Peter Trudgill, The Dialects of England

Language variety in England
Where we are from is important to people – hence support for football teams from our home region, returning to our roots at Christmas, etc. Nearly all of us have regional features in the way we speak and this is part of our identity. 
We all speak with an accent and we all speak a dialect. 
Accent: the way we pronounce English. Since we all pronounce when we speak, we ALL shave an accent. Most people’s accents will have some regional features. 3-5% of speakers in England may use the totally regionless accent of received pronunciation, either because they have been to one of the big public schools or because they want to sound as if they have. 
Dialect: not only pronunciation, but also the words and grammar that people use:
I haven’t got any
/   I haven’t got none
Most regional dialects are spoken with a corresponding regional accent (eg Lancashire dialect + Lancashire accent).
Standard English
The dialect normally used in writing and spoken by the most powerful and educated members of the population. It is a minority dialect, spoken by perhaps 12-15% of the population.  About 7-12% of standard English speakers speak it with a regional accent (like Melvyn Bragg and John Kettley).
Standard English
Non-standard dialects

I did it
I done it

A man that I know
A man what I know

He doesn’t want any
He doesn’t want none

She isn’t coming
She ain’t coming

We saw him
We seen him

Standard English comes in a number of different forms:
English standard English
American standard English

I haven’t written to him even though I should have done
I haven’t written to him even though I should have 

It’s got cold in here
It’s gotten cold in here

Scottish and Irish standard English are also a little different. In fact, English standard English vary a little between north and south:
South:
North:

I won’t do it. We haven’t seen him
I’ll not do it. We’ve not seen him.

Dialect issues should not be confused with degrees of formality. All dialects can be spoken in less or more formal styles. For example:
I’m completely inebriated & I’m bloody sozzled
are both standard English; the latter is just a more informal style. 
I be very drunk
is a more formal style but of some non-standard dialect. 
Like all dialects, Standard English allows stylistic variation, including swearing, highly informal vocabulary and slang.
Regional dialects
There are two different sorts:
1
Traditional dialects

Spoken by a shrinking minority of the population. They often differ considerably from standard English and from each other. They can be difficult to understand when first encountered – eg:
She bain’t a-coming
Hoo inno comin
Her idden comin
2
Mainstream dialect
these include both the standard English dialect and the Modern Non-standard Dialects. Most native English speakers speak some variety of Mainstream Dialect. 
· These dialects are associated with native speakers outside the British Isles, especially in Australia, USE and Canada. In Britain they are particularly associated with:
· the areas which standard English originally came from – the south-east;
· most urban areas; 
· places that have become English speaking only fairly recently (eg Scottish highlands, Wales, western Cornwall); 
· the speech of younger people;
middle- and upper-class speakers everywhere.
These Mainstream Modern Non-standard Dialects differ much less from standard English and from each other. They are often distinguished much more by their pronunciation – their accent – than by their grammar. Mainstream Dialect speakers might say:
She’s not coming, or she isn’t coming, or she ain’t coming.
Dialect areas
There are no sharp dialect boundaries in Britain. Yorkshire dialect, for example, does not dramatically change as you cross the County Durham border. “Dialects form a continuum, and are very much a matter of more-or-less rather than either/or. There is really no such thing as an entirely separate, self-contained dialect”. But for convenience, dialectologists do talk about traditional and modern dialect areas as if there were abrupt boundaries. 
Why do people speak different dialects?
This is easier to answer if we ask: why doesn’t everyone speak the same? Like all languages, English is constantly changing. Some changes spread out to cover the whole country; others spread only so far, leading to dialect differences between areas. The spread of changes may be caused by physical barriers to communications. The Fens is one such important boundary, with pronunciation in Norfolk of laugh /la:f/ and butter /b(t(/, and in Lincolnshire of  /læf/ and /b(t(/. The Norfolk pronunciations are newer forms which never made it across the Fens into Lincolnshire.
Language change can sometimes be explained by external factors – eg the wholesale adoption into English of many French words following the Norman Conquest of England in 1066.
Language origins
If we look far enough back in time, we can see that the impulse for change in language has led to the growth of different languages. 2000 years ago, the following languages were all part of the same language:
Swedish, Dutch, Norwegian, Icelandic, German, English. We now call these the Germanic language family, and they are descended from a common ancestor of which we have no records. The original Germanic language is derived from a language often called Indo-European which was spoken somewhere in Eurasia perhaps 6,000 years ago. It is the parent of Germanic, but also of Hindi, Bengali, Persian and all the other languages of Europe including Russian, Greek, Italian and Welsh.
The break-up of Indo-European and Germanic into its modern descendants happened because of language change. It changes in different ways at different rates in different places. But you can still see some links between them:
Dutch
Norwegian
English

Twee
To
Two

Drie
Tre
Three

Huis
Hus
House

Man
Mann
Man

Brood
BrØd
bread

Even so, an English speaker cannot understand Dutch or Norwegian without studying them. 1000 years ago we probably could. The same applies to English. The English language was brought to Britain by Germanic-speaking invaders about 1500 years ago. Over the intervening centuries the language has changed enormously with the result that the Old English or Anglo-Saxon as written by King Alfred is no longer comprehensible to us, and the Middle English of Geoffrey Chaucer is by no means easy to read and even harder if we just hear it. 
The future
The fact that English has been spoken in England for 1500 years and for just 200 years in Australia explains why we have so many more regional dialects.  In Britain, it is often possible to tell where someone comes from within 15 miles. In Australia there has not been time for such regional variety to develop, though small differences are now beginning to appear.
It is unlikely though that there will ever be as much dialectal variation in Australia as in England. Modern transport and communication systems are very different from even 100 years ago. It is unlikely that English will break up into a number of different non-intelligible languages. German and Norwegian languages developed when people moved apart and were no longer communicating with one another. In modern times that is unlikely to happen. 
But it is also not the case that we will all end up speaking the same dialect – eg American English. In fact American and English English are currently diverging in their pronunciation. There are changes taking place in American pronunciation which are not happening in England. There is a growing tendency in American English to pronounce words like man /mı(n/, whilst there is a growing tendency in Britain to pronounce words like better with a glottal stop /b(?(/. In 100 years, the different accents may need a little more concentration if we are to understand one another. Always remember the importance of familiarity. Until the 1930s few people in Britain had heard an American accent. Now we take them for granted. 
The two dialects are also diverging grammatically, though very slowly. In contrast they are converging lexically: until the 1950s British people said wireless. Now we say radio. 20 years ago Americans never said bloody. Now increasing numbers of them do so.
Why the divergence in accents and convergence in vocabulary?
Accent is something learnt early in our lives, a complex process of synchronising lips, jaw, tongue, soft palate and vocal chords. Once learned, it is difficult to unlearn. Accents therefore do not change as readily as incorporating new words into our repertoire. To change accents we seem to need regular face-to-face contact with speakers of different accents. Hearing accents on television does not have the same effect. 
The correctness issue
Complaints about the language degenerating are a feature of all generations. Language change is a natural and inevitable process, but there are always some people who worry about it. Their reaction can sometimes be explained in social terms:
Objecting to Americanisms is perhaps because of a perceived threat to our culture (few people object to French words in English, for example;
Objecting to glottal stops may be because the glottal stop was formerly a feature of lower-social-class dialects which are now finding their way further up the social scale;
Some people simply assume that all English dialects are inferior to standard English. They seem to believe that standard English is the English language. In fact, standard English came to prominence because of its location in the southeast of England, an area that contained London, Oxford and Cambridge, the royal court and parliament. If the capital of England had been York, then standard English would have shown a close resemblance to northern dialects of England.
“The fact is that all dialects, both traditional and modern, are equally grammatical and correct. They differ only in their social significance and function. As a result of a historical accident, the standard English dialect is today the dialect which is used in writing, and which, by convention, is used for official purposes. This I why we teach children in British schools to read and write in this dialect. This does not mean, however, that there is anything wrong or linguistically inferior about the other dialects which … are spoken by … the majority of the population of England”. 
Differences in language use between dialects
Dialects differ in their pronunciation (accents), grammar and vocabulary. With Modern Dialects, pronunciation is the biggest clue as to where someone comes from. But there is also another difference in dialect use – how a dialect is used and what it is for.
Some dialects, for instance, are known for the ability of their speakers to conduct conversations containing quickfire wit and repartee – eg Merseyside & Cockney. In others, such as East Anglia, slower speech styles and more sardonic wit is appreciated. This leads to stereotyping of speakers as having certain characteristics. Cockneys are valued in London as amusing, but seen in East Anglia as arrogant and dominant; whilst East Anglians are perceived as taciturn and unfriendly by Londoners. 
Other dialects
It is important to remember also that there are overseas varieties of English, such as American and Canadian English, and varieties where English is a second language, such as India, Malta and Nigeria. Here, English is used widely in government and education but may have few native speakers, leading to distinctive, institutionalised forms. Indian English, for example, has certain words and pronunciations in the same way that American English does.
English in British cities has also developed as a result of the huge number of different languages spoken as the mother tongue. This is nothing new. The Jewish language Yiddish was spoken in the East End of London through the early years of the 20th century. Norwich was more than one-third Dutch-speaking in the 16th century, and Dutch continued to be spoken there for over 200 years. 
There is one other language to mention – British Sign Language. It has its own structures and power and does not closely resemble English. Like many languages it has a history of persecution and also has recognisable regional dialects. “Britain would be a poorer place without its rich pattern of regional dialects”.
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