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Eltuary English:
Is English going Cockney?

Ulrike Altendorf ir tysk gymnasieldrare i engelska, franska ocfh }atm, men
bedriver for nirvarande forskning vid engelska institutionen, Heinrich Helnej
universitetet i Diisseldorf. Hennes forskningsintresse inkluderar fonolggl
och sociolingvistik. Hon har sirskilt intresserat sig ftir. E§tuary English
(EE), det moderna Londoninfluerade uttal som breder ut §1g i stora delz:r av
sédra England. I den hir forskningsbaserade artikeln forsoker hon att pd so-
ciolingvistiska grunder nérma sig en definition av EE, genom att visa hur
olika uttalsformer empiriskt kan relateras till olika sociala grupper.

—

“John Major is slightly too old to do it. Despite I}is age, Lord Tebbit still does it,
but he says radio and television presenters do it much more than he .ever, did.
Ken Livingstone M.P. and Tony Banks M.P. are pfoud they both do it. It’s 80
common nowadays that even Dr. Carey, the Archblshc?p of Canterbury, dges it,
both in public as well as in private. Mrs. Thatcher ce?rtalnl'y h'f'lS never fione it apd
nor has the Queen, though one of her son’s wives flirts with it. As Princess Dia-
na was once heard saying: “There’s a lo(?) of i(?) abou(?)’.” (Rosewarne 1994,
3, my emphasis) B

And now even Tony Blair does it:

“It’s the way he tells *em. Prime Minister wades into estuary English for O’Con-
nor chat show.” (The Guardian July 1998, my emphasis)

1. The concept of ‘Estuary English’ (EE) according to its ‘founder’
David Rosewarne

The term ‘Estuary English’ was coined by David Rosewarne in 1984. In his
locus classicus article published in the Times Educational Supplement he
defines EE as

[...] a variety of modified regional speech. Itis a mixture'of non-regipnal
and local south-eastern English pronunciation and intonation. If one ima-
gines a continuum with RP and London speech at either end. ‘Estuary Eng-
lish> speakers are to be found grouped in the middle ground. (Rosewarne

1984, 29: Rosewarne 1994, 5, my emphasis)

From a geographical point of view, EE is said to have been first spoken
“py the banks of the Thames and its estuary” (Rosewarne 1984, 29), then
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became “the most influential accent in the south-east of England” (Rose-
warne 1984, 29) and is now spreading “northwards to Norwich and west-
wards to Cornwall” (Rosewarne 1994, 4). From a sociological point of
wiew, EE is reported to be used by speakers who constitute the social
“middle ground” (Rosewarne 1984, 29). This definition includes speakers
who want to conform to (linguistic) middle class norms either by moving
up or down the social scale. The first group aims at EE in order to sound
more ‘posh’, the second to sound less ‘posh’, both avoiding the elitist
character of RP. This social compromise is also reflected in the linguistic
make-up of EE. It comprises features of RP as well as non-standard London
English thus borrowing the positive prestige from both accents without
committing itself to either. This vagueness makes it extremely difficult to
pin EE down linguistically.
As major phonological markers of EE, Rosewarne (1984, 29) names

* /t/-glottalling as in ['ge?wik 'eapo:?] for Garwick Airport

* /l/-vocalization as in ['pi:po] for people

* /j/-dropping as in ['nu:z] for news

« the diphthongal realisation of /i:/ and final /i/ as in ['me1] for me
and ['sit*1] for city

However, all of these variants also occur in other social accents in London
and the southeast and beyond this area. The whole set of markers is further-
more involved in contemporary sound changes affecting the neighbouring
varieties of EE including RP (cf. 3.1.2). This lack of ‘exclusiveness’ be-
comes even more striking when it comes to the lexical and grammatical
features of EE. Rosewarne names for example cheers for thank you/good
bye and a more frequent use of question tags.

2. Attempts at further precision

Despite all the problems of definition, the term and concept of EE have
caught on. In 1993 Paul Coggle published a guide on how to speak EE.
Coggle is also more aware of the ‘demarcation problem’ than his predeces-
sor and therefore defines EE as a ‘continuum’ variety on a continuum be-
tween Cockney and RP:

It should now be clear that Estuary English cannot be pinned down to a ri-
gid set of rules regarding specific features of pronunciation, grammar and.
special phrases. A speaker at the Cockney end of the spectrum is not so dif-
ferent from a Cockney speaker. And similarly, a speaker at the RP end of
the spectrum will not be very different from an RP speaker. Between the
two extremes is quite a range of possibilities, many of which, in isolation,
would not enable us to identify a person as an Estuary speaker, but which
when several are present together mark out Estuary English distinctively.
(Coggle 1993, 70)
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On the basis of such a wide definition he allows for more Estuary mark‘ers
than Rosewarne including for example TH fronting, as in ['figk] fpr think,
for those at the Cockney end of the spectrum. Although it is ce.rrtamly true
that linguistic varieties cannot be defined with the same ‘rigidity’ as legal
or scientific terms, it is, however, hardly satisfying to wait for several_ Lon-
don or southeastern speakers to “be present together” to “enable us to ident-
ify a person as an Estuary speaker”. There should be at least some categor-
ies on the basis of which EE can be more firmly approached (though per-
haps not ‘pinned down’). John Wells’ work on EE makes an important step
in this direction. )

Wells agrees with Rosewarne and Coggle on the middle-ground charac-
ter of EE and also admits to a certain vagueness of the term:

Many of our native-speaker undergraduates use a variety of English that I
suppose we have to call Estuary English, following Rosewarpe; 1884, 1994_1,
Coggle 1993, and many recent reports on press and t@:levmon [...] This
means that their accent is located somewhere in the continuum betweeq RP
and broad Cockney [...] As with the equally unsatisfactory term ‘Received
Pronunciation’, we are forced to go along. (Wells 1995, 261)

He has, however, proposed categories for establishing a boundary betwe.en
EE and its end-of-the spectrum varieties. According to Wells, the major
difference between EE and RP is localizability with EE being localizable
as belonging to the southeast of England and RP being reg‘ionally neutral.
The major difference between EE and Cockney is grammatical correctness
with Cockney speakers using non-standard grammar whereas EE speakers
don’t (Wells 1995, 262). In addition to this distinction, he proposes a set
of phonological variables which are either typical of Cockney but n.ot of
EE or typical of both. Table I shows this classification for three of his ten
variables.

I—Phonetic markers' (Wells 1998) Example Cockney |EE
TH fronting ['figk] for think + -
Jt/-glottalling in intervocalic position | ['bale] for butter + -
/t/-glottalling finally etc. ['g&2wik] for Gatwick + +
vocalisation of preconsonantal and | ['miok] for milk + +
prepausal /I/ (‘dark /1/°) ['pi:po] for people
Table 1

' The terms used here are adapted to those used throughout the paper.
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3. A closer look at three markells;f EE

The following discussion is part of a larger project on EE in which the pho-
nological as well as ‘attitudinal’ variables of EE are studied on an empirical
basis. It focuses on a selection of three key linguistic variables, /t/-glottal-
ling, /I/-vocalisation and TH fronting (cf. table 1), and a limited corpus of
six female speakers who display linguistic patterns representative of those
of other speakers in the same locality. The results obtained in this analysis
will later be compared to results obtained on a broader corpus base in fol-
low-up studies which are presently being conducted.

The discussion addresses the following questions:

(a) What are the linguistic and social patterns of diffusion of /t/-glot-
talling, /l/-vocalisation and TH fronting on the continuum be-
tween Cockney and RP?

(b) Can any of them serve as ‘boundary markers’ between EE and
its neighbouring varieties as proposed by Wells (cf. table 1)?

(c) Are they creeping into the ‘realm of RP’ which according to
Rosewarne is already under attack from EE?

This discussion will not propose a final definition of EE. It can only
approach a more detailed description of the concept in question by shed-
ding more light on three of its presumed features.

3.1 Methodology
3.1.1 Extra-linguistic variables

‘Accent classification’: Cockney, EE and RP

A major methodological problem of this study lies in the definition of the
‘varieties’ in question. They manifest certain similarities with respect to the di-
mensions normally used in order to define them. Geographical factors cannot
play a major role as Cockney and EE belong roughly to the same region. Pho-
netic factors cannot be made use of at all as it is the phonetic make-up of the
these accents-that this study has set out to establish. Social factors are therefore
the only dimension left according to which speakers can be categorised. The
regional aspect will, however, be taken into consideration as well.

Regional background :

In accordance with Rosewarne’s definition of EE (cf. page 1), the present
investigation was carried out in London as part of the ‘heartland of this va-
riety’. All speakers were born and brought up in Central or Greater London.
For Cockney?, speakers in the East End of London as the traditional home

* The term ‘Cockney’ is used as a cover-term for broad working-class London accents inclu-
ding traditional Cockney and popular London (cf. Wells 1982, 302). Furthermore, it is only
the accent aspect of Cockney that is studied in this investigation.
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of Cockney speakers were interviewed. For EE, speakers in,a South Lon-
don middle class suburb were interviewed. For RP, a ‘neutral C?ntral Lon-
don school was chosen since RP is defined as regionally ‘neutral’.

Social background o
The underlying notion of ‘social stratification’ as the “product of social dif-
ferentiation and social evaluation” (Labov 1972, 44) is taken from Labov’s
study in New York City. In the present study it is not the prestige of depgrt—
ment stores but the prestige of schools by which the speakers are stratified.
This stratification is based on the social prestige attributed to the schopls
they attend. This in return is measured by the amount of money which
parents are able and prepared to pay for their children’s education.

Styles

Ttl}l’e classification of styles is based on Labov’s notion of contextual styles.
The interview style (IS) was obtained when the students were asked about
school life and free-time activities. The reading style (RS) and the word list
style (WLS) are the result of elicitation tasks which were intended to elicit
the target linguistic variables.

London Secondary | Location Accent No. of Style
School classification | Students
(Lower Sixth)

Comprehensive School | working class  [Cockney 2 (IS) .
school fee: none area in the Interview

East End Style
Public School 1 residential area |EE (?) 2 (RS) .
school fee: £1000,00 + | in the South of Reading

London Style
Public School TI Central London [RP 2 (WLS)
school fee: 3000,00 + List

Style

Table 2

3.1.2 Linguistic variables (cf. also table 1)

The linguistic variables chosen for the present discussion are central to the
notion of EE. /t/-glottalling and /I/-vocalisation are the only variables men-
tioned by Rosewarne, Coggle and Wells alike. /t/-glottalling in intervocalic
position is moreover considered to be a ‘boundary marker’ between EE and
Cockney. The same is alleged to be true for TH fronting.
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/V/-vocalisation

The use of a vocalised variant for ‘dark /1 started off as a well-known
feature of Cockney about a century ago. It used to be “overtly stigmatized
being disapproved of by the speech-conscious” (Wells 1982, 314). Never-
theless, it has found its way into RP where it is currently making rapid pro-
gress. Wells is so bold as to predict that “it seems likely that it will become
entirely standard in English over the course of the next century” (Wells
1982, 259). The question to be studied is whether there is still a difference
of frequency in the use of the vocalised variant in Cockney, EE and RP.

/t/-glottalling

The history of /t/-glottalling, i.e. glottal replacement of post-vocalic /t/, is
very similar to that of /l/-vocalisation. The glottal stop started off as a stig-
matised stereotype of Cockney® and is now very much on the increase (cf.
Milroy et al. 1994, 4). It has also entered RP although its social acceptabil-
ity still depends on the phonetic context. When comparing EE to Cockney
and RP, the most central questions in this respect are:

1. What is the difference between these accents with regard to the re-
lative frequency of the glottal variant?

2. What is the difference with regard to the distribution of the glottal
variant in different phonetic contexts. The touchstone will be /t/ in
intervocalic position (cf. table 1) and perhaps also in prelateral po-
sition as these contexts are still regarded as “sharply stigmatized”
(Wells 1982, 261). Coggle gives the following graphic account:

Using the glottal stop between vowels is a bit like wearing a tattoo: whether
you realise it or not, certain doors will be closed to you. (Coggle 1993, 41)

TH fronting

The use of the labio-dental fricatives /f/ and /v/ for the dental fricatives /6/
and /d/ is another well-known feature of the proverbial Cockney*. It has re-
cently been noted as spreading through non-standard accents in England
(cf. Trudgill 1988, 43). In contrast to /t/-glottalling and /l/-vocalisation, it
has, however, not ‘officially’ entered RP yet. The question to study is
whether TH fronting can also serve as a ‘boundary marker’ between EE
and Cockney.

* It is, however, not confined to Cockney.
* As /t/~glottalling and /I/-vocalisation it is nevertheless not confined to Cockney.
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3.2 Results

3.2.1 Relative frequency of /l/-vocalisation
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Variable (t) by school and style

Interview
Style
Reading Style

' Word List
Style

Frequency of glottal stop

Comprehensive School Public School T I Public School IT

Figure 1: Variable (1) by school and style

/l/-vocalisation seems to be firmly established in all three classes and styles.
There is, however, still some social stratification left which leaves the
middle-class speakers in the middle-ground with respect to the relative fre-
quency of the vocalised variant. If EE is the language of the middle-ground
speakers, then /l/-vocalisation is certainly a feature of EE. It shares this
feature with Cockney, represented by the working-class speakers, and RP,
represented by the public school II speakers. As the social gap is widest
between the middle and upper (middle) class, the relative frequency of
/l/-vocalisation can at best function as a ‘boundary marker’ between EE and
RP. It seems, however, rather more likely that it will soon extend even fur-
ther into the ‘realm of RP’. .

3.2.2 Relative frequency of /t/-glottalling

Figure 2 shows that /t/-glottalling is widely used in all three social sections.
There is, however, still social and stylistic differentiation left, which is more
marked than in the case of /l/-vocalisation: The difference between the
working class speakers and the middle class speakers is still quite notice-
able in formal styles. The difference between the middle and upper (midd-
le) class speakers, however, is less marked. The relative frequency of /t/-
glottalling can therefore at best serve as a ‘boundary marker’ between
Cockney and EE in formal styles.

Figure 2: Variable (t) by school and style

3.2.3 Relative frequency of /t/-glottalling in intervocalic and prelateral
position :
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Figure 3: Variable (t) by school and position: Interview Style
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Figure 4: Variable (t) by school and position: Reading Style
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The main research interest lies in the frequency of the glottal stop in the
two last positions, preceding /l/ as bottle and between two vowels as in but-
ter. For the working-class speakers, the glottal stop is still frequent in these
positions. For the middle and upper (middle) class speakers, it is almost
non-existent in the most casual of the three styles and ruled out in the most
formal style. It can therefore serve as a ‘boundary marker’ between Cock-
ney and EE.

3.2.4 Relative frequency of TH fronting
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Figure 5.'- Variable (th) by thJand style

Although TH fronting ‘pops up’ occasionally in the middle and upper
(middle) class accents as well, there is still a marked social difference be-
tween working and middle class speakers. TH fronting can therefore serve
as a ‘boundary marker’ between Cockney and EE.

4. Conclusion
In reply to the questions formulated under 3, the findings quoted above sug-
gest the following answers:

*

(a) /l/-vocalisation and /t/-glottalling are widespread in all social
accents on the continuum between Cockney and RP. In the case
of /t/-glottalling, there are, however, clear linguistic constraints
(still) blocking the use of the glottal stop in prelateral and inter-
vocalic position in formal styles by EE and RP speakers. TH
fronting is still a feature of Cockney which is extremely rare in
the other social accents.

(b) The glottal stop in intervocalic (and to a certain extent prelateral)
position as well as TH fronting can (still) serve as ‘boundary
markers’ between EE and Cockney.

(c) /l/-vocalisation as well as /t/-glottalling have already intruded into
the ‘realm of RP’. Furthermore, /t/-glottalling in prelateral position

Eftuary English: Is English going Cockney? 11
and TH fronting are currently making their way into the middle
class accent and thus into EE. Whether they will creep into RP
from there remains to be seen. One public school II speaker has ai-
ready been caught producing the labio-dental instead of the dental
fricative. Whether this is an embryonic variant hailing a future
sound change or a mere slip of the tongue, only the future can tell.

t
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M Current Research

In recent months a number of new, academic disseriations have appeared which should also appeal fo
the general reader of English literature.

At the University of Lund, Agneta Lindgren has published a very interesting study — The Fallen
World in Coleridge’s Poetry — of the molif of the Fallen World in Coleridge’s major Romantic poems The
Ancient Mariner, Christabel and Kubla Khan. Using Milfon’s Paradise Lost as an intertextual foil through-
out, the author develops a revealing discussion of the themes and mefaphors inherent in the Fallen
World motif that emerge in Coleridge’s poetry.

Fereshteh Zangenehpour, Ake Persson and Marcus Nordiund, all from the Universify of Géteborg,
will also be publishing doctoral dissertations in the coming Spring. Fereshteh Zangenehpour's work —
The Wonderful, Real Somewhere — a chapter of which is published in this issue of Moderna Sprdk,
deals with the quest for spirituat fulfilment in D.H. Lawrence’s novel, The Rainbow, the mystical aspecis
of which are analysed from a Sufi point of view. The public work — liferary and otherwise — of the Irish
poet and critic, Brendan Kennelly, is the subject of Ake Persson’s thesis — Befraying the Age. Here, the
social and artistic protest of Kennelly’s activities is explored and linked to his affempts fo challenge
esfablished values and norms in Irish society. Finally, Marcus Nordiund’s study — The Dark Lanfern —
focuses on selected works by Shakespeare, John Webster and Thomas Middleton — all Renaissance
playwrights. The discussion is centred around the confext of these authors’ profound reckoning with
fraditional ideas about sight in contemporary visual theory and reformed religion.




