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Ever since E.J. Dobson’s foundational study entitled ‘Early Modern Standard English’ (1955),
scholars have assumed the existence of a standard form of spoken English in the sixteenth
century. In this article, Dobson contrasted the Early Modern period with the earlier period in
which an awareness of dialect variation is apparent, although no particular variety was preferred
above another. Dobson cited the example of Chaucer’s representation of dialect in the Reeve’s Tale
as evidence of a ‘sharper awareness’ of dialect differences, leading him to cautiously suggest that
Chaucer’s portrayal of a Northern dialect implies an incipient sense of the superiority of the
London dialect at the close of the fourteenth century. But it was in the sixteenth century that
Dobson located the true establishment of a standard form of spoken English. Where a standard
existed but failed to win general recognition in the previous century, the sixteenth century
witnessed its widespread acceptance.

These claims have remained highly influential for the subsequent sixty years and have
influenced accounts of the emergence of a standard English accent. In this paper I offer a
reassessment of Dobson’s article and a reconsideration of the evidence he marshalled in support
of his theory of ‘Early Modern Standard English’. I will argue that his claim for a standard form of
pronunciation in this period was influenced by the tradition of historical linguistics within which
he was working, as well as the standard language ideology of the period in which he wrote. By
reconsidering the Medieval and Early Modern evidence, I will suggest that attitudes towards
accents and dialects remained remarkably stable from the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries.
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absence of any insight into his most significant conclusion about the Winchester Manuscript that
led him to title his edition The Works of Malory, to see it as a series of narratives rather than as
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