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LAURA VILLA 

'Because When Governments Speak, They Are Not 
Always Right': National Construction and Ortho
graphic Conflicts in Mid-Nineteenth-Century Spain 

Abstract 

This paper analyses the polemics surrounding the discursive legitimation and political 
institutionalization of different spelling systems circulating in mid-nineteenth-century 
Spain. In 1843, teachers associated with Madrid's Literary and Scientific Academy of 
Primary Education developed a simplified orthography and began to implement it 
in schools. In response to this independent initiative, Queen Isabel II signed a Royal 
Decree in 1844 that mandated the exclusive use of Royal Spanish Academy's orthog
raphy in Spain's primary education. The Literary and Scientific Academy contested 
the imposition and took actions to oppose its implementation, by organizing meetings 
and publishing essays to defend both the simplified orthography and the legitimacy of 
rhe institution. My study examines official documents, textbooks, pamphlets, minutes, 
etc., which provide us with a record of this linguistic ideological debate that reveals a 
muggle over authority and power within the linguistic and educational markets.1 

"01e reconstruction of this salient episode in the linguistic history of Spain is the 
result of documentary research carried out in Spain's National Library and in the 
Library and Archive of the Royal Spanish Academy thanks to the financial support 
of rhc Program for Cultural Cooperation between Spanish Ministry of Culture and 
United Stares Universities, managed by the University of Minnesota. 
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1 Introduction 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the orthographic and grammatical norms of 
the Royal Spanish Academy (henceforth RAE)2 were made official. They 
were to be taught and used in the national school system which, at the time, 
was being developed in the broader context of the construction of a liberal 
Spanish nation (Alvarez Junco 2001; Burdiel 1998; Puelles Benitez 1999, 
2004). In a larger project I look at the historical conditions that resulted in 
this officialization and the consequent promotion of the linguistic norms 
proposed by the RAE. The main objectives of this project are, on the one 
hand, to describe the processes of selection and codification of Spanish as 
Spain's national language, and the implementation of the resultant standard 
variety through the public school system; and on the other, to analyse the 
increasing relevance of the RAE as the legitimate institution in charge of 
the standardization of Spanish, as well as the resistant voices that challenged 
the constitution of the RAE as Spain's linguistic authority. The study is 
framed by an effort to understand linguistic polemics within the specific 
historical and cultural context of its production. This entails adopting a 
linguistic, political and historical approach that looks at the officialization 
of Spanish norms - as well as the discourses surrounding its implementa
tion in the emerging public school system - as part of a broader language 
planning process deeply involved in tensions over nation-building and the 
power of the State. 

These tensions clearly appeared in the debate that surrounded 
the officialization of the RAE's orthography in 1844 and its impo
sition as the legitimate spelling norm in Spain's education system, 
which is the focus of this paper. The nineteenth century witnessed a 
number of similar orthographic debates over languages such as Czech,3 

2. 
This language institution was created in 1713 afi:er the Academie Franfaise in order 
co 'fix che voices and vocabularies of the Cascilian language with propriety, elegance, 
and purity' ( <hccp://www.rae.es/rae> ). 
Czech's spelling reforms in che nineteenth-century where consistent with a project 
of linguistic and national revival. The reforms, guided by the Matice ceska, a self 
appointed linguistic institution in charge of Czech corpus planning, found tl11 
opposition of important Czech linguists (Bermel 2.007: 95-105). 
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?utch,4 German,5 Spanish,6 and Swedish, Danish and Norwegian,7 to name 
J_ust a f�w. These orthographic controversies can be understood as language 

�deological �ebates bec�use, one the one hand, in controversies over the spell
'.ng syst�m lang�age 1s_central as a topic, a motif, a target' and 'language 
1deolog1es are bemg articulated, formed, amended, enforced' (Blommaert 
1999: 1); and on the other, these orthographic debates 'are part of more 
general sociolinguistic processes, [ ... ] sociopolitical developments, conflicts 
and struggles' (2). This model allows us to emphasize the significance of the 
social and political contexts, as well as the 'historical horizon of relation
ships of power, forms of discrimination, social engineering, [and] nation 
building' (2), in which these linguistic controversies emerged. 

The analysis of the polemics surrounding the legitimation of com
peting spelling systems in mid-nineteenth-century Spain will show that 
Spain's orthographic debate reflected larger socio-political controversies 
in the educational and national contexts. The standard language, codified 

4 

6 

Rutten & Vosters in chis volume study orthographic practices and discourses on 
orthography in nineteenth-century Flanders. I would like co thank Rik Voscers (VU 
Brussels) for a fruitful exchange of ideas and materials on the parallels, differences 
and theoretical approaches co our objects of study. 
�er'.11an's lack of consensus resulted in the coexistence of several orthographic schools 
m different regions until the nineteenth century. The first attempt of orthographic 
standardization cook place in 1876, right afi:er German political unification (Johnson 
2.oos: 19-22.). 
In addition to the controversial officializacion in Spain that I analyse, there were 
simultaneous orthographic debates in other Spanish-speaking countries, such as Chile, 
Colo�bia and Mexico, where the cultural separation from the linguistic authority 
of Spam - the former metropolis - plays a central role. The Chilean orthographic 
reform - planned by Andres Bello (1781-1865) and approved, also in 1844, amidst 
an intense public debate - is central to my wider project for its many connections 
with Spain's debate: besides a number of biographical links among the Chilean and 
Spanish orthographic agents, both spelling disputes shared a crucial tie to intense 
nation-building processes in which the education system was seen as a central instru
ment of the State to the promotion of the official orthography (Contreras 1993; 
Narvaja de Arnoux 2.008; Rosenblat 1951). 
111c Scandinavian Orthographic Conference in Stockholm in 1869 recommended 
some reforms to be implemented in these three languages (Dalen 2.005: 14o6; Torp 
2.oos: 14-2.:-1431). I w<�11lcl like co thank OlleJosephson (Stockholm) for directing 
111y ,Hll'llt1011 rn dw�,- S, .,udlirnvi:111 orrhogrnphic debates. 
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by and for the school apparatus, constitutes a special linguistic practice in 
which socio-political antagonisms are produced and reproduced (Balibar & 
Laporte 1976: 2.1). These were projected onto the discursive representations 
constructed by the actors involved in the standardization processes and 
related educational debates. In consequence, my analysis hopes to unveil 
the non-linguistic dimensions of the debate over the officialization of the 
RAE's spelling system, by examining the linguistic ideologies proposed, 
exploited and reformulated in favor of and in opposition to officialization. 
I rely on the concept of linguistic ideologies as an analytical tool because of 
its potential, first, to explain 'the tie of cultural conceptions to social power' 
(Woolard 1998: 10 ), and second, to integrate the domains of language and 
politics, emphasizing the socio-political and economic interests embed• 
ded in linguistic matters (Kroskrity 1999: 2.-3). In my analysis I focus on 
the discursive strategies of formulation, exploitation and reformulation of 
linguistic representations, that is 'systems of ideas that articulate notions 
of language with specific cultural, political and/ or social formations' (Del 
Valle 2.007: 2.2.). These linguistic representations are 'related to practice� 
and ideas that naturalize and normalize a particular socio-political ordc1 
and legitimate a certain type of knowledge that supports the exercise of 
power and authority' (Del Valle 2.007: 2.2.). 

The officialization of the RAE's spelling system was followed by :111 
intense debate between a group of primary school teachers that proposed 
and defended a simplified orthography in order to universalize literacy, a111 I 
governmental agencies that sanctioned and promoted a traditional spelli111\ 
norm with the aim of centralizing and retaining control over language a111 I 
education. W hen read against the broader political and historical context, 
the discursive confrontation between these two groups reveals the effo, I\ 

made by the participants in the debate to naturalize different conceptua Ii 
zations of the nation and the national education system through diffcrc111 
strategies of representation of the self and the other. 

'Because When Governments Speak, They Are Not Always Right' 2.13 

1., The orthographic debate in mid-nineteenth-century Spain 

In 1843, teachers associated with Madrid's Literary and Scientific Academy 
of Primary Education - an independent organization - developed a simpli
fied spelling system and began to implement it in schools. In response to 
this independent initiative, the government, through the Council for Public 
Instruction - an advisory body created the same year to oversee the public 
education system - asked Queen Isabel II (1830-1904; reigned 1833-1868) 
to ban the reformed system from schools and to officialize the RAE's ortho
graphic norms. The Queen agreed and in 1844 signed a Royal Decree that 
mandated the exclusive use of the RAE's orthography in Spain's primary 
instruction. The Literary and Scientific Academy of Primary Education 
contested the imposition and took actions to oppose its implementation 
by moving the debate to the public sphere. They organized meetings and 
published essays to defend both the simplified orthography and the legiti
macy of the institution. For my study I have examined official documents, 
textbooks, pamphlets, minutes, etc. which provide us with a record of this 
I inguistic ideological debate and reveal a struggle over authority and power 
within Spain's linguistic and educational markets. 

The teachers of the Literary and Scientific Academy defended a 'radical 
1l'form' - their own words - that would produce a phonological spelling 
,ystem 'completely based on the principle that, since writing is the faith
f 111 representation of the written word, its signs ought to be fixed and 
precisely determined' (Academia 1844: 4a).8 Their orthographic ideal lay 
111 the exact correspondence between sounds and phonemes and, in con
u·t1ucnce, they defended the following reforms: first, the simplification of 
p.lirs of letters that represented the same sound, such as, <c/q>, <c/z>, 

g/j> y <i/y>, writing cinze instead of quinze,jente instead of gente and 

8 All translations are mine. The version respecting the original orrhography reads, 
In Sp�nish: 'reforma radical y basada coda sobre el principio de que, siendo la 
ricricurn la rcprcsemacion fie! de la palabra, deben ser fijos sus signos y esactameme 
tlncr1nhrndos'. 
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Lola i Juan instead of Lola y Juan; second, the substitution of simple letters 
<y> and <f> for digraphs <II> and <rr> and of letter <n> fo� <�> before 
<b> and <p>; third, the replacement of <x> for the combmanon <cs> 
in intervocalic position and for <s> in pre-consonantal position; fourth, 
the elimination of silent letters, such as <h> or <u> in the combinations 
<qu> y <gu>, writing onbre rather than hombre andgis� rather thang�iso; 
finally, the modification of the names of some letters, m order to achieve 

a regularity in the designation of the sounds, for instance, the !e.tter <,g>, would be renamed 'gue' (pronounced /-ye/) instead of the tradmonal ge 

(lxe/), <c> would be 'que' (Ike/) instead of 'ce' (/0e/).9 

In contrast, the RAE privileged an orthographic system based on the 

traditional criteria of etymology and usage, since 'the Orthography of all 
languages is founded on two principles, namely, the origin of the voices and 
the alterations introduced in many of them by usage, which is the supreme 

linguistic arbiter when it becomes general and uniform' (RAE 1845: ii).'0 

The disparities of these proposals - a radical phonology-based reform 
versus an orthography founded on etymology and usage - are rooted in 
different traditions that were part of the linguistic culture of the nineteenth 
century: the ideas of the Enlightenment versus traditional ideas derived 
from the study of Latin (Mourelle de Lema 2.002.). 1 1  For the members of 
the teachers' Academy, the rationality of a logical form of writing would 
be the main source of legitimacy for their proposal. And they did in fac1 
claim the following: 

9 

10 

II 

Pradel y Alarc6n (1845: 7-9) offers us a contrast between the traditional orthography 
defended by the RAE and the radical simplification of the primary school tcachci I 
The former would write 'cl hombre quc hebe mucho vino no sc robustccc', the bw 1 

'el onbrc cc hebe muho bino no sc robusteze'. 
'la Ortografla de todos los idiomas se funda en dos principios; a saber, el orlgcn d, 
las voces y la alteracion quc en muchas de eUas ha introducido el uso, que es cl :l,·bh '" 
supremo de las lcnguas cuando Uega a hacerse general y uniforme'. 
The discussion on the principles that should drive the spelling system was by 1111  

means a new one. The history of the Spanish shows in fact a number of conti·ovc� �h • 
over the spelling system as well as attempts to simplify Spanish orthography I 111111 
the fifteenth century to the present day (Esteve Serrano 1982.). 
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where reason is in play there is no resorting to usage, where reason is in play there is 
no resorting to tradition, where reason is in play there is no other authority, there is 
no Academy [RAE]. no Council for Public Instruction, no government. (Academia 
1844: 2.8a)12 

It is necessary to point out the fact that, in spite of their discrepancies, both 
teachers and government banked on the promotion of one orthographic 
norm through the education system, as a means of solving the problem 

posed by the coexistence of different spelling norms. This alignment with 

linguistic unity is consistent with a monoglossic ideology that, relying on 
the romantic correspondence between language and nation, sees linguis
tic homogeneity as an indispensable requirement for, and the symbolic 
realization of, national unity.13 

In this sense both proposals negatively portrayed the coexistence of 
several orthographic varieties as a source of disorder and confusion, and 
discursively represented themselves as the solution to orthographic chaos. 
For instance, the Royal Decree that imposed the officialization of the RAE's 
orthography explained the necessity of the intervention because 'from 

frequent alterations may result confusion and mistakes' (Villalafn Benito 
1997: 99-100 ).14 More passionately, a member of the Literary and Scien
tific Academy, in a pamphlet entitled No more objections and obstacles to the 
instruction of the people!, stated: 'So it is clearly seen how unreasonably they 
label us as orthographic anarchists, when in reality our project hopes to do 
away precisely with anarchy and not with order' (Macias 1846 :  2.7 ).15 

12. 

I I  

l.f 
, , 

'donde hay razon no hay uso, donde hay razon no hay antigiiedad, donde hay razon 
no hay autoridad, no hay Academia, no hay conscjo de instruccion publica, no hay 
gobierno'. 
Del Valle {2.000; 2.006) explains that this ideology is grounded on the following 
assumptions: 'that what linguistically characterizes an individual as well as a com
munity is possession of a well defined and relatively stable grammar' ( 2.006: 119) and 
'that people's linguistic behavior tends to become homogeneous over time through 
pressure from the dominant norm of the community' ( 12.0 ). 
'de frecuentes alteraciones pucde resultar confusion y equivocacioncs'. 
'Vcase pues claramente con cuan poca razon se nos acusa de anarquistas ortografi
cos, cuando en la rca I idnd a extinguir la anarqu!a y no cl bucn 6rden [ . .. ] cs a lo que 
c.11uinn nucstrn c111p1 ril. 
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Both sides of the debate have also in common the discursive repre
sentation of their orthography as a good for the nation. Thus, the Royal 
Decree justified the imposition because 'all nations always proceed with 
extreme caution in such a delicate matter, preferring the advantages of a 

fixed and uniform orthography understood by all' (Villalain Benito 1997: 
99-100 ).16 For their part, the teachers' association publicly defended that 
the simplified orthography is 'illustrious, useful and beneficial not only 
for the good of the children, but for the good of the nation in general' 
(Academia 1844: 386).11 

The previous description of the discourses for or against the orthographic 
simplification leads us to two important conclusions. On the one hand, 
both teachers and government agreed on the necessity of unifying the 
orthography 'for the good of the nation: relying on nationalist arguments 
in order to defend the unification of the linguistic market. On the other 
hand, each actor involved in this controversy represented its proposal as 
having some value outside the market, presenting the spelling systems as 
more rational or more natural and, therefore, concealing the extra-linguistic 
motivation of the debate: a struggle to position themselves as the legitimate 
authority in a changing educational market. 

Earlier valuable studies of this important episode in the history ol 
the standardization of Spanish have followed this logic in their analysis: 
they described the linguistic characteristics of each proposal, linked thr 
officialization to the growing power of the central State, or evaluated thr 
benefits of the simplified orthography in terms of the spread of education, 
Among the most relevant work on the officialization of the RAE's orthog 
raphy are Esteve Serrano ( 1982.) and Martinez de Sousa (1991), who bricl ly 
describe the episode in their histories of the Spanish orthographic refon11, 
Martinez Alcalde (2010 ), who also mentions the officialization of tht 
RAE's orthography in her study of the standardization of Spanish spelling, 

, 6 'Todas las naciones procedcn siempre con sum a circunspecci6n en can dcl icado pun 111, 
prefiricndo las ventajas de una orcografia fija, uniforme y comprendida por codo, 

17 'eminence, ucil y provcchosa no solo al bien de la nifiez, sino de la n�clnn , 11 
general'. 
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Rosenblat (1951), a key study to understand the officialization as tied to 
the project of construction of a liberal Spanish nation, and Quilis Merin 
(2008), who links the orthographic simplification to the universalization 
of literacy intended by liberal political movements, in her examination of 
the orthographic ideas in Dominguez's Dictionario nacional. Despite the 
great interest of these studies, they focus exclusively on the simplification 
carried out by the Literary and Scientific Academy before the officializa
tion of the RAE's orthography, thus overlooking the teachers' reaction to 
the enforcement of the Royal Decree. These works also failed to take into 
account the socio-political nature of the debate. An in-depth analysis of 
primary source and original documentation will reveal an extra-linguistic 
dimension in the discourses displayed by the participants in this ortho
graphic controversy. 

3 The non-linguistic nature of the orthographic debate 

Interestingly enough, and significantly for the outcome of the debate, a 
great discursive effort was oriented to legitimate not the advisability of the 

orthography itself, but rather the authority of the institutions that raised 
rheir voices in this linguistic-educational matter. The Literary and Scientific 
Academy put forward a pedagogical argument to defend their proposal :  
,1 simplified orthography, they claimed, would be learned faster and 'writ
ten by everyone with more propriety and fewer mistakes' (Academia 1844: 
14b ), 18 The teachers grounded their legitimacy to intervene in linguistic 
matters in their experience educating both primary school children and 
.1d ult workers, both men and women. One member of the educational asso
t iation explained that the orthographic reform is a response to 'a thousand 
,1nd one troubles and inconveniences that only one dedicated to teaching 

, H  Emphasis in the original Spanish: 'se cscribe por todos con mas propiedad y mcnos 
cquivocacioncs'. 
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can duly perceive' (Academia 1844: 12.a-b).'9 Another teacher denounced 
the RAE's orthographic manual imposed as the official textbook in primary 
schools pointing out that the RAE's reference book could by no means 
exceed 'the many compendia that have been written by experienced teach
ers that touch and feel the difficulties caused by the anomalies in several 
letters of our alphabet' (Hernando 1845: 3-4).2° 

If the Literary and Scientific Academy relied on pedagogical and pro
fessional arguments to defend the legitimacy of both their institution and 
their orthographic proposal, the government, in line with their project of 
a centralized public education system, used openly political arguments, 
represented the officialization of Spanish orthography as a nat'.onal nece�
sity and used its power to impose it. The governmental Council for Public 

Instruction turned to the Crown, the highest institution of political author
ity and symbolic power, and to the State apparatus, making p?litical lea�ers 
and the Committees of Primary Instruction responsible for 1mplemennng 
the Royal Decree. With this officialization of the orthography, linguistic 

matters became 'a concern of the State' (Rosenblat 1951: cxxiv): in Spain's 
language policy and linguistic discourse, language unity turned into an 
instrument to maintain and promote the national consensus. After the 
Royal Decree, the orthography became a matter of national interest because 
it symbolically represented the nation, and its of ficialization came to be 
considered 'an issue of extreme significance due to the serious damage that 
can be done by the misunderstanding caused by an impure orthography 
in important documents' (Villalain Benito 1997: 99-roo ).21 lhe Spanish 
language was therefore declared a political issue which, due to its centrality 
to the nation, should be managed by the Crown, the central government 
and the institutions tied to them, such as the Council for Public Instruc
tion or the RAE. 

19 

2.0 

u 

'mil fatigas c incomodidades, que solo puede apreciar debidamente el que est:i dedi
cado a la ensefianza'. 
'lo mucho que hay escrito por profesorcs praticos en diferentcs compendios ( ... ) los 
que tocan y palpan las dificultades que producen en la ensefianza las anomalias que 
contienen varias letras de nuestro alfabeto'. 
'asunto [ ... ] de suma trascendencia por los graves perjuicios que pucde acarrear en 
documcntos importances la cquivocada inteligcncia de lo escrito por cfecto de una 
ortografla adultcrada'. 

'Because When Governments Speak, They Are Not Always Right' 
2.19 

The public debate reflected the political nature of the orthographic 

controversy and the discourses displayed both in favor of and against the 
proposed reform were riddled with political representations of the oppo
nent: the teachers were labeled as linguistic anarchists and antipatriotic · 
they

'. 
in turn, represented the central government as absolutist and despotic'. 

For instance, they accused the government of excessive authoritarianism: 
primary school teachers were forced to comply with the Royal Decree 
u�der threat of _sus�ension. In a heated public meeting, organized by the 
L1t�rary and Sc1ennfic Academy to discuss the advantages of the phono
logical, �rth�g_ra?hy, some teachers called for action against the 'despotic 

agents : Lets JO!n forces, now is the time, to face our worries and even to 
confront p�wer, since_ it rides roug�!hod over our rights and offend against 
our honor (Academia 1844: 17a). One teacher present in that meeting 
�ven made the government responsible for the uprising of the people since 
when go:ernments_ speak, they are not always right [ ... ] and unfortunately 
at �an:7 nm�s they impose restrictive precepts to good things [ ... ] whence 
the_1r d1sc�ed1t as well as the frequent revolutions that we are going through 
spnng up (Academia 1844: 306).23 

The linguistic ideological debate that surrounded the officialization of the 
Spanish orthography confirms that, as Woolard states: '[t]he definition 
of ��at is and ":'hat is not literacy is never a purely technical but always a 
poltncal matter (Woolard 1998: 23). The discursive representation of the 
self and the other, in this sense, reflected a broader socio-political strug
gle. The exchange of accusations, such as the Literary and Scientific Acad
emy's ardent, insistence on the government's tyranny and despotism, or the 
?overnm�n�� fervent proclamation of the teachers' whim, ignorance and 
1rrespons1bil1ty, went beyond the linguistic terrain. What was at stake, I 
argu�, was co�trol over the educational market, that is, the governance of 
public and pnvate educational spaces, institutions and legal competence. 

1 1  

'Unamonos; que aun es hora, para haccr frentc a la preocupacion, y aun al poder, cuando hollc nuestros dcrechos 6 ultraje nucstro honor'. 
'quc cuand� los Gobicrnos hablan, no siempre tienen razon [ ... ) y que muchas veces por dcsgrac1a poncn p1c,cp1m rcmictivos alo bueno y [ ... ) de lo cual nace su descrediw y In� f, ,., 11,·111e·, "v11l11, lour, por ln1 cualcs vamos atravcsando'. 
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2.2.0 

I rely on Bourdieu's (1991) work and terminology to emphasize the field 
tensions operating within those educational spaces as well as the struggles 

over authority within the market. Bourdieu's model also �ccoun�s for_ t�e 

different value acquired, based on social conditions, by diverse lmgmsnc 

practices (different spelling systems, for insta�ce) . . �oreover I chose the 
term 'educational market' for its relation to the lmgu1st1c and labor markets, 
since the linguistic practices unfavorably valued in the first one could restrict 
access to the others. For instance, after the officialization of the orthography, 
teachers would be severely evaluated on this subject. Those who failed the 

exam would lose the authorization to practice their profession. 
The steps taken by the central government in order to promote a public 

national education brought about the rearrangement of the educational 
market, a redistribution of power and, consequently, a struggle to manage 

the market, intensified by the severe centralization that the public educa
tion was undergoing. The Literary and Scientific Academy, an in�epen�
ent association which 'hoped to gain the monopoly of the Court s public 
education' ( G6mez R. de Castro 1983: 50 ), fought to retain power over the 

educational space not monopolized by the Catholic Church. The govern
ment was also trying to control strategic markets in order to spread the 

national consensus. They realized that, according to the prominent inte�
lectual Antonio Gil de Zarate (1796-1861), first director of the Council 

for Public Instruction, also a member of the RAE: 'education is a matter 
of power :  the one who teaches dominates; given th�t to te�ch is ,to f�rm 
men, men adapted to the viewpoint of the one who mdocmnates ( Gil de 

Zarate 1855: Il7 ).24 

2.4 'la cuesti6n de la enseiianza es una cuesti6n de poder: el que ensciia, domina; 

puesto que ensciiar es format hombres, y hombres amoldados a las miras dcl quc los 

adoctrina'. 

'Because When Governments Speak, Ibey Are Not Always Right' 2.2.1 

4 Linguistic standardization and the nation-building project 

The officialization of the RAE's linguistic norms, a milestone in the stand
ardization of Spanish, occurred throughout Queen Isabel H's reign. During 
those decades the central government engaged in the construction of a 
liberal monarchic Spanish nation, projected since the Cadiz Constitution 

(1812) and slowed down during Fernando VII's (1784-1833) absolutist rule 

(1814-182.0 and 182.3- 1833).2s The legislative machinery of Queen Isabel 

II was mobilized at the service of the nation-building project, conceived 
during her reign from a moderate and traditionalist perspective in keeping 
with the conservative character of the majority of the governments formed 
since 1843. As part of the development of State power and institutions, 
a national centralist school system was developed in the mid-century.26 

For example, the education system became fully regulated, through edu
cational plans and legislative initiatives - such as the 'plan Rivas' in 1836, 
the 'ley Someruelos' for primary education in 1838 or the 'plan Pidal' for 
secondary and university instruction. The legal constitution of Spain's 
instruction culminated in the first comprehensive education law, the 'ley 
Moyano: approved in 1857 - that in its article 88 ratified the special status 

of the Royal Academy's linguistic norms. The central government also took 
steps to create institutions, such as the abovementioned Council for Public 
Instruction, in charge of controlling public education since 1843. 

The processes of State formation typically create the conditions 
for 'the constitution of a unified linguistic market, dominated by the 

official language' which is 'bound up with the state' (Bourdieu 199 1 : 45). 

2.5 I follow Alvarez Junco (2.001), Burdiel (1998), and Carr (1969) for a historical contex• 
tualization of Queen Isabel II's reign, as well as for a detailed description of political 
movements and nation-building processes during her sovereignty. 

2.6 Puelles Benftez's works (1999, 2.004, and 2.005) provide a precise account of the 
significance of the public school system within the politics oriented to the centrali
zation and growth of State power. The author concludes that a conservative turn in 
the educational project and a lack of investment in public instruction resulted in 
the failure of the 11nivcrsa lization of education in nineteenth-century Spain. 
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the failure of the 11nivcrsa lization of education in nineteenth-century Spain. 



2.2.2. LAURA VILLA 

Language seems co be an essential element in the promotion of the national 
feeling of loyalty and solidarity to the national community that imagines 
itself as unitary thanks, in part, to the standard language spread through 
the print, the literature and the press (Anderson 1983). Education appears 
as a central mechanism in the spread of national consensus and the homog• 
enizacion of che national community and, therefore, in the standardization 
process 'that leads to the construction, legitimation and imposition of an 
official language, the educational system plays a decisive role' (Bourdieu 
1991: 48). Earlier research on the rise of public school systems in the nine
teenth century has shown chat the State's interest in public instruction is 
necessarily tied to the larger project of national construction, both in its 
most material dimension and in the formation of collective national ide
ologies that would legitimate State power ( Green 1990: 77 ). 

The processes of linguistic standardization in mid-nineteenth-cen· 
tury Spain are also embedded in nation-building processes: the selection, 
promotion and implementation of the official variety - and all related 
language policies - contributed to the consolidation of State power in 
several ways. On the one hand, the standard language made it possible to 
spread a national school system that would disseminate public instruc
tion and create citizens capable of exercising the rights and fulfilling the 
duties imposed by the State. On the other, the official variety facilitated 
the consolidation of the State's bureaucracy and legislation, by offering the 
homogenization required to the viability of a central administration. And 
finally, the dissemination of ( the idea of) a language shared by all members 
of the national community promoted a loyalty attachment to the nation, 
strengthening its symbolic representation. 

In this fight over the control and management of the education, the 
RAE began to position itself as the institution of linguistic and cultural 
reference, a position chat chis academy would eventually maintain until 
the present day. The privileged political situation chat its most renowned 
members enjoyed at the particular time covered by my study contributed 
co the constitution of the RAE as the language authority, as the legiti· 
mate prescriptive voice chat dictates the norms of linguistic correction. 
For instance, the director of the RAE at the time of the officialization, 
Francisco Martinez de la Rosa (1787-1862.), was also the president of the 
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influential Ateneo Cientifico y Literario de Madrid - an exclusive private 
cu_lcur�l club where the most significant intellectuals contributed to Spain's 
sc1ent1fic and cultural discussion since the beginning of the nineteenth 
century - �n_d occupied throughout his life several political and govern
mental posmons, such as representative in the Cortes de Cadiz, president 
of t�e Conservative party, Prime Minister, or president of the Congress. 
The influence of the RAE in educational offices was also crucial: Gil de 
Zarate, who joined the cultural institution in 1841, held different offices 
within the developing public school system, such as general director of 
Public Instruction, or director of the Council for Public Instruction. He also 
played a central role in the redaction of the ley Moyano and his Manual de 
literatura espanola, composed between 1842 and 1844, contributed to the 
early institutionalization of Spain's literary canon. The Council for Public 
Instruction, that alerted Queen Isabel II to the abuses of school teachers in 
orthographic matters, counted among their members with four academi
cians at the time of its creation: Manuel Jose de la Quintana (1772-1857 ), 
Eugenio �e Tapia (1776-1860), Martin Fernandez Navarrete (176s-1844) 
an_d RAEs perpetual secretary Juan Nicasio Gallego (1777-1853) (Ceprian 
Nieto 1991 : 437-439 ). The exploitation of the royal status of the institu
tion and, in particular, of the connections offered by the political offices 
�eld by its members would determine their ability not only to intervene 
'.n the State e�ucacional institution but also to access the public spaces of 
mtellectual discussion. 

5 Conclusion 

To conclude, my analysis understands language as a socio-cultural con
struction and aims at studying linguistic polemics within their specific 
historical and cultural context. I have presented an example of this histori
rally situated approach to language, analyzing the linguistic ideological 
debate surrounding the officialization of the RAE's spelling system. The 
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orthographic debate was certainly one of the most intense linguistic con 
croversies in Spain during the nineteenth century: it reached the publit 
sphere and transcended both the academic realm and the linguistic field. It 
was not, however, an isolated event. It was in fact embedded in the procc�, 
of linguistic standardization of Spanish which, in the mid-nineteenth ccn 
cury, played a central role in the representation of and exclusion from the 
national community. The standard language, likewise, became an essenci:il 
object, necessarily shared by the members of the national community, ani I 
therefore it was promoted through the development of 'a free, mandaco1 y 
state education system' that was felt to be a requirement for building th1 
nation-state, as well as a mechanism, together with the anthem, the flag, 
the army and national history, to spread the national consensus (Alvarc, 
Junco 2001: 545). 

The linguistic ideological debate between governmental agencies and 
the Literary and Scientific Academy reflected an intense struggle co gain 
or retain authority over educational matters in the rearrangement of the
market brought about by the centralization of instruction. As previously 
discussed, the battle over control of the linguistic and educational mar 
kets bent to the central government and, in particular, to the RAE, whose 
orthography and grammar were ratified, by the celebrated ley Moyano, :I\ 

the official textbooks both for primary and secondary schools. 
The centrality of the orthographic episode derives from the fact ch:11 

it shows that the rise of the Spanish orthographic system that is still i11 
use today, responded not to a strictly linguistic process but rather to chr 
complex interaction between linguistic practices and social and politic:il 
institutions. Our approach aims at bringing to the forefront the sociopo 
litical dimension of the history of Spanish, by attending to those salient 
moments that reflect the dynamic intersection between linguistic, cultural, 
social and political issues and help us to understand language policies and 
linguistic authority in contemporary Spain. 
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