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Zu Zeiten der Kranung, vor 50 Jahren,
sprachen runf Prozent der Bevalkerung
"das Englisch der Kanigin" - heute kaum
noch zwei Prozent. In einem Interview

auBert sich David Crystal zur Geschichte
und Zukunft dieser Sprache. ~

Interview by IAN Mc MASTER
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With the people: the queen's accent has
changed slightly over the past 50 years

Crystal: Well, I listened very carefully to the queen's
pronunciation in her speech on the day before her moth­
er's funeral in April. When she is speaking formally ­
and none of us really knows how the queen sounds
when she's off duty - there are without a doubt differ­
ences compared to her speeches from 50 years ago. Her
voice is somewhat less "far back" or "plummy" than it
was then, by which we mean that the vowel sounds are
created towards the back of the mouth. Some of the
queen's vowels and diphthongs are now more central­
ized. For example, take the word "cup". Instead of the
pronunciation [krep] with a very open "a", her ~

accent ['<eks'nt]

amalgam [d'm<elgdm]
civil service ['SIV.!]
cultured classes

deliberately [dl'lrbdrdtli]
feature

funeral ['fju:n'rdl]
imply 5th.
intelligible
Lord Reith

majority
off duty
plummy
primarily ['pralm·rdli]
public school UK

received pronunciation (RP)
relate to 5th.

triangle ['tral<eI.Jg>I]
vowel ['vaudl]

SPOTLIGHT: There are various names to describe "stan­
dard English": received pronunciation (RP). the Queen's
English, Oxford English, BBCEnglish. Are these all the
same?

Crystal: Yes, basically. However, received pronuncia­
tion or RP refers only to accent. The other terms relate to
dialect, which includes grammar and vocabulary as
well. So when we talk about BBCEnglish or the Queen's
English, we are talking about an amalgam of accent and
dialect features. However, for a lot of people, all these
terms relate primarily to accent. RP started about 200 to

250 years ago in
Britain as the accent
of the cultured class­
es, and especially of
the court, the univer­
sities and the church
in the south-east cor­
ner of England, in

the triangle between London, Oxford and Cambridge.
That accent, which became the accent of the public
schools and the civil service, the accent of the "educated
Briton", was then deliberately chosen by Lord Reith
when he invented the BBC in the 1920s. He chose it as
the accent that was most likely to be intelligible to the
majority of his listeners. But the more the English lan­
guage has travelled around the world, the less relevant
these concepts of the Queen's English or Oxford English
have become. The idea of the Queen's English implies
that the queen owns English. But, of course, nobody
owns English any more, least of all the queen.

SPOTLIGHT: So does the queen herself, and do other
members of the royal family, still speak the Queen's
English?

"Nobody owns
English, least of

all the queen"



"Scottish accents
are preferred

for marketing"

The voice of Britain: prime minister Clement Attlee during a
BBC broadcast in 1945

pronunciation is more like [kAp] these days. But on the
whole, there are very few differences. She is still speak­
ing essentially the same kind of English on formal occa­
sions as she was 40 or 50 years ago. Charles is also very
much like his mother, although I don't doubt that when
he is off duty Charles has a much more colloquial style.
That's what we all do. None of us has a single style, a
single accent. We all have a variety of accents that we
use to suit the circumstances we are in.

SPOTLIGHT: What about the queen's grandchildren?
Crystal: Well, this is one of the interesting things,
because they are beginning to use some of the conso­
nantal changes that are so characteristic of "demotic"
English these days, the English of the streets. The most

obvious is the use of
glottal stops in so­
called "Estuary Eng­
lish". For example,
in RP, the name of
the London airport,
Gatwick, has a nice
clear "t" in the mid­

dle and a nice "k" at the end. Estuary English would
tend to drop the t and sometimes drop the k as well, so
you get ['gce7WI7]. Or take the word "hot", in which the
"t" is often dropped, so it is now pronounced [ho7].
These are features that are very widespread in modern
English, and you can hear them in the speech of the
younger members of the royal family. The changes are
subtle and only really to be heard when they are talking
informally. When they are on their best behaviour and
producing a formal speech they might well articulate
more carefully. But, of course, when you hear the
younger members of the royal family speak, it is usual­
lyon an informal occasion. And therefore we are hear­
ing the contrast between formal English and informal
English as much as a chronological change in the way
the royal family speaks.
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SPOTLIGHT: Going back 50 years, to what extent did
the ordinary people in Britain speak the Queen's Eng­
lish? And to what extent do they now?
Crystal: Not many people have ever spoken the
Queen's English. The whole point of an educated, cul­
tured accent and dialect is that it is only spoken by a
minority. If everybody used it, it wouldn't be of use to
the educated classes. So RP has only ever been spoken at
most by about five per cent of the population of Eng­
land. And don't forget it is England we're talking about.
We're not talking about Wales, where RP was never an
important element, nor Scotland, nor Northern Ireland,
let alone Ireland as a whole. But even in England, 50
years ago, only about five per cent of the people would
have spoken RP,and that figure is now down, I imagine,
to less than two per cent - and it is now often a modi­
fied RP that has been influenced by local accents.

SPOTLIGHT: What about the BBCitself? It now has all
sorts of accents, doesn't it?
Crystal: Yes, the change has been amazing. It started
around 1980,when local radio stations appeared. These
stations concentrated on local identity and, as a result,
radio accents became very strong. People turned away
from the national BBC and started listening to these
local stations. The national BBC stations then soon
brought in presenters with a regional tinge in their
voices. The first ones got a lot of criticism. I remember
interviewing one at the time, who used to get hate mail
for her Scottish accent. But now you will hear an enor­
mous diversity of accents, although some of the chan­
nels are still somewhat more conservative. On the clas­
sical music channel BBC Radio 3, you'll hear more RP
than you will anywhere else. The news channel Radio 4,
on the other hand, has become extremely diverse, and
Radio 1, the pop channel, is the most diverse of all. Even
the BBCWorld Service is now prepared to include quite
a wide range of regional accents compared with 10 years
ago. But we are still talking here about a modified RP,a
mixture of RP and features from a regional accent. If the
BBCwent too far down the regional accent road, people
would not be able to understand the speakers. So, for
example, you would never hear someone with a strong
Glaswegian accent reading the Radio 4 news, or some­
one with a strong Liverpool accent. But you will get peo­
ple whose regional origins you can hear quite clearly in
the RP they use, and that wouldn't have been the case 50
years ago.



SPOTLIGHT: What about BBCtelevision?
Crystal: Well, there, anything goes. Indeed, some of the
most successful programmes, such as comedies, are the
most regionally diverse ones. But there are still situa­
tions where RP,or a modified RP, is the expected norm.
For example, all the presenters for the Queen Mother's
funeral were RP speakers. It would be inconceivable to
have someone with a strong regional accent presenting
such an occasion.

SPOTLIGHT: So is there now general acceptance in
Britain of the diversity of accents?
Crystal: Yes and no. At one level, there has been an
enormous increase in the acceptance of regional diversi­
ty. For example, in telemarketing, the voice at the other
end of the phone is in 99 cases out of 100 now going to
have a regional accent, whereas 20, 30 years ago, they
would have been RP.And certain accents, such as types
of Scottish accents, are now highly preferred accents for
these purposes. At the same time, certain people remain
extremely intolerant of regional diversity. Every now
and again, stories appear in the press of people being
criticized because of their accent or having to move from
one county to another because people laugh at their
accent.

SPOTLIGHT: Has pronunciation in British English
become Americanized over the past 50 years?
Crystal: In some ways. For example, my natural pro­
nunciation of "schedule" is ['fedju:l], but all my chil­
dren say ['sked3u:l]. And when I'm talking to them, I
accommodate to them, and then I sometimes say

['sked3u:1] as well. So I think the traditional British pro­
nunciation of "schedule" is on its way out, and there are
lots of features like this that you could mention. But it
isn't just American English that is influencing the lan­
guage, because as one goes around the world, one finds
all kinds of pronunciation habits and dialect habits that
are having an effect.

SPOTLIGHT: Language learners still often say that they
want to learn" correct English" or Oxford English. How
do you view this attitude?
Crystal: Well, there's nothing wrong with a foreign
learner of English having a relatively conservative atti­
tude towards pronunciation. Teachers, on the other
hand, have to take account of the fact that the language
is changing, because it would be absurd to give learners
the impression that RP is the norm. So, the more experi­
ence learners can be given of listening to a variety of
English accents and dialects, the better. There are one
and a half billion people speaking English in the world,
and only a few hundred thousand speak RP. Three out
of four speakers of English in the world today have an
American English-dominated accent, let alone Aus­
tralian accents and South African accents and all the
others, which are very much non-RP.

SPOTLIGHT: Apart from accent, what are the other
main changes that have taken place in English over the
past 50 years? Vocabulary, for example?
Crystal: Undoubtedly. Vocabulary is always the main
index of language change, because grammar changes
very slowly. We're now going through a period in which ~
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The future king: Prince william is beginning to use some of
the features of common English
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tens of thousands - hundreds of thousands - of words

are coming into English and being made available to the
global population of English-language users.

"The Internet has
led to a massive

change in styles"

SPOTLIGHT: What impact has the Internet had?
Crystal: Not as much as people think in terms of vocab­
ulary. When you add up all the new words that have
come in from the Internet, there are two or three thou­
sand, maybe 5,000. That sounds like a lot, but when you
consider that the vocabulary of English is well over a
million words, this is not a very significant total,
although the Internet has dramatically increased the
speed at which new words come into the language.

However, it's not
the vocabulary that
makes the Internet a
linguistic revolution,
which I do really
believe it is. It is the
new styles of the lan-
guage, which the

technology is making available to us, for example in chat
rooms or in the way I can take an e-mail message from
you and cut and paste from it and send it back to you
with my answers in between. Also, a new informality
has grown up in e-mail, which is unprecedented in the
language. For example, if I send you a message and I
mistype it, you don't say, "Oh, dear! Crystal can't spell."
You simply say, "Crystal's in a hurry."

can accent or whatever. Another point is that the effects
of globalization are not going to slow down. English is
undoubtedly fragmenting into mutually unintelligible
spoken languages. Standard English, of course, contin­
ues to exist as an international medium of written and
printed expression.

SPOTLIGHT: And in 50 years' time, there will probably
be the next King William on the throne in Britain. What
will the King's English sound like then?
Crystal: I imagine that it will be a much more demotic
form of English than you now get from any member of
the royal family. I would expect King William to have an
excellent command of a range of different styles from
most formal to most informal. But he is likely to be more
prepared to use the informal styles on public occasions,
whereas his parents and grandparents would only have
been prepared to use the formal styles. 0
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SPOTLIGHT: If we look forward 50 years, what are the
main changes you expect to see in English?
Crystal: I think the Internet will continue to have a mas­
sive influence on stylistic development in all languages,
but especially English. We are now typing our messages
to each other through the Internet, but in 50 years' time,
we'll be speaking them, as speech synthesis and recog­
nition develops. And we'll be able to choose our accent:
I can imagine a keyboard in 50 years' time that allows
you to press a key to choose whether you want your
message to be heard with a British accent or an Ameri-
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