


WATCHING ‘THE ENGLISH
LINGUISTIC CLASS CODES

But this is a case of the pot calling the kettle (or ke’le, if you prefer) speech and ‘educated’

black. The lower ranks may drop their consonants, but the upper class What you may hear r fspeegh = th‘

are equally guilty of dropping their vowels. If you ask them the time, ind of ‘educated’ Sle el‘;le to as EBC English’ or ‘Oxford English’ is'a

for example, the lower classes may tell you it is “alf past ten’ but the acks the haw-haw tOPeec <~ but'iris more upper-middle than upper: it

upper class will say ‘hpstn’. A handkerchief in working-class speech is e cecits mnd i Ties, ~Volwel SwalAIOWH?g and pronoun-phobia‘of upper-

©ankercheef’; but in upper-class pronunciation becomes ‘hnkrchf’. ~ While mi’spronunc‘?rtém y more intelligible to the uninitiated:
Upper-class vowel-dropping may be frightfully smart, but it still sounds nd this includes ;:?tlons are genera

like a mobile-phone text message, and unless you are used to this clippe Ispronunciation

abbreviated way of talking, it is no more intelligible than lower-cla

consonant-dropping. The only advantage of this SMS-speak is that it ca

be done without moving the mouth very much, allowing the speaker ¢ spy Spanish . or tell > or saying ‘Barthéelona’ with

maintain an aloof, deadpan expression and a stiff upper lip. her than Flore > Of telling everyone that you are going to Firenze

The upper class, and the upper-middle and middlemiddle classes, d Dretentious ‘l;ie ‘I‘l CVICH if you pronounce them correctly — is affected
at least pronounce their consonants correctly — well, youd better, if yo Idle class T}:e S o invariably means lower-middle or mid dle-
: upper-middle; upper and working classes usually do

going to leave out half of your vowels — whereas the lower. classes oft
pronounce ‘th’ as f* (‘teeth’ becomes ‘teef’, ‘thing’ becomes fing))
sometimes as v (‘that’ becomes ‘vat’, ‘Worthing’ is “Worving). Final
can becomie ks, as in ‘somefink’ and ‘nuffink’. Pronunciation of vo - more English and
is also a helpful class indicator. Lower-class ‘a’s are often pronouncec ‘ € are frequently t r;d fr}llodest .of you to-avoi
long ‘i’s — Dive for Dave, Tricey for Tracey. (Working-class Notther ble nowada }57_0 : ;t f’eg‘lC’l]?l accents have become much more
tend to elongate the ‘a’, and might also reveal their class by saying - _ o Person};vjtheven §81raole" if you want a career in broadcasting
Daaave’ and ‘Our Traaacey’) Working class ‘i’s; in turn, may ' 8 no longer lo lisjy:;la Yorkshire, Scouse, Geordic or West Country
pronounced ‘oi’, while some very upper-class ‘o’s become ‘or’s, as in be Lain notco d down upon as automatically lower class. Yes,
orf’. But the upper class don’t say ‘I’ at all if they can help it: one p n and radio pr onvinced. The fact that many prese
to refer to oneself as ‘one’. In fact; they are not too keen on prono el findp Sgrammes now have fegional accen
general, omitting them, along with articles and conjunctions, wh ocaions Oflese Accents attractive,
possible — as though they were sending a frightfully expensive tele | ol regional accentshave
Despite all these peculiarities, the upper classes remain convineed £, while still rc v ’a'nd o fnd ¢
their way of speaking is the only proper way: their speech is the W b b;COngl;g it as dlearly
everyone else’s is ‘an accent’ — and when the upper classes say that som W onh g Wof ing class has b
Y occupations, then this is what should be said; rather

5 1 ] mean 1s:a workang- Ia accent. p p
B el ‘Of [‘neal lnouthed Ohte el hen‘usms abo t‘
k Ciass ’ Y ’ L2t fegl()r.lal accents

intelligible than lower-class speech, it must be said that mispronu
of certain words is ofteri a lower-class signal, indicating 4 less-¢ ‘ NOLOGY RULES - U AND NON-U

speaker. For example: saying ‘nucular’ instead of ‘nuclear’, and 'p REVISITED
gland’ for ‘prostate gland’; are common mistakes; in both sens
word ‘common’. There is; however, a distinction between upp

€y are not necessarily the same thing

d exhibiting your skill.

ts'may well indi-
but it does not prove that
somehow disappeared: We
delightful, melodious and
working class. If what is

ord coi
. d §01ned the phrase ‘U and Non-U’ - referring to upper-
upper-class words ~ in an article in Enc

o . ounter in- 1
some of her class-indicator word ol

s are now outdated, the
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WATCHING THE-ENGLISH

perhaps little sandwiches (pronounced ‘sanwidges’, not ‘sand-witches’).
The lower classes call this ‘afternoon tea’. All this can pose a few prob-
lems for foreign visitors: if you ate invited to ‘dinner’; should you turn
up at midday or in theevening? Does ‘come for tea’ mean four o’clock
or seven-o’clock? 'To be safe; you will have to ask what time you are
expected. The answer will 'help you to place your hosts on:the social
scale:

Settee

Ot you could ask your hosts what they call their furniture. If an uphol-

stered seat for two or more people is called a settee.or a couch; they are

no higher than middle-middle. If it is a sofa, they are upper-middle o
above. There are occasional exceptions:to-this rule; - which'is not qui
as‘accurate a class indicator as ‘pardon’. Some younger upper-middles
influeniced by American’ films ‘and television: programmes, might sa
‘couch’ = although they are unlikely to say ‘settee’; except s a joke o
to annoy their class-anxious parents. If you like, you can amuse your
self by making predictions based on'correlations with other class ind
cators such as those covered later in the chapter on Home Rules. B
example: if the item in question is'part of :a brand-new matching thr
piece suite; which also matches the curtains, its owners are likely to ¢
it-a settee.

Lounge

And what do they call the room in which the settee/sofa is to be foun
Settees are found in-‘lounges’ ot ‘living rooms’; sofas in ‘sitting roo
or ‘drawing rooms’. ‘Drawing room’ (short for ‘withdrawing ro
used to be the only ‘correct’ term, but many upper-middles and up
fecl it is bit silly and pretentious to call, say, a small room in an ordi
nary. terraced house the ‘drawing room’; so ‘sitting room” has bec
dcceptable: You may occasionally hear an upper-middle-class p
say ‘living: room’; although ‘this is frowned upon; but only m
middles and below say ‘lounge’ This is a particularly useful wor
spotting middle-middle social climbers trying to pass as upperm
they may have learnt not to say ‘pardon’® and ‘toilet’; but they are
not aware that ‘lounge’ is alsoa deadly sin. ‘
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Sweet

Like ‘di *, thi i in‘i
. hmner » this'word ‘is not in itself a class indicator but it become
ne when misapplied. The 1 i ; ;
: pper-middle and tpper ¢ frsi
. : pper classes insist that
et course at the end of a meal is called the ‘pudding” < néver

the ‘sweet’ or:¢ ¢ ¢ w]
5 afters , or dessert’, all of hich' are déclassé unac
; z

ceptable words. ‘Sweet’
' t" can be used freely as an adjective, but as a noun

he Americans ¢al] ‘candy’ = and

Cf the nlfal 15 al ays puddlng >
Whatever it consists Of. 4a Shce ()f Cake 18 ‘puddlllg 5°80°18a Ienl()ll SOt bet.

Asklll I)OCS anyone want arsweet?’ at dle e[ld of a cal'w € you
g 1YOr S ! m l IH g T
- i ! i . ¢ s Y
,'Inn:ledlately C1a881fled as Hllddle'nllddle Or bel()W. Aftets Wll] alSO acti-
SS'radaI and (8 you de]noted. S()Iﬂe A (= = €nce
g
Vjate the Cla merican lnﬂu d
,Oung ul)l)el 'l[]lddles are startin to Say deSSC t d II h
g >
J ig and: tnis'is t e]e‘()re

uit, served right at the end of a
and eaten with 4 knife and:fork;

mart’ and. ‘Common’ Rules

¢ 'seven deadly sins’ are the most obvious and re
i r;t::llzeez oé 31;}:15;215 w‘llllalso reg’ister on our highly sensitive class-
= . to ‘talk posh’, you will have to stop using the
cﬂp » 101 & start: the correct upper-class word is ‘smart’. In upper
¢ and upper-class circles; ‘posh’ can only be tised ironi.c il 8
tone of yoice to show that you know it is a low-class Worz o

liable class indicators,

€ opposite of ¢ i
pp of “smart’ is what everyone from the middle-middles

tds calls ‘com e i i
mon’ — a snobbish euphemism for ‘working class’

Eware: using this term too ofter i
ten i i
L e 18 a sure sign of middle-middie
v, g things and people ‘commen
ting too much, trying too hard to distanc
Only the insecure wear their snobb

- all ‘the time s
e yourself from the
ery on their sleeve in

3
f
naff’ more or less i
. ess interchanee:
‘uncool’ ‘mai i .
uncool’ and mamstream’, their favourite dire insults

are ¢ ; i
ommon’, these young people will call theis parerits Mum
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what;-apart from otuir perhaps disproportionate class-cornsciousness, i
distinctive about the English class system and its signals?

For 4 start, the linguistic codes we have identified indicate that cla
in England has nothing to'do with money, and very little to do with
occupation. Speech is-all-important. ‘A person with  an upper=class

accent, using upper-class terminology, will be recognized as upper class
even:if ‘he or she is earning poverty-line wages, doing grubby menia
work and living in a run-down council flat. Or even unemployed, desti-
tute and homeless. Equally, a person with working:class pronunciation,
who calls his sofa a settee, and his midday meal “dinner’, will be ide
tified as working class even if he is-a multi-millionaire living in a grand
countiy-house. There are other class indicators = such as one’s taste |
clothes; furniture, decoration; cars; pets, books; hobbies, food and drin
<= but speech is the most immediate and most obvious:

The importance of. speech in this context may point to anoth
English characteristic: our love of words. It has often beer said that th
English are very much a verbal rather than a visual culture; consider
ably more noted for our literature than for our art = or indeed music
We are also not particularly ‘tactile’ or physically expressive, not give
to much touching or gesticulating, relying moré on verbal than no
verbal communication. Words are our preferred medium, so it is perhap
significant that they should be our-primary means of signalling an
recognising social status.

This reliance on linguistic sighals; and theirrelevance of wealth an
occupation as class indicators, also reminds us that our culture is n
a meritocracy. Your accent and terminclogy reveal the class you we
born into and raised in, not anything you have achieved through yo
own talents or efforts. And whatever you do accomplish, your positio
on the class scale will always be identifiable by your speech;, unless yo
‘painstakingly train yourself to use the pronunciation and vocabula
of -a different class.

The sheer complexity of the linguistic rules reveals something of th
intricate; convoluted nature of the English class system = all those layer
all those fine distinctions; the snakes-and-ladders game of soci
climbing. And the class-denial rules give us a hint of a peculiarly Englis
squeamishness about class. This unease may be more pronounce
among the middle classes, but most of us suffer from it to'some degr
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— most of us would rather pretend that ‘class differences do not exist,

or are no longer important, or at least that we personally have no class-

telated prejudices: :
Which brings me to another English characteristic: hypocrisy. Not

that our pious denial of our class-obsessions is specifically intended to
- mislead — it seems to be more a matter of self-deception than any delib-

erate deception of others; a kind of collective self-deception, perhaps?

[ have a hunch that this distinctively English brand of hypocrisy will
_tome up again, and might even turn out to be one of the ‘defining char-

acteristics’ we are looking for.




