An Article Commentary – Eve Clinton

The accent a person has can contribute to the subconscious impression one makes of them. A survey conducted by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development found that 76% employers discriminate against candidates based off their accent (Background, 2022), showing we live in a society where accent can limit our opportunities. This article discusses the many ways in which some people discriminate against those with accents linked to working-class backgrounds and highlights the cultural issues of class and even gender within that topic.
The publisher of this article, ‘The Conversation’, is a media company who typically hold a left-wing political view (The Conversation Media Bias Rating, n.d.) therefore author of the article expresses more socialist and equalist opinions. However, despite this the company still typically only publishes academics with connections to accredited institutions and/or research groups. This reflects that even within left-wing institutions, holding the elite in high power and influence is still a large feature of UK culture. 
‘The Conversation UK’ reports to have a total of 14 million monthly readers from both on-site and republication (2021). While this is less than other news article services, e.g. the Daily Mail has 36.2 million readers (Watson, 2022), it shows the vast scale of influence the media has in our culture, especially in spreading political views. However, it is also interesting to note that the assumed audience of this article will likely hold the same political view as ‘The Conversation’, therefore showing the limits of media in influencing culture.
Cole cites how Lord Digby Jones criticised sports commentator Alex Scott for dropping the ‘g’ sound on the end of the word ‘swimming’ as ‘You do not pronounce the English language ending in a ‘g’ without the ‘g’’. This is just one example of how even within a society with a greatly diverse variety of accents, such as the UK with it having around 43 different recognised regional accents (Dodds, 2022), there remains to be a value placed on speaking in Received Pronunciation despite no more than an estimated 9%-12% still speak in this way (Bhana, 2022). Peter Trudgill (1972) found that the altering the velar nasal /η/, (-ng at the end of sing), to an alveolar /n/, such as Scott has been criticised for doing, is a common feature of working-class accents. Cole perfectly sums up the cultural issues with accent when they say ‘working-class people are criticised for speaking, no matter how posh their accent is. It is being working-class that is the problem’. William Labov (1966) found that those in the American middle class tended to pronounce the postvocalic ‘r’, in formal situations even if they usually would not as it associated them closer to the upper class and away from the working class as a form of overt prestige to fit in with the perceived ‘elite’ of society. While this research was an American study and the article is more focusing on UK society, limiting its relevance slightly, it is still a useful study in highlighting the cultural class issues in the UK as American and British culture have similar features. 
Some of the prescriptivist views of language are also touched upon in this article. Jean Aitchinson (1997) outlined three main prescriptivist views, ‘damp-soon syndrome’, ‘crumbling castle theory’, and ‘Infectious disease theory’. Those criticising the elocution of those mentioned in the article demonstrate these views. Going back to Lord Digby Jones, he is clearly taking the ‘damp-spoon’ stance, suggesting Scott is lazy for her pronunciation of ‘swimming’. Generally, it can be taken that this opinion is an unsupported one since its suggesting there is a ‘correct’ form of the English language whereas ‘Functional Theory’ (Halliday and Webster, 2009) outlines how language is constantly changing to accommodate our needs and reflect our society, therefore there can never be a singular ‘elite’ English but instead many different forms throughout history which reflect our culture and society. The diversity of our current ‘modern’ English, in both accent and dialect, demonstrates how we have a culturally rich society. However, as the article discusses, there remains to be a bias against those who do not speak ‘Standard English’ and they are perceived as ‘less-intelligent’ as the UK idea of culture perceives them to be so. 
In the article, twice as many women are mentioned for being ‘ridiculed’ based on how they speak than men, bringing up the issue of gender. This shows how UK culture is one of women being seen as unequal to men (Duffy, Murkin, Hewlett, Benson, & Hesketh, 2021) and therefore more likely to be discriminated against, in this case, due to accent. While this is a small sample to draw judgements from, the conclusion is still valid as the intention of the article wasn’t focused on gender bias, therefore the examples used are somewhat an accurate reflection of society. 
The humanities can help us better understand why these views are so prevalent in our culture and in doing so can help give those who are underrepresented and/or discriminated against a voice. The media, while limited, is a powerful tool for influencing the population, and established societal views, such as views on class and gender, contribute to how culture develops and/or fails to develop. Through cultural studies we can attempt to discover how these norms are spread and established, and therefore better understand how we can prevent the continued unequal treatment of lesser represented groups.
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