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In the 1980s, I found myself as the ‘voice of language’ on 
BBC Radio 4. It was a time when the range of presenters 
you would hear on the air in Britain had greatly increased, 
following the emergence of local radio stations all over the 
country, and with new voices came new usages and new 
accents. Many listeners, used to the traditional ‘voice of the 
BBC’, with its echoes of wartime authority and pride, were 
taken aback, and sent letters and postcards in large numbers, 
expressing concern at what they perceived to be a falling of 
standards. The comments related to all aspects of spoken 
language, including vocabulary and grammar, but most were 
passionate about pronunciation.  

The BBC didn’t know what to do with the huge postbags 
that were coming in. There was a Pronunciation Unit that 
dealt with queries (such as how to pronounce the name of 
a foreign place or politician), but the range of issues being 
raised went well beyond its remit, and the small team that 
staffed it couldn’t cope with the quantity. So, as a known 
linguist who’d already done some broadcasting, it sent them 
to me.

I went through a month’s worth, and wrote what I thought 
was going to be a single programme about the kind of points 
being made. It was called ‘How dare you talk to me like that’, 
and it was printed in The Listener magazine on 9 July 1981. 
The editor gave it a new and provocative title: ‘Language on 

Introduction
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Sounds appealing2

the air: has it degenerated?’ and chose it for the cover illus
tration that week (p. viii). I was told that it got the largest 
response of the month. They reprinted it six months later, 
when the programme was repeated. Another huge response. 

For my script, I decided to organize the complaints into 
a ‘top twenty’ list. (There were only ever complaints. In the 
hundreds of letters and cards that I read, nobody once wrote 
words of praise.) Several were to do with pronunciation – 
the placing of stress in long words (controversy or controversy), 
the sounding of ‘foreign’ words (such as restaurant), regional 
variations (in words like poor), the omission of vowels or con
sonants (as when February becomes Feb’ry), the insertion of r 
when it isn’t in the spelling (as when drawing becomes draw-
ring), and the dropping of final consonants (as in las’ year). 

What really struck me was the intemperate language used 
by the complainers, and The Listener printed some of their 
emotive adjectives on its cover. People didn’t just say they 
‘disliked’ a pronunciation. They used the most extreme words 
they could think of. They were ‘appalled’, ‘aghast’, ‘horrified’, 
‘outraged’, ‘distressed’, ‘dumbfounded’ when they heard 
something they didn’t like. ‘Appalled’ was the commonest 
usage. While I was writing my script, in May 1981, news 
came through that there had been an assassination attempt 
in Rome on Pope John Paul II. So I ended my piece with a wry 
comment: if one can be ‘appalled’ about errors in pronunci
ation, ‘what kind of language is there left to refer to one’s 
feelings when great men get shot?’

Somebody at the BBC noticed the furore, and asked me 
to do a series – offering an outlet, as it were, for all this 
pentup passion. It was called Speak Out. Just three episodes. 
Not enough. The letter rate increased. Another series fol
lowed, English Now, and this ran for nearly a decade. There 
was no letup. After some episodes, I would get as many as a 
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3 Introduction 

thousand items through the post. Pronunciation was always 
the main talking point. And here’s the interesting thing: the 
vast majority would have a firstclass stamp. Writers evi
dently felt a sense of urgency. Whatever the point being com
plained about was, it needed to reach the BBC by tomorrow.

My own pronunciation didn’t escape the ire of some lis
teners. One letter, addressed to the directorgeneral of the 
BBC, copied to me (thus, two firstclass stamps), asked for 
my immediate removal as presenter on the grounds that 
programmes to do with pronunciation shouldn’t be given to 
someone who says the word one to rhyme with on rather than 
with sun. I don’t know whether the DG replied, but I did, 
indirectly, by using the letter in one of the programmes as 
an excellent illustration of the microscopic way that some 
listeners actually listen.

What is it about pronunciation that produces such a 
response? Why does pronunciation get to people in a way 
that other aspects of speech don’t? Why are we so passionate 
about it? Has it always been that way? Will it always be that 
way? Is it the same all around the Englishspeaking world, or 
is it just a British thing? These are the kinds of questions that 
this book will explore. The ‘why’ questions first.
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4

A poetic voice
Ogden Nash cleverly versified his complaints in ‘I’ll Hush If 
You’ll Hush’, published as one of the ‘poems of indignation’ 
in The Primrose Path (1936).

Sweet voices have been presented by Nature
To creatures of varying nomenclature
The bird, when he unlocks his beak,
Emits a melody unique;
The lion’s roar, the moocow’s bellow,
Are clearly pitched and roundly mellow;
The squirrel’s chatter, the donkey’s bray,
Are fairly pleasant, in their way;
While even beasts whose noises are awful
Appeal therewith to their spouses lawful.
The tomcat’s miaow is curdled milk
To us, but eggnog to his ilk;
How odd that I cannot rejoice,
Though human, in the human voice.
Of sounds I think the furthest South
Is that which springs from the human mouth.
No study such despair affords
As that of human vocal cords.
So you shudder at the type of larynx
Whence herrings issue forth as harrinks?
Do you sometimes wonder which is worse,
Verce for voice, or voise for verse?
Then how about the Oxford throat,
With its swallowed vowels and tweetering note?
There’s little pleasure in the stage
Since the tired accent became the rage.
Still, if you think the stage is low,
Then, what about the radio?
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5

The smooth and oily tongues that drip
With spurious goodfellowship,
That flood your chamber with a spasm
Of cultured cold enthusiasm?
They set my nerves aleaping skittishly, 
These speakers speaking pseudowittishly.
Had I of sundry sounds my choice
I should not choose the human voice;
God knows it’s bad enough alone,
Without the aid of microphone.
It’s a useful means of communication,
But a paltry acoustical decoration. 
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Always there

Pronunciation isn’t like the other main areas of spoken 
language that people complain about, such as grammar or 
vocabulary. You may not like the way people use a particu
lar word, such as taking uninterested to mean disinterested, but 
you are not going to meet that problem frequently in every
day speech. Similarly, if you don’t like split infinitives, you 
are unlikely to hear one very often: you might listen to an 
entire conversation or radio programme and not encounter 
a single instance. But every word, every sentence, has to be 
pronounced, so if you don’t like the vowels and consonants 
of an accent, or the way someone drops consonants, stresses 
words, or intones a sentence, there’s no escape. Pronunci
ation is always there.

It’s such an everyday notion that the term hardly needs a 
definition, but I’ll give one anyway. It is the uttering of the 
sounds of speech in words and sentences. Some dictionaries 
prefer terms like ‘articulating’, ‘enunciating’, or ‘vocalizing’, 
instead of ‘uttering’, but the effect is the same. When speak
ers use their vocal organs to communicate meaningfully, we 
experience pronunciation. It is what enables speech to be 
intelligible and acceptable, and when people feel that one 
or other of these qualities fails to be achieved, they become 
disturbed. In the everyday world of facetoface conversa
tion, any disturbed feelings usually remain unmentioned. We 
tend not to say such things as ‘I’m appalled to hear the way 
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you just pronounced February’ to someone’s face. But when 
pronunciation infelicities emerge in a public domain, such 
as an inaudible stage actor, an unclear announcement on a 
public address system, or a radio presenter who fails to meet 
listener expectations of what is appropriate, people can be 
highly vociferous. 

Whether a complaint is justified or misconceived is the 
subject of later chapters. Both possibilities exist. Sometimes 
a criticism reflects a state of affairs that everyone would agree 
about, because it is based on objective fact: if a voice is genu
inely inaudible, there is nothing to dispute. But most pro
nunciation complaints aren’t like that: they are matters of 
opinion and taste, where the viewpoints reflect differing per
ceptions as to what is appropriate, pleasing, or correct. Audi
tion is as subjective as any other area of sense perception. 
Beauty, said Shakespeare in Love’s Labour’s Lost, ‘is bought by 
judgement of the eye’ – anticipating the much later maxim 
‘beauty is in the eye of the beholder’. The analysis of pronun
ciation raises the same consideration. Auditory beauty lies in 
the ear of the listener. 

Pronunciation is always there … which means that it is 
ideally placed to meet the demands of each of the two main 
forces that lie behind the use of language: the need for intel
ligibility and the need for identity – and both underlie lis
tener unease. Note: two forces, not one. It’s often thought 
that the only function of pronunciation is to facilitate intelli
gibility; but it is also there to express personal or group iden
tity. When, as speakers of English, we hear someone speak 
our language, we do not only recognize the words that are 
said, we recognize who is saying them – often the individual 
person, and very often the community the speaker belongs 
to. It is pronunciation, more than anything else, that makes 
someone sound British, American, or Indian; Scottish, Welsh, 
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9 Always there 

or Irish; from Liverpool, Newcastle, or London; from New 
York, Texas, or Alabama. It is pronunciation, again more than 
anything else, that gives us a clue about the speaker’s social 
class or educational background, or that allows us to identify 
the kind of role someone is playing, such as a radio sports 
commentator or newsreader. Even in the distance, with no 
words clearly heard, we can tell the difference between a 
commentary on football, horse racing, or tennis. It’s some
thing in the way they speak, as the Beatles almost said. 

Of the two criteria, identity and intelligibility, it’s issues 
relating to identity that are the more frequent when it comes 
to usage criticism. The vast majority of the BBC complain
ers were not suggesting that they couldn’t understand what 
speakers were saying; they were complaining about the way 
they were saying it. Some of the criticisms were aesthetic: a 
pronunciation might be called ‘ugly’ or ‘sloppy’. Some showed 
dislike of a particular accent. Some acknowledged a historical 
factor, recalling the ‘voice of the BBC’ from an earlier broad
casting era. There would be the occasional comment about 
failed intelligibility, as when presenters dropped their voice 
at a critical moment or gave a word an emphasis that caused 
ambiguity. But typically, when people talked about acceptable 
or unacceptable pronunciation, they were not thinking of the 
content but the delivery, and in particular the speech habits 
of the deliverer. We could adapt an old song of Ella Fitzgerald 
to make the point: ‘It ain’t what you say but the way that you 
say it. That’s what gets results’ – or complaints, in this case.

Exploring the pronunciation dimension in delivery is the 
subject matter of this book. Some aspects directly affect intel
ligibility, such as clarity of articulation and speed of speech. 
Some aspects directly affect identity, such as the way vowels 
and consonants combine to produce an identifiable accent. 
It’s easy enough to see the importance of pronunciation in 
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relation to intelligibility; but there needs to be a further word 
of explanation as to why pronunciation is so important in 
relation to identity. After all, if we want to show our iden
tity, there are many ways in which we can do it. I could, for 
example, dress in a certain way, wearing some sort of national 
costume. I could sport a badge or a Tshirt with a message 
saying ‘I am from – Wales, Texas, Melbourne’, or wherever. 
But there are some obvious problems with costumes and 
badges: they cannot be seen in the dark – or around corners. 
Speech, on the other hand, can be perceived whether or not 
we can see the speaker (assuming the speaker is in earshot, 
of course). And it costs nothing to speak, whereas we have to 
buy our costumes and badges. It is this easytouse universal
ity of speech that prioritizes it as a marker of identity. And 
pronunciation, as the permanently present manifestation of 
speech, is what we notice, first and foremost, when issues of 
identity arise.

Ultimately, intelligibility and identity interact. It’s a com
monplace that if someone speaks in a very broad local accent, 
we may not understand them. But a complete breakdown in 
communication is unusual. Although there’s a great deal of 
regional, social, and personal variation in the way people pro
nounce their words, most of the time we do understand what 
they’re saying. This is because everyone who speaks modern 
English makes use of the same basic system of sounds. If we 
want to understand how pronunciation works, we have to 
begin with a description of these sounds – and that means 
understanding how sounds are made. It’s all part of the 
subject of phonetics.
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Henry Higgins

Probably the most famous phonetician, as far as the general 
public is concerned, is Henry Higgins, the professorial char
acter George Bernard Shaw created in his 1913 play Pygma-
lion, later widely known as My Fair Lady. We see Higgins at 
the beginning of the play (and film) listening to the way Eliza 
Doolittle speaks, and writing down her Cockney accent in a 
phonetic transcription. Then, later in the play, as a result of 
his training, she manages to acquire the ‘posh’ accent of her 
day. Most people remember the drills she had to perform, 
such as to pronounce all her h’s – ‘In Hertford, Hereford and 
Hampshire, hurricanes hardly ever happen’ – and to replace 
her vowels so that words like Spain don’t sound like spine: 
‘The rain in Spain falls mainly on the plain.’

Rex Harrison and Audrey Hepburn in My Fair Lady
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