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“Really this girl ought to be going to something better”:
Rhoticity and social meaning in oral history data

S A D I E D U R K A C Z R Y A N , H O L L Y D A N N A N D
R O B D R U M M O N D

Manchester Metropolitan University, UK

A B S T R A C T

This article explores the shift to non-rhoticity in Oldham (UK), using oral
history interviews recorded in the 1980s, with speakers born between 1893
and 1929.Wefirst account for the linguistic constraints on =r= use and explore
macro-level social patterns, where the women were more advanced in the
change. We investigate this finding further using a modified version of the
lectal focusing in interaction method (Sharma & Rampton 2015), tracking
two speakers’ variation through the course of an interaction, and providing
insight into the social meaning of rhoticity for these speakers. We suggest
that, for them, rhoticity may be ideologically linked to tradition and older
ways of life, and non-rhoticity may be ideologically linked to modernity
and mobility, and the gender split may partly reflect the men and women’s
differing orientations to these concepts. We also evaluate the effectiveness
of applying modern methods, such as LFI analysis, to archival data. (Rhotic-
ity, social meaning, language variation and change, gender, sociophonetics)*

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Over the past thirty years, the role of ‘social meaning’ in processes of language
variation and change has become more central within variationist research.
Social meaning is less directly observable than, for instance, a variable’s linguistic
constraints. Many researchers have explored the social meaning of variation using
ethnographic methods (e.g. Eckert 2000; Moore 2003; Kiesling 2004); others have
used experimental methods (e.g. Campbell-Kibler 2007; Pharao & Maegaard
2017). In general, both approaches have explored CONTEMPORARY patterns of
language use; however, there have been a handful of studies which have begun
exploring the social meaning of variation in the past, using oral history archives
(Moore & Carter 2015, 2017; Leach 2021). Exploring social meaning in archive
data has an added layer of difficulty, in that direct interaction with the speakers is
usually not possible, either because they are no longer living, because they
cannot be contacted, or because their identities are unknown. However, such
research offers a unique insight into the social motivation for language change—
particularly for changes that are now completed or near-completion.
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Our article builds on the use of archive data in variationist research by applying a
modified version of the lectal focusing in interaction (LFI) method (Sharma &
Rampton 2015; see also Sharma 2018) to oral history interviews. This method
tracks a speaker’s variation through the course of an interaction. Their shifts
towards or away from certain variants can then be explored in relation to the non-
linguistic shifts that are occurring in that interaction: for example, changes in the
speaker’s orientation. Linking particular orientations to the use of particular vari-
ants arguably allows an insight into the social meaning of these variants (Nycz
2018). Our approach differs from Sharma & Rampton’s, and in doing so develops
their method and expands its potential uses. While they use the method to explore a
set of categorical variables, we use it to explore a single variablewhich we choose to
treat as continuous, not categorical: rhoticity.

Our data comes from recordings currently being digitised as part of the British
Library’s Unlocking Our Sound Heritage project, which have been made available
via the project’s North-West regional hub based in the Archivesþ section of Man-
chester Central Library. It consists of six oral history interviews conducted in the
borough of Oldham, North-West England, in the late 1980s, with speakers born
between 1893 and 1929. Since 1974 Oldham has been a borough of Greater Man-
chester, but prior to this, and during the periods under discussion in the recordings,
it was split between Lancashire and Yorkshire. All of the speakers have variable rho-
ticity, a linguistic feature which occurs only rarely in contemporary speech in the area
(Leemann, Kolly, & Britain 2018).We use this data to view a snapshot of this change
in progress, and to investigate possible social motivations for the change.

We first account for the linguistic constraints on variation and explore macro-
level social patterns, discovering a gender split inviting further investigation,
where the three men are more rhotic than the three women. Focusing in on two
speakers of different genders by way of example, we use a modified version of
the LFI approach to explore the social meaning of rhoticity for these speakers.
Our analysis sheds light on social meaning during a change in progress, and how
individual and demographic differences in overall rates may emerge from differenc-
es in social positioning and orientation.

T H E D A T A

The interviews were conducted by BBC journalist Alec Greenhalgh and focused on
the interviewees’ memories of growing up in the area. Table 1 contains the demo-
graphic information we have available for the six speakers we focus on.

Each interview is between one hour twenty-one minutes and two hours eleven
minutes, giving us a dataset of eleven hours twenty-six minutes in total. We tran-
scribed and analysed between thirty-four minutes and forty-one minutes per
speaker (three hours and forty-three minutes in total), choosing sections to cover
as wide a range of topics as possible. The topics covered include education, child-
hood games, family life, the two world wars, traditions, and descriptions of the
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neighbourhood. The resulting interviews provide a rich portrait both of turn of the
century Oldham and of the interviewees’ life stories, attitudes, and orientations.

R H O T I C I T Y

Rhoticity in Oldham

When the fieldwork for the Survey of English Dialects (SED) was conducted in the
1950s, rhoticity was a fairly widespread feature in England (Orton, Sanderson, &
Widdowson 1998:Ph11). The regions where robust rhoticity was recorded at this
timewere theSouth-West ofEngland, anareanear theScottishborder in theNorth-East,
and a region roughly corresponding to the county of Lancashire in the North-West.

Oldham, the region that we focus on in the current study, is on the border
between rhotic Lancashire and its neighbouring, non-rhotic regions. It was not
among the areas captured by the SED, and consequently the various maps produced
using the data disagree about the presence or absence of rhoticity in Oldham in the
1950s (Trudgill 1990:53; Orton et al. 1998:Ph11; Chambers & Trudgill 1998:95).
However, the interviews we analyse clearly show that variable rhoticity was present
in the speech of older Oldham residents in the 1980s, strongly implying that it was
also present in the 1950s.

Regarding more contemporary accounts of variation in the region, the English
Dialects App (Leemann et al. 2018) asked users to self-report on their rhotic pro-
nunciation. Results were collated to create a series of dialect maps suitable for com-
parison with maps produced using the SED. The contrast is stark: rhoticity is only
self-reported in the South-West of England and in a small area around Blackburn in
Lancashire, with Oldham labelled as non-rhotic.

Even in the areas where rhoticity survives, ‘existing dialectological research pre-
dicts that this is under sociolinguistic pressure from speakers in surrounding areas
where non-rhotic speech is the norm’ (Barras 2011:3; see also Britain 2009).
In Oldham in the late 1980s therefore, rhoticity was a change in progress, with
the observed rhoticity in our oral history interviews set to disappear from the com-
munity within the following thirty years. Our question is, what did this fading
feature mean to the speakers who were using it at this time?

TABLE 1. Demographic information for speakers.

Pseudonym Year of birth Age at the time of recording Gender Occupation

Lillian 1893 95 female mill worker
Hattie 1906 82 female mill worker
George 1907 82 male butcher
Eugene 1914 74 male unknown
Alice 1917 72 female mill worker
Arthur 1929 59 male farming
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Rhoticity measurements and analysis

In studies of rhoticity, the most common method is to use auditory analysis to code
tokens as either rhotic or non-rhotic (e.g. Labov 1972; Hay & Sudbury 2005;
Becker 2009; Barras 2011; Piercy 2012), but there are some questions about the re-
liability of this method (see Yaeger-Dror, Kendall, Foulkes, Watt, Eddie, Harrison,
& Kavenagh 2008; Lawson, Stuart-Smith, Scobbie, Yaeger-Dror, & Maclagan
2011:74–75). The potential unreliability of auditory coding of rhoticity may stem
from the fact that rhoticity varies on a gradient scale. As such, both Lawson and
colleagues (2011:76) and Heselwood, Plug, & Tickle (2010) suggest that the inter-
rater reliability of auditory coding can be improved by the addition of at least one
intermediate category. Another, potentially more reliable, measure of rhoticity is
minimum F3. As noted by Thomas (2010:131), English rhotics generally ‘share
the acoustic characteristic of lowered F3’, where the lower the F3 value, the
greater the degree of constriction in the vocal tract (see e.g. Hay & Sudbury 2005;
Hay & Maclagan 2012; Love & Walker 2013). One benefit of using minimum F3
as a measure of rhoticity is the ability to examine shifts in rhoticity on a much
more subtle, continuous scale. For example, Love & Walker (2013) demonstrate
that both English and US speakers significantly shift their use of rhoticity according
to topic in such a way that is not necessarily auditorily perceptible but is certainly
present in F3 measurements. However, there remain some disadvantages to using
minimum F3 as the exclusive measure of rhoticity. In particular, Foulkes & Doch-
erty (2000) have cautioned that the increasingly common labio-dental variants of =r=
in the UK do not exhibit the same F3 lowering as bunched and retroflex variants.

Using minimum F3 to capture rhoticity on a gradient scale was a particularly at-
tractive option in the present study. We are exploring subtle shifts in rhoticity
throughout an interaction and, as noted by Love & Walker (2013), these may not
be reflected in a binary shift between rhoticity and non-rhoticity. However, given
the potential drawbacks of using minimum F3 as the ONLY measure of rhoticity,
we additionally coded each token auditorily to verify that where the shifts were per-
ceptible, this was reflected in the measurements.

As physiological differences in vocal tract length mean that raw minimum F3
scores are not always quantitatively comparable between speakers, normalisation
is required. To do this, we also measured =r= tokens in non-variable environments,
that is, prevocalic =r=, and calculated a mean average minimum F3 for each individ-
ual speaker. Each non-prevocalic =r= measurement was then divided by that
number. As such, if a speaker generally has relatively high F3 when producing pre-
vocalic =r=s (as was the case for the three women), the non-prevocalic =r=s are nor-
malised relative to this. Although all of the speakers did show significant drops in
F3 when producing =r=, this normalisation technique additionally accounts for any
differing articulatory strategies that may affect F3.

All tokens of prevocalic =r= and all potentially rhotic =r=s (i.e. NEAR, NURSE,
SQUARE, START, NORTH=FORCE, CURE, and lettER vowels preceding a consonant or
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pause) were analysed in the interviews with the six speakers. This resulted in a total
of 1,814 prevocalic and 2,144 non-prevocalic =r=s across the six speakers.
The dataset was then coded by the first two authors, with each taking half of the
tokens. Using Praat (Boersma & Weenik 2018), the lowest point of F3 for each
of the =r= tokens was measured by hand. Any tokens of =r= that did not have a
bunched realisation, such as trilled and labiodental variants, were excluded, as
these variants may not consistently exhibit F3 lowering. Any prevocalic =r=
tokens where =r= was not realised were also removed. The non-prevocalic =r=
tokens were additionally coded auditorily as PRESENT (=r= fully realised), INTERME-

DIATE (some =r=-colouring), or ABSENT (no evidence of =r=).
Inter-rater reliability was tested by a comparison of each researcher’s coding of

a subset of 100 tokens. Very high agreement was found in the minimum F3 mea-
surements, with an average of only 57hz difference between the measurements,
and , 300hz difference for 96% of tokens. Lower agreement was found for the
auditory coding, at 66%. However, much of this disagreement was between INTER-

MEDIATE and PRESENT codes. Additionally, ambiguous tokens (n = 233, 9% of the
dataset) were noted during the coding and checked, discussed, and coded by the
three authors and a fourth member of the wider research team. Any tokens that
remained ambiguous were discarded. Taken with the much higher levels of agree-
ment between the first two authors for the acoustic in comparison to auditory
coding, minimum F3 was considered the most reliable measure of rhoticity in
this study.

Rhoticity data overview

Figure 1 below shows a boxplot of normalised minimum F3 measurements for
each speaker, coloured according to the auditory code. Speakers are ordered
according to average minimum F3, with the lowest (meaning most rhotic) on
the left. This shows a clear gender split in the data, with the three women all
being less rhotic than the men. There is also, for all six speakers, a clear correlation
between the auditory codes and minimum F3 measurements, demonstrating that
F3 is a good representation of presence or absence of audible rhoticity in this
dataset. Finally, Figure 1 shows a great deal of intra-speaker variation in F3,
meaning that all the speakers vary in their use of rhoticity throughout the interac-
tion. This is in line with our expectations that there was a change in progress
towards non-rhoticity in Oldham at the time of the recordings. The following stat-
istical analysis explores the linguistic constraints which may explain some of this
variation.

Previous variationist research on rhoticity has shown that both loss (Barras
2011; Piercy 2012) and gain (Labov 1972; Becker 2009; Nagy & Irwin 2010)
of rhoticity is conditioned by a variety of linguistic constraints. Of these,
Piercy’s (2012) account is particularly instructive, as it explores a large variety
of constraints.
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In line with Piercy (2012), the present study models the effect of a variety of lin-
guistic environments on non-prevocalic =r=: lexical set of preceding vowel, reduc-
tion of preceding vowel, and word context. Beginning with lexical set of the
preceding vowel, each token was coded in line with Wells’ (1982) lexical sets.
Both lettER vowels and those that are always realised as unstressed, such as
forget, were coded as ‘schwa’. The word our, which has variable pronunciation,
was coded auditorily as either START or schwa, where the latter represents an
=aʊə= pronunciation. Each token was also auditorily coded as ‘reduced’ or ‘unre-
duced’. Together with ‘schwa’ coded in preceding lexical set, this accounts for
the effect of stress on =r= production.

Word context was coded in line with both Piercy (2012) and Nagy & Irwin
(2010), although we do not include potential linking =r= contexts in this study.
Each token was coded as either pre-pausal, word-final followed by a consonant
(e.g. another time), morpheme and syllable internal (e.g. work), morpheme final
and syllable final (e.g. fairly), or morpheme final and syllable internal (e.g. years).

In addition to linguistic effects, this study tests the effect of two social factors,
gender and birth year, on non-prevocalic =r=. Unfortunately, given the small size
of the dataset and a very limited amount of demographic information about each
speaker (see Table 1 above), we were not able to test factors such as social class
or family links to the region. A full summary of the linguistic and social constraints
we tested can be seen in Table 2 below, with examples and token counts for each
category.

FIGURE 1. Boxplot showing normalised minimum F3 measurements for each speaker, coloured
according to the auditory code. ‘F’ and ‘M’ indicate a female or male speaker, respectively.
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Rhoticity statistical analysis results

To test the effect on rhoticity of each of the social and linguistic constraints listed in
Table 2 above, a linear mixed-effect regression model was fit with ‘Speaker’ as a
random effect, and the normalised minimum F3 values as the outcome. The model
was fit in R using lme4::lmer (Bates, Maechler, Bolker, & Walker 2015). Following
Winter (2019:263), afex::mixed (Singmann, Bolker, Westfall, Aust, & Ben-Shachar
2021) was used to compute multiple ‘likelihood ratio tests’ on each of the fixed
effects, which determined that they all significantly improved the model performance.
The results of the mixed-effects regression analysis can be seen in Table 3 below.

Beginning with the social factors, Table 3 above shows that both gender and
birth year have a significant influence on rhoticity. First, the men have significantly
lower minimum F3 than the women, suggesting that they are more rhotic. Indeed, a
simple comparison of normalised minimum F3 values showed that all three of the
women had lower levels of rhoticity than the men (see Figure 1 above).

The result for birth year was unexpected, as levels of rhoticity appeared to in-
crease amongst the youngest speakers. However, we believe this is simply an arti-
fact of the small dataset. Our youngest speaker, Arthur, was born in 1929 and was
the most rhotic, while our oldest speaker, Lillian, was born in 1896 and was the least
rhotic. Given that rhoticity was certainly a change in progress at that time, we think

TABLE 2. Summary of social and linguistic effects on rhoticity, with examples and token counts.
Categories marked with * were excluded from the analysis due to low token counts.

Effect Category Example
Token
count

Lexical set of preceding
vowel

NURSE were, turn, learn 437
NEAR year, dear, here 40
SQUARE air, spare, where 237
START farm, marble, yard 152
NORTH/FORCE war, for, sort 513
CURE* purely, cured 2
schwa after, certificate, altered 560

Word context pre-pausal before (.) we 179
word final, pre-consonantal before we 990
morpheme-final and
syllable-final

afternoon, overtime,
squarely

67

morpheme-final and
syllable-internal

years, weren’t, answered 147

morpheme-internal board, church, morning 558
Preceding vowel reduction reduced were [wə], for [fə] 489

unreduced were [wɜː], for [fɔː] 1452
Speaker birth year continuous 1893 – 1929 1941
Speaker gender female 846

male 1095
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this is more likely related to the apparent gender effect than evidence that the change
was reversing at this time.

Now turning to the linguistic constraints on non-prevocalic =r= in this dataset,
=r= was much less likely to be present when the preceding vowel was reduced.
Given that vowels are most likely to be phonetically reduced in unstressed contexts
(e.g. Fourakis 1991), this result is in line with previous research that has found a
connection between stressed environments and =r= use (e.g. Nagy & Irwin 2010;
Barras 2011; Piercy 2012). The effect of stress on =r= is also seen in the significant
effect of lexical set of the preceding vowel, as schwa favoured =r= the least. NURSE
favoured =r= the most, and the other lexical sets cluster together in the middle. This
is again in line with previous research on rhoticity, in which NURSE favours =r= in
contexts where rhoticity is being gained (Nagy & Irwin 2010), lost (Piercy 2012)
and, interestingly, remerging (Bartlett 2002). Regarding word context, word-final,
pre-pausal environments favoured =r= the most, as expected, and the three
word-internal contexts roughly clustered together. Pre-pausal contexts most favour-
ing =r= is a robust effect across multiple studies (e.g. Bartlett 2002; Nagy & Irwin
2010; Barras 2011; Piercy 2012).

Overall, this analysis has shown that the change toward non-rhoticity in Oldham
was, in the 1980s, patterning as expected. Rhoticity was occurringmost often follow-
ing the NURSE vowel and in pre-pausal contexts, and unstressed contexts (both
following a reduced vowel and in unstressed syllables) disfavoured rhoticity.
Although the small sample size means the apparent gender split should be treated

TABLE 3. Results of the mixed-effects regression analysis of non-prevocalic /r/.

Minimum F3 (normalised)

Predictors Estimates
Std.
error CI p

(Intercept) 1.15 0.03 1.09 – 1.22 < 0.001
Gender [male] −0.07 0.02 −0.12 –−0.03 0.002
Birth year −0.07 0.02 −0.11 –−0.03 0.001
Reduced [yes] 0.09 0.01 0.07 – 0.10 < 0.001
Lexical set [NURSE] −0.08 0.02 −0.12 –−0.04 < 0.001
Lexical set [schwa] 0.08 0.02 0.04 – 0.12 < 0.001
Lexical set [SQUARE] 0.01 0.02 −0.03 – 0.06 0.529
Lexical set [START] 0.00 0.02 −0.04 – 0.05 0.838
Lexical set [NORTH/FORCE] −0.01 0.02 −0.05 – 0.03 0.631
Word context [morpheme final and syllable internal] −0.01 0.02 −0.05 – 0.03 0.533
Word context [morpheme internal] −0.01 0.02 −0.04 – 0.03 0.763
Word context [word final] −0.02 0.02 −0.06 – 0.01 0.148
Word context [pre-pausal] −0.10 0.02 −0.13 –−0.06 < 0.001
Observations 1939
Marginal R2/Conditional R2 0.313/0.336
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with caution, women appear to be following the well-established tradition of leading
the change (e.g. Labov 1990), with all three being less rhotic than the three men.

However, as shown in Table 3, the conditional R2 value for the model is fairly
low (0.336). This essentially suggests that around 34% of the variance in the F3
values is explained by the fixed and random effects in the model, meaning there
remains quite a lot of unexplained variation. This is likely to be partly due to
both the low number of speakers and the lack of demographic information we
have about them. However, as shown in Figure 1, there are also high levels of intra-
speaker variation that are evidently not explained by the linguistic factors alone.
Therefore, in the section below, we use two case studies to explore the extent to
which this variation may be socially motivated. Specifically, we examine how
the intra-speaker variation may provide insight into the gender split we have ob-
served in this analysis. Although this gender split is in line with widely observed
patterns in language variation and change, it would be reductive to assume that
women lead the change to non-rhoticity in Oldham simply because that’s what
women DO. Instead, we examine how two speakers—the most and least advanced
in the change—shift in their use of rhoticity throughout their interviews and con-
sider how this aligns with the topic of discussion and their orientation towards
the topic in that particular moment. We suggest that, in this instance, the widely ob-
served pattern of men lagging behind women in the sound change may be grounded
in a tendency to orient towards the ‘good old days’, while the women tend to orient
toward modernity.

I N V E S T I G A T I N G S O C I A L M E A N I N G

Lectal focusing in interaction

To investigate how rhoticity patterns in interaction, we use a modified version of
Sharma & Rampton’s lectal focusing in interaction (LFI) method (Sharma &
Rampton 2015; see also Sharma 2018). Sharma & Rampton segmented their
data into turn-constructional units and coded each unit for a set of thirteen variables,
organised according to their association with contrasting lects. They then used a
proportional measurement to calculate the degree to which a speaker was orienting
towards a particular lect in each turn-constructional unit. (Sharma & Rampton
2015:13). They note that their method could be modified to track individual vari-
ables, a modification which ‘might be preferable in situations where broad indexical
values of variables are unclear’ (Sharma & Rampton 2015:12). Taking this cue, we
adapt themethod and track one individual variable: rhoticity. This more exploratory
approach makes sense in relation to our analysis, as the indexical value of rhoticity
is not known a priori. Because we are tracking just one variable, we do not segment
our data and take proportional measurements for each segment. Instead, we track
changes in each speaker’s level of rhoticity through the course of their interview,
creating time series plots to illustrate these changes (Figures 2 and 3). Focusing
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in on the peaks and troughs, we then explore what is occurring in the interaction at
these moments: that is, at high and low rhoticity moments, are the speakers consis-
tently showing particular orientations?When we identify moments of interest in the
interviews, we take into account the possibility that the changes we see in the var-
iation might be linguistically motivated as opposed to socially motivated, with ref-
erence to the quantitative findings presented in the previous section. When a
speaker’s level of rhoticity appears to increase, we note whether they are, for
example, using more lexical items with the NURSE vowel, a phonetic environment
which strongly favours rhoticity.

Our approach necessarily differs from that of Sharma & Rampton (2015) and
Sharma (2018). Their choice to use a set of thirteen categorical variables means
that they can hone in on relatively small interactional units, and look at which variants
cluster within these units. Our adaptation of the method to focus on a single contin-
uous variable requires that we look at patterns across the interviews more broadly.
We lose some interactional detail in comparison to Sharma & Rampton, in that we
need to analyse and discuss the interviews in larger units, but we make the following
gains.

(i) We are able to explore rhoticity in greater linguistic detail, and more reliably, than we
could if we coded the variable categorically.

(ii)We are able to explore a variable in which the social meanings of the variants are not
known a priori, and not necessarily associated with contrasting lects.

Our adaptation of Sharma & Rampton’s method expands its potential uses,
making way for other, similar analyses of continuous variables and variables
whose social meanings are not known a priori.

In the following section, we apply our modified LFI method to our oral history
data. Can an examination of the variables’ social meaning shed further light on why
we see thewomen leading the change in this particular time and place? Due to space
constraints, we focus our analysis here on the most rhotic speaker, Arthur (M), and
the least rhotic speaker, Lillian (F). However, in the final section we also comment
briefly on the use of rhoticity by the other speakers in the sample.

Arthur

Arthur is the most rhotic speaker in the sample overall, and his level of rhoticity is
highly variable. Hewas fifty-nine at the time of his interview, making him the youn-
gest of the six speakers. However, despite this, he often returns to the subject of how
different theworld of the 1980s is from theworld of his childhood. In comparing the
two, he is consistently more positive about the past than he is about the present.

Figure 2 showsArthur’s time series plot for rhoticity. Levels of rhoticitywithin the
transcript are tracked using LOESS, or locally weighted scatterplot smoothing.
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This essentially computes a best-fit regression at each timepoint on the x-axis based
on a small range of datapoints in that ‘neighbourhood’ andweighted by distance from
the timepoint. The blue line shows a smoothed representation of these individual re-
gressions, indicating the overall trend of F3 across time. A lower F3 measurement in-
dicates a higher degree of rhoticity, so peaks in F3 represent low rhoticity moments
and troughs in F3 represent high rhoticity moments. Tokens are shown as points,
colour coded according to the broad topic of conversation at that point in the interview
to give a sense of the structure and content of the interview. However, we suggest that
it is more fine-grained shifts in orientation frommoment tomoment which are impor-
tant in relation to the speakers’ variation. The separate ‘panels’ reflect either tape
changes or a jump to the next transcribed section.

The sections of the interview in which Arthur’s F3 is lowest, indicating that
his level of rhoticity is highest, are labelled in Figure 2 as extracts (1) and (2).
The first of these, extract (1), represents a sustained period of high rhoticity
lasting three minutes and four seconds. Below, we present the transcript for
this section of the interview. However, due to space constraints, we present
only samples taken from the beginning, middle, and end (this is also the case
for extracts (2), (4), and (7)). All names in this and subsequent extracts are
pseudonyms.

(1) 1

1 Alec: What was discipline like in the school?
2 Arthur: Very strict. But you accepted it.
3 Alec: But what do you call strict, in that sense?
4 I mean –
5 Arthur: Well if they caught you smoking, you got six of the best.
[…]

FIGURE 2. Time series plot showing changes in Arthur’s normalised F3 minimum over the course of
his interview, with his lowest rhoticity moments marked.

Language in Society (2022) 11

RHOT IC ITY AND SOC IAL MEANING IN ORAL H ISTORY DATA

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404522000215 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404522000215


36 Arthur: You remembered it.
37 It didn’t do you any harm, but you remembered it.
38 Uhm, (.) if you broke a window, then you got the cane.
39 Even at eight year old.
40 But not quite as hard as when you were fourteen [laugh].
41 But you got the ca- and you accepted it.
42 All this corporal punishment, it wasn’t the kid who stopped it.
43 It was the parents who stopped it, not the kids.
[…]
92 Alec: Would it be having, sort of, the equivalent of homework at that stage?
93 Arthur: Not really. Uhm. We never really did get s- such thing as homework.
94 Don’t get – the most – most people at that school were
95 farm labourers’ sons, farmers’ sons, shop keepers’ sons.
96 They all did something.
97 You know [breath] they were – they weren’t like city people.
98 Not running them down or anything, but,
99 they hadn’t got a set routine.
100 When you – when you went home from school,
101 you hadn’t time to start doing homework. ‘Cause you were on a farm.
102 You had work to do [laugh].
103 So they hadn’t time to mess about with that. You did it at school.
104 That was what school was for.
105 Uh, and that’s what we – (.) your parents thought.
106 You went to school to do that. If you were brilliant (.) or above
107 average, the – the teacher a- say to you, ask to see your parents.
108 Or if you’re a bit behind the p- teacher would ask to see your parents.
109 And either your mother or father would call in and see (.) Smith.
110 Uh, and then the teacher who had recommended it would go and see
111 (.) your parent with Smith.
112 If it was a complaint, (.) Smith was there as arbitrator.

In extract (2), Arthur’s level of rhoticity increases as he discusses how maternal
relationships were different in his day, and how people were less sensitive in
general. He goes on to say that pregnancy and childbirth were not discussed, so
that when his younger brother was born, he had not been told that a new baby
was coming.

(2)
1 Arthur: Well, even the now, I better think this out a little bit, but you see,
2 in those days (.) er, as far as I can – as far as I was concerned, anyway,
3 your mother wasn’t somebody we – we went crying to every day.
4 Your mother was the person who fed you,
5 who made sure you were clean, (.)
6 and got you off to school, and – th- that was it.
7 I- there wasn’t all this lovey dovey a- that there is nowadays,
8 they didn’t all, “bless his little heart”, no, i- it “come here you little
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9 bugger” and- a- and that was it, you know (.).
10 I don’t think (.) – you were very very close, but not in the same way.
11 She was indispensable, (.) but (.)
12 she wasn’t somebody you went sitting on her knee and – and – and (.)
13 getting the love, like some of them do at eight and nine year old now
14 y- y- w- none of that, it w- y- y- weren’t emotional.
15 You couldn’t be when you were – (.) had livestock that were (.)
16 being killed off and (.) to eat, y- y- you just (.) lost all that, erm -
17 sensitivity.
[…]
25 You just didn’t know.
26 Your mum were just getting fat, that w- that was it,
27 and that didn’t make any difference. And then one day –
28 w- well one particular night, let’s not forget that,
29 er, we weren’t allowed to go to bed.
30 And we thought, “what’s going on?” Like, “great this!”, you know?
31 Sat downstairs listening to the radio
32 because our Jamie was being born
33 and they didn’t want us going upstairs.

As noted in the RHOTICITY section, there are some environments which favour
rhoticity more than others: in particular, rhoticity is favoured in the NURSE lexical
set, in unreduced tokens, and in tokens that occur in pre-pausal word-final position.
All tokens occurring in variable contexts have the potential to carry social meaning;
however, when rhoticity occurs in an environment which strongly favours rhoticity,
we cannot be as confident that the rhoticity is socially motivated, as it is possible
that it is entirely linguistically motivated. When rhoticity occurs in an environment
which strongly disfavours rhoticity, we can have a higher degree of confidence. In
extracts (1) and (2), some of Arthur’s most rhotic tokens do occur in environments
which favour rhoticity (e.g. work and weren’t, arbitrator (.)), but others occur in
environments which don’t (e.g. forty, corporal, downstairs, and forget). This sug-
gests that the observable shifts are not simply linguistically motivated, and may be
at least partly socially motivated.

Arthur’s interview suggests that he feels himself to be living in a rapidly chang-
ing world.When hewas young, there was corporal punishment in schools, but “you
accepted it” (extract (1), line 2) and it “didn’t do you any harm” (extract (1), line
37). Life was tough, and there wasn’t room for “all this lovey dovey… that there
is nowadays” (extract (2), line 7), but children were tough too: he appears to disap-
prove of modern children “getting the love, like some of them do at eight and nine
year old now” (extract (2), line 13). In extracts (1) and (2), he aligns himself with the
older ways of life that he was raised with. At the same time, he increases his use of
rhoticity.

Although we only have space to discuss these two extracts, they are representa-
tive of Arthur’s tendency to orient positively towards the older generation, tradition,
and older ways of life at particular moments throughout his interview. These
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moments generally co-occur with points of high rhoticity. For instance, he has high
levels of rhoticity when discussing the superiority of the old school curriculum and,
on several occasions, when highlighting the maturity and resilience that was re-
quired of children growing up on a farm. Based on the correlation of these orienta-
tions with high rates of rhoticity, we suggest that for Arthur, rhoticity has indexical
links to tradition and older ways of life. This is perhaps not surprising, given that
rhoticity was a change in progress at this time, and the most rhotic speakers in
Arthur’s life would most likely have been the older generation. For him, rhoticity
may have therefore been associated with this older generation, and, through this as-
sociation, with the older, traditional values they represented. It is also worth noting
that Arthur’s lowest rhoticity moments tend to occur at times when he is expressing
an attitude of rebelliousness, irreverence, and opposition to authority. These
moments are discussed in more detail and some examples are given in Dann,
Ryan, & Drummond (2022), but they include descriptions of childhood misbeha-
viour like stealing, disobeying teachers, and fighting in the playground. It
appears that Arthur may have higher levels of rhoticity when he is aligning
himself with the values of the older generation, and lower levels of rhoticity
when he is positioning himself as part of the younger generation coming into con-
flict with the older generation.

Lillian

Lillian is the oldest speaker in the sample and was ninety-five at the time of her
interview. She is the least rhotic speaker overall, and like Arthur, her level of rho-
ticity is very variable. Lillian’s two highest rhoticity moments occur when she is
talking positively about her childhood, describing some of the traditional games
she and her friends played. Like Arthur, higher rates of rhoticity may be associated,
for her, with positive orientations towards tradition, older ways of life, and the ‘good
old days’. However, she doesn’t tend to positively orient to the past as frequently as
Arthur. Indeed, an oppositional pattern appears to occur, where she uses less rho-
ticity when orienting towards modernity. Therefore, her lowest rhoticity moments
are also of interest, and these are the moments we focus on in the remainder of the
analysis.

Three of Lillian’s lowest rhoticity (and highest F3) moments are labelled in
Figure 3 as extracts (3), (4), and (7). We focus on moments where the vast majority
of tokens are clustered with a high F3, and where it is unlikely that the F3 peak can
be explained by linguistic constraints alone. For example, while linguistic con-
straints may play some role in the peak in extract (3), as some of the highest F3
(and lowest rhoticity) tokens are in environments which disfavour rhoticity (e.g.
headmaster, standard, father), the extract also contains some high F3 (low rhotic-
ity) tokens in environments which generally favour rhoticity (e.g. thirteen). Lin-
guistic constraints do not offer much explanation for the F3 peak in extract (4);
here, her lowest F3 (highest rhoticity) tokens are mostly in environments which
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do not particularly favour or disfavour rhoticity (e.g. marked, before, start). Lin-
guistic constraints may play some role in the F3 peak in extract (7), where some
of the highest F3 tokens disfavour rhoticity (unstressed contexts), but there are
also high F3 tokens which do not particularly disfavour rhoticity (e.g. ordered, for-
wards, were).

The lack of clear linguistic explanations for these shifts suggests that it may be
reasonable to look for social motivations. Therefore, we examine Lillian’s orienta-
tions at these moments in the interview. In extract (3), she tells Alec that she was
academically gifted, and completed her school’s curriculum two years early.
She was then asked to help with the youngest class during her last two years of
school.

(3)
1 Lillian: But, erm, when we got (.) in Seven,
2 Standard Seven we had to go on the platform. Separated.
3 Now I was in Standard Se- (.) three years.
4 But I couldn’t leave ‘til I was thirteen. And, er, (.) really,
5 the headmaster said –
6 he said, “you know you are wasting your time, really”.
7 (.) So he said “will you like to go in the infant room
8 (.) and, er, help there?” (.) So he sent me in the infant room.
9 (.) I went to (.) lessons besides, you know, in between.
10 (.) And helped with the (.) teaching of the little ones.
11 Alec: How old would you be then?
12 Lillian: Well I was th- eleven. (.) When I got eleven I got in X Seven, (.) and
13 then, (.) no when I was thirteen, er, twelve and thirteen
14 I’d have took over the little one- helped with the little ones.

FIGURE 3. Time series plot showing changes in Lillian’s normalised F3 minimum over the course of
her interview, with her lowest rhoticity moments marked.
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15 (.) So the schoolmaster said, he said “you know”, he said, (.) “really”
16 (.) I’m not boasting, so don’t think I am, (.) but he said
17 “really this girl ought to be going to something better”.
18 He said “she’d make a very good journalist”. (.) So,
19 you see my father was bothered with rheumatism,
20 a- arthr- i- u- gout, really. A lot.
21 (.) And er, he used to be – have to be off work.
22 (.) So they couldn’t afford to let me go.
23 (.) I had to start working when I was thirteen.

In extract (4), she again becomes less rhotic when she returns to telling Alec
about her academic achievements.

(4)
1 Lillian: Well I was very good at compositions and all –
2 what we call compositions, essays, you know?
3 (.) So, erm, and I used to be very good at map drawing too.
4 It was a very g- you know, you used to do a lot of map drawing.
5 (.) And we had to do them from memory sometimes.
6 Where all the towns were. (.) And he was very very strict on grammar,
7 we used to have a grammar (.) lesson.
8 (.) Nouns and pronouns and verbs and all that kind of thing.
9 (.) So, (.) I think I was pretty good at, erm,
10 (.) all these essays we used to have to write.
11 (.) For instance once, I remember, (.) there was one he said,
12 (.) er, “write a composition on the life of an orange”. You understand?
13 Alec: Mhm.
14 Lillian: So, (.) I got, (.) I think I got, er, extra marks,
15 y- oh he – he came round and marked your books,
16 (.) I got excellent for – for all my, er, (.) compositions that I wrote.
[…]
34 Lillian: But when we got pen and ink (.) it was glorious.
35 ‘Course we made a lot of blots, you know.
36 But (.) we thought it was great when we got these (.) pen and ink.
37 Yes.
38 Alec: What so- can you remember the ink, was it –
39 Lillian: Oh in ink wells. B- (.) but did it ha-
40 Used to have a little in- at your desk, with a little hole in the bottom
41 in one corner, and the ink well was there.
42 (.) And a little slot across where you could put your pen.

These are the two moments in Lillian’s interview where she most clearly
displays a positive attitude towards school and education, and at both moments
she becomes markedly less rhotic. At first glance, this behaviour appears to contrast
with Arthur’s in extract (1), where he becomes more rhotic when speaking approv-
ingly about his school’s firm disciplinary standards. This is in fact illustrative of a
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general pattern across all six of the speakers, in which the women become less
rhotic when speaking positively about school and education, and the men do not.
The other two women in the sample, Hattie and Alice, show a broadly similar
pattern to Lillian, with some of their lowest rhoticity moments occurring when
they are speaking positively about their educational experiences, or presenting
themselves as good students who could have gone on to “something better”. In
extract (5), a particularly low rhoticity moment, Hattie talks about surprising her
teacher by writing a precocious piece of poetry at a very young age.

(5)
1 Hattie: And then once she asked us to write, uh something – uh something
2 about a fly. Uh, a- a- a butterfly or something, it was, and my father, I-
3 I’d heard him. I think I must have asked him something about this,
4 ‘cause I’d written – and I wrote this in, only about the first class.
5 “The butterfly has wings of gold, the firefly wings of flame”.
6 and I forgot…
7 “the little flea has none at all but gets there just the same”.
8 And I wrote that [laughs]
9 and she- she nearly had a fit because,
10 she didn- I really was a good st-, I’m not pretending.

In extract (6), a particularly low rhoticity moment, Alice is giving a general
description of her time at school, in which she displays a positive orientation
towards education.

(6)
1 Alice: I liked w- going to that school, it was good,
2 we had some good teachers.
3 Erm,
4 I used to go – (.) we used to have to go to –
5 We used to have to move out of school (.) when we went to
6 [breath] (.) the cookery classes,
7 we went to what was the old mechanics for cookery classes.
8 One afternoon or morning a week.

Why might this be the case? There are several possible explanations. One is that
Lillian and the other women have experienced differing linguistic expectations in
the classroom, perhaps with heightened pressure to conform to standardised
language norms (for an overview, see Coates 2013:ch. 11). However, another pos-
sible explanation relates to the proposed indexical links between rhoticity and
respect for tradition and older ways of doing things. Perhaps these indexical mean-
ings align with a positive orientation towards education for the men, and not for the
women.

For Lillian, a positive orientation towards education is potentially at odds with
respect for tradition and older ways of doing things. Lillian attended school from
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age five to thirteen, starting less than twenty years after the Education Act of 1880
had made primary school education for all genders compulsory. However, as sum-
marised by Rose (1992:163), there remained little expectation or enforcement of
school attendance for working class Lancashire girls, and when they did attend
school, their educationwas ‘often geared to preparing them for their future domestic
responsibilities’. Therefore, for women like Lillian, academic education was not
part of the older way of doing things: it was something modern, even seen by
some as threatening to traditional values and older ways of life (see e.g. Dyhouse
2012:103–104).

We suggest that, for Lillian, rhoticity may have indexical links to traditional
values and older ways of life, and non-rhoticity may have corresponding indexical
links to modernity and mobility. In extracts (3) and (4), Lillian is displaying a pos-
itive attitude towards education, but she is also depicting a possible alternative life
for herself accessed through education, in which she could have ‘gone on to some-
thing better’ and ‘made a good journalist’ (extract (3), lines 17–18). This alternative
life would likely have involved social and geographical mobility: taking on a
middle-class profession and leaving the village she grew up in. It would have
been a very different life from that of her parents and peers, as a journalistic
career path had only very recently opened up to British women (Gray 2012:4).
As such, it would have been a move away from the traditional view of womanhood
she grew up with. This alternative life never materialised for Lillian, as her family
didn’t have the financial means for her to continue her education, and she was
obliged to leave school at thirteen and begin work in a cotton mill. But even at
the age of ninety-five, as she talks to Alec about this alternative life, she moves
away from rhoticity—the older, traditional variant associated with her local com-
munity—and towards non-rhoticity—the more modern variant, which was likely
used by young urban professionals. This may be a part of her styling herself as a
modern woman (from an early twentieth-century perspective) and turning away
from the role assigned to her by established tradition.

Arthur and the other men in the study do not appear to decrease their level of
rhoticity when orienting positively towards education, as the women do—at least
not in the data sample we have available. But it may be that for them, education
is not linked to modernity in the same way that it is for the women. As boys,
their access to education would have been much more established and assured,
and would not have stood in opposition to tradition and older ways of doing things.

There is a third moment where Lillian’s level of rhoticity decreases (and where
this shift cannot easily be explained by linguistic constraints alone), marked as
extract (7) and presented below.

(7)
1 Alec: What about pay day? How did you get your pay?
2 Lillian: Oh we wen- er – Bocking we used to have to go up those steps
3 and get your m- wage. At the m- at the (.) office there.
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4 But I think at Andrew Mill – (.) do you know, I have forgotten.
5 I’ve forgotten what we d- I think we had a packet at Andrew Mill.
6 I th- I don’t know whether we came –
7 went to the office, I can’t remember going to the office for it.
8 We must’ve done, but – but – that’s beyond me, (.)
9 I’ve forgotten that, honest.
10 Alec: H- how about, erm – your – what would’ve be in your packet,
11 when you – when you were a fully fledged weaver?
12 Lillian: Yes.
13 Alec: H- how much would you be getting then, about?
14 Lillian: Well it depended on, er, like I say, how many picks you had.
15 Alec: Mhm.
16 Lillian: I think, er, the highest was about seventeen and six.
17 And if you could get a – (.) a piece out in a week you were lucky.
18 It was, you know, very good. Some of them was about –
19 perhaps, erm, fifty pence, you know, it depended on –
20 on the quality of your – of your, er, what you were weaving.
[…]
44 I think on average we drew about fifteen shillings a week
45 or something like that, you know.
46 Alec: And then when you were a sort of – a teenager,
47 coming into a young woman, what would you be spending that on?
48 You wouldn’t be spending it on sweets.
49 Lillian: Oh you had to give it your mother.
50 Alec: All of it?
51 Lillian: Oh yes.

In extract (7), Lillian becomes less rhotic as the topic shifts from a general descrip-
tion of life in the mills and towards how she was paid for her work. This moment is
different from those shown in extracts (3) and (4), in that there is no clear orientation
towards education, modernity, and mobility at this moment. It may be that the speak-
er’s orientation in relation to tradition and modernity does not explain every fluctu-
ation in rhoticity in the data: instead, there may be multiple processes at play
simultaneously, as discussed by Sharma (2018). In extract (7), the shift towards non-
rhoticity may be triggered by the relative formality of the situation being described.
It is also possible that non-rhoticity was the variant more likely to be used by those in
managerial and administrative positions at the mill (see Leach 2021 for findings on
occupational role and =h=-dropping in the pottery industry in Stoke-on-Trent).
When Lillian picked up her pay packet, this may have been the only time in her
day-to-day life at the mill when she interacted with the managers and administrators,
and in these interactions, it is possible that standard language ideologies or accommo-
dation would have come into play, triggering a shift towards the more standardised
variant. It is also possible that recalling these interactions may trigger a similar
shift within the interview. Hay & Foulkes (2016:323) suggest that ‘[i]n discussing
older events speakers may portray themselves as historical versions of themselves’,
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and in doing so, they may begin to speak more like they did at that time. Similarly,
Lillian may be less rhotic when relating situations in which she would have
reduced her level of rhoticity at the time. One such situation may well have been vis-
iting the mill’s office to pick up her wage packet.

Lillian has other low rhoticity moments for which we don’t present extracts from
the transcript, and which we don’t examine in detail, due to space constraints.
However, these do fit with the general pattern we observe. The first occurs at the
beginning of Lillian_1 (see Figure 3), when she talks about memories of leaving
her rural village to visit other parts of the country. For Lillian, it is quite possible
that these trips out of her village are ideologically linked to mobility: a less perma-
nent mobility than she would have experienced in her hypothetical career as a jour-
nalist, but mobility nonetheless. The second occurs at the beginning of Lillian_2, at
a point where, as in extracts (3) and (4), she is talking about her academic achieve-
ments. At the end of Lillian_3, there is another low rhoticity moment where, as in
extract (7), she is talking about being paid for her work in the mill.

D I S C U S S I O N A N D C O N C L U S I O N S

We suggest that for these speakers, rhoticity may be ideologically linked to tradition
and older ways of life, and non-rhoticity may be ideologically linked to modernity.
That the ideological importance of tradition and modernity may have emerged in
variation patterns for this generation is unsurprising, given that the early twentieth
century was a time of social and economic change in the Greater Manchester area,
as industry transformed, improved transport and communication increasingly con-
nected the region and the world (Davies, Fielding, & Wyke 1992), and the suffra-
gette movement secured votes for women (Purvis 2005). However, we suggest that
the ideological link between rhoticity and wider discourses of tradition versus mo-
dernity is mediated through the local, and specifically through people in the speak-
ers’ lives (as argued by Eckert 2008). Rhoticity loss in this part of England was well
underway during these speakers’ lifetimes, and the most rhotic speakers in their
lives were probably the older generation. At this point in the sound change, rhoticity
may already have been perceived as old-fashioned, through its association with this
older generation. This association may have forged an ideological link and opened
up stylistic possibilities, where high rates of rhoticity can signal a positive orienta-
tion to the order generation and the traditional values they represent. The incoming
variant, non-rhoticity, can in turn be used to signal an orientation away from these
things, and towards modernity and mobility. For Arthur, positive orientations
towards tradition and older ways of life at particular points in the interview coincide
with higher levels of rhoticity, and for Lillian, positive orientations towards moder-
nity and mobility at particular points in the interview coincide with lower levels of
rhoticity. In the previous section we note how Lillian’s pattern is reflected by the
other women, and in Dann, Ryan, & Drummond (2022), we discuss the use of rho-
ticity by the other men, George and Eugene, showing a broadly similar pattern to
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Arthur’s, albeit less exaggerated. Arthur and Lillian represent two extremes, both in
terms of their levels of rhoticity and their orientations in relation to tradition and
modernity, and they are ideologically opposed in their attitudes towards the past.
For Arthur, his childhood is an idealised world that compares very favourably to
the contemporary world of the 1980s. Lillian speaks positively about her childhood,
but there is also implied dissatisfaction with the restricted opportunities this world
gave her. For her, the older world appears to represent restriction of her potential,
while for Arthur it appears to represent safety, comfort, and familiarity.

This ideological opposition is most clearly evidenced in Arthur and Lillian’s
interviews, but the other two women, Hattie and Alice, also express very
similar attitudes towards education, and regret at having been obliged to leave
school to work in the mills at age thirteen. Hattie, like Lillian, expresses a
belief that she was unable to fulfil her academic potential because of the restric-
tions placed on her.

(8)
1 Hattie: Mr. Clark sent a letter and I took it to my father
2 and, er, to ask if I could sit for the scholarship.
3 but he looked at my mother and he said no, (.) I couldn’t.
4 So I had to go to work. And it was a s- shame.

Alice also expresses dissatisfaction with the restrictions placed on her, both as a
teenager unable to continue her education, and later as a housewife. Knowing the
heavy domestic workload that would be placed on her later in life, her mother
did not ask her to do household chores as a child.

(9)
1 Alice: I can remember c- distinctly my mother saying,
2 “she’s got plenty – she’ll have plenty time
3 to do things like that”.
4 And my goodness she was right.
5 She was right. (.) I did.

Although the three women recall happy childhood memories, none of them
appear to romanticise the past as Arthur does. In general, the women have a tendency
to display similar orientations to Lillian with regard to education and modernity, and
the men have a tendency to display similar orientations to Arthur: none of the men
express the same feelings of restriction that thewomen do. This ideological difference
is perhaps unsurprising, given the very different social positions of men and women
at this time and in this place. For the women, more traditional ways of life may rep-
resent restriction, while modernity may represent opportunity and freedom. For the
men, traditional life may not be so restrictive. We suggest that the gender difference
we see in overall levels of rhoticity may be reflective of this ideological difference.
The men have a tendency towards the use of rhoticity—the older, more traditional
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variant—and thewomen have a tendency towards the use of non-rhoticity—the more
modern variant. In this way, demographic differences in overall rates may emerge
from differences in social positioning and orientation. That women are often at the
forefront of linguistic change is well-established (e.g. Labov 1990). The locally situ-
ated details of female-led change are less well-established, and this investigation
offers an insight into these processes in twentieth-century Oldham.

Despite the obvious challenges of investigating social meaning in archive data
(see the INTRODUCTION), we build upon work such as Moore & Carter (2015,
2017) and Leach (2021) to demonstrate that explorations of this type are possible,
and provide insight into potential social motivations for sound change. With regard
to the challenge of applying LFI analysis specifically, we believe we have demon-
strated that it can indeed be effective. Clearly, a major drawback of work with any
kind of archive data is the difficulty of situating it within ethnographic observation
(however, see Leach (2021) for a demonstration of how this kind of analysis could
work). In the present study, the only data available were the audio recordings them-
selves, along with limited demographic information. However, the recordings de-
scribed here are particularly appropriate for LFI analysis, as they are rich oral
histories covering a variety of topics and regularly drawing on emotive memories.
As such, they represent the opportunity to explore the ways in which the strategic
(conscious or otherwise) deployment of variants align with interactional purpose,
a relationship highlighted by Sharma & Rampton (2015:8) as contributing to the
meaning-making process. Sharma & Rampton (2015:11) go on to explain how,
in their work, they selected narratives for being ‘among those with the highest emo-
tional engagement’. Again, this is covered by the nature of our recordings, as all
involve quite emotionally charged memories at various points. The point is,
while it is clearly difficult to work meaningfully in this way with the often-
decontextualized nature of archive recordings, the challenge becomes less acute
if the recordings themselves provide their own internal contextual depth.
We have tried to demonstrate the effectiveness of such an approach in the analysis
presented here.

We have also attempted to incorporate the effect of linguistic context into our
analysis. To do this, we first modelled the effect of a variety of conditioning
factors on =r= use, determining which linguistic contexts most favoured or disfav-
oured rhoticity. We then selected points of interest from the LFI where moments of
high or low rhoticity could not be explained by these linguistic factors alone.
Another option would be to restrict the LFI analysis to a smaller selection of envi-
ronments. However, this would be too restrictive in a study of rhoticity, as it is
subject to a large variety of conditioning factors. In addition, our approach presup-
poses that either linguistic contexts favouring rhoticity will carry less social
meaning, or that all linguistic contexts are equally socially meaningful.
We cannot, of course, be entirely sure of this, and further (ideally experimental)
work would be required to determine the extent to which different linguistic envi-
ronments carry varying social meanings.
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Despite the difficulties discussed above, we think there is great potential in using
this type of analysis to explore social meaning in sound changes that are either com-
pleted or near-completion. As a result of this analysis, we now have some insight
into what rhoticity may have meant to speakers as it transitioned from being a
feature of the local dialect to a relic of the past.

A P P E N D I X : T R A N S C R I P T I O N C O N V E N T I O N S

(.) noticeable pause
- abrupt stop in speech; truncated word or syllable
– speaker restart (dash surrounded by spaces)
[laugh] non-speech sounds
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