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o Evéryone Has an Accent ExcepifMéQ

‘T don’t have an accent!” wails the friend indignantly. And we are all
amused because the pronunciation of the utterance itself demonstrates
to our ears that the claim is false. The speaker who voices this common
refrain’ believes absolutely that his or her speech is devoid of any
distinguishing characteristics that set it apart from the speech of those
around them. We listeners who hear it are for our part equally

convinced that the speaker’s accent differs in some significant respect -

from our own. The key to understanding this difference of opinion
is not so much in the differences in speech sounds that the speakers
use but in the nature of ‘own-ness’ — what does it mean to be ‘one of
us’ and to sound like it? It all comes down to a question of belonging.
Accent defines and communicates who we are. Accent is the map
which listeners perceive through their ears rather than through their
eyes to ‘read’ where the speaker was born and raised, what gender
they are, how old they are, where they might have moved during their
life, where they went to school, what occupation they have taken up,
and even how short or tall they are, how much they might weigh, or
whether they are feeling well or ill at the moment.

The fact is that everyone has an accent. It tells other people who
we are because it reflects the places we have been and the things we
have done. But the construct of accent, like so many other things, is
relative. We may only realize that others think we have an accent
when we leave the place we came from and find ourselves among
people who share a different background from our own, or when a
newcomer to our local area stands out as having a distinctly different
pronunciation from most of those in our group — that is, relative to
us. The closer we are to our native place and the more people that
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are there who grew up like us, the more likely we are to sound like
those people when we talk. In other words, we share their local accent.
Some: countries have one. accent which is accepted as ‘standard’

and which enjoys- hxgher social prestige than any other. This is true

of RP (Received Pronunciation) in the UK, of standard French in
~ France and of many countries that have evolved a broadcast standard
- for radio and television. We may feel that this national standard is
accentless and that non-standard speakers, by contrast, have accents.
Nevertheless, it has to be recognized that standards that have evolved
in the broadcast industry have their roots in language varieties that
already exist in distinct social groups and their institutions. To use
one particular group’s accent in broadcasting is to give that accent a
wider reach than perhaps it had before, but the accent itself is no ‘less’
of an accent than any other, although it may represent groups and
institutions with more political and economic power than groups
whose members use another accent.

Our perceptions and production of speech also change with time.
If we were to leave our native place for an extended period, our
perception that the new accents around us were strange would only
be temporary. Gradually, depending on our age, what job we are
- doing and how many different sorts of folks with different types of
accents surround us, we will lose the sense that others have an accent
and we will begin to fit in — to accommodate our speech patterns to
the new norm: Not all people do this to the same degree. Some remain
intensely proud of their original accent and dialect words, phrases
and gestures, while others accommodate rapidly to a new environment
by changing, among other things, their speech habits, so that they no
longer ‘stand out in the crowd’. Whether they do this consciously or
not is open to debate and may differ from individual to individual,
but like most processes that have to do with language, the change
probably happens before we are aware of it and probably couldn’t
happen if we were.

So when we say, ‘I don’t have an accent,” we really mean, ‘You
wouldn’t think I had an accent if you knew who I was and knew
where I’d been.’ It has more to do with acceptance — agreeing to stop
listening to the other as ‘other’ — than with absolute differences in
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the vowels; consonants or intonation patterns that a speakef:v:qséggj At
the most basic level, we acknowledge that every individu: | alwe
have some speech characteristics that distinguish him or her from
everyone else, even in our local community. This is'the essence-of -
recognition — we can learn to pick a friend’s voice out of the crowd
even though we consider everyone inour local crowd to-have the
same ‘accent’ compared to outsiders. So what we call accent is relative
not only to experience but also to the number of speech features we
wish to distinguish at a time.

Human perception is categorical. When it comes to placing an
accent, we listen and categorize according to accents we have heard
before. We have a hard time placing an accent that we have never
heard before, at least until we find out what to associate that accent
with. Our. experience of perceiving the sounds of human speech is
very much a question of ‘agreeing’ with others to construct certain
categories and then to place the sounds that we hear into them: In
contemporary constructivist psychology, this process is called the
‘co-construction of reality’; in which differences can be said not to
exist until we construct them. One result of these principles is that
we can become quite attuned to stereotypical accents that we have
heard only occasionally and don’t know very well, while we become

“insensitive’ to the common accents we hear all around us every day.

The speech of our colleagues seems ‘normal’ to our ears, while the
speech of a stranger stands out as different from that norm. So we
feel that we don’t have an accent because of the weight of experience
that tells us that we are the best-possible example of the ‘norm’.
Details of pronunciation conjure up stereotypes. A few consonants
and vowels or the briefest of intonation melodies cause us to search
our memories for a pattern that matches what we have just heard.
This is how we place speakers according to dialect or language group.
It is also how we predict what the rest of their consonants and vowels

and intonational phrasing will be like. Sometimes we are wrong; but -

usually we make good guesses based on limited evidence, especially
if we’ve heard the accent before. Because we are used to the word
order and common expressions of our language, a stranger’s exotic
pronunciation of a word which we recognize and understand can be
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