LANGUAGE & SOCIETY:

IMPROVED DEFINITIONS

British Black English
Includes several varieties of creole English used in the UK by children of immigrants from the Commonwealth Caribbean since the 1950s. The older generation often retain their creoles, whilst younger speakers have acquired local varieties of British English. In some cases these are a modified version of their parents' creole as an assertion of black identity. There is much code switching. Speakers usually live in London, Birmingham or Leeds. There has recently been an emergence of BBE in poetry - eg Benjamin Zephaniah.

British English

The English language as used in Great Britian or the UK, covering all standard varieties. Scots is treated as a separate variety. A narrower definition sees it as the form used in south-east England, and essentially the medium of the middle and upper classes. Many working class people regard standard English and RP as beyond their reach or as middle class impositions. SE, containing 'big words' is often seen as "a kind of social and educational conspiracy, whilst RP or near-RP accents, despite their general prestige, are perceived as posh" (Tom McArthur).

Standard English

Difficult term to pin down precisely and yet it is used as if most educated people know precisely what it refers to. Sidney Greenbaum: "Standard English is the variety of English that is manifestly recognised in our society as the prestigious variety". 

Some see it as based on social elitism and educational privilege. It is usually agreed the standard English is a minority form. For some it is a form to which all speakers of the English speaking world should have access - a birthright - and should aspire; others are more hostile.

How to define it:

Usually 3 areas of agreement:

1 most easily identified in print, where conventions are standard across the world;

2 used in TV and radio, sometimes in conjunction with regional accents;

3 use of SE relates to social class and level of education often considered to match the average level of attainment of those finishing secondary-level schooling.

Peter Strevans has tried to define SE by what it is not:

· Not 'upper class English' because it is encountered across the whole social spectrum;

· It is not statistically the most frequently occurring form;

· It is not imposed on users but results from a long process of education (unlike Acadamie Francaise. Standard English evolved: it was not produced by conscious design.

History

It developed from the middle English dialect of Caxton who first placed in print the dialect of the East Midlands. It is because it is established as the written form that it has become the standard. It is used around the world with remarkably little variation. Nowadays a number of standard Englishes: American English and British English (or standard American English and standard English English). "It is a creature born of consensus" (TmcA).

