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Was/werevariation: a perspective from London

ABSTRACT

We present a systematic analysis of morphosyntaatiation in London English,
investigatingwvas/werevariation in the speech of adolescents and eldgdakers in a
multicultural inner London area and a less divensier London area. In outer
London, dialect levelling to a mixegas/weren’tsystem is well underway, as in many
other areas of the UK. Negatiweren'’tis frequent and a grammaticalised invariant
weren'’t ittag is developing. In inner London, variation dokescent speech is
strongly influenced by ethnicity, resulting in aver overall frequency olas

levelling and, in negative contexts, a mixed pattarlevelling to botlwasn'tand
weren’t The patterns of variation of Anglo ‘heritage’ @m_ondon adolescents differ
both from elderly speakers in the same area amd fheir peers in outer London.
Our analysis confirms the need for socially realistodels of language change that

take account of the social diversity of large nwulliural urban cities.
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Variation in the past tense forms of BE oc¢hrsughout the English-speaking
world. The historical record shows that usage haays been variable (Brunner,
1970; Forsstrom, 1948; Mossé, 1952; Visser, 19&3haps even as far back as Old
English (Tagliamonte, 1998:157) and recent stuslesv that variation is still the
norm. It is only in the standardised varieties thatforms have stabilised, wittas
used with first and third singular subjects aveteelsewhere, though even here
variation still exists with existenti#theresubjects (Cheshire, 1999; Hay and Schreier
2004 Walker, 2007).

Although variation is the norm, both the overatles of variation and the dominant
patterns differ from one location to another. Thame two principal patterns, of which
the most common across the English-speaking wsiehielling towasacross person,
number and polarity. Its frequency has led to plaigern being labelled a basic
‘vernacular primitive’ (Chambers, 1995:242); anderd the basic nature of the
pattern is supported by evidence from first languagquisition (Brown, 1973),
interlanguage in second language acquisition (Seimnn1978) and decreolisation,
where according to Bickerton (1975:11@soccurs first (as an irregular lexical
insertion) withwereacquired later, in direct proportion to increasovgrall
acquisition of standard English features (Tagliata@ Smith, 1999:12). Chambers
(1995), in fact, argues thatereonly ever exists due to the pressure of standard
English.Waslevelling is a prime example of analogical char:is the only verb
in contemporary English to make a person/numbeinditon in the past tense, so
speakers might be expected to regularize the garadis the third person singular
form, the status afvasin a hierarchy of basicness (Hock, 1986:214ff) exai a
natural choice for the pivot in analogical levajji(Schilling-Estes & Wolfram,

1994:276).
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The second pattern of variation, involving léwg to wasin contexts of positive
polarity and levelling taveren’tin contexts of negative polarity, as in(13lso

responds to what can be seen as basic systemahpgassures.

(1) yeah the teachevgeren’t that good because thesas always off and we had to

have supply teachers in that didn’t know anythidgnnifer J/S/A 6:20

Herewasandweren’tare transparent markers of polarity, meeting timetional need
to distinguish clearly between negative and pasigikopositions. This time the
levelling pattern brings BE into line with otheefuent English verbs that have
distinct positive and negative forms. These incldd&lon’tandwill/won’t, as well as
present tense forms of BE in varieties that vayiddalveain’t in negative contexts but
am, are, ign positive contexts (Anderwald, 2001:18; SchghEstes & Wolfram,
1994¥. Thewas/weren'pattern is very frequent in present-day Britalth@ugh
elsewhere it is attested only in a range of reddyivsolated communities within the
Mid-Atlantic coastal region of the USA (Wolfram &Billing-Estes, 2003:132). The
dominance of the pattern in present-day Englamtes from Anderwald’s (2001)
analysis of the British National Corpus, which rates widespread levelling was

in positive polarity contexts and, with the singhkeeption of the north-west
Midlands, Scotland and Ireland, parallel levelliogveren’tin all areas for which
there were sufficient datawWas/weren'ievelling is seen most clearly in parts of the
Southwest and East Anglia (Anderwald, 2001:5, 6¢l, Britain (2002) confirms that
in the Fens, East Anglia, there has been a grathifalover time from a wide range of
variable paradigms and phonetically variant forma tevelledvas/weren’tsystem.

Levey’s (2007) research in an eastern outer Lorstdnurb found avas/weren’t
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system in the speech of children as young as 1-é\def/, 2007); and in COLT (the
Corpus of London Teenage English) the patternslaeger still, with non-standard
wasoccurring only in positive contexts and non-staddeereonly in negative
contexts (again, see Levey, 2007).

Both levelling patterns derive from earlier éetls where non-standanchsand
non-standaravereare both attested (Schreier, 2002; Britain, 20U8lfram &
Schilling-Estes, 2003), but the reasons leadinglsgrs to choose one levelling
pattern rather than another are unclear. In Tridea@unha, for example, the new
variety of English that developed during the nieaté century showed categorical
levelling towaswithin four generations (Schreier, 2002). New Zedl English,
however, which developed during roughly the sam@gdetook a different course:
although first generation New Zealanders used fetteralisedwasand generalised
were(Trudgill, 2004:15), by the end of the nineteecgintury the past BE system had
almost completely standardised (Hay & Schreier4208ay and Schreier attribute
this standardisation to the dialect levelling thas part of the process of new dialect
formation. Dialect levelling (and dialect contacbma generally) can also explain
developments in the Fens, East Anglia (Britain,20this time, however, the
levelling was not to the standard English system td thewas/weren’tpattern. The
same pattern has developed in the eastern seatnordunities in the USA; here,
though, it apparently developed independently mrmwnities that had little contact
with each other (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes, 2003714

The role of literacy and formal institutionaliseducation in inhibiting levelling
(whether to the first or the second of the domimgaiterns) is equally unclear.
Tagliamonte and Smith (1999:22) argue that thdivelabsence of prescriptive

norms can explain the quasi-categorical ratasasflevelling in Samana, where
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literacy is minimal and “whatever variable systdra ancestors of the Samana people
had prior to their migration, the system-internahlagical levelling process has
simply continued unchecked by normative pressuresgliamonte and Smith argue
that in other communities, relative rates of les@Wascan also be explained by the
extent to which the community is marked off frore thainstream, whether in social,
cultural or economic terms, or in some other waistédn da Cunha is an important
case in point: here, after the initial levellingppess, variation was reinstated among
younger, more mobile members of the community, wdome into contact with
standard English and now usereas well awas

Chambers (2004:118) argues that in large urbsasagenerally a trend towards the
use of standard English is likely to disrupt theibgattern of levelledas but recent
research in the UK indicates a more complex scenbriboth Birmingham and York
(see, respectively, Khan, 2006 and Tagliamonte@)l8%re is a decline in non-
standardvas but no evidence of an overall trend towards e af standard English
forms of past BE. This is because in both citieeeline in levelledvasgoes hand in
hand with an increase in levellagren’'t In Birmingham — the largest urban
conurbation in the UK after London — adolescenedusore non-standawderen’t
overall than non-standamias whereas older speakers used more non-stamgesd
but no non-standanderen’tat all (Khan, 2006). Tagliamonte observed a simila
pattern in York, where although non-standawes “appears to be fading away”
(1998:184), non-standawderen’tis increasing. Similar trends are apparent in sofne
the coastal communities in the USA studied by Wanifrand Schilling-Estes. These
authors suggest that social stigmatisation mayrituté to the decline of non-
standardvas an “icon of prescriptivism” (Wolfram & Schillingstes, 2003:149),

and that, by contrast, levell@geren’tis relatively nonsalient perceptually, and so less
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subject to stigmatisation. The independent devetyjrafweren’t they suggest, is
reinforced byweren’tbeing assigned social symbolic status as an itaicdisland
identity for Ocracoke speakers (Schilling-Estes &litam, 1994:298) or of in-group
identity for European Americans in Hyde County, kirag their distinctiveness from
African Americans in the same locality (Wolfram &I8lling-Estes, 2003:149).

There are no reports of this kind with referencéheosymbolic status of non-standard
weren’tin Britain.

Tagliamonte and Smith (1999.:21) point out ttia¢ more we know about how
different communities have responded to the artidipgessures leading to levelling
and standardisation, the more we will come to ustdad these processes
themselves.” The focus on London English in thisgratherefore, should allow us to
better understand several of the issues raiseddwagus analyses of past forms of
BE. First, there is the question of the extent kiclv we can equate proximity to an
urban centre with speakers’ use of standard Enfishs. As the largest urban centre
in the UK we might expect to find lower rates ottbéevelledwasand levelled
weren’tin London than have been reported elsewhere. ©ottrer hand, London has
been claimed to be the source of some recent pleanebvations in the UK (Foulkes
& Docherty, 1999). Although morphosyntactic innagas in British English have
been less studied, London may well play a simiée as a source of present-day
changes in the grammatical system. This seemsv®lbeen the case in the past,
when London was influential in promoting dialectxtores and in spreading
morphosyntactic innovations (Nevalainen & Raum@&mmberg, 2003:165) — though
admittedly Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg’s enmcomes from the Tudor and

Stuart period, when English was only beginningegstandardised. If London is a
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source of morphosyntactic innovation, we might expe find higher rates in London
of thewas/weren’tpattern attested throughout Britain, rather thavelorates.

Secondly, an analysis of variation and changeesent-day London English may
help to tease out the effects of dialect contadtlanguage contact amas/were
variation. Levelling of the past BE paradigm iseofiexplained as a consequence of
dialect mixture, and even in situations where laggucontact might be thought to
have a role its effect is downplayed, denied ooigd (see, for the early stages of
New Zealand English, Trudgill (2004:5) and, forstan da Cunha English, Schreier
(2002:80); see further Kerswill and Williams (200824) for the general view that
language contact plays a minimal role in situatiohsew dialect formation). Dialect
mixture has been acknowledged as important in éveldpment of London English
(see, for example, Ellis, 1889:110), again wittidibr no mention of the role of
language contact. We would argue, though, thaloting history of London as a
destination for immigration from overseas as welf@ in-migration from other parts
of the British Isles makes it difficult, in our wig to ignore the possible effects of
language contact. Our analysis therefore atternopiske some preliminary account of
both language contact and dialect contact.

Despite its importance as a research site fostildy of ongoing changes in Britain,
London has not so far been the subject of a sysieswiolinguistic analysis, other
than by Fox (2007) and Kerswill, Torgersen and @908, both of which focus on
phonological variation. We are currently analysingange of morphosyntactic
variables, none of which has previously been aedlgystematically in London
English. The analysis reported here is the firstd@ompleted and is therefore the
first sociolinguistic account of morphosyntactiaigiion and change in the capital.

There are no earlier sociolinguistic studies onclvlwe can draw. Although there is
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much variation in past forms of BE in our datagdé&te we have no evidence of
variation in the present tense forms of BE (othantin existential contexts), and we
focus only on past BE forms here.

We begin by briefly reviewing the effect of timkernal linguistic factors that
previous researchers have found to constras/werevariation, to set the scene for

our own analysis.

INTERNAL CONSTRAINTS ONWAS/WERE/ARIATION

Polarity

Anderwald (2002:182) points out that any genertibsastrategy is strongly preferred
in negative contexts. This is borne out by theease in levellesveren’tforms in
British English, which is attested even in locasiavhere levelledvasis declining, as
we have seen (see also Wolfram & Schilling-Este632. Schilling-Estes and
Wolfram (1994: 289-90) explain this restructurirfglee past BE paradigm as a
remorphologisation of botwasandwereas transparent markers of polarity. From a
functional perspective, distinguishing positiveanfr negatives is more important than
distinguishing subject person and number, partibubs English clauses typically
have overt subjects. Schilling-Estes and Wolfranthfer note that the negativity
expressed by the negative marketbecomes less transparennasis transformed
into the phonologically dependent’t-clitic; as a resuliveren’thas emerged as a
phonologically distinct negative allomorph that sahbe mistaken for the positive.
They also point out that the developmentvefen’'tmay be reinforced by natural
phonological tendencies (1994:294). The enclaiwo of -n't to wasplaces the

final consonant olvas [z], in an intersonorant or intersyllabic envinoent that is

favourable to weakening. In some varieties thishwssimilated rounding of vowels
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after [w], may result invasn’'tandweren’tconverging phonetically and perceptually.
Britain (2002:36) similarly argues that forms sash[wn:nt] or [won?], which were

commonly found in the Survey of English Dialectsad@rton and Tilling, 1969-
1971) but not in the Fens today, may derive frorongtic processes reducing

[woznt], and that they have been reanalysedexren’t and adjusted accordingly.

Tags provide an important context for levellioweren’tin England. In York,
Tagliamonte found that levelling teeren’tincreased dramatically in tags across the
generations, witkveren’tused predominantly when the subject of the tagiivas
(1998:179). Anderwald’s survey of BNC data (2003)1also reports non-standard
weren’tas favoured in tags in nine out of twelve Britishlect area$.

It seems likely thaweren’tgeneralization is a relatively recent phenomendihén
histories of English dialects. Nevalainen (2006)3@tds no difference in negative
contexts between the usevafisandwerein the regional component of t®rpus of
Early English Correspondence/hich covers the period from 1410 to 1681 (altilgu
as she points out, negative forms of past BE at@ery frequent in her data). Hay
and Schreier (2004:228) reparaslevelling in early New Zealand English (although,
as mentioned above, this was later reduced), stiggekat it was present in the
speech of early colonizers from Britain, but theyrid no evidence aferen’t
levelling. Ellis (1889), however, indicates thatren’tcertainly existed in East Anglia
and Wiltshire in the late nineteenth century, aridkéfitz (1932) gives examples of
weren’tin Suffolk in the early twentieth century (seetBim, 2002:21). The Survey of
English Dialects confirms that by the 1950s nomd#adweren’twas clearly a
dialect feature in England (Tagliamonte, 1998:184¢. cannot conclude from these
early studies that a mixedas/weren’tsystem necessarily existed, but such a system

was attested for Reading, southwest England, itatkeel 970s: Cheshire (1982:44-
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45) reports high rates of non-standeaks (83%) in adolescent speech in Reading,
with non-standaravereused very rarely other than in negative contextsefe it
occurred at a rate of 37%). If inner London isgbarce of innovations, then, we
might expect our analysis to discover high rateseren’t,and perhaps alswsas,

amongst young speakers in this location.

Grammatical subject

Tagliamonte (1998:158) notes that a synthefstontemporary research aras
levelling reveals a constraint hierarchy for thieetf of the grammatical subject that is
“surprisingly consistent across varieties,” namgR existential >you> NP plural >
we/they Chambers (2004:141) similarly refers to “the relkasie regular hierarchy of
subject types,” though proposing a slightly differeonstraint hierarchy (2004:133):
NP existential 3you>we> NP plural >they There is agreement on the poles, then:
theyis thought to favour non-standasésthe least, and existential subjects the most,
followed byyou Kortmann & Haser (in press) argue that thisviith a usage-based
explanation based on the notion of entrenchmeathihher discourse frequency of
theyrelative towe, they suggest, makéseyweremore entrenched and less likely to
be replaced by the generalisedsform.

Tagliamonte’s more recent research, howeweveyingwas/werevariation in
thirteen different communities, suggests that gresmature to generalise
(Tagliamonte, in press). She finds no regular i@ahip between levelledasand
different pronoun subjects, although in most ofdtbenmunities existential contexts
clearly favoumwaslevelling, and NP subjects tend to favexaslevelling over third

plural pronoun subjects.
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The latter phenomenon is sometimes referre@ smaaspect of the Northern Subject
Rule. In contemporary varieties it is seen at itsshextreme in Buckie, Scotland,
wherewasoccurs after 81% of all plural NPs but never aftey (Smith &
Tagliamonte, 1998:116). The pattern is commonlyntbin US varieties too
(Schilling-Estes & Wolfram, 1994:285). In southé&ngland, though, (which is only
beginning to be explored), the effect here appiabe reversed or non-existent. In
East Anglian varieties, for examplgasoccurs more frequently wittheythan with a
plural NP (Britain, 2002) a pattern that has beescribed as the Southern Subject
Rule (Rupp, Britain, Fox, Baker & Spurling, 200&hd in COLT bottiheyand plural
NPs have a roughly equal, slightly inhibiting etffeawas(Levey, 2007). The
constraint hierarchy in the East Anglian Fens eaa NP existentigtou > we >they
> NP plural (Britain, 2002:26). Regional differesaa the effect of plural NPs on the
use of non-standamdlasmay relate to changes in the overall frequenciglisfnon-
standard form, with levelling tawasoccurring alongside levelling of a previously
operative constraint (Britain, 2002:38). Britainsebves that although older speakers
in the northwest Fens show higher ratewa$with NP plural subjects than withey,
the effect of these subjects is reversed for yousgeakers, whose use of non-
standardvasis dramatically higher than that of the older Fepsakers. Nevalainen’s
analyses (2006) indicate that a declinavaslevelling rather than an increase may
similarly overturn the effect of the constraintrithg the period 1440-1519, plural NP
subjects favourediasin theCorpus of Early English Correspondeniugt the effect
was lost alongside the gradual declinevaklevelling between 1440 and 1681.

In many varietiegou seems to frequently occasion higher rates of nandard
was(see, for exampld.abov, Cohen, Robins & Lewis, 1968; Feagin, 195®jth &

Tagliamonte, 1998; Schreier, 2002:®4it, other than this, the main consistency lies
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in the repeated high frequenciesnaswith existential subjects. Thus an analysis of
the effect of the grammatical subject on the useoofstandargvasin London

English will provide further data to help decidetbe extent to which there is a
consistent grammatical subject hierarchy acrogeréifit varieties of present-day

English, and whether there is a frequency-baseermsion to such a hierarchy.

Existential constructions and word order

Plural NP subjects in existential constructionsststently favoumas even in
varieties where in other contexts non-standeadis declining, or virtually non-
existent (see, for example, Britain & Sudbury, 20838y & Schreier, 2004; Khan,
2006; Moore, 2003; Tagliamonte, 1998). The constraiten overrides other strong
influences on the use of levellegs such as collective nouns as subject
(Tagliamonte, 1998:167). This is not a new phenamens Traugott (1972:134)
notes, agreement in English existentials has balatively infrequent for centuries,
perhaps as far back as Old English (Pietsch, 26685<ee also Visser, 1963:62).
Nevalainen’s (2006) analyses show minimal variairotne factor weights for the
existential subject constraint over time.

Chambers (2006) suggests that in existentiasttuctions, where the thematic
subject is postverbal, a ‘look-ahead’ mechanismedgiired if the subject is to trigger
agreement. It has also been argued that the preeatdwaswith plural NP subjects
in existential constructions reflects the ongoiexydalisation othere wagand
present tensthere’s into an invariant prefabricated expression usadtroduce new
topics into the discourse (Cheshire, 1999; Crawf@a@d5; Eisikovits, 1991). There is

no reason, of course, why both explanations shooide possible: existential
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constructions are frequent in speech, so the frequalocation othereandwas
whether or not the result of a failure to look ahezould promote lexicalisation.
Non-existential contexts with postverbal satgeoccur far less frequently in
speech and are rarely included, therefore, in aealpiwas/werevariation. Where
they have been taken into account, the resultsaappeconfirm a failure to look
ahead. For example, Tagliamonte notes some ratexterwith adverbial fronting

followed by subject-verb inversion, as in (2), wlhagreement does not occur.

(2) and on that island was the cooling towers (iBagbnte, 1998:169)

In inner city Sydney English, interrogatives witkbgect-verb inversion similarly

favourwas as in (3), though again the number of tokenslos

(3) who was you with? (Eisikovits, 1991: 250)

Further support for the need to assume a -Idad’ mechanism to trigger
agreement comes from studies showing that agreemiass likely to occur when the
subject is preverbal but separated from the velnbsTelativeahat favours non-
standardvasin Buckie (Smith& Tagliamonte, 1998:120) and A@dlia (Hazen,
1996), apparently continuing a Middle English temdefor relative markers to favour
levelling towas(Forsstrom, 1948:207). In ti@@orpus of Early English
Correspondencdoo, levelledvasoccurred with relative pronouns, despite being
infrequent overall with personal pronouns (Nevatain2006:364). Collective NPs

and coordinated NPs are also widely held to belissigs for non-standandas
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perhaps, as Tagliamonte suggests, because indagse number interpretation is not
straightforward (Tagliamonte, 1998; see also Bddaal., 1991:189).

Tagliamonte (1998:173-4) analyses separateleffieet of proximity between the
verb and the subject for both preverbal and pobalehird plural NP subjects,
finding in each case that frequencies of non-stahdasincrease with greater
numbers of intervening wordsAnother way of framing this might be to say ttre
further ahead one has to look, the less likelyaheto be subject-verb agreement.

Thus the universal tendency for existentidljscts to favour non-standans
may reflect a basic processing constraint, suchtiiealinear word order of
spontaneous speech makes speakers resort to thacuéar primitive’ or basic
default formwas(Chambers, 2003:266; Schilling-Estes & Wolfram94-276) in
contexts where the subject is produced after thie aled cannot easily trigger
agreement. We test this in our analysis by analyfia effect of both existential
contexts and interrogative contextswas/werevariation. However, we analyse
existential contexts separately, because althduglthiematic subject is postverbal in
both expletivahereclauses and interrogative clauses, current forgrabstic models
(such as the Minimalist program) hold that these tlause types differ in the
position of the thematic subject relative to thedural subject. In expletivibere
clauses the position of the thematic subject ilotvan that of the structural subject.
This is not so in interrogative clauses, despigeféict that the subject and verb are
inverted in the surface structure such that the peecedes the subject. Thus although
an elaborate generative apparatus is needed taiexpé structure of existential
clauses (Meechan & Foley, 1994; Tagliamonte, 199%8:185), the grammar of
interrogative clauses does not differ from claushsre the subject takes the usual

preverbal position. The distinctiveness of exiggmontexts is further confirmed by
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Moore’s (2003) analysis of past BE forms in Boltbancashire, a UK city where
werelevelling exists. In Moore’s data, levellegasoccurs in non-existential contexts
with a frequency of only 2%n(20/1035); in plural existentials, on the otherdamas
is the favoured form (58% 38/66). Tagliamonte (1998:169), similarly, stattest
“existential constructions are a special case wheomes tovas/werevariation,” and
in New Zealand Englislwas/werevariation has developed differently in existential
and non-existential contexts (Hay & Schreier, 20@&)stential constructions
constitute a distinct syntactic context from thieestcontexts in whiclvas/were

variation occurs, then.

THE LONDON PROJECT

Our analysis forms part of the research ptdjeruistic Innovators: the English
of Adolescents in LondofUK ESRC grant number RES — 000-23-0680). Thés is
sociolinguistic investigation of the English spok®nadolescents in two different
locations in London, one inner East London areackAay) and another further to the
east (Havering). Most of the fieldwork involvingetladolescents was carried out in a
college of further education in each of the loagagiolhe two sites are important in
relation to the sociohistorical changes that hakern place in London and we focus
here on developments following the end of World War

The inner London site is associated with thiese, social networks of the
traditional white working class families who livadthis part of London, known
somewhat globally as Cockneys, and who spoke #uktimnal dialect of the area,
also known as Cockney. However, in the post-wanstiearance and reconstruction
of London, many of the original inhabitants wemnsferred to new estates further

east or to the New Towns of Harlow and Basildorthlio Essex (for a fuller
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discussion see Fox, 2007). This left an ageing ladipn in the inner London site
until, with the arrival of foreign immigrants, tip®pulation started to increase. The
proportion of immigrants to the total populatiosedrom 105 per 1,000 in 1951 to
192 in 1961 and 240 in 1986Vlany of the arriving immigrants were West Ind&md
this group today makes up 10.3% of the total pdpriabut the area is multicultural
in nature and home to many other minority ethnaugs including Black Africans,
Asians, Chinese, Moroccan, Greek Cypriots and TuMeny of the children are
bilingual, speaking at least one other home langua@ddition to English. Baker and
Eversley (2000) record 26 different languages spaeea first language by

schoolchildren in Hackney (a figure that does a&etaccount of Creole languages).

Hackney Ethnic Group percentages

Other

Chinese

Black Other

Black African

Black Caribbean

Asian Other

Asian Bangladeshi

Asian Pakistani

Asian Indian

Mixed race Other

Mixed race White Asian

Mixed race White Black African
Mixed race White Black Caribbean
White Other

White Irish

White British

Figure 1: Population by Ethnic Group in Hackneytd8&ource: Census 2001
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Figure 1 shows the percentages of the diffeztmtic groups in the population of
the borough of Hackney (the category ‘White othecludes, we assume, members of
the Turkish and Turkish and Greek Cypriot commaesiti Although the Asian
Bangladeshi community constitutes just 2.9 per oéthie population, the area where
the fieldwork was carried out was on the bordehwiineighbourhood in the
adjoining borough where the Bangladeshi communéyes up over 75 per cent of
the population, so there is a large Bangladeshsigoree in the Hackney college where
we carried out the fieldwork. Figure 1 shows tlmat ¥White British population
accounts for 44.1% of the total.

The outer London site is an area to where nodutlye traditional white working
class East London families migrated. It contains large housing estates constructed
to deal with the incoming population from the slal@arance programme in London.
It is an area which was once rural and firmly diégdain the County of Essex but was
transferred to Greater London from Essex by thedbonGovernment Act 1963, to
become part of one of the outer London Boroughateckin 1965. Today it is no
longer rural and is generally referred to as pathe East End of London, perhaps a
reflection of the population movement. In contitasthe inner London site, the
population is predominantly white — 95.2% accordimghe 2001 Census figures. It is
also predominantly monolingual.

These two sites provide us with the meansgbthe claim that inner London is the
source of linguistic innovation as well as to beirconsider the effect of the
complex urban dynamics of gender and ethnicityh@nEnglish spoken in London

(see Harris, Leung & Rampton, 2002:44). Our projectises on the speech of
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adolescents in the two locations on the assumphiainit is in adolescent speech that

linguistic innovations are likely to occur (Cham&e2003; Eckert 2000).

The participants

The aim of the project was to obtain a selectiosp#fakers aged 16-19 years, all
of whom had been born and raised in the two lonatgiudied. We wanted the
speakers to reflect the ethnic makeup of the Ipoallation, but since we also aimed
to take account of friendship groups we could regednine in advance which ethnic
groups would be represented in our sample. Etlyngmotoriously difficult to define,
and we assumed that although it may be highlyrsawghin and between some
friendship groups, for others it may be largelglewvant. Thus we were less interested
in the effect of ethnicity per se than in usingsta broad social variable to ensure that
our sample reflected the multiculturalism of thedbarea, and as a potential
indication of the multilingualism that is charaaséic of inner London. Our usage has
something in common, then, with the way that spesa&r is often used in variationist
research, as a methodological, exploratory soeahble. The variable is purposely
broad and unrefined, as this allows it to be edaklgn into account at the data
collection stage (Milroy & Milroy, 1997:53). Howey, by including it in our analysis
we did not wish to impose our own classificationgloe speakers. Each individual
was therefore asked to give a self-definition oh&se they belong” in terms of their
own identity, and these are the definitions wefos¢he minority ethnic groups.

In the event, we obtained two very differeatadsets. Our sample for inner
London consists of 49 adolescent speakers, 27 anal@2 female. Half of the
speakers have a “white London” background in thavipus generations of their

families have relatively local roots. We term tgreup of speakers ‘White Anglo.’
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The remaining half are the children or grandchitdo&immigrants. Their self
classifications allowed us to divide them into fatiner main ethnic groups, with each
group containing four or more speakers: Black Ga#n, Mixed race (White/Black
Caribbean), Black African, and Bangladeshi. We @thimgether in a sixth group,
‘other,” those speakers claiming to belong to dmietgroup for which our sample
included just one or two speakers. This group atediof individuals describing
themselves as Moroccan, Chinese, Colombian, Patggand Middle Eastern. The
ethnic diversity of our sample reflects the divigrsif the local population, then,
though not necessarily in the same proportione@2®01 Census figures.

Our sample for outer London consists of 36 axtmat speakers, 19 male and 17
female, predominantly of white British backgrouatko reflecting the local
population. All participants from both locationgan post-16 education, taking
vocational courses such as bricklaying, painting) @&corating and catering, and are
generally from working class backgrounds. In additiwe recorded conversations in
each borough with 8 working-class Anglo adults ag&&80 (4 women, 4 men), to act
as a reference point for comparison with the speétihe adolescents. All of the
elderly speakers in this sample were born betweempériod 1918 - 1940, before the
large movement of population from the East Endarfidon to the suburbs further
east and beyond.

The data

Our fieldwork yielded a corpus of around 1bts of recorded conversations,
each recording ranging in length from about 45 n@suo 3 hours. This amounts to
over 1,000,000 words, which have been orthograppittanscribed. All of the
adolescent recordings, with the fieldworker prestuk place in the colleges

attended by the adolescents and were made afteitiahobservation period.



Was/werevariation 21

Although some of the adolescents have been recandeddually, most of the
recordings were with friendship pairs or small s&lfected groups. The conversations
were informal and mainly unstructured, with toded by both the fieldworker and
the participants. In addition, we have a small nends self-recordings made by the
adolescents either in the college or off-site. Tdeordings for the elderly speakers
were, in the main, conducted in the speakers’ homes
METHODS

We began by analysing the speech of a subsampl2 afiolescent speakers (16
from each site) and 12 elderly speakers (6 fronm sée). The 2769 tokens from
these speakers revealed no use@fein standardvascontexts of positive polarity
other than a small number of instancea®ftwere which we assume to be a
formulaic expression (and therefore excludé)vas decided therefore that in
contextsof positive polarity, for the remaining speakenslydhe use ofvasin
standardverecontexts would be coded. In negative polarity erts, though, all
tokens ofwasn’'tandweren’twere extracted and coded, for all speakers. In, 16328

tokens of past BE were analysed.

Coding and analysis

Each token from the recordings was coded fauraber of linguistic and social
constraints noted in the literature to be relevarthe use of non-standancsor
were.We discuss here the factors found to be signifiqaoiarity, subject type, word
order and clause type (declarative, interrogativiag) as well as age, gender and
ethnicity. For the word order factor group, eadketowas coded according to
whether it occurred (i) in pre-verbal position oy ify interrogatives with postverbal

subjects. The results are presented first for pesolarity contexts and then for
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negative polarity contexts. As explained abovergh® no theoretically grounded
reason for including expletii@ereclauses alongside other ‘subject’ types; as these

clauses were analysed independently we deal watim ih a separate section.

RESULTS
Affirmative contexts
As already mentioned, in this corpus of London Efghon-standarderenever

occurs in positive standarascontexts, making the following sentences imposéible

(4) *1 were really angry.

(5) *She weraunning down the road.

The analysis in this paper, therefore, for affirvatontexts, is restricted to the use of
non-standaravasin standaradverecontexts. Table 1 shows the use of this form for

the adolescent and elderly groups in both innerdborand outer London.
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Table 1: Use of WASIn standardVEREcontexts of positive polarity

23

Inner London

Inner London

Outer London

Outer London

Adolescents Elderly Adolescents Elderly
Subject No. of tokens %4wvas No. of tokens %was No. of tokens %vas No. of tokens %vas
First person
We 102/197 51.8 8/82 46.3 117/150 78 13/20 39.4
Second person
You 56/91 1.6 26/28 92.9 38/46 82.6 0/7 0
Third person
pronounthey 57/194 29.4 40/94 42.6 61/135 45.2 5/47 10.6
NP 46/133 4.8 34/64 B3 22/79 27.8 2/24 8.3
Total 261/615 42.4 138/268 51.5 238/410 58 20/98 19.2
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The first thing to note is the striking differenoetween the inner London and outer
London elderly speakers. Overall, the inner Londlerly speakers have 51.5% use
of non-standarevas,compared to only 19.2% among the outer London kider
speakers, a statistically significant differenda @quare = 36.180(,<0.001). As

both sets of speakers are white Anglos and aravolias social backgrounds, this
seems to suggest that these are regional diffesefibe elderly speakers in outer
London tend to use more standard features gengpaitiiaps an indication of less
contact with London speech patterns. As mentioreliee, the area was formerly
rural, in the county of Essex.

There is also a difference between the twessaimong the adolescent speakers, but
this time the situation is reversed. The use ofstandardvasamong the outer
London adolescents is considerably higher than gntiosinner London adolescents,
58% compared to 42.4%, again a statistically siggift difference (chi square =
23.9932p <0.0001). The figures demonstrate that the oubedbn adolescents are
closer in their use of non-standavdsto the inner London elderly speakers than to
the outer London elderly speakers. The reasothismay be twofold. First, the
sociohistorical changes again go some way to pnoyidn explanation. As outlined
above, many families were transferred from Eastdoonduring the post-war slum
clearance program to newly built estates in themlubndon borough, and this exodus
has continued to such an extent that many fanliliesy there have their ancestral
roots in the East End. The sheer volume of movementd seem to make it
inconceivable that the London forms have not exieateinfluence on the local
variety. Secondly, levelling teasin positive polarity contexts has been noted as a
phenomenon affecting British varieties more gemgraicluding the Fens (Britain,

2002; see our earlier discussion). Interestinglg,Fenland area of eastern England
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parallels the outer London site in that it, toosvearegion affected by the post-1945
overspill and New Town developments, and evidenggssts that levelling twasin
the Fens has been brought about by diffusion filwerSouth (Britain, 2002:33). The
use of non-standarslasby the young people in our outer London site, tlw@mforms
to what would be predicted from the general pattértialect contact in southern
England, which in turn mirrors what has been reggbinh England generally
(Anderwald, 2001).

In contrast to the outer London adolescehtsjriner London adolescents appear
to be reversing this trend. There is a significadtfferent distribution ofvas/weren
positive contexts between both the inner Londoriesdents and the inner London
elderly speakers (chi square = 6.177%0.025) as well as between the adolescents of
inner London and the adolescents of outer Londbns@uare =23.9933, <0.0001),
indicating that the inner London adolescents aitheefollowing patterns of previous
generations from the same area nor following pastef their peers in the south east.

We return to the possible reasons for this latbemwe consider the social factors.

Linguistic constraints
(i) Grammatical subject

We saw earlier that the research findings te dateal inconsistencies in the
relative effects of the grammatical subject. Figi@ased on the figures in Table 1)
demonstrates that we do not find a consistentnpaitteour data sets, even between

adjoining locations.
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Use of WAS in standard WERE positive polarity conte  xts by grammatical
person
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Figure 2: Distribution of non-standawhsin standardvere positive polarity contexts by grammatical
person

In inner London the pattern of use for nomdtdwaswith NP plural subjects
and third person plural subjects among both therBidnd adolescent speakers
conforms to what has been termed the Northern SuBje, with non-standandas
more frequent with NP plural subjects than witlidiperson plural pronouns. For the
outer London speakers the pattern of use with thebgcts is reversed, conforming
instead to the so-called Southern Subject Ruls.dbssible that regional differences
account for the split, with the outer London spesakeaintaining the patterns of the
rest of south Essex. However, it should be notedttie differences between the uses
of non-standaravaswith third person plural pronouns and plural Nighe two age
groups are low in both inner and outer London, &ahdt difference there is, is not
statistically significant.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of thisgbéhe analysis relates to the use of

non-standaravaswith second person subjects. Figure 2 demonsttiagééshe highest
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users are the inner London elderly speakers, &itB3%, almost categorical rates of
non-standaravas,compared to the outer London elderly speakers whood use
non-standaravasat all in this context. Among the adolescents, hawgit is the

outer London speakers who are the higher useyswfvas at 83%. Inner London
adolescents usgu waswith a rate of only 61%. The reasons why the outgrdon
adolescents may have increased their overall userektandarevasrelative to the
elderly speakers in this area were discussed abblvese figures, together with their
high frequencies of non-standawasin first person plural contexts (78% — the
highest rate of all four groups of speakers), comdithat the outer London
adolescents are patterning with speakers of othaslBvarieties where high rates of
levelling towasin positive contexts have been reported (see,damgle, Britain,
2002).

Nevertheless, all groups of speakers excepeliherly outer Londoners use more
non-standaravaswith second person subjects, as reported by mbet studies that
have sufficient tokens for second person subjechetincluded separately in the
analyses. Furthermore, for all groups, first penglomal pronouns also occasion non-
standardvas for the outer London elderly speakers this isabietext where the
highest number of forms occurheyoccasions comparatively low rates of levelling
for all groups of speakers; furthermottegyoccurs more frequently thavein the
speech of the outer London elderly speakers (4@n®bfthey, compared to 20
tokens ofwe) apparently confirming the view that more frequiemms are more
resistant to levelling (Kortmann & Haser, in pres&t the relative frequencies vk
andtheyfor the other groups do not confirm the relevaoicEequency, since they are

either reversed (for both adolescent groups) -therovords withwe occurring more
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frequently tharthey— or broadly similar (for the inner London eldgriyhus in our
data the grammatical subject does not have a ¢ensiffect ofwas/werevariation.
(if) Postverbal constructions

Was/wereariation in existential clauses has been analyseygloften, reflecting,
we assume, the relatively high rates of existentalses in spontaneous speech. The
frequency with whiclwasoccurs with a plural postverbal subject in thdaeises has
been explained as reflecting the influence of wandkr or, more generally,
processing effects, as we noted earlier, suchatkabject that is uttered after the verb
or that is separated from the verb does not triggeeement. One of the problems of
analysing the more general effect of subject - weder is that most other relevant
constructions do not occur with any great frequangpontaneous speech.
Nonetheless, interrogatives arise sufficiently frextly among the inner London
adolescent speakers to enable us to report orsthefuinon-standangasin these
contexts. Figure 3 displays the use of non-standashccording to whether the
subject occurs in preverbal position (in declamtilauses) or in postverbal position

in yes/nainterrogatives such as (6) or WH-interrogativeshsas (73,

(6) Wasyou with her? Chris C/D/S 19:30

(7) Whatwasyou saying? Zack A/Z 2 43:35



Was/werevariation 29

Distribution of non-standard WAS by subject-verb
position
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Figure 3: Distribution of non-standawhsby subject-verb position

Figure 3 reveals that subject-verb order is indesttong constraint on the use of
non-standaravas.In interrogatives where the subject is postvenbah-standargvas

is used 79% of the time. It is not only existenti@hstructions, then, where the
thematic subject is in postverbal position, thé¢etfthe use of non-standanes.The
pattern of occurrence may well be based on therlyidg mechanism that operates
for all postverbal subjects i.e. the requiremera 8bok ahead mechanism’
(Chambers, 2006) means that there is less likdlitddsubject-verb agreement when

the subject is produced after the verb.
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Social constraints

() Gender

Distribution of non-standard WAS in contexts of
positive polarity by GENDER

Percentage of use

Outer London Inner London Outer London Inner London
Elderly elderly adolescents adolescents

Male m Female ‘

Figure 4: Distribution of non-standawhsin standard contexts of positive polarity by gende

Figure 4 shows differentiation between male andalerpatterns of use of non-
standardvas For all except the inner London adolescents, ferspeakers use non-
standardvasmore frequently than male speakétswever, the gender differences
were significant only for the inner London adolegse While for this group the
males’ use has increased in comparison to thegrlgldounterparts, the girls’ use has
decreased and they seem to be moving towards ¢hef ssandardvere.What
possible explanation could there be for this pattdruse? Since the populations of
the two areas are very different, with the innendlon area highly multicultural in
nature and the outer London site predominantlyeylie turn to ethnicity as a

potential social constraint among the inner Londdalescents.
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(ii) Ethnicity

The self classifications given by the speakersaadbbus to divide them into the six
ethnic groups described earligvhile these classifications may not be entirely
satisfactory, it allows us to see whether a padicgroup is leading in, and by

implication possibly influencing, the use of noassdardwas.

Distribution of non-standard WAS in positive polari ty
contexts by Ethnicity
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Figure 5: Distribution of non-standawhsin positive polarity contexts by Ethnicity

Figure 5 shows the frequency of use of nondaedwasin positive polarity
contexts, for different grammatical subjects, by thfferent ethnic groups. For the
different subject contexts there is remarkable istescy across the ethnic groups,
with the Black Caribbean speakers always the higlsess of non-standavdasand

the Bangladeshi speakers generally the lowest.udexgever, we saw in Figure 4
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that the male speakers in inner London are highersuwof non-standakgasthan the

females, so what happens when we cross-tabulatecigyhwith gender?

Distribution of non-standard WAS in positive
contexts by Ethnicity and Gender
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Figure 6: Distribution of non-standawhsin positive polarity contexts by Ethnicity and @Gen

Figure 6 demonstrates that although the Black @agh speakers are the highest
users of all the male and female speakers, therel@ar gender differences within
some of the minority ethnic groups. The highestauisénon-standardiasin positive
contexts are the Black Caribbean boys and the bbwhite/Black Caribbean mixed
race, while the girls in this latter group are adijuthe lowest users. This is the
expected sociolinguistic gender pattern for nomeaad grammatical forms (Labov,
1990:210; Fasold, 1990:92) and we assume thdtatts the high frequency of
levelledwasforms in these groups, indicating a relativelyoktastate of variation,

albeit possibly a temporary one (Cheshire, 2002.4Rte other groups have lower
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overall frequencies afiaslevelling, so perhaps the gender pattern has netgad in
their usage. We will see later that the fact thatBlack Caribbean males are leading
in the use of non-standandasis part of a general trend amongst these speakers
towards levelledvasin both positive and negative contexts, so tlwaltrates of
levelledwasare very high. If these speakers are leading agehtowards use of the
was/wasn’tpattern in inner London, we could expect the dowaistic gender

pattern to emerge alongside increased frequentiastlowasandwasn’tfor all
speakers in later generations of Londoners.

Why, though, are the Bangladeshi speakers thedbusers of non-standams? A
possible explanation is that the Bangladeshis bae® a somewhat insular group,
with the main wave of immigrants arriving in Easindon in the late 1970s and
throughout the 1980s, at a time when most of tdegenous white working class
families had moved out to the suburbs of Londotogrurpose-built New Towns.
Pockets of the East End of London very quickly nee@ensely populated with
Bangladeshi families who had very little contacthithe white community. The
women and children were rarely seen in public &®e 2007 for more details). The
children went to schools which also came to be dated by Bangladeshi children:
some of the secondary schools in East London thdag a 99% Bangladeshi student
population. These children spoke Sylheti or anotllenmunity language at home and
acquired their English mainly from school ratharttirom English-speaking peers, so
they would have been more influenced by standagli#innorms associated with the
school, unlike immigrants from most of the othenanity ethnic groups. In their
secondary schools the mainly Bangladeshi peer graugpild have consisted of
speakers who had acquired English in a similar wtjrnough the Bangladeshi

adolescents in our sample have become less irestithey got older, and now have
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ethnically mixed friendship networks, their Englstems to reflect their earlier
acquisition and socialisation.

How do the white Anglo speakers fit into thettern of use? Growing up in a
highly multicultural area, they have been exposeithé¢ speech of many different
ethnic groups both through their schools and thnahgir ethnically mixed friendship
groups. This appears to have led to a situatiorrevtieir overall rate of non-standard
wasis significantly different both from that of th&derly speakers from the same area
and from their peers in outer London.

Table 2 shows the results of a multivariatalysis using GOLDVARB X
(Sankoff, Tagliamonte & Smith, 2005) of the constiadiscussed so far on the use
of levelledwasby the adolescents. Figures shown in bold typewelected as
statistically significant by the program; factoriglets above 0.5 favour non-standard
waswhereas factor weights below 0.5 disfavour nondgadwas Table 2 simply
confirms the patterns of variation described abawe, demonstrates that ethnicity is
far and away the strongest factor influencing ntamdardwvas with a range of 63.
Recall that we take ethnicity as a broad indicatdanguage background, rather than
necessarily being a salient social variable imws right. Gender is significant in
inner London but not in outer London (though thmdée adolescents in outer London

use non-standamgdasmore often than the male adolescents).
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Table 2: Multivariate analysis of non-standarasin standardverecontexts of
positive polarity — a comparison of inner Londom @uter London adolescents

Inner London Adolescents Outer London
Adolescents
Input 0.41

FW % N FW % N

Ethnicity
Black Caribbeans .78 67 118
Mixed race White/Black
Caribbeans 51 45 141
Black Africans A7 38 55 *Not applicable*
Other (minority 43 37 123
Ethnic group)
White Anglos 43 35 136
Bangladeshis A5 12 42
Range 63
Subject-verb inversion
Post-verbal subjects 78 79 24
Pre-verbal subjects 49 41 591 *Not applicable*
Range 29
Grammatical Person
You .70 62 91 .76 83 46
We .64 52 197 71 78 150
NP Plural 40 35 133 21 28 79
They 34 29 194 36 45 135
Range 36 40
Gender
Male 57 51 352 [.44] 51 158
Female 40 31 263 [.54] 63 252

Range 17
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Negative Contexts

Was/wereariation in negative contexts is an equally ca@rglhenomenon in
London. There is a mixed pattern: first, the expdgiattern of levelling taveren’t
resulting in thevas/weren’tsystem typical of much of Britain today, and setigithe
levelledwas/wasn’tsystem not, so far, thought to be characteridtigloan areas in

the southeast. We discuss each of these systezatsp.

Weren'’tin standardvasn’tcontexts
Table 3 shows the overall frequenciesvefren’tin standardvasn’tcontexts for

different grammatical subjects.
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Table 3: Use of non-standard/EREN'Tin standardVASN'Tcontexts of negative polarity

Inner London Inner London Outer London Outer London
Adolescents Elderly Adolescents Elderly
Subject No. of tokens %weren't  No. of tokens %weren't No. of tokens  %veren’t No. of tokens %weren’t
First person
Singular 29/72 40 1/12 8 21/39 54 0/13 -
I
Third Person
Singular 18/45 40 4/16 25 18/29 62 4/12 33
He/She
Third person
Singular pronoun  34/75 45 7128 25 75/91 82 3/19 16
It
NP singular 6/20 30 0/10 - 7/15 47 0/4 -
Demonstrative
Pronoun 2/8 25 0/3 - 4/6 67 0/3 -
That

Total 89/220 41 12/69 17 125/180 96 7/51 14
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The figures reveal low overall rates for thaeey speakers: 17% (inner London)
and 14% (outer London). Closer inspection of thia davealed that in fact non-
standardveren’toccurs only in tags for these speak&ra finding replicated in many
other British dialects (Anderwald, 2002:178). Witags are removed from the
analysis, there is no evidence of levellingweren’tin this age group.

As in many other varieties of British Englisévelling toweren’tamong the
adolescents appears to have increased dramatiwéliiyrates of 41% (inner London)
and 69% (outer London). Although both areas seebe tmllowing the general trend
of levelling toweren’t once more we find a marked difference betweernniher and
outer London sites, with the outer London speaklyig themselves more with the
general dialect pattern found in the southeasttaasd Anglia (see, for example,
Britain, 2002; Levey, 2007). As in the Fens, lewmgjltoweren’tin outer London is
higher than levelling tavas but in inner London the rates are almost idehtita
both locations we find that tags are an importamtext for levelling taveren’t as in
other studies. We report evas/werevariation in negative tags later: for now we
simply note that their removal from the data préseémn Table 3 does not alter the
pattern ofweren’tusage between the inner and outer London adolesdenthe
inner London young people the rates are then 38%a@rthe outer London
adolescents the rates are 61%. The grammaticaduiad no significant effect on

the use ofveren’trather tharwasn’t(other than in tags, as we will show).

Social constraints on the use of levelegren't

Figure 7 shows the effect of gender on the us@pfstandardveren't.
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Use of WEREN'T in standard WASN'T contexts
according to gender
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Figure 7: Distribution ofveren’tin standardvasn’tcontexts by Gender

Among the outer London speakers, gender exhilstgraficant effect, with females
strongly favouring the use of non-standeseren’t (85%, FW (factor weight) .77)

We saw that female speakers in outer London atsaléhe use of levelledias

(albeit with a frequency difference that was natistically significant). This suggests
then, that females are leading in the spread oivisweren’tsystem in this area of
London. Among the inner London adolescents, fen&lightly favour the use of non-
standardveren’t with distribution rates at 35% for males and 4@vdemales,

though again the effect is not statistically sigr@ht. Once again, however, ethnicity
exhibits a significant effect in inner London. Fig8 shows the effect of ethnicity on

the use of non-standavekeren't.
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Use of WEREN'T in standard WASN'T contexts
according to ethnicity
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Figure 8: Distribution ofveren’tin standardvasn’tcontexts by Ethnicity

Although the Black Caribbean and mixed race WhieZB Caribbean speakers had
the highest frequencies of levelleds this time it is the White Anglos who highly
favour the use of levellederen’t(62%, FW .73) while the Black Caribbeans (17%,
FW .25), Black Africans (27% FW .38) and mixed r&¢hite/Black Caribbeans
(26%, FW .36) strongly disfavour the usendren’t The distribution rate for the
White Anglos in inner London, at 62%, puts themaorequal footing with their outer
London peers. The Bangladeshi group, who had tedbrates of levelledias do
not use non-standawderen’tat all. This would seem to support the argumeat th
perhaps they have been more exposed to prescripiives through their early
acquisition of EnglishYet this is not the whole picture, as we will seeew we
consider the use @fasin negative contexts.

Before that, let us consider the use of nanddrdveren’tin tags.
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Tags

As discussed earlier, previous research stgtjesst tags have an important role in
increasing the tendency towamdsren’tlevelling generally (Tagliamonte, 1998:179;
Anderwald, 2002:178). We have already seen thatwhs the only context where the
elderly speakers in our sample used non-standardn’t a pattern also found in
Birmingham (Khan, 2006 Amongst the adolescents, the overall frequenderdif
between the two sites, with non-standaeten’tin negative tags representing 1166 (
10/89) of all instances of non-standareren’tin inner London but nearly three times
as many — 30%n(38/125) — in outer London.

We saw earlier that the female adolescentsisnstudy lead in the overall use of
weren't If we consider tags separately, we once agathdifferences between the
inner London and the outer London adolescentsiriariLondon, theveren’ttags are
divided evenly between males and females (thougmtimber of tokens is low - just
10 in total). In outer London, however, their iséighly favoured by females — of
the 38 instances of non-standareren’ttags, 74%1{ 28) are used by females. The
results are presented in Figures 9 and 10, whglaly graphically the differences

between the two sites.
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The most striking result displayed in Figuris $hat non-standanderen’tis
categorical in negative tag contexts in the outardon site, with a strong female lead
towards non-standasgeren’tin other negative contexts. In inner London (Fegli®)
the trend is not so strong, although levelling do+standaraveren’tis well underway
in tags, with the males using it categoricallyhrstcontext (though the number of
weren’ttags is low in inner London).

Interestingly, with just two exceptions, dlettags with non-standavweren’t
occur withit as the subject, as in (8). The exceptions wera frmer London, where

two tags occurred with third person prondwas in (9).

(8) it was June or July weren'’t iranielle C/D 20:15

(9) he was gonna post it back to him weren’t he®kVI/M 2 18:35

Furthermore, in outer Londameren’t itdoes not always show agreement with the
subject and verb in the previous clause, as exantp®, (11) and (12) illustrate.

(10) and it's about ten questions as well werdg@tAmber J/S/A 28:40

(11) that's a lot of good weren'’t it? Kelly K/H 2D

(12) oh yeah cos | stopped bunning weren't it? &eiK/D 14:30

We do not find examples of this type in inbendon, where in any case tags with

past BE are less frequent. Schilling-Estes andfilfol (1994:292, 299-300) argue
thatweren’thas been reanalysed as a unit that cannot beasegpamto the component
parts from which it derives — the negative clittdghewereform of finite BE. Our
analysis suggests that in outer London the freqo@idcation ofweren’tandit in
tags is carrying the process one step furtherigndbntext, resulting in an invariant

weren’t itform that functions as a single unanalysable natiter than as a
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decomposable form showing agreement with the vedosabject of the preceding

clause.

Wasn'tin standardweren’tcontexts

In the outer London data we find just twodng& of non-standasdlasn’tfrom the
elderly speakers and one token, in a negativeita, an adolescent speaker. Tokens
in the outer London are too few in number to cominoen

In inner London, standavederen’tcontexts arise infrequently among our elderly
speakers, but of the 20 tokens extracted from #t@ @l (30 per cent) display non-

standardvasn’t,as in examples (13) and (14):

(13) no they wasn’t about Edie 42:15

(14) | mean you wasn't to eat sweets Joan J/B45:5

With the tide moving towards levellingweren’tin negative contexts we might
expect to find less use of non-standaabn’tamong the adolescents, but in fact we
find that there is 46%n(18/39) levelling tovasn’tin standardveren’tcontexts. What
IS more, just as fowvasin affirmative contexts, non-standassn’tin negative
contexts is favoured by males, with a distributiate of 57% compared to the rate for
females of 33%. A further parallel with the anasysf levelling towasin affirmative
contexts is that our GOLDVARB analysis revealed #dithough the numbers of
tokens are low when broken down by speaker etlyniethnicity nevertheless again
has a statistically significant effect on the probey of non-standaravasn’t Figure

11 displays the percentage use of non-standassh’'tby ethnic group.
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Figure 11: Distribution ofvasn’tin standardveren’tcontexts by Ethnicity

Black Caribbeans are shown to favour the fis®i-standardvasn’t(83%,n 5/6,
FW .86) as well as those from the other minoritynét groups (89%n 8/9, FW .91).
Those likely to strongly disfavour the use of ndéarslardwvasn’tare the White
Anglos (10%n 1/10, FW .12) and the Bangladeshis (18°4/8, FW .15).

To summarise the analysis of past BE in negatontexts, we can say that in outer
London there is a strong trend towavdsren’tlevelling, to the extent thateren’tit
may even be grammaticalising as an invariant neg&ig. Our data suggest that in
this location levelling taveren'tis led by females, and that females may also be
spearheading the levelling was Note that this is an unusual gender pattern for a
morphosyntactic form that one might expect to Hgextt to social stigmatisation. We

saw earlier, however, thateren'tmay be relatively nonsalient perceptually.
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Furthermore, in our outer London data we codederen’'ta small number of

pronunciations as [@nt]. This suggests that non-standesgren’tmay derive at least

in part from a phonetic development and subsegeamalysis ofvasn’t(see, again,
Britain, 2002), and this in turn may have mad&en’tless susceptible to social
stigmatisation. In inner London though there isigeu pattern, with some divergence
between different ethnic groups. In general, thedgiedeshis tend to conform to
standard uses of past BE. The White Anglos, asapgishow patterns of use which
parallel their outer London peers in that they fawseren’tlevelling and, therefore,
the mixedwas/weren’'tsystem, but recall that their overall frequencabweren’t
levelling are lower than for the outer London adokmnts, reflecting their exposure to
the two patterns of levelling in negative conteXiise Black Caribbeans, as well as
others from some minority ethnic groups, favouruke of levelling tavas not only

in affirmative contexts but also in negative comgeXwo of the White Anglo boys
also have thevas/wasn’tpattern (which accounts to some extent for thealviwer
rates ofweren’tlevelling amongst the White Anglos in inner Londetative to

adolescents in outer London).

Existential constructions

Finally, we turn to our analysis of past BEekistential clauses.

Singular subjects

As with non-existential clauses, there is no useearkin positive contexts, so that

the following sentence is ungrammatical in Londowlish:

(15) * There wera dog in the garden
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Negative constructions with existentia¢reoccur infrequently. When they do
occur, onlywasn’tis used with singular subjects by the elderly Epesin both
locations, as well as by the adolescent speakemnef London. The outer London
adolescents, on the other hand, display levelbngdren’tin negative existential
contexts ( 7/9), withweren’t thereused categorically in negative tags4j. Again,
this is in keeping with the generally more advangatiern of levelling taveren’tin

the speech of the outer London adolescents.

Plural subjects

Use of WAS in positive existential constructions wi th
plural subjects
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Figure 12: Distribution ofvasin positive existential constructions with plusalbjects
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As with almost every other study of contemppianglish (e.g. Eisikovits, 1991,
Tagliamonte, 1998; Britain, 2002), our study hights the fact that the use of non-
standardvasin plural subject existential constructions is mialher than in other
plural subject contexts. Even among the outer Larelderly speakers, who have a
general tendency towards the use of prescriptis&lgdard forms, the rate of non-
agreement in this context is higher than elsewheite,an overall distribution rate of
25% compared to 19% in non-existential contextsM@saw in Table 1).

Figure 12 shows that the inner London eldsplgakers, who use non-standames
approximately 50% of the time in other contextsjeéha high rate (80%) of non-
standardvasusage in existential contexts. These high ratesiaexceptional, given
the long history of non-agreement in English exiséds reported in the literature.
The adolescents, though, have still higher ratesafstandaravasin plural subject
existentials. Perhaps this partly reflects theegaintrend towardg/aslevelling in
positive contexts. Still, in inner London non-starawasin existential contexts is
being adopted by speakers from all ethnic grouplikeinon-standard/asin other
contexts. This is not surprising since the gramaofiaxistentials is different from that
of other clauses. It confirms, in our view, thadgracessing mechanism underleas
usage in existentials: as argued earlier, theegitdence to suggest that all speakers
tend to resort to the default fomvasin contexts where they produce the subject after
the verb.

Negative contexts with plural subject existstoccurred too infrequently for a
detailed analysis. No examples were found in tleesip of the outer London elderly
speakers, and only two negative tokens were egtidobm the inner London elderly
speakers (botthere wasn’t. Three tokens were found in the speech of the inner

London adolescents, of which two were non-standash’tand one standard



Was/werevariation 49

weren’t. There were seven tokens extracted from the owrdbn adolescents, where
there was a marginally higher usensren’t(n 4/7). Perhaps this is in keeping with
their higher tendency towardgeren’tlevelling in negative contexts generally. Low
numbers of tokens prevent us from investigating #sipect ofvas/werevariation
further.
DISCUSSION
Standardisation, dialect contact and language conta

We now return to the questions of the relativeaf®f standardisation, dialect
contact and language contactwas/werevariation in London. We begin by
considering the relative effects of standardisatiod levelling in our data. Since
London is reputed to be a source of innovatiomss possible that we would find
high rates of the levelledas/weren’tsplit that previous studies throughout Britain
have reported. On the other hand, as the largbahwonurbation in the UK, it could
be expected that the influence of standard Engshid result in high rates of
standard past BE forms.

We have seen that in the outer London site laattlling towasand levelling to
weren'tare indeed well underway. As in the Fens (Brital02), the changes can be
attributed to dialect levelling, caused in our eutendon location by population
movement from inner London areas. In inner Londawever, botlwaslevelling
andweren’tlevelling were less in evidence; in fact, hereddelescents use non-
standardvasless frequently than the elderly speakers. Fumbeg, in negative
polarity contexts we found a mixed pattern of l&uaglboth toweren’tin standard
wascontexts, and tawasn’'tin standardverecontexts. Inner London does not appear
to be the source of thveas/weren’pattern that is so widespread in other urban eentr

in the UK.



Was/werevariation 50

We argue that this cannot be attributed tqtiessure of standard English. For
some adolescent groups, most notably the Banglagiesakers, there does seem to
be a trend towards the use of standard EnglishBtasbrms, as Chambers (2004)
predicts for urban speakers who are in contact prigscriptive norms. Other ethnic
groups, though, particularly male Black Caribbepa@akers, show a strong trend in
the opposite direction, to levell&gasin both positive and negative polarity contexts.
The usage of the White Anglo ‘heritage London’ dsea seems to be affected by
both trends. We attribute these differences, igdqrart, to the linguistic heritage and
language histories of the different ethnic groupsen though all the adolescents
spoke English fluently and have English as themihant language, some acquired it
as a second language when they started schoolefsgued earlier, the
Bangladeshis would have tended to use their ‘scBaglish’ within their
predominantly Bangladeshi peer groups, and thigdgsdted in their lower use of
non-standard past BE forms in late adolescencgéh®uother hand, other adolescents
with immigrant backgrounds in our sample, who ageak a language other than
English at home, were socialised within more etailhyanixed friendship groups. For
example, the speakers in our sample with pareots €olombia, Portugal and North
Africa had friends from different ethnic backgrogsnghom they had known from an
early age; the English they acquired when they aghooling, then, would have
been influenced by the English of these frienda@sas the English associated with
the school. Nevertheless they may have been moliaed to use botlwasand
wasn’tbecause of their early experience of acquiringliEh@s a second language:
levelledwasis the default form in interlanguage varietieswasmentioned earlier. In
fact, all groups other than the White Anglos haweerievelling tovasn’tthan

levelling toweren’t as well as varying degrees of levelleds(even the
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Bangladeshis, who have no tokens of levelleden’t have 13 per cent levelled
wasn’y.

There is a different possible explanation fa preference of the Black Caribbean
adolescents for thwas/wasn’tpattern, which perhaps also applies to the mized r
Caribbean/Anglo adolescents. The linguistic hedtafithese speakers may include
traces of an ancestral English-based Creole inpithyagain as mentioned earlier,
would have haavasin mesolectal varieties, amgereonly in the more acrolectal
varieties. It is noteworthy that a pattern of ollenaaslevelling is reported for other
varieties that may have had some Creole ancespat,isuch as African American
Vernacular English (Labov et al., 1968; Weldon,4:381) and Samana English in
the Dominican Republic (Tagliamonte & Smith, 1999)

Thus although the overall frequencies of nomaaad past BE forms are lower in
inner London than in outer London, it would be diistir to attribute this merely to
an overall influence of standard English normsany case, there is no reason to
suppose that inner city adolescents would necégsarinfluenced by standard
English speakers: there is ample evidence in tbeareh literature to show that the
most important influence comes from the peer gramg, that speakers who are more
integrated into peer group friendship networksraoee likely to use non-standard
morphosyntactic forms (see, for example, CheshB82). It is relevant, therefore, to
note that all the adolescents in the inner Londgon@e have multiethnic friendship
networks, even if, like the Bangladeshis, theitieafriendship groups were more
homogeneous (see Cheshire, Fox, Kerswill & Torgersepress). The patterns we
find in inner London relate to the complex mix afrkants that are used in the
multiethnic friendship groups, which in turn refie¢lee different language

backgrounds and linguistic inheritances of the esiénts. Our division into the
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different ethnic groups has given some preliminasyght into these factors. It is
noteworthy, for example, that the overall figureiaslevelling in positive contexts
for the Black Caribbean speakers (67%; see Tabkyher than for the outer
London adolescents (58%; see Table 1).

We assume that the contradictory findingsre¥mus studies of the early stages of
dialect contact can be explained in a similar viag:fact that non-standavehs
declined in early New Zealand English but increaseshrly Tristan da Cunha
English must be due to patterns of interaction betwdifferent groups of early
English-speaking settlers and perhaps, in the clSew Zealand, the indigenous
inhabitants. In London, just as in New Zealand wstén da Cunha, ecological and
sociohistorical factors are all implicated, so tagen within a single location, such as

our inner London research site, these factors p@different patterns of variation.

Internal constraints on variation

Our analysis does not provide strong suppurpfevious claims that there is a
consistent constraint hierarchy for the effecthaf grammatical subject. We expected
to find consistency between at least the eldergiiondon speakers and the
adolescent speakers in outer London, given thaireshsociodemographic origins,
but the only clear shared constraint was the steffegt of second person subjects.
The so-called Northern Subject Rule appliesv&s/werevariation for the inner
London elderly speakers, and the Southern Subjelet tewas/werevariation for the
outer London adolescents. Nor do our findings gte\support for the idea that
changes in the overall frequenciesa@fslevelling result in changes in the effect of
plural NPs, as suggested by Britain (2002) and Né&ven (2006). The highest

frequencies ofvaslevelling were found among the outer London admass and the
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inner London elderly speakers, both of whom hatesrabove 50 per cent (as we saw
in Table 1), yet these have opposite patterns whtvan with third person plural
subjects. The two groups whose frequencwaslevelling is below 50 per cent (the
inner London adolescents and the outer Londonlgldpeakers) show similarly
reverse patterns of variation. In all cases, thotigh variation was not statistically
significant. Perhaps more data would have allowgwifecant patterns of variation
with grammatical subject to emerge, but in factéreeems no linguistic basis for
assuming that there might be a consistent hierastlgyammatical subjects.
Nevertheless the preference amongst all foougs of speakers favaswith
second person subjects does fit with the resulpeifious studies - or, at least, those
studies that take this context into account. Altfiothis is a widespread phenomenon,
it is not easy to explain. For present-day varsetienorthern English or varieties
previously influenced by northern English, a prefexe foryou wascan be seen as a
retention of an earlier pattern, since in Middlegksh wasis reported as most
frequent in second person singular contexts irNitieh (Forsstrém, 1948; Mossé,
1952; as reported by Smith & Tagliamonte 1998:1P&yhaps, then, southern
varieties were influenced by northegrou was alongside other Northern
morphosyntactic forms (Milroy, 2002:4-5). An altative — or additional — factor
may be the distinction between singuylau wasand pluralyou werethat is said to
have developed in the south in the late sixteeatiiucy, as a consequence of the loss
of the number distinction betweémuandyou (Pyles & Algeo, 1993; see also Petyt,
1985). Tagliamonte and Smith (2000:165) claim thet southern use was restricted
and that, since it correlates with specific writérss best seen as a stylistic device. It
is likely, however, that its use by certain writemgast have reflected spoken usage,

and perhaps the legacy is seen in the presentighyates offou was".
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Our analysis has shed light on the apparemtiyersal effect of existential
constructions on the usewhs We saw thathere waswith plural subjects is
favoured even by the Bangladeshi adolescents whktynase non-standakgasin
other contexts. The fact thafasis favoured by the inner London adolescents ieroth
contexts with a postverbal subject confirms, inaekv, that processing is an
important factor, such that agreement is unlikehew speakers utter the verb before
the thematic subject. In these cases, the subpedt ot trigger agreement. Of course,
speakerganlook ahead to the thematic subject in existentalses when they want
to, as, presumably, do speakers who tend to conmiprescriptive norms, such as
the elderly speakers in outer London. For manylggsaof present-day English,
whether or not they otherwise use prescriptivedyngard English formshere was
(like present tensthere’s is often an invariant form in spontaneous speech,
presumably as a result of lexicalisation (Cheslig®9; Crawford, 2005; Walker,
2007). This would perhaps explain why the Bangladadolescents used non-
standardvasin positive existential contexts 100 per centha&f time ( 5) but not in
positive non-existential contexts. Moore (2003)ars a somewhat similar situation
in the UK town of Bolton, whereerelevelling exists but when@asis nonetheless
favoured in existential contexts.

Lexicalisation may also account for the effefictags on the use of non-standard
weren’tin our data (and in the York corpus; see Taglia®oi998). Tags are
interactionally salient features, occurring at p®in the discourse when speakers
wish to explicitly involve their addressees, famaage of pragmatic reasons (for
discussion of some of these, see Holmes, 1995heSe discourse points, the
communicative demands on speakers are more preabsinghe syntactic demands of

marking agreement between the subject and vetieitely and the subject and verb in
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the preceding clause. The range of tags usedfereiift varieties of English show a
tendency for speakers to use invariant tags faymedic purposes. They include, for
exampleehin New Zealand (Meyerhoff, 1994%n't it in Wales (Trudgill & Hannah,
1994:35),s it in Botswana (Arua, 2004:260) and many other Afrieaglish

varieties (Schmeid, 1991:73-74) and, more recemthyt for some young speakers of
British English (Andersen, 2001). Stenstrom and &gsdn (1996) identify the use of
invariant tag questions in general as a prominagtistic innovation in the speech of
UK teenagers (see Tagliamonte, 1998:165). The Usem@n't itby the adolescents
in outer London fits with this innovative patteme have suggested thaeren't itis
becoming an invariant tag form and that, by extamsihis may help accelerate the
spread ofverein negative polarity contexts more generally. Aligh we have not
analysed the pragmatic functions of theren’t ittags in outer London, it is possible
that such an analysis would help explain the fertead in the use afieren’tin tags
(and, by analogy, in negative contexts generally).

It is not clear why adolescents in inner Lomdisewveren’t ittags less frequently
than those in outer London. One possibility magiteeto their use ahnit tags. These
are frequent in adolescent speech in both thendssdes, but it is noteworthy that in
inner Londonnnit occurs in contexts where standarasn’tor non-standardreren’t

would normally be expected, as in examples (16)(&a@ybelow.

(16) last year | was opening the bowling innit SI€/D 10:00

(17) in the car | was drinking tequila innit Kim®&IG 14:15

This explanation seems plausible since it wouléy@ected that asnit becomes

further lexicalised it would occur in past tensatexts as well as present tense
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contexts. Subsequent analyses of the usesitfin both data sets will allow us to

explore this possibility.

CONCLUSION
The analysis has shown thats/werevariation in London is a complex

phenomenon, subject to a range of external anchaiteonstraints that can be
explained in terms of different patterns of soaugration, friendship networks, and
founder effects, as well as dialect contact ardiréctly, language contact. We are
left with a set of further questions that now neete researched in our data sets,
such as the functions wferen’t itand other tags in the adolescent discourse.

There are more general and more challengingtignsstoo, for future research on
variation in multicultural and multilingual citid&e London. Traditional definitions
of the speech community as a group of speakersshie a set of evaluative norms
governing social and stylistic variation (see Laht®66) are unhelpful in
understanding the complex system of variation wesltgescribed in inner London.
Here some groups of adolescents may even haveatiffgrammars — the patterns of
was/werevariation for the Bangladeshi and the Afro-Caridnbepeakers indicate this
possibility — yet there is a net effect on languelgenge. The White Anglo
adolescents for example have different patternvsasfwerevariation both from the
elderly speakers in the same area and from theinspe outer London, which we
attribute to their ethnically mixed friendship gpsu Conceptualising the variation in
terms of more micro-level communities such as, @eshcommunities of practice,
may help explain the inter-relationship betweenateon and change in a large
metropolis like London. Fox (2007) represents @ stehis direction. Although we

cannot explore them here, factors more often censdlin language contact settings
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are also likely to be useful. We made brief appakit indirectly, to founder effects
(Mufwene, 2001, 2002) and we mentioned the potkintfilaence of second language
acquisition for adolescents in some ethnic grolipgmason’s (2001) concept of
‘negotiation’ in communities where there are groapknguage learners as well as
members of the ‘host’ community is very relevanttte inner London situation,
though we have not been able to explore this hemaigration and the resulting
urban multilingualism and multiculturalism is tgpl of the past as well as the
present, so analyses of present-day variation hadge in a metropolis should
inform our understanding of historical languagenges as well as ongoing
innovation and change. The challenge for futurdistiof language variation and
change in our large multicultural urban cities esvbest to incorporate linguistic
diversity into a coherent account of language haetakes full account of the
different language histories, language ecologmessacial dynamics of urban

speakers.
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NOTES
1. Unless otherwise noted, all examples are tat@n the adolescent data in our

corpus of London English (to be described later).

2. Hazen (1998) presents evidence for the developafevontas an analogous form

to ain’'t in Warren County, North Carolina.

3. Althoughwasis the more frequent non-standard form in presagtgtitish
English dialects non-standangrealso occurs, particularly in northern dialects. In
Bolton, Lancashire, for example, adolescents usedstandardvereat a rate of 17.2
per cent in positive contexts, and 44.4 per cenkeigative contexts (Moore, 2003:

73).

4. Interestingly, Moore (2003), reporting on anaanherewerelevelling is the norm,
again finds tags influencing the use of non-stashdaare though here the form is

favoured in positive as well as negative tags.

5. Distance between the subject and the verb tsopéne Northern Subject Rule
(Wright, 1905: 435; Ihalainen, 1994:221-2). Themswo significant effect for this

factor in our data.

6. ‘Stoke Newington: Growth: from 194(A History of the County of Middlesex:
Volume 8: Islington and Stoke Newington parisfi&85), pp. 160-163. URL

http:/www.british-history.ac.uk/report.asp?compid4. Date accessed 8.05.07.
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7. It should be noted, however, that Levey (200d some instances of non-
standardverein positive standardrascontexts in his corpus of outer London pre-

adolescents, although its use is rare (0.4%, N 4101

8. There were two instances of interrogatives witrverbal subjects as iif we

WAS all together?These were included in the first category.

9. Our initial analysis looked for differences beemwh-interrogatives and other

post-verbal interrogatives but no significant difieces were found.

10. There was one exception, from an outer Londiderky speaker, used as part of

the fixed emphatic expressiaort half as inshe weren’t half frightened.

11.We were unable to investigate this possibilitylees¢ was only one instance of a
pluralyouwith past BE in the whole data set. This, intenggy, has a plural pronoun
followed bywere It was from the Hackney adolescentought youse were going

back to the cage.
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