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A way of speaking that indicates a person's place of origin or social class. In phonetic terms an accent is a set of habits that make up someone's pronunciation. Since the sixteenth century the term has been used in English for styles of speech that differ from each other, principally by region. Phoneticians cannot explain why particular features come together to form accents, but they can list such features.

It is not easy to separate accent from dialect. Certain accents are considered to belong naturally to certain dialects: in Tyneside the Geordie accent is part of the Geordie dialect; in New York a Brooklyn accent us part of Brooklyn dialect. Most individuals have their idiolects, made up of certain kinds of accent and dialect. Britons who live in the USA may absorb Americanisms into their speech. For people who belong to a privileged social group an accent is someone else's way of speaking: they consider themselves accentless. A variety of pejorative words are then used to describe other people's accents: broad, cute, educated, flat, foreign, guttural, nasal, posh, provincial, etc. All such labels have social implications, some of which are strong and long-lasting, both in social and personal terms.

Many linguists argue that standard English can be spoken with a range of more or less 'educated' accents; others argue that it can only be spoken with RP or a small group of accents carrying prestige. 

Defining an accent

2 features commonly characterise accents: 

a) their melody and tone - such as flat (Scouse), lifting (Scottish, creoles), sing-song (Welsh, Anglo-Indian).  

b) their voice quality, such as adenoidal (Scouse), nasal (US accents). 

But not all people using the same accent have the same voice quality, so not all Liverpool speakers are adenoidal. 

RP

A term in phonetics for the accent usually associated with educated British English and used as the pronunciation model for teaching foreign learners. It is informally referred to by middle class people as Queen's English or BBC English, and by working class people as talking proper or talking posh. Admirers in the UK describe it as the best pronunciation for British English. Americans would disagree, whilst admiring it. Some associate it with the theatre and, in men, with effeminacy.

Other people see it as a mark of privilege and of social domination by the English. It has a strong gravitational pull throughout the UK and many speakers from middle classes speak with accents more of less adapted towards it - known as modified regional accents or modified RP. 

RP is a minority accent spoken by around 3-4% of the British population. It is regionless in that you cannot tell which area a speaker comes from. It is never, however, classless. 

Origins

Sir Walter Raleigh died with a Devon accent; Samuel Johnson had a strong Staffordshire accent. A fashionable, homogeneous style developed in London in the 18th to 19th centuries and may have served as a model for the middle classes. It seems to have been common at the ancient public schools, and was promoted there in the later 19thC. By the early 20thC it was established as the accent 'most commonly heard in everyday speech in the families of southern English persons whose menfolk have been educated at the great public boarding-schools'.

1890-1940 was the heyday of RP and its possession was a criterion for selection for officers in WW1 and the Foreign Office. It has rarely been overtly taught in public schools but has been promoted through peer pressure - including mockery of other forms of speech. It was until the 1970s the voice of announcers on the BBC.

Recently there has been a dilution of RP. It has become less monolithic phonetically and socially. Regional variants are now accepted as being acceptable usage. 
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Mr B'S ACCENT FUN

Which accents have more prestige? Which have less?

Is the connection between pronunciation and status an arbitrary one?

What reactions do people give to different regional accents -

 eg Somerset, Scouse, Cockney, Birmingham, Ulster, Yorkshire?

Is someone's language part of her/his personality?

Is it possible to speak any dialect in any accent
?

Should we teach children in schools to use more standardised accents?

(Think different
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