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Linguistic discrimination 
and language ideologies

What form does discrimination take in language? 
How is grammar used as a tool of discrimination? 

How do we fight language prejudice?
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About me
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Because 
Language, a 

podcast 
becauselanguage.com

The Speakeasy on 
ABC Radio Perth, a 

weekly talkback show 
danielmidgley.com/speakeasy/

Me, 
linguist, 

writer 
danielmidgley.com

http://danielmidgley.com/speakeasy/
http://becauselanguage.com
http://danielmidgley.com/speakeasy/
http://danielmidgley.com
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What’s with the accent?
You are listening to a blend of  

US Pacific Northwest accent, 
Rocky Mountain accent 
West Australian accent? 

How do Australians respond 
when hearing a n American 
voice on the radio?
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Language privilege
About 95 percent of scientific 
research is in English 
What effect does this have on 
international researchers? 
How do we overcome this?
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http://becauselanguage.com/history/
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Different expectations online
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Language and identity
Language is a proxy for 

race 
gender 
age 
social group 
national origin 

Anytime a group is disesteemed, this can show up in 
language.
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Accentism for teachers
Teachers who have learned English as a second 
language have difficulty 

“They hide us”
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Accentism for teachers
From a former student 

As you know, I am from Singapore, and I thus speak with a Singaporean accent. I am 
extremely self-conscious about my accent, having been told in the past that I have a 
'weird' accent. It has caused me to be very shy when speaking to other people, 
especially to Australians. I have even been told by another ESL teacher that I 
wouldn't be able to work as an ESL teacher here because students want to learn 
English from an Australian teacher to learn the Australian accent. I was simply 
wondering if you have any tips and suggestions on how I can go about reducing my 
accent, or to pick up the Australian accent. Unfortunately, I am very accent deaf. I can 
understand a wide variety of English accents  but I can never tell the origin of the 
accent. My partner constantly laughs at me for being unable to distinguish between 
British, Australian and American accents even though I don't have any trouble 
understanding any of them. Do you have any ideas how to help me please? 
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Accentism for teachers
My response: 

I feel kind of sad reading your email because it means you’ve had a lot of prejudice directed against 
you, and it's unfair that you’ve had this placed on you, and been made to feel bad about the way you 
speak. Part of my life’s work is highlighting examples of this kind of linguistic prejudice, and making 
the point to people that it’s not okay. 
Seriously, if this were about discrimination based on skin colour, and someone said “Could you 
please not be so [Asian, Black, fill in the blank], we’d say, “Get bent, you bigot.” But when it’s about 
language (which is a proxy for race, social class, national origin, and lots of other stuff), we say, “Gee, 
I’d better fix the way I talk.” Please don’t internalise the discrimination that people are putting on 
you. The way you talk is awesome. 
But while everyone’s waiting for the message to get around, you still face prejudice because of your 
accent, and you think maybe some accommodation is in order because people are racist pricks. My 
advice: if you have a hard time with accents as you say, then vocal training won’t make you sound 
Australian, but it might make you sound ridiculous. But what are the markers of the Singaporean 
accent? Are there one or two things that you can tone down? Try to identify what those things are. 
But like I say, don’t succumb. Be your awesome self. That includes your language.
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Accent “reduction”?
“Our research indicates 
that more strongly 
accented people are 
missing out on jobs 
and at times working 
at a level lower than 
their qualifications 
would suggest.” 

Why might this be? 
How do we fix this?
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Sexy accentism is accentism
Why are some accents 
thought of as “sexy”? 
These judgements 
have almost nothing to 
do with the sound of 
the language 

and everything to do 
with how we feel about 
the people
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“For 86 per cent of women, the Scottish accent 
was deemed sexiest, while 88 per cent of men 
found a Spanish accent irresistible.” 
“And despite rating the Spanish accent highly, a 
measly 31 per cent of men found a Mexican 
accent sexy on a woman, making it the second-
least-attractive accent.”

https://travel.nine.com.au/latest/worlds-sexiest-accents-for-2020-revealed-according-to-single-people/4ae3440a-c391-4cc3-8a72-bc4e724165af
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Young women are language 
trendsetters
Young women seem to be 
doing two things: 

uptalking 
vocal fry 

and these changes are 
spreading through other age 
and gender groups 
NYT: They’re, Like, Way Ahead of 
the Linguistic Currrrve
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https://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/28/science/young-women-often-trendsetters-in-vocal-patterns.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/28/science/young-women-often-trendsetters-in-vocal-patterns.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/28/science/young-women-often-trendsetters-in-vocal-patterns.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/28/science/young-women-often-trendsetters-in-vocal-patterns.html
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The War on Women’s Voices: 2015
‘Many devoted professors, 
employers who wish to move 
young women up the ranks and 
business owners who just want to 
evaluate personnel on merit flinch 
over the speech patterns of today’s 
young women. “Because of their 
run-on sentences, I can’t tell in a 
meeting when these young 
women have said what they have 
to say,” confided one law partner.’ 
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http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jul/24/vocal-fry-strong-female-voice
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jul/24/vocal-fry-strong-female-voice
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jul/24/vocal-fry-strong-female-voice
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Language policing is a form of 
discrimination
‘Vocal fry is not a problem. It is 
merely another excuse to 
dismiss, ignore and 
marginalise women’s voices, 
both literally and figuratively. 
And it’s just the latest in a 
long history of finding excuses 
not to listen to what women, 
especially young women, say.’ 
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http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jul/28/naomi-wolf-misses-the-point-about-vocal-fry-its-just-an-excuse-not-to-listen-to-women
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jul/28/naomi-wolf-misses-the-point-about-vocal-fry-its-just-an-excuse-not-to-listen-to-women
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jul/28/naomi-wolf-misses-the-point-about-vocal-fry-its-just-an-excuse-not-to-listen-to-women
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jul/28/naomi-wolf-misses-the-point-about-vocal-fry-its-just-an-excuse-not-to-listen-to-women
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Australian Aboriginal languages
At the time of 
European invasion in 
1788 

there were hundreds 
of Australian 
languages 

Now about 20 or 30 
are still healthy

�15

https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/map-indigenous-australia
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Australian Aboriginal languages
European settlers 
made a concerted 
effort to destroy 
Aboriginal culture 

stealing children 
breaking up families 
splitting up 
communities 
language death / loss
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https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/map-indigenous-australia
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White Australia policy
English was used as 
an exclusionary tool
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https://www.amust.com.au/author/bilal-cleland/
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Language policy today
The Australian 
government has been 
trying to reinstate a 
language test for 
citizenship/permanent 
residency/partner visa 

Level 6 IELTS, three tries 
“reasonable effort” 

Who will do well in this 
test?
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Signage in Australia
Strathfield, Australia tried 
this in 2018 

“All signage is to be 
displayed in the English 
language, with a direct or 
near direct translation into 
another language using 
smaller letters or character 
… [which] must not exceed 
more than 30% of the 
overall size of the English 
language text.”
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https://theconversation.com/council-wants-english-first-policy-on-shop-signs-what-does-it-mean-for-multicultural-australia-95777
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I get comments
From radio listeners 

“Re Daniel M having a problem with the feds English 
language requirements for visas. Understandable as he 
being an American cannot speak English, so would 
require intensive training to be able to make himself 
understood.” 
“Daniel... clutching at straws. Stick to just your ABC 
entertainment and leave politics to others.” 
“He’s talking rubbish and should learn English himself!!!”
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I get comments
From radio listeners 

‘You gotta love my mum says of Daniel, "what can a yank 
possibly teach us about English”’  
“Do not change OUR language. How dare you!!!”
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Who gets to know?
Who is an expert? 

Teaching a language class 
Doing a show about language 
Telling someone about language 

All these things involve making a claim to expertise 
For many people, you only have a claim to expertise if 
you sound “right”
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Multilingualism in Australia
Australia is a multilingual country 

About 300 languages are spoken 
in Australia 
One in four people speaks 
another language at home 
For schoolkids, it’s one in three 
Migrants do a great job learning 
English
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Linguistic prejudice and AAE
Stanford linguist John 
Rickford says prejudice 
toward African American 
dialect can result in unfair 
rulings 

�24

news.stanford.edu/news/2014/
december/vernacular-trial-

testimony-120214.html

http://news.stanford.edu/news/2014/december/vernacular-trial-testimony-120214.html
http://news.stanford.edu/news/2014/december/vernacular-trial-testimony-120214.html
http://news.stanford.edu/news/2014/december/vernacular-trial-testimony-120214.html
http://news.stanford.edu/news/2014/december/vernacular-trial-testimony-120214.html
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AAE: Who be eating cookies?
Research from 
Janice Jackson: 
Kids with an AAE 
background could 
use habitual be as 
young as 5 or 6. 

Slate article: Why 
We Be Loving the 
“Habitual Be”
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https://slate.com/human-interest/2015/06/the-habitual-be-why-cookie-monster-be-eating-cookies-whether-he-is-eating-cookies-or-not.html
https://slate.com/human-interest/2015/06/the-habitual-be-why-cookie-monster-be-eating-cookies-whether-he-is-eating-cookies-or-not.html
https://slate.com/human-interest/2015/06/the-habitual-be-why-cookie-monster-be-eating-cookies-whether-he-is-eating-cookies-or-not.html
https://vimeo.com/87360438
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Pronouns and non-binary people
A hot topic in English 
If someone doesn’t identify as male or female 

they often use they as a pronoun 
Often criticised on grammatical grounds 

but this can be a stand in for prejudice
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Why language ideologies?
People don’t have language attitudes because they’re 
horrible people  
Language ideologies are incredibly pervasive 
People have them because they want the same things 
everyone wants 

Safety and security 
Being understood 
Having a social group
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What to do?
There are two ways to work on this: 

Help individuals avoid discrimination by modifying their 
behaviour 

Help students to “pass” 

Reduce bias and discrimination by educating the public 
about harmful language ideologies 

The first option is doomed to fail 
because it’s not about language
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Thank you
And questions


