
“Language Change And The Dilemma Facing 
The Regional Dialects Of English”

Noo then, hinnies! Whaat fettle thi day? Aah’s canny mesel.  Hev 
yuh lowsed yor galluses?  Champion. 

Forst off but, cos theor’s sum fokes heor whaat dissent knaa wor 
tung, Aa’ll ha ti taalk in yon Standard English. Is that aal reet? Reet 
then, Aa’ll git gannin.

Welcome to Morpeth, and to the third National Dialect Day.

We hope you enjoy your time with us.

The Northumbrian Language Society was established in 1983, and 
Roland Bibby was its founding father. 

It was his drive and determination that brought it into being, and 
oversaw its development and survival in its early years. 

This Memorial Lecture is one of an annual series founded to honour 
his memory and his work.

I intend to speak for about forty minutes, after which there will be 
about fifteen or twenty minutes for questions and comments. 

At the end, as is traditional, Roland Bibby’s son and daughter, John 
and Kim, will play two tunes composed in his memory.

◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆

Today’s lecture will be in three parts.

The first will look at the nature of change, in life, and in languages.

The second will consider how the English language has changed 
over time, and the causes of those changes.
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The third will deal with the implications of these two issues on our 
regional dialects of English.

I also want to make two other things very clear at the outset. 

Firstly, I intend to use the words “language” and “dialect” 
interchangeably.

I know this is probably the most heinous crime I can commit, but, 
believe me, it will make life easier.

So, if I use the word “language” please feel free to think “dialect”, 
and vice versa.

Secondly, I will make reference to quotations and texts from the 
handout that you will find on your seats.

You may refer to them, or not, as you wish, but I hope you will take 
them away with you to remind you of some of the things I am going 
to say.

◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆

In life, everything changes, everywhere, all the time.

Nothing stays the same for ever.

Everything comes into being, grows and develops, declines, and 
then goes out of existence.

Everything in the universe follows the same pattern - a galaxy, a 
star, the earth, mountains, seas, birds, animals, human beings, 
thoughts, and language.

They are all part of the phenomenon we call life, and everything is 
subject to its laws.
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The death of a species is a natural event, and we should not be 
surprised that it happens, even if we regret it.

In this respect, language is no different from any other form of life.

Individual languages can and do die, but the important fact remains 
that human language survives.

So, languages are part of life.

At this point, I want to introduce my first text, which is from the book 
“The Unfolding of Language” written by Guy Deutscher in 2005. 

He writes : “The simple truth is that all languages change, all the time – the only 
static languages are the dead ones.”

This is a very important quotation, because it makes the link 
between language and the rest of life.

An obvious question at this point is : Why do languages die?

One obvious answer is that the people who speak a particular 
language all die, so the language dies as well.

This has happened all over the world at different times during the 
course of history.

Another possibility is that a radical change occurs, and people stop 
speaking one language, and start speaking another.

Latin is one of these.

It used to be the language of the Roman empire, but when that 
empire went out of existence, so did the language, to be replaced 
by a number of other languages which are derived from it, like 
Italian, French, Spanish, Portuguese and Romanian.
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And then, there are those instances where a people stop speaking 
one language for some reason or other, and start speaking another.

Sometimes this has been done voluntarily, as with the Normans, 
who began life as Scandanavian Vikings who spoke Old Norse 
when they first invaded and settled in France, but who began to 
learn and speak French which became their new first language.

The Normans went on to establish colonies in different parts of 
Europe, and they nearly always adopted the languages of the 
peoples they conquered.

But for some reason, they did not do that when they invaded and 
occupied England after 1066.

They continued to speak only French for many generations, and in 
this case, language was deliberately used as a means of 
emphasising their dominance of, and contempt for, the language of 
the people they had conquered and dispossessed.

The English-speaking Anglo-Saxons during those centuries were 
slaves in their own land, and the English language was never heard 
in the court, the government, the law, the church, or in polite 
society.

Over the centuries, however, as the links with France weakened, 
more of the ruling class began to use English, and by the time of 
Chaucer, in the second half of the fourteenth century, English had 
re-asserted itself as the national language, but with hundreds of 
French words added, to produce Middle English, which we will meet 
later.
 
Turning now to the wider language situation, it has been estimated 
that there about 6-7,000 languages in the world, and that about half 
of these will disappear within the next hundred years. 

On average, one language dies every fourteen days. 
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Six percent of today’s languages are spoken by ninety four percent 
of the world’s population.

The other six percent of the population speak the other ninety four 
percent of the languages, and many of these are spoken by very 
few people, and are therefore in danger of dying out.

One hundred and thirty three languages are spoken by fewer than 
ten people.

Let’s put those statistics into a more local context.

In Britain and Ireland today there are about sixty six million of us. 

Most of us speak English as our first language.

After English, the next most widely spoken languages are probably 
the related languages of Urdu and Hindi from the Indian sub-
continent, currently spoken by several million people.

After that comes Welsh, where it is estimated that about half a 
million speak it regularly, followed by Irish, spoken by about a 
quarter of a million.

Scots Gaelic is spoken fluently by only a few thousand people, and 
it is estimated that about four hundred people speak Cornish, but 
less than a hundred can speak Manx.

Given these facts, how many people, I wonder, actually use one of 
our regional dialects as their first language today?

In some parts of the world, because there are so few native 
speakers of indigenous languages left now, these languages will die 
when the last speakers die.

An example is one of the native American tribes, the Chemehuevi of 
Arizona, where the last surviving speaker of the tribal language, 
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Johnny Hill Jr says : “I have to talk to myself. There’s nobody left to talk to. All 
the elders have passed on, so I have to talk to myself ..... that’s how it is.” 

Johnny has tried to teach his children, and others in the tribe, but he 
says : “they say they want to learn it, but when it comes time to do the work, 
nobody comes around.”

And in Mexico, in one village, there are only two men who still 
speak one of the indigenous languages; but the language will die 
when they die, because they don’t like each other and they refuse 
to speak to each other, or do anything to preserve their language.

Summarising this information, my next text, from the Google 
Endangered Languages Project, says : “Languages die because they no 
longer meet the social needs of the community.”

Professor Mufwene of the University of Chicago argues that the 
social and economic conditions among some groups of speakers of 
minority languages “have changed to the point of no return”.

His view is that as cultures evolve, groups often naturally shift their 
language use. 

“Asking them to hold on to languages they no longer want is more for the linguists’ 

sake than for the communities themselves”, he says.

Another opinion comes from Paul Lewis, editor of a language 
publication called Ethnologue. 

His view is that because of the close links between language and 
identity, if people begin to think of their language as useless, they 
see their identity as useless as well.

He goes on to say that this can lead to social disruption, 
depression, suicide and drug misuse because, as he says, “there is a 
social and cultural ache that remains, where people for generations realise they 
have lost something.”
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There is evidence that an increasing number of communities are, 
however reluctantly, giving up their languages in favour of another.

One linguist, Claude Hagege, says : “Many believe that their languages 
have no future, and that their children will not acquire a professional qualification if 
they teach them tribal languages ..... so we can do nothing when the abandonment 
of a language corresponds to the will of a population.”

Switching languages, therefore, can be an economic imperative for 
some people who want to improve their life chances, because in 
some societies, the language or dialect you speak, determines how 
people value who you are.

To speak one language or dialect rather than another tells people 
what class you consider yourself to belong to, and in some 
countries, including ours, class is still a powerful determinant of 
your chances of success in life.

It can also be a consequence of increased social mobility, both 
within and across national boundaries.

For many dwindling languages (and dialects) on the edges of 
today’s global culture, supported by a few campaigning linguists 
and enthusiasts, however, the size of the challenge can seem 
insurmountable.

As Paul Lewis says : “We would spend an awful lot of money to preserve a 
very old building, because it is part of our heritage. These languages and cultures 
are equally part of our heritage, and so merit preservation.”

But is the preservation of a minority language or dialect good 
enough?

Do we need to do something else?

Torres Straits Island is near Australia, and recently, one of the 
islanders was asked about his attitude to the falling numbers of 
people speaking his native tongue. 
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He said : “Our language is standing still. We need to make it relevant to today’s 
society. We need to create new words, because right now we can’t say 
‘computer’.”

That is the real challenge for us as speakers of our national and 
regional dialects.

Do they still meet our needs, or are we simply hanging on to them 
in the form they were years ago, because deep down, we don’t 
want things to change?

I will leave you to think about those two questions.

◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆

I want to move on now to the second part of my lecture, and 
consider how and why English has changed over time.

How many of us, I wonder, think that the language or dialect we 
speak today is the same as it was, say fifty years ago, or a century 
ago, or even hundreds of years ago?

Remember what my first text had to say about this : “The simple truth is 
that all languages change, all the time.”

English follows this rule, as the examples of the Lord’s Prayer in 
your handout demonstrate.

Please look at them now as I read them out.

The first is in Old English from the time Alfred the Great became 
king of the West Saxons in 871, shortly before the Scandanavian 
Vikings settled in Britain and Ireland in large enough numbers to 
influence the language.

Many of the words will be completely new to you, but listen out for 
the words we still use today:
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Eala ure fæðer, ðe on heofonum eart,

A sy ðīn nama ecelice gebletsod.

And ðīn rīcedom ofer us ricie symble,

And ðīn willa gewyrðe,

Swa swa on heofonum eac swa on eorÞan.

Ge-unn us to Þissum dæge 

Dæg-hwamlices fostrað.

And us gemildsa swa swa we miltsiað
Þam ðe wið us agyltað.

And ne læt ðu us costnian ealles to swyÞe,

Ac ālȳs us fram yfele.

The second is from the year Chaucer died, 1400, and you will 
remember that earlier on I said that after 1066 the language of 
England became French, and English fell out of favour. 

In this version you can still see and hear the Old English that is at 
the heart of our language, but you will also notice the French words 
which have entered the language:

Oure fadir Þat art in hevenes,

Halewid be Þi name,

Þi kingdoom come to,

Be Þi wille don, 

In erÞe as in hevene,

Yve to us Þis dai oure breed over oÞir substaunce,
And foryve to us oure dettis,
As we foryven to oure dettouris,
And lede us not in to temptacioun,
But delyvere us fro yvel.

The third is from the King James Bible, published in 1611, and this 
is probably the version most of us learnt at school, chapel or church 
when we were young.

This was not a new translation of the Bible, but an amalgamation of 
already existing translations, and edited to reflect the state of 
English used at the beginning of the seventeenth century:
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Our Father, which art in heaven,
Hallowed be thy name.
Thy kingdom come.
Thy will be done in earth
As it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our trespasses,
As we forgive them that trespass against us.
And lead us not into temptation,
But deliver us from evil.

The fourth is a modern version from The New English Bible, 
published in 1961, which, as you can see, is not much different from 
the previous example, because the invention of printing, the spread 
of literacy, the standardisation of spelling and pronunciation, the 
development of compulsory education, and the invention and 
spread of broadcasting, have all limited changes to the basic 
structure and use of the language:

Our father in heaven,
Thy name be hallowed;
Thy kingdom come,
Thy will be done,
On earth as in heaven.
Give us today our daily bread.
Forgive us the wrong we have done,
As we have forgiven those who have wronged us.
And do not bring us to the test,
But save us from the evil one.

The final version is in modern Northumbrian, from our very first 
Dialect Church Service held in the Millenium Year of 2000 :

Wor fatthor in hivvin,
Holy is yor nyem.
Yor kingdom cum,
Yor will be deun on orth,
Thi syem as in hivvin.
Giv wuh Yor breed thi day,
An forgive wuh wor sins,
As wuh forgive thi wrangs 
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Others dee agyen wuh.
Divvent let wuh be tempted,
An free wuh frae evil.

I hope you will agree that it sounds closer to the Old English than to 
either of the more modern versions.

The reason for this is that the dialect survived during the violence 
and destruction which dominated our region from 1066 until 1603, 
by isolating itself from the outside world, particularly during the 
years when French was the dominant language of England and 
parts of Scotland:

So, languages change over time, as people shape it to their needs, 
as the Torres Straits Islander said in the quotation I read out earlier.

And if their languages no longer meet their needs, they abandon 
them, and choose to speak another, or they change them.

English is a good example of this change process, because it is a 
mongrel language which has absorbed so much of its modern 
structure from other languages which it has come into contact with 
from all over the world.

In his attempt to explain how such changes happen, Guy Deutscher 
writes that “changes in language come about ..... through the accumulation of 
unintended actions ..... In essence, the motives for change are economy and 
expressiveness.”

An example of economy would be a sentence such as ‘I can not do 
that’. 

Because most humans are linguistically lazy, over time, ‘can not’ is 
shortened to ‘cannot’, and then to ‘can’t’. 

You will have noticed that the vowel has also changed from a short 
‘a’ to a long ‘ar’ in the process, as well as the word becoming 
shorter overall.
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An example of expressiveness would be the expansion of the word 
‘no’ into ‘no way’, ‘not at all’, or even ‘by no means’. 

More words are added to give more meaning.

These two examples also illustrate another of Deutscher’s beliefs 
about language change.

The use of economy in language is the process of erosion.

The use of expressiveness is the process of accretion.

His view is that the cycle of linguistic change goes from erosion, to 
accretion, then back to erosion, and shows the interplay between 
destruction and creation which gives dynamism to a language.

Finally, he writes that the longer a language survives, it tends to 
become simpler, especially if it interacts with other languages.

Contact with other languages leads to erosion, he believes, and the 
cycle of change starts all over again.

That is what has happened to English over the centuries.

In some ways, it has become much simpler, getting rid of most of 
the grammatical complexities of Old English. 

In modern English, word order matters far more.

But you can argue that the importation of so many words from Latin, 
Greek and French, for instance, has given us so many different 
ways of saying the same thing, that the Old English origins of our 
language has been obscured.

And that is before we even begin to consider all of the words from 
all over the world which have been added to the language over the 
last five hundred years.
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The important point to remember is that English has changed, is 
changing, and will continue to change long into the future; and it is 
this ability to absorb new words, coupled with its greater 
grammatical simplicity, that should ensure its long-term survival.

◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆

This brings me to the third and final part of my lecture - What does 
all this change mean for our regional dialects of English?

If it is true that languages change all the time, and that some  are 
threatened with extinction because of this process, should we be 
worried that languages and dialects are dying out?

The answer to this question will depend on a number of factors.

If you are a speaker of a minority language or dialect, then you are 
more likely to want to save it, probably because it’s part of your 
heritage and cultural identity.

But what about those people who only speak one of the majority 
languages, and have no interest in threatened minorities?

There are good arguments on both sides.

Those in favour of preserving minority languages will probably 
argue for linguistic diversity.

They will say that having variety in speech is a good thing.

It adds richness to our lives.

They will say that linguistic uniformity is a bad thing in itself, 
because we are not all the same, and it would be a mistake to try to 
pretend that we are.

They will also probably claim that language and dialect is very much 
linked to identity.
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Who we are as a people is as much defined by the language we 
speak as by anything else.

In Britain and Ireland, having a clear national accent is part of being 
Scottish, Welsh or Irish, and reminds the people who speak like this 
of their history and heritage.

Here in the north-east, we are just as proud of our regional accent 
and dialect, and many people here oppose any attempt by the 
linguistic snobs to get rid of it.

On the other hand, those who do not agree that dying languages 
are worth saving, argue that today’s global economy and lifestyle 
means that we all need to speak the same language, so that we 
can understand and communicate with each other better.

Some will also say that languages have always ebbed and flowed, 
some disappearing and others taking their place, and that this 
process is part of the natural pattern of life, just like the rise and fall 
of species of plants and animals, including ourselves.

Others will say that uniformity is a good thing, and that the variety of 
languages and dialects simply leads to confusion and chaos.

And there are those who believe that those who want to preserve 
minority languages are living in the past, obsessed by nostalgia for 
“the good old days”, and they are, in fact, the linguistic dinosaurs of 
the modern world.

There is no doubt that this question raises strong emotions and 
reactions on both sides of the debate.

The question is though, is it really an “either ... or” situation?

Can’t you have both?

I have to admit I have conflicting views on this question.
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Instinctively, I know that everything changes, all the time; that 
everything goes through the same process of birth, growth, decay 
and death.

So I know, and accept, that languages and dialects will always be 
changing, that they will never stay still for long, and that, yes, some 
will disappear, because that is the way life is.

But, as Chairman of the Northumbrian Language Society, I also 
know that my dialect is part of my identity, as well as part of my 
heritage.

I do not want to lose either of them.

But if the aim and purpose of our society is just to preserve the 
dialect, and not to help it change and adapt to current needs, then I 
have to ask myself : What’s the point?

Fortunately, our Northumbrian Language Society Constitution 
makes it clear what our role is.

It is to be “the advancement of the education of the public by the promotion of 
the study, research, appreciation and oral and written use, bilingually with English, 
of the traditional language ..... known as Northumbrian.”

No mention of preservation, of staying the same, of not changing, 
but a clear exhortation to go out and spread the word about the 
dialect to whoever is willing to listen.

This not a passive, but an active role for us to play, and it is one I 
believe all of us must take up if our dialects are to survive.

That is the dilemma we all face.

There is no doubt that some minority languages and dialects have 
survived and are flourishing, despite determined efforts by some to 
kill them off. 
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In Britain and Ireland, Welsh, Irish and Gallic are in a much 
healthier state than they were a century ago, largely because of a 
positive change in public opinion, and more recently, because of 
substantial government support.

So is Basque in Spain.

In the Basque country, the language is much more part of the 
cultural identity of the people, and is fervently promoted as part of 
the national heritage. 

Also, having a language that is not related at all to any other 
language, gives it a unique status that has also been a part of its 
success.

The short answer to this dilemma is that where popular opinion 
supports it, minority languages and regional dialects have a much 
greater chance of success.

State intervention only appears to work if the people want it, not 
because it is imposed on them.

In 2010, the BBC published an article under the headline “Are dying 
languages worth saving?” 

The article produced a large number of responses from members of 
the public.

Two of these are particularly relevant to the issues I am considering  
today.

The first was from an Australian.

He wrote : “Languages do not need to be kept alive, but what does need to be 
kept alive is the knowledge of how to speak and write these languages, so future 
generations are able to understand where we came from.”

The second comment was from Yorkshire.
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This is what it said : My view is if a language is dying out naturally, it should 
not be saved. It should, however, be recorded. It’s always nice to have records of a 
language to see where progressive languages link in, and where certain words 
come from. No language is more beautiful than any other, and no language should 
be saved. As languages are systems of communication, what is the use of saving 
one if it is more useful to use another?” 

If you want to find out more about the state of the world’s 
languages, particularly the endangered ones, there are quite a lot of 
websites which provide a lot of information and comment on the 
issues I’ve raised.

I’ve already mentioned the Google Endangered Languages Project, 
and Ethnologue, but there are others. 

You can find a lot of information on the BBC website.

There is also the UNESCO website about endangered languages; 
the World Oral History Project hosted by Cambridge University; the 
National Geographic Project in the United States; the Enduring 
Voices archive on YouTube; and the British Library has an extensive 
archive of our regional accents and dialects.

But what does all of this information mean in practice for our dialect 
societies?

Most of us probably grew up speaking Standard English, using 
dialect only in informal situations with friends.

I am a case in point.

I certainly grew up speaking Standard English, as did everybody 
else I knew; and despite the fact that we all spoke with a clear 
north-eastern accent, I don’t have any memory of the people I 
mixed with using dialect words in conversation, even though 
common sense tells me they must have done.
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It was only in later life that I consciously and deliberately began to 
use my Northumbrian dialect. 

But, the truth is, I’ve had to learn the dialect.

It hasn’t been my first language.

I wish it had.

Regional dialects, as opposed to regional accents, are in the 
minority, and they are likely to become even more marginalised as 
the years go by.

In Scotland, Wales and Ireland, state support will keep indigenous 
languages alive, but for how long?

In England, it is very unlikely that any state support will be 
forthcoming to promote regional dialects and languages.

So, we are on our own.

Membership of our societies will probably decline further as the 
current generation of enthusiasts dies out.

In my opinion, this means that the emphasis in our work should be 
to concentrate on recording our dialects before it’s too late, so that 
those in the future who want to know about the dialects of English 
spoken in Britain and Ireland will be able to access resources to 
enable them to do so.

This will include dictionaries, CDs of people speaking in dialect, 
poems and stories written in dialect, songs and videos.

In fact, there are those who say that the best way to keep regional 
dialects alive is to find young people in pop and traditional music 
groups who are willing to write and perform songs in dialect.

So come back Lindisfarne - all is forgiven!
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And The Animals.

And Dire Straits.

And thank goodness for The Unthanks!

It should also include public presentations of the dialect that can be 
taken to community groups and schools.

And wouldn’t it be great if you could go to an evening class to learn 
how to speak Northumbrian, or East Anglian, or Brummigum?

This brings me to my final points.

My next text is from the current Google Endangered Language 
Project, which says : “Language is knowledge. If the language dies, so does 
the knowledge.” 

Here in the north-east, as the basic industries of mining, fishing and 
farming have declined or disappeared, so have the specialist words 
or phrases in the dialect relating to those ways of life. 

Examples include ‘off thi belt end’, and ‘swulls an sweels an bows for buoys’, 
and ‘pikin an stookin’.

‘Off thi belt end’ means things happening one after the other, like coal 
coming off the end of the conveyor belt in the mine.

‘Swulls an sweels an bows for buoys’ refers to the equipment used by 
fishermen; and ‘pikin an stookin’ refers to the farming activities of 
harvesting corn and hay. 

Hardly anyone uses them nowadays, and we are therefore on the 
brink of losing both the knowledge of the words of the language, but 
also knowledge of the way of life they expressed and related to.

My final two texts come from a play called “Translations” written in 
1981 by the Irish writer, Brian Friel.
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The play is set in nineteenth century Ireland, and deals with the first 
ever ordnance survey of the country.

As part of the process of map-making, the British military engineers 
doing the work have to give places a name.

Their choices are either to translate them into English, or to produce 
an English word that matches the Irish pronunciation of the place, 
and, inevitably, given the political context of the time, the Irish 
names will lose out to English, and, understandably, many of the 
locals resent this process.

They resent it because the title of the play refers not only to the 
actual translation of Irish place-names into an English equivalent, 
but also to the consequences for the local people, who see it as an 
assault on their identity.

An English-speaking Irishmen acts as translator for the project, and 
as the play develops, it becomes clear that some of the locals want 
to learn to speak English as a means of escaping poverty, and 
expanding the opportunities available to them, for example, by 
emigrating to Britain or America to seek work which will enable 
them to feed their families left behind.

At one point in the play, one of the characters says : “But remember 
that words are signals, counters. They are not immortal. And it can happen ..... that 
a civilisation can be imprisoned in a linguistic contour which no longer matches the 
landscape of fact.”

“The landscape of fact” in the play is the change taking place in the lives 
of the people involved.

The British are outsiders, foreigners with little or no understanding 
of the history or culture of the people they are working among.

And whilst the engineers treat the locals with a degree of respect, 
they are nevertheless the representatives of a foreign colonial 
power bent on bending the Irish to their will.
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The British are bringing change into a traditional community which 
does not want it, and the inevitable clash of cultures is mirrored all 
over the world today as languages and cultures collide, and people 
are forced by circumstances to make decisions they would rather 
not make about the language they use. 

This brings me to my final text, from the same play, which states : “It 
is not the literal past, the ‘facts’ of history, that shape us, but images of the past 
embodied in language ..... we must never cease renewing those images; because 
once we do, we fossilise.”

This is a reference to the dangers inherent in regarding how people 
spoke in the past as the only way a language or dialect can be 
used, and this way of looking at language or dialect is nostalgic.

It looks back all the time.

It is based on the notion that in “the good old days” people spoke a 
purer form of the dialect, and that is what we have to preserve now.

The truth is, a lot of material written in dialect today is of this type, 
and in the words of the earlier extract, it is “imprisoned in a linguistic 

contour which no longer matches the landscape of fact”.

There is a place for nostalgia in language, particularly if, in the 
context of a regional dialect, it is full of richness, beauty and 
rhythmic flexibility that celebrates, not only the language, but also 
the culture and heritage it comes from.

But, and this is the point, we have to move on if the dialects are to 
survive.

Modern regional dialects must find a way of incorporating how 
people speak today, especially the young.

It is not true that modern youngsters don’t speak regional dialects.

They do, but they blend the old with the new.
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Here in the north east, you regularly hear young people use “Aah 

divvent knaa”, or “Aye”, or “Haway”, but you will not hear them say “Whaat 

fettle thi day?” or calling each other “hinny”.

Quite recently, in an exclusive Northumbrian hotel, one of the staff 
said to us, when inviting us to go into the dining room, “I’ll take yous 

in”, “yous” being a Northumbrian wordform.

One group of teenagers in a county Durham school recently 
admitted that they only recognised some of the dialect words that 
were read out to them.

But when they were asked what their reaction would be if they were 
told they could not use the dialect words they did know, and had to 
speak Standard English all the time, their response was clear.

They would resist any attempt to stop them using dialect in their 
speech, because, for them, it was part of their identity.

Using dialect, albeit in a limited way, was part of being from county 
Durham, and they were proud of their origins and their history, and 
the dialect was an important part of it.
 
It is also the case that modern technology, like texting, Facebook 
and Twitter, is bringing new ways of communication to the current 
generation, and this will lead to developments in language and 
dialect, which, even if we don’t like them, will become popular.

In other words, our dialects must evolve, they must be up to date, 
they must serve modern linguistic needs, or they will decline further 
and become extinct.

As I see it, our role therefore, as members of dialect societies, is to 
do two things.

The first is to record our dialects, so that we know what the 
linguistic heritage is in the places where we live.
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The second is to encourage the modern generation to develop their 
own form of dialect, based on this heritage, and to start to record 
that as well.

The best example I can think of to show you what I mean is Kathryn 
Tickell, our most well-known contemporary Northumbrian 
smallpipes player and musician.

She is steeped in the Northumbrian musical tradition, and because 
she is so firmly grounded in it, that gives her the confidence to 
develop it to appeal to modern audiences.

You may not like her modern interpretation of the tradition, but she 
has certainly raised the profile of our Northumbrian musical 
heritage, and my belief is that we must do something similar with 
our regional dialects of English.

Remember, “everything changes, everywhere, all the time”.

And also remember, that “the only static languages are the dead ones”.

No matter how hard it is, we must embrace change in our dialects, 
because that is the way life is.

That is the challenge facing all of us.

Look around you in this room today.

Where are the young people?

They are not here.

Why not?

I think you know the answer.

Nothing that we do interests or engages them.
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It is not relevant to their lives.

But we need them if we are to pass on our enthusiasm and love for 
our dialects.

They are our future, and if we do not encourage them to join us, 
then that future will be a dialect-free zone.

We must show that by using dialect we can make it just as much a 
part of modern culture as it was in the past.

If our dialects are simply stuck in a past we knew as children, they 
will not deserve to survive.

Dialect must be more than an echo from the past.

Our motto must be : “Use it, or lose it”.

An ti hell wiv aal them whe dissent knaa hoo ti taalk proper!

Gan canny, and thank yous fer listnin.

© PJArnold 2012
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