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Our cloth-eared nation 
 

We’re a cloth-eared nation when it comes to regional pronunciation – even though voice is the 

signifier we most rely on. 

 

12 May 2018 
 

Jacob Rees-Mogg and Rab C. Nesbitt excepted, it has become quite difficult to infer much from 

people’s appearance. In these democratically dressed and coiffed times, we usually have to 
wait until people start to speak before we get a bead on them. Voice has become the best, and 

often only, signifier we can rely on. A flat vowel here, a glottal stop there, a hint of sibilance 

about an ‘s’ — ahah: northern, possibly Yorkshire, probably lower-middle-class-ish background 
and, going by the ‘s’, gay. 

We make such judgments with great confidence. And, it transpires, little justification — it’s the 
great insight of this study of human conversation that our voice-interpreting skills, on which we 
often set much store, are actually pretty poor. Take our aural gaydar — that typically has a 60 per 
cent success rate, i.e. not much better than chance. We are also very ungifted at detecting when 
someone is lying — we rely on tells, such as an averted gaze, that aren’t tells at all. (Conversely, 
it turns out that deception is something many of us are really good at and learn early. Ninety per 
cent of us can lie by the age of four, and just about all of us by the age of eight.) 

Our accent-decoders turn out to fare little better. Britain is an island rich in accent variety, with a 
discernible shift in pronunciation occurring every 25 miles or so. Well, discernible to linguists, 
but not, alas, to the rest of us. We listen to each other with cloth ears, identifying each other’s 
voices with the vaguest and crudest of categories — northern, American, posh, that level of 
precision. 

Nebulous though they are, Cox points out, these categories can conjure up very strong but 
actually preposterous stereotypes. I speak from experience because I have a Scottish accent and 
live in London — so I try to bear in mind that often I won’t be heard properly, not with all those 
bagpipes and the whoops and skirls of kilted Highlanders who’ve suddenly appeared around me. 
As good luck would have it, my accent is middle-class and east-coast rather than west-coast, 
otherwise I’d sound like a Glaswegian — poor, drunk and prone to sectarian violence. In happy 



reality, I sound like I should be wearing a stethoscope — a bit dull maybe, but trustworthy, solid 
and dependable. The flakiest of functioning adults, I offer myself up as Exhibit A to prove how 
misleading that vocal-identification system of ours can be. 

The heavier the accent, the stronger the categorisation — and the decrease, Cox adds, in 
perceived trustworthiness. Plus, I would add, just about every other positive characteristic. The 
treatment of regional accents seems to me to be particularly ghastly in English. The categories of 
other languages are just as vague as ours but the accents themselves don’t appear to be treated 
with scorn and derision as they so often are in English. Things are improving — more accents 
are becoming more accepted, so that, for example, one of the country’s leading voiceover actors 
is David Morrissey, who has a soft Liverpudlian accent. 

But then there’s the plight of poor Steph McGovern at the BBC to consider — mocked and 
condemned for her mild Teesside twang. Mind you, Steph would have had almost no chance of 
any broadcasting career at all if she had come from Birmingham. For no valid linguistic reason 
whatsoever, Brummie remains by far Britain’s most loathed accent. In one test, Brummie scored 
worse than silence. 

These are murky waters, hardly charted by sociolinguistics, so, alas, Trevor Cox veers away 
from them. By day, he’s a professor of ‘acoustic engineering’, and his interests and knowledge 
lie elsewhere, in the mechanics of phonetic production and especially in the technology of voice 
reproduction, with most of the second half of the book being devoted to computerisation in one 
form or another. This is never less than interesting — and now I know that lots of people say 
good morning to their Alexa, and that some of those people have proposed marriage to her. But I 
could have done with more on purely human conversation and the mechanics of that, rather than 
the airier speculations about a talking AI and suchlike, whose air does begin to acquire the look 
of padding. 

But even including the several chapters about talking computers, this is a continually interesting 
and instructive account of our conversational abilities, and a much-needed exposé of our 
remarkable incapacity to infer anything from each other’s talk. 

 
 



Learning to talk 
 

Chomsky got it badly wrong: homo erectus was the first sentient being to speak. 
 
23 September 2017 
 

 

One of the great achievements of science is that so many of its branches, from astronomy to 
zoology, have been blessed by such great popularisers — your Attenboroughs, your Sagans, your 
Dawkinses. Alas, there is one inglorious exception to this marvellous rule — linguistics. A 
discipline that has produced enormous and enormously important advances over the last century 
— but not one linguist who has managed to tell the rest of the world about them. Steven Pinker 
did have a bestseller with The Language Instinct, but he was moonlighting from his day job in 
neuropsychology. 

Linguistics does have one world-class intellectual celebrity, but Noam Chomsky is celebrated 
mainly for his radical politics, and he has done his very best to make his work on language as 
arcane and incomprehensible as string theory. 

The world outside linguistics departments remains unaware of it, but Chomsky’s crazed theories 
— about humans’ innate language-learning devices and the deep structure of a universal 
grammar that creates all languages — have been comprehensively disproved. The new 
orthodoxy is the empirical school of cognitive linguistics, and Daniel Everett is its star pupil — 
and the one thinker with the credentials and ambition to try to reach the general public. 



Here, Everett takes on one of Chomsky’s daftest claims — that the innate neural gizmo which 
makes us able to talk didn’t evolve gradually but just turned up, created by accident, by some 
genetic mutation that miraculously gave us brains wired for words. Chomsky estimates that this 
fluke happened about 50,000 years ago... when rock art and cave paintings also began to appear. 
And cue the Twilight Zone theme tune. 

Complete nonsense, of course. There is no innate linguistic machinery in our brains, there was no 
magical quirk in our DNA that gave us a language-learning machine, and it did not all happen 
50,000 years ago. 

This is now so universally accepted that Everett doesn’t have to spend much time debunking 
what is obviously a preposterous theory. Instead, he can concentrate on the alternative 
explanation — that language developed slowly, at proper evolutionary pace, not jumping into 
complete existence all of a sudden, just as the first giraffe didn’t appear out of nowhere to the 
surprise of the rest of the short-necked herd. 

Giving language enough time to evolve means that it must have started much further back than a 
mere 50 millennia ago. About 1.9 million years further back, Everett estimates. Since we, homo 
sapiens, turned up only 200,000 years ago, this means that it wasn’t us who invented language 
but an ancestor species — homo erectus. 

Like us, homo erectus emerged in Africa and, like us, they soon spread far and wide — 
throughout Europe, China and Indonesia. They were smaller than us, and their brains were 
smaller than ours, but not that much smaller, and the speed and extent of their roaming indicates 
some level of collective organisation — and communication. 

The archaeological record, however, is scant: a carved seashell, some sharpened stones that 
formed the most basic of toolkits, and the most amusing item in archaeology — the ‘Erfoud 
manuport’. Formerly the prized possession of some homo erectus who carried it around his or 
her person, this is a cuttlefish bone that looks like a phallus. In fact, in a phallus lookalike 
competition, any actual dick would be pushed into second place by this cuttlefish bone, which 
looks so like a phallus that it undermines its supposed significance as a symbolic artefact. 
Symbol? The Erfoud manuport just is a dick. 

There is, however, startling evidence from the fossil record — the remains of homo erectus 
which have been found on Flores and Socotra, dating from about 700,000 years ago. Both Flores 



and Socotra are islands, not visible from the mainland, reachable only by challenging seas. And 
to establish successful communities, at least 50 people must have made the crossing together. 

If they could sail, they could certainly talk, Everett reasons. Reasonably enough — those fossils 
provide melodramatic proof of homo erectus’s planning, social organisation, technology and 
cooperation, their individual intelligence and collective culture. And, surely, surely, Everett 
argues-cum-pleads, their ability to communicate with each other using some sort of language. 

Their chat wouldn’t have been up to much, Everett has to concede. Homo erectus lacked our 
vocal prowess and their brains were smaller and slower, so these were dimwits saying dull, basic 
things slowly with grunts and moans. ‘Me Tarzan, you Jane’ — that really is the kind of thing 
homo erectus must have said to each other. 

Which doesn’t sound like much of an advance on a dog’s bark, but it really is — because even a 
basic language is an extraordinary achievement, requiring theory of mind, the creation of a 
shared attention space, honed physical control and, most startling of all, the collective creation of 
a symbolic communication system involving thousands of communally agreed meanings and 
conventions. 

That’s why no other species has managed to create even the most basic sort of language. Getting 
to that stage requires a fizzingly creative and aware brain, so maximum respect to homo erectus 
for having made that intellectual leap. Me Tarzan, you Jane — simple and dull, but a huge 
breakthrough. 

Everett’s case isn’t new — the idea that homo erectus invented language has been around for a 
couple of decades — but his is a new and ambitious attempt to explain it to that fraction of the 
population that doesn’t have a linguistics degree. He doesn’t quite pull his populist schtick off — 
his prose is a bit costive and repetitive and the illustrative anecdotes tend to clunk. But it’s a 
laudable effort, the subject-matter is completely enthralling. Though he may lack the Dawkins 
touch, Everett is at the very top of his intellectual game and field. 

 
 
 



The Bad Grammar awards are prize stupidity 
 
Right-wing and wrong-headed, this smug exercise is fuelled by 
ignorance disguised as knowledge 
 
30 Apr 2014 

 
It's a big night on Thursday at the Idler Academy, which hosts its second 
annual Bad Grammar awards. The founder Tom Hodgkinson promises "a 
thrilling X-factor for pedants". 
 
This year's judges – Jeremy Paxman, restaurateur Rowley Leigh and the 
Guardian's own Hadley Freeman – will be assessing a shortlist that includes 
Tesco (for their "most tastiest" orange juice and a fewer/less confusion), the 
cafe chain Apostrophe, for the apostrophe in its slogan ("Great taste on it's 
way"), and shadow education secretary Tristram Hunt, teased in the House of 
Commons by Michael Gove for misusing a semicolon and committing the sin 
of tautology. 

Well, it's a little bit of fun, isn't it? Like the Literary Review's Bad Sex award, 
except in this case for language. A chance to have a laugh at Apostrophe's 
apostrophe, take a politician down a peg or two … where's the harm? 

Everywhere, that's where. Because the Bad Grammar prizegiving is far from a 
merry little jape. It's a piece of reactionary nonsense eagerly endorsed by 
Michael Gove, who has gone out of his way to promote the nonsensically 
reactionary "grammarian" who inspired all this drivel, Nevile Gwynne, the 
author of Gwynne's Grammar. The horribly right-wing and entirely wrong-
headed prejudices behind the book and the prize explain why last year's 
winners were some academics who'd written in protest about Gove's education 
policies and why the smart money this year is on poor old Tristram Hunt and 
his apparently heinous semicolon. 



I can see why Gove likes Gwynne's stern strictures – they must appeal to his 
sense of a return to traditional values and that always-mythical time when 
rules were rules and pupils were nervous. 

The only drawback is that Gove, Gwynne, Hodgkinson and the judges don't 
have the slightest clue what they're talking about – my apologies, about what 
they're talking. On the odd occasion when they do happen to tackle 
grammatical structures, these self-appointed language guardians are the ones 
who always get things wrong – "most tastiest" for example, isn't a mistake but 
a popular and perfectly valid emphatic construction. However, most of their 
examples have nothing to do with grammar at all but the conventions of 
spelling and punctuation. Fair enough, the Bad Grammar award sounds more 
dramatic than the Footling Points of Literary Etiquette award; but that's what 
it really is. 

This will come as news to everyone connected with this shitey wee prize, but 
the term "grammar" refers to the way words are organised in a sentence and 
amended to add extra information (like adding an "s" to a noun to make a 
plural). Like every language, English has many grammatical rules and 
regulations – over, or if you prefer, more than 3,000 of them. These are the 
rules that have been itemised by a succession of academic grammars and 
which are taught to the billion people currently learning English as a foreign 
language. Many of these rules, such as adding an "s" to form a plural or 
placing an "a" or "the" before a noun, are simple, because English has such a 
(relatively) straightforward grammar. But many are marvellously complex – 
take the order we put different sorts of adjectives in sequence: first opinion, 
then size, then age, shape, colour, origin, material and finally purpose. (We 
native speakers would never talk about a "black little dress" or a "wee shitey 
prize".) 

The inspiring and almost universally unacknowledged truth is that we are all 
brilliant users of our grammatical rules – the real ones, not the bizarre 
stipulations up about which traditional grammarians get steamed. 



This basic fact, like the rules themselves, has formed the basis of academic 
linguistic study for going on a century. The traditionalists have persevered 
with their delusions of correctitude only because they have managed to 
pretend that academic linguistics doesn't exist. That's why the bibliography in 
Gwynne's dreadful book stops at about 1898. Academic linguistics in turn has 
ignored Gwynne and co, much as astronomers don't pay any attention to 
Mystic Meg. 

But in failing to mount any noticeable challenge to the language police, 
academic linguists have left the rest of us easy prey to nonsense and ashamed 
of our English when we should be celebrating our extraordinary mastery of a 
language which really is ours. No matter how we say our words or which 
words we use, we native speakers form a collective democracy of experts. 

Unaware of this and every other revelation of modern linguistics, Hodgkinson, 
Gwynne, Gove and all the other know-nothing know-it-alls happily continue to 
peddle their sneering, condescending, dismissive, misanthropic, elitist, made-
up twaddle. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



It's time to challenge the notion that 
there is only one way to speak English 
 
Why do we persist in thinking that standard English is right, 
when it is spoken by only 15% of the British population?  
 

 
'If a non-standard-speaking child persists in using non-standard English, particularly 
non-standard grammar, that child will not progress.'  
 
31 Dec 2013 
 
Did you see that great documentary on linguistics the other night? What about 
that terrific series on Radio 4 about the Indo-European language family tree? 
Or that news report on language extinction? It is strange that none of those 
programmes happened, or has ever happened: it's not as if language is an 
arcane subject. Just as puzzling is the conspicuous lack of a properly informed 
book about language – either our own or language in general. 



 
There is, of course, Steven Pinker's The	Language	Instinct – a bestseller 
that seems to have ticked the box for publishers and public alike as the book 
on linguistics. But The	Language	Instinct has a very specific agenda – 
to support Noam Chomsky's theories about our language skills being innate; 
other areas of linguistics are glimpsed, if at all, fuzzily in the background. 
I'm not blaming Pinker. He ultimately failed to justify his title, but he did 
reach a keen, large audience with a well-written book fizzing with ideas and 
examples. I'm blaming someone else, the person who, inexplicably, doesn't 
exist – who should have written the book revealing how Pinker was so wrong 
and had a ding-dong with him on Newsnight; the ambitious, good-looking 
academic, who possibly had a spell in an indie band, with his or her own 13-
part series about language on BBC2. 
 
I began to appreciate how little we know about our own language when 
I studied grammar to teach English as a foreign language. I looked for 
a linguistically informed grammar guide, but couldn't find one. Finally, I gave 
up on waiting and decided to have a go myself. As a layman with an amateur's 
adoration for his subject, I find it astonishing that hardly anyone outside 
university linguistics departments knows the slightest thing about it. Whether 
it is the new discoveries of neurolinguistics or the 150-year-old revelations of 
the scholars who traced the Indo-European language family tree, linguistics 
can offer zap-kapow findings that trump those of archaeology and even 
astronomy. 

Take the Proto-Indo-Europeans, that mysterious tribe whose homeland was 
recently located north of the Caspian Sea in about 3,300 BC. Their language 
somehow obliterated the hundreds of others then spoken in Europe and 
northern India, so that almost every language currently spoken, from Iceland 
to the Himalayas, is descended from one tongue. Dramatic enough, but, even 
more sensationally, much of that language has been reconstructed, so that we 
know, for example, their words for sky (dyeu) and father (pihter), and their 



chief god the Sky Father (Dyeu	Pihter). Thanks to language, we know a great 
deal about the tribe – its kinship system, its beliefs, the feasts it held at which 
bards declaimed the long praise-poems that may well be the forerunners of the 
Sanskrit Vedic epics and The	Iliad and The	Odyssey of Homer. We even know 
that the tribe had two words for different sorts of farting. 
 
That few people have heard of the Proto-Indo-Europeans, or know about 
language evolution, children's language acquisition or the current process of 
language extinction, seems to me to be a crying shame. But the insights of 
linguistics are of social and political as well as intellectual importance. 

The modern study of language has shown that all native speakers are experts 
in their language. Almost all judgments about someone's language – the 
laziness of a glottal stop, the slowness of rural speech, the supposed ugliness of 
a particular urban accent – have no linguistic justification and reflect only the 
prejudice of the judger. However, very few people are aware of these basic 
findings. 

Linguistics has discovered that a language is created by a democratic collective 
of magnificently gifted experts – but has told nobody else about it. Frustrating 
as it is to hear discussions about the heinous abuse of "hopefully" or 
"disinterested", this public ignorance about language gets properly serious 
with the continuing discrimination against non-standard English. 

Non-standard English is linguistically the equal of the standard version – in 
fact, dialects tend to be more sophisticated grammatically than standard (as in 
the plural "youse" of many non-standard dialects where standard has just one 
confusing form). Yet standard continues – even now – to be prized as the 
"correct" form, and any deviation is considered to be wrong, lazy, corrupt or 
ignorant. 

This is most obviously the case in the education system. If a non-standard-
speaking child persists in using non-standard English, particularly non-
standard grammar, that child will rarely progress. This is, of course, a class 



issue, standard English being the only dialect defined by socioeconomics 
rather than geography, and spoken by only 15% of the British population 
(the richest 15%). It is working-class children whose language is still marked 
as incorrect and who have to intuit the need to switch dialects – or fail.. 

In any formal, written context, only standard English is accepted. And in any 
informal, middle-class context, from office email to pub chat, non-standard 
usage will be noticed by standard speakers, who will judge that non-standard 
user to be at least unsophisticated, probably uneducated and very possibly a 
bit thick. 

Let me quote a letter-writer to the Scotsman newspaper last year, complaining 
about declining linguistic standards. "I remember one candidate in a job 
interview," the letter-writer reminisced, "saying, 'Oh, we done that in media 
studies.' End of interview," he finished, approvingly. 

Why has linguistics failed to counteract this discrimination? I put it down to 
the strange way that the discipline developed under the aegis of the man who 
has dominated and defined it since the late 50s, the father of modern 
linguistics, Chomsky. 

Chomsky's theories were based on his ingenious explanation for the 
phenomenon that is children's language acquisition. Toddlers, who are 
surrounded by the broken babble of ordinary speech and who can do little else 
for themselves, somehow master many, or even most, grammatical 
constructions – because, Chomsky reasoned, there has to be innate software 
providing babies and toddlers with the equipment to get them up and talking. 
This means, he concluded, that human languages have to be organised 
according to universal constraints and rules, "principles and parameters". 
These constitute a "deep structure", converted into the individual operations 
of a particular language by a series of "transformations". Chomsky first 
outlined this idea in 1967 and has spent his non-political career since hunting 
for the universal features provided by our innate programming. 



Brilliant – but wrong. Recent evidence from neurology, genetics 
and linguistics all points to there being no innate programming. Children 
learn language just as they learn all their other skills, by experience. The case 
against Chomsky is conclusive. The new empirical "connectionist" school and 
the various branches of cognitive linguistics have brought the subject back to 
scientific principles. Linguistics has undergone a revolution in the last 20 
years, and Chomsky has been dethroned. 

However, the wholesale acceptance of Chomsky's rationalist assumptions has 
meant that the discipline has been hunting for unicorns while neglecting many 
key areas of language. There is still little research being carried out on, for 
example, environmental influences on children's language acquisition. 

Most pressingly of all, too little work is being done to record the languages 
currently facing extinction. By one estimate, 95% of the 7,000 languages now 
spoken in the world are in danger of dying out. Recording these should have 
been a priority. 

Chomksy also played a significant part in creating a subject that managed to 
avoid engagement with culture and society. He turned grammar into an 
technical subject full of jargon and algebra studied on whiteboards by 
men with beards, leaving everyone prey to the pernicious drivel of the 
traditional grammar guardians, who belong to the 15%. It is crazy that such an 
unfair social-exclusion system should go on operating, and still without 
censure. 

Linguistics has taught me many wonderful things, but it has also neglected 
many tasks, including telling the world about its discoveries. So if there is an 
academic linguist out there with good bone structure and a past career as a 
rhythm guitarist, please, for the love of God, get yourself a decent agent. 

 

 



Appendix 1 
 
Source: https://theactivistclassroom.wordpress.com/2014/04/11/on-harry-ritchies-
fabulous-english-for-the-natives/ 

On	Harry	Ritchie’s	fabulous	“English	for	the	Natives”*	
	
Posted	on	April	11,	2014	by	Kim	Solga	
	
*An	Activist	Classroom	book	review.	

My	job	as	a	university	scholar	means	I	have	to	wear	a	lot	of	different	hats	
on	any	given	day	–	teacher,	researcher,	writer,	administrator,	good	citizen	
of	my	discipline	(theatre	and	performance	studies),	and,	often,	editor.	
Editing	is	one	of	the	ways	I	regularly	practice	collaborative	scholarship,	and	
it’s	one	of	the	aspects	of	my	job	that	gives	me	the	most	joy	(more	on	that	in	
a	future	post).	Recently,	I	finished	a	three-year	gig	as	the	Book	Review	
Editor	for	Theatre	Survey,	an	academic	journal	linked	to	the	American	
Society	for	Theatre	Research	(ASTR).	That	means	I	now	no	longer	routinely	
panic,	like	clockwork,	three	times	a	year	when	issues	are	due	at	press;	it	
also	means	I	now	get	to	go	back	to	doing	book	reviews	of	my	own,	a	task	I	
quite	enjoy.	
	
To	celebrate	my	return	to	the	world	of	“ordinary”	reviewers,	I’d	like	to	
spend	some	time	in	this	space	reflecting	on	a	terrific	book	I’ve	just	finished	
reading	both	for	work	and	for	pleasure.	

Harry	Ritchie’s	English	for	the	Natives:	Discover	the	Grammar	You	Don’t	
Know	You	Know	(John	Murray,	2013)	is	one	of	the	best	“crossover”	titles	
I’ve	read	in	a	long	time.	It	is	written	engagingly	and	accessibly;	it	includes	a	
fun,	interest-holding	combination	of	language	history,	social	commentary,	
and	helpful	grammar	reference;	and	its	voice	is	personal,	charming,	and	at	



times	comic-relief-y	enough	that	I’ve	laughed	out	loud	while	reading	it	on	
public	transport	at	least	twice.	(Imagine	the	sight	of	the	woman	seated	
across	from	you	on	the	subway	giggling	from	behind	a	book	that	features	
the	words	“English”	and	“grammar”	prominently	on	its	cover,	and	you’ll	
see	what	I	mean.)	
	
Who,	you’re	wondering,	reads	a	grammar	book	on	the	subway?	OK:	so	I’ve	
been	reading	this	title	both	on	the	Tube	and	in	bed	partly	because	I’m	an	
English	teacher	by	training	and	a	bit	of	a	language	geek,	but	also	because	
it’s	the	kind	of	book	that	makes	matters	of	style,	syntax,	and	linguistic	
history	seem	not	only	absorbing	but	also	totally	relevant	to	my	world	right	
now.	I	do	not	think	of	myself	as	a	language	snob,	but	I	DO	care	a	lot	about	
good	writing,	which	includes	good	and	clear	sentence	structure	and	
effective	syntax.	Why?	Because	I	believe	that	being	able	to	write	fluidly	and	
effectively	means	being	able	to	communicate	precisely	and	emphatically,	
and	for	me	good	and	clear	communication	is	intimately	linked	to	being	able	
to	have	both	a	happy	life	and	a	politically	engaged	one.	
	
I	also,	however,	care	about	the	politics	of	what	we	consider	to	be	“good”	or	
“proper”	writing.	That	is,	I’m	interested	in	questions	like:	who	decides	
what’s	“correct”	grammar,	and	what’s	not?	Why	shouldn’t	we	split	
infinitives	–	who	made	that	rule	up,	and	why?	(Ritchie	will	tell	you,	btw.)	
What	grammar	rules	are	connected	to	clarity,	to	ensuring	that	we	all	
understand	quickly	and	easily	the	point	a	writer	is	trying	to	make	so	that	
we	can	engage	that	writer	in	real	debate?	On	the	flip	side,	which	grammar	
rules	are	arbitrary,	and	which	ones	are	even	motivated	by	social	and	racial	
snobbery?	How	might	we	put	pressure	on	those	rules	to	dissolve	or	
change?	
	



These	are	the	kinds	of	questions	Ritchie’s	book	takes	up:	in	every	chapter,	
from	his	opening	discussion	of	the	roots	of	English	(ever	heard	of	Proto-
Indo-European?	Neither	had	I,	but	I’m	totally	fascinated	by	it),	to	his	later,	
longer,	and	pretty	thorough	chapter	on	English	verbs	(which	made	my	head	
hurt	occasionally,	I’ll	admit),	Ritchie	is	consistently	interested	in	thinking	
about	the	politics	behind	the	rules	and	regulations	he	details.	Here	he	is,	for	
example,	in	his	section	on	the	conditional	verb	tense,	discussing	the	
question	tag	“innit?”,	used	primarily	in	non-standard	dialects	in	urban	
south	England:	

It	has	elegance,	ease	and	simplicity	on	its	side,	even	simpler	than	French’s	
‘n’est-ce	pas’,	and	it	seems	to	me	to	be	a	hugely	appealing	construction,	
but	‘innit?’	has	been	predictably	lambasted	as	a	sign	of	the	decline	of	our	
once	noble	language/moral	standards/western	civilisation.	Why	the	
hostility?	Because	it’s	a	new	form	introduced	by	people	who	are	non-
white,	working	class	and	young.	No	other	reason.	It’s	a	prime	example	of	a	
supposedly	linguistic	judgement	being	based	entirely,	entirely,	on	social	
prejudice.	(174)	

	
This	terrific	example	of	Ritchie’s	thoughtful	and	straightforwardly	sensible	
language	politics	illustrates	quite	clearly	my	favourite	thing	about	English	
for	the	Natives:	the	way	in	which	it	insists,	in	its	title	on	down,	that	all	of	us	
who	speak	English	as	a	first	language	are	experts	in	that	language.	In	
Ritchie’s	appealing	linguistic	universe,	we	do	not	make	mistakes	and	thus	
reveal	ourselves	inexpert,	inept,	or	“unwashed”;	our	so-called	“mistakes”	
are	in	fact	the	idiomatic	practices	of	expert	users	operating	in	one	or	more	
dialects	of	a	constantly-evolving	language.	
	



To	put	this	more	bluntly:	when	David	Cameron	speaks	in	the	House	of	
Commons	in	his	idiomatic	“old	Etonian”,	he	only	sounds	like	the	country’s	
most	expert	language	user.	In	fact,	he	just	happens	to	be	pretty	darn	expert	
in	his	particular	idiom	(and	very	good	at	performing	it,	in	a	slightly	smarmy	
sort	of	way,	as	especially	“correct”).	When	the	late	Bob	Crow,	former	RMT	
Union	General	Secretary,	spoke	in	his	own,	supposedly	less	sophisticated	
dialect,	he	was	in	fact	demonstrating	mastery	of	his	own	English	–	and	
arguably	doing	so	for	reasons	no	less	political	than	David	Cameron’s	when	
the	latter	ups	the	Etonian	ante	in	front	of	the	House	during	PM’s	
questions.	Neither	of	these	men,	Ritchie	would	argue,	should	figure	as	
intellectually	superior	or	inferior	simply	because	one	sounds	“cultured”	
and	the	other	sounds	“Cockney”;	that	figuration	is	a	social	myth	that	
powerful	vested	interests	in	the	UK	establishment	class	have	encouraged	
for	their	own	benefit	for	generations.	But	that’s	all	it	is:	a	myth.	
This	does	not,	of	course,	mean	that	Ritchie	encourages	a	grammatical	free-
for-all	where	once	we	were	all	tethered	to	The	Rules;	the	bulk	of	the	book	is	
after	all	a	really	useful	primer	for	anyone	who	would	like	to	know	more	
about	English	grammar,	its	history	and	its	current	practices.	What’s	
exciting	about	the	primer	bits,	though,	is	that	they	don’t	simply	focus	on	
“correct”	usage;	Ritchie	tells	readers	what	“standard”	English	dialect	says	is	
the	rule,	and	then	he	explores	its	variants	in	a	number	of	non-standard	
forms,	including	rural	and	urban	dialects	from	all	over	Britain	(and	some	
American,	too).	He	thus	gives	the	language	traits	of	Bob	Crow,	of	inner-city	
Glaswegian	immigrants,	and	of	your	Cornish	grandmother	the	status	of	the	
Queen’s	(and	David	Cameron’s)	fussy	English,	and	he	spends	time,	effort,	
and	generosity	of	spirit	on	detailing	the	(sometimes	complicated,	
sometimes	blissfully	not)	rules	that	adhere	to	those	dialects,	in	all	of	their	
own	internal	precision	and	correctness.	



English	for	the	Natives	is	a	book	that	insists	the	messy	and	multiplicitous	
English	language	can	be	a	site	for	both	social	politics	and	egalitarian	
practice,	if	we	can	just	get	over	the	hurdle	of	taking	non-standard	English	
“seriously”	–	which	Ritchie	does	convincingly	well.	It’s	also	a	book	that	has	
enormous	sympathy	for	EFL	(English-as-a-foreign-language)	readers	and	
learners,	noting	for	“native”	readers	the	many	places	where	EFL	speakers	
are	likely	to	get	hung	up	on	what	comes	“naturally”	to	natives,	and	why.	
Learning	how	utterly	foolish,	yet	totally	natural-sounding,	rules	around	the	
Gerund	are	was	eye-opening	to	me:	of	course	the	people	I	meet	in	the	
course	of	my	life	who	hail	from	Poland,	or	Pakistan,	or	Paraguay	make	
these	errors,	and	here’s	precisely	the	reason	the	language	trips	them	up.	
Ritchie	encourages	us	to	put	ourselves	in	these	learners’	shoes,	to	puzzle	
out	the	language	as	they	do	during	the	process	of	learning	English,	and	to	
work	out	exactly	where	they	go	wrong	–	because	of	course	we	would	do	so	
too,	if	we	hadn’t	all	been	so	fortunate	as	to	be	born	native	English	“experts”.	
Humbling	stuff,	even	for	a	teacher-geek	like	me.	
	
In	a	country	where	“strivers”	are	imagined	to	speak	like	David	Cameron	
(and	deserve	public	subsidies	for	their	large	London	mortgages	to	boot)	
while	“skivers”	are	presumed	to	sound	like	Bob	Crow	(who	was	
once	chastised	for	behaviour	far	less	corrupt	than	that	of	his	Conservative	
political	colleagues),	and	where	immigrants	from	Romania	are	made	into	
paper	devils	by	the	aw-shucks	UKip	leader	Nigel	Farage	as	he	plays	on	the	
fears	of	voters	who	can’t	understand	why	people	new	to	Britain	don’t	just	
learn	English	already,	Ritchie’s	book	isn’t	just	a	light	linguistic	history,	and	
it’s	not	just	a	great	grammar	primer.	It’s	a	political	book	about	the	way	we	
communicate	in	multicultural	England,	about	who	gate-keeps	our	language,	
and	about	what	that	gate-keeping	has	to	do	with	the	respect	we	each	
accord,	or	fail	to	accord,	one	another	in	the	public	sphere.	



Plus,	it	includes	the	hilarious	example:	“The	conman	kissed	the	aardvark”	
(149,	simple	past	tense…	and	plenty	more	where	that	came	from).	

All	in	all,	a	book	I’d	strongly	encourage	all	y’all	to	read	–	and	then	pass	on	to	
the	person	sitting	next	to	you	on	the	bus.	

Subjunctively,	

Kim	

 

 

 


