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I An international standard? 
 
The three-circles model of English (Kachru) : 
 

 
 
 
-A language is not a unified and unchanging entity 
 
Bahktin: “Centrifugal forces [...] seek to keep things apart, and centripetal forces [...] work to make things cohere.” Discourse 
in the Novel [1981] 
 
“At any given moment of its evolution, language is stratified not only into linguistic dialects in the strict 
sense of the word ... but also - and for us this is the essential point-- into languages that are socio-ideological: 
languages of social groups, "professional" and "generic" languages, languages of generations and so forth.” 
Discourse in the Novel [1981] 
 
-‘Possession’ of a language is indeterminate, despite what some political leaders suggest 

“English is not the prerogative or “possession” of the English ... Acknowledging this must- as a corollary 
involve our questioning the propriety of claiming that the English of one area is more "correct" than the 
English of another. Certainly, we must realise that there is no single “correct” English, and no single 
standard of correctness.” (Quirk, 1962)  

 “The English language, like football and other sports, began here [in the UK] and has spread to every 
corner of the globe. Today more than a billion people speak English. It is becoming the world’s language 
[…] the pathway of global communication and global access to knowledge […]. And it has become the 
vehicle for hundreds of millions of people of all countries to connect with each other, in countless ways.  

Indeed, English is much more than a language: it is a bridge across borders and cultures, a source of unity 
in a rapidly changing world.  […] So I want Britain to make a new gift to the world – pledging to help and 
support anyone, whatever their circumstances, to have access to the tools they need to learn or teach 
English.” 

(Gordon Brown. Prime Minister’s Office, 2008)  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

II The status of the different forms of English spoken and written by ‘native’ English users. 
 

 

 
 
-North American ‘standard’ English does not have the same social status as British ‘standard’ 
English 
 
General American is spoken by the majority of Americans, including many in the North-East and South 
and thus contrasts strongly with Received Pronunciation which is a prestige sociolect spoken by only a few 
percent of all the British. 

-There are a vast array of British accents and dialects 

Peter Trudgill suggests that it is possible to differentiate all the major regional accents of England by using 
the sentence: 

“VERY FEW CARS MADE IT UP THE LONG HILL” 

This issue is linked to the regional and class-based variations of the United Kingdom and the existence of 
other languages in the county, which further complexifies the identity status of those speakers. 
 
ACTIVITY 1: Multiple-choice game: the Yorkshire dialect 
 
Guess the meaning of the following Yorkshire-isms: 
 
Ah’m: HOT – I AM – ARM - COLD 
Back end: BUTTOCKS – BACK DOOR – FARMHOUSE - AUTUMN 
Brew: SAUSAGE – CUP OF TEA – GLASS OF BEER - MUD 
Butty: GIRLFRIEND – SHEEP – SANDWICH - WEEKEND 

“We may, in due course, all 
need to be in control of two 
standard Englishes—the one 
which gives us our national 
and local identity, and the 
other which puts us in touch 
with the rest of the human 
race. In effect, we may all 
need to become bilingual in 
our own language.” 
 
David Crystal (1988) 



Champion: BEST FRIEND – WINNER – FANTASTIC - STRANGE 
Ey up: LOOK AT A GIRL – HAVE A SHORT SLEEP – GLASSES – BE CAREFUL 
In’t puddin’ club: PREGNANT - DINNER IS READY – SILLY PERSON – STOP IT! 
Lamp: TO LOOK AROUND – TO HIT – TO WALK SLOWLY – TO ARGUE 
Manky: DISGUSTING – LOVELY – FUNNY - NEW 
Owt: IN THE FIELD – A BIRD – ANYTHING - HELLO 
Parky: FARMER – COLD – BEER - PIG 
Sithee: A NEW-COMER – WARNING – DARK - GOODBYE 
Ta: THANKS – WELCOME – HELLO – GOODBYE 
 
-Local dialects are sometimes considered less prestigious than the southern ‘norm’ 
 
Teacher from Cumbria told to 'sound less northern' by school 
Published 18 November 2013 The Independent 
 
A teacher was given an official target by her school to sound "less Cumbrian", according to her union representative.  
 
Paul Watkins from the NASUWT said it was the most "bizarre and extreme" target he had ever seen in his 
career. Education watchdog Ofsted said negative comments about regional accents would be "clearly 
inappropriate". The woman, who taught in west Berkshire, is said to have taken the request, made following 
an Ofsted inspection, in "good humour".  

-Unofficial institutions do the work of gatekeepers, as there is no ‘English Academy’ 

The Queen’s English Society 

“The Queen’s English Society is a membership organisation that exists to promote good English and the 
enjoyment of English. The society’s commitment to good standards does not preclude the acceptance of 
English as an evolving language, but some changes are better than others. 

 I believe that the practice has its origins in the United States of America which, I suppose is no surprise. 
We believe that descriptive linguistics, which implies that anything anybody says or writes to be 'correct' 
caters to rather than relieving the inability to communicate clearly.” 

 

 

 

 

 

-Pedantry about grammar rules was reinforced in the seventeenth century as some authorities 
attempted to make English grammar conform to classical models 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

“On the 30th November 1965, Rock legends - The 
Rolling Stones - released their memorable hit 'HEY! 
YOU GET OFF OF MY CLOUD.' Did they 
unwittingly start a trend in the way many of us now 
speak some forty-five years on?” 
(British pedants insist on the use of the construction ‘get 
off my cloud’, instead of ‘get off of my cloud’). 

When criticized for occasionally ending a sentence on a preposition, Winston 
Churchill replied, “This is the type of errant pedantry up with which I 
will not put.” 
To put up with something = supporter quelque chose. 
English speakers would all say: “This is the type of errant pedantry (that) I 
will not put up with.” 
 
 



 
 
Other UK languages 
 
Historically, the transportation of the two external diasporas of English were preceded by the spread of 
English throughout the British Isles to Wales, Scotland, and Ireland, which each have their own particular 
histories of language contact. 
 
Irish loanwords in English 
 
Bogach- Bog: Marsh or peatland 
Bróg- Brogues: shoe 
Cailín- The name Colleen: girl 
Gob- Gob: beak; bill  
Go leor- Galore: till plenty 
Leipreachán or Luchorpán- Leprechaun: small body 
Seamróg- Shamrock: clover. It derives from the Old Irish semróc, from semar (clover) + -óc (diminutive). 
The modern equivalents are seamair and -óg. 
Sionnachuighim- Shenanigans: This is unconfirmed, but would mean “I play the fox” 
Sluagh- Slew: a large number 
Smiodaríní- Smithereens: Fragment (smiodar) + dimunitive -ín.  
Sluagh-ghairm- Slogan: Battle-cry used by Gaelic clans 
Spáinnéar- Spanner: As in, the insult. It means “callow youth” 
Triubhas- Trousers: From middle-Irish meaning close-fitting shorts 
 
-The Shakespeare industry has recently shown a willingness to explore a form of dialect that is 
closer to the original pronunciation of the plays. 

Shakespeare in Original Pronunciation (OP) is a movement dedicated to the examination and 
subsequent performance of Shakespeare's works in a "phonology", or "sound system", of Early Modern 
English.  

"Shakespeare as hopefully he would have heard it.... It sounds raw and from the heart, which is very 
different from the way I think Shakespeare has been performed for the last half century or so." The 
project clearly aims to help audiences reconsider the domination of RP English in the performance of 
Shakespeare’s plays. 

http://originalpronunciation.com/GBR/Home 

An example of a Shakespearean pun that no longer works in Modern English comes from the prologue of 
Romeo and Juliet, Act 1, lines 5-6: 
 
    From forth the fatal loins of these two foes 
    A pair of star-crossed lovers take their life 
 
In Modern English, the word "lines" does not carry the double meaning of the Early Modern English, when 
the line–loin merger was present; both lines and loins were pronounced as [ləɪnz]. Thus, Modern English 
audiences miss the pun. 
 
Hamlet, William Shakespeare 
 
To be, or not to be, that is the question: 
Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer 
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, 
Or to take Arms against a Sea of troubles, 
And by opposing end them: to die, to sleep; 
No more; and by a sleep, to say we end 
The heart-ache, and the thousand natural shocks 
That Flesh is heir to? 'Tis a consummation 

Devoutly to be wished. To die, to sleep, 
To sleep, perchance to Dream; aye, there's the rub, 
For in that sleep of death, what dreams may come, 
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil, 
Must give us pause. There's the respect 
That makes Calamity of so long life: 
For who would bear the Whips and Scorns of time, 
The Oppressor's wrong, the proud man's Contumely,  



The pangs of dispised Love, the Law’s delays,  
The insolence of Office, and the spurns 
That patient merit of th'unworthy takes, 
When he himself might his Quietus make 
With a bare Bodkin? Who would Fardels bear, 
To grunt and sweat under a weary life, 
But that the dread of something after death, 
The undiscovered country, from whose bourn 
No traveller returns, puzzles the will, 
And makes us rather bear those ills we have, 
Than fly to others that we know not of? 
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all, 
And thus the native hue of Resolution 
Is sicklied o'er, with the pale cast of Thought, 
And enterprises of great pith and moment,  
With this regard their Currents turn awry, 
And lose the name of Action. Soft you now, 
The fair Ophelia?  
 
 
Être ou ne pas être : telle est la question 
Y a-t-il plus de noblesse d’âme à subir  
la fronde et les flèches de la fortune outrageante,  
ou bien à s’armer contre une mer de douleurs  
et à l’arrêter par une révolte ?Mourir… dormir,  

rien de plus ;… et dire que par ce sommeil nous mettons fin  
aux maux du coeur et aux mille tortures naturelles  
qui sont le legs de la chair : c’est là un dénouement  
qu’on doit souhaiter avec ferveur.Mourir… dormir,  
dormir ! peut-être rêver ! Oui, là est l’embarras.  
Car quels rêves peut-il nous venir dans ce sommeil de la mort,  
quand nous sommes débarrassés de l’étreinte de cette vie ? 
Voilà qui doit nous arrêter. C’est cette réflexion-là  
qui nous vaut la calamité d’une si longue existence. 
Qui, en effet, voudrait supporter les flagellations,  
et les dédains du monde,  
l’injure de l’oppresseur, l’humiliation de la pauvreté,  
les angoisses de l’amour méprisé, les lenteurs de la loi,  
l’insolence du pouvoir, et les rebuffades  
que le mérite résigné reçoit d’hommes indignes,  
s’il pouvait en être quitte  
avec un simple poinçon ?Qui voudrait porter ces fardeaux,  
grogner et suer sous une vie accablante,  
si la crainte de quelque chose après la mort,  
de cette région inexplorée, d’où nul voyageur  
ne revient, ne troublait la volonté,  
et ne nous faisait supporter les maux que nous avons  
par peur de nous lancer dans ceux que nous ne connaissons pas ? 
Ainsi la conscience fait de nous tous des lâches ;  
ainsi les couleurs natives de la résolution  
blêmissent sous les pâles reflets de la pensée ;  
ainsi les entreprises les plus énergiques et les plus importantes  
se détournent de leur cours, à cette idée,  
et perdent le nom d’action… 
Mais voilà Ophélie … Tout doux …  

 

Activity 2: Original Pronunciation Shakespeare: practising pronunciation 
 
1.Her father burned the letters in the barn on Saturday. 
2.How now? Down in the mouth? 
3.Annoying flies might fly noisily at night. 
4.No fear where faint heart endures. 
5.Silly Wally dallied near happy Sally. 
6.Much luck becomes the one who loves. 
7.Clarence married Anne and had a happy family. 
8. I thought I’d stop at lots of naughty chocolate shops. 
9.Whose new blue shoes do you view on Tuesday. 
10.The master started asking his heart to dance. 
11.Wordy Bert burned the dirty shirts on purpose. 
12.He seemed deceived by brief dreams at sea. 
 

III The Empire strikes back? “New Englishes” 

-The fluctuating nature of British English is reinforced by the arrival of numerous other languages, 
some of them from the Commonwealth. 
 
Most common immigrant languages in the UK: 
 
•  Polish 546,000 or 1.0%  
•  Punjabi 273,000 or 0.5%  
•  Urdu 269,000 or 0.5%  
•  Bengali (with Sylheti and Chittagonian) 221,000 
or 0.4%  
•  Gujarati 213,000 or 0.4%  

•  Arabic 159,000 or 0.3%  
•  French 147,000 or 0.3%  
•  Chinese 141,000 or 0.3%  
•  Portuguese 133,000 or 0.2%  
•  Spanish 120,000 or 0.2% 

 
 
 



-The BBC provides a large range of foreign language services to its UK users: 
 

 
 
-American Influence on British English. American English is certainly the biggest influence today, 
as the country’s cultural impact is enormous. Some British people are not always pleased with this 
‘invasion’! 
 
"Proof that English in America very quickly became distinct from British English is found in the fact that, 
as early as 1735, British people were complaining about American words and word usages, such as the use 
of bluff to refer to a bank or cliff. In fact, the term 'Americanism' was coined in the 1780s to refer to 
particular terms and phrases that were coming to characterize English in the early US but not British 
English." (Walt Wolfram and Natalie Schilling-Estes, American English: Dialects and Variation, 2nd ed. 
Blackwell, 2006) 
 
Joke:  
 
A porter in a British hotel comes upon an American tourist impatiently jabbing at the button for the lift. 
"Sir, the lift will be here in a moment." "Lift? Lift?" replies the American. "Oh, you mean the elevator." "No 
sir, here we call it a lift." "Well, as it was invented in the United States, it’s called an elevator." 
 "Yes sir, but as the language was invented here, it’s called a lift." 
           from The Reader’s Digest 
 
 
Some Americanisms British people get their knickers in a twist about: 
 
‘Like’ as a quotative— is one of the most influential ways of indicating speech which spread over the last 
25 years. Twenty-five years ago, speakers who used like, as in, 
 “She’s like, 'Don't leave the house!’ “were largely confined to Southern California and strongly associated 
with a stereotypical way of speaking. 
I have gotten: Get got gotten.     Hi Guys! 
You do the math.     My bad. 
Have a nice day! Good job!  I could care less.  I’m good. 
Can I get a…  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



-Here is a humorous challenge to the ‘Queen’s English’ from a national poet of Jamaican heritage, 
Benjamin Zephaniah: 
 

 


