number of letters received increases after public holidays such

as Christmas and New Year, an increase which they suggested demonstrates the popularity of

0 Snippets of this interview with journalist Agnés Poirier are found in a 30-minute radio programme
which discusses the Académie frangaise and its position in France more generally:
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b018fmsz (Accessed: 17/08/2020).
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language-based discussion amongst families in French society. Evidence of debate and
discussion between families, friends and colleagues is also present within the questions
themselves, with frequent statements such as: ‘A la suite d’un débat houleux..’
(Internautes_Q36);*! and ‘Jai eu récemment un débat avec un collégue...” (Internautes_Q98).
The discrepancy between the number of questions received and those eventually published
mean a selection has been made by one or more members of the Service du Dictionnaire about
which questions should and should not be published. It is unclear exactly how these choices
are made; Pouliquen’s (2013) post states that they publish the questions and responses that
are ‘les plus instructifs’, but does not elaborate further. To send a question to the Service,
internet users simply fill in an online form (see Figure 2.8). An address, a telephone number

and a fax number are also provided, allowing for question submission in alternative formats.*

Dire, Ne pas dire

Académie francaise

23, quai de Conti
75270 Paris cedex 06 - CS 90618

Tel.: =33 (0)1 44 414500
Fax:+33(0)14329 4745

Nom *

Prénom

Adresse électronigue *

Adresse

Code Postal

Ville

Pays France

Message

P

Figure 2.8 Form for submitting a question to Internautes

41 All Courrier and Internautes questions were given an ID in the following form: Courrier_Q1;
Internautes_Q1. The ID for responses is as follows: Courrier_R1; Internautes_R1. See Section 2.4.

42 The submission format used for each question published is not indicated on the website. Since the
rubric has only existed in a post-internet world, it would be interesting to know how frequently
alternative formats are used.
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2.2.3 Langue sauce piquante
Langue sauce piquante (LSP) is a blog, hosted on Le Monde’s website. Since it began in

November 2004, the blog’s two contributors, Olivier Houdart and Martine Rousseau, have
written and published almost 3,500 blog posts (correct as of August 2019). The frequency of
posts varies, from multiple times a day to every few days. The posts themselves are usually
short, from a few lines to a few paragraphs, and often include a photo or a video. The blog’s
title, Langue sauce piquante, indicates that the topic of the blog is language and suggests that
it will provoke strong reactions. Topics vary greatly but are frequently inspired by language
use observed in the media. For instance, the overuse of adjectives by film critics,** and the
confusion in written language of the homophones ‘repaire’ and ‘repére’ in a Le Monde
article,* are two examples from the sample of posts analysed in 6.3. Other posts are inspired
by questions from readers. In this way, LSP can be considered an online chronique de langage
(Ayres-Bennett 2015: 47). There is one such example in my sample and it concerns a
journalist’s translation of the English ‘The evidence speaks for itself’ to ‘L’évidence parle d’elle-
méme’. Evidence is described by the reader as a false friend and ‘faits’ or ‘indices’ are

suggested as alternative translations.*®

The blog’s content is organised on its main page by date, showing the newest posts first. All
posts are categorised from a set list of possible categories, and labelled with numerous tags
(see Figure 2.9) which are not from a set list, but more closely reflect the content of the post.*
The list of categories reflects the blog’s interest in questions of correctness (e.g. ‘Aux belle
coquilles du “Monde™, ‘La langue korrecte’ [sic], ‘La typo c’est pas sorcier’), its educational
aims (e.g. ‘Cours du soir’, ‘Le mot du lundi’), as well as more specific areas of the language on
which the blog focuses (‘Syntaxe, priez pour nous’, ‘La confusion des sens’, ‘Aux sigles
méconnus’). The names of public figures appear frequently on the list of tags, particularly
politicians (e.g. ‘Emmanuel Macron’, ‘Fillon’, ‘Frangois Hollande’, ‘Sarkozy’), as do linguistic
elements (e.g. ‘virgule’, ‘subjonctif’, ‘apostrophe’, ‘conjugaison’). The blog also provides a list

of ‘liens utiles’, which includes links to online dictionaries (not just French dictionaries but

43 https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs/2015/01/13/hilarant-jubilatoire-jouissif/ (Accessed:
17/08/2020).

4 https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs/2014/05/18/dans-la-jungle-de-lorthographe-les-
naxalites/ (Accessed: 17/08/2020).

4 https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs/2013/09/11/levidence-est-elle-une-evidence/
(Accessed: 17/08/2020).

6 These tags work similarly to hashtags on Twitter. Clicking on a tag will bring up all blog posts which
have the same tag, e.g. clicking on the tag ‘accent circonflexe’ will allow a user to see all other blog
posts on the website which have that same tag.

55


https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs/2015/01/13/hilarant-jubilatoire-jouissif/
https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs/2014/05/18/dans-la-jungle-de-lorthographe-les-naxalites/
https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs/2014/05/18/dans-la-jungle-de-lorthographe-les-naxalites/
https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs/2013/09/11/levidence-est-elle-une-evidence/

also, for example, the English-language Urban Dictionary);*’ language institutions, e.g. the
Académie frangaise and the DGLFLF; as well as resources about, for instance, argot and the

feminisation of the language.

ETIQUETTES
CATECORIES
"Charlie Hebdo"  "Le Canard enchainé"

Au fil des jours
"Le Monde"

Aux belles coquilies du "Monde" -
"Retour sur l'accord du participe passé”

Aux sigles méconnus :
9 Académie francaise  accent circonfiexe

r
Cours du soir AFP  apostrophe  Atelier diktée

Des correcteurs racontent Cambadélis cGT conjugaison

Devinette coquilie dans “Le Monde" correcteurs

La confusion des sens décés Emmanuel Macron

La langue korrecte Festival de limaginaire  Fillon ~ Flammarion

La marche du "Monde” France Inter  Frangois Hollande

La typo c'est pas sorcier gilets jaunes  Gréce  hollande

Langue de bois inflation du pluriel ~ Jean Pruvost ~ Macron
Le mot d'ailleurs noviangue  Paris  participe passé

Le mot du lundi pléonasme  poliorcélique  ponctuation
Les voisinages imprévus Richard Herlin ~ Sarkozy  subjonctif

LSP a golté pour vous Syndicat des comrecteurs  syntaxe  Syriza
Non classé Trotsky UMP  virgule  zeugme
Syntaxe, priez pour nous énantiosémie  éponyme

Figure 2.9 List of blog post categories and tags from LSP

47 Urban Dictionary is a, primarily English-language, dictionary of slang:
https://www.urbandictionary.com/ (Accessed: 17/08/2020).
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Two methods of interaction are available to LSP users. Firstly, below each blog post is a
comment section. Those wishing to comment must provide a name, an email address and
their message; only the name and message are published, alongside the date and time that
the message appears online. This comment section allows for interactions primarily between
users, although Houdart and Rousseau occasionally interact with their audience in this way. It
also provides a space for comment on the post’s content. Secondly, users can send a question
to the blog’s email address, and the site invites ‘les questions de langue francaise qui vous
poseraient un probléme’.®® Interactions of this sort between the contributors and the
website’s users are not made explicit in the content of the blog posts, so it is not possible to
see who is asking questions or what they may be asking, but the open invitation from the

blog’s creators suggests that the questions received may influence the content posted.

2.2.4 Bescherelle ta mére
First started as a Twitter account*® in early 2014, Bescherelle ta mére (BTM) is also a website,*®

and Facebook page,® which publishes the language errors made by the media, public figures,
businesses and the general public. The name of the website, Bescherelle ta mere, alludes to
the famed French language reference book franchise Bescherelle, and ta mére (‘your mum’),
an offensive interjection, used in informal language — also in the form of ‘nique ta mére’
(‘motherfucker’; ‘Go fuck yourself’). The use of the familiar expression stands in stark contrast
to the language institution and the traditional authority and prestige with which Bescherelle

is associated.

In this study, | analyse the posts and user comments from the BTM Facebook page only. In its
early years, the BTM website allowed users to leave comments under posts but, after a change
in interface in 2017, this functionality was removed.>? Now, comments are left either on the
Facebook page — the primary method — or on Twitter. User engagement with the Twitter
account is infrequent in comparison to the Facebook page; this, in part, influenced the

decision to analyse the Facebook content and comments over the equivalent Twitter data.

BTM posts usually consist of a title, a photo displaying an error, a short comment and,

frequently, an expression of thanks to whoever supplied the photo (see Figure 2.10 for an

48 https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs/a-propos/ (Accessed: 17/08/2020).

4 https://twitter.com/bescherelle?lang=en (Accessed: 17/08/2020).

50 http://bescherelletamere.fr/ (Accessed: 17/08/2020).

51 https://www.facebook.com/bescherelletamere/ (Accessed: 17/08/2020).

52 Communication with Bescherelle ta mére via Facebook revealed that the comment ability was
removed from the website to avoid having two separate sites of comments, those left on the website
and those left on Facebook.
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example from the website and Figure 2.11 from the Facebook page). This content is labelled
as ‘Fautes’ on the website and is published on all three platforms.>® User engagement differs
across platforms and the website contains additional content (discussed below). According to
an article published online by Le Monde in October 2014, just months after the launch of BTM,
the website was receiving one million visits a month (Zerbib 2014). As of August 2019, when
the website had published almost 2,400 posts, 735,997 Facebook users ‘liked’ the BTM page

and 186,400 users ‘followed’ the BTM Twitter account.

Aie. Tout s’explique.

Swagg Man

b "‘fi\“
R

SI TOI AUSSI TU EN N'A MARRE
DE L'ECOLE FAIT COMME SWAGG
MAN, FUCK LE BEYSHREYLLE

BRO & &

Désolé Swagg Man, je ne suis pas consentant.

Merci a Aurélie B.

Figure 2.10 Example post from the BTM website (https://bit.ly/35W8nUG; accessed: 17/08/2020)

53 The BTM Twitter account has been inactive since February 2019 (Accessed: 17/08/2020).
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Bescherelle ta mére
6 September 2016 -

Adieu

ptn g trop fin g envie de manger 1 homme
beurre gueure la..&® @

MILAS

Qe 25K 5.8K comments 5.1K shares

&) Like () Comment £> Share D~

Most relevant ~

OO ® @

User One Autrement dit, il suffit d'écrire n‘importe
quelle merde sur un tweet ou un sms et paf, on a les honneurs de
BT™M

Tant que ¢ca marche on rejoue |
Par contre, c'est devenu n'importe quoi, on ne peut pas faire
n'importe quoi pour exister | Et je parle pour BTM, I3

Like - Reply - 3y

User 2 Tagged user jc suslasilenviete
traverse lespris lol

Like - Reply - 3y

Figure 2.11 Example BTM Facebook post with anonymised comments (https://bit.ly/2BstzTV; accessed:
17/08/2020).

The errors published are sent to BTM by their users. To contribute a ‘faute’, which must be in
image form, users need a free account with the website. The user uploads their image and
can then add ‘tags’ — labels which the website can use to link similar content. This content is
primarily intended for entertainment and there is little which could be described as
pedagogical; the posts do not explain why the usage in question is incorrect, for instance. It is
in this way that BTM differs most significantly from the three other sources which, although
also intended to entertain, equally aim to instruct. Three additional sections of BTM —

presented as more instructive — are available on the website only: Cours (‘Lessons’), Chatons
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(‘Kittens’) and Le livre (‘The book’).>* As of 12™ August 2019, the website had published 41
cours, some of which are longer blog-style posts about language-related news stories, such as
the revelation that Belgium was considering the removal of past participle agreements,>’
while others are a continuation of the content available in the ‘Fautes’ section.*® The Chatons
section, described as shareable ‘pedagogical’ content,>” contains a series of photos of kittens
with what the website calls ‘violent’ messages about correct/incorrect language, often using

colloquial and vulgar language (e.g. ‘putain’ in Figure 2.12).

Figure 2.12 Example of ‘Chatons’ content from BTM

2.3 Situating the corpora
The four sources used in this study are part of a wider tradition of prescriptivist texts in France.

Figure 2.13 illustrates how each source fits into the model developed in Section 1.7 (adapted
from Mclelland (2021)). The Courrier, published in print, is situated on the left-hand side of
the model. It is placed in the third level of the pyramid as it has medium to low reach. The
potential audience of the Courrier was limited to those who could afford to subscribe,
understood standard French and had an interest in questions of correct language. The

perceived authority of the publication is greater than that of lay-lay discussions of language,

54 The ‘Le livre’ section links users to an Amazon page where the BTM creator’s book can be
purchased.

55 http://bescherelletamere.fr/la-belgique-souhaite-supprimer-laccord-du-participe-passe/ (Accessed:
17/08/2020).

56 E.g. http://bescherelletamere.fr/le-stagiaire-ditele-est-desormais-chez-cnews-la-preuve/ (Accessed:
17/08/2020).

57 http://bescherelletamere.fr/des-chatons-pour-vos-amis/ (Accessed: 17/08/2020).
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as the premise of the publication was to allow readers to consult a perceived language expert.
On the other hand, its authority is less than that of dictionaries and grammars, whose
authority usually goes unquestioned in lay circles (Milroy and Milroy 2012: 4); analysis of
interactions between the Courrier’s editor and some of his readers show that the readers do
occasionally push back against the editor’s responses (Section 5.2). The Internautes, LSP and
BTM are published online, and are placed in the right-hand side of the model. Internautes and
LSP have a medium level of perceived authority, as both websites have affiliations to
institutions which are often viewed as authoritative (LSP is an offshoot of Le Monde and
Internautes is an Académie francaise initiative). They are therefore placed in the third level of
the model. BTM is placed in the bottom level, as it has a low level of perceived authority. It
has no institutional backing (despite drawing on the Bescherelle name) and those involved,
i.e. the website’s main creator and presumably a large proportion of its audience, are

laypeople rather than perceived language experts.

BTM'’s primary aim is to entertain, rather than to advise or engage in detailed metalinguistic
discussion. The potential audience of the site is not, for this reason, limited to language
enthusiasts, as is the case for the other three sources. Additionally, the mechanics of Facebook
further widen the potential audience; users are more likely to stumble upon the BTM page,
unlike Internautes and LSP, which users would generally need to seek out. Even if users do not
‘follow’ the BTM Facebook page, they may be shown its content by the Facebook algorithm,
e.g. if ‘friends’ engage with it. Furthermore, analysis of the language used in BTM comments
suggests that users are not always aware of the linguistic norm as — unlike in LSP comments —
BTM users often flout the norm themselves. In this way, analysis of BTM comments moves
away from lay language enthusiasts and brings us closer to the elusive linguistic views of

‘ordinary’ people (see Osthus 2018).
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Figure 2.13 Model of prescriptivist texts including the corpora

2.4 Collecting the data
This thesis uses a ‘web for corpus’ approach (see de Schryver 2002); all data used is stored in

offline, static corpora. For the Courrier, each issue was manually downloaded in the PDF
format supplied by Gallica and stored digitally offline. Converting the files from PDF to a
searchable text format proved unworkable because of the amount of inaccuracies created
Consequently, the corpus is not searchable. To facilitate analysis, the topic of each Courrier
guestion from every issue was catalogued in a searchable Excel database, recording the issue
from which it came, a summary of the question (as summarised by the editor on the front
page; see Figure 2.14) and whether the letter came from the France or Etranger section of the
publication (see Section 3.1). Each question was then given a unique ID in the following
format: Courrier_Q+number for questions, and Courrier_R+number for responses (the
number being attributed chronologically from oldest to most recent post), e.g. Courrier_Q204,
Courrier_R12. The same initial collection process was followed for the Internautes sample.
Webpages were downloaded manually and stored offline. Again, the data were then
catalogued and given a wunique ID, in the form Internautes Q+number and
Internautes_R+number. The questions and their responses are stored in a password protected
Excel spreadsheet, creating a fully searchable corpus, facilitating quantitative and qualitative

analysis. The corpora are available upon request.
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SOMMATIRE.

Coup fourré remis sur le tapis; — Origine de Payer en mon-
naie de singe ; — Si la construction C’est de celle-ci dont... est
‘bonne; — Pourquoi Par ces présentes pour désigner une senle
lettre; — Sur une leitre, faut-il metire Confidentiel ou Confi-
dentielle ? || Explication du futur Jenverrai; — Signification
et origine de Burgrave dans le langage desjournaux ; — Pour-
quoi Demi venant aprés un subslantif n'est pas précédé de
‘Une; — Justification de Ecorner une table, une pierre, ete. ||
Questions & résoudre. || Biographie de Henri Estie:rme. I Ou-
vrages de grammaire et de littérature. || Familles parisiennes
pour la conversation. || Avis aux professeurs francais qui desi-
rent aller & Véiranger pour y enseigner leur llangue.

Figure 2.14 Screenshot of question summary from the Courrier (1/7/1870, p.145)

For the LSP and BTM corpora, both the posts and the accompanying comments were
collected. The free web scraping tool HTTrack was used to download the data.® Once
collected, the data were catalogued and given unique IDs by post (e.g. LSP.post 5;
BTM.post_45) and by comment (e.g. LSP_1; BTM_2). LSP usernames were also collected for
each comment. This made it possible to check patterns of individual users. Most obviously,
the LSP bloggers (Rousseau and Houdart) often comment under the username ‘correcteurs’
(268 comments), or using the usernames ‘Martine’ (127) or ‘olihoud’ (83).>° In a corpus of
18,416 comments from 300 posts, 478 comments are left by these users, accounting for 3%
of all comments.®° Collecting LSP usernames raises no ethical concerns, as LSP comments are
not linked to an account, and so usernames do not give access to any further information
about the commenter, user anonymity is preserved. As with any online data, it is difficult to
be certain who is writing the comments; it is not possible to know whether users are

commenting under multiple aliases or if they are using the username of someone else. This is

8 Web scraping is a process by which data from a webpage or full website is extracted into an offline
format. Tools such as HTTrack allow users to extract large amounts of data automatically, making the
process faster and simpler than a manual extraction.

%9 The content of the comments makes it clear that it is the bloggers commenting, e.g. apologies for
typographical errors in post content.

0 There are other usernames which may belong to Rousseau, including 28 comments from accounts
with the name Martine, e.g. ‘Mais, Martine...” and ‘Martine, marchande de marrons’.
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not unique to this study but a pertinent question in many online studies. Usernames were not

collected from the BTM Facebook comments for ethical reasons (see Section 2.6).

2.5 Sampling the data
When creating corpora, decisions must be made about the amount of data to be included.

Having decided upon the four sources, it was necessary to consider whether the corpora used
would be exhaustive (including all available data for that source) or whether to sample the
data to yield smaller, more manageable corpora, which raises questions about
representativeness and balance (McEnery, Xiao, and Tono 2006: 13-19). Exhaustive corpora
were used for all analysis of the Internautes and quantitative analysis of the Courrier (see Table
2.2). All available Courrier data were collated into an offline corpus of PDF documents,
amounting to 240 issues; 1,837 questions and answers; and approximately 830,400 words.5!
It was considered preferable to include all data, as the Courrier is the only source from the
nineteenth century in the study; a larger sample therefore seemed appropriate. Some
sampling of the data was necessary in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 for closer qualitative analysis; these

sampling methods are discussed in each chapter.

Turning to the twenty-first-century sources, at the time of collection (27/04/2017), the
Internautes website had published 300 questions and 278 responses (40,909 words). Not all
guestions are published with a response; this was more prevalent amongst the earliest
published questions. As this was a manageable corpus for analysis, all data were collected and
stored offline. Initial analysis revealed eight questions and responses were duplicates (same
question and response from the same reader). These repetitions were removed and replaced
with the next eight questions and responses to be published: Internautes_301-

Internautes_308 (published 04/05/2017- 01/06/2017).

To allow for possible comparison of the LSP corpus to both the Internautes and Courrier data,
the initial collection of LSP posts mirrored that of Internautes data. At the time of data
collection, LSP had published 966 posts, compared to 300 for the Internautes webpage in the
same time period (October 2011 — April 2017) so the data were sampled to create a
comparable sample of 300 LSP posts. This was done by assigning all 996 posts a random
number using an Excel formula; posts were then sorted numerically using this random
number; finally, the first 300 posts from this randomised list formed the initial corpus.

Alongside the 300 posts are 18,371 user comments, totalling 1,280,125 words. A different

61 One issue of the Courrier (published 01/12/1870) was not available via Gallica and has therefore not
been included in this sample.
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sampling technique was necessary for BTM, because there are more metadata on Facebook
and a higher volume of BTM posts and comments available. An additional limitation was the
inability to program data scrapes for a particular timeframe of post publication (i.e. collect
only data from October 2011-April 2017); the software used can only collect from the date of
collection backwards. Furthermore, because the BTM Facebook page was created in March
2014, the collection timeframe used for LSP (October 2011-April 2017) could not be replicated
exactly. Instead, the 150 most recent BTM posts and their accompanying comments were
collected (26/04/2019 back to 15/12/2018). These 150 posts yielded a total of 54,866
comments, and 535,164 words) for the BTM corpus. The four corpora and sampling methods

used are summarised in Table 2.2.

Source Sample size Sampling method

All 240 issues used for quantitative

1,837 questions and analysis in Chapter 4.
Le Courrier de
responses from 240 issues | Data sampled for qualitative analysis in

Vaugelas
(approx. 830,400 words)®? | Chapters 4, 5 and 6 — sampling process
described in these chapters.
All 300 posts published at time of
Courrier des 300 questions and 278
collection used (October 2011-April
internautes responses (40,909 words)
2017).
300 blog posts and 18,371
Langue sauce Random sampling of all posts published
user comments
piquante between October 2011-April 2017.
(1,280,125 words)

150 posts and 54,866 user | 150 posts and comments collected from
Bescherelle ta
i comments (535,164 the date of collection back (26/04/2019
meére
words) back to 15/12/2018).

Table 2.2 Sources and sampling methods

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 compare the Courrier and Internautes corpora. The Internautes corpus is
much smaller than the Courrier — there are fewer questions and responses and a smaller total

word count — but the shared Q+A format of both corpora facilitate a direct comparison of

62 As the Courrier corpus is not searchable, the total word count is based on an average word count,
calculated using the data of 10 issues.
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expert-lay interactions. This imbalance is acknowledged during analysis where raw figures are
accompanied by percentages. 6.3 analyses the posts and comments from two websites:
Bescherelle ta mére (BTM) and Langue sauce piquante (LSP). Although the LSP sample was
initially considered for comparison with the two Q+A sources, it was ultimately decided to
focus on the comparison between LSP and BTM, as both show us lay reactions to linguistic

features, rather than advice-based discussions between an expert and a lay audience.

Initial quantitative analysis of the comment data from LSP and BTM shows that user
engagement differs considerably between the two sources (summarised in Table 2.3). User
interactions with LSP are far less frequent than on the BTM Facebook page; the mean number
of comments per LSP post was 61.2, compared to 365.8 comments per BTM post. Whilst the
frequency of engagement is much lower on the LSP website, the length of each comment is
typically much longer: a mean of 69.7 words for LSP compared to 9.8 words for BTM, and a
modal average of 10 words for LSP compared to 3 words for BTM. For BTM, user engagement
is characterised by high volume and short comments, whereas for LSP, engagement is less

frequent, but the average comment is over seven times longer than for LSP.

LSP BTM
Number of posts 300 150
Total number of comments 18,371 54,866
. . . 14/11/2011 - 15/12/2018 —
Time period of collection 30/03/2017 26/04/2019
Highest number of comments per post 696 2,500
Lowest number of comments per post 4 10
Average number of comments per post (mean) 61.2 365.8
Number of posts with over 100 comments 49 (16%) 111 (74%)
Average Mean 69.7 9.8
number of Mode 10 1
words per
comment Median 38 7

Table 2.3 Quantitative summary of LSP and BTM corpora

For both the LSP and BTM datasets, the average number of words per comment is not
normally distributed. That is, when the word count data is plotted, it does not produce a bell
curve (in which the mean value is in the middle of the curve and the data distribution is
symmetrical across this point). Rather, both corpora shown in Table 2.3 have a positive skew
(LSP =3.7; BTM = 5.1; above 1 is highly skewed). This means that when the data are plotted,

most data fall to the left of the mean: most comments have fewer words than the mean
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number of words per comment. Consequently, statistical tests run on this data were for non-
parametric data (i.e. data which are not normally distributed). From these two corpora,

smaller samples were created to allow for detailed qualitative analysis.

2.5.1 Cleaning the LSP and BTM data
The process described above arrived at two initial corpora of the following sizes: 150 BTM

posts with 54,866 accompanying user comments totalling 535,164 words from a four-month
period (15/12/2018-26/04/2019) and 300 LSP posts with 18,371 user comments totalling
1,280,125 words, from a period of over five years (October 2011-March 2017). For
comparative qualitative analysis of BTM and LSP undertaken in 6.3, it was necessarily to
reduce the size of the samples further. Initial analysis of the data collected also showed that
not all LSP posts were on the topic of language and correctness, nor were all user comments
suitable for study, containing, for example, personal discussions or information. A process of

cleaning and sampling the data was therefore undertaken.

Table 2.4 shows some initial quantitative analysis on the BTM corpus. The range of the number
of comments received per post is considerable: from 10 comments to 2,500 on a single post
(for scale, 2,500 comments is equal to 5% of all BTM comments). Users can also engage with
Facebook posts through ‘sharing’.®® Engagement of this type shows a similarly wide range:
from 0 shares to 4,300 of a single post. A shared post is likely to reach a much larger audience
than one which is not shared (see Blommaert and Varis 2015 and; Varis and Blommaert 2015
for a more detalied analysis of such online engagements). This shows that not all BTM posts
resonate with their audience; whilst some are widely shared and commented upon (not
always due to the linguistic content, as shown in Section 7.3), others receive minimal

engagement.

One-word comments are the modal average, totalling 5,278 comments. This is partly due to
the way in which Facebook data is coded, as for the most part, ‘one-word comments’ come in

one of two forms:

1. the tagging of another Facebook user by username in the comment® (the coding of
this on the Facebook website means it is counted as just one word even if a user’s full

name is tagged)

63 To ‘share’ a Facebook post means to republish a piece of content on one’s own profile, signalling
the content to all users with whom you are ‘“friends’.

64 If a user is ‘tagged’ in a Facebook comment they receive a notification which will link them to the
content in which they have been tagged. To tag another user, users type ‘@name of user’.
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2. comments which are one single emoji (or multiple use of the same emoji — as before,

counted as one word as a result of the online code).

The median and mean average comment lengths are higher at 7 and 9.8 words respectively.
Whilst the volume of engagement with BTM posts can be high, comments tend to be either

short reactions to the content or signposting of the content to other users.

Total number of articles 150
Total number of comments 54,866
Average number of comments per post (mean) 365.8
Highest number of comments on a single post 2,500

Lowest number of comments on a single post 10
Average number of shares per post 358.6
Highest number of shares 4,300

Mean 9.8

Average number of words per comment | Mode 1
Median

Table 2.4 Summary of BTM corpus

Table 2.5 lists the types of comments removed from the corpus during the cleaning process.
This included comments which only contained a tag or an emoji. Whilst these comments do
tell us something about user engagement and reactions to errors, the focus of analysis is on
how errors are discussed, so it was decided to limit analysis to comments which also include
words. Also removed were any comments which presented as blank when collected. This
happened to comments whose only content was an image or a GIF, as confirmed by revisiting
the Facebook page (2,966 comments).® Whilst this decision prevented the systematic analysis
of these data, images and GIFs related to metalinguistic discussions could be an interesting
topic for future study. Exploratory analysis also showed that within comment threads, user
interactions often went quickly off-topic, switching to personal rather than metalinguistic
discussions. Since it would not have been ethical to include such personal content without
consent from users, all comments sent in direct reply to another comment were removed. In
total, 20,663 such replies were removed, leaving a total of 26,389 comments and 255,149

words (see Table 2.6 for the breakdown of the data at this stage).

85 A selection of these comments was used to confirm the type of content; | did not check all 2,966
comments.
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No. of No. of

Comment type comments remaining

removed comments
Full corpus n/a 54,866
Tag (e.g. ‘Amy’; ‘Amy Smith’) ¢ 3,423 51,443
tag + punctuation (, e.g. ‘Amy Smith !1V’) 430 51,013
co?:leynt corrupted emoiji (e.g. [7])%’ 54 50,959
is: tag + corrupted emoji (e.g. ‘[?] Amy’) 396 50,563
blank 2,966 47,597
emoji and emoji + tag (e.g. "; ’ Amy’) 545 47,052
Replies 20,663 26,389

Table 2.5 Summary of types of comments removed from BTM corpus

Total number of posts 150
Total number of comments 26,389
Mean number of comments per 175.9
post
Total number of words 255,149
A b ; Mean 9.7
verage number o Mode 3
words per comment -
Median 8

Table 2.6 Cleaned data set (BTM)

Turning to LSP, analysis of the posts and tags applied to all posts by the bloggers (as described
in 2.2.3) shows that posts with the tags ‘La langue korrecte’ and ‘La confusion des sens’
contain material which is most comparable to that of BTM, i.e. highlighting the errors of
others. The posts with either or both of these two tags were therefore chosen for sampling
for qualitative analysis (100 posts).®® This decision resulted in excluding topics such as
upcoming literary events or recent publications (some of which are on the topic of language,

but a range of topics are covered).

Seven LSP posts which included one of the relevant tags but also included the tag ‘Devinette’
were removed, as this tag always indicates a quiz or dictée. Dictations remain an important

pedagogical tool in the French education system (see Brissaud and Mortamet 2015) and have

% Fictional names used to protect anonymity.

57 In most cases, emoijis are displayed in the offline dataset as they appear on the Facebook page.
However, certain emojis corrupt in the data scraping process.

58 Some of these posts also had additional tags (e.g. Au fil des jours and La confusion des sens). The
tags used on the website are discussed in Section 2.2.3.
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wider cultural significance. For instance, a televised spelling championship hosted by Bernard
Pivot was broadcast for 30 years until 2005 (Ayres-Bennett and Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2016:
114). However, this kind of content and the accompanying comments do not typically include
metalinguistic discussion, so the content aligns neither with the content of BTM nor with the
aims of the analysis. This left a sample of 93 posts and their associated comments (totalling

432,129 words) from the 300 posts initially collected (see Table 2.7).

Total number of posts with a relevant 93
tag (and not marked ‘Devinette’)
Total number of comments 6,523
Average number of comments per 701
post (mean) )
Total number of words 432,129
Mean 66.2
Average number of words Mode 7
per comment
Median 37

Table 2.7 Breakdown of final LSP data set (93 posts and accompanying comments)

2.5.2 Creating qualitative samples
The resulting samples from LSP and BTM (6,523 comments and 432,129 words for LSP and

26,389 comments and 255,149 words for BTM) were still deemed too large for detailed
qualitative analysis within the scope of this study. Given the differences between these two
corpora in i. the number of posts, ii. the average number of comments per post, and iii. the
total word counts, only one of these aspects could be kept comparable across the two samples
in the process of further reducing their size. Two samples with the same number of comments
would have different total word counts; two samples with the same number of words would
have differing total numbers of comments. It was decided to match the total word counts for
each sample as, hypothetically, this gave equal opportunity for themes and certain language

usages to arise.

Firstly, it was decided to use data from 33% of posts from each source. This was considered
preferable to using a small selection of comments from all posts. Limiting the number of
comments per post to this extent would risk missing potential recurring themes within the
content. As noted above, users interact with the two websites differently: LSP comments are
less numerous and are longer; BTM comments are more frequent but usually shorter. In fact,

analysis of the data has shown that it is uncommon for one comment to touch on multiple
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themes — more comments might then have provided a higher number of themes, but this was

not known at the time the decision was made.

A goal seeking function in Excel was used to calculate the necessary number of posts and
comments to create two samples with an approximately equal number of words (emojis and
tags also included in the word count). A goal is inputted — in this case approximately 29,000
words per sample® — and Excel calculates the necessary inputs to achieve this: 33% of posts;
20% of comments from each LSP post and 34% of comments from each BTM post (see Table
2.8). As decisions were based on average word counts and the average number of comments
per post, these are expected values. When these proportions were then applied to the actual

data (rather than the averages), the numbers differ slightly. The final sample is shown in Table

2.9.

Langue sauce piquante

Bescherelle ta mére

No. of posts

33% of 93 posts

33% of 150 posts

Mean no. of
comments per post

70.1

175.9

No. of comments

20% of comments from each
post

No. of posts x (20% of mean no.

34% of comments from each
post

No. of posts x (34% of mean no.

per comment

of comments per post) of comments per post)
31 x (20% of 70) = 435 50 x (34% of 176) = 2,991
comments comments
Mean no. of words 66.2 97

No. of words

No. of comments x mean no. of
words per comment

435 x66.2
28,797

No. of comments x mean no. of
words per comment

2,991x9.7
29,013

Table 2.8 Expected qualitative sample sizes based on sampling the same number of posts, but different numbers
of comments for each post equal number of words

59 | arrived at this number via trial and error with the goal seeking function. The aim was to create a
manageable size corpus for detailed qualitative analysis, comprising of a large enough number of
comments from each source to include the maximum number of attitudes and opinions.
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Langue sauce piquante Bescherelle ta mére
33% of posts
No. of posts
31 50
20% of comments per 34% of comments per
No. of comments post post
454 2,866
No. of words 30,724 29,214
Average Mean 67.7 10.2
word Mode 14 3
counts Median 37 8

Table 2.9 Actual qualitative sample sizes (LSP and BTM)

When selecting posts for the sample, the following factors were considered:

1. \Variety of source type and topic of the post: To avoid creating a sample of posts which
all featured the same error type from the same type of source, posts were not
sampled at random, but selected to show a wide variety of features. The extent of
repetition within the datasets, however, means that there is still considerable overlap
in terms of errors and sources in the resulting sample.

2. Removal of posts about typographical errors (typos): Posts which only discussed
typos, e.g. typing ‘excisons’ rather than the intended ‘excusons’ (BTM.post_5),”° or
errors which resulted in a funny or taboo change of meaning, e.g. writing ‘baise’ (from
the verb ‘baiser’ — ‘to have sex’) rather than the intended ‘braise’ (‘ember’,
BTM.post_45), were excluded from the sample, because reactions to these types of
posts are often neutral (Queen and Boland 2015: 286) or the reactions are fuelled by
the humour created by the error (see Sections 7.1 and 7.3).

3. Year of LSP posts: Selection of LSP posts also took the year of publishing into account
to ensure a spread across all the data originally collected. This was not necessary for

BTM, where all posts initially collected are from a short four-month period.

Once posts had been selected from each corpus, a random selection of the accompanying
comments was collected. For each post, all comments were given a ‘random’ number using a
random number generator tool on Excel, the comments were then ordered according to the
random number assigned (from smallest to largest); from this randomised order, the first 20%

of comments per post were then collected for LSP and the first 34% of comments per post for

70 posts were given the following IDs: BTM.post_5; LSP.post_6.
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BTM (as needed to arrive at the desired word count), yielding the final sample of
approximately 30,000 words for each source. As will have become clear, for LSP and BTM, the
process from initial identification of sources and data collection to final selection of the
samples was relatively complex. For the reader’s convenience, the final data selected for
qualitative analysis are presented in Table 2.10. Having outlined the processes involved with
delineating the data for analysis, | now turn, in the final section of this chapter, to a discussion

of the ethical implications of this study, specifically the considerations necessary for the

analysis of data collected from public online sites without consent from users.

Title Content description Datasets
Le Courrier de

Vaugelas A twice monthly publication edited by )

(Courrier) Eman Martin from 1868-1881. The bulk EXZZ‘;?Q;ZZ‘:}?Z?Z;’;?
https://gallica.bnf. of the publication contains readers’ frqom 240 issues (approx
fr/ark:/12148/cb3 | philological and grammatical questions 830 400 wordz)p :
27508332/date.ite and the editor’s responses to them. ’

m
Courrier des A section on the Académie frangaise’s
internautes website in which the académicien-ne-s
(Internautes) and the Service du Dictionnaire discuss Exhaustive dataset: 300

http://www.acade
mie-francaise.fr/
dire-ne-pas-dire

language and correctness. Internautes is
a sub-section which publishes readers’
guestions and responses to them,
written by the Service.

questions and 278
answers (40,909 words)

Langue sauce

A blog run by two Le Monde proof-

Selected dataset: 300
posts; 18,416 comments;

piquante readers which discusses language and 1262 764 words
(LSP) correctness, often inspired by language T
https://www.lemo | used in the media. The blog contains a o
nde.fr/blog section for users to make comment and Qualitative sample: 31
correcteurs/ discuss posts. posts, 454 comments,

30,724 words

Bescherelle ta

A website which publishes the non-
standard language usages of internet

Selected dataset: 150
posts; 54,866 comments;

meére users, public figures and companies. All 535,164 words.
(BTM) content is published on accompanying
https://www.face | Twitter and Facebook pages of the same o
book.com name. The Facebook page allows users Qualitative sample: 50
[bescherelletamer |  to make comments about and discuss posts, 2,866 comments,
e/ posts. 29,214 words

Table 2.10 Breakdowns of all four corpora, including summaries of content and dataset sizes
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https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb327508332/date.item
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb327508332/date.item
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb327508332/date.item
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb327508332/date.item
http://www.academie-francaise.fr/
http://www.academie-francaise.fr/
http://www.academie-francaise.fr/
https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs
https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs
https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs
https://www.facebook.com/bescherelletamere
https://www.facebook.com/bescherelletamere
https://www.facebook.com/bescherelletamere
https://www.facebook.com/bescherelletamere

2.6 Ethical considerations
Any study which uses data from human subjects must consider the ethical implications of the

work. Discussions of the ethical issues associated with online data have often, particularly in
early research, centred on data accessibility and on the distinction between interactions in
public and private online settings (Bolander and Locher 2014: 17). Communication via
WhatsApp, for instance, would be considered ‘private’, and use of such data requires consent
from participants, both ethically and practically (the participants would need to grant access).
It is often assumed that data available publicly, on the other hand, can be used for research
purposes without the need for consent. Ethically, this view is not uncontested. D’arcy and
Young (2012: 537) liken this practice to the recording of conversations in a public space
without consent. Whilst researchers still debate what exactly comprises a public and a private
online space, the question of whether it is ethical to use even unambiguously public data has
not yet been resolved (Tiidenberg 2018: 469). A distinction here can usefully be made
between researchers attempting to elicit online data, and the observation of data which are

already published online, the former requiring more stringent ethical considerations.

The boundaries between private and public spaces of interaction have become increasingly
blurred in the online sphere with previously ‘private’ matters now being discussed in public
spaces (Landert and Jucker 2011: 1422-23). Accordingly, when deciding whether data is
‘public’ or ‘private’, access alone cannot be the deciding factor. The content of interactions
must also be considered. Researchers must avoid, if not seeking participant consent, using
data which is publicly available but private in content. It must also be noted that some sections
of websites may be more or less private or public than others (Bolander and Locher 2014: 17).
All data used in this study were publicly available data, and the topic — language and
correctness — was likewise not private or intimate. This is not to say that private content is
never disclosed in such a context. In this study, any content considered private or intimate in
any of the three online corpora has been removed and is not used in the analysis or any

conclusions drawn from it. See also Section 2.5.1.

Each of the four corpora used in this study required different decisions to be made. Le Courrier
de Vaugelas, published during the late nineteenth century, discloses the full names of readers
and their geographic location on occasion. Given the time that has passed since publication
(minimum 139 years), the fact that this information was supplied by readers, published in
print at the time, and is still readily available publicly online today, this information will be

used where relevant. Users interacting with the Internautes and LSP webpages simply supply
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a username to be published online.”® This username is not linked to an account (although
people may use the same username for multiple websites). Given the limited amount of data
supplied and the implausibility of being able to trace users outside of the webpages
themselves, usernames were not removed from the data collection and were briefly analysed

to give a picture of each sites’ readership (Chapter 3).

The use of Facebook for the BTM corpus raises specific ethical concerns, as Facebook
‘operates under a tenet of identity disclosure (real names are used), and it is the “network”
rather than the individual user that determines visibility and discoverability’ (D’arcy and Young
2012: 535). During the data collection process, the names of users were first encrypted and
then removed. Users’ names or profile information were never accessible to the researcher
through the offline corpus. To check that the comments themselves are not traceable (or at
least not easily traceable) (see Beaulieu and Estalella 2012 for a discussion on ethics and
traceability), 20 randomly selected comments were inserted into the search engine Google
and also directly into the search function of the BTM page. No results were found in either
case, suggesting that directly quoting the comments within this study will not reveal the

author’s identity.

While it has been suggested that ‘Facebook is, predominantly, a private space’ (Ditchfield and
Meredith 2018: 503), some pages are open to all internet users. This is the case for the
Bescherelle ta mére Facebook page; it is open and public, meaning that to access the page and
view its content, a user does not need to have an account with Facebook. All data were
collected without the use of a Facebook account, meaning that only publicly accessible data
are used. A tendency was observed for users to ‘tag’ other users in their comments, as a way
of signalling the content to others (see Section 2.5). The process of ‘tagging’ on Facebook
involves typing an ‘@’ in the comment box, followed by the name which corresponds to the
user’s account. In these cases, the names of users were collected but, for privacy, are not
reproduced within this thesis. Rather, tagging is signalled as follows: ‘@user’. Whilst the use
of Facebook data in sociolinguistic research is contentious, every effort has been taken in this
study to ensure that the data were collected and used ethically and that the ‘humanness’ of
the data is not ignored. With the provisions discussed above, this study received ethical
approval from the University of Nottingham Research Ethics Committee, whose guidelines

have been carefully followed throughout.

"1 In the case of Internautes this is always a first name. For LSP, the usernames are a mixture of both
first names and usernames which do not seem to correspond to an offline first name.
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This chapter has presented the methodology used in this comparative study. The use of four
sources, which are a mixture of historical and CMC data, necessitated complex sampling, to
create manageable and comparable datasets for quantitative and qualitative analysis. For Le
Courrier de Vaugelas, sampling and analysis were further complicated by the technical
limitation of the PDF documents not being searchable. Having now considered both the
methodological challenges and opportunities presented by a study of this kind, and having
described how they have been approached in this study, in Chapter 3 | examine the sources

in more detail, analysing more closely their content, creators and potential readerships.
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Chapter 3 The authorities and their readers
Having discussed the broad context of this study and the framework through which the

sources will be analysed in Chapter 2, this chapter now introduces the people in charge of
each source and their likely readerships, drawing principally on information available from
within the sources themselves, given the very limited external information available. This
means that any assumptions about the audiences are based on readers/users who interact
with the sources. While readers of Le Courrier de Vaugelas often provided information about
themselves in their letters, there is far less information about the users of the Courrier des
internautes, and less still about Langue sauce piquante and Bescherelle ta mére, both for
reasons of limited self-disclosure of information and ethical issues surrounding the use of any
disclosed data (Section 2.6). Each source is examined in turn: Le Courrier de Vaugelas in
Section 3.1; the Courrier des internautes in Section 3.2; Langue sauce piquante in Section 3.3;
and finally Bescherelle ta mére in Section 3.4. Note that examples from all four sources are

reproduced as collected, with bold added for emphasis.

3.1 Le Courrier de Vaugelas

3.1.1 Eman Martin, the editor of Le Courrier de Vaugelas
The Courrier’s editor, Eman Martin, worked alone on the publication, making all editorial and

linguistic decisions. Understanding his background and interests can help shed light on the
positions taken in the journal. With limited information available outside of the journal, the
analysis in this section is based mainly on Martin’s own contributions, as well as contributions
from readers published in the Communications and Réponses diverses sections and, finally,
paratextual information. Only one account of Martin’s life has been located, published online
by the Cercle de Recherches Généalogiques du Perche-Gouét (2009, henceforth C.R.G.P.G.), a

group of amateur genealogists.

Eman Martin lived from 16™ May 1821 until 27* November 1882 (see Figure 3.1).7> According
to the C.R.G.P.G. (2009), Martin grew up in Eure-et-Loir, around 100km south west of Paris
(confirmed by Martin in a réponse diverse, 01/03/1878, p.136), and was educated in the local
village school of llliers and later at the école normale primaire de Chartres, a school which
trained primary school teachers. Martin then taught in Dieppe, Normandy, before spending
some time in London, learning English and teaching French. This time in the UK is confirmed
by Martin: ‘Depuis 1851, époque ou, étant a Londres, j'ai concu le plan de mes études

grammaticales’ (15/03/1875, p.186). Upon his return, Martin began teaching French to

72 This is confirmed by the BNF here: https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k5833201s/texteBrut
(Accessed: 17/08/2020).
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foreigners in Paris, where he continued to be based during his Courrier years (1868-1881) —
the publication lists his office location as Boulevard des Italiens. It is unclear how accurate the
C.R.G.P.G.’s account of Martin’s life is; there is no mention of the sources consulted, and the
claim that publication of the Courrier ceased at his death is incorrect —two print runs followed
under editor Johanet (1886-1887). As we will see, some information is corroborated by Martin

in the publication, whilst other questions remain unanswered.

Figure 3.1 Plaque erected at the birthplace of Eman Martin

(Source: https://www.perche-gouet.net/histoire/photos.php 2immeuble=43; accessed: 07/10/2020)

Martin, who on the Courrier’s title page describes himself as an ‘ancien professeur spécial

pour les étrangers’, published at least four language reference books:

1. La langue francaise enseignée aux étrangers (four volumes published before the
Courrier from 1859-1868, facsimile reprint in 2016)

2. La grammaire frangaise apreés I'orthographe (1866, two years before the first issue of
the Courrier)

3. Origine et explications de 200 locutions et proverbes (published posthumously by

Delagrave, 1888, 1895)73

73 It is unclear, in the case of the two posthumous books, who organised the publications.
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4. Deux cents locutions et proverbes, origine et explications (published posthumously by

Delagrave, 1925)

As Chapter 4 will show, questions about the history of the language (including etymologies)
are the most frequently published topic in the Courrier, the editor’s two posthumous
publications reflect a broader interest in this topic. In the Courrier’s Réponses diverses section,
Martin laments that he is ‘tellement absorbé par mon journal’ that work on other publications
is not possible: ‘Ma Grammaire frangaise aprés I'orthographe n’a toujours qu’un volume’

(01/04/1879, p.24; see also 01/08/1879, p.88).

The Courrier’s Avis section includes 13 notices of awards with which Martin and the Courrier
have been honoured (Table 3.1). Six awards in nine years (1/5/1870 to 1/3/1879) suggests
Martin’s work was respected by the authorities who awarded the prizes, including the
Académie francaise and Education ministers in France and Québec, and that Martin had a
certain level of recognition. The awards became more significant, too i.e. from Officier
d’Académie (silver palm) to Officier de I'Instruction publique (gold palm). It is unclear whether
the awards were for Martin specifically, or the Courrier, except for the prix Lambert, awarded
explicitly to both by the Académie francaise and the Académie des beaux-arts (Figure 3.2).7*
In drawing attention to these prizes, Martin highlights his authority and legitimacy as a

language expert (further discussed in Chapter 5).

74 See: http://www.academie-francaise.fr/rapport-sur-les-concours-de-lannee-1875 (Accessed:
15/10/2020).
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Date (p.) Summary of awards received by Martin and/or the Courrier
A formal exchange arranged between the Courrier and an unnamed
1/5/1870
publication managed by P. J. O Chauveau, the Minister for Education
(p.113)
in Québec.
Martin awarded the title of Officier d’Académie by the Minister for
1/9/1870 | Education in France, for services to French education and culture,
(p.177) | under a knighthood-type award which began in 1808, the Ordre des
Palmes Académiques.”™
Martin and the Courrier received the prix Lambert from the Académie
1/2/1875 | francaise, awarded once a year to: ‘des hommes de lettres, ou a leurs
(p.161) | veuves, auxquels il serait juste de donner une marque d’intérét
public’.”®
Martin received a médaille d’honneur from the Société libre pour le
1/4/1876 3
: ) développement de I'Instruction et de I’Education populaires. No
p.177
further information provided.
Martin received the title of Officier de I'Instruction publique from the
1/2/1877
: ) Minister for Education and Beaux-Arts, M. Waddington. This title is
p.129
also an Ordre des Palmes Académiques, but a higher class.
Martin wins two prizes at the Exposition universelle, une mention
1/3/1879
honorable and une médaille de bronze. No further information
(p.1)

provided.

Table 3.1 Summary of awards presented to Martin and/or the Courrier
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C78.tplgfr23s 3?idArticle=LEGIARTIO00006503330&cidTexte=LEGITEXTO00006060720&dateTexte=20

100713 (Accessed: 17/08/2020).
78 http://www.academie-francaise.fr/prix-lambert (Accessed: 17/08/2020).
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ACADEMIE FRANGAISE _

Séance publique annuelle du jeudi 11 novembre 1875.

Rapport de M. Parin, secrétaire-perpétuel de 1'Académie,
sur les Concours de 1875.
(BXTRAIT.)

« Le prix Lambert est, selon l'intention du fondateur,
une marque d'intérét public qui s'adresse & la personne
méme d'un homme de lettres. li-peut étre encore et il a
8té quelquefois une distinction indirectement adressée a
son ceuvre, faute d’une autre maniére de la récompenser.
En le décernant cette année & M. Eman Martin, l'Académie
couronne, autant qu'il est en elle, son Courrier de Vaugelas,
journal grammatical treés-digne du nom dont il se pare, ou,
depuis assez longtemps deéja, les singularités, les difficultés
de 'nsage sont savamment, ingénieusement expliJuées ou
résolpes. »

Figure 3.2 Courrier announcement regarding the prix Lambert (01/12/1875, p.113)

3.1.2 The audience: Le Courrier de Vaugelas
Le Courrier de Vaugelas was a subscription-based publication, available for readers in France

and abroad, which, according to the C.R.G.P.G. (2009), grew out of Martin’s ongoing
correspondence with former pupils once they returned home from Paris. The following

guestion from a reader abroad, published in 1868, supports this view:

1. ‘Dans les quelques legons que j’ai prises de vous, vous m’avez recommandé de ne
point faire sonner I'r de monsieur. Est-ce qu’on peut donner une raison de cette

exception ?’ (Courrier_Q44)”’
Two other questions, also sent from abroad, suggest a personal relationship with Martin:

2. ‘Dans son charmant roman de Graziella, dont vous m’avez recommandé la lecture’

(Courrier_Q27, 1868).

3. ‘ll'y a au commencement d’un livre que vous m’avez recommandé (Un philosophe

sous les toits)’ (Courrier_Q360, 1870).

The readership evidently widened beyond pupils, as Martin claimed in November 1875, seven
years after he founded the Courrier, that the number of ‘lecteurs’ had surpassed 5,000
(15/11/1875, p.105).

3.1.2.1 Courrier readers: Geographic locations

Although the Courrier’s main Q+A section separates readers’ questions simply as from France

and Etranger, 71 of the 225 Communications contain some kind of geographical clues, as do

77 The use of bold in this and all subsequent examples is my own emphasis.
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all but one of the 209 Réponses diverses, where readers’ names and locations identify the

intended recipient of each response, e.g.:

4. ‘M. L. P., Boulevard Denain (Paris) : ) ai pris bonne note de votre lettre’ (01/04/1878,
p.152)

In communications, any geographic location is usually mentioned in the main body of the
letter and provided in varying levels of detail, from just the country to the full address. Table
3.2 summarises the indications of readers’ location in France or abroad from these three
sections. Both supplementary sections have a higher percentage of letters identifiably from
French readers than from abroad. The Communications section, in which readers’
contributions usually discuss and critique solutions given by Martin, has the largest proportion
of French readers (93%): first language French speakers and/or those based in France may

well have felt more able to critique Martin than L2 French speakers abroad.

Location is Location is specified
specified in France abroad
No. of No. of
% %
locations locations
Communications
66 93% 5 7%
(n=71, 154 give no location)
Réponses diverses
132 63% 76 37%
(n=208, 1 gives no location)
Main Q+A section
1,091 59% 746 41%
(n=1,837)

Table 3.2 Specified reader locations by France and abroad (Courrier)

On the incomplete evidence we have, the readership was predominantly based in France; in
no section of the publication does the number of questions from abroad exceed or even equal
those from France. The highest proportion of readers identifiably from abroad (41%) is found

in the main Q+A section. It is worth noting that Martin apparently published every question
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he received, even if this resulted in repetition.”® For instance, five questions query the use of
the subjunctive in Je ne sache pas que at the beginning of a phrase.” In four Réponses diverses,

Martin reassured individual readers that their questions would be dealt with in a later issue,

e.g.:

5. ‘[...] sije ne puis vous en donner la solution dans la 9e année, je vous la donnerai dans

la 10°.” (15/08/1879, p.96)

Although letters from readers within France are the majority, the Courrier still boasted a
substantial readership abroad, particularly in Réponses diverses (37% of all queries, 76
questions) and the main Q+A section (41%, 746 questions), though it is not always clear
whether those living abroad were in fact French. The geographical data available in the
Communications and Réponses diverses, which is usually more precise than in the Q+A section
(see Table 3.3), suggest that although most readers with identifiable locations are from France
(63% for Réponses diverses, 93% for Communications), a significant number of readers
communicating with the Courrier are based elsewhere in Europe and the world, across four
continents, and in both Francophone and non-Francophone countries. For instance, 24 letters
come from the United Kingdom, eleven from Germany and a further eight from the
Netherlands. Francophone countries including Mauritius (10 letters), Algeria (5), Belgium (4)
and Switzerland (1) are also represented, alongside letters from further afield such as one

each from Canada and Japan.®

78 This draws criticism from one reader, Bernard Jullien, who in a letter of complaint to Martin writes:
‘les questions sont toujours un peu les mémes’ (15/07/1877, p.9).

7% Courrier_557; Courrier_877; Courrier_1034; Courrier_1129; Courrier_1532. These are discussed in
Sections 4.3.3 and 5.3.1.

80 The reader from Canada could be from Francophone Canada, but this is not clear from the letter.
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Réponses diverses

Communications

Location No. % Location No. %
France 132 63% France 65 | 92%
Elsewhere in Europe 63 30% Switzerland 1 1%
United Kingdom 24 12% Elsewhere in the world 7%
Germany 11 5% Algeria 6%
The Netherlands 8 1% Russia 1 1%
Italy 5 2% Total 71 | 100%
Belgium 4 2%

Spain 3 1%

Austria 2 1%

Jersey 2 1%

Czech Republic 2 1%

Finland 2 1%

Elsewhere in the world 13 6%

Mauritius 10 5%

Algeria 1 0%

Canada 0%

Japan 0%

Total 208 | 100%

Table 3.3 Geographic location by country of readers (Courrier: Réponses diverses and Communications)

Most communications and réponses diverses from France come from urban areas. Readers
from Paris are by far the single largest group (49 letters or 25% of the 198 readers who state
that they are from France, and 11% of all contributors to the Communications and Réponses
diverses; Figure 3.3). The next best represented city was Chaumont, but with just four letters
(2% of readers listed as from France). Although the middle of the nineteenth century marked
a change in rural schooling, children in urban areas still had greater access to education than
those in rural locations (Heywood 2002: 61-65). The concentration of Courrier readers in

urban areas accords with the areas of France in which access to the standard, and in turn

interest in questions about the standard, was greater.8!

81 Section 1.2 discusses the status of the standard language and education during this period.
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Figure 3.3 Identified Courrier reader locations in France (Communications and Réponses diverses)

3.1.2.2 Courrier readers: Occupations
Within the Communications, 44 readers’ occupations are disclosed, either by the readers

themselves or by Martin (see Table 3.4 for a loose categorisation of job fields). Mentions of
professions may serve to bolster a reader’s perceived authority on language matters, as well
as hinting at their social standing and class. Jobs in education are the most frequently
mentioned (12 mentions), ranging from primary school teachers to professors who are
experts in ‘rhétorique’ and ‘langue et de littérature frangaise du moyen age’, and two
professeurs from the College de France (a research institute and higher education
establishment in Paris). Four further roles may be linked to academia: two philologues; ‘un
archiviste’; and ‘un orientaliste’. The Courrier is likely to have appealed to those in education,

for whom a strong grasp of the standard French language was a necessity.
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No. from
Job area Communications
Education and Academia 12

Docteur és lettres ; deux instituteurs ; ancien professeur au collége arabe-frangais d’Alger ;
professeur d’anglais ; Monsieur le directeur de I’Ecole normale de Nimes ; professeur
agrégé de I’'Université ; professeur au lycée de Pontivy ; professeur au lycée de Rodez ;
professeur de rhétorique au lycée de Limoges ; savant professeur de langue et de
littérature francaise du moyen dge au Collége de France ; célebre professeur du Collége de
France

Army | 6

Colonel de I’Espée ; commandant ; interpréte militaire ; Lieutenant des Douanes ;
Lieutenant de la garde mobile ; ancien caporal

Language | 5

Auteur du Dictionnaire étymologique des noms propres d’hommes ; Président du Cercle
sténographique ; un littérateur-grammairien ; deux philologues

Civil Service | 4

Employé a la Trésorerie générale ; Inspecteur de I'Enregistrement ; Président de la Cour
d’Appel ; juge de paix

Media | 4

Ancien directeur de la Revue de I'Instruction publique ; rédacteur en chef du Messager ;
secrétaire de la rédaction du journal La France ; Rédacteur en chef du Journal de Chartres

Medicine | 3

Docteurs

Engineering | 2

Ingénieur des mines ; ingénieur des Ponts et chaussées

Religious | 2

Pasteur ; grand rabbin®

Management | 2

Deux chefs d’institution

Miscellaneous | 3

Un archiviste ; un orientaliste ; un artiste du thédtre du Palais-Royal

Total number of job titles mentioned in Communications | 44

Table 3.4 Courrier readers’ occupations mentioned in Communications

82 This reader is also a professeur au séminaire so could also be considered part of the ‘Education and
Academia’ section.
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For those working in sectors not explicitly linked to language, such as medicine and the army,
their profession often confers an alternative authority to set against Martin’s linguistic
authority. For instance, a reader, self-identified as Dr X... explains that whilst Martin

presented avoir la fiévre and avoir les fiévres as synonyms:

6. ‘lln’ya pas un médecin quine fasse une grande différence entre ces deux expressions’

(15/08/1880, p.41).

Three similar examples are found in communications: two from army officers and one from a

pastor.

Martin highlights the expertise and professions of his readers in 24 (of 225) communications,

e.g.

7. ‘le savant auteur de I'Histoire de la littérature contemporaine en Russie’ (15/07/1875,
p.41).

8. ‘un savant philologue, que jai I'honneur de compter parmi mes abonnés’
(01/05/1875, p.1).

9. ‘savant étymologiste qui veut bien, de temps en temps, se ravir a des occupations plus
sérieuses, pour venir me témoigner l'intérét qui lui inspire la lecture de la modeste

feuille a laquelle je consacre mes soins’ (01/05/1870, p.113).

Highlighting educated readers and readers with linguistic expertise not only shows respect for
his readers (see use of savant in Examples 7, 8, 9) but also, indirectly, gives the publication
legitimacy. It is not just the perceived experts who receive Martin’s compliments, Martin

frequently compliments readers who send communications:

10. ‘mon savant contradicteur’ (01/07/1970, p.146; 01/06/1873, p.50).
11. ‘un de mes lecteurs les plus attentifs et les plus fervents’ (01/11/1869, p.17).
12. ‘un ami de la langue francaise’ (01/06/1873, p.49).

As Martin often calls on readers to engage with the journal, such references help to foster a
respectful relationship between himself and the readers, giving readers the confidence to risk

having their own letters publicly critiqued.

That the range of professions mentioned in the Courrier suggests a well-educated bourgeoisie
readership was noted by one reader, ‘le petit-fils d’'une fileuse’ (‘the grandson of a spinner’),

who highlighted the humbleness of his own background:
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13. ‘Permettez a I'un de vos plus humbles lecteurs de vous présenter quelques

observations...” (15/03/1876, p.169)

The letter mentions the reader’s upbringing in a village in rural Basse-Normandie and signs off

with apparent modesty:
14. ‘Je soumets humblement cette hypothese a votre docte sagacité’.

However, this admission could be interpreted as a manifestation of a modesty topos, as the
use of standard language and apparent access to literature suggest that the reader is highly

educated:

15. ‘Il est déja mention de ce jeu en la vie trés-horrifique du grand Garguantua par M.

Alcofribas (1562), au chapitre XXII du livre’.

This reader’s analysis of their ‘humble’ background may also be illustrative of greater linguistic
insecurity amongst those who are ‘first-in-the-family’ in comparison to the confident
bourgeoisie; since Labov (1966), it is known that linguistic insecurity can intersect with class
(see also Preston 2013 for an overview of linguistic insecurity, including its intersections with

class).
Two further readers also seem to express linguistic insecurity:

16. ‘Je suis bien loin, Monsieur le Rédacteur, d’avoir la prétention de résoudre ici ex
professo une question dans laquelle ont a entrer des éléments divers, dont certains
excéderaient ma compétence.’ (01/06/1873, p.49)

17. ‘Je suis loin d’étre un érudit, et c’est exclusivement pour recevoir des lecons que j'ai

pris un abonnement au Courrier de Vaugelas.’ (01/08/1876, p.33)

However, these could again be evidence of a modesty topos, as there are no letters published
in the Courrier which use anything but standard language — although the possibility that letters

were amended by Martin cannot be ruled out.

3.1.2.3 Courrier readers: Education and access to texts

The communications published in the Courrier can also reveal the types of texts to which
readers had access and their knowledge of other languages, e.g. Latin is often mentioned in
discussions of etymologies. Whilst Martin occasionally references Latin and Greek texts, he
does not assume that all his readers share this proficiency in classical languages, which would
indicate a certain level and kind of education. In fact, in response to the postscript of a letter

from M. Lemas, a professor from Limoges, who questions the usefulness of publishing the
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etymology of péremptoire, an etymology which Lemas suggests is available in dictionaries
(01/05/1879, p.34), Martin notes that not all of his readers are versed in Latin —not all readers
have been so lucky as to have had a privileged education. Martin explains that he aims to
spread the French language and to be accessible to people from varying educational

backgrounds:

18. ‘Parmi mes abonnés, il y en a qui n’ont pas I’avantage d’avoir appris le latin (il n’est
pas donné a tout le monde d’aller & Corinthe),® et qui, cependant, ont le droit de
trouver dans ma publication, consacrée a la propagation « universelle » de la langue
frangaise, les renseignements dont ils peuvent, de temps en temps, avoir besoin sur

certains termes.’ (01/05/1879, p.34)

Besides differences in educational background, Martin also allows for differences in his
readers’ access to reference works. This seems to suggest an awareness that readers come
from different social backgrounds, some with less access to reference works, and a desire for

the Courrier to serve as a needed resource:

19. ‘Puis-je donc leur refuser les explications qu’ils me demandent, surtout quand je sais
gu’ils les chercheraient vainement dans les ouvrages servant d’ordinaire a

I’enseignement de cette langue ?’

Other readers do seem to have had access to a wide variety of texts, both literary and

reference, as per the following example:

20. ‘Vous continuez a condamner comme vicieuse cette locution ne pas laisser que de, et
cependant ouvrez le dictionnaire de I’Académie et la plupart des ouvrages les plus

estimés de la langue francaise, et vous y trouverez...’ (15/04/1876, p.185)
References are made to both publicly available texts and readers’ personal copies, e.g.:

21. ‘Rapportez-vous, je vous prie, a la Bibliothéque gauloise, Livre des Proverbes par M.
Leroux de Lincy’ (15/05/1875, p.9).
22. ‘De méme, a quelques vers plus loin de mon édition de Garin’ (15/05/1872, p.121).

8 This is an expression which came to French from Greek. It alludes to the alleged expensive tastes of
Corinthians and means ‘not everyone has equal opportunities to certain things’.
https://www.languefrancaise.net/Bob/49176 (Accessed: 28/09/2020).

89


https://www.languefrancaise.net/Bob/49176

This gives us further hints about the socio-economic background of the Courrier’s readership
— many were able to afford their own copies of reference texts (the authorities cited by

readers and experts are examined in Section 5.2).

3.1.2.4 Courrier: Women as readers
In the main Q+A section of the Courrier, the gender of readers is not evident. Some

information can be gleaned, however, from the Réponses diverses and Communications. In
the Réponses diverses, only seven of the 209 notices (3%) are clearly responses to missives
from women. Of these seven notices, the topic of three is unclear, e.g. ‘J’accepte I'echange
gue vous me proposez’ (15/06/1880, p.16), two relate to the running of the journal (one
subscription issue and one about the date of the final issue in the series), and one seems to
promise a response to a language question: ‘Je m’occuperai prochainement de la “fameuse”
exception que vous me signalez’ (1/5/1878, p.168). Finally, there is one response to Mlle L. M.
B. from Bordeaux, apparently a primary school teacher looking for work, to whom Martin
writes: ‘Je ne m’occupe gqu’accidentellement du placement des institutrices, et je n’ai aucune

demande en ce moment’ (15/07/1880, p.32).

In the Communications section, when a reader’s identity is not explicitly stated, Martin usually
refers to the letter-writer as ‘un de mes abonnés’ or ‘un de mes lecteurs’, where the masculine
article may serve as a ‘gender-neutral’ marker, or, given the scarcity of women’s names in

letters, may accurately reflect the gender of the correspondent, e.g.:

23. ‘Mes bien sinceres remerciements a I'auteur de la communication qu’on vient de lire ;

car, grace a lui, il m’est permis d’indiquer [...]' (01/05/1873, p.33).

Only one published letter is unambiguously from a woman: ‘Zilla Suvadox’, ‘une de vos petites
abonnées étrangéres’ (01/12/1879, p.146). As not all letters in the Communications section
are published in full or with the names of their authors, it is unclear whether this is the only
letter from a woman. If, in the absence of any evidence to the contrary, we assume that the
proportion of women contributing to the Communications section is similar to that in the
Réponses diverses, i.e. around 3%, then we may conclude that women were not writing in to
the Courrier with the same frequency as men, which, in turn, may suggest that women were
also not accessing this publication at the same rate as men. Or, perhaps, women were less
bold to write in. This would support research concerning contemporary online activity which
suggests that women make fewer online contributions than men; for instance, Hill and Shaw
(2013) found that contributions by men to Wikipedia pages outnumber contributions by

women at approximately 3:1.
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3.1.2.5 Courrier readers: Frequent contributors
Three readers have multiple Communications published. Georges Garnier, described by the

editor as ‘le savant philologue’ from Bayeux, sends 14 letters; Charles Maisonrouge, ‘un savant
abonné’ from Honfleur, also sends 14; and Fillemin, ‘un véritable ami du Courrier’ from Sens,
had four letters published.®* Analysis of the letters of frequent contributors gives a slightly
fuller impression of reader profiles, even if it is unclear how representative these are of the

wider readership.

Georges Garnier, an étymologiste by trade, discusses etymology in eleven of his 14 letters
(sent between December 1869 and September 1880),%° providing Martin with new
information and clearing up inaccuracies in previously stated etymologies. For instance, when
Martin cannot provide an etymology for the word olim, Garnier offers a solution (15/01/1870,
p.57). Charles Maisonrouge sent 14 letters, also frequently on the topic of etymology, within
just three years, 1876-1879. Martin comments on the frequency of Maisonrouge’s letter in

the following:

24. ‘Parmiles observations que M. Maisonrouge veut bien prendre la peine de m’adresser
sur chague numéro de mon journal.’ (15/11/1877, p.74)
25. ‘ll m’a écrit les lignes suivantes dans la critique de quinzaine qu’il veut bien continuer

a m’adresser.’ (15/02/1878, p.121)
and later when he describes Maisonrouge as:
26. ‘cet infatigable critique’ (01/05/1879, p.33).

Martin’s interactions with Maisonrouge suggest both bemusement at the frequency of his
communications and slight frustration at the regular criticism. Yet, Martin continues to publish

the letters.

Both Maisonrouge and Garnier are well-read and seem to enjoy researching the language.

Maisonrouge remarks:

84 \We learn little about Fillemin from his letters which discuss the ‘superfluous’ use of encore in the
phrase ‘je n’estime encore heureux’ (01/10/1873, p.113), the etymology of ‘larmes de crocodile’
(15/01/1874, p.169-170), the etymologies of demonyms (01/11/1874, p.113), and the presentation of
addresses in English language letters (01/03/1875, p.178).

85 Garnier is not listed in the Dictionnaire de biographie francaise, but is, alongside one of his
proposed etymologies, mentioned in Amann’s (2014: 38) book, L’origine du mot « félibre », in which it
is stated that he was born in 1815 and published Christian poetry.
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27. ‘Mon seul mérite étant de persévérer a suivre une piste lorsque je la juge bonne, vous
ne devez point trop vous étonner qui j’insiste sur nouveaux frais a propos du mot

péquin.’ (15/01/1877, p.121)

Whether this indicates pleasure in linguistic research, or simply pleasure in being correct is
not entirely clear. Garnier’s letters clearly demonstrate his access to many texts, that he is
highly educated, quoting in Latin and Greek, and that he spends time researching the topics

of his letters:

28. ‘Jai relu Hérodote [...] Je ne trouve rien non plus dans les poetes grecs ou latins des

grands siecles.” (15/04/1874, p.9)

In Garnier, Mainsonrouge and Fillemin, Martin had at least three very loyal readers, who
frequently engaged with the publication and can certainly be considered language
enthusiasts. Garnier’s letters suggest he was highly knowledgeable about etymology, and his
opinions and intellect were respected by Martin. Maisonrouge and Martin rarely agreed on
linguistic matters, yet Martin published a large number of his letters, suggesting that Martin
enjoys and see as important the inclusion of alternative opinions — after all, a contradictory
opinion gives Martin the opportunity to present his own alternative view. Furthermore, the
publishing of letters from experts and keen language enthusiasts bolsters the Courrier’s

authority, portraying an image of a respectable and interested readership.

3.1.2.6 Summary: Le Courrier de VVaugelas readership
The potential readership of the Courrier de Vaugelas (1868-1881), published when knowledge

of standard French was not widespread, was a relatively narrow stratum of society. On the
evidence we have, its readers had access to education, wrote standard French and had enough
disposable income to subscribe to the publication, or knew someone that did.®® From the
information available, many of the Courrier's readers were professionals or retired
professionals. In the main Q+A section, 59% of questions were sent by readers from France
and 41% from abroad. Most readers within France were in urban areas and readers from
abroad were mainly located in Europe but stretched across four continents; whether these
readers were L1 or L2 French speakers is unknown. Women were rarely visible, with only a
handful of letters published identifiably coming from women. The evidence available from an
examination of three frequent letter-writers reinforces the impression that Martin’s readers
included other language professionals who were equally passionate about language, spending

time reading the Courrier, researching alternative answers to questions and writing to the

8 | have been unable to confirm if the publication was accessible in libraries.
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editor. Martin was willing to publish critical reactions to his publication, both when the reader
was correct and when he could disprove them. This picture of Martin’s late nineteenth-
century readership will now be compared with that of the twenty-first-century sources
analysed in this study: the Courrier des internautes, Langue sauce piquante and Bescherelle ta

mere.

3.2 Courrier des internautes

3.2.1 The Académie francaise and the Service du Dictionnaire
Responses published on the Courrier des internautes webpage are written by members of the

Service du Dictionnaire, a group affiliated to the Académie francaise but separate from the
académicien-ne-s, made up of approximately thirteen professors and language professionals.
Very little is known about the members of the Service. One job advertisement published on
the Académie francaise website in 2018 explained that the group comprised 13 members: ‘7
PRAG (professeurs agrégés de I'enseignement secondaire en poste dans I'enseignement
supérieur), 3 professeurs agrégés en MAD,® 1 lecteur-correcteur et 2 secrétaires
administratifs’ .8 When asked who responds to Internautes questions, a member of the
Service du Dictionnaire (private correspondence, June 2019) stated that: ‘Nous répondons en
fonction de nos golts, de nos compétences et de nos disponibilités,” placing significant

importance on personal taste as a deciding factor.

The authority of the Internautes site comes from the Académie frangaise brand, in whose
name all replies are published (‘L’Académie répond’). As we saw in Section 1.4, the Académie
has little more than symbolic power, but their opinions are still significant to some in France,
even if the pronouncements they make are not always taken on board (Ayres-Bennett and
Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2016: 109). Whilst most users choosing to contact the Académie
presumably recognise its authority, six users challenge or express their shock at a position
from the Académie (see Chapter 5). However, positive assessments of the Académie and the
Internautes platform outnumber the negative. These were especially common in the first
months of the interactive platform (which began in October 2011) and were published

without comment from the Service du Dictionnaire:

8 MAD = mise a disposition (‘secondment’).

88 http://www.academie-francaise.fr/sites/academie-

francaise.fr/files/poste de secretaire administratif service du dictionnaire a pourvoir.pdf
(Accessed: 17/08/2020).

An article from Le Figaro (Aissaoui 2009) suggests that the Service is a mixed group of ten members,
including philosophers, lexicographers and historians, but predominantly people ‘détachés de
I’Education nationale’.
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29. ‘Je vous écris simplement pour vous féliciter et vous remercier pour ce site. Je trouve
fantastique que des académiciens utilisent les possibilités d’internet pour
communiquer avec tout type de personnes et partagent leur savoir.

(Internautes_Q297)

As we will see, more letters are received by the Service than are published online. It is possible
that a higher frequency of negative portrayals of the Académie are received but are not

published.

3.2.2 The audience: Courrier des internautes

The Internautes webpage provides little information about those sending in the questions,
usually only their first name, the initial of their surname, and frequently the country in which
they are based (Figure 3.4). Without access to the website’s metrics, information about who
is using and engaging with Internautes is limited to the information supplied in users’
qguestions and information which can be gathered or surmised from the few interviews a
member of the Service du Dictionnaire, Patrick Vannier, has given. In a 2018 interview, Vannier

noted that Internautes’ audience is a select group:

‘« Nous écrire, c’est déja s’intéresser a la langue, analyse Patrick Vannier. Cela
écarte tous ceux qui ne font pas de fautes et tous ceux qui ne savent pas qu’ils
font des fautes ou a qui cela ne pose aucun probléme. »” (Vannier cited by Ratouis

2018 in newspaper Le Point)

It is, in his view, the linguistically insecure and those with a keen interest in language who
make contact. If we view linguistic insecurity as a by-product of standard language ideology
and prescriptivism, the Académie’s platform, by advising on correct usages, enforces these
ideologies, perhaps further cementing feelings of insecurity and, in turn, the need for the

platform.
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Marcia N. (Rio de Janeiro)
Le 22 féyrier 2013 Courrier des internautes
Nous devons dire parleurs du portugais ou plutdt locuteurs du portugais?

Marcia M. (Rio de Janeiro)
L’Académie répond

On peut dire Une personne qui parle le portugais. On peut dire aussi un focuteur portugais, mais le
plus simple est d'écrire fusophone.

Voyez la définition de ce mor, telle qu'elle figure dans notre Dictionnaire -

« LUSOPHONE adj. XX* siécle. Composé de fusg-, tiré du nom de la Lusitanie, et de -phone, du grec
phdné, « voix », d'ol « langage, langue ». Qui parle la langue portugaise ; ol I'on parle le portugais.
Populations lusophones. La communauté lusophone. Pays, Erar lusophone, ol le portugais est
langue officielle ou langue de communication. Le Brésil est un Etat lusophone. Subst. Un, une
lusophone. »

Figure 3.4 Example Internautes Q+A (Internautes_253)

In 2013, académicien Yves Pouliquen (2013) published data about the number of visitors to
the Dire, Ne pas dire section of the website (which includes the Internautes). It showed that,
during the section’s first ten months (01/11/2011-31/08/2012), it received 45,395 visitors,
which equates to, on average, 4,500 unique individuals per month. Correspondence with the
Service du Dictionnaire puts the number of questions received in 2019 at approximately 5,000-
7,000 per year suggesting that website traffic has since increased. Visitors are from a varied

geographic background:

‘Une majorité d’entre eux est naturellement d’origine frangaise (23 044) a
laquelle s’ajoutent deux a trois mille francophones originaires en parts égales du
Canada, de Suisse, de Belgique et d’Algérie. Il en vient aussi des Etats-Unis,
d’Allemagne, d’ltalie et d’Espagne, environ huit cents pour chacun de ces pays.’

(Pouliquen 2013)

Pouliquen (2013) also suggests that the interactions between users and the Service du
Dictionnaire have changed. Whereas initially users contacted the Service to point out ‘les
fautes les plus grossieres du langage parlé’, users are now more frequently seeking advice: ‘ils
nous ont ensuite demandé si telle ou telle expression, lue ou entendue ici ou I3, était correcte

et d’en préciser, le cas échéant, les conditions d’emploi.” This shift towards advice-based
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interactions further supports the idea that the website’s audience is the linguistically insecure,

those seeking advice from an authority.

3.2.2.1 Internautes users: Geographic locations

Internautes questions are usually introduced with the user’s name and their geographic
location (see Figure 3.4) with varying levels of detail provided, e.g. country or city, presumably
based on the online question submission form, which asks users for a home address. Online
data regarding user identities can be unreliable, as users may change or hide their identity.
The following analyses are therefore tentative conclusions from the ‘best available’ data.
Whilst this may not correspond identically to users’ ‘real’ offline identities, offline and online
identities of individuals are increasingly convergent (Marwick 2013: 358). Furthermore, offline
and online identities can be conceptualised as multiple legitimate identities, performed by

one individual (Cover 2015).

Total sample (n=300)
Location No. %
France 234 78%
Abroad 47 16%
Unspecified 19 6%
Total 300 100%

Table 3.5 Geographic location of Internautes users by France/Abroad (n=300)

In order to compare the geographic location of Internautes users with Courrier readers, user
locations have been grouped as France/Abroad as per the distinction made in the Courrier.
Users within France sent 78% of questions published on the Internautes website (234 of 300),
over the period October 2011-June 2017. They outnumber users from abroad more than four
to one (Table 3.5),%° and represent a higher proportion of contacts from France than in the
Q+A section of the Courrier (59%; Table 3.6).%° High proportions of France-based readers in
both corpora strongly suggest, perhaps unsurprisingly, that questions about the French
language are more prevalent from within France than from outside France across both time

periods.

89 As with Martin’s Courrier, these figures represent the number of users asking questions, rather than
those simply consulting the page.

% Higher proportions of French readers are found in other sections of the Courrier: Communications =
93% of known readers from France; Réponses diverses = 63%.
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France Abroad
No. % No. %
Le Courri Vaugel
e Courrier de Vaugelas 1,091 59% 746 41%
(n=1,837)
c ; ; :
ourrier des internautes 234 83% 47 17%
(n=281)

Table 3.6 Comparison of reader location (Courrier and Internautes)

Of the 281 Internautes questions where a location is specified, 267 (91%) were from
Francophone countries, of which 23 were based outside of France (Table 3.7). This does not
necessarily indicate a first language French speaker — a Canadian user may speak L1 English —
but does show that users are mostly from French-speaking countries. This suggests that the
Académie’s authority has reach beyond France and into the Francophone world. The high
proportion of questions from within France in the Internautes corpus (83% from France, 17%
from abroad) arguably reflects the relative position and authority of the Académie francaise
within and outside of France. The Internautes service is not the only language advice website
for the French language; those outside of France may instead seek language advice from other
online or offline resources. For example, L2 speakers may access bilingual dictionaries or
translation services, whilst users from other Francophone countries may seek advice from
authorities based in their own countries. French speakers in Québec may consult the Office
québécois de la langue francaise website,” or call their language helpline,®* whilst Belgian
Francophones may opt to contact the Fédération Wallonie-Bruxelles’s Direction de la langue
francaise using their online messaging service,’® which sends private responses to language

questions.%

91 https://www.oqlf.gouv.qc.ca/accueil.aspx (Accessed: 24/08/2020).

92 Information about the language helpline is available here:
https://www.oqlf.gouv.qc.ca/ressources/publications/services/servicetarife/servicetarife.html
(Accessed: 24/08/2020).

% http://www.languefrancaise.cfwb.be/index.php?id=10826 (Accessed: 24/08/2020).

9 | have contacted both services for information about user numbers but have received no reply to
date.
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Location No. %
France 234 83%

Rest of Francophone 23 8%

Not Francophone 24 9%
Total* 281 100%

*19 unknown

Table 3.7 Geographic location of Internautes users (Francophone/non-Francophone)

In the corpus of 300 questions (exhaustive at the time), 19 countries are represented from

five continents (see Table 3.8), in comparison to 16 countries from four continents in the

Courrier (data from Communications and Réponses diverses). The number of countries

represented in the two corpora thus appears to be similar, despite the relative ease with

which the Internautes website could be accessed globally. However, Service du Dictionnaire

member Vannier claimed that the platform receives questions from over 110 different

countries, suggesting a much greater global spread (private correspondence, June 2019). The

number of questions from L2 French individuals is also reported to have grown since 2013

(Ratouis 2018), % further suggesting that the Académie is perceived as an authority within and

outside of the Francophone world.

% Looking at the ten most recent questions published on the site (July-October 2020), seven were
sent from readers in France and three from abroad (two from Brazil, one from New Zealand).
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No. of
Country questions % of total
published | ("=300)

France 234 78%
Germany 8 3%
Belgium 7 2%
United Kingdom 5 2%
Canada 4 1%
Switzerland 4 1%
USA 3 1%
Burundi 2 1%
Congo 2 1%
Réunion 2 1%
Mexico 2 1%
Brazil 1 0%
Ivory Coast 1 0%
Spain 1 0%
Hong Kong 1 0%
Luxembourg 1 0%
Morocco 1 0%
Puerto Rico 1 0%
Portugal 1 0%
Unspecified 19 6%

Total 300 100%

Table 3.8 User locations by country (Internautes)

In a BBC Radio 4 programme in 2011, ‘Inside the Academie Francaise’ [sic],’® reporter Agnés
Poirier recounts that many messages received through the Internautes platform are from
readers in Canada, although when the interview was first released (23/12/2011) none of the
16 questions published on the website were from Canadians. In my corpus, only four of the
300 published questions (October 2011-April 2017) are from Canada. It is impossible to
determine whether the countries represented in this sample are representative of the wider
population of those posing questions, but it appears that the actual geographic spread of users
is far greater than is reflected in the questions published. However, the sporadic appearance
of users from abroad in this corpus makes it difficult to draw conclusions about the use of the

platform outside of France.

3.2.2.2 Internautes users: Occupations
Users’ professions and/or student status are mentioned in 40 of 300 Internautes questions
(see Table 3.9). In 31 of the 40 questions which mention a profession, the reader’s profession

is presented as relevant to the question which they are asking, e.g.:

% https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b018fmsz (Accessed: 24/08/2020).
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30. ‘Je suis salarié d’une importante association ornithologique. L'ensemble des
ornithologues frangais utilisent les termes « nicher » ou « nicheur » pour indiquer
gu’un oiseau couve ou se reproduit.” (Internautes_Q154)

31. ‘Je réalise actuellement une version frangaise d’'un documentaire dans lequel il est
fait mention du « roi de Danemark » ou « roi du Danemark ». Pouvez-vous me dire

laquelle des deux formulations est correcte ?’ (Internautes_Q21)

As in Martin’s Courrier, jobs from the education sector are the most frequent (18 of a total 40
mentions of identifiable Internautes professions, 45% of listed Internautes occupations; 27%
of Courrier occupations).”’ Given the large number of cases where no occupation is listed, it is
again difficult to know to what extent these proportions are representative of the readerships
as a whole. However, it does suggest that in the twenty-first century as in the late nineteenth
century, language advice resources are popular amongst those in education, they form the
largest identifiable group of both audiences. In eight of the 18 questions sent by professionals
from the education sector, the question has arisen from either the language use of the pupils

or from a class discussion, e.g.:

32. ‘Professeur de francais en college, j'entends chaque jour des horreurs dont je souhaite
vous faire part.” (Internautes_Q296)
33. ‘Yenseigne le frangais en Angleterre et mes étudiants aimeraient savoir pourquoi en

frangais vous dites [...]" (Internautes_Q81).

These mentions of occupations differ from those in the Courrier, which were often used to

establish authority.

97 Data about the professions of commenters from the two further corpora (Langue sauce piquante
and Bescherelle ta mére) are not available and so are not included in this comparison.
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Job area No.
Education and Academia (employed) 18

professeur des écoles; professeur de francais dans un lycée allemand;
professeur de frangais langue étrangére; professeur de frangais; professeur
principal; professeur de frangais en Angleterre; enseignante en école
élémentaire; enseignante en mathématiques

Education and Academia (student) | 8

éléve a I’Ecole expérimentale de Bonneuil; étudiante en deuxiéme année
d’anglais; deux étudiants au lycée; étudiantes a Amiens; participants a un
atelier d’écriture

Media | 3

réalisateur; journaliste spécialisé dans la technologie; employé a Radio Canada

Language | 3

transcripteur des auditions; correcteur; testeur des traductions

Legal | 2

secrétaire a la direction juridique; juriste d’entreprise

Medicine | 1

médecin légiste

Miscellaneous | 5

un professionnel; membres de I'association C6té Bassin regroupant les
passionnés de jardins aquatiques; salarié d’une importante association
ornithologique; membre d’un groupe de rock

Table 3.9 Users’ professions (Internautes)

Eight questions (one fifth of 40 instances of stated occupations) were sent by students.
Vannier, in his Le Point interview, explains that before access to online information became
much easier, students would contact the website for help with their homework. An influx of
15 etymological questions from secondary-school pupils from the same town is recounted by
the reporter (Ratouis 2018). Two students and one teacher mention attendance at an ‘atelier
d’écriture’ as the inspiration behind their question (Internautes_Q17; Internautes_Q39;
Internautes_Q41). It seems plausible that teachers may still influence the decision to write to
the Académie and promote its services, and certainly that questions of language and

correctness are being discussed within school.

Professions dealing directly with language (e.g. a littérateur-grammairien (Courrier

15/12/1874, p.138) and a transcripteur des auditions (Internautes_Q243)) and professions in

101



the media (e.g. a Rédacteur en chef du Journal de Chartres (Courrier 15/10/1876, p.74) and a
journaliste spécialisé dans la technologie (Internautes_Q100)) are found in both sources.
These are professions in which the standard is expected; journalists, for instance, often
viewed as gatekeepers of the standard language, are looked to as ‘model speakers’ (Davies
and Langer 2006: 44) and may find themselves under greater scrutiny when their usage falls
short of expectations (Strelévica-Osina 2016: 259; see also Chapman 2012 who considers the
linguistic criticism levelled at politicians). As we see in Section 3.3, the Langue sauce piquante
blog exploits this expectation and makes the non-standard language use of journalists its

focus.

Perhaps the most marked difference in reader occupations between Martin’s Courrier and the
Internautes corpus concerns questions identifiably from readers in the army: six in the
Courrier, e.g. two Lieutenants and a major, compared to none in Internautes. This might
suggest that those in the army ranks in the late nineteenth century had a greater interest in
guestions of language then than they do now in the twenty-first century, possibly seeking to
draw authority and legitimacy through their language use too, but the data are too scanty to

draw a firm conclusion.

Comparison of the occupations listed in the two readerships suggests that, firstly, and perhaps
unsurprisingly, both resources are popular amongst readers who work directly with the
language, either teaching it or using it publicly. Beyond these fields, the audience is varied,
but most jobs are ‘professional’ — white-collar workers primarily, rather than manual workers,
for instance. This may simply show a bias in which readers are willing or keen to disclose their
professions, or whose questions are chosen for publication, but if the listed professions do
broadly represent the wider readership, we may conclude that the Académie’s language
advice service is more popular amongst ‘professionals’, and those who are judged for their

language use.

3.2.2.3 Internautes: Women as users

Internautes questions are published with the user’s first name (provided by the user via an
online form). Table 3.10 shows the performed (and assumed) gender of users based on the
name provided. In 31 out of 300 questions, it was not possible to assume a gender from the
name and/or only an initial was provided, e.g ‘H.” (Internautes_200). There are more
identifiable men (167 of 300 questions) than women (102), but the balance is much closer
than that observed in the Courrier, where only seven of the 209 Réponses diverses were

reliably identified as contributed by women. Whilst the identifiable participation of women is
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much higher in the Internautes corpus than in Martin’s Courrier, there is still an imbalance,
suggesting once more that men are more likely to contribute to online metalinguistic

discussions than women.

Assumed gender | No. %
Women 102 38%
Men 167 62%
Total* 269 100%

*31 incomplete or ambiguous entries
Table 3.10 Internautes users by assumed gender

3.2.2.4 Summary: Courrier des internautes users
With between 5,000 and 7,000 questions received each year (in recent years at least), the

Internautes platform receives far more questions than it publishes. The frequency with which
guestions are received suggests a continued interest amongst French speakers in questions
about language and correctness, as well as a desire to seek out language advice. What is more,
the Académie’s position as an authority seems strong, the public still seek their opinions and
rulings on language. Questions are received from over 100 countries but, in this sample at
least, only 19 countries were represented and 78% of questions were sent from within France
(233 of 300 questions). Available Courrier data suggested that readers were based in at least
16 countries, not a large difference between the two samples despite the ease with which the
Internautes, as an online resource, can be accessed. However, if the number of countries
reflected in the sample is symptomatic of a bias in question selection and Vannier’s estimate
of questions from over 100 countries is more accurate then the global reach of the Internautes
is much greater than that of the nineteenth-century print publication. This suggests two
things. Firstly, questions about the French language and its correct usage seem to have reach
beyond France — ‘seem to’ because we cannot rule out the possibility of the questions from
abroad being sent by French nationals who live abroad. Secondly, the perceived authority of

the Académie extends beyond France.

In twenty-first-century France, access to education in French and to reference texts on French
is higher than ever before, meaning that, firstly, the options available to French-speakers to
research their questions or seek language advice are numerous; it is therefore a choice to
contact the Service du Dictionnaire, rather than the sole option. Secondly, questions of
language and correctness are potentially relevant to their largest audience now that most

adults in France have received an education in standard French. However, the choice to use
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the Internautes platform, on the small amount of available evidence, is predominantly made

by professionals, particularly those working in education, and students.

Women contributed approximately 34% of Internautes questions (102 of 300). Whilst this
makes them more prominent contributors than in the Courrier (only 3% of question-writers
identifiable as women), there is still an imbalance, which provides further support for claims
that men’s online contributions outnumber women’s (e.g. Hill and Shaw 2013). Overall, the
Internautes audience is still a limited group of speakers who are interested in the language
and its correct usage, and who view the Académie frangaise as an authority on such matters;
itis not, as Vannier explains (cited by Ratouis 2018 in Le Point), speakers who use the language

without error or those who do not care about their errors.

3.3 Langue sauce piquante
Langue sauce piquante (2004-present, LSP) has two main contributors, Martine Rousseau and

Olivier Houdart, both of whom, when starting the blog, worked as proof-readers (correcteurs)
for Le Monde’s online content. Their profession allows us to make certain assumptions about
their own attitudes to language and about how they may be perceived by their audience.
Firstly, to work as a proof-reader, a clear vision of what constitutes correct/incorrect language
usage is necessary; the profession relies on replacing the incorrect for the correct. As proof-
readers, Rousseau and Houdart engage in the ideology of prescriptivism, supporting, and
indeed living, the belief that there are right/wrong ways of using the language; through their
removal of incorrect usages, they are engaging in the activity of prescriptivism. Consequently,
we may expect their blog to show prescriptivist tendencies. For their audience, the bloggers’
positions as proof-readers lend the pair legitimacy in language questions; they work in the
media and specifically with language, giving them the necessary expertise to discuss language
and correctness. Outside of their work at Le Monde, both Rousseau and Houdart have
published ‘popular’ books on the French language on topics including punctuation (Houdart
and Prioul 2007), grammar (Houdart and Prioul 2009) and the difficulties of written French

(Herlin, Houdart, and Rousseau 2016).

As of October 2019, LSP received around 2,000 visitors a day, fluctuating depending on the
post topic (private correspondence with Rousseau, November 2019). This is a much higher
frequency than the 4,500 monthly visitors to Dire, Ne pas dire (the section of the Académie
website which contains the Internautes) in their first ten months (Pouliquen 2013). Further
data about LSP’s readership is limited to what is provided in the comments section of each

post, and as with Martin’s Courrier and the Internautes, any information is only about readers
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who interact with the source, rather than those who simply access it. While we have no
explicit information about the professions of those interacting with the site, we might infer
that LSP users are similar to the audience of Le Monde, the ideologically centre-left leaning
newspaper (Kuhn 2006: 66) whose readers have ‘a higher economic and a higher cultural
capital than that of other daily newspapers and of the French population at large’ (Jeanpierre
and Mosbah-Natanson 2009: 176). We are therefore likely dealing with an audience of ‘white-
collar’ workers, similar to that which was observed in analysis of Courrier and Internautes

audiences.

Names are left by users in the comment sections of LSP blog posts but these are often
usernames (as an illustration, see Table 3.11 for the top ten most active usernames), and
drawing any conclusions from these is not possible. Whilst some usernames resemble
traditional offline names, such as Jacques C and Gus, others, such as l’insecte and TRS are likely
online aliases only. In the corpus of 300 posts, 5,869 unique usernames were used to leave
18,123 comments. This number does not necessarily correspond to an equal number of offline
individuals, particularly because some usernames are repeated with small differences. For
instance, accounts which contain the word ‘Miniphasme’, including ‘Miniphasme’ (75
comments), MiniPhasme cyanogéne (6), ‘MiniPhasme emmi les barbares’ (3), total 1,776
comments. If all instances are the same user adapting their username, then this represents

the largest number of comments per user.

No. of
Position Username comments % of total
1 leveto 1,050 6%
2 Gus 842 5%
3 harald 732 1%
4 Jesus 506 3%
5 TRS 405 2%
6 zerbinette 356 2%
7 Jacques C 340 2%
8 Anoup 272 2%
S correcteurs 266 1%
10 I'insecte 243 1%
Total number of comments 18,123

Table 3.11 Ten most frequent LSP users (300 post corpus)
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Whilst little is known about who is commenting, the data do reveal how users engage with
the blog (see Table 3.12 for an overview of user engagement). Most users (4,933 of 5,869) left
only one comment in the corpus of 300 posts (published October 2011-April 2017). Yet these
comments do not account for the majority of comments in the sample. One-off comments
count for only 27% of the total comments (4,933 comments out of a total of 18,123). On the
other side of the scale, almost the same percentage of comments (28%, 5,012 comments)
were made by the ten most frequent contributors (see Table 3.11), and 30 users commented
over 100 times. Engagement with the blog is varied: most users contribute one-off comments,

but a small proportion of users engage frequently and prolifically with the content.

Total number of comments 18,416%
Mean number of comments on each post 61.4
Number of posts with over 100 comments 49 16% of posts
696 4% of all comments
Highest number of comments Post title:
Contester, une maladie ?

4

Three posts received four comments:

« De I'aborigéne au zizi », c’est champion !
Guy, typo’ fleuri

Castro (Roland) le matassin

Lowest number of comments

Users who left only one comment 4,933 (81%)

Table 3.12 Overview of reader engagement with LSP (corpus of 300 posts)

The two bloggers (using the shared username correcteurs) were the ninth most frequent
commenters in this corpus, writing 266 comments across 142 posts. The bloggers additionally
comment using individual usernames, including olihoud and Martine. Comments made by the
bloggers tend to address individual users directly (as in the second comment in Figure 3.5),
but on a handful of occasions the comment is simply an aside. For instance, on 31°* July 2015,
a blog post was published discussing a phrase used in the satirical weekly the Canard enchainé.

Later that day, the bloggers commented under this post about an unrelated cartoon published

% For seven posts, the number of comments left was available, but the comments themselves were
not. The number of available comments totalled 18,123.
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in that day’s Le Monde.*® Direct interaction between the bloggers and the blog’s users is
common, but not a given. Users also interact with each other. Such interactions are not
necessarily easy to find, as users signal that their post is in response to another user’s post in
different ways.’® The most frequently used signals are: ‘P username’; ‘@username’; and, the
method used by the bloggers, ‘a [username]:’. Terms of endearment, e.g. ‘les Ispistes’ (e.g.
LSP_4486) and ‘amis blogueurs’ (LSP_9699), are also used by LSP commenters; their presence

suggests a feeling of community and of shared endeavour amongst frequent commenters.

Determining the performed gender of LSP users is difficult due to the high number of aliases
used which do not correspond to ‘traditional’ offline names. In the qualitative sample (454
comments from 31 posts, see Table 2.10), there are 158 individual users, 107 of whom have
usernames which denote no gender, nor contain any pronouns or agreements indicating the
user’s gender. Of the 51 users whose performed gender is clearer, 37 are men and 14 are
women. Of the 10 most frequent commenters in the sample, five present as men and in five
others the gender is unclear. As in both Martin’s Courrier and the Internautes, the (limited)
evidence suggests that women are underrepresented in the comments, accounting in LSP for
approximately 27% of contributions. Although little is known about the readers and
commenters of the blog, assumptions can be made about the potential readership based on
assumptions about Le Monde (the host website) and, since the blog’s content centres around
discussions about language and correctness, we can be sure that those accessing the site are

interested in questions of language.

9 https://www.lemonde.fr/blog/correcteurs/2015/07/31/qui-vivra-verrat/ (Accessed: 25/08/2020).
100 | Sp differs in this way to, for instance, the comment system on Facebook or Twitter, where users
‘tag’ other users to signal that their comment is a direct reaction.
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harald

8 FEVRIER 2017 A 19 H 04 MIN

La virgule, l'explicative et la déterminative, oui, j'en ai entendu parler, et de 1a virgule
flottante aussi

«La virgule flottante est une méthode d'écriture de nombres réels fréquemment
utilisée dans les ordinateurs.

Elle consiste & représenter un nombre par un signe s (2gal & -1 ou 1), une mantisse
m (aussi appelée significande) et un exposant e (entier relatif, généralement borné).
UUn tel triplet représente un réel s.m.be ol b est la base de représentation
{généralement 2 sur ordinateur, mais aussi 8 ou 16 sur certaines anciennes
machines, 10 sur de nombreuses calculatrices, ou eventuellement toute autre
valeur). En faisant varier e, on fait « flotter » |a virgule. La mantisse m est
représentée par une suite de chiffres en base b, généralement de taille fixée, dans
laguelle on choisit de placer une virgule a une position fixe - juste avant ou juste
apres le premier chifire, ou juste aprés le dernier chifire | dans ce d