Non-standard English in fiction: some background and terminology
Language variation: in any given language there are many differences in the way it is spoken. Both the sound and structure of the language can vary depending on the people speaking it and the circumstances in which it is spoken. This can be a key marker of identity.

Diversity in language occurs on many levels: every individual speaks or writes in a highly individual way that is partly determined by physical make-up: we recognise someone from the unique sound of their voice, or the visual appearance of their handwriting. The way they organise language – the particular phrases or expression they favour – is also highly individual.
An individual’s use of language also reflects their grouping in society. Even within one language group there can be many variations. This can be determined by geography, region, occupation, social class, gender, common goals and interests, and so on. How we associate with people around us is reflected in the language we use. This reinforces our sense of social identity within a group or sub-group.  
Some useful terms:   Accent refers to the way people pronounce words. Dialect is used to identify variation in grammar and vocabulary. We talk about ‘regional dialect’ which refers to distinctive speech usage in a particular geographic area. ‘Social dialect’ refers to language usage shared by people of the same social background or class. Often the two types of dialect coincide, as in London cockney. A discourse community is a community that shares common values, goals, interests or ideologies and has a particular vocabulary or way of talking. This can sometimes come under the umbrella of ‘non-standard’ Englishes. A speech community is another term for a social group who share a language or dialect in common.

What is Standard English?
Standard English (often shortened to SE) refers to a standardised version of English accepted as a national norm in any English-speaking country. It includes grammar, vocabulary, and spelling. In Britain it is often associated with the "Received Pronunciation" accent (there are several variants of the accent) and UKSE (United Kingdom Standard English), which refers to grammar and vocabulary. In Scotland the standard is Scottish Standard English. In the United States it is generally associated with the General American accent and in Australia with General Australian. 

Standard English is the most formal version of the language. However, a range of exists within Standard English, and is often determined by intended readership. A newspaper article for example, will differ in tone and vocabulary from an academic paper. And there are differences between spoken and written standards. Spoken standards are traditionally looser and quicker to incorporate new grammatical forms and vocabulary. The British English standard is the most commonly used around the world where there are no native speakers, and where English is used as the language of education. 
What is non-standard English? 
All of us who are English speakers use a dialect that reflects our ethnicity, region, or class in some cases. These variation, or ‘non-standard Englishes’ have traditionally been seen in relation to a kind of standard or privileged version of the language ie ‘Standard English.’

No form of the language is implicitly superior or inferior. However there is a long-standing bias that denigrates Englishes which depart markedly from this standard: dialects or vernacular speech are regarded as corruptions of the standard and carry connotations of ignorance or inferiority. 

This stigma is difficult to eradicate. However, writers have long used dialect within dialogue, narrative, or verse, not only to promote realism and ‘place’ a character regionally or socially, but also to assert the value of their character’s ‘voice’ and critique the dominant, usually white, society.  Mark Twain’s The Adventures Huckleberry  Finn (1844) is a well-known, if controversial, example.

More recently there has been a burgeoning of writers, particularly novelists, using no-standard Englishes as the primary narrative voice/voices, often with the intention of asserting identity and individuality and the validity of such voices in a literary context. Doing so can be an act of defiance against a dominant or a colonising culture, sometimes requiring readers not familiar with the dialect to work at accessing the text (In Trainspotting, Irvine Walsh provides a glossary!). It can also be a celebration of cultural diversity.

Dialect words can communicate nuances, or experiences, for which there is no equivalent in standard English, and imply shared values or historical memories among the speakers of that dialect. 

Non-standard Englishes are also distinguished by particular speech patterns, mannerisms and rhythms which a writer can embed in narrative style, as well as within dialogue. The music of a dialect, it’s intonation and rhythm, are just as important as the diction.

Any writer can make use of non-standard Englishes. However, if you are not already a speaker of, or closely connected to, a particular usage, you need to beware of issues of appropriation, or unconscious bias. It is easy to appear patronising, or to fall back on stereotypes associated with nationality, ethnicity or social class.
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Some useful history

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries writers such as Samuel Johnson endeavoured to standardise the very diverse and changeable English language. However, dialect and regional variations still found expression in literature. Robert Burns, for example, wrote in a variant of Scottish English. In the States, writers such as Mark Twain, Finley Peter Dunne, Paul Lawrence Dunbar, Charles Chesnutt, and Joel Chandler Harris recorded the Southern, Irish-American and African-American variants of the American language.

Early Modernist writers James Joyce, William Faulkner, Gertrude Stein, Langston Hughes and others explored linguistic diversity. Gertrude Stein, in her experimental work Three Lives, attempted to channel German immigrant and African-American voices.

For the above writers, incorporating varied oral expression into literature had a political motive, although was open to the criticism that it pandered to a white or elite readership. But increasingly non-standard Englishes have been taken up by non- white, or non-middle class writers, to deconstruct the dominance of Standard English and promote alternative versions of the language.

