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Abstract

This article explores how national identities are constructed through language by
examining the accent negotiations of a group of white English immigrants to the
U.S. Pointing to the anxiety that any Americanization of their accents engendered,
I show how individuals cope with claiming an identity that seems to be undermined
by their speech style. They negotiated this contradiction in two ways: first, they
feared that an invisible audience of English people would unmask them as not
properly English; and second, they used distancing mechanisms — namely, sarcasm,
disgust, anxiety about disloyalty, and a recourse to physicality — to distance
themselves from the Americanisms that crept into their linguistic habitus. These
mechanisms allowed the immigrants to maintain their sense of Englishness even
when they did not sound English.

In this article, I use two approaches to identity in order to elucidate the process of
national identity construction. First, I build upon insights from social theory to
argue that identities are constructed through everyday practices. Second, I use social
psychological theories of language to show how people modify the ways they speak
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to stress particular identities. My aim is to explore how English immigrants in the
U.S. use their language to construct their national identities.

Next, | provide the context for my study, detailing the place of accents in
England, how accent negotiation occurred during my interviews, and the
Anglophilic milieu within which immigrants from England operate. Then, 1 show
how the people I interviewed believed that their accents were a reflection of their
national identities. However, if they equated their accents with their national
identities, what happened to their national identities when their accents changed?
I found that they had four strategies to cope with and move beyond these moments
of extreme anxiety, strategies that allowed them to maintain adamantly that they
were still English underneath. First, they couched their comments about the
Americanization of their accents with sarcasm to show that they were not
Americans. Second, they expressed disgust at any Americanisms that had crept
into their language. If they were disgusted by Americanisms, the implication was
that they must not be American. Third, they argued that they were phony, weak
or traitors to England when they spoke with American accents, strategies which
had the effect of making England seem like their home rather than the U.S. Fourth,
they argued that they were physically incapable of doing an American accent for
long periods of time, so that they must be naturally English. Using these
mechanisms, they maintained a sense of distance from the U.S. and reaffirmed
the idea that they were English. Thus, even when their accents did not seem to
equate with their national identities, they still manipulated them to maintain their
sense of Englishness.

How is Identity Constructed?

IpENTITY, LANGUAGE AND PRACTICES

My approach to national identity builds on insights from feminist and other social
theories to argue that identities are constructed through practices. Just as we
can be said to “do” gender (West & Fenstermaker 1995; West & Zimmerman 1987)
through everyday interactions and cultural practices, I argue that national identity
is not an essential element of an individual, but an “emergent feature” (West &
Zimmerman 1987:126) of social life that is continuously constituted and
reconstituted by individuals. Rather than seeing identities as essences of the self,
scholars in many branches of social theory view identities constituted through
interactions as waxing and waning, as they are emphasized or downplayed in
situationally specific ways (for instance, Banks 1988; Bhavnani & Phoenix 1994;
Butler 1990; Hall 1987; Lather 1991; Pratt 1984; Reily 1988; Schwalbe & Mason-
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Schrock 1996; Widdicombe & Wooffitt 1995). Because individuals themselves
actively construct their identities, these identities may be incoherent or
contradictory.'

In emphasizing the agency of individuals, symbolic interactionists have stressed
the role of language in allowing individuals to perceive themselves as social (Cooley
[1922] 1964; Goffman 1959; Mead 1934). The social self is constructed through
self-presentation, where participants in an interaction work to create coherent
definitions of the situation (Goffman 1959). Identities, then, are produced through
practices in interactions as individuals engage in meaning making with others.
Individuals actively construct versions of their selves to fit different situations,
drawing upon taken-for-granted background knowledge to regulate their
performances (Garfinkel [1967] 1992; Heritage [1984] 1986). This tacit
knowledge enables the participants in an interaction to account for and give
meaning to everyday life, “nam[ing], characteriz[ing], formulat[ing], explain[ing],
excus[ing], excoriat[ing], or merely tak[ing] notice of some circumstance or
activity” (West & Zimmerman 1987:136; see also Heritage [1984] 1986; West &
Fenstermaker 1995). Thus identities are constructed not only through self-
presentation, as Goffman (1959) suggests, but also through practice that is named
or remarked upon through language.

The flexibility and subtlety of language makes it a useful device to examine
the vagaries of identity construction by individuals. Language enables us to attend
to the diverse meanings given to identities, and the ways in which participants
draw upon, ignore or reconstruct their identities. We can see¢ how individuals
use language to tease out the variations in identities, as they move from one situation
to another, draw on one set of meanings or another, or react to one set of
interlocutors or another. Examining respondents’ use of language to defend,
describe, define, or decry particular identities provides us with a dynamic view
of identity as “an active, practical and situated accomplishment” (Widdicombe &
Wooffitt 1995:218), one which is mutable, contested, and multifaceted. At the
same time, individuals operate within power structures (Connell 1987, 1995;
Gerson & Peiss 1985; Giddens 1984; West & Fenstermaker 1995) or discourses
(Foucault [1971] 1972; Lather 1991; Widdicombe & Woolffitt 1995), which
constrain or enable the ability of the individual to act. Identity is the “site where
structure and agency collide” (Bhavnani & Phoenix 1994:6): while individuals may
construct identities through practices, both practices and identities are regulated
by power structures.
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LiNnGguisTIC NEGOTIATION AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF NATIONAL IDENTITY

Conventional definitions of national identity such as place of birth, citizenship,
passports, etc., are all important, but the active achievement of national identity
through social practices like language helps individuals to believe that they belong
to the nation. Language can be manipulated by individual “nationed” beings; as
they use language, they experience themselves as belonging to a nation. They
can also make themselves “real” to themselves (Berger & Luckmann 1967), both
as humans and as users of one particular language rather than another; language
becomes proof that they belong in a particular nation, proof of national identity,
as movements to create or suppress “national” languages attest.

On a more micro-sociological level, scholars in many different disciplines have
noted how important language is for the construction of individual identities.
Sociologists have shown how people present aspects of their selves during
interactions, constructing their identities by the ways that they speak or what
they choose to say (for instance, Goffman 1959; Hadden & Lester 1978; Hewitt
& Stokes 1975; Sandstrom 1990; Scott & Lyman 1968; Snow & Anderson 1987;
Tracy & Carjuzda 1993; Widdicombe & Wooffitt 1995). Social psychologists have
also illustrated the relationship between linguistic practices and national or ethnic
identities by examining people living in countries or regions where their language
of origin is not dominant. They have shown that people tend to identify with the
ethnic, regional or national grouping that corresponds with the language in which
they are most proficient (Lanca et al. 1994) but that individuals are less likely to
identify with their national or ethnic group if they learn another language (Noels,
Pon & Clément 1996). Individual speakers, then, express their identities through
linguistic practices (see also Clément & Noels 1992; Collier & Thomas 1988).

The ability to negotiate one’s identity via language is made even more salient
when the subtleties of linguistic difference are appreciated. Research into cross-
cultural or inter-ethnic communication has shown the considerable differences
between people’s speech, even if ostensibly the same language is being spoken.
Differences can occur in prosody (i.e., pitch, loudness, the accents on words,
etc., Gumperz 1992), style, conversational conventions, intonations, and
conversational markers, as studies examining miscommunication between different
ethnic groups in Britain show (e.g., Gumperz 1982; Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz
1982; Jupp, Roberts & Cook-Gumperz 1982). Variation may also occur in dialect,
choice of accent, subject matter, and the degree of formality used (Giles 1979:258;
Giles & Coupland 1991:63).

Scholarship has illustrated that individuals, consciously or unconsciously, may
change their speech styles when they wish to be more or less like those with
whom they interact, showing the potential uses of language for self-presentation
(Giles 1973; Giles & Coupland 1991; Willemyns et al. 1997). There is much
variation in the forms these linguistic accommodations can take: for instance,
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people might converge for some words but diverge for others; or they might
converge their intonation, but maintain all their other linguistic features (Giles &
Coupland 1991:67). However, people are more likely to converge towards a more
powerful speaker in any given situation (Giles & Coupland 1991; see Brown &
Levinson 1987 for a theoretical review of this idea), perhaps out of a desire for
social approval (Giles 1973; Giles et al. 1973). They may also converge to increase
their perceived status, competence, or persuasiveness (Giles 1973), to gain other
economic and social rewards (Giles & Coupland 1991:74), to conform to their
stereotypes of how those others speak (Giles & Coupland 1991:71), because they
believe their interlocutor has converged towards them (Giles et al. 1973) or even,
perhaps, because they are more empathic (Giles 1973). Also, those who use speech
styles with high “ethnolinguistic vitality” (Giles, Bourhis & Taylor 1977) may
accentuate them to preserve a sense of themselves as belonging to a powerful or
prestigious “ingroup” (Tajfel 1974; Tajfel & Turner 1979; see Giles & Coupland
1991 for an overview of this idea). Additionally, individuals may emphasize their
speech style if they perceive their ethnic or national identity to be under threat
from another speaker (Bourhis & Giles 1977).

These studies all suggest the importance of examining the context within which
linguistic variations take place. Gumperz argues that the situation within which
language is produced is vitally important, and should be seen as emergent as well
as contextual (1992:22), such that “socio-cultural knowledge shape[s] speaking
practice and . . . enter[s] into interpretation” (Gumperz 1992:51). Code-switching,
or the juxtaposition of different linguistic systems in the same conversation, is
often a way to ensure that only those who share one’s background can understand
one (Gumperz 1982:98), and those who engage in code-switching (often bilingual
people) explain that how people switch codes is just as important as whether they
do (Gumperz 1982). Individuals who manipulate their language are often highly
attuned to the messages the code-switching sends about themselves and others.

Speakers may engage in code-switching as a way to present different personae
or identities to an audience: as Coupland’s (1985) analysis of a Welsh radio program
showed, there may be considerable shifts in one individual’s speech style from one
instant to the next. In this analysis, the host moved from emphasizing his Welsh
accent (creating solidarity with his listeners), to a more standard English accent
(conveying a sense of competence and authority), and various accents outside his
normal repertoire (parodying and mimicking for the sake of entertainment).
Likewise, Hansell and Ajirotutu (1982) and Gumperz (1982) analyzed the ironic
use of Black American English by African-American men to express meanings
that would bypass speakers unfamiliar with the style of Black English. Speakers,
then, may play with language, distancing themselves from certain speech styles,
embracing others, satirizing or mocking still others, often as a way to make identities
explicit. Scholarship like this implicitly points to the vested interest people have in
manipulating their speech styles, often to enhance their sense of solidarity with

9102 ‘ST Jequieldes uo A1sienlun SIS kiUeA|ASUlad e /610°'S[eulno(pio)xo’ js//:dny wolj pepeojumoq


http://sf.oxfordjournals.org/

1066 / Social Forces 79:3, March 2001

those they perceive as sharing their identity. Indeed, scholars have argued that low
status languages and dialects persist because of their identity-forming functions
(Ryan 1979).

Identity-constructing linguistic changes are often situationally-specific (Cargile
1997; Clément & Noels 1992), as speakers move from work to home, from job
interview to bar, from formal to casual encounter (e.g., Heller 1982; Tracy &
Carjuzda 1993; Willemyns et al. 1997). The variations in language, from situation
to situation, and also within the same conversation, mean that language adoption
can be seen as something of a choice (Ryan 1979). This makes linguistic
negotiation an ideal place to examine identity negotiation, the movement in and
out of particular identities on a day-to-day basis.

However, the extent to which individuals are conscious of the changes in their
linguistic styles is an open question. Certainly, many of Gumperz’s informants
were unaware of the code-switching they were doing (1982:69, 1992:40; see
also Gilbert & Mulkay 1984; Mulkay & Gilbert 1982 on the likelihood of
unconscious contradictions occurring in interviews). Bourdieu’s work on the
linguistic habitus is important in this regard because he argues that the “choices”
about how to speak are passed on “in the most apparently insignificant aspects
of the things, situations and practices of everyday life” ([1977] 1991:51) so that
they come to seem like second nature, “silent and insidious, insistent and
insinuating” ([1977] 1991:51). The habitus is composed of “systems of durable,
transposable dispositions” ([1972] 1997:72; emphasis in original), preconscious
orientations that regulate individuals’ actions. Yet, because of the differential values
assigned to certain ways of speaking — in the form of linguistic capital —
individuals may make choices about how to speak in which contexts so as to
maximize their linguistic profit. The example Bourdieu uses is the Béarnais mayor
who was positively evaluated for speaking Béarnais ([1977] 1991:67-9) in a
politically motivated move where he wished to emphasize his connection to the
“common folk” of the region. Like Gumperz, Bourdieu directs us to examine
more closely the context within which language is spoken, since accent, grammar,
and vocabulary are all indicators of the social position of individuals.

Similarly to the Béarnais mayor and the bilinguals Gumperz interviewed,
English people in the United States find themselves in a position where their use
of language has become relativized. In some senses, the experience of travel
abroad, especially to a country where those around one speak the same language
differently, is an experience where the preconscious nature of the linguistic habitus
may become conscious. English people in the U.S. also become acutely conscious
of the linguistic capital their accents have, so that their linguistic negotiations are
imbued with and complicated by assumptions about the value of their speech. In
Bourdieu’s terminology, the “field” within which they find themselves is an
Anglophilic one, and the pursuit of “linguistic profit” may be fairly lucrative for
them.
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The social psychological literature and Bourdieu’s theory of linguistic habitus
alert us to examine the context within which linguistic negotiation occurs, and
provide evidence for the idea that individuals use language to construct, maintain
or deconstruct their identities. In this article, | give more weight to this idea by
showing how this identity construction works in the case of English people
separated from their original nation and placed in a context where their accents
and identities appear to be highly valued.

ENGLISH ACCENTS IN ENGLAND

An additional factor in the equation facing English people abroad is that accents
occupy a rather special place in English life.” The diversity of accents is quite
overwhelming in such a small nation (Trudgill 1983, 1984, 1990; Wells 1982:5),’
and it seems unbelievable to foreigners that accents can change so quickly between
such small distances (Snedegar 1996; Wells 1982:9). Accents are linked with class
and region in England in ways that are widely believed to be unique (see Wells
1982:13); and they have been conceptualized as a pyramid, with “RP” (Received
Pronunciation) at the top.*® This is described as an ostensibly regionless accent
and is characteristic of members of the upper and upper-middle classes who have
been educated at public (i.e., private) schools. The remainder of the pyramid
consists of mild regional accents, descending to broad local accents at the bottom
(Wells 1982:14). The idea here is that non-RP accents, i.e., regional and local
accents, are more widespread and less prestigious. Indeed, some estimate that
only between three and five percent of English people speak with an RP accent
(Trudgill & Hannah 1994:2).

The relationship between accent, class and region ensures that region often
serves as a proxy for class in England. Hence, according to Wells, “any regional
accent is by definition not an upper-class accent, and hardly an upper-middle-
class accent: because in those social classes such accent differences as do exist
are not regional” (1982:14). The dominant paradigm of accents in England, then,
is that RP is the only “non-regional” accent (despite the fact that it predominates
in the Southeastern part of the country) and any other kind of accent is seen as
“regional” or “local” and therefore tainted with class or “provincial” biases.®
Obviously RP also has class biases; however, since it is the dominant accent
these have generally been subsumed under the label of neutrality.

Accents are thought to act as clues or markers about the kind of person with
whom one is dealing, their class background, and how one should relate to her
or him. RP, the top accent in the pyramid, is routinely associated with status,
intelligence, competence, and high culture (Bourhis, Giles & Lambert 1981;
Chapman, Smith & Foot 1977; Giles 1970, 1973; Giles & Sassoon 1983). Yet, despite
the prestige of RP, other researchers have found that RP speakers are not ranked
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highly by non-RP speakers in terms of empathy, kindness, solidarity, honesty, social
attractiveness, comradeship, or intimacy within a group (Cheyne 1970; Giles 1971;
Strongman & Woosley 1967). Indeed, the more familiar an accent is to a listener
{i.e. the closer to the listener’s accent), the more favorable will be the listener’s
judgments about that person (Chapman, Smith & Foot 1977:142). Non-RP speakers
may report their eagerness to adopt so-called higher social norms of speech and
even acquiesce to unfavorable judgments made about their speech styles by others,
but there is great stability of speech style among these so-called “lower” varieties of
speech (Milroy & Milroy 1991:110). The reason for this paradox is, of course, that
accents are a crucial part of identity in England. However downgraded one’s accent
may be, it is a source of pride, and regional and class consciousness (e.g., Joyce
1991).

English people may be additionally conscious of their accents for slightly
different reasons. English accents are in a state of flux at the moment, as so-
called “regional” accents appear more and more on television and the radio, and
among those in positions of power. There is also evidence that RP is changing
(Rosewarne 1994a, 1994b; Wales 1994) and a new variety of English is sweeping
the Southeastern part of the country — “Estuary English.” Rosewarne, the critic
who coined the term, argues that this “classless” accent is the result of
convergence by RP and local speakers at school and in the workplace, and he
finds evidence of it in arenas as diverse as the House of Commons, regional radio,
the City,” and among the younger members of the Royal Family.? In addition, the
“conservative RP” accent of older members of the royalty and aristocracy is
increasingly subject to ridicule (Snedegar 1996; Wales 1994) or hostility; even
advanced RP (the old accent of the younger royalty) and general RP are no longer
seen as unmarked and neutral (Rosewarne 1994a:7).

This discussion of accents tells us that accents are an endless source of pride,
obsession, or simply interest to most English people. Many of the people I
interviewed left England at a time when the conventional wisdom about the
relationship between accent and class, and the predominance of the RP accent
was under scrutiny. Thus, we would expect to find English people living in the
U.S. fairly self-reflective about their accents and the meanings of them.

Research Methodology

In order to gather data on language and identity, I conducted semi-structured
in-depth interviews with thirty-four English individuals living on the East Coast
of the U.S. I was particularly interested in English people because of the relatively
privileged position of their accents® on the “Anglophilic” East Coast. In general,
Americans see English English,! particularly RP, as a high status accent (e.g.,
Cargile et al. 1994; Giles & Coupland 1991; Stewart, Ryan & Giles 1985),
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especially in comparison to other foreign accents (Sebastian & Ryan 1985); however,
the ways that English people may react to this have not been fully investigated.
This privileging of English accents in the U.S. serves as a backdrop for English
immigrants’ accent negotiations.

[ contacted the respondents through a snowball sample, and interviewed each
of them for between one and four hours. My sample consisted of equal numbers
of men and women. All the interviewees were white, and most were middle or
upper-middle class, although a few claimed working class roots.!! They had lived
in the U.S. for varied lengths of time: 10 had lived there for under 2 years; 12
for between 3 and 5 years; 8 for between 6 and 10 years; and 4 for over 11
years. Their travel trajectories were quite different: while 21 had traveled
extensively, 13 had only visited the U.S. and the U.K. 15 said that they planned
to stay in the U.S. while 16 planned to return to the U.K. Only 2 had concrete
plans to stay, and 1 had concrete plans to return; and yet even those who planned
to stay expressed nostalgic longings for England. Just under half (16) held “green
cards”; 12 were in the U.S. on temporary or restricted visas as students or spouses
of those with “green cards”; and 6 were dual-nationals, holding both British and
American passports.

In general, most in my sample spoke with an English accent, occasionally
veering into American intonation or pronunciation, and more often using American
words. There were no clear patterns from my data as to whether women or
men were more likely to pick up American accents or whether the age of the
interviewee affected the Americanness of her or his accent. Whether or not the
interviewee was married to or living with an English or American partner, or was
single also had no effect on accents.

The majority of my sample (24) came from the Southeast of England or East
Anglia, while 3 came from the Southwest, and 7 from the North of England. My
sample contained a variety of accents: some of those from the Southeast spoke with
RP accents, while others spoke with regional accents from Berkshire, Kent or Suffolk,
for instance, and still others used a form of Estuary English. Likewise, some
Southwesterners had traces of their regional accent, while others spoke with RP or
Estuary accents. While interviewees exhibited varying degrees of regional
consciousness, especially about their accents, the region or type of original English
accent of each interviewee had little bearing on the Americanization of the accent
at the time of the interview. Ian,'” for instance, proudly played up his already
noticeable Yorkshire accent as he told stories about his family, while Rowena, who
was also from Yorkshire and who had been in the U.S. a much shorter time, had
more American intonations in her accent. I did not get the sense that my
interviewees with more “regional” (i.e. non-RP accents) found themselves less
understood or less revered by Americans than the RP speakers in my sample.
Indeed, their type of accent had little effect on how Americans treated them. Tara
told of a working class friend from Liverpool who had been very successful in the
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U.S.; she implied that this was because he was not negatively marked by his accent
in the States in the way he would have been in England.”®

One variable that did have some effect on the accent is the length of time an
interviewee had been in the U.S. None of the interviewees who had lived here
for under two years had noticeably American or Anglo-American accents (apart
from Rowena). The interviewees with the most Americanized accents had all
been here between six and ten years. However, there were others who had been
here for longer periods of time who had retained more of an English accent —
for instance, William and Vera had each been in the U.S. for eleven years. On the
other hand, Emily and Frank had both been away from England for over twenty
years and had somewhat Americanized accents. Of those who spoke with more
American accents, Emma, Gary and Lucinda had lived in the U.S. as children
for various lengths of time, which suggests that exposure to an accent as a child
might affect one’s propensity to use that accent later in life. Trudgill suggests
that, although there is no way to predict how fast or how far English English
speakers will accommodate to American English, they will all follow approximately
the same route (1986:20).1* He argues that they will converge to the features of
American English that are most prominent in the consciousness of English English
speakers (1986:12; see also Trudgill 1983:chapter 8), although they may resist
the change if they hear themselves sounding too American (1986:18).

Accent Negotiations During the Interviews

During the interviews, the majority of the respondents were self-reflective about
their accents, varying their vocabulary and pronunciation, moving between shades
of American English and English English, and sometimes introducing different
English accents or accents from other parts of the world (e.g., from Ireland or
Australia) into the interviews. They talked, too, about the ways they maintained
this control over their speech styles in their everyday lives, perhaps using an
American accent when at work or when ordering a cup of coffee and an English
accent at other times. They obviously had a high degree of skill and flexibility
with their accents as they varied them to suit the situation, suggesting that at
least some of their accent variation was intentional.

Their movement between English English and American English vocabulary
was exemplified by Harry’s use of English and American in the same sentence
as he described himself eating candy (sweets) and crisps (potato chips). They
and I sometimes used English and American words together (for instance,
“football/soccer,” “holiday/vacation,” “mates/buddies”), unsure as to whether we
should be speaking English or American. As Vera explained, “my usages are all
mixed up. I no longer know whether . . . it’s . . . the boot [or the] trunk . ..
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Sometimes | come to a complete halt. I can’t say something because I can’t
remember which language I'm speaking in.”!° Interviewees also consulted me on
the English pronunciation of words like “schedule” or joked with me about the
American pronunciation of words like “niche,” showing that they were relating to
me as a fellow English person in the U.S.

In addition, they often used different accents to tell anecdotes or jokes or to
make a humorous point. Some people were obviously better mimics than others:
Imogen, Peter, Frank, lan and Alex, in particular, moved in and out of accents
to suit their purposes during their interviews. Some of the story telling involved
putting on American accents to emphasize an American’s question or comment,
and others involved using different English accents for comic effect. Imogen,
for example, put on what I presume was an RP “wanna-be” accent to make fun
of the English propensity to drink tea, and a Birmingham accent whenever she
talked about soccer. Peter, although he said that he didn’t play his accent up or
down, proceeded to give me a run-through of various accents he used on the
phone to English colleagues:

You tend to . .. probably sound “more of a Londoner” (in a cockney accent). 1t
depends who you are with. I think “if you're talkin’ to some kid who’s from like
Essex ... an ’¢’s drivin’’is XR3-1'¢ and all that . . . then you probably star’ talkin’
abou’ like ““ow’s the Spurs'” doin’ this weeken’ Pau™ “Oh, pre’’y good mate, thanks™”
(in an Essex accent). So you tend to bring yourself down or up to somebody’s
level. “And then again if you're speaking to a” (in a deep upper class accent), one
of the more upper-crusty kind of guys, maybe you'll slow your speech down a
bit, you pronounce words a little better.

Although by the end of this performance, I was laughing heartily, [ had the
feeling that Peter began to feel a little embarrassed about mimicking an RP accent
in front of me, especially since he gave up on his imitation of this accent half-
way through a sentence.

This raises the issue of the extent to which my speech patterns influenced my
interviewees’ accents (Giles 1973; Giles & Coupland 1991; Trudgill 1986). While
this obviously did occur, I have no way of knowing the extent of it, nor can I control
for it in my analysis. In addition, my own characterizations of my interviewees’
accents are biased by my own class and regional background.'® Having spent my
formative years in the Southeast of England, with English parents, attending public
schools, my original accent is an upper-middle class RP English accent. However,
I have lived in the U.S. for ten years, and have picked up some American
intonations. My sense was that most of my interviewees heard my accent as English
(although at least one wondered if I was American when we first talked on the
telephone, and another thought I might be Australian) and that most seemed to
interpret it as being an RP accent, or at least that I was from Southeast England.

9102 ‘ST Jequieldes uo A1sienlun SIS kiUeA|ASUlad e /610°'S[eulno(pio)xo’ js//:dny wolj pepeojumoq


http://sf.oxfordjournals.org/

1072 / Social Forces 79:3, March 2001

As we talked about accents, interviewees would comment on my accent: Frank
said, “well, you're very English. You’re not American at all”; Catriona asked me
how long I had lived in England “because your accent is so English”; Lucinda told
me my accent was “still very very strong” and Peter thought that his accent would
probably become more English during the interview because of my accent.
Additionally, they might have felt that they could tell me certain stories and that
they could trust that [ would understand their point of view. Numerous times in
the interviews, they would draw me into their stories with questions like “you
know how Americans say...?” or “I'm sure you have noticed...?” Mike
commented that our interview felt like a therapy session, while Harry admitted
that he felt I understood him in ways his (American) wife could not. It is
important to recognize that the data I collected are very much products of the
ways the interviewees responded to me as a fellow English person living in the
U.S. Their accent negotiations during the interview could have been very different
if they had identified me as an American.

Responding to Anglophilia

English people living in the U.S. generally find that their accents are seen as positive
and are often highly valued. Even when Americans cannot understand them, the
miscommunication is good-humored. Stephen, for instance, told me a story about
trying to order a hamburger about a month after his arrival. The woman behind
the counter responded to his order with, “gee, honey, I love your accent, but I can’t
understand a word you said!” Although the fast food worker could not understand
him, she praised his accent all the same, an experience that few other immigrant
groups in the U.S. would have (judging by the number of American books and
tapes dedicated to losing one’s foreign accent) (e.g., Black 1983; Morley 1979; Orion
1988; Schmidt 1972).

Other interviewees had similar experiences: Gordon mused about how
“charmed” Americans were by his accent, while Anne felt that “people [at work]
treat me with more respect than they do other Americans . . . They seem to think
that because I have this different accent, it [gives me] a kind of authority” Andy
explained the benefits of the Anglophilia he perceived, pointing to the effortless
ways it allowed him to be different: “you can make your presence felt without patting
yourself on the back . . . You are a little bit different from the rest of the people in
the room and that can have its advantages. I think you're recognized before you say
anything of significance.” Imogen felt that she “got to win a lot of arguments”
because people assume “I [have] this great level of culture” and “[speak] and read
fluent Latin” (which, she admitted to me, she didn’t). Emma and Frances felt that
English accents had enabled them and their children to make friends easily.
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As well as believing that Americans approved of their identity as English,
interviewees pointed to the concrete privileges they believed they received as a
result of their national identity: torn up parking tickets, free subway rides, increased
job opportunities, and better luck in singles bars were just some of the “perks”
they believed their English accents garnered. Diana, for instance, was certain that
her English accent had helped her get job interviews and an apartment: “I knew
[the potential landlady] would consider me more respectable if I had a British'
accent and I was right. She’d picked my message off the answering machine
and didn’t bother to answer any others.” Mike, meanwhile, mused about whether
he could “get away with . . . things” because he was English.

The interviewees, then, were aware of the cultural capital their accents
produced for them in the U.S. (Bourdieu [1972] 1997). Most of them found the
phenomenon of Anglophilia to be attractive, recognizing and enjoying the privileges
that accrued from it.2° Indeed, although they recognized that it might be unfair to
others, they were often quite prepared to use their special status to their advantage.
Diana saw links between her gender and her national identity in this regard:

If people are going to be so dumb as to run a system . . . totally on appearances
or how you sound, then . . . 'm going to play them at their own game. I use the
bit about the accent . . . in the same way as L use . . . [being] small and blonde
and female . .. You get looked at differently and . .. if you've got a British accent,
I've been told that you sound a bit more intelligent, so [ use that to my advantage.

Although she felt that this “is playing a game which I totally disapprove of;” she
was prepared to play the game to win, using her petite size, femininity and
Englishness to get whatever benefits she could from the “dumb” people who
“run” the kind of “system” where these things matter. The “dumb” people she is
referring to are clearly Americans.

English people are at an advantage in these kinds of interactions because their
accents are heard as valuable or at least interesting. American Anglophilia may
be expressed in diminutive or patronizing tones — that an accent is “cute,” or a
particular word is “quaint” — but the underlying motive of Americans is usually
positive and the assumption is that English people are special. The interviewees
recognized the benefits this gave them: hence, many of them admitted to making
their accents more English to suit the situation, in order to obtain particular benefits.
For instance, Craig felt that

if 'm . . . wanting to get my point of view across . . . or . . . wanting to make an
impression with somebody . . . 1 probably do have a more clipped term, and
emphasize the English accent . . . to a greater degree simply because they . . . take
more notice of you . . . and you suddenly become more eloquent . . . It manipulates
the situation. You can have people thinking that you are saying something more
important than you actually are!
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Other interviewees also told stories of moving their English accents up the class
scale — often making them more “posh” — to get what they wanted from Americans
or simply to let people know they were English. In particular, they used English
accents to make them feel superior over Americans or to “gain the upper hand” in
situations. Thus, Alex described her efforts to put on “the voice of the British
Empire” at passport control coming into the U.S.: “the trick is to keep your voice
very level, very clear. There is no [indication] of being cowed by them or being
over the top friendly. I play this game of keeping this very even tone and laughing
to myself.”

Examples of similar accent manipulation abounded: Emma “put on my really
English accent” when she met people for the first time, or when she heard another
English accent: “it’s like, well I'll let them know I'm English too, so I'll speak in
an English accent.” Gary thought his accent changed depending on the subject
of conversation: “if we are . . . talking about Britain or Europe . . . or something
which I think Britain is well-known for,” then his accent sounded more English.
Speaking with an English accent when the conversation moves to Europe is a
way that Gary can remind his interlocutors that he has an insider’s knowledge
of the topic, and that they should therefore see him as an Englishman. These
interviewees, then, are conscious of the work they do to assert themselves as
English in particular situations, using their accents as a tool to turn their national
identity on or off. They feel English when they think they sound English. As the
literature suggested, language — in this case, accent — becomes a determinant
of identity construction, and individuals manipulate it to exaggerate or downplay
their identity.

Responding to the Loss of Accents: Am I still English?

SARCASM

As the data from the previous section show, English people in the U.S. see their
accents as a vital part of their national identities. Speaking with English accents
helped them feel more English. What happened, however, when their accents
sounded more Americanized? At these moments, a crisis arose: if they were losing
their English accents, maybe they were losing what made them English. In
Bourdieu’s terminology, they could hear their linguistic habitus changing, without
their volition. Minor or gradual changes ran the risk of mutating into more dramatic
changes, especially as their accents seemed to be out of their control. The
underlying fear here was that, as their accents changed, their national identity as
English might be called into question.
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Thus, they did everything they could to reassert their control over their speech
styles and, in the process, to maintain that they were still English. I label these
strategies distancing mechanisms, ways of negotiating what many of them saw as the
contradiction between being English but sounding American. These strategies
enabled them to maintain that they were reaily English underneath, as they provided
the interviewees with a sense of distance from the changes they heard in their
linguistic habitus, a distance that helped them hang on to their Englishness. The
first distancing mechanism [ identified was the use of sarcasm to frame exchanges
where they sounded more American than English.

One of the situations where the interviewees needed to use an American accent
was when an American did not understand them. Although many believe that
English English and American English are essentially the same language, there
are a surprisingly large number of linguistic pitfalls awaiting the English-speaking,
English-accented immigrant in the U.S., some of them quite subtle. Jumper, biscuit,
vest, suspenders, and chips are all examples of words that mean different things
in American and English.?! Much English slang is unknown to many in the U.S.
— my interviewees mentioned words like “loo” and “knackered” as needing
constant translation (the former is the bathroom, the latter means exhausted).

Many interviewees had problems making themselves understood, especially
when they first arrived, and especially when they came into contact with a
particular American for the first time. Thus Lucinda spent ten minutes at a meat
counter in a grocery store trying to buy mince-meat (hamburger meat) and
Dorothy described people at work making “snide comments” about her accent.
We might think that changes in these cases would be convergence towards the
more powerful American speaker, who is obviously in a numerical majority in
the U.S. and communicates with an expectation of being understood. However,
the description given by Piers of the trials and tribulations of ordering a cup of

« _»

coffee (which, pronounced with his English accent has an “0” like the American

“_»

o” in coke) suggests a somewhat different interpretation:

P'd always walk in and get a bagel and a cup of coffee. “Coke?” “No, that’s coftee”
“I'm sorry, diet coke?” I'm thinking, “okay . . . how do they do it? Coffee, Coff,
Kwaty?” I'm going through every possible thing. I finally come down with
something . . . [that sounds like] Brooklyn on the bleeding Mississippi, like k-w-
o-r-f-e-e (spells out the word) . . . A friend of mine finally explained it’s k-w-a-
f-y (spells out the word). Just ask for kwafy . . . Now they get it. It sounds like
somebody has “cold feet” really quickly, but give me a cup of kwafy.

Although Piers had one of the more “Americanized” accents in my sample, his
sarcasm about American pronunciations shines through here. He does mock his
own attempts to mimic an American accent, but he also undermines the American
pronunciation of coffee by saying that it sounds like “cold feet” said very quickly.
His humorous attitude reveals a position of superiority with a kind of amused
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tolerance for American accents, far from any sense of powerlessness at not being
understood.

The sense of frustration with Americans emerged in other interviews also: Peter
seemed to believe that Americans who did not understand him were firmly in the
wrong, and he only changed his pronunciation of a word after it became very clear
he was not making himself understood. He described asking for the bathroom in
a bar:

I was like, “excuse me. Where’s the bathroom?” And the guy goes, “pardon me?”
(American accent). “Where’s the bathroom?” (louder). “I'm sorry sir” (American
accent). “Where’s the bathroom?” (louder still). “I'm sorry sir, I have no idea what
you are talking about” (American accent). “Where’s the fucking ba-athroom?”
(In a very loud American accent, emphasizing the long a.) “oh, it'’s down the end
of the bar on your right. Why didn’t you ask?” (American accent)

The story is interesting for the rote repetitions of his question, perhaps to
emphasize what he sees as his own patience and to contrast it with the bartender’s
inability to answer what Peter thinks is a simple question. His anger shows through
as his voice gets louder until he uses the adjective “fucking” to mark his
frustration with the situation. The fact that he prefaced this story with the
comment “Americans are not great thinkers . . . I mean I love the American
people, but if you don’t say things the way they’re used to hearing them, they
don’t understand” shows that he is holding the American bartender responsible
for the miscommunication as “not [being a] great thinker.” According to him, it
is a failing on the part of Americans if they are unable to understand an English
accent,

Both Piers and Peter use a sarcastic frame as a way of providing a commentary
on their communication difficulties, to explain their convergence to American
ways of speech. Their sarcasm suggests that their accents and speech styles remain
English even in the face of the changes they must make; the only reason they change
is Americans’ lack of understanding. As well as making fun of Americans, their
sarcasm is a way to distance themselves and maintain control over the changes in
linguistic habitus that have taken place, since it suggests that they are conscious
decisions that can be easily rectified. Ironically enough, Peter uses a number of
Americanisms as he tells the story — “like,” “excuse me,” “bathroom,” “goes” — but
he seems un-self-conscious about doing this. His sarcastic commentary does not
account for these unconscious changes. Other interviewees utilized similar methods
to help them frame the Americanisms in their voices: Nigel said “as they say,” after
using the Americanism “hang out” while still others hurriedly changed words like
“buddy” or “neat” to the English English equivalent during the interviews,
humorously pointing out their “mistakes.”?? Imogen told “my why-I've-been-in-
America-too-long story” about ordering a cup of coffee in England as she would
have done in America: in response to her request for “a regular sized regular black
coffee please,” the employees looked at her and at each other and said (and she

9102 ‘ST Jequieldes uo A1sienlun SIS kiUeA|ASUlad e /610°'S[eulno(pio)xo’ js//:dny wolj pepeojumoq


http://sf.oxfordjournals.org/

Maintaining Linguistic Control / 1077

repeated their words in a broad Birmingham accent), “it only comes in one size, .
.. it only comes in regular, and it only comes in black!” She dissolved into giggles
at the end of this story, making fun of the cafeteria workers and her own
Americanization. However, her framing device suggests the anxiety underlying the
humor; she needs to get out of the U.S. because she is in danger of becoming
American.

These kinds of meta-commentaries on the interviewees’ varying speech styles
provide a way to distance themselves from the changes that have taken place; in
particular, they help them to avoid the fact that their linguistic habitus is undergoing
reconstruction as they adapt to a new country and new speech styles. Indeed, the
frames of sarcasm and humor are mechanisms they use to ensure they are not
becoming American. The idea here is that if they can point to Americanisms and
make fun of them, they cannot really be too Americanized. Their behavior is
reminiscent of Gilbert and Mulkay’s (1984:109) analysis of the inconsistencies and
narrative devices in scientists’ discourse — where scientists used hesitancy to signal
and resolve potential contradictions. My interviewees use sarcasm and humor to
resolve the contradictions between sounding American, but claiming to be English.

DisGusT

A second distancing mechanism they used to deal with the contradictions between
accent and identity was disgust. Their levels of anxiety were evidenced by the
strong emotions that any changes in their accents seemed to evoke, and by the
language they used to discuss these changes. If they could claim that they found
American accents disgusting, it was easier to believe that they couldn’t be
American. As in the previous section, disgust functions as a doubling back
mechanism to comment on their accents in ways that show that they are really
English. As Geertz argued about the Balinese cockfight, it becomes “a story they
tell themselves about themselves” (1993:250) in order to regain control of their
national identities and assert their Englishness.

The disgust arose as they discussed any changes they heard in their voices.
Thus Harriet explained the reactions of people in England to her Americanized
speech style: “When I go back to England I will make an effort not to say
apartment . . . and similar things, because it upsets me when . . . [English]| people
say, ‘you're becoming American!” and I say, ‘Oh, please, no, God help me!”” (very
melodramatically and in a very English accent). Although she frames her reaction
with humor, we can still see the intensity of her feelings about “becoming American.”
Meanwhile, Rowena was “disgusted” with herself if she heard an “American twang”
in her voice, Catriona was “horrified” if people told her she was losing her accent,
and Tara got “really defensive.”

Their horror is a response to the changes in their linguistic habitus that seem
to be taking place without their volition. Harriet laughingly confessed she no longer
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knew how to pronounce “patriot” with an English accent, but there was a serious
side to her anxiety:
1 can’t remember how to speak English anymore! /Do you make a conscious effort
to keep your accent?/ No . .. although . . . I wince when I go back and everyone
goes “Har-r-iet!” (drawing out her name to make it sound like an accusation) . .
. I never would have said “cute” before, whereas now it comes out and I am
appalled by it.

Nigel explicitly related his refusal to change certain pronunciations to his
identity:

I've called ’em tom-ah-toes all my life [and] I’'m not going to change. They know

what I mean ... The ones you have to learn, it’s not sort of changing your identity,

like sidewalk instead of pavement, so you have to name things differently. So no,

I don’t change.

Nigel’s response is interesting because of the contradictions in what he says: he
denies having changed his speech style, and yet also notes the linguistic changes he
has made. Clearly he is ambivalent about these changes, and he attempts to reduce
his anxiety by arguing that they actually have no effect on his identity.

The sense that American accents were anxiety-provoking or wrong came
through as those interviewees with children worried that their children were
picking up American accents.”® Frances proudly displayed her daughter saying
“how now brown cow” to me to show off her English accent. Emma laughingly
said, “Ha! That’s English water, if you ask me!” when she asked her daughter to
tell me what was in a bucket. (She pronounced it “wah-tah” with a Southern
English accent rather than “wadder” with a Northeastern American accent.) Gary,
whose wife was pregnant, responded to my question about bringing up a child in
the U.S. thus:

Well, I don’t feel very good about it frankly, which is not a nice thing to say since

I’m married to an American . . . but I'd much rather bring the child up somewhere

else. /Why?/ Well, accent has something to do with it [although] it’s a very

superficial reason.

Although he tries to downplay his response, the sense here is that American
accents trouble him, a reading confirmed elsewhere in the interview by his dislike
of his own Americanized accent. Another interviewee, Dorothy, was even more
explicit about her feelings of horror at her child’s accent. Her young daughter, Katie,
attended day care in the U.S., and Dorothy noticed how Katie’s accent and behavioral
patterns were developing in ways she defined as American:

She’s got this drawl on these words . . . and in a way I can’t understand what she

is saying. I think, “oh no, she’s going to be so American!”. .. When you first have

a baby, . . . you think, “oh my gosh, she’s going to be American no matter what

you do!” Then you forget . . .Then when I went back to England . . . I listened to

all these children with this English accent and I [thought] “Katie’s not like that at
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all. She’s loud!” /Do you think she is . . . louder than English children?/ I think
that English children, just like we, are . . . naturally more reserved.

As Dorothy explained how loud her daughter was, she sounded rather plaintive,
suggesting to me that she was not happy about the “American” way her daughter
was growing up. Her definition of what an American is comes from Katie’s voice
— the drawl that Dorothy cannot understand sometimes and her loud voice mark
her as different from English children who are “naturally . . . reserved.” In addition,
tor Dorothy in this example, her daughter’s accent signifies personality traits which
she defines as not English; accent has become a marker of what she dislikes about
America and Americans.

The interviewees, then, expressed their dislike of American speech styles in
vehement terms, decrying them in their own voices and, for those with children,
in their children’s voices. Embedded in these feelings of disgust was the fear of what
other English people would think of them. I expand on this theme in the next
section, asking how the issue of loyalty emerged in their discussions of accents
and national identity.

DisLtovatry To WHom?

The interviewees expressed a number of other negative labels, which also functioned
as distancing mechanisms, to describe their reactions to any Americanization of
their speech. Among them were the feelings of traitorousness, phoniness and
weakness. Their defensiveness often emerged when they defined England as home
or were confronted with English people in England or in the U.S.?* Indeed, the
idea of England as home and the thought of other English people seemed to
function as their invisible audience, a benchmark against which to measure
themselves. Quentin, for instance, felt he was branded a “traitor” when he returned
to England because “my voice, my vocabulary . . ., my accent is a bit different.”

Their consciousness of England as their “home,” to which most hoped ultimately
to return (although only Mike had concrete plans to move back) may account for
their feelings of being traitors. The fear is that one may forget vocabulary, and even
more, forget how to pronounce words when one wishes to assert a relationship
with “home.” One reaction, then, is vehemently to suggest that the speech style of
home is the correct, even natural, way to speak, and that anything else is wrong or
unnatural. Hence interviewees suggested that there were “right” and “wrong” ways
to say things. Octavia taught her toddler son to say “mummy” rather than “mommy,”
while Nigel complained, “it’s not fucking soccer! It’s football.” Harriet, meanwhile,
made fun of American pronunciations of French imports like niche, clique and
penchant. These comments all point to the differences between American and
English accents and vocabulary in ways that exacerbate the distinction between
“them” and “us,” implying that Americans are wrong not to conform to the English
way of saying things.
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Thinking of England as “home” led the interviewees to conceptualize any
Americanization of their accents as evidence of weakness or even disloyalty. They
seemed to feel that if they couldn’t even speak with an English accent, they might
not have a right to call themselves English. If England was home, they must be
traitors if they spoke differently. Some implied this through the recourse to their
childhood accents as their original “true” accent, like Octavia who expressed her
irritation at Americanisms in her speech thus: “It bothers me . . . because I lived
twenty-five years in England and that’s the way I spoke. To live here for such a
short period of time and to pick it up, it’s kind of like, well is that {all] it took?”
She obviously believes that her accent should not have changed, and that she is
weak to have allowed her twenty-five-year-old accent slip out of her control.
After only nine years in the U.S,, she feels that her English accent should have
been able to hold out longer against Americanization. Gary and Frank also used
ideas about authenticity, suggesting that their childhood accents were their real
accents. The former longed for his childhood Yorkshire accent “which I had
when I was eight years old,”

But I guess the least that I would want in an ideal world would just be a

consistently British accent of any kind, . . . an accent that doesn’t change depending

on who I'm with. I don’t like the fact that I change my accent. /Why not?/ . ..

because I think people think it’s pretentious and I have suspected it is myself . . .

and it’s not very neat. I like the idea of having a consistent accent.

Gary portrays himself here as a chameleon, and his sadness at his inconsistency
suggests that he feels he has lost the “authentic” Gary. He is left with an
inconsistent fake who changes the way he speaks all the time — indeed, who
cannot speak the way he wants to. Likewise, Frank had nostalgic longings for
his boyhood accent, an accent that he now found hard to emulate.

I used to be a cockney boy “from Streatham, you know, and I used to speak like

that” (in a cockney accent), [but] I can’t even do [the accent] anymore . . . See,

can’t get the level . . . now. “I can either do that, and say I come from Bethnal

Green, sort of thing” (in an East London accent) “Or I can pretend that I'm posh,

somewhere” (in an upper class accent).?> I don’t know where I am in between,

but that’s because of my profession and also leaving home and living in the States

... I can’t get that old accent back that T had when I was seventeen . . . which

would be my real voice. Well, doesn’t that apply to all immigrants?

Having been away from England for a total of forty years,”® and having trained
as an actor, it is unsurprising that his accent had changed, but Frank’s accent
negotiations have an additional emotional edge. In this excerpt we get the
impression that Frank feels his accent is out of his control, that something has
happened to it since he left England, something he has had no part in. “I don’t
know where I am in between” suggests the feeling of rootlessness that these changes
in his accent have wrought in him. In addition to this, the fact that he frames this
in terms of his “real voice “ suggests that he believes that his original English accent
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is his one, true, perhaps even natural, voice, and that all the other ways he can
speak are fake (even though he can no longer “get . . . back” that “real voice”). Gary
and Frank belabor the point that they would have to do work to become
authentically English again. In losing their English accents, they feel they have lost
something that made them English.

The feelings of traitorousness and inauthenticity were particularly inspired by
interactions with other English people, those from “back home,” who appeared
to be the ultimate arbiters of language — their invisible audience. Imogen’s
anecdote about an English friend, Jim, who had been in the States for about three
months, and for whom she gave a small dinner party, suggests how attuned
English people are to the Americanization of accents and how stigmatized this is:

There were . .. six of us British people, and we’'d all been in America for slightly

different lengths of time and (laughs) just halfway through the dinner, {Jim] just

went, “you lot are amazing! You're talking at me like 'm a complete idiot! And
the ones that have been here the longest are doing it more!” (all in a high-pitched
excited tone). He said he could guess the order in which we all came here, and he
got it completely right . . . It was the going up at the end of the sentence, the
questions, . . . the intonation, that was the main thing, talking slowly, and not
using so much slang, . . . [He said] that we didn’t use complicated words . . .
[and] we didn’t have glottal stops.

In this vignette Jim, the neophyte English expatriate, accurately guesses the
length of their stays in the U.S. based upon what he perceives as the different
degrees of Americanization of their speech. Jim pinpoints the questioning tone
of American English and he marks this as simplistic by combining it with his
friends’ new slower speech, and their loss of English slang, complicated words,
and glottal stops, the hallmark of the new Estuary English. Although on the surface
it looks as though Jim is accusing them of treating him like a “complete idiot,” a
closer reading reveals that he is perhaps telling them that they sound like idiots.
Imogen explains further what he meant by “going up at the end of the sentence”:
“it sounds like, ‘do you know what I mean? Have you got it? Have you understood
what I am talking about? ‘Yes, I know what you mean, you bloody idiot!”” The
fact that she turns the idiot statement around so that it now describes the
Americanized speaker, suggests that she agrees with his assessment that
Americanized speech styles are idiotic. As with most of the anecdotes my
interviewees told, she laughed a lot as she told it, but the story is a serious
comment on the reactions English people have to American accents. It suggests
the fine attention to detail in English people’s reactions to Americanized speech,
and how an assumption of the inferiority and wrongness of American English
underlies much of this attention.

The class and identity dimensions of this concern about audience are suggested
by the following story related to me by Gary. He met an American friend of his
wife who had been educated in England at the “right” places (Eton — a “public
school,” and an elite Oxbridge college) who had “extremely refined manners and a
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very, very English upper class accent . . . For all practical purposes, this person was
English.” Gary, who defined himself as a socialist, had moved around England and
the U.S. as a young child, attending a state comprehensive school?” and a relatively
non-prestigious Oxbridge college. His accent was somewhat Americanized, but
with traces of the various regions in which he had lived in England and he defined
himself as lower-middle class. He takes up the story:
I found myself almost unable to deal with this person, as the person that I am,
coming from Chipping Sodbury, having gone to a comprehensive, speaking in
various different shades of English accents, but none of them particularly upper
class. And I felt tremendously inadequate, despite the fact that I had gone to
[Oxbridge college] and I was entirely intimidated by this person’s accent and wasn't
able to adjust in that situation . . . and ended up apologizing. He asked me where
I had gone to high school, and I said, “oh just some comprehensive,” which, given
my political outlook and the fact that I'm quite pleased [with] where I went to
high school, is an appalling situation. And [it] really just fucked me up for a
couple of days . . . I think the class and the accent and the education issues there
really can screw you up . . . I didn’t feel that I could [talk to him as an equal].

Although Gary’s experience illustrates the ease with which English people can
categorize each other’s class background on the basis of accents, one interesting
thing about this anecdote is that the person who so intimidated Gary was American.
For Gary, the upper class, public school-educated accent raised the issue of his
own accent and educational background, and aroused deep feelings of insecurity,
despite the fact that his political outlook decried deferential behavior toward elites.
Gary’s reaction shows us how important accents are to English people in defining
Englishness — to the extent that an American with an English accent is seen as
English. More than that, however, is the sense Gary gives us of the invisible
audience judging his accent and finding him wanting, in class terms, and I would
also argue, in terms of national identity. For, as we saw earlier in this section,
Gary was extremely concerned about how inauthentic his accent sounded: “I
think the least I would want in an ideal world would just be a consistently British
accent of any kind.” Gary feels inauthentic because he thinks his invisible audience,
those who speak with English accents, would define him as American, rather
than English.

The interviewees’ comments in this and the previous sections have bolstered
the argument that accent and speech style are crucial markers of national identity
for English people in the U.S. More than that, however, we have seen how the
interviewees used various distancing mechanisms to cope with the fact that their
linguistic habitus appeared to be spiraling out of their control. By drawing on
ideas about loyalty and their invisible audience, we see their anxiety about the
contradiction between claiming an English identity, but not necessarily sounding
English.
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Way So Fakg?

The idea that the interviewees felt like weak and phony traitors if they spoke
with an American accent raises some interesting issues about authenticity and
identity. As we saw in the last section, the interviewees assumed that “real”
English people spoke with English accents, not pseudo-American ones. Thus,
Lucinda felt “phony” saying “water” with an American accent, while Mike
“mistrust[ed]” people who changed their accents “as if there’s something sort
of weak within them.” The sense that they would be “faking it” implied that their
authentic, true, real, natural selves spoke with an English English accent.” To speak
otherwise would have made them imposters — not properly American and, more
frightening to them, not properly English.

Along with their worries about being fake if they spoke with American accents
came the idea that they were physically unable to use an American accent for a
long periods of time anyway. This functioned as another way to put distance
between themselves and any Americanization of their accents that had taken place.
Thus, when T asked Nigel whether he played his accent up or down, he replied
in identity-laden terms:

No, I said before, I'm me, and that’s it . . . 1 can’t change. [ don’t see why I should
have to ... You adapt. ’'m not going to change from the person I was ... But no,
it’s false . . . and I’ve got no time for that sort of shit. No, I don’t play it up, don’t
play it down. You just are, and that’s it, end of story, and they accept you or they
don’t.

Notice here how adamant Nigel is that his speech style defines him: “I'm me,”
“[won’t] change . . . the person I was,” and “you just are.” Despite his vehement
identity assertions, however, Nigel is also caught in the crossfire of the contradictions
raised by identity negotiations: on the one hand, he will not change; yet on the
other, he adapts. Although he says he “can’t change,” his reasoning is that it would
be “false.” By focusing on the physical impossibility of changing, he discounts any
agency he might have to change his speech style. In so doing, he makes a connection
between accent and identity that seems natural to him; he cannot change his accent,
but if he could, he implies that he would lose a part of himself.

Imogen also combined the sense of physical impossibility with anxieties about
authenticity to explain her inability to “do” an American accent under pressure:

I am very English I think. I don’t mean to be and I always thought 1 would
assimilate very well. [ mean, I can do accents . . . with foreign languages. T can
assimilate into them. When I lived in Italy, people would think I was Italian. When
I lived in Argentina, people thought I was Argentinian. I can adapt, but somehow
in English I can’t (laughs). [ can imitate Americans . . . [Yesterday] there was this
plumber . . . from the IRA? . . . and the person I was staying with said, “just
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don’t open your mouth. But if you have to speak, speak in an American accent.”
I couldn’t. T couldn’t do it (laughs). It wouldn’t come out. But if 'm imitating
someone, it comes out perfectly American.®

We clearly see the way Imogen uses her accent to claim an English identity
here. Her inability to speak with an American accent is intriguing, however, since
she can “imitate” an American accent “perfectly.” Her laughter may indicate her
discomfort with the way her facility with accents varies. The distinction she draws
between imitating someone and trying to speak routinely with an American accent
implies that to speak in an American accent would mean putting on an act,
something fake and unnatural with which she would not be comfortable. Vera
had a similar experience when a teacher in a speech therapy class asked her to

speak American for five minutes . .. I don’t think I can do it really . . . I thought
it was terribly put on, but apparently it worked out as being [O.K.] ... I suppose
[ speak French with a very good accent . . . but . . . I would find it very difficult
to speak with an American accent all the time.

Vera and Imogen each claim that they can’t “do” American accents except within
the frame of a joke or as an exaggerated performance. This inability to “do” an
American accent “all the time” or to switch between accents in everyday settings is
evidence of the sense that they see their English accents as a natural part of them.
To speak otherwise is “put on.” Their distinction between mimicry and habitual
speech patterns suggests the depth at which accents operate for them. The sense we
get here is that they feel they literally cannot articulate an American accent all the
time. In suggesting that it would be too hard, they present a very physical reaction
to the problem of how to speak. They are almost implying that their bodies cannot
function in that way, that American accents would stick in their throats. Yet, it is
not that they are unable to speak with American accents (at least some of the time),
but rather that to “do” an American accent would feel fake or “put on.” Their words
suggest that to modify their speech would involve not being true to their selves.
Their difficulty with American accents comes from the fear that if they speak with
American accents they will lose their sense of themselves as English — indeed,
that they will stop being authentically English.

The recourse to the idea that they are physically unable to do an American
accent is another way to distance themselves from any challenge to their national
identity. Because they believe that their accents define them as who they are,
they need to explain away the fact that they might be able to speak with an
American accent. Since they have no intention of identifying themselves as
American, they argue that their vocal chords will not work to produce an American
accent. Just as Frye (1983:37) argues that gendered behaviors become so habitual
that they feel natural, these interviewees experience their English accents as natural
and immune to social influences (despite the fact that they play them up and down
in other contexts).
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Changing one’s linguistic habitus carries with it the implication that eventually
one might not remember how to speak with an English accent; the risk is that one’s
Englishness will be compromised, that once one’s English accent disappears, there
will be nothing with which to identify. Indeed, rather than embrace an American
identity, the majority of interviewees worried that they would belong nowhere if
they lost their connection with England. As Frank explained, “you can’t make
yourself into an American. You’re born [English] and if you cast off your roots . .
. you're cutting off your nose to spite your face. . . You need that to give you an
anchor in life.” The recourse to ideas about physicality, then, provides the excuse
not to change, to maintain the symbolic connection to an identity, thereby denying
one’s agency in the construction of that identity.

Although we have seen interviewees making clear choices about when to use
particular accents and vocabulary, they prefer to believe that they cannot change
the ways they speak. Negotiating the unwelcome changes that occur in their
accents, they assert that they are still English, indeed, that they cannot do
American accents. The contradictions of hearing the changes in one’s voice, but
asserting one’s Englishness are nicely summed up by Rowena:

Sometimes I know I sound “terribly English” (in an upper class English accent)

and other times I can feel such an American twang that I'm really disgusted with

myself . . . /Why disgusted?/ With the American? 'm proud of being English, I

like being English. “I don’t think the Americans speak as well as we do” (in an

upper class English accent). They don’t pronounce their “t’s” ’'m English and I

should be proud of it. Everyone should be proud of where they come from, I

don’t want to try and be something that I'm not.

As with other interviewees, the underlying message here is that to lose her
English accent would mean losing what makes her English. Also, however,
Rowena oscillates between working at her English accent — through her self-
disgust, through her assertion of an upper class English accent (although in jest),
through her emphasis on “t’'s” — and feeling as if her accent is out of her control
when it sounds too American. In the latter case, she asserts her sense that her
accent is external to her own desires, rather than something she can “do.” Ultimately,
however, Rowena asserts a “we” in contrast to Americans; she senses that speaking
in an American accent will turn her into “something that {she’s] not,” someone

with a national identity that might be American, rather than English.

Conclusion

The English people I interviewed were acutely conscious of the links between their
accents and their identities. They entered a situation where every word they spoke
had the potential to destabilize their national identity, to challenge their sense of
self as English. They made every effort not to change their speech styles to
accommodate to Americans, partly because of the Anglophilic context within
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which they found themselves, but also because they defined accents as a crucial
part of their identities. Using their words, I have gone beyond the claims in the
literature that language helps to construct identity, to show how people use language
to make claims about identity. Further, I have shown how individuals cope with
the contradiction of claiming an identity that seems to be undermined by their
speech style. I have suggested two new concepts to explicate the processes of
negotiation that individuals in this situation undertake: first, the idea of the invisible
audience helps to explain the fear that they will be unmasked as not properly
English by people who do speak with English accents; and second, distancing
mechanisms — namely, the use of sarcasm, disgust, anxiety about disloyalty, and
a recourse to physicality — are ways that my interviewees distanced themselves
from the Americanisms that crept into their linguistic habitus.

In using the idea that their accents are a core component of their selves, these
interviewees imply that the identities arising from their accents are natural. Indeed,
Alex also explained her determination to keep her English accent by drawing on
this idea:

“Because, blow it,*! that’s me! And, no, I'm not going to lose it . . . T was telling

you . . . about that lady who’s been here forty-six years . .. [and] it’s as if she

stepped off the plane today . .. She said, ‘T refuse [to adopt an American accent]
because I'm British. And that’s me!”

For Alex, not only is her accent “me,” but also it is what makes her British.
However, Alex also suggests the agency she has regarding her accent. Her friend
refused to adopt an American accent; Alex herself is determined not to lose her
accent; but clearly she plans to work for this goal. Likewise, while Hugh believed
that “the way I speak is who I am,” he also talked about his determination to keep
his accent in terms of what he did: “I like who I am and the way I do things.” Both
interviewees ultimately define their accents in terms of how they act and what they
must do to keep them. Thus, the process of identity construction involves working,
acting, practicing, doing, in order for them to be able to define themselves as
English. By defining identity in this way, we see its contradictory nature: these people
feel they must do work to maintain something that they believe is already core to
their being. Through their linguistic negotiations, identity seems to be already
constructed, yet also always in need of reconstruction.
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Notes

1. Reily gives an example of the contradictory nature of gender identity: she argues that
“while it’s impossible to thoroughly be a woman, it’s also impossible never to be one”
(1988:113-4).

2. Since I am just focusing on England here, I describe the meaning of accents in England
only, although Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland obviously have their own accents,
dialects and languages.

3. See Burke 1987 for examples of the intersections of class and accent in other countries;
also Labov’s classic 1966 work finds social stratification of accent in New York City.

4, The term was coined by Daniel Jones in 1926, according to Rosewarne 1994a:6; RP is
also known as BBC English.

5 The use of the word received to describe this accent, suggesting something generally
accepted or approved as good (O.E.D. 1987), is evidence of its hegemonic status in
England (see Crowley 1989:35).

6. Together with this hierarchy goes a long history of prescriptivism, with the most
infamous example being Alan Ross and Nancy Mitford’s coinage of “U” to describe
upper-class speech and “non-U” to characterize everyone else’s speech in 1956 (Buckle
1978; Mitford 1956). See Milroy and Milroy 1991 for a review of the prescriptive tradition;
Crowley 1991 for selected readings in this tradition; Crowley 1989 and Mugglestone 1995
for histories of accent as a social symbol; and Alford 1866 for another example of
prescriptivism.

7. The City is a term used to refer to the financial sector in London.

8. Diana, Princess of Wales is said to have taken elocution lessons to demote her RP
accent to Estuary English (Wales 1994:6). One hallmark of this accent is the glottal
stop, a sound made in place of a “t” or “d” in speech. The sound presumably originates
in the glottis, the opening at the upper part of the wind-pipe and between the vocal
chords (O.E.D. 1983). Examples would be glottal stops in place of the t in words like
Sco(?)land, ga(?)eway, sta(?)ement, ne(?)work. Estuary English speakers use more
glottal stops than RP speakers, but less than “cockney” speakers {Rosewarne 1994a:5).

9. I classify the distinctions between American English and English English as emerging
on the basis of accent and vocabulary (both of which are subsets of language). Trudgill
(1986) classifies the two linguistic styles as dialects.

10. Although people usually refer to the speech style of the U.K. as”British English,” I call
it “English English” since T am only studying people from England.

11. This article is part of a larger project (Jones 2001) in which [ examine the race, class
and national privilege of English people living on the East Coast of the U.S. Therefore,
I only sampled from the most privileged group of English immigrants to the U.S. —
white, upper-middle class or middle class people.

12. All the names of the interviewees are pseudonyms.
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13. The fact that I interviewed a small sample of white middle and upper-middle class
English people means that my findings are not necessarily generalizable to all English
immigrants. My intention was to understand in detail how particular immigrants
construct a sense of themselves as raced, classed, nationed, and gendered (see Jones 2001).
Further research on the identity negotiations of Black and Asian English people in the
U.S., and of working class English immigrants, would be able to establish whether the
sense of privilege and entitlement, and the disgust with American accents that I find are
common to other groups of people who emigrate from England.

3. . «_n

14. He suggests that firstly, “t’s” will change to “d’s” (as in “butter”); next, the “a” in, for
instance, “dance,” will become longer to sound like “romance”; thirdly, the “o” in “hot”
and “top” may be changed (although this is a more complex change to make); and lastly,

the non-prevocalic /r/ may be acquired (i.e., the “r” in “girl” will be pronounced) (Trudgill
1986:13-20).

15. In keeping with standard conventions, three dots with spaces in between (. . .) mean
that I have omitted some words when quoting the interviewees. Their pauses are indicated
by dots with no spaces in between. Thus, three dots (.. .) indicate a short pause of about
three to five seconds; six dots (... ... ) indicate a pause of about eight seconds and nine
dots indicate a very long pause. My own interjections or questions appear in slashes
(e.g., /why?/).

16. An XR3-I was a fuel-injection sporty Ford car sometimes used as a status symbol by
upwardly-mobile lower-middle class British men.

17. Spurs refers to Tottenham Hotspurs, a London football (soccer) club.

18. Unlike the sociolinguistic and social psychological literatures, I did not use scientific
methods like the matched-guise technique (see Hogg and Abrams 1988:197 for a
description) to determine the extent to which their accents changed during an interview,
or became Americanized, or whether a particular accent was “really” an RP accent. The
claims I make about their accents are based on my own ear. Thus, as I transcribed Peter’s
interview, for instance, | marked the places where I heard his accent changing. Someone
else might have found more or fewer instances of accent change. However, since I am
more concerned with the words my interviewees used to talk about accents, than the
way they said those words, this should not provide too much cause for concern.

19. As T describe in more detail elsewhere (Jones 2001), my interviewees often used
“England” and “Britain” interchangeably during the interviews. When I questioned them
about this, some said that they thought of the two terms as meaning the same thing.
Others were more concerned to draw a distinction between the two. The formal name
of the nation is The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Strictly
speaking, Britain refers to the island encompassing England, Scotland and Wales, so
that using the terms “England” and “Britain” interchangeably makes Scotland and Wales
invisible.

20. Some, however were annoyed by constantly being noticed for their accents and little
else; while they commented on the positive effects of Anglophilia, they often lamented
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the one-dimensional portraits of them that resulted from that Anglophilia {See Jones
2001 for more on this).

21. See the various British-American dictionaries on the market for more examples
{Horwill 1939; Moss 1984; Schur 1973).

22, This, of course, is an instance where my identity as English affected how they spoke
during the interviews. The fact that they felt obliged to point out “mistakes” to me is
telling in and of itself, and relates to the concept of the “invisible audience” that I develop
later in the article.

23, This is a different version of the middle class propensity to police children’s accents
in England.

24, Again, I undoubtedly exacerbated their defensiveness by my own English accent.

25. Cockneys are traditionally seen as the “real” Londoners, that is, born within the sound
of Bow Bells, in the original City of London. Since the City has become a financial district
and hence depopulated, the term cockney has broadened to include a wider range of
Londoners. Bethnal Green is in East London. Streatham is in South London.

26. Frank had spent time in Canada before moving to the U.S,
27. A government-funded high school.

28. See Trudgill (1986:12-21) for a discussion of the difference between imitation and
long term accommodation in dialect changes from English English to American English.

29. Imogen explained that she was visiting a friend in New York, who had found out
that his plumber was a staunch supporter of the Irish Republican movement.

30. It could be argued that speaking Italian or Spanish is not nearly as threatening to an
English person as speaking English with a different accent. The speaker can
compartmentalize the former as different languages, and is therefore not as subject to
identity crises.

31. “Blow it” is an exclamatory remark, which Alex uses here instead of swearing,
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