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1) Most people that have been born and bred in the 
Fens tend to stay there, don’t they? 

2) I'm the only one who's gone to college

3) the new underfelt which I’m gonna have

4) the boy whose arm is broken*

5) the girl whom you described as intelligent*

6) that’s just as far as them trees what I noticed

7) the same old man as hit the horse behind the ear 
once shod two hundred donkeys in one day

8) I didn't like the person I was with

*No examples found in datasets



• Is there evidence of a North/South divide? 

- that prevalent in the North and WH in the South?

(Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg 2002:112)

• Is there evidence for a mainstream/periphery divide?

(Tagliamonte 2002:164)

• Is there evidence of that generalisation?
(Tagliamonte 2002:153) 

• Is there evidence of what generalisation in the south?

(Hermann 2005:58)



Aims of present study:

To contrast three Southern English varieties of English

a) A rural, relatively isolated non-standard variety of the 
south of England – the Fens;

b) A London suburb

c) An urban inner London Borough

with respect to the distribution of relative markers and the 

internal and external factors constraining their use.



The Fens:

• A South Eastern English rural variety

• Situated approx. 80 miles north of London

• Sparsely populated, largely white population  
(98.6% - Census 2001)

• Data from 15 speakers, 10 older (55-65), 
5 younger (16-24)

• 294 tokens



London:

• A South Eastern English urban variety

• Outer London:

- predominantly white population

- large-scale in-migration from inner 
London since the 1950s

- Data from 34 adolescents (16-19) and 
6 older speakers (+65)

- 880 tokens



• Inner London:

- multicultural population

- large-scale in-migration and 
out-migration since 1950s

- Data from 44 multi-ethnic adolescents 
(16-19) and 6 white Anglo older 
speakers (+65) 

- 991 tokens
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Distribution of relative markers
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Distribution of WH relative markers



Factors constraining the distribution of relative markers within
the relative marker paradigm:

• Grammatical function of the antecedent head

• Animacy of the antecedent head

• Definiteness of the antecedent head

• Sentence structure

- Existentials

- Cleft sentences

- Possessives with have/got

• Length and complexity of relative clause

• Education of speaker

• Age 

• Gender



Distribution of relative markers in SUBJECT function
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1764420112Total N

5117396302825zero

24--6301816who 

6415345254439what

3712273152220that 

The Fens

Total NN%N%N%

ThingsLexical item 
‘People’

Humans

Distribution of relative markers in SUBJECT FUNCTION by  human 
property of antecedent
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Distribution of relative markers in SUBJECT FUNCTION by  human 
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Distribution of relative markers in The Fens by age
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Distribution of relative markers in Outer London by  age
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Distribution of relative markers in Inner London by  age
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Conclusions

•Is there evidence of a North/South divide?

- Evidence of variation across varieties not necessarily 
separated by geographical north/south divisions

• Is there evidence for a mainstream/periphery divide?

- Results demonstrate substantial differences between 
The Fens (peripheral) and mainstream London 
varieties BUT  London forms diffusing to East Anglia? 



• Is there evidence of that generalisation?

- Results from London demonstrate that ‘that’ is the 
predominant marker in all contexts. Younger speakers 
have more use of ‘that’ suggesting that it is 
generalising. Younger speakers in The Fens also use 
more ‘that’.

• Is there evidence of what generalisation in the south?

- ‘what’ is robust in The Fens and continues to be the 
predominant marker in all contexts confirming East 
Anglia as the heartland of ‘what’ usage BUT 
possibly under threat from the spread of ‘that’ ?

- very little use of ‘what’ among young speakers in 
London leading to its obsolescence in these varieties 
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