
 
 
 
 
 
 
Working Papers in 

Urban Language & 
Literacies 
 
______________________________________ 
 
 
 

Paper 31  
 

Late modernity and social class: 

The view from sociolinguistics 
 

Ben Rampton King’s College London 
 
 
 

2005 
 
 

 
 
 

Text of an inaugural lecture delivered on 15 November 2005 
King’s College London, Franklin-Wilkins Building, Waterloo 

 1



Late modernity and social class: The view from sociolinguistics 
Ben Rampton 

King’s College London 
November 2005 

 
0. Introductory comments 
I’d like to start tonight by thanking you for coming.  In the first instance, I’m really delighted 
to see colleagues who work in the same disciplinary line as I do – you’ve heard me talking 
about stuff like this more times than I’m sure you care to remember, and so I’m really 
honoured by your turning up tonight.  On top of that, it’s a particular pleasure to have people 
in the audience who aren’t involved in sociolinguistics.  I’m not entirely confident that there’s 
enormous crowd-pulling appeal in my title, and so I really appreciate the good-will your 
presence indicates. 
 It’s customary in an event like this to give a talk that’s addressed to the non-specialist, and 
if you’re work isn’t saving lives or building bridges, my guess is that whenever you step 
outside the comfort circle of professional colleagues, you always run the risk of a rather 
bumpy reality-check – ‘goodness is this really what I’ve been spending all my time on’.  This 
is really quite a serious occupational hazard for social scientists generally, and it’s even worse 
for people who, like me, specialise in looking at the rather routine aspects of everyday life - 
I’m sure I’m not the only sociolinguistic fieldworker to get asked after a really interesting 
interview: ‘do you mean to say you’re actually paid to talk about this’?   
 On the other hand, one of the great pleasures of teaching sociolinguistics is the ‘aha’ that 
students experience when they analyse very small-scale activities that they normally take for 
granted.  They start to see that it’s actually much more complicated, more organised and 
accomplished than they initially thought, and that there really are worlds in these grains of 
sand as well.  What with institutions, laws, habits, buildings and all sorts of object and 
records, everyday life often seems drearily fixed and repetitive, but if you think about it, 
consciousness, communication, ‘experience’ and the ‘quick of life’ actually only reside in a 
very brief and fleeting present.  Our thoughts, words and deeds are always hurtling into the 
past at a terrifying rate, and if you want to say that this or that bit of culture or history matters, 
then you’re actually concerned with the way in which these bits of culture or history make 
themselves felt in a very brief here-and-now.  So if there are concepts, tools and procedures 
for slowing this down and picking out some of the intricate structures and improvisations that 
people produce in the unrelenting rush of the moment, then maybe this kind of microscopic 
apparatus can actually tell us something quite significant about the bigger issues that concern 
us, and it’s this that I’d like to dwell on tonight.  Drawing on elevated cultural touchstones to 
give a hint of the scale I’ll be operating on, I’d say it’s more Jane Austen than Leo Tolstoy – 
and that means, I hope, that the ‘aha’-effect isn’t entirely Alan Partridge. 

Now, the bits of language that sociolinguists look at are fairly varied, and they range from 
the tiny details of pronunciation and grammar to the organisation of slightly bigger 
phenomena like jokes, stories, conversations, lessons, articles and political speeches.  There’s 
also a lot of variety in the larger issues that sociolinguists look at through language and 
discourse – discrimination at work, gender relations, new urban ethnicities, migration and 
asylum, ideology and socialisation, schooling, teaching and learning, technological and 
cultural change – and here in King’s and London University more generally, I’m really lucky 
to able to work with some of the very best researchers in these areas.  For my talk tonight, 
though, I want to look at pronunciation and at how different accents get used in interaction, 
and the big, old-fashioned but far from out-dated issue that I’m going to address is British 
social class.  So… 
 
1. Class in contemporary Britain? 
In Britain historically, social class has been a very important element in our understanding of 
inequality, division and political change.  The notion of social class has been used to 
identified some very close links between family background, sources of income, place of 
residence, cultural taste and political affiliation.  But in recent years, what with the social and 
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economic changes associated with globalisation, the decline of traditional collectivist politics, 
the salience of gender-race-&-ethnicity, the ascendance of the individual-as-consumer, people 
have started to question the significance of social class, 1 and they’ve argued that there’s been 
a general decline in class awareness.   In fact, it’s quite often been said that young people have 
been affected more than others by decline of class consciousness – young people are more 
susceptible to changes in media and fashion, they often form quite distinctive subcultures of 
their own, and nowadays they just don’t have the same access to collectivist class cultures that 
their parents did.2   

Well I certainly can’t claim to be an especially astute observer of the broad sweep of 
contemporary youth culture.  But for more than twenty years, I’ve been pinning radio-
microphones on young people in schools, playgrounds and youth clubs, and so if class has 
declined or disappeared as an issue for young people, somehow or other I ought to be able to 
hear this in the hundreds of hours of spontaneous interaction that I’ve recorded.3   
 Of course if you want to investigate either the decline or the vitality of social class, you 
first of all have to pin down exactly what you mean by ‘class’.  One way of doing this might 
be to take the National Statistics Socio-economic Classifications, divide young people up 
according to their parents’ jobs, and then try to see whether the pronunciation of kids from 
professional home has become more vernacular, and whether the accents of kids from non-
professional backgrounds has got more posh.  In fact, there’s some evidence that non-standard 
features like glottal stops have become more general, and for quite a while people have been 
saying that Estuary English shows a levelling of class differences.  But there are problems 
with this, and it doesn’t really tell you whether or not people are less class aware.  As we 
know from the history of G in ING endings, the symbols of class distinction don’t hold still, 
and if fairly well-to-do people are dropping their Ts, maybe this just shows that Ts have 
stopped being used to show class difference, and that now it’s other elements that tune us to 
superiority and subordination in different people’s voices.   

Instead, I think that if you want to find out about class consciousness, you need to get 
closer to how people respond to one another as they go about their daily business.  You also 
need a more supple and intimate definition of social class – not so much the kind of definition 
used in surveys of social structure and social mobility, but more a definition of class that 
focuses on class experiences in the flow of the moment-to-moment activity that I mentioned 
at the start.  
 In fact for this, there’s a very helpful perspective in the work of Raymond Williams 4 and 
E.P. Thompson.5  Both Williams and Thompson object to the idea that social class is just 
about economics, or that you can just read it off from occupational structure.  Instead, they’re 
both concerned with how class experience and class conscious get shaped in social activity 
quite generally.  Thompson insists that you need to study class “in the medium of time – that 
is, in action and reaction, change and conflict”.  You need look at how people articulate a 
sense of class solidarity and opposition in the struggle for resources at particular times and 
places, and you need to look at how “the line of class is constantly drawn and redrawn” in the 
polarisations that often emerge in people’s interactions together – polarisations that are often 
temporary but that can also become more stable, often for quite long periods.  Raymond 
Williams looks more closely at the subjective side of this, and he’s interested in how the 
experience of living in a stratified society works its way into “the fibres of the self”, 
producing social instincts and tacit sensibilities that are shaped by “the lived dominance and 
subordination of particular classes”.  The general idea is that there are all sorts of routine but 

                                                      
1 See Abercrombie & Warde et al 2000 Contemporary British Society.  Oxford: Polity.  145-8. 
2 See Bradley H 1996 Fractured Identities: Changing Patterns of Inequality.  Oxford: Polity. p 77.  For a much 
fuller discussion of contemporary class consciousness, see e.g. Reay, D. 1998.  Rethinking social class: Qualitative 
perspectives on class and gender.  Sociology 32/2:259-275, and Skeggs, B. 1997 Formations of Class and Gender.  
London: Sage. 
3 For a fuller account of these and other finds, see Rampton, B. 2006.  Language in Late Modernity: Interaction in 
an Urban School. Cambridge: CUP. 
4 Williams, R. 1977 Marxism and Literature.  Oxford: Oxford University Press 
5 Thompson, E. P. 1978.  The Poverty of Theory.  London: Merlin 

 3



subtle ways in which we come to enact and internalise class stratification, and the American 
anthropologist Sherry Ortner puts the following spin on it.  “We normally think of class 
relations as taking place between classes”, says Ortner,  

 
“[but] in fact each class contains the other(s) within itself, though in distorted and 
ambivalent forms… [E]ach class views the others… as images of their hopes and fears for 
their own lives and futures… If much of working class culture can be understood as… 
embodying the ambivalence of upward mobility, much of middle-class culture can be seen 
as… embodying the terror of downward mobility”6

 
 So the overall gist of all this is that if you want to investigate class, you don’t need to 
confine yourself to just to large-scale comparisons of high- and low-placed social groups, and 
you don’t have rely on clear-cut measures of income or occupation.  In class societies, people 
carry class hierarchy around inside themselves, acting it out in the fine grain of ordinary life, 
and so if you look closely enough, you should be able to pick it out in the conduct of just a 
few individuals.     
 This, it seems to me, is an angle on social class where the sociolinguistic microscope 
might have something quite useful to say, and I’ll now turn to my own line of work.  I’ll start 
with one of the most consistent findings in sociolinguistics, and then look at how it applied in 
some of my data.  
 
2. Sliding up and down between standard and vernacular  
There’s actually been lots and lots of sociolinguistic research on class dialects, and it’s been 
shown over and over again that in speech, the differences between class groups tend to be 
relative rather than absolute, matters of degree rather than kind.  So in reality, the middle 
classes don’t always and only pronounce their Hs, sound their Ls, and do proper Ts, while the 
working classes drop the lot.  Instead, it’s a matter of more and less, and in fact, as you move 
from one end of the class hierarchy to the other, there tends to be a graded scale sliding from 
the broadest to the most refined, with an occasional kink somewhere in the middle.   

Maybe more interesting than this, when sociolinguists have looked at how individuals 
vary their pronunciation from situation to situation, they’ve repeatedly found a kind of 
echoing effect.  People’s pronunciation tends to move closer to higher class speech styles in 
formal situations, and closer to lower class styles when situations are more relaxed.  Yes, 
individuals do vary the way they speak, but when you look at the patterns, quite a lot of this 
individual variation turns out to be a reflection – in weaker form – of the speech differences 
that emerge when you survey the class groups in society as a whole.  This ‘echoing’ effect has 
been called the ‘classic sociolinguistic finding’, and we can link it back to what Williams and 
Ortner were saying about individuals internalising class hierarchy and acting it out in the fine 
grain of ordinary life.  Indeed, if we’re interested in the larger question of whether social class 
still counts generally, and whether it impacts on the conduct of young people in particular, 
this is quite a useful place to start to look.   

So this is one of the things I did with some data I had collected in an inner London 
comprehensive in 1997-98: • I picked 7 pronunciation variables which have been shown to be sensitive to social class,  • I took 4 kids with different ethnic backgrounds,  • I took some recordings of their spontaneous speech and divided them into ‘formal’ and 

‘informal’, and then • I compared the way that my informants used these class-sensitive speech forms in formal 
and informal situations. 

The analysis revealed that 
o all four informants made fairly extensive use of both the standard and vernacular London 

speech sounds,  

                                                      
6 Ortner, S. (1991). Reading America: Preliminary notes on class and culture. In R. Fox (ed)  Recapturing 

Anthropology: Working in the Present. Santa Fe, School of American Research Press: 164-189. 
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and more important, 
o on five of the pronunciation variables, these kids performed just as the ‘classic 

sociolinguistic finding’ predicts – they talked posher in the situations I’d categorized as 
formal, and more vernacular in the ones I’d deemed informal. 

Maybe it’s just worth adding here that you could hardly call this a traditional middle- or 
working-class school that these kids attended: the school wasn’t located in a well-established 
class enclave, pupils came to the school from all over London, approximately a third of them 
were from refugee and asylum seeking families, and in the class of 30, they spoke about a 
dozen different languages.  And yet in spite of this very globalised environment, in spite of 
the fact that the parents of two of these kids came from outside the UK, traditional British 
class structure seems to have left a very clear imprint on these kids’ everyday speech. 
 “Hold on”, you may say, “all right, these kids may have been varying their accents 
according to the formality of the situation, but it’s quite a big jump from people-sliding-up-&-
down-between-standard-&-vernacular to saying they’re actually reproducing traditional 
British class structure.  Okay something may have turned up in these sociolinguistic 
correlations, but the links between formality and social class aren’t at all obvious, and even if 
they were, these tiny pronunciation adjustments hardly point to a very vivid or active class 
consciousness”.   

Well I think there’s quite a lot in an objection like that.  After all, people are often hardly 
aware of the way their accent changes from one situation to another.  In fact in my own data, 
when it came to discussing social class explicitly as a topic, my informants and their class-
mates had a great deal less to say about class than they did about ethnicity, race, gender and 
sexuality.  So maybe the fact their accents were affected by the formality of the situation 
really only amounts to the dying embers of British social class, a vestigial left-over from an 
earlier period when class consciousness was really much sharper.  

In fact, though, there’s some more data from these recordings that we need to consider.  I 
spent some time recently working through about 37 hours of spontaneous interaction, and 
about once or twice hour, these kids switch into very exaggerated posh and Cockney accents.  
Let’s now turn to these exaggerated stylizations of posh and Cockney.   
 
3. Putting on exaggerated posh and Cockney 
In this section of my talk, I’d like to play you some examples of kids doing exaggerated posh 
and Cockney, but before I play you the recordings, two words of warning.  First, the names on 
the transcript are different from the names on the tape.  Second, when I say ‘fleeting’, I mean 
it - you’re not going to find your ears battered by these accent exaggerations, and for some of 
them, you’d need to be a lot more familiar with the kids’ normal speaking style, you’d need to 
check that other kids could hear them as exaggerations as well, and you’d need to replay them 
lots and lots of times to pin them down precisely.  That said, let’s turn to the first example, 
which involves two girls I’ll call Joanne and Ninnette at the end of a tutor group lesson.  
Joanne’s been telling Ninnette a bit about her parents and grandparents, and she’s just been 
talking about her mum’s difficult pregnancy.  The extract begins with her commenting that 
her mum might have lost her:  
 
Extract 1  (an artful contrast) 
During the tutor period while Mr Alcott is talking to the class, Joanne 
(wearing the radio-mic) has been telling Ninnette a bit about her parents 
and grandparents, and has just talking about her mum’s difficult pregnancy 
(blex 68 42:244):  
 
1 Joanne:(.) 
2   (( quietly: )) she could have lost me ((light laugh)) 
3   (3) 
4   (( with a hint of tearfulness in her voice: )) 

n you’d all be sitting here today without me (( la/ughs)) 
                    [stn h] 
5 Tannoy:(( eleven pips, followed by the din of chairs moving)) 
6 Jo:  (( louder, and in literate speech: ))  
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but you | wouldn’t | care   

   [bt j  wdhnth     k] 
7   cos you | wouldn’t \ know ((laughs)) 

   [kz j wdhnt    næu]  
8 ?N:  (                   )    
9 Jo:  nothing I’m just jok-         ) 
10   I’m being st- 
11   ((high-pitched)) oooh::  

   [u      ] 
12    Ninne::tte  
13   you’ve got e | nough with you to \ day 

   [ju   t enf   w ju tde] 
14   and | then you | go and \ chee::k \ me:: 

   [æn   en  j   n     tik   mi] 
15   | you \ little:: | bugg | aye | aye | aye | aye  

   [ju  lt   b  a ja ja ja] 
16   (15) ((the teacher is giving clearing up instructions)) 
17   (( Joanne leaves the classroom and then hums quietly to  

herself)) 

 
Let’s go through this in a bit of detail.  At the start of the extract, Joanne finishes the story 
about her mum’s pregnancy with the momentous conclusion that she could have died before 
birth.  There’s no audible response to this on the tape (line 3), but Joanne doesn’t leave it at 
that, and instead she draws out the implications with a hint of mock tearfulness in her voice – 
“you’d all be sitting here today without me” in line 4.  Before there is any uptake, the Tannoy 
interrupts, announcing the end of the lesson with a series of loud pips, and then when the pips 
have finished, Joanne resumes with a dramatic change of tone: the picture of her friend being 
saddened by her absence is logically contradictory - ‘but you wouldn’t care cos you wouldn’t 
know’ (lines 6 and 7).   In saying this, Joanne’s deflating the sentimentality in ‘you’d all be 
sitting here today without me’, and to characterize the way she says this, I’d say that she’s 
combining ‘spelling pronunciation with quasi-epigrammatic style’.   

According to Dr Johnston, “for pronunciation the best rule is to [follow…] the most 
elegant speakers who deviate least from the written words”, and in lines 6 and 7, instead of 
merging the ‘D’ and ‘T’ sounds as she would in her normal speech, Joanne pronounces 
‘wouDenT’ with extra clarity.  At the same time, she formulates this sardonic analytic point 
with a sentence that breaks into two lines with rhythmic, grammatical and lexical parallelism 
 
    bt    you   would   n’t   care
    cz   you   would   n’t   know
 
This isn’t too far off the epigrammatic, which my literary dictionary defines as “a short, 
polished poem ending with some graceful, ingenious, pointed, weighty, witty or satirical turn 
of thought”.7   

Ninnette’s reaction to this in line 8 isn’t audible, but from what follows, it must have 
involved some kind of challenge - something like ‘what are you up to?’.  In line 9, Joanne 
begins to formulate a retraction, minimising what she’s just been saying and explaining that it 
wasn’t serious - “nothing, I’m just jok-, I’m being st-” –  but before she’s finished, she 
interrupts herself and emphatically redirects the focus from herself to her friend - “/\ooh 
/\Ninnette” in lines 11 & 12.   This then leads into lines 13 and 14 in which she issues an 
indignant reprimand, accusing Ninnette of already being at the limits of tolerable conduct and 
of then exceeding these limits with impertinence – “you’ve got enough with you today and 
then you go and cheek me”.   
 
After that, the sequence closes with a damning summary of Ninnette’s character - ‘you little 
buggaye aye aye aye’. Of course Joanne’s not being serious here - you can only be cheeky to 

                                                      
7 Shipley J (ed) 1970 Dictionary of World Literary Terms London: George Allen & Unwin. p 103 
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someone who is older or in a superior position, and since Joanne and Ninnette are actually 
friends of the same age, it would be a fatuous accusation if she really meant it.  Instead, 
Joanne’s playing a part, and she articulates this in the London vernacular, dropping some of 
the Ls and the Ts in ‘little’ and in Ninnette’s real name, as well as using what sounds to me 
like a non-standard idiom in line 13 (“you’ve got enough with you today”).  
 Overall in this extract, Joanne’s performance involves quite a sharp contrast between the 
stances associated with standard and vernacular speech: standard language is associated with 
skeptical reasoning while Cockney gets linked to passionate indignation.  When Joanne shifts 
to careful ‘literate’ speech, she uses logic to undermine sentiment, and symetrical patterns of 
rhythm and grammar provide her argument with a certain poetic elegance.  In contrast, when 
she pretends to intensify the emotion in her speech - when she abandons her apology, and 
issues an indignant reprimand - her speech becomes markedly Cockney, and the relationship 
between sound and meaning loses its balance.  The ‘ooh’ that starts her reprimand cuts mid-
word into the apology, and then at the end, sound disrupts standard form once again when a 
word that initially looks like it’s going to be ‘bugger’ drifts off half-way through into the 
repetitive non-word sequence ‘aye aye aye aye’.  
 Now, there’s always a risk in analysis like this of over-inflating what’s going on, and I’m 
not claiming that there’s a future as an accomplished dramatist waiting for Joanne – in fact 
Joanne was struggling at school and she regularly attended learning support sessions.  But 
when I looked at this episode and about 50 others where kids used exaggerated posh and 
Cockney to talk about teachers, to talk about physical prowess, social misdemeanors, 
sexuality and so forth – when I looked across lots of interactions where they put on stylized 
posh and Cockney voices in greetings, taunts, commands, rebukes, summonses and so forth – 
there seemed to be quite a consistent pattern.  In one way or another Cockney was used to 
evoke solidarity, vigour, passion and bodily laxity, while posh was tied to social distance, 
superiority, constraint, physical weakness and sexual inhibition.  In other words, there was 
quite a well-defined cultural imagery that these kids were able to manipulate quite 
strategically, and it’s easy to link this imagery to traditional contrasts between high & low, 
mind & body, reason & emotion – in fact it’s easy to link this imagery back to binary 
oppositions that are deeply-rooted in European class structure, reaching back at least to the 
18th and 19th centuries. 
 Let’s move to another example, this time showing some of the boys drawing on this 
imagery, but before I play the extract, I need to set it in context with a few more comments 
about the 13 and 14 year olds who made up the class.   
 Most of the time, discussion in the classroom was dominated by a small group of hyper-
exuberant boys, but there were two girls in the class – one mixed-race and one white – who, if 
they were interested in a debate, were well-able to get the better of these boys.  At the same 
time, these two girls made no effort to hide their lack of interest in school as a whole, and 
they didn’t mind if their conspicuous disaffection made the boys’ enthusiasm for school look 
rather immature.  On top of that, one of these girls was very good-looking, the other had an 
impressive reputation among both boys and girls for energy, daring, forcefulness and skills 
with slang, and both of these girls were relatively well-developed physically.  For the boys, 
these two girls seemed to be objects of both fear and fascination – on the one hand, as Lara 
herself noted, the boys were “scared of girls ennit… they can’t talk to girls”, while on the 
other, the boys talked a lot about Marilyn’s sexuality, to the point of having a nick-name for 
each of her breasts.    

Against that background, here now are two short episodes at the end of a science lesson.  
Marilyn – the white girl – has been sent out of the class 40 minutes earlier, but by line 16 
she’s reappeared:   
 
Extract 2 : (reactionary stereotyping 1)  
The end of a double science lesson, and Hanif (wearing the radio-mic) is 
taking in the textbooks.  About 40 minutes earlier, Marilyn was sent out of 
the class but by line 17, she has evidently reappeared (to collect her 
things).  (blex 14)  
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8     textboo:ks 
9     (.) 
10 Boy:       (( funny voice counting: )) o::ne  tw:o 
11 Hanif:   (( quieter: )) textbooks 
12     (.) 
13     (( louder: )) are you ready or not 
14     alright 
15     (.) 
16 Boy:   (( shouting out in an exaggerated Cockney accent and a  

very loud, deep, gruff voice from somewhere else in the 
class)) 

17  \ ELLO / MARILYN 

[ æl] 
 
18 Simon:   ((echoing the other boys accent, pitch and intonation: )) 

  \ ELLO / MARILYN 

[ æl ] 
19 Boy    \ AWRIGH / MARILYN 
20     ((pips signalling the end of the lesson)) 
21 Hanif:   Gopal (.) Gopal (my      ) 

22     (.) 
23     please 
24     (.) 
25     tuna sandwich yeh  
 
 
Extract 3  (reactionary stereotyping 2) 
A minute and a half after Extract 2, at the end of a double science lesson, 
Simon starts impersonating Marilyn.  (blex 16)  
 
1 Shahid  (how about me Sir) 
2    look 
3 Anon:  (( very high pitched: )) perdum prdm prdm prdm perdum 
4 Anon:  ello 
5 Simon:  (( loud, low-pitched, slow, nasalised and broad Cockney: ))   

a: / llo 

[l: ] 
6    (.) 
7    a/ llo  

[lu]     
8    (.) 
9    e/ llo  

[elu]  
10    (.) 
11    e/ llo  

[elu]  
12    | my  | name’s \ Marily::n  

[m nmz] 
13    e/ llo  

[lu] 
14 Boy:  ((slow & Cockney as well: )) 

he / ll:o 

[hlu] 
15 Simon:   ((at the same slow pace and low pitch-level as line 12: )) 

| bler | bler \ bler 
[bhl  bhl  bhl] 

16 Anon:  e \ llo / (mate) 
[lu me] 

17 Simon:  ((as before: )) 
e llo /

18  | bler  | bler  \ ble::r 
[bhl  bhl  bhl:: ] 
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I’m not playing you these extracts because I think they’re particularly artful, but Simon’s 
exaggerated Cockney, his deepened-voice and his form-less speech all seem to come from the 
same direction.  These speech features link up with other tales and dramatisations of Marilyn, 
who the boys portrayed as smoking, boozing and doing lots of other things she shouldn’t, and 
together all of this fits into a very well-established iconography you can see in 18th and 19th 
century literature and visual arts – it’s an iconography of grotesque and dangerously sexual 
working class women, and it’s traditionally played an important part helping the middle-
classes to define their own respectability. 

In fact, it seems to me that with data like this, we can afford to be a bit bolder than I was 
before in Section 2 when I referred to the more gradual shifts between posh and Cockney.  In 
the extracts I’ve just played you, there’s a lot more than just a relationship between relative 
poshness and a rather abstract notion of formality.  Instead, there seem to be quite vivid 
evaluations and imageries associated with posh and Cockney, and these images and 
evaluation have rather an impressive pedigree in British social history.  On top of that, in the 
Simon extracts, there was some quite intense local politics, with the boys struggling to 
reassert their ascendancy by grotesquing Marilyn as some kind of dissolute low-life.      
 So far, then, I’m suggesting that stylised Cockney serves as symbolic ammunition in a 
small-scale war of position, and in the glimpse of local sexual politics in the Simon extracts, 
the traditional iconography gets recruited to the cause of conservative social hierarchy (in this 
case, boys first, girls second).  In fact, though, the symbolic local line-drawing carried out 
with exaggerated posh and Cockney was more varied and flexible than this, and I’d like to 
illustrate this in the last episode. 
 This last episode features one of the boys who took part in the jokes about Marilyn, but 
this time when there’s a shift to exaggerated Cockney, it’s a Science worksheet that’s in 
focus, early on in a Science lesson.  Hanif’s been away from the table looking around for a 
book he needs for the writing work they’ve been set, but now he’s arrived back, bringing a 
copy with him.   
 
Extract 4  (some radical reworking?)  
Hanif (wearing the radio-mic), Arun (14, male, Malaysian descent), Simon 
(14, male, Anglo-descent) are sharing the same table in science.  
 
1 Hanif:   ((whistles six notes)) 
2     what you doing Arun 
3     (.) 
4     what you doin Arn 
5     (.) 
6     (>shup<) leave it Dimbo 
7     (2)  
8     look what you ma- 
9     look what you made me do 
10     (4) 
11     “Stars  and   Galax ies ”   

     [stz  n  ælksz] 
12     (1) 
13     ((quietly reciting page numbers:)) 
14     one three seven 
15     (3) 
16      ((fast and loud to the teacher:))  
17      >SIR can I go check if there’s any  
18     Essential Sciences left< 

 
In lines 2-4, Hanif asks Arun what he’s doing, and after that in line 6, he tries to ward off 
some kind of territorial incursion.  Exactly who’s trying what isn’t clear from the tape, but 
Hanif follows it with a reproach in lines 8 and 9.  There’s no audible apology or retort, the 
matter drops and Hanif then turns to his worksheet, reading the title aloud and ending the 
word Galaxies with an exaggerated Cockney dipthong. 
 What’s quite striking here is that Hanif’s contradicting what you’d normally expect here.  
Normally, people’s pronunciation gets posher when they read aloud or when they turn to 
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school business – this is correlation between formality and standardness that I talked about 
earlier.  But in this episode, Hanif’s contradicting the convention, and I think it makes most 
sense to see the stylised Cockney as a way of massaging the transition between chat and 
study, between peer group and school.   

In fact there were quite a lot of other examples where kids put on exaggerated accents at 
moments like this.  In the instance here, it may look as though Hanif’s talking to himself 
when he reads the ‘Stars and Galaxies’ worksheet title, dedicating himself to the solitary task 
ahead.  But as the sociologist Erving Goffman pointed out,8 we’re still very alert to the people 
around us when we talk to ourselves in public, and when Hanif rounds the ‘stars and galaxies’ 
title off with an accent that was often associated with informal sociability, it sounds to me as 
though he’s combining his attention to the task with a symbolic sound displaying that he’s not 
a nerd, that he’s still in tune.   
 In fact, as the science lesson proceeds, the play between friends and work becomes more 
explicit. Shortly after Extract 4, Hanif’s exclamations suggest that he’s really quite interested 
in the subject matter - ‘wow’, ‘oh my god’ - but at the same time, he continues weaving 
exaggerated accents into the task.  We get a quasi-Jamaican version of ‘Stars & Galaxies’ a 
little later on, and then after a period of attentive silent reading, he begins to turn the 
worksheet into quiz questions for the other boys on his table.  Indeed, at one stage of this 
quiz, he uses a hyper-Cockney version of “okay” to get Simon & Arun to attend to the 
question coming up, and at moments like these, the exaggerated Cockney seems to go further 
than just toning down the signs of Hanif’s own educational commitment.  At moments like 
this, it looks as though he’s trying to make the classwork more interesting and accessible for 
his friends, and instead of speaking of ‘apologetic self-mitigation’, we might do better to 
describe Hanif as vernacularising school knowledge, bringing the science worksheet to life 
with non-standard accents and a popular TV genre. 
 
 So, those are a few examples of adolescents doing exaggerated posh and Cockney – 
Joanne negotiating the reception of a personal story; Simon & co trying to keep down some 
powerful girls; and Hanif struggling with the status implications of his interest in a curriculum 
tasks, doing his bit to make it more inclusive.  There were lots of other examples I could have 
shown you, including a lot more exaggerated posh but at this point I’d like to step back and 
offer a few summary conclusion about what ‘a sociolinguistic view’ entails.   
 
4. Conclusions 
I began this lecture by talking about the value of taking a close look at what people do in the 
moment-to-moment unfolding of their activity together, and following on from that, I’ve 
spent quite a long time looking at just a few seconds of the talk of three very ordinary London 
youngsters.  In spite of the microscopic focus, we’ve seen that these three kids had at their 
fingertips a very general cultural imagery that stretches back several centuries, and with 
varying degrees of artfulness, they were able to tailor this imagery to the circumstances 
immediately on hand.   

In addition, we’ve seen that for the rest of the time when they weren’t putting on 
exaggerated voices, they had an instinctive feel for the symbolic difference between standard 
and vernacular, and they varied the amount of posh and Cockney in their speech in line with 
the formality of the situations they were in.   

These formal-informal shifts in accent seemed to be fairly automatic, and even though this 
pronunciation shifting might have its origins in British class structure, it would be hard to read 
it on its own this as the sign of any very active class-consciousness.  But things look different 
when you add in the exaggerated-posh-&-Cockney-stylizations, and it’s worth trying to figure 
out exactly what the relationship between the gradual slidings and the exaggerated stylizations 
might be.   

My own suggestion is that the exaggerated stylizations put the spotlight on very general, 
pervasive speech tendencies that are normally much more taken-for-granted in the 

                                                      
8 1981 Forms of Talk.  Oxford: Blackwell.  pp97-98 
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pronunciation sliding. The stylizations, I’d claim, are fleeting-but-frequently-repeated 
displays of sharpened class-awareness, excavating a dynamic that was normally much more 
unconscious:  on the one hand, these kids couldn’t help speaking an English marked by class 
structure, but at the same this didn’t pass unnoticed, and in moments and relations of tension, 
however minor, they could flag up social class as larger background relevant to the 
interactional line-drawing immediately on-hand.   
 I think it’s also important to emphasise that there were a lot of kids in this class, like 
Hanif, whose parents had been brought up abroad, and so you can’t say that it takes a white 
English background to get socialized into class sensitivities like these.  Of course, for young 
kids growing up in ethnically diverse homes in Britain, there are sure to be all sorts of 
processes inculcating an apprehension of class, but I’d propose that that exaggerated 
performances of posh and Cockney also play a part, not just displaying sharpened class 
consciousness, but also raising class consciousness among friends and enemies, preventing 
class from blurring into invisibility in their maps of the social world. 
 It’s also worth reiterating a point I made at the start.  In this talk I’ve concentrated on 
social class, but you could apply exactly the same sociolinguistic methods to look at how 
ethnicity, gender and age feature not just in these kids’ everyday talk, but in anyone’s, 
including – I dare say – your own.     

So for example, a lot of the kids I’ve studied use an ordinary, unself-conscious English 
that not only carries the unavoidable signs of social class, but that also bears the traces of 
Bengali or Punjabi, amounting overall to a way of speaking that’s nuanced for ethnicity as 
well as class.  And here too, you often find kids using exaggerated stylization to turn up the 
volume on speech features that are otherwise hardly noticed in the routines of everyday 
communication.  And once again, this is a marvelous opportunity for analysis.  If you freeze 
the moments when young people switch into, for instance, exaggerated Punjabi English, and 
if you take a slow close look at these moments, you can end up with a very delicate reading of 
when, where, how, why and with whom these kids treat ethnicity as a salient issue.  In fact 
more than that, if you see people playing with a Bengali or Punjabi word by pronouncing it in 
a hyper-Cockney accent, then you’ve got very rich material for examining the ways in which 
class and ethnicity work together, one of the very big issues in contemporary social science. 
 Overall, I’d say that the main contribution that sociolinguistics can make to social science 
lies in its ability to illuminate the innumerable ways in which people are incessantly either 
reproducing, nuancing or refusing established identities, and trying to create some space for 
new ones.  These interactional identity-negotiations generally have an intricacy that defies the 
statistical measures of social science, and their sensitivity to context makes it very hard to get 
at them with interviews or questionnaires.    

Of course, that’s not to say that socio-linguistics can tell you all you need to know about 
the consciousness and lived experience of class, ethnicity or gender.  Explicit, propositional 
talk about class, ethnicity, gender and sexuality is also very important in our everyday lives, 
and it’s absolutely crucial for the mobilizations involved in any kind of collective politics.  
And so when interview studies and questionnaire surveys say that there’s been a decline in 
class awareness, they’re telling something important about contemporary culture.  Indeed, as 
I’ve already said, the youngsters in my own research also found it pretty hard to talk explicitly 
social class, and in that respect, my own evidence supports the claim that there’s been a 
general retreat from class analysis in late modernity.   

But that’s obviously not the whole picture, and in the data today, we’ve seen that even 
among 13 and 14 year olds from mixed ethnic backgrounds in a global city, class gets 
symbolically invoked in activities that can be reactionary, radical or simply artful.  With 
evidence like that pressing itself on us whenever we take the time to listen carefully, we’re 
then forced back once again to the general and perennial question of exactly what the 
influences are that make social class so hard to talk about explicitly.   
 Thanks for your time. 
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	I’m not playing you these extracts because I think they’re particularly artful, but Simon’s exaggerated Cockney, his deepened-voice and his form-less speech all seem to come from the same direction.  These speech features link up with other tales and dramatisations of Marilyn, who the boys portrayed as smoking, boozing and doing lots of other things she shouldn’t, and together all of this fits into a very well-established iconography you can see in 18th and 19th century literature and visual arts – it’s an iconography of grotesque and dangerously sexual working class women, and it’s traditionally played an important part helping the middle-classes to define their own respectability. 



