English varieties of the British Isles

What is dialect?

It may be useful to begin by deciding what a dialect is. Dialect describes a language variety where a user's regional or social background appears in his or her use of vocabulary and grammar. This description is a very open one, and there is continuing debate about its application to particular varieties. Before considering these, it may help to explain the related feature of accent. (Some linguists include accent, along with lexis and grammar, as a feature of dialect.)

 Accent denotes the features of pronunciation (the speech sounds) that show regional or social identity (and arguably that of an individual, since one could have a personal and idiosyncratic accent).

   

Problems with this description

This description of dialect lacks precision and coherence. We can see these as problems, but reflecting on the reasons for them brings more understanding of what dialect means, and of why an exact definition is an impossibility. That is, any dialect is a generalization from the individual language use of a wider population. It comes from observation and perhaps some objective study. But we will not, if we stand outside St. Mary-le-Bow church in London, hear everyone around us speaking a uniform variety of English that matches a description of “Cockney”. We will, however, if we speak to a hundred people who have lived there for more than ten years, observe some common features of lexis, grammar and phonology that we would not find commonly used if we repeated the observation in Aberdeen, Hull or Plymouth.

There is a more fundamental objection to the conventional description of dialect - and this is that all language is dialect, including Standard English. This was originally a regional dialect, but has become a prestige variety, favoured by the courts, government, the civil service, the officer class of the armed services and the elite universities. Moreover there is a prescriptive tradition in education and broadcasting that has formalised the status and prestige of both written and spoken standard English.

 Barrie Rhodes, of the Yorkshire Dialect Spciety, states this more bluntly:

 Increasingly, we have come to criticise the whole concept of dialect (and associated adjectives such as “traditional” and “regional”); we now subscribe more to the notion of idiolect in recognition of the fact that there are as many “dialects” as people. For instance, one of my friends in Norway uses the musical hall northern expression “Ee, by gum!” and so, increasingly, does her daughter. My friend says she picked up this expression from one of her mother's in-laws in Lancashire. 

 Now, given that this expression is habitually used by two people in Lillestrom, does it now make it part of that locality's “dialect”? This sort of example makes a nonsense of trying to draw boundaries (and, even worse, draw isoglosses) around "dialect regions". We have to accept that the term "dialect" is nothing more than a convenient label, a shared shorthand for a very complex concept.

Size

Does a region or other social organization need to be of a given size in order to have a dialect - and if so, what is this? People from the south of England may speak of “Yorkshire dialect” (as Frances Hodgson-Burnett does in The Secret Garden). And there is a Yorkshire Dialect Society. But we might qualify this description by saying that really Yorkshire has a number of more local dialects, perhaps in one of the historic Ridings or centred around one of the big cities.

 Scots is a regional variety of English, spoken throughout Scotland, alongside Standard English. Some speakers may freely mix elements of Standard English (SE) and Scots, for example features of grammar that the speaker does not know are from one or the other. (These might include, say, the Scots use of past participle after needs or wants, where SE has present participle: Scots has “this wants done” where SE has “this wants doing”). But if Scots is the form of English widely spoken in Scotland is it then, perhaps, a language in its own right? So when does a dialect become a language? When a shepherd in Yorkshire's north-western Dales says, “If tha seeas a yow rigwelted, tha mun upskittle it”, is he speaking in a dialect or a separate (Anglo-Norse?) language?

   

Politics and language variety

Deciding when a variety of a language may be considered a language in its own right is sometimes a matter of linguistic fact, but may also reflect political wishes. Welsh is clearly a distinct language (it is not intelligible, to speakers of any other language). In the same way Icelandic is not intelligible to speakers of related North Germanic languages, such as Swedish.

 Scots also does not have a standard system of spelling - there is no official body to endorse this. (Neither does English, of course). And until recently, it did not have its own national assembly, while official publications for Scotland came from the Scottish Office, a branch of Whitehall government.

Norwegian (which perhaps has fewer speakers than Scots - some 5 million worldwide) is the official language of Norway (it has two varieties, Bokmål and Nynorsk). The Norwegian state, like France, determines acceptable forms through a learned body, the Språkråd. Scots today is arguably in the same position as Norwegian in 1814, when the country gained semi-independence, and its own parliament. But Swedish, Danish and Norwegian (both varieties) are mutually intelligible. The differences among them are perhaps no more profound than those between Standard English and Scots (of any Scottish region).

 Welsh is not a Germanic language, and is not the language most widely spoken in the whole of Wales (English is). But it is now established as one of two official languages in Wales. Official publications use both Welsh and English (Welsh appears first), while there are requirements for broadcasters to produce programming in Welsh. Perhaps the growing activity of government in Edinburgh will lead to the emergence of Scots as a separate language (in an official sense). But this has not happened yet.

Dialect is all around you

Of course, if we accept that all vernacular language varieties are in some sense dialects, then this is a truism or statement of the obvious. But it may help us stop thinking that dialect is something that other people do in big cities or remote dales, and that we are not dialect users, too. Some supposed dialects - especially urban ones - have attracted the attention of broadcasters or writers, in ways that have made them familiar to a wider public. That is we can put a name to their speakers, Cockneys and Scousers and Geordies. The effect of this can be unhelpful.


• 
 First, we do not really know about the authentic language of people in London and Liverpool or on Tyneside - so much as a simplified or popular representation, based on TV drama.


• 
 Second, rural varieties of English seem not to receive as much notice.


• 
 And third, we can forget that everyone lives in a region, that may have its own distinctive dialect forms - to a linguist, Staffordshire or Hertfordshire or Westmorland are no less worthy of study than London, Liverpool or Newcastle.

Lexis

The lexis of dialects is perhaps their most conspicuous feature for listeners and readers. (If we see unfamiliar grammatical forms, we may be able to infer meaning readily; but if we see a novel lexeme we can at best guess its meaning from the context.) This will include both forms that are peculiar to the dialect and forms that are found elsewhere, but have a distinctive meaning in the dialect. So beer-off for an off-licence is a distinctive form (found in East Yorkshire), while happen is a verb in Standard English, but in some Yorkshire dialects is used as an adverb, in the sense of “maybe” or “perhaps”, corresponding to Shakespeare's haply. (For example, “Happen it may rain tomorrow”.) There is no initial /h/ sound, so in dialect the written form may be given as appen. The common written representation 'appen implies mistakenly that the speaker has dropped a sound that was never there in the first place.

 While in Standard English indicates simultaneous time. But in East and West Yorkshire dialect it has the sense expressed by “until” in Standard English. Speaking on BBC Radio 4's Home Truths (Saturday 24th January 2004) the wife of a member of the Spurn lifeboat crew said of her husband and his colleagues: “A lot of men go out in the morning. They don't get back while seven o'clock at night... ”

Grammar

Distinctive grammar in dialects may be harder to detect or explain than distinctive lexis.


• 
 One example is the way that dialect speakers on Tyneside use modal verbs.


• 
 Another would be the use of past participle in Scots after wants or needs. (Barrie Rhodes notes that in Yorkshire, generally, we use want as the auxiliary in such constructions, where want and need are more or less interchangeable in other regions.)

The social functions of dialects

Are there language interactions where dialect forms work differently from Standard English? In the past some speakers might have known only to use a dialect, but today many are aware of both dialect and Standard equivalents - so may use one or the other more or less in different social contexts. This may for purposes of greater or less formality or intimacy; and it may be conscious or involuntary (as when a speaker assimilates his or her style to that of another).

 It is worth considering how far dialect is determined by geography and historical accident, and how far it may be related to sociolinguistics. (For example, it may be that geography and historical isolation explains the origin of a dialect, but that social attitudes explain its survival.)

 The primary social function of any dialect (or of all language) is communication, but there are also claims to status and identity that are bound up with the choices of variant forms. However, the emergence of a prestige variety of Standard English is largely a series of accidents. Had Alfred (king of the West Saxons) not defeated the Viking Guthrum at the Battle of Edington, then York might have been established as the capital of England, and the Standard English of today might have been an Anglo-Norse variety. Of course, that did not happen.

Dialects and Standard English

Without the notion of Standard English, we may find it hard to identify anything as a dialect at all - since the distinctiveness of a dialect consists in those things that are different from the Standard. (This does not mean that a dialect emerged from people who took Standard English and then changed it; it is more likely that the standard variety and the dialect variety developed from some common and some locally distinctive influences over time, or that the dialect forms are older, and have been more resistant to tendencies to converge towards a standard variety.)

 There is a problem in identifying any dialect as the standard, since this implies that other dialects are inferior or wrong. In the case of spoken English, we have good evidence that such prejudice exists - so there is an exaggerated danger that, in referring to a standard, we will strengthen what is already a tyranny. It may help to note that Standard English, too, is a dialect - albeit one that is no longer found in any one region of Britain. Barrie Rhodes notes:

 This is what has been termed "...the tyrrany of the standard" which gives the impression that there is something called "English" and all other varieties are, somehow, degraded, deficient, "incorrect" forms of this. [The idea of convergence towards this standard] for me, reinforces the impression that there is some set-in-stone ideal towards which people should strive. Some observers would claim that this is what made people uncomfortable and ashamed of their native speech modes...The notion is very strong and well established that there is something called "English"...And everything else is a deviation from this, arrived at through ignorance of the "proper" form. When I give talks to various groups, I find the biggest challenge is to get people to accept that there are many Englishes, all with an equal and valid claim to be "proper" within their own contexts. Only historical and geographical accidents brought prestige to what today we call the standard. But students could usefully ask (within a sociolinguistic paradigm) why people still choose to use non-standard speech when "...they should know better". My paternal grandmother...heard on the radio, understood and wrote Standard English (very well) - but she never spoke it. Had she done so, she would have soon found herself socially distanced from the close "West Riding" speaking community she lived in. There are all sorts of identity and self-esteem issues here that are worth investigating.

 The "standard" is a human choice that could have been otherwise (like driving on the right or left). It is not in any intrinsic way better or worse than other dialects. Nor are the historic regional dialects corrupt variants. Indeed, in many cases they preserve far older lexis, meanings or grammar than the so-called standard.

Historical and contemporary changes

In studying dialect forms, as they exist now, you should be aware of the history behind them. Regional varieties of English have historical causes that may go as far back as the Old English period. They may embody or reflect much of the history of the places where they are used.

 Language is not a uniform and unchanging system of communication. It varies with place and changes over time. For example, human beings are capable (physically) of a wider range of speech sounds than any one speaker ever uses. Each language in its spoken standard forms has its own range of speech sounds, while regional varieties may leave out some of these and add others. Welsh has a distinctive sound represented in spelling by ll (voiceless unilateral l, common in place names). Some English speakers use post-vocalic r (rhoticization), though this is not common outside the north, Scotland and the south-west.

 The social history of any region often explains the language variety that has arisen there. York was the heart of the Danelaw, the Viking kingdom in Britain. To this day, the lexicon of dialect speakers in the North and East Ridings of Yorkshire retains many words that derive from Old Norse. Scandinavian influence on the language does not stop with the end of the Danelaw, however: in the 19th and 20th centuries maritime trade and commerce in the North Sea and the Baltic brought many Danes, Norwegians and Swedes to ports like Hull and Newcastle.

The West Riding also has a large corpus of words of Old Norse origin. The Norwegian influence is stronger here, whereas Danish is more influential in the East Riding - there are more "Norwegian" forms than the "Danish" of, say, the East Riding. There is a historical explanation in the trade routes from Dublin, via the north-west coast of England, over the Pennine uplands to York, capital of the Danelaw. We see an illustration of this in the place-name ending -thwaite, of Norwegian origin, which is common in West Yorkshire, Lancashire and the Lake District, but rare east of the Pennines, where the Danish cognate -thorpe is far more common.

 Over many centuries, regional varieties retained distinctive lexis, grammar and speech sounds, because most speakers stayed in the place where they grew up, or near to it. In the late 20th century greater social and geographical mobility, combined with the influence of film and broadcast media, has altered the way varieties develop. Geographical location still exerts an influence, but it is not the only one. So, for example, British people of Asian descent, living in Bradford may speak a variety of English, which has West Yorkshire and Asian speech sounds, as well as those of Received Pronunciation, and a lexicon based on standard English with neologisms from the languages of the Indian sub-continent, and perhaps a few traditional Yorkshire dialect words.

Social factors affecting variations within dialects

Do dialect forms have any relation to social attitudes? William Labov's study of language use on the Massachusetts island of Martha's Vineyard suggests that they do. Labov linked this use to subjective attitudes and showed that variation was not random, but correlated with age, attitude and social situation.

 One social factor that affects variation within dialects is the sex of a speaker - where women will be more likely to use forms that are seen as correct, while men will often choose to use a non-standard form and seek the covert prestige of resisting the ideas of respectability associated with Standard English.

 This is one possible explanation of the findings of Peter Trudgill in research in Norwich. In the late 1970s Trudgill interviewed people, whom he categorized by their social class and sex. He observed a number of variables against this (say the use of a particular speech sound in pronouncing a specific word) and recorded the data.

   

Peter Trudgill - gender, social class and speech sounds

 Peter Trudgill's 1970s research into language and social class showed some interesting differences between men and women. This research is described in various studies and often quoted in language teaching textbooks. You can find more in Professor Trudgill's Social Differentiation in Norwich (1974, Cambridge University Press) and various subsequent works on dialect.

 Trudgill made a detailed study in which subjects were grouped by social class and sex. He invited them to speak in a variety of situations, before asking them to read a passage that contained words where the speaker might use one or other of two speech sounds. An example would be verbs ending in -ing, where Trudgill wanted to see whether the speaker dropped the final g and pronounced this as -in'.

   

In phonetic terms, Trudgill observed whether, in, for example, the final sound of singing, the speaker used the alveolar consonant /n/ or the velar consonant /ŋ/. (Note: you will only see the phonetic symbols if you have the Lucida Sans Unicode font installed and if your computer system and browser support display of this font.)

 Trudgill found that men were less likely and women more likely to use the prestige pronunciation of certain speech sounds. It appeared that, in aiming for higher prestige (above that of their observed social class) the women tended towards hypercorrectness. The men would often use a low prestige pronunciation - thereby seeking covert (hidden) prestige by appearing "tough" or "down to earth". This is a plausible explanation of the results that Trudgill reported. But there may be others. Further observation may tend to support Trudgill's explanation, but with some further qualifications.

   

Trudgill followed up the direct observation by asking his subjects about their speech. This supported the view of men as more secure or less socially aspirational. The men claimed to use lower prestige forms even more than the observation showed they really did. Women, too, claimed to use high prestige forms more than they were observed to do. This may be a case of objective evidence supporting a traditional view of women as being more likely to have social class aspirations than men. But it may also be that, as social rôles change, this may become less common - as women can gain prestige through work or other activities. Trudgill's observations are quite easy to replicate - you could do so as part of language research or a language investigation. The value of this research is considerable.


• 
 First (if we accept the explanation of Peter Trudgill's method of investigation), then we have an extensive set of findings that remain as worthy of study today as they ever were. (Students and teachers need to look at some of the information, as presented in tabular form.)


• 
 Second, it remains open to interpretation - you might, for example, study the findings both before and after reading Trudgill's own explanations of the differences. This might lead you to challenge or to support the ideas of hypercorrectness among women and covert prestige among men.

 Moreover, you can then think of further research that you could carry out, to see if Peter Trudgill's findings (from Norwich) would be repeated in other places.

Barrie Rhodes' research in the West Riding

Barrie Rhodes (in an unpublished research paper from 1998) suggests that generalisations about sex, age and social differentiation in non-standard speech may sometimes need to be re-evaluated along locally-specific, historical, occupational, socio-economic and lexical choice dimensions. He argues that, in the West Yorkshire community he researched, social networks influenced by changes in the once dominant textile industry have had a particular effect, especially on women's speech.

 Sex-differentiated speech he found to be less predictable than is sometimes claimed; in this study the youngest females emerged as proportionately significant conservers and users of the non-standard lexicon. Knowledge and use of non-standard words amongst some age/sex groups was shown to rise rather than fall with increasing social status. A lexical analysis revealed a matrix of differential trends and patterns in non-standard word knowledge and use; attrition appeared to be not simply a quantitative function but to be lexically selective in a complex way.

   Barrie Rhodes elaborates on some of these factors:

 ...I feel it is important to distinguish between "knowledge" and "use" of the dialect lexicon...in a West Yorkshire community, the substantially greatest knowledge was vested in women over 50 years of age - and they had also been the greatest users in the past. However, men in the 40-59 year old category were today's greatest users - though their level of use was markedly less than the older women's had been in the past. Furthermore, today's younger women (in the under 20 year-old category) were superior in both knowledge and use than their male peers. I was able to account for this variation from the "classic" view by showing that local social, occupational and economic history and modern dynamic developments need to be brought into the equation. 

 In the first instance, women in my study were the greatest users of non-standard language because they overwhelmingly worked in the textile industry, where women outnumbered the men by a large factor. Their occupational environment was relatively closed and female-dominated; they lived in the same streets, alongside the mills, and did not travel very far or socialise with others in the wider geographical or occupational sense. At the same time, men had more opportunity for social and linguistic intercourse with a wider range of people. Only with the virtual extinction of the textile trade did women start to move in other occupational and social circles and feel compelled to abandon the use of the many dialect words they were familiar with and used habitually. Nothing much changed for the men. 

 As far as today's younger women are concerned, I see this as part of the social liberation of their sex. In the past, women have tended to be judged by how they appeared (and men by what they did) and their use of language was part of this "appearance". Young women are now largely free of many of the constraints they were subject to and, at least in my study, seem to have "discovered" a range of "traditional dialect" words and expressions, which they can delight in using. This range, of course, is nowhere near as great as that of their mothers and grandmothers but, nevertheless, their knowledge and use is still greater than those of their male age counterparts. 

 Thus, these younger women can be seen to be the relatively most potent conservers of their local speech variety. The important lesson in all this is that language researchers need to pay greater attention to local social, occupational and economic historical factors, together with modern developments, rather than arriving at broad generalisations about men's and women's non-standard speech.

 Barrie Rhodes says that he does not see his study as contradicting Peter Trudgill's pioneering work. But by changing the focus somewhat, he has perhaps suggested the importance of some social factors with which Trudgill's Norwich study was not concerned. It appears that we cannot say that either men or women are, on the whole, more likely to use a traditional or archaic dialect form - sex is one factor among many, and there are reasons why both men and women, in different contexts and for different reasons, will conserve or drop features of traditional regional language varieties.

Representations of dialect in writing

Some of the earliest representations are found in literary works. Novelists such as Emily Brontë, Charles Dickens, Thomas Hardy and D.H. Lawrence all depict speakers of dialect, in ways that show their grammar, lexis and accent. In the case of some dialects, we have more than one representation - so we can compare Hardy's rustics with the poems of William Barnes (who wrote in a Dorset dialect). Here is a fairly early example, from the second chapter of Wuthering Heights (1847), in which the servant Joseph refuses to admit Mr. Lockwood into the house:

 " 'T' maister's dahn I't' fowld. Goa rahnd by the end ut' laith, if yah went to spake tull him"

 Alfred Tennyson (1809-1892) has a similar approach in his poem, Northern Farmer, Old Style:

"What atta stannin' theer fur, and doesn' bring me the aäle?

 Doctor's a 'toättler, lass, and 'e's allus i' the owd taäle..."

 Joseph comes from what is now West Yorkshire, while Tennyson's farmer is supposedly from the north of Lincolnshire. Here is an earlier example, from Walter Scott's Heart of Midlothian (1830), which shows some phonetic qualities of the lowlands Scots accent. In this passage the Laird of Dumbiedikes (from the country near Edinburgh) is on his deathbed. He advises his son about how to take his drink:

 "My father tauld me sae forty years sin', but I never fand time to mind him. - Jock, ne'er drink brandy in the morning, it files the stamach sair..."

George Bernard Shaw, in Pygmalion (1914), uses one phonetic character (/ə/ - schwa) in his attempt to represent the accent of Eliza Doolittle, a Cockney flower girl:

"There's menners f' yer! Tə-oo banches o voylets trod into the mad...Will ye-oo py me f'them."

 However, after a few sentences of phonetic dialogue, Shaw reverts to standard spelling, noting:

 "Here, with apologies, this desperate attempt to represent her dialect without a phonetic alphabet must be abandoned as unintelligible outside London".

 The pioneering work in linguistics of the brothers Grimm led to a more scientific approach - and a great bout of activity as researchers began to make records of regional dialects. The emergence of a phonetic alphabet enabled researchers to produce accurate transcriptions of speech sounds.

 Dialects do not normally have a standard spelling system. If one wishes to represent dialect in a way that shows the speech sounds, then use of phonetic transcription would be helpful. (The alternative is the kind of invented "phonetic" spelling that one sees in D.H. Lawrence: " 'Asna 'e come whoam yit?" - which is still common in literary works.)

For some kinds of study (where the focus is not on speech sounds), an approximation to Standard English forms is acceptable. Thus the Yorkshire adverb happen (=maybe) sometimes appears in the same written form as the Standard English verb to happen - even if we know that for some speakers the dialect word begins with the [æ] vowel. (Barrie Rhodes suggests that we should write it as appen, since there is no initial consonant for Yorkshire dialect speakers; the use of an apostrophe, as in 'appen, suggests that the dialect form is somehow a mistaken or inferior variation of happen, even though appen is a different part of speech [adverb, where happen, in Standard English, is a verb] in the lexicon of the regional variety.

 There are some modern authors who write novels, using (for dialogue alone, or both narrative and dialogue) an approximate transcription of a regional variety of English or a creole, and this tendency is widespread in published poetry (which sometimes indicates the speech sounds used by the poet in performance).

   

For an example of the former, consider this extract from James Kelman's 1994 novel How Late It Was, How Late, which is written in modern Scots:

They shook hands.

 Didnay take ye long, said Boab.

 Naw it was just a wee footery job. Good saw by the way, good feel to it.

 Aye like I says it was my fayther's. It's been in the family for donkeys'. I think it was my grandfayther's.

 Is that right? Hh! Heh ye wouldnay have a bit of sandpaper? 

 Naw son sorry, ye're unlucky; I had some but it's away.

 Just thought I'd ask.

 The narrative also uses this variety of English - in this passage of dialogue we note the regional lexis (wee, footery, didnay, wouldnay) or variant meanings for standard lexis (away), as well as a representation of the Scots speech sounds (fayther's, naw, and perhaps Boab, of which the usual spelling is “Bob”).

 In Sozaboy the Nigerian author Ken Saro-Wiwa explains that it is written in "rotten English" - this is "a mixture of Nigerian pidgin English, broken English and occasional flashes of good, even idiomatic English."

Some of the poems of James Berry, John Agard and Linton Kwesi Johnson resemble transcripts, using a simple "phonetic" representation, of urban black English varieties or Caribbean creoles. Here is an excerpt from one of Mr. Johnson's poems, Di Anfinish Revalueshan:

 soh mi a beg yu mistah man

 please come out a yu shell

 yu cyaan dwell inna di paas

 cat laas fi evah yu know mi bredda

 now dat di sun a shine brite

 please come out a di doldrums a di daak nite

 It is as well to remember that these are literary examples - otherwise one may find people claiming these writers as the authentic voices of Black Britain (as if this were one uniform thing), or moving from an evaluation of the merits of the verse as art, and political comment, to its quality as a representation of the speech of a community. (In a symbolic sense, it may well be taken as representative, but we would need to see a lot more evidence, as linguists, before we could draw any conclusions about how typical or widespread this is as any kind of scientific or descriptive representation of the everyday speech of people in any part of Britain. In the same way, we would not readily accept the rustic characters in Thomas Hardy's novels as an objective representation of the speech of Dorset in the mid to late 19th century.)

  
In the past, publishers and broadcasters may have silenced or excluded such voices. Nowadays they can find an outlet an an audience. While this gives expression to a greater diversity of language varieties, it may cause us now to undervalue those who use regional varieties that approximate more closely to standard forms.

 You may also see comical pseudo-phonetic or punning transcriptions to illustrate regional accent - on the analogy of a 1965 guide to Australian English, Let Stalk Strine (Let's Talk Australian), by Afferbeck Lauder (a pseudonym of Alistair Morrison. Graham Davies supplies this example of Lauder's “Strine”

Consider the following transcript of a conversation between two Australians:

 A. "Sarn’s calmer nairt. Scona beer gloria sty. Mine jute still scold zephyr. Cheat was scold la snite."

 B. "Weller corset Saul-wye school linnermore ninx. Buttered swarm nuddite-time. Spewffle climb a treely." 

 If you read this aloud, all should become clear. The (English) translation follows:

 A. "Sun’s coming out. It’s going to be a glorious day. Mind you, it’s still as cold as ever. Gee, it was cold last night."

 B. "Well, of course it’s always cool in the mornings. But it’s warm in the daytime. It’s a beautiful climate really."

  

A series of postcards entitled Learn to Speak Hull, Speak More Hull! and Speak Hull Again! contains "transcriptions" such as "fern curls" (phone calls) along with glosses - for "fern curls" it is "telecommunications". So we find, among others:


• 
 Erk (=a type of wood; oak)


• 
 Meolidiz (=my annual vacation; my holidays [also yurolidiz])


• 
 Nerz kern (=the pointed end of a rocket; nose cone)


• 
 Nerth Pearl (=the most northerly point on earth; North Pole)


• 
 Pearl Tax (=the Community Charge; Poll Tax)


• 
 Perm (=a composition in verse; poem)


• 
 Perp, the (=head of the Roman Catholic Church; Pope)


• 
 Surfer (=posh name for a settee; sofa)

 Most of these examples exploit the peculiarity of a vowel /ɜ:/ used by speakers in Hull and some parts of the East Riding.

  
Regional varieties and non-regional varieties

Paul Kerswill and others contrast traditional dialects with modern dialects. The traditional dialects are varieties spoken by people in a given geographical area - in this sense we can regard the speech of the Black Country, East Yorkshire or Cardiff as a traditional, regional dialect.

 The modern dialects are varieties spoken in urban areas. Kerswill notes two contrasting tendencies at work.


• 
 On the one hand, there is a standardizing tendency, or dialect levelling - so the urban dialect shares more features with standard spoken English.


• 
 On the other hand, the urban dialects still retain features that are distinctive to the area where they are spoken - so Hull and East Yorkshire dialect retains distinctive


◦ 
 sounds (like the "er" vowel [close to /ɜ:/] where standard English has the diphthong /əʊ/) 


◦ 
lexis (non-standard forms, like beer-off for an off-licence or tenfoot for the access road behind a house, and standard forms with non-standard meanings, like the use of while in the sense of until) 


◦ 
grammar (such as I aren't for Standard English I'm not)

  

Dialect levelling

Kerswill argues that there is a levelling process, whereby the modern or urban dialects over time move closer to spoken standard English, while retaining their own distinctive forms. He explains dialect levelling thus:

 British English in the 20th century has been characterised by dialect levelling and standardisation. It is probably useful to see this as composed of two stages, running in parallel. The first stage affects the traditional rural dialects of the country, once of course spoken by a majority of the population, but by the beginning of the 20th century probably spoken by under 50%. These dialects are very different from standard English in their pronunciation and in their grammar. What has happened is that, over one or more generations, families have abandoned these dialects in favour of a type of English that is more like the urban speech of the local town or city. These more urban ways of speaking have been labelled modern dialects or mainstream dialects by Peter Trudgill (1998). What most characterises them is that they are considerably more like standard English in phonology, grammar and vocabulary. The outcome of this first stage is that there are fewer differences between ways of speaking in different parts of the country - an example of dialect levelling. The second stage affects these urbanised varieties of English themselves. As anyone who travels round Britain quickly discovers, there are distinctive ways of speaking in each town and city. Sometimes these differences are quite large, and cause difficulties even for British people when they travel round. These dialects are subject to still further levelling, to such an extent that, in the south-east of England around London, it is now quite difficult to tell where a person comes from. The differences are very subtle, purely phonetic ones.

   

Features of traditional dialects

Any dialect will yield numerous examples. These are a few:

Grammar


• 
Use of noun plurals formed with -n: shoon "shoes", een "eyes", kine "cows"


• 
 Use of a T/V pronoun system: thee, thou/tha and thy, as well as you, your and yours.


• 
 Use of object pronoun form her in subject case contexts.


• 
 Use of reflexive me for “myself”: I washed me; I laid me down.


• 
 Use of redundant auxiliary do: she do go there every day.


• 
 Variant forms of the verb to be: I is (Northwest), I are (Midlands and East Yorkshire), I be (Southwest), I am (North and East)

   

Lexis


• 
Scotland: luin "boy", quine "girl", greet "cry", gang "go"


• 
 Yorkshire: beck "stream", bairn "child" (These are Paul Kerswill's examples; Barrie Rhodes notes that they are not specific to Yorkshire, but common in the north generally. Bairn is widespread in Scots, while the modern Norwegian noun for a child is barn.)

   

Phonology


• 
Scotland: nicht "night", dochter "daughter", hame "home"


• 
 North: spian "spoon", bian "bone", reet "right"


• 
 North-east: fower "four", sivven "seven"


• 
 South-east Midlands: fut "foot", umman "woman"

   

Features of modern dialects that survive dialect levelling

Grammar | Phonology 

Modern dialects preserve some of the features of traditional dialects. These are some of the "survivors" which have not yet been levelled out:

 Grammar


• 
Present tense -s in whole verb paradigm, e.g., I likes, you likes, she likes, we likes, they likes, in South and Southwest of England .


• 
Multiple negation: We don't want none.


• 
 Use of ain't for negative auxiliaries isn't, aren't, hasn't, haven't.


• 
 Non-standard past tenses of irregular verbs: I done, I writ, I come, I see.


• 
 Use of never as past tense negative marker: I never went there yesterday.


• 
 Use of them as demonstrative adjective: Look at them big spiders.


• 
 Absence of plural marking on measures of distance and quantity: two pound, ten mile. (This is one of Paul Kerswill's examples; arguably this is not a feature of traditional dialect alone, but also of standard spoken English - two pound, three mile, ten foot. And it appears in the speech of some upper class men in relation to game animals: one shoots some lion or buffalo.)


• 
 Absence of adverb marking: he came really quick.

   

Phonology


• 
Vowel of foot appears in cup in the Midlands and North of England.


• 
 Vowel of trap in words like bath, dance, last, laugh in the North and Wales, vowel of palm, father in the same words in the South.


• 
 Monophthongs in words like goat and face in the North and Scotland, diphthongs in the South.


• 
 Post-vocalic r pronounced in words like car, nurse, father, north in the Southwest and Scotland. It is absent in the Southeast and North.

   

Contemporary changes to modern dialects

Grammar | Phonology 

These are recent changes, recorded by Cheshire et al. (1989) and Williams and Kerswill (1999):

 Grammar

Use of was in the affirmative, but weren't in the negative:


• 
 I was; I weren't 


• 
you was; you weren't 


• 
she was; she weren't


• 
 we was; we weren't 


• 
they was; they weren't 

  

Phonology


• 
 Use of glottal stop [ʔ] for /t/ at the end and in the middle of words:


◦ 
 before a consonant: let [ʔ] me 


◦ 
 before a vowel: get [ʔ] over 


◦ 
 before a pause: street [ʔ] 


◦ 
 in the middle of a word between vowels: lett [ʔ] er 


• 
 Replacement of the two th sounds by f or v, so that thin is the same as fin, and brother rhymes with lover. The order of spread, Paul Kerswill says, seems to be as follows:

 London area → Southeast: e.g., Reading, Milton Keynes → Central England (Midlands, East Anglia, South Yorkshire): e.g., Birmingham, Derby, Norwich and Sheffield  → Northern England: e.g., Hull  → North-east of England and Lowlands of Scotland: e.g., Newcastle, Glasgow.

 Paul Kerswill concludes:

 In sum, the outcome has been levelling: a convergence of accents and dialects towards each other. In some cases, this leads to southern features being adopted in the whole country. For other features, particularly vowels, this is not so: levelling, instead, is regional in character, usually centred on a big city like Glasgow or Newcastle or Leeds.

   

Traditional dialect - regional variation in Yorkshire

I am indebted to Barrie Rhodes and the Yorkshire Dialect Society for this short description.

 Even allowing for the boundary changes of 1974, Yorkshire is still England's biggest county. As you might expect, there is no single Yorkshire Dialect but, rather, a variety of speech patterns across the region. What passes for “Yorkshire” in most people's imagination is, in fact, the dialect of the heavily industrialized West Riding (West Yorkshire and South Yorkshire after 1974.)

 The Humber-Lune line (blue on the map) 

This dialect - or at least accent - is familiar to most thanks to Radio and TV dramas set in Yorkshire. Actors, however, rarely distinguish between this form of speech and the dialects of the rest of the county. In fact, the traditional speech of the old North and East Ridings (North Yorkshire and Humberside/East Yorkshire) is quite different and has a much stronger Scandinavian influence.

 This distinction was first recognised formally at the turn of the 19th/20th centuries, when linguists drew an isophone diagonally across the county from the northwest to the southeast, separating these two broadly distinguishable ways of speaking. It can be extend westwards through Lancashire to the estuary of the River Lune, and is sometimes called the Humber-Lune Line. Strictly speaking, the dialects spoken south and west of this isophone are Midland dialects, whereas the dialects spoken north and east of it are truly Northern. It is possible that the Midland form moved up into the region with people gravitating towards the manufacturing districts of the West Riding during the Industrial Revolution.

   

The main differences between the two areas relate to the pronunciation of certain verbs. School, for example, is traditionally pronounced “skoo-il” or “skoil” to the south and west, and “skeel” or “skale” to the north and east. Similarly, loaf, which has an almost standard pronunciation in the south and west, becomes “lee-af” or “lay-af” in the north and east, just as goose becomes “gee-as”. Perhaps the best known West Riding vowel form is the realization of o (as in hole, where southern English has the diphthong /əʊ/ ) as oi /ɔɪ/. Thus coal hole becomes “coil 'oil”. A West Riding police station is often called a “bobby 'oil”.

It has to be said, though, that for most Yorkshire speakers, this isophone has now drifted northwards to the Tees. Even so, a number older speakers (particularly in the remoter parts of the Dales, the North York Moors and the Yorkshire Wolds, do still preserve some of these Old Northern vowels. One hundred years ago, however, the change would have been instantly noticeable the moment you "crossed the line". The distinction was particularly sharp at Selby, where the isophone followed the line of the River Ouse, dividing the West and East Ridings. Today, you really have to visit Durham and Northumberland to be sure of hearing younger speakers using the old northeastern forms.

  

Other distinctions - which have survived more or less intact despite massive social change - concern words relating to specific trades and occupations. There are agricultural terms, for example, in the North and East Ridings, which are quite unknown in the West. Similarly, the mining, steel and textile terminology of the West Riding is little used in the North and East.

Pockets of rhoticity (the clear pronunciation of r after vowels, which was once common to all types of English in such words as farmer and carter, but is now associated chiefly with Scotland, Ireland, the West Country and the USA) survive in parts of Yorkshire. It is still quite common in the extreme western fringes of the West Riding where it borders with Lancashire. Some older speakers in the remoter parts of the North and East Ridings are still rhotic. There probably is a "General Yorkshire" dialect now, common to the whole county, but - with care and experience - you may trace some of these fascinating variations.

  

Lexis in traditional dialect - examples from Yorkshire

The examples below are from the lexicon of Yorkshire dialect speakers.

 Nouns


• 
Attercop: spider. Old English "poisonous spider" (compare adder).


• 
 Backend: autumn


• 
 Bairn: child. (Also used in Scotland; cognate with modern Norwegian barn.)


• 
 Blain/blen: sore, swelling or boil. Old English.


• 
 Creel: bench for killing pigs. One of the very few Celtic words still used in Yorkshire.


• 
 Kelter/kelterment: junk, rubbish, litter.


• 
 Lowance: a packed lunch; from "allowance"


• 
 Lug: ear.


• 
 Nowt: nothing. Rhymes with "stout" or "coat". Literally “Naught”.


• 
 Owt: anything. Rhymes with "stout" or "coat". Literally “Aught”


• 
 Rick/Rigg: haystack, back or ridge. Almost any ridge-like feature.


• 
 Sock: a ploughshare. A very rare Celtic survival, possibly reintroduced via Cumbria by Vikings who had previously settled in Ireland.


• 
 Tagareen: junk, rope, marine stores, bits and pieces etc. A coastal term, thought to be of Irish or even Middle Eastern origin, but seemingly limited to Yorkshire and Northumberland.


• 
 Urchin: hedgehog (this sense is preserved in sea-urchin).


• 
 Varmint: vermin. Old form surviving in America and Yorkshire.


• 
 Wick: small insect, especially a lively one. Old English.


• 
 Yam: home. (Compare modern Norwegian hjem, sounded as “yem”.)


• 
Yat: gate.


• 
 Yatstead: threshold - the space covered by the swing of an opening yat.


• 
 Yoon: oven.

   

Verbs


• 
Addle: to earn. From Old English via Old Norse.


• 
 Lap: to cover or wrap up


• 
 Laik/lark: to play, or laze around. Old Norse.


• 
 Mafted: (past participle) very hot or breathless - "Ahm reet mafted!"


• 
 Mash: to brew, as in tea or beer (compare "mash tuns")


• 
 Nithered: (past participle) made cold and shivering. Old Norse


• 
 Pike off: to leave without paying. Probably related to tumpike.


• 
 Putten: past tense of the verb to put.


• 
 Puther: to make clouds of smoke or dust: "Yoon's putherin' toneet!" (=the oven's smoking tonight!)


• 
 Rig(g)welted: (past participle) on its back and unable to move (of an animal).


• 
 Rive: to tear or rip out.


• 
 Sile: to rain heavily.


• 
 Skell: To tip or spill. Old Norse. A sower skells the seed.


• 
 Skellered: (past participle) crooked.


• 
 Theak: to thatch - as in surname Theaker. Old Norse.


• 
 Thoil/thole: to tolerate, put up with, stand or bear. Old English.


• 
 'Ug: (verb) from "hug". Always used to mean lift or carry, not to embrace in the standard sense.

 Many of these non-standard forms exist only in particular inflexions. There are (I think) no living verbs that correspond to maft or nither. But the past participle forms, ending in -ed, have been preserved as qualifiers in passive constructions such as Ah'm nithered and Th'art mafted, lad. For this reason I have listed them both as verbs (participles) and adjectives. This is not confusing if you see that they work very much as such familiar standard adjective/participle forms as exhausted, knackered or frozen.

   

Adjectives


• 
Backendish: autumnal.

 >Cat Hawed: drunk - pronounced "cattored'. 


• 
 Nesh: weak, feeble. Feels the cold. Old English.


• 
 Mafted: very hot or breathless - "Ahm reet mafted!"


• 
 Nithered: made cold and shivering. Old Norse.


• 
 Slape: slippery.


• 
 Wick: lively. Relates to quick, originally meaning "alive" (e.g. "as wick as a lop" = "As lively as a flea"). Old English cwicu ("alive").

 Forms like mafted and nithered come from verbs that have passed out of use. The past participle form is used adjectivally in passive constructions.

   

Adverb


• 
Appen: (adverb) perhaps (like Shakespeare's haply)

   

Intensifiers


• 
Ovver: over. Rhymes with "hover".


• 
 Ower: over. Rhymes with "hour" or "sower".


• 
 Reet: very, extremely (cognate of "right" that also serves as intensifier in older usage - "you know right well...").

   

Non-regional dialects

A dialect can develop or emerge in a group of speakers, which is distinctive not so much for the geographical region where they live, as some other factor. For example, the variety might emerge among


• 
 Immigrant communities and their descendants;


• 
 Communities of (new age or traditional) travellers;


• 
 Families of armed servicemen and women;


• 
 Faith communities.

   

English varieties from other cultures and nationalities

Ethnic dialects | The English of black Britons | The English of British Asians 

Of course, the dialect arises among a community of people who spend time together - but if there is anything distinctive, in its effect on language, in the Asian cultural background of Pakistanis in Blackburn or Bradford, or in the Caribbean background of black Britons in Moss Side or Haringey, then it does not matter where in the UK those places are. Over time, and especially for later generations, then the influence of the local (traditional) dialect features will become apparent - so that there are now accents that we can describe as West Midlands Asian or Bradford Asian. It may be harder to identify regional variants of Afro-Caribbean English: while there are parts of the UK, mainly in cities, with large black populations, these are usually interspersed with white and mixed-race residents, who may be more numerous.

 One might also consider, say, the broad features of the English spoken in the Earl's Court district of London - where there is a large population of young Australians, living temporarily in Britain. But that might be artificial, since, in terms of their linguistic identities, these speakers have dialects from their homeland, and simply happen to be living abroad. Unless, that is, one can show that there are some features of their language that are not also found in the mother tongue Australian English they bring with them.

   

Ethnic dialects

In Living Language, George Keith and John Shuttleworth, refer to "Black English", in a very brief chapter. They exemplify this supposed variety with transcripts of conversation from a "British-Jamaican family" and with a prose extract and a poem from two Afro-Caribbean writers. "Black English" is a very loose descriptive label - and certainly not a uniform coherent and distinctive language variety. It is, to use Jane Setter's term for "Estuary", an umbrella, and a very large umbrella, at that, which covers a huge range of varieties. And this is true of other non-regional dialects. You may not have time or opportunity to study all of these in close detail - but you should understand the common underlying types of feature that characterize any dialect.

   

The English of black Britons

 Does it make sense to try to locate linguistic identity, and coherent features of a language variety, in colour alone? The idea may be absurd, and perhaps offensive. If there is a recognizable black variety (or varieties) of English, how might this have arisen?

 As with the indigenous population, the mere existence of a language variety does not mean that it is spoken by a majority of people. Arguably, most black Britons speak more or less standard English. There are varieties which have a marked accent and special lexicon, close to some of the creoles of the Caribbean - the speakers of which are more likely to be young, male and either of a lower social class, or ideologically disposed to favour a distinctive black variety of English. We could make exactly the same observation about many traditional regional dialects of white Britons, too.

 There are some areas of London today, where Caribbean speech sounds are the dominant accent on social, not racial grounds - so that white teenagers will be indistinguishable from their black peers in their accent. (There is a comic example in the TV character, Ali G., the invention of the performer Sacha Baron Cohen, who is Jewish and white. But there are many real-life examples of which he is an exaggerated fictitious parody.)

   

Lennie Henry is a black comedian whose repertoire includes various black stereotypes - but when he drops into his native accent, it is that of Dudley in the West Midlands. And in various parts of the UK, but especially in London, there are communities of black Britons identified with evangelical churches of which they form the congregations, which have very distinctive language varieties - but these varieties owe more, arguably, to the religious and devotional heritage, than to Afro-Caribbean identity. They may borrow or adopt the usages and lexicon of black churches in the USA, or those of the churches from which their forebears came in the West Indies. They may retain some features of accent that mark them as Afro-Caribbean, but may reject the special lexicon, for example, that derives from the Rastafarian persuasion. Far from depicting Britain as "Babylon" from which they want to escape, they are building the Kingdom of God here.

 The BBC has an Asian radio network, whereas for black audiences, it has a music network (1xtra). Here one can find examples of some varieties of black British English - as in the feature: "Are you a babyfather?"

  

On a message board, one respondent writes:

 "I have nuff respect for babyfathers as well as babymothers. I came from a family where I have never seen or heard from my father throughout the whole 24 years of my life but it has not made me grow up hating babyfathers."

 There is a superficial use of special lexis - "nuff" for "enough", "babyfather" (absent father) and babymother (single mother). But otherwise the comment uses standard written English forms. Is babyfather a loan-word or a neologism? Another response challenges received stereotypes, with one non-standard spelling:

 "I feel dat this aint always true. [That black fathers are irresponsible.] I'm from Belfast and am one of the very few Jamaican families in my area and my father was always there for me goin through many struggles. I am a proud Republican/Sinn Fein voter Catholic Irish Jamaican and this is all down to my father! He taught me my history - Irish and Jamaican!"

 "Always there for me" is a phrase widely used by standard English speakers, after being immortalized in the theme song for the US sitcom Friends (who are culturally diverse, including two Jews, an Italian, and various Anglo-Saxon types but all white). “Dat” may indicate that the message writer begins with a wish to use an Afro-Caribbean style, but thereafter he uses standard spellings and standard English usage.

   

The BBC 1Xtra site has a message board. Here is a posting that may seem on the surface to show a novel variety of written English:

 "I'm damn determined 2 av ma say on this 1 coz 2 b honest I'm fed up of music gettin all the flack 4 it. I'm not denyin that there is sum influence from music, but not UK music. Not frm uk hip hop, garage or anything else. It's a long time since I've heard a song promoting the use of guns etc. Listen 2 broken silence (so solid) and various trax fm uk garage crews and you'll hear antigun lyrix all over tha place..."

 Yet, if one allows for the distinctive spelling (a mixture of the conventions of text messaging and Hip Hop orthography), then this is otherwise more or less standard - in terms, that is, of grammar, lexis and meaning.

It is easy for teachers to see a distinctive variety of English, favoured by young people and influential writers or poets, as representative of the speech of all black Britons - while ignoring the very large numbers whose speech is much closer to standard English or regional varieties.

   

This attitude is encouraged by the English National Curriculum, which prescribes the study of literary works from "different cultures and traditions" (without specifying what it is from which they are meant to differ - each other, or some mainstream or traditional norm).

The writers whose work pupils study includes British writers from ethnic minorities, Scots, and writers from outside Europe, who work in the English language. The latter group includes such poets as Derek Walcott, Niyi Osundare, Imtiaz Dharker and Moniza Alvi - all of whom use Standard English forms. John Agard (in the poem Half-Caste) writes in a form that approximates to a written representation of patois:

 Explain yuself

 wha yu mean

 Ah listening to you wid de keen

 half of mih ear

 Here we find


• 
 non-standard spelling (to indicate the speech sounds of the patois, as in wid for “with”);


• 
 non-standard grammar (ah listening, where the participle is used as a finite verb);


• 
 absence of punctuation.

 Keith and Shuttleworth use a similar example (a poem by the Jamaican James Berry) to exemplify literary "Black English".

  

This seems rather to overlook the point that these writers are poets, who are also making a political statement through the use of these forms. When Mr. Agard speaks on a radio broadcast, he does not use the patois of the poems. To say that "Black English" is the patois of some poems may be tantamount to saying that the very idiosyncratic styles of James Joyce, Dylan Thomas or James Kelman are "Celtic English" (in Irish, Welsh and Scots flavours). Moniza Alvi writes in Standard English, but uses occasional loanwords - such as shalwar kameez. Sujata Bhatt also uses Standard English, but, in the poem Search for My Tongue, gives a gloss in Gujarati, using both the traditional characters and a transliteration in the Roman alphabet. It may be that the continuing use, in British Asian families, of languages from the Indian sub-continent, has made the emergence of an Asian patois less likely. And conversely, it may mean that dialect varieties will arise more naturally among communities that do not have an alternative language (whether that is Panjabi or Welsh, Gujarati or Gaelic). This will be true in mixed communities, where Asians and indigenous white people live together, and English is the common tongue.

We should also be cautious about such labels as "Black English", as used by Keith and Shuttleworth. This is fine, so long as we take it to mean a variety that is characterized by non-standard forms, some of which derive from other language cultures. But we must not suppose that this, or anything like it, is the usual spoken or written language of most black people in the United Kingdom. This could lead to the emergence of language ghettos. That it has not in fact done so, especially among British Asians, may be evidence of a general wish to use mainstream and standard forms - while it is a minority who use the overt "Black" forms for artistic or political reasons.

   

The English of British Asians

Is there anything distinctive about English as spoken or written by Asians in Britain? There is a special lexicon for, say, food, items of clothing and other things specific to various Asian cultures. The messages posted on the BBC's Asian Network message board are consistently written in Standard English - and with far fewer of the non-standard spellings that appear on the 1Xtra site (targeted at Afro-Caribbeans).

 The sketch show Goodness Gracious Me alludes to a dated stereotype of immigrants from the Indian subcontinent, with exaggerated accents and native idioms (specifically, it refers to the refrain of a song made by Peter Sellers and Sophia Loren to promote their 1960 film The Millionairess). The confidence of the show may come from a very successful assimilation by British Asians to the standard forms of the language.

 In the professions and financial services, Standard English and RP, may still be important (if not essential). So we should perhaps look to working-class communities to see whether any Asian dialect is emerging. Where there are large, less mobile, populations we might expect to see evidence of language change - and the emergence of new features or a new variety. Sue Fox has carried out research into the speech of second and third generation Bangladeshis in Tower Hamlets, in the traditional East End of London - trying to discover whether the older dialect of the indigenous population had influenced the language of this group, or vice versa. If a British Asian dialect is to emerge, this is a more likely venue than many, since it is home to the largest ethnic community (in one area) in Britain. In the whole borough Bangladeshis make up 35% of the population, but the spread is uneven, and in some wards the proportion is over 90%, while in 1998 more than half (55%) of school-age children were Bangladeshi.

   

Sue Fox says:

 "I am proposing that a new dialect is emerging in this area principally from the Bangladeshi community but which is also influencing the white indigenous population, particularly white adolescent males. I believe that the historical development of the Bangladeshi settlement in Tower Hamlets provides us with clues as to how this new variety has evolved and would not like to suggest that it has come about through some kind of conscious [or subconscious for that matter] dissent to the standard variety."

 Sue Fox has not yet published her findings - they will appear here when they are available.

   

The armed services

The armed services are unusual, in that the families of service personnel, and especially the children, spend much of their lives as a closed community, physically isolated (by security fences and armed sentries) from the ordinary residents of the area where a base or barracks is located. And the families are transient from one base to another, both within and outside the United Kingdom.

Since the service personnel share the same occupation, the common knowledge of this occupation among the families is greater than in other communities - though historically one would have found something similar in areas dominated by a single form of employment or industry.

 The armed services have a huge special lexicon both of terms common to all the services, and of others distinctive to one. Outsiders are in Civvy Street (where soldiers, sailors and airmen go when they leave the service). In all the services, one shops at the NAAFI (Navy, Army and Air Force Institute), and takes leave (holidays). Service personnel are posted to a new location. Their relations can fly to join them at no expense on an indulgence flight, provided by Transport Command of the RAF. In the Royal Air Force, cadets are sprogs and military police are Rock Apes (an insulting comparison of the unskilled police - unlike other RAF personnel they do not have a trade - to the wildlife of Gibraltar); angels measure altitude (each is 10,000 feet), a bandit is an enemy aeroplane and a bogey is an unidentified aircraft, while airspeed is measured in knots - nautical miles per hour.

   

Here is a small selection of terms from Jackspeak - as used by service personnel in the Royal Navy. (I am grateful to Fiona Kerr, for these examples.)


• 
 Adrift: late/missing when required.


• 
 All parts bearing equal strain: this means everything is OK.


• 
 Andrew: Naval personnel refer to the RN as "The Andrew", (apparently because of an enthusiastic press-gang officer called Andrew Miller, who contributed so many "recruits" it was said that the RN was practically his personal property).


• 
 Bandit alert: security breach (for example, peace protesters penetrating the perimeter fence).


• 
 Bells: system for measuring time. There are eight bells per watch, that is, one every half hour, except for the two "dog watches" which are only two hours each.


• 
 Between the Devil and the deep blue sea: the devil on a wooden ship was the top plank below the sheer strake, so someone working over the ship's side was in a precarious position and literally between the plank known as "the devil" and the deep blue sea.


• 
 Bootnecks: marines, so-called by the Navy because they wear a piece of leather on their collars.


• 
 Bravo: this means b, zulu means z but together bravo zulu means "manoeuvre well executed".


• 
 By and large: to sail a boat by the wind/to the weather, but large i.e. not very close to the wind.


• 
 Clean into: change into (clothes).


• 
 Gash: rubbish.


• 
 Jack/matelots: They refer to themselves as matelots or Jack but whilst they might say, "I'm a matelot", Jack seems to be always used as a collective singular, as in "Jack's always dripping" or "that's typical Jack".


• 
 Loggerheads: to be at loggerheads with someone refers to an instrument for heating pitch on ships, which consisted of an iron bar with two large iron spheres, one at each end, called loggerheads. One was heated and put into the pitch bucket to melt the pitch, thus, the two loggerheads were always apart, never met and a hot loggerhead was to be avoided.


• 
 Make and mend: an afternoon off.


• 
 Mob, the: another name for the Royal Navy.


• 
 Nipper: the hands who had to nip a sailing ship's anchor cable, were always the youngest and smallest, so nipper is a term for youngsters.


• 
 Rig: a set of clothes for example, working rig (also known as eights), dog robber's rig (an officer's shore rig for casual occasions, smarter than scruff rig, so might consist of trousers, polo-neck sweater and sports jacket).


• 
 Running the gauntlet: a penalty for theft historically; running between two ranks of men, all armed with rope-ends, with the Master-at-Arms holding a sword at the chest of the offender to prevent too speedy a sprint.


• 
 Touch and go: apparently refers to touching the sea bed and then slipping off.


• 
 Waster: this appears to have come from waister. Historically, only the best hands were employed on the rigging, the rest were in the waist of the ship, hence, waisters, which came to suggest inefficiency or lack of industry.

   

Why do dialects differ?

I am grateful to Barrie Rhodes and the Yorkshire Dialect Society for this short account.

 Sometimes languages break down into dialects as populations spread over larger areas. However, it is often the people who move farthest away from their "homeland" who preserve the older patterns of speech. American English, for example, still has many words (such as "gotten"), which were once common in England. Similarly, we still pronounce the letter W in the Old English way, but in most other Germanic languages it now sounds like our V. (The modern German for "warm" is spelt the same as in English, but pronounced "varm"; in modern Norwegian, the cognate adjective is spelt "varm" and pronounced with the vowel /æ/, rhoticized by articulation of the r sound, or r-colouring.)

Also, new waves of settlers, such as the Vikings, bring in words, phrases and grammatical forms which are then adopted by the natives, simply so they can communicate with the newcomers.

Very often, the dialect spoken by the richest or most powerful section of the population gradually takes over and becomes the "standard" language of a nation. This is certainly true of English, where the speech used in the triangle of land between London, Oxford and Cambridge eventually became what we now call "Standard English". "Standard English" is still a dialect, but is based more on social class rather than on region.

Sometimes newcomers adopt words from older, native languages. The English spoken in the Welsh Borders is partly influenced by Welsh itself. Also, the Vikings who settled in the North West of England came via Ireland, where they had already learned some Gaelic. Consequently, there have been Irish words in Lancashire speech since long before the victims of the Irish potato famine settled there in the 1840s!

  

Other variations are harder to explain. Seven hundred years ago, we went to sea in "boots" and wore "boats" on our feet. Then something happened to the way “O” was pronounced, and boots became boats! Similar changes affected other European languages at about the same time (the Great Vowel Shift) but nobody is quite certain why. Some English dialects, such as Geordie, still use the older form. (So in Newcastle blackboards fly and lay eggs ...or, rather, blackbirds do!)

Until about 1700, most English speakers (whatever their dialect) pronounced the letter r very clearly in words where it followed a vowel, such as in "farmer" and "carter" (this is known as rhoticization). After 1700, this pronunciation died out quite rapidly and is now virtually unknown in Standard English. It survives, however, in the dialects of the West Country, part of Lancashire and some parts of Yorkshire. It is also a standard feature of Scots, the English spoken in Scotland. It is also found in Ireland, and much of North America. Nobody is quite sure why it disappeared from Standard English, but its loss was certainly noticed at the time. Some eighteenth-century folk complained about "R-dropping" the way people complain about "H-dropping" today!

Sometimes a particular accent or dialect simply becomes fashionable, and other people start to copy it. It is said that the speech of young people today is being influenced by Australian TV programmes. Similarly, the tendency to pronounce -th as f (as in think = fink) which was once almost unknown outside London, is now quite common as far west Bristol ... but only amongst teenagers and children. Only time will tell if these changes spread or stick.

 Dialect is not disappearing, but it is always changing.

