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Preface
It is now over thirty years since the first edition of this book was published. 
In its original, much slimmer form, it covered just 11 accents and dialects 
of British Isles English. This set has more than doubled in size through 
the four subsequent editions, with the present edition now describing the 
characteristics of almost 30 varieties. This expansion of coverage, along with 
an overall increase in the level of descriptive detail, is a reflection of the huge 
surge in interest in documenting the diverse phonetic properties of English in 
the UK and Ireland. Prodigious quantities of dialectological and sociolinguistic 
research have been carried out in the decades between 1979 and the present 
day, in many cases using a combination of sophisticated auditory, acoustic, 
and statistical analysis techniques. Alongside these, large-scale dialect surveys, 
such as the BBC Voices project, have made a wealth of digital recordings of 
interviews and other forms of speech available to listen to by downloading 
sound files from the internet. Our observations about the varieties described 
in the book are therefore underpinned more strongly than ever before by a 
substantial and growing body of systematically collected information about 
the ways in which British and Irish English vary geographically and socially 
at the levels of pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary.

Though a volume like  English Accents and Dialects  does not, and 
cannot, aim to describe more than a subset of the major urban and 
traditional rural varieties spoken in these islands, the fifth edition 
addresses some of the more significant omissions from previous editions 
(Manchester,  Southampton,  Hull,  Middlesbrough). The entry on London 
West Indian English gives a flavour of the differences between traditional 
working-class London speech and the ‘multicultural’ London English that 
has emerged in the metropolis since the 1980s, while the entries on central 
Lancashire and the Shetland Islands add to the set illustrating some of the 
pronunciation features that persist in areas further removed – in the case of 
the Shetlands by hundreds of miles – from large and linguistically influential 
centres of population.

The addition of these extra varieties, in combination with the fact that the 
accompanying  sound recordings are now  available for download

, should significantly enhance the book’s 
usefulness to members of the target readership. These range from school and 
university students of English language and linguistics to forensic speech 
analysts, via speech and language therapists, actors, teachers of English, and 
general readers with an interest in how English varies. In our experience, it 
is in fact extremely difficult to find anyone who is not  interested in accent 
and dialect differences. Asking ‘how do people speak round here?’ or ‘which 
accents of English do you particularly like?’ is a reliable way of kick-starting 

 from



viii

Preface

conversation in practically any company, and it often provokes people into 
unselfconsciously sharing passionately held opinions about what is good or 
bad, beautiful or ugly, or valid or invalid, in the spoken language they hear 
around them. For some, interest in the topic may be spurred on by a belief 
that the standard of spoken English in Britain and Ireland is declining, or that 
urban dialects are ‘degenerate’ forms of the language which are undeserving 
of academic attention or respect, or that the restoration of elocution lessons 
in British schools is needed urgently. Conversely, many people will echo our 
own view that dialect diversity in all its forms is something to be embraced 
and celebrated, and that we are lucky to live at a time in which the study 
of accents and dialects as an end in itself is seen as a worthwhile activity, 
irrespective of the many ways in which the knowledge it generates can be 
applied to ‘real-world’ problems. We hope that the fifth edition of this book 
will prove both useful and interesting to those involved in these endeavours.
 

Arthur Hughes
Peter Trudgill

Dominic Watt
York, 2012
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Wordlist

Words used in the recordings (shown here with RP pronunciation)

1 pit /pɪt/ 14 beer /bɪə/ 27 pull /pʊl/ 40 plate /pleɪt/

2 pet /pɛt/ 15 bear /bɛə/ 28 pool /puːl/ 41 weight /weɪt/

3 pat /pat/ 16 bird /bɜːd/ 29 pole /pəʊl/ 42 poor /pʊə/

4 put /pʊt/ 17 bard /bɑːd/ 30 Paul /pɔːl/ 43 pour /pɔː/

5 putt /pʌt/ 18 board /bɔːd/ 31 doll /dɒl/ 44 pore /pɔː/

6 pot /pɒt/ 19 city /ˈsɪti/ 32 cot /kɒt/ 45 paw /pɔː/

7 bee /biː/ 20 seedy /ˈsiːdi/ 33 caught /kɔːt/ 46 tide /taɪd/

8 bay /beɪ/ 21 hat /hat/ 34 fir /fɜː/ 47 tied /taɪd/

9 buy /baɪ/ 22 dance /dɑːns/ 35 fern /fɜːn/ 48 pause /pɔːz/

10 boy /bɔɪ/ 23 daft /dɑːft/ 36 fur /fɜː/ 49 paws /pɔːz/

11 boot /buːt/ 24 half /hɑːf/ 37 fair /fɛə/ 50 meet /miːt/

12 boat /bəʊt/ 25 father /ˈfɑːðə/ 38 nose /nəʊz/ 51 meat /miːt/

13 bout /baʊt/ 26 farther /ˈfɑːðə/ 39 knows /nəʊz/ 52 mate /meɪt/

Note that the reader of the RP word list, as is typical of young to middle-aged 
speakers of the accent, has [bɛː] for bear and /pɔː/ for poor.
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1 
Variation in  
English
When foreign learners of English first come to the British Isles,1 they are 
usually surprised, and often dismayed, to discover how little they understand 
of the English they hear. For one thing, people seem to speak faster than 
expected. Also, the English that most British or Irish people speak seems to 
be different in many ways from the English the visitor has learned. While it 
is probably differences of pronunciation that will immediately strike them, 
learners may also notice differences of grammar and vocabulary.

Their reactions to this experience will vary. They may conclude that most 
of the English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish people that they hear do not – or 
even cannot – speak English correctly. In this they would find that many 
native speakers agree with them. They might even be told that, since learners 
of English as a foreign or second language have usually studied English in 
a formal way, they should know better than would native speakers what is 
‘correct’.

1  The terminology relating to the territories that are the focus of this book is complex 
and often confusing even to people who live in this part of the world. ‘British Isles’ 
refers to the archipelago that includes Great Britain, Ireland and their neighbouring 
islands, of which there are several thousand. The term is not popular in the Republic of 
Ireland, however, because of the implication that Ireland is still under British control 
or ownership. ‘Great Britain’ is, strictly speaking, a geographical term referring only 
to the principal island of the United Kingdom, i.e. mainland England, Scotland and 
Wales. ‘Britain’ is a shortened form of this name. ‘United Kingdom’ (UK) is the political 
term for the state that is composed of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 
‘Ireland’ will be used to refer to the Republic of Ireland, although occasionally the entire 
island of Ireland is meant (i.e. the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland together. 
‘Southern Ireland’ is occasionally used to refer to the Republic of Ireland, as is the Irish 
name ‘Eire’, but the latter term will not be used in this book). ‘England’ is used as a 
synonym for Great Britain or the UK by many people in this country and abroad, but 
this usage is objectionable to people in the UK’s other constituent countries. In this 
book England will be used to refer only to England proper, i.e. the constituent country 
of the UK that occupies around half of its land area but accounts for some 85 per cent of 
its population. See the map on the inside front cover of this book.
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We can deal in two ways with the suggestion that native speakers cannot 
speak their own language correctly. Firstly, for learners visiting the British Isles 
the question of correctness is largely irrelevant. Their aim is to understand 
what they hear, regardless of whether it is ‘correct’ or not. The description and 
analysis of variation provided in this book, together with the accompanying 
recordings, are attempts to help them to do this. This information should 
also help them to decide which features of what they hear they can safely 
integrate into their own speech. The second thing we can do is to try to 
show that the notion of correctness is not really useful or appropriate when 
describing the language of native speakers. We will not do this immediately, 
but will raise the issue later in the book, when examples of what might be 
considered ‘incorrect’ English are discussed.

Another reaction on the part of learners who fail to understand what is 
being said may be to think that perhaps what they learned in their own country 
was not ‘real’ English. Fortunately, this is increasingly unlikely to be the case. 
Although the English they have learned is real enough, it will tend to be limited 
to a single variety of the language, a variety chosen to serve as a model for their 
own speech. It will usually be the speech variety of a particular group of native 
speakers as that variety is spoken, slowly and carefully, in relatively formal 
situations. Given limitations of time, of teachers’ knowledge, and of students’ 
aspirations and attitudes, this restriction is entirely reasonable, at least as far as 
speaking is concerned. Though learners may sound a little odd at times, they 
will usually be able to make themselves understood. But such a restriction as 
far as listening comprehension is concerned is less easily justified. While native 
speakers may be able to decode the learners’ messages, they may lack the ability 
or the inclination to encode their own messages in a form more comprehensible 
to learners. In many cases, of course, native speakers will simply not be aware of 
such difficulties. Even when they are, a common strategy is to repeat what has 
just been said, only louder, or to revert to ‘foreigner talk’ (‘me come, you go – 
OK?’), usually making understanding even more difficult. It seems to us, then, 
that exposure to a number of varieties of English, and help in understanding 
them, can play an important and practically useful part in the study of English 
as a foreign language.

Even when learners with comprehension problems recognise that English, 
like their own language – indeed, like every living natural language – is subject 
to variation, that variation can be so complex and at times so subtle that it 
is usually a long time before they begin to see much order in it. And native 
speakers, even those who teach the language, are often hard put to explain 
the things that puzzle learners. For this reason, we will attempt now to give 
some idea of the principal ways in which British and Irish English speech 
varies and, just as importantly, the non-linguistic (social, geographical) 
factors which condition that variation. It is hoped by doing this to provide a 
framework within which to set the features of social and regional variation, 
which will be our main concern in the remainder of the book.
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Variation in pronunciation

Received Pronunciation
We should first make clear the way we are going to use two important terms, 
dialect and accent. A dialect, in the strict sense of the word, is a language 
variety distinguished from other varieties by differences of grammar and 
vocabulary. Standard (British) English is therefore a dialect of English, just 
as the other standard dialects of the language (Standard Scottish English, 
American English, etc.) are, and all the non-standard dialects of the language 
too. Accent, on the other hand, refers just to variations in pronunciation. 
Many people, including a lot of linguists, do not draw a sharp distinction 
between the meanings of the two terms, however. It is quite common, 
particularly in North American texts on linguistics, for the term ‘dialect’ to 
be used to refer to a characteristic combination of phonetic features (i.e. what 
we are calling an accent). We will be careful not to mix the terms in this way 
in this book. The reason for making this distinction will become clear as the 
chapter progresses.

Whenever British rather than, say, American English is taught to overseas 
or foreign learners, the accent presented as a model for the learner will most 
typically be Received Pronunciation, abbreviated to RP. ‘Received’ here is to 
be understood in its nineteenth-century sense of ‘accepted in the most polite 
circles of society’. The label RP has acquired a rather dated – even negative – 
flavour in contemporary British society, and many linguists, in recognition of 
the changes to the phonetic properties of RP and its social status over recent 
decades, prefer the less evaluative term Standard Southern British English 
(SSBE).

These changes notwithstanding, RP has – at least in England – remained 
the accent of those at the upper reaches of the social scale, as measured by 
education, income and profession, or title. It has traditionally been the accent 
of those educated at public schools, which in the UK are private (i.e. selective 
and fee-paying) and beyond the financial means of most parents, and it is 
largely through these schools, and state schools aspiring to emulate them, 
that the accent has been perpetuated. RP, unlike prestige accents in other 
countries, is not the accent of any particular region, except historically: its 
origins were in the speech of London and the surrounding area. It has often 
been contended that it is, at least in principle, impossible to tell from his 
or her pronunciation alone where an RP speaker comes from (though see 
Trudgill 2002). As suggested above, RP has greatest currency and enjoys the 
highest prestige in England, and is evaluated somewhat differently in the 
other countries of the UK and in Ireland. In Scotland it is considered very 
much an ‘English’ accent, for instance, and its speakers are not necessarily 
always accorded greater respect than are speakers of other accents, while in 
northern England RP is viewed as a ‘southern’ accent even if the RP speaker 
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comes from the local area. For further discussion of the varying prestige of RP, 
see Milroy 2001; Mugglestone 2003; Fabricius 2002, 2006, 2007; Coupland 
and Bishop 2007.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century it was estimated that only 
about 3 to 5 per cent of the population of England spoke RP (see Trudgill 2002: 
171–2). It is difficult to say whether this proportion has stayed the same or 
declined – it seems unlikely that it has increased since then – but in any case 
because the accent is undergoing change (see below) it is not straightforward 
to decide who is and is not an RP speaker in the first place. Since RP is 
clearly a minority accent, why, then, is it by and large the only British accent 
explicitly taught to foreign learners? Its relatively high prestige has already 
been mentioned. No doubt learners want to learn, and teachers to teach, 
what has long been perceived to be the ‘best’, most ‘correct’ accent. Among 
a substantial proportion of British people, because they tend to associate the 
accent with the high social status, wealth and power of its speakers, RP is 
usually considered the best, the most beautiful, even the ‘clearest’ accent. 
Oddly, and misguidedly, many people believe it to be the accent that is closest 
to the standard written form of English, as though the connection between 
spelling and pronunciation were somehow more direct for RP than for other 
accents. There are other reasons, however, for learning RP. If we were asked 
to point to a readily available example of RP, we would probably suggest the 
speech of some BBC newsreaders or television celebrities. Because of its use 
on radio and television, within Britain RP has become probably the most 
widely understood of all accents. This in turn means that the learner who 
succeeds in speaking it, other things being equal, has the best chance of being 
understood wherever he or she goes in the British Isles. Another good reason 
for learning RP is that it is by far the most thoroughly described of British 
accents. This is the case, at least in part, because descriptions of it were made 
in response to the needs of foreign learners and their teachers. We describe 
the sounds of RP in Chapter 3.

Language change
Learners who have been presented with RP as a model should not think, when 
they come to Britain, that speech they hear which is in some way different 
from that model is necessarily something other than RP. First, accents, like all 
components of living languages, change with time. In RP, for example, there 
has for perhaps as much as a century been a tendency, through a process 
known as smoothing, for certain triphthongs (vowels with three distinct 
qualities) and diphthongs (two qualities) to become monophthongs (so-
called ‘pure’ vowels with a single quality). Thus the word tyre, which was 
once most commonly pronounced [tʰaɪə] (with a triphthong), came to be 
pronounced [tʰɑə] (with a diphthong), and is now increasingly reduced to 
[tʰɑː] (with a monophthong, such that it is homophonous with – has the same 
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pronunciation as – the word tar). This smoothing to [ɑː] can also be observed 
in the traditional RP triphthong /aʊə/, as in tower or hour. Thus Major-General 
Patrick Cordingley, commenting on BBC radio during the 2003 Iraq conflict, 
talked repeatedly of ‘Allied [fɑːpʰɑː]’ (firepower); see further Hannisdal (2006).

Smoothing of these vowels appears to be most common among younger 
RP speakers, but there is of course not a perfect correlation between age and 
pronunciation. Some RP speakers, including younger ones, will regard the 
distinguishing features of the ‘advanced’ – most current – variety of the 
accent (see p. 42) as affected or pretentious, and will not alter their own 
speech, at least not until the adoption of these features becomes more general 
with the passage of time. Other RP speakers will be only too ready to integrate 
them into their own speech. We might see some speakers, accordingly, as 
‘early adopters’, and others as ‘conservative’ or ‘laggards’ (Stuart-Smith and 
Timmins 2010). For this reason, it would be misleading to say there is only 
one, fixed form of the accent, since at any stage the accent will be a mixture 
of traditional and innovative features (see further Trudgill 2002; Harrington 
2007). The precise form of RP taught will differ from country to country, even 
from classroom to classroom. What learners of advanced RP should bear in 
mind is that this form of pronunciation does sound affected to most British 
people, even in England, and that, if the learner acquires it successfully, he or 
she may still be thought to sound affected even though listeners may be aware 
that they are listening to a foreigner. For many people with regional accents, 
all RP speech, however conservative, sounds affected, and it is probably true 
to say that the supposed affectation is perceived most strongly in places where 
the differences between RP and the regional accent of the listener are most 
marked.

This long-standing association of RP with affectation, social snobbery, 
arrogance, aloofness and so on is increasingly out of keeping with the kind 
of image many of the accent’s younger speakers would wish to project of 
themselves. This trend has not gone unnoticed by the media. Since the first 
edition of this book was published, ever larger quantities of column space and 
air time have been devoted to what has been termed the ‘dumbing down’ of 
the spoken and written English used by young British people. Specifically, 
the influence of non-standard, ‘ethnic’ and non-native accents and dialects 
of English, along with a perceived deterioration in standards in other modes 
of behaviour (dress, manners, literacy, community-mindedness, respect 
for elders, etc.), has been blamed for a rise of ‘sloppiness’ in pronunciation 
and disregard for ‘proper grammar’. Many media pundits have become so 
convinced of the decline of RP and Standard English that the emergence of a 
new replacement variety first dubbed ‘Estuary English’ by Rosewarne (1984) 
has been accepted almost universally, in spite of the fact that the existence 
and separate identity of this ‘new’ variety are argued for on the basis of rather 
little reliable linguistic evidence (see Trudgill 2002: 177–9; but also Przedlacka 
2002; Altendorf 2003).
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The usual definition of Estuary English is that it is a compromise between 
or amalgam of RP and working-class London speech (‘Cockney’), and is thus 
a ‘neutral’ variety which simultaneously provides the opportunity for lower-
class speakers to appear higher status than they are, and for middle- and 
upper-class speakers to appear lower status than they are, in keeping with the 
social levelling claimed to have been a key characteristic of life in the United 
Kingdom in recent decades. The use of supposedly ‘Estuary’ forms by people 
from privileged or affluent backgrounds, however, is not without its pitfalls, 
if we can judge by the adverse reactions in the British press to the use of 
such forms by politicians such as Ed Miliband and the former Prime Minister 
Tony Blair, or certain members of the royal family. A particularly salient, 
widely discussed and often heavily stigmatised ‘Estuary’ form is glottal stop 
[ʔ] as a pronunciation of /t/ in certain contexts; this is discussed further on 
pp. 43–44 and p. 55.

Another example of a feature becoming established in modern RP which 
probably has its origins in a non-standard accent is the [w]-like labio-dental 
approximant [ʋ] (as a pronunciation of /ɹ/) that has spread fairly fast into a 
large number of varieties of British English. While RP speakers of any age 
can be heard to produce words like road, brown, very and so on using this 
pronunciation of /ɹ/, it is much more usual to hear it used by young RP 
speakers than by older ones. If it is noticed at all, it is certainly regarded as 
a much less idiosyncratic or ‘disordered’ feature of an individual RP speaker 
than was the case even a generation ago, and is a good deal less stigmatised 
as a result. In most parts of England, it would be true to say that the use of 
[ʋ] is no longer regarded by schoolteachers and speech therapists as defective 
– a ‘speech impediment’ – as it once was, except perhaps where it occurred 
in upper-class speech, in which it seems to have been tolerated as a foppish 
affectation. As the stigma of [ʋ] recedes, then, so its adoption is all the more 
likely by a new generation of speakers. It is possible that the labio-dental 
pronunciation, which is common in infantile speech, owes its current spread 
to the relaxation of the stigma of childishness associated with it (see Foulkes 
and Docherty 2000). That is, children no longer learn to stop using the 
‘childish’ [ʋ] pronunciation when they reach adolescence and adulthood, 
because the social pressure to switch to a more adult pronunciation has been 
removed.

Another example of a change which is still at a relatively early stage in its 
progress is the phenomenon known variously as the high-rising tone, the 
high rise terminal (HRT), Australian Question Intonation (AQI) or ‘uptalk’ 
(see Cruttenden 1995, 1997; Bauer 2002; Warren 2005). This phenomenon 
is often defined as the use, in statements, of the rising intonation pattern 
normally associated with questions (in RP, at any rate; other accents of British 
English, such as those of Glasgow or Belfast, have quite different statement 
and question intonation patterns from those used in RP, as we shall see in 
Chapter 5). For this reason, some commentators – usually opinionated but 
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underinformed journalists rather than linguists – interpret high-rising 
tone as an indication of uncertainty and lack of confidence on the part 
of the young people who use it. These commentators tend to attribute its 
appearance to the influence, either through face-to-face interaction or 
passively through television viewing, of Australian and New Zealand English, 
both of which share this property. The interesting suggestion has also been 
raised that the pattern entered British English because for several decades it 
has been common for young British school leavers or gap-year students to 
travel independently overseas on the ‘backpacking trail’, often for extended 
periods. While on their travels they are likely – even if they did not actually 
visit Australia or New Zealand – to encounter large numbers of independent 
travellers from the southern hemisphere, and may spend time in areas in 
which they must frequently interact with local people whose command of 
English is not always very good. It is commonly observed that in the latter 
situation native English speakers have a tendency to raise the pitch of their 
voice towards the end of utterances more frequently than they would when 
talking to other native speakers, as a means of checking that their utterances 
are being understood. In these circumstances, then, the use of high-rising 
tone may have come to act as a badge of ‘well-travelled’ or ‘worldly’ status. In 
tandem with its association with the appealing stereotype of Australians and 
New Zealanders as relaxed, friendly, open, sporty, fun-loving (etc.), it might 
therefore be unsurprising that the feature would be imported into British 
accents, later to spread among children, adolescents and young adults with 
no direct experience of independent foreign travel or contact with people 
from the southern hemisphere.

The true origin of the feature is, however, almost certainly more complex 
than this, not least because high-rising tone patterns are not altogether like 
the question intonation patterns used by the same speakers. The claim that 
the use of HRT patterns indicates ‘uncertainty’ is also probably untenable, 
given that such patterns may be used when giving information about which 
the speaker cannot have any doubt (e.g. when telling someone his or her 
name and address). And, of course, any similarity to southern hemisphere 
intonation patterns may be nothing more than coincidence. Patterns of this 
sort have been used in American English for a considerable length of time, 
for instance, and American varieties may equally well be the source of HRT 
in British English, if it is a contact-based phenomenon at all. For further 
discussion, see Foulkes and Docherty (2005) or for a more technical treatment 
of these phenomena, Fletcher et al. (2005).

Stylistic variation
As we have seen, then, there are differences of pronunciation among RP 
speakers (‘interspeaker variation’). There is, in addition, variation in the 
pronunciation of individual RP speakers (‘intraspeaker’ variation). It is perhaps 


