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Although remarks on the location of the ‘best’ pronunciation of English had been in print since at least the 16th century, Holmberg notes that ‘it is in the eighteenth century that the snob value of a good pronunciation began to be recognised.’ The pioneers of the elocution movement, Thomas Sheridan and John Walker, both turned from the stage to make a better living delivering lectures on elocution and writing guides to pronunciation, most notably Sheridan’s General Dictionary of the English Language (1789) and Walker’s Critical Pronouncing Dictionary (1790). The market for such guides to ‘proper’ pronunciation was made up of what Sheldon (1938) calls the ‘suddenly well-to-do bourgeoisie [who] were trying to rise above their station’ especially those in the newly-prosperous cities of the north of England, Scotland and Ireland, who were desperate to avoid the twin stigma of being exposed as ‘vulgar’ and ‘provincial’. Both Sheridan’s and Walker’s dictionaries contain lists of explicit ‘rules’ to help natives of Ireland, Scotland and the English regions to pronounce as ‘correctly’ as if they had been brought up in respectable London circles, and Sheridan explicitly states that ‘all the other dialects….have some degree of disgrace attached to them’ (1761: 29-30).


The popularity of both elocution lessons and guides to ‘correct’ pronunciation continued throughout the 19th century and the first half of the 20th century when the hegemony of RP was at its height and Abercrombie could write of an ‘accent bar, on one side of which is RP, and on the other side all the other accents’ ([1951] 1965: 13). Abercrombie went on to state that ‘your social life, or your career, or both’ could be affected by whether you spoke RP or not. In the early 1960’s, both Gimson (1962) and Barber (1964) suggested a change in attitude towards RP, now seen as much as a sign of affectation as prestige. However, results of matched-guise experiments and subjective-reaction tests from Strongman and Woosley (1967) onwards point to an enduring stereotype of RP speakers being perceived as more successful, educated and intelligent (though less friendly and trustworthy) than speakers with regional accents. In the late 20th century, such surveys were conducted by private opinion polls, usually commissioned by businesses seeking to relocate to regions with ‘friendly’ accents and compliant workforces. In recent years, however, there have been a number of reports suggesting the return of Abercrombie’s ‘accent bar’: businessmen are reported to perceive speakers with regional accents as ‘less successful’, and the press conclude that this will make them less likely to employ such speakers. On closer scrutiny, these surveys turn out to have been conducted by management training companies offering classes in ‘accent reduction’, or elocution by another name. Along with the popularity of ‘humorous’ prescriptive texts such as Eats, Shoots and Leaves (Truss 2003), this appears to signal a return to 18th-century values. In this paper, I shall compare statements from 18th-century guides to pronunciation with those made by companies offering ‘accent reduction’ in the 21st century, to determine whether their aims, and the social conditions in which they flourish, are the same.
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