English: past imperfect, future conditional

Everyone in this room can speak English fluently. You may not approve of the way some of those beside you speak, and sometimes they may speak in a way you find strange. For example, there may be others in this room who, like me, find the following sentences not only comprehensible, but even normal:

1) The cats need fed

2) I’ll maybe might can do it

More probably, the majority of you will find (2), and probably (1) also, incomprehensible. Yet we are all fluent speakers of English.

If, in contrast, I offer you the following sentence:

3) Ure fæder, þe eart on heofonum, sy þin nama gehalgod

it is probable that you will not only be unable to understand it, but you will not be able to recognise it as English. Yet, just as the first two sentences are typical of the English of most Scots, and vary from your English in terms of dialect alone, the third sentence varies from your English only in being in the form of English spoken in the tenth century. That is to say, it differs only chronologically from a sentence such as:

4) Our Father in heaven: May your holy name be honoured

(Good News Bible, 1994)

Language, of course, changes through time and space, so that linguistic change is both diachronic and diatopic. This, of course, has implications for this talk. You will have inferred from my title that the emphasis on the talk will be on historical change. But I want, as much as possible, to place that emphasis in the context of the present-day language, and, as far as it is possible, look to the future as well as the past. Naturally, this means that I shall have to be extremely selective in what I choose to discuss.

It is to present a coherent and intelligent account of the whole past history of English in less than an hour, let alone say a few words about its future. In deciding where I might best focus, I have, of course, been guided by my own predispositions. But equally I have attempted to be guided by the kinds of material which might interest everyone in the audience. It is, perhaps, more than a happy coincidence that this has led me to concentrate this evening on the study of dialects. Even so, there are too many divergent possibilities. Therefore I shall concentrate on only two areas: the ideological nature of dialect study, and the status of a Standard English. These two areas intertwine, sometimes, I hope, in unexpected but interesting ways. In order to help you, I shall attempt to preserve some chronological structure throughout.

Let me therefore start with Old English, the historical antecedent of our present-day language, which emerged in Britain during the late 4th and early 5th centuries, and became the dominant language until the time of the Norman Conquest. At first, English could scarcely have been distinguishable from other dialectal varieties of Germanic. At the same time there must have been internal dialect variations.

The usual description of the dialects of Old English claims that there were four principal dialects, West Saxon, Kentish, Mercian and Northumbrian. In this context, one of the most interesting points to consider is that there are some large areas excluded from being mentioned. Most notably the whole of East Anglia is ignored.

The traditional view of dialect variation is well summed up by Alastair Campbell:

5) In the extant Old English monuments four well-marked dialects are to be traced, Northumbrian, Mercian, West-Saxon and Kentish
How this variation developed historically is somewhat colourfully expressed by Bruce Mitchell:

6) There was certainly much fighting between the various kingdoms, with now one, now another temporarily ‘top-dog’.

Then came the Danes… One by one, the kingdoms of Northumbria, East Anglia, and Mercia, ceased to exist … and in 878 Wessex too was nearly extinguished… But Alfred was equal to the challenge. His grasp of the principles of war… and his activities in education, learning, and administration … are such that, for some people at any rate, his only rival for the title ‘The greatest Englishman of all’ is Sir Winston Churchill

What is interesting here is the facility with which an ideological position is established. As we shall see later, this is not a one-off. But, for the moment, all we need consider is the adequacy of such a view in the context of Old English and the history of the language generally.

Perhaps the first obvious point to note is the direct lineage established between Alfred and Churchill, which the latter might have been the first to acknowledge. But what is this direct lineage? It can hardly be genealogical, but equally it cannot be historical. I shall not weary you with my perhaps excessive Scottish zeal on this matter, for my real objections centre on  the linguistics of the situation. It could scarcely be denied that Alfred was a major figure in the linguistic history of the ninth century. Not only was he instrumental in causing the first major vernacular texts to be written, but clearly he led the way in ensuring that the educational structure necessary for native literacy was established.

When we look almost a century later, we find established a written literary language, a Schriftsprache. The temptation, naturally, is to see that as a mid-term inheritance from the structural reforms of the Alfredian era. Even more tempting is to see that as a precursor of the standard language we have today. What I want to suggest is that we must indulge in neither temptation.

Consider, firstly the literary language. Although this language, like Alfred’s, is commonly described as West Saxon, there are, in fact quite well-known differences between Alfred’s Early West Saxon and the Late West Saxon of around 1000. Although it is generally accepted that Alfred’s language is probably a genuine representation of the Winchester ~ Salisbury area, it is far from certain that Late West Saxon has the same origin. Certainly, its most prominent representative, Ælfric, seems to have come from the very furthest north of Wiltshire, right on the periphery of West Saxon region. Although the distances may seem small in present-day terms, we should not be misled by that.

But there was another influence, an extra-linguistic influence. However much the establishment of a southern-based state was originally due to Alfred, it seems to have been cemented in the second half of the 10th century in the reign of Edgar. And that reign was upheld, above all, by the leaders of the Benedictine Monastic Revival. The point here is the codification in the written language was essentially a feature of that movement, even if Alfred created its precursor. And especially, it was created in the very precise hands of a monk called Ælfric.

But the movement to a standard form of English cannot be traced back to either Alfred or Ælfric. The reason is simple. All we need to recollect is The Norman Conquest. Amongst the drastic effects which this event inflicted on society, the one which concerns us today is the temporary disappearance of English as a socially important language. True, in some areas a literary language appears to have been maintained for a century or more. One such area seems to have been is Herefordshire. However, it is at least controversial to suggest that that language is directly derived from the Ælfrician standard. More probably, it was at least semi-independent. Thus it seems probable that in Old English there was more than one standard language. This is a point which will recur as we move forward.

For three to four hundred years, English lacked every sign of a standard language. Then the formal standard language was usually Latin, less often French. Of course, English did not in any real sense disappear, and certainly there was in the fourteenth century a flowering of literature, Chaucer being only the most obvious example. Another useful example to consider is the author of Gawaine and the Grene Knight. That author is particularly useful, because he was undoubtedly writing in a local dialect form most probably the very north of Staffordshire. This demonstrates both that a language can survive without a standard form and that literate and sophisticated material can be written in dialect.

I have said that there was no standard, either incipient or actual until about the mid-fifteenth century. Therefore one question which has to be asked is why a standard should have arisen then. Other equally obvious questions must then be asked as well, such as how and where. The fundamental work on all of these questions was done by Michael Samuels in Glasgow in the early 1960s, and that is where we should first look. Samuels identified four types of incipient standard. Type I is associated particularly with the Wycliffite texts of the mid to late 14th century. Type I texts come mostly from the Central Midlands, i.e., Northamptonshire, Huntingdon and Bedfordshire, but also from some far distant areas too. Type II is represented by a group of mid 14th century texts of which the most important is the Auchinleck ms. These texts seem to show the features we would expect from texts from London or Essex. The central texts of Type III are the best manuscripts of Chaucer which appear to show what London English, at least at the Court, was like around 1400. Samuels calls Type IV “Chancery Standard”, and it is best evidenced by the mass of government material which first begins to appear roundabout 1430.

Here are some examples of the usage in these 4 types:

	Type I
	Type II
	Type III
	Type IV

	sych such
	suche
	swich
	suche

	þey they
	hij 
	they
	they

	Zouun gave
	yafe
	yaf
	gaf 

	her their
	hire
	hire
	theyre


What is most obvious in this picture is that there are substantial differences between each type. Some modern type forms can be seen already in Type I, e.g. þey (= they), whilst others only appear in Type IV. Furthermore, only Type IV is immediately recognisable as an antecedent of the present-day language.

Now this situation is rather curious. In order to understand its curiosity, consider in particular the differences between Types II and IV. It would appear that they both represent forms of London English separated merely by a period of somewhat less than a century. But the differences are so large that chronology scarcely seems a sufficient explanation. The answer to this puzzle is manifold. A key element was certainly patterns of immigration in London. In the early 14th century immigration into London was primarily from the Home Counties and East Anglia. But during the century the immigration patterns changes, with the principal sources being the East Central Midlands, i.e., Northamptonshire and Bedfordshire, although immigration continued from Norfolk at a steady rate. As such immigrants moved to London, they would, of course, bring their dialect with them, including such non-London forms as they and theyre. Very roughly speaking, what we are presented with is an amalgam where potent elements are older London English mixed with newer forms from both the Central Midlands and East Anglia. The standard language which emerges from this amalgam is not properly London English at all ~ London English carries on and is still today easily distinguished from Standard English. But there is more to the development than that.

Einar Haugen has suggested that standardisation must meet four criteria: selection, codification, elaboration and acceptance. Standard English was selected because the seat of government was in London, it was codified partly through printing, for printers required settled forms, and partly through education, as the new middle classes demanded an education in English, rather than French or Latin. Its elaboration was a result of its quick spread through all written discourse, and not merely the language of government. These three effects then led to its acceptance as the usage of educated people, at least in formal situations.

By the end of the 16th century, George Puttenham was able to advise:

7) ye shall therfore take the vsuall speach of the Court, and that of London and the shires lying about London within lx. myles, and not much above. I say not this but that in euery shyre of England there be gentlemen and others that speake but especially write as good Southerne as we of Middlesex or Surrey do, but not the common people of euery shire …

Despite this prescription, the evolution of Standard English is not straightforward. The most important of these difficulties involved the fact that around the time Puttenham was writing English was undergoing a major reorganisation of its vowel system. Not only that, but new vowel systems were being evolved in different parts of the country.

To cut a complicated story short, there appears to have been two systems at work in London. The first, which I’ll call System 1, was the system derived from Chancery Standard. The second, System 2, seems was been used by middle class speakers including immigrant speakers from East and Central Midlands. From our point of view today, the interesting aspect of this dual system is that during the 17th century System 2 gradually ousted the more conservative Chancery Standard of System 1.

This could only have occurred as the result of inter-dialect contact. But more than that too, for there must have been a sociological context beyond the mere linguistic. The explanation which seems most plausible is that aspiring middle class speakers from the Midlands, as they arrived in London, found themselves, as they strove to improve their position, attempted without success to assimilate their speech to the aristocratic manners of the Court. If we try to replicate the resolution of this dialect conflict with the linguistic situation at the beginning of the 21st century, there happens to be a remarkable parallel. For, just as in the 17th century, today we find another group of social climbers whose dialect norms are invading the standard language. That, of course is the contemporary phenomenon known as Estuary English.

There is a lesson to be learned here. Standard English is not a constant. There is change. Furthermore that change is not purely linguistic. That is to say, although change does occur as the result of internal change in the language, for example the rise of the auxiliary verb do, absent from the language until about the fifteenth century. It also occurs as the result of social factors. The rise of System 2 is clear evidence of that. Indeed, some contemporary writers deplored the change. Alexander Gil, who taught, amongst others, John Milton, talks about “the affections of the Mopsies”, who seem to have been the 17th century equivalent of Estuary English.

Furthermore, even System 2 was not designed to last. In particular, that system had some features which are today archaic, not current in Standard English since the 18th century. The most obvious of these is represented in writers such as Pope, who rhymes speak and take. The loss of such rhymes can only be the result of dialect mixture, and it seems probably that the mixture was the result of influence from East Anglian dialects. The vowel system there was quite distinct from either of the other two systems we have been looking at, and had been distinct from Anglo-Saxon times. But the links between there and London had always remained strong, and it would appear that the mix of rural and urban was the force which allowed the development of a new System, System 3 in our terms to emerge.

At this point it is tempting to assume that, once System 3 had taken over as the Standard form, the Standard language settled down. Yet there are continuing changes, not merely in the vowel system. Changes affect every area of the language. To stick with the sound system for one more moment, the fact that my speech is peppered with glottal stops, a feature which astonishes my American colleagues and which some of you may regard as uncouth, has to be set against the claim which I would make that I speak Standard English

The apparent strangeness of this claim leads us away from sound systems. For the issue which becomes more and more important in the 18th century is codification. No doubt many of you will know of Jonathan Swift’s Proposal for Correcting, Improving and Ascertaining the English Tongue. Here is a short extract from that essay:

8) Besides the grammar-part, wherein we are allowed to be very defective, th[ose persons] will observe many gross improprieties, which however authorized, and grown familiar, ought to be discarded

Swift, of course, wished there to be established, an Academy, such as already existed in France. That an Académie Anglaise has never been established is not so important as the fact that Swift is merely one amongst many. The desire for a Standard is one which has since then never really deserted the English (the term is intentionally precise). Undoubtedly, there were others like Swift. The following is part of a resolution which was adopted by the Royal Society in 1664:

9) ... there were persons of the Society whose genius was very proper and inclined to improve the English tongue, particularly for philosophic purposes, it was voted that there should be a committee for improving the English language.

At least the penchant for committees has persisted in the groves of academe.

But for the most part the desire for the correction of English lay with two other groups, who overlapped considerably. These were teachers and journalists (or, rather, the eighteenth century equivalent thereof). The feature that joined them together was the realisation that there was considerable profit to be made, especially from the new middle classes, many of whom came from families who were either non-literate or scarcely literate. Much this must have been due to the Industrial Revolution, although long-term effects were also important, in particular the rise of printing and the continuing urbanisation of England (which was not wholly due to industrialisation).

Such writers, even the best of whom could have amazing gaps in their knowledge of even the basics of English structure, had, of course, a vested interest in claiming that their readers were inadequate. Their claims were often not that different from those used by writers today. Perhaps it is quite easy to tell that the following quote is of quite recent date (1984), less easy, perhaps, to tell that it comes in a work from one of our ancient universities:

10) Paradoxically there has never been a time when people needed guidance about the English language more than they do at present

Compare that with William Cobbett’s A Grammar of the English Language (1819):

11) In the immense field of this kind of knowledge, innumerable are the paths, and Grammar is the gate of entrance to them all

Both Cobbett and the University Press are preying, for better or for worse, on the linguistics insecurities of their readers. At least in neither case is the writer being any more than economical with the truth. The same can hardly be said of the following quotation from the American journalist John Simon:

12) Thus the worthy Irving Howe writes … about “main protagonists.” [note the misplaced quotation marks! – RMH] Now, the protagonist is the main actor in something and has, since Greek times, always been in the singular. “Protagonists” is incorrect (unless you refer to the protagonists of two or more dramas, and “main protagonists” (main main actors) is redundant to boot.

There are so many errors here that it would be tedious to spend time on them. Let me simply refer you to the Oxford English Dictionary:

Fowler’s classification of the plural as an absurd use may be challenged on the grounds that derivation from Greek (first, does not preclude a plural form and limitation to the singular is strictly relevant only in the context of ancient Greek drama.

The point of all this is not to attack ‘prescriptive linguistics’, a topic on which I could happily bore you to tears. Rather, I want to bring to your attention is how this exemplifies the codification of a standard language. In the past decade or so the codification of Standard English reached an interesting peak with the publication of the Kingman Report (1988) and the consequent Cox Report (1988-89), and development of the National Curriculum.

Again, I don’t want to tackle such thorny questions today. But, there is one immediate question to ask, and then I shall pose a future question which it is worth asking now. The immediate question is:

13) Are we sure we know what Standard English is?

and the future question is:

14) Will Standard English survive?

Let us take these questions in their logical order.

We have already observed that Standard English is neither a necessary aspect of English (since between, say, the Norman Conquest and the rise of printing there was scarcely even a faint approximation to a Standard). We have also observed that Standard English, like any other variety, is not merely subject to internal linguistic change, but it is also subject to social change (as in the shifts from System 1 to System 2 and then System 3).

Indeed, in terms of social change, we need not have looked so far back. Consider, for example, the pronunciation of the gerundive in hunting, shooting and fishing. The pronunciation of that as in’ has almost died out. Similarly, the pronunciation of off as orf is equally outdated. The first of these may be the result of competition within the Standard, but the second seems to have been the result of contact with non-standard dialects, presumably from northern dialects. Another feature which raises little comment is the insertion of a glottal stop before a consonant such as /p/ at the end of a word, i.e., stop is pronounced as /stQ(p/. Note that this is distinct from the feature which common to the local dialects of the two capitals of this country, i.e. Edinburgh and London, where glottal stops substitute for /t/ between vowels.

This feature, called preglottalisation, is particularly interesting, because it is common among Standard speakers, particularly younger Standard speakers, and reports suggest that it is not socially stigmatised. There are, apparently, signs that younger Standard speakers are even able to use glottal replacement at the end of words, that is to say, they are able to replace final /t/ by /(/ in words such as hot.

This latter development, which does remain stigmatised by older speakers, is one of the signs of what has become known as “Estuary English”. It may well be due to the influence of the local London dialect, but since glottal replacement is found also in East Anglia, the term “Estuary English” seems especially apt. Glottalisation and “Estuary English” also reminds us of another recent change, by which /l/ is diphthongised in words such as milk to give /mIok/. This change, which seems to be less than a hundred years old, originated in local London English, but is now reported amongst some younger speakers of Standard.

What is interesting about these recent changes is that they are all concerned with the sound system of English. Now sound systems seem particularly resistant to change within an individual. That is to say, as we acquire language we build up a system of phonetic rules which enable us to both speak and understand. The fundamental parameters of this system are acquired at a very early age. Although it is possible, at a later stage, to adopt a Standard form which was not acquired naturally, one can usually recognise an adapting speaker through a variety of forms. For example, they may fail to insert intrusive /r/ in contexts such as /mO;r @m mO;/, or they may produce a consonant cluster in /hwaIn/ whine as against /waIn/ wine, although virtually no native Standard speaker does so. These pronunciations are clear evidence of the difference between naturally acquiring the Standard language and learning it later.

Change in the Standard language is not restricted to the sound system. Thus there is syntactic change too. And, as in the sound system, change can mean both loss of something or acquisition of something. In terms of loss, one significant change has affected the modal verbs may and ought. Every year I test my first-year students on their use of these words. It becomes clearer every year that neither verb can any longer be used in a negative context:

15) *Mary mayn’t go to the party

16) *I oughtn’t to say that

Indeed, most students, even standard speakers, seem generally uncomfortable with using may in any context, despite the encouragement of its use by teachers. In contrast to those negatives, the negative form ain’t:

17) But Mary, my dear, ain’t you old enough … (Trollope, 1860)

once acceptable, has now been banished from the standard, although it is still alive and well in dialect.

In terms of innovation, one of the most frequent forms is the use of me in subjective predicates, that is to say, where it is the complement of be or some similar verb. Perhaps surprisingly, that is not as recent as one might think:

18) The dogge is me

19) That’s me, I warrant you

20) It can’t be me

The first two examples are from Shakespeare and the third from Swift. Indeed, usage of the first person pronoun has been confused since at least the time of Shakespeare’s

21) betweene you and I

Almost all pronoun reference can be confused in the right context. Here is a quote from an exquisitely Standard speaker, Tam Dalyell:

22) I am glad that [there] is someone who knows their way around Whitehall

I doubt that this is due entirely to gender-avoidance, for that would scarcely expain this example from Fanny Burney:

23) … with nobody troubling their heads about him!

If there are signs of confusion here about pronoun usage, even amongst Standard speakers, perhaps the most obvious case of all is due to the loss of thou and the adoption of you for both the singular and plural 2nd person. That this is indeed a loss can easily be seen by the wide variety of new forms in non-standard dialects:

24) you all, y’all, yiz, youse, y’uns, you guys, you lot

None of these have become Standard, although it might be that in Standard American you guys, which I suspect has lost any connotations of gender, may be nearest to achieving that status. 

There is a more useful point to be made here. One of the claims most regularly made about Standard English is that it is in some sense more adequate than any non-standard dialect. I am unsure about most in that claim. Was, for example, Chaucer a less-accomplished poet because he wrote in a non-standard dialect? – the same would be self-evidently true of any writer between the Norman Conquest and the rise of printing! And here we see a case where Standard English quite clearly fails to cope with a quite fundamental element in the language.

One question which we have failed to consider so far is whether Standard English exists. To see that this failure is actually important, consider the following sentences:

25) She stepped onto the sidewalk

26) I might could go there

27) He drove through a robot on the way to work

28) He’s a swinging voter

29) I never went there

30) If you require assistance outwith normal hours

How many of these sentences are Standard English? Almost all of them. The only one which I would immediately reject is (30), although I think that the replacement of didn’t by never may very well become Standard by the end of this century, given that it is not widespread in almost all non-standard varieties in Britain and is also reported as common in South Africa. As it happens it serves a useful purpose, not unlike second-person plural pronouns, since it helps to eliminate the awkward auxiliary verb do. It’s also very possible that (27), incomprehensible to many, is also non-standard, although I expect that many Scots would find it unexceptional.

But what is certain is that (26), (28), (29) and (31) are all Standard. The trick, of course, is that none of them is found in Standard English English. (26) is Standard US English, which probably everyone in this room realises. (28) must be much more confusing, unless, that is, you know that a robot is the term for a set of traffic lights in South African English. (29) probably looks like a peculiar form of sexual behaviour until you know that whereas we talk about floating voters, Australians talk about swinging voters. Anyone who has lived in Scotland will quickly have come across the preposition outwith, which is a commonplace in Standard Scottish English.

So, there are different Standards. Does that make much of a difference? Given that the differences are fairly slight, one might suggest not. But consider the following pairs:

31) a
I want this coat cleaning


b
I want this coat cleaned

32) a
This coat needs cleaning


b
This coat needs cleaned

(32b) and (33a) are Standard English English. On the other hand, (32b) and (33b) are Standard Scottish English. And (32a) and (33a) are regular in the North Midlands, at least. Should children be ‘corrected’ in they do not use the appropriate Standard form? This would apply to, say, children from Newcastle, whose native forms are the same as the Scottish forms? Even more to the point, should English children who move to Scotland, be corrected for using a form such as (32a), which is entirely foreign to any native Scot? I hope this makes it clear that the issue of a Standard language remains a difficult issue both educationally and politically.

Despite such difficulties, it is probably easy to think up a rough and ready definition of, for example, Standard English English. What I’d like to talk about now, or, perhaps I should say, what I now wish to consider, is that that is merely the tip of the iceberg. Take, indeed these two statements:

a
What I’d like to talk about now

b
What I now wish to consider

What’s the difference between them? Amongst other features, (a) is far more likely to be used in spoken language, (b) in written language. Or compare these two sentences:

33) a
One does what one can

34) b
You do what you can

The former is either stiffly formal or old-fashioned, the latter is colloquial.

And what about this:

35) In a bus of the S-line, 10 metres long, 3 wide, 6 high, at 3km 600 m from its starting point, loaded with 48 people, at 12.17 p.m., a person of the masculine sex aged 27 years 3 months and 8 days, 1m. 72cm. tall and weighing 65 kg. …

It’s Standard English of a kind (it would be difficult to detect that it had been translated from French). Clearly it is written, not spoken, and formal, not colloquial. But I trust that you could agree that that is quite simply inadequate as a description.

I shall not labour the point, but it should be clear, even from these few examples, that that Standard English is remarkably varied. You may recall that earlier I suggested that one of the defining characteristics of a Standard language was elaboration, that is to say, the use of the Standard language in all types of written language. Such examples as we have just considered help to demonstrate such elaboration. But, I think that in England, at least, the Standard language has extended beyond its normal limits, so that it is also seen by many as also a spoken Standard.

Perhaps the question which you really want me to talk about at this stage is the second one that I asked earlier:

36) Will Standard English survive?

And the first thing that has to be said is that the only kind of person who would give you a confident answer to that question would be an astrologer. If I have convinced you of nothing else today, I hope that I have convinced you that language is essentially a social phenomenon. It follows from that that any changes in the language will have to fulfil two criteria. Firstly, any changes will have to be consistent with the underlying structure of the language. For example, present-day English has a very rigid word order, so that the order in which the subject, the verb and the object occur is precisely that order, and exceptions are either merely apparent or trivial. It is inconceivable that word order could alter significantly in the foreseeable future. Secondly, any changes which might occur will have to be socially acceptable. However, that does not mean that they have to be currently accepted by speakers of a Standard. For if that were so, then nothing would ever change. A change in the Standard must involve change from outside, from, I could say, outwith.

Bearing these caveats in mind, it still remains possible to make intelligent speculations about changes. These are of two kinds. We can make some guesses about possible changes at the micro level, that is, small individual changes which would be consistent with the present state of affairs. And we can also make guesses at the macro level, that is, general changes caused by factors which operate wherever English is spoken. It would be wrong, although possibly helpful, to see the micro changes as essentially linguistic, and the macro changes as social. Whatever the case may be, I might be useful, in these concluding moments, to take a quick look in turn at each.

In considering micro changes, there is a sense of anti-climax, because what we need to look at are changes which have already occurred, or are currently occurring in non-standard dialects. Thus, I suspect that glottal replacement, which seems everywhere to be a 20th century phenomenon, to the extent that it is rapidly spreading to areas which previously showed no sign of it, such as Manchester, have succumbed ~ one notable exception is Liverpool, but even there is creeping in, will before long emerge in the Standard dialect. The loss of /l/ after vowels in words such milk and Millwall, although it is currently strongly stigmatised, is a change which would fit perfectly into a language which has already lost /r/ after vowels.

In syntax I have already mentioned the use of me in disjunctive positions, and although confusion of  subjective and objective pronouns is long-standing, all the evidence is that me is gradually winning the battle. One of the most complex areas of English syntax is the verb phrase, and here I would not be surprised if, for example, the modal auxiliary verbs may and shall were to lose their already tenuous hold in the Standard language too. And already there is evidence that the standard sequencing of tenses is under threat:

37) In today’s world, people may not feel quite as vulnerable out of doors if they had a telephone in their pocket

And we have already noted the normal non-standard:

38) I never went there

which has the clear advantage over:

39) I didn’t go there

in that it eliminates an awkward use of the auxiliary verb do, itself a relatively recent innovation in the language.

But there are some other non-standard forms which appear likely to remain non-standard. The commonest of these is probably demonstrative them rather than Standard those. This is widespread not merely in England, but also, for example, in North America, yet I expect it will remain too stigmatised to make further headway into the Standard language of either country. So far I have not mentioned spelling, and I shall only depart from that on this one instance in order to reflect on the unhelpful and clumsy persistence of the apostrophe to mark some, but not all, possessives.

Finally, let us consider macro elements. The first point to make here is the continuing spread of English as a world language. It is estimated that 1 in 4 of the world’s population can use English to a great or lesser extent, with over 50% of them using English as either a first or a second language. This can make it rather difficult to know when the language which is being spoken is actually English. Take these two very different examples:

40) It is interesting to recall that some verkrampte Nationalists, who pose now as super Afrikaners, were once bittereinder bloedsappe.

41) Mag-deposito ng pera mula sa ibang HongkongBank account, at any Hongkongbank ATM, using your Cash Card.  Mag-transfer ng regular amount bawa’t buwan (by Standing Instruction) galang sa inyong Current o Savings Account, whether the account is with HongkongBank or not.

The first is written in Standard South African English, but yet some of the vocabulary would not be immediately comprehensible outside that country. The second is a text which has been translated from English into Tagalog for some of the many Filipino workers in Hong Kong. But it might be better to call in Taglish, alongside Franglais and Spanglish. These are, perhaps, two extremes, but all the better for that, since they demonstrate the difficult of setting the limits.

It is worth making this point, because it is sometimes assumes that the emergence of World English will lead to the loss of differences, as American English gradually, and, apparently, unstoppably, holds sway. The British, and especially, I think, the English fear this as much as anything else. The loss of words such as wireless are too often portrayed as disasters ~ even if the word has been current for little more than a century and first found as a noun in the USA!. But such small funerals scarcely lead to mass burials. Far more likely, I suspect, English will become more disparate.

Take the emergence of computer technology, scarcely more than a decade old in the lives of most ordinary people. With the benefit of Mr Gates’ technology I was able to discover that the word outwith is apparently not English and the same holds for ain’t. On the other hand, although youse is rejected, y’all is happily accepted, this in a spell-checker with claims to be UK-based! However this is trivial. Far more important are such new technology as email.

It may be possible to over-estimate the importance of email for the Standard language, but I am not sure how. The very first point, of course, is the sheer quantity. Every month, Manchester Computing processes millions of emails. We need not enquire into the contents of those emails, but we can be certain that they range from committee meeting minutes through to advertisements for hall wardens to research enquiries to student love-letters. In other words, they span a remarkable range of activities, not all of which may be entirely legal. And furthermore they have created their own language. Here are some readable examples:

42) Hi Richard. Hope that you had a great Christmas and an abfab New Millennium.

I'm afraid I'm going to have to remind you of your duties as a teacher (the holidays are over!!!) and ask you a few questions about the English Dialects Project. I hope that you will be able to help me!!

43) my unsubscribe attempts have not worked, it looks like something is willing me back to studentdom.  Oh well will just ignore them and reminisce. H

44) to those who know him:



finally! a decent forward from ____!



to those who don't:



a good funny ha-ha

I have to confess that I don’t know how to classify this speech. Clearly it is informal, but all three speakers use Standard English ~ one, indeed, is a natural Standard English speaker. But each one uses non-standard forms.

Indeed, the language of email and its derivatives show other original language. This includes abbreviations such as:

45) lol, a/s/l

and the so-called emoticons, that is “emotion icons”:

46) :) ~ (: ~ :)))) ~ (;

and so on. The creativity of email language is astounding, and certainly it is well understood by a large proportion of the younger generation.

It is time to stop. I hope that I have, as much as anything else, give you some food for thought, and also that what I have said will persuade you that, alongside the pleasures we encounter when we read the literature which is written in English, you will also now be able to discover new pleasures in the language itself.
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