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In Australia today, variation from the standard tends to be
more acceptable in speaking than writing.

From its birth in the colony over two hundred years ago, Australian English has made evident the
fact that it is separate from its mother dialect, British English. Although the majority of Australians
learn to write in the globally accepted, Standard English, speech of these people tends to be
influenced by a number of factors such as social class, education level, sexual identity, age and
ethnicity. Thus, the difference between the two dialects tends to be more pronounced in spoken
language than written language. These differences can be seen with the highly individual phonetic
features of the Australian accent in addition to the unique lexemes and morphological features
associated with Australian English. Elements under each of these subsystems offer insights into the
values and identities of Australians of the modern day and throughout history. Although, these non-
standard features sometimes appear in written language, due to their generally informal nature they
are much more prevalent in spoken language.

Firstly, the iconic Australian accent is characterised by a multitude of unique phonetic features,
which illustrate the identity of the interlocutor. The accent has developed due to numerous
historical factors. Initial settlers came from a British upper class and brought with them Standard
English and Received Pronunciation. However, it was the working-class convicts who went on to
more broadly colonise early Australia and shape the less formal speech of the majority of
Australians, even to this day. One of the most prevalent phonetic features of Australian English is the
non-rhotic ‘r’, particularly at the end of words. This is demonstrated in examples such as ‘water’,
‘driver’ or ‘colour’ where the final ‘r’ sound is not pronounced so the final phoneme becomes ‘@’.
Another feature that is also audible in ‘water’, as well as ‘party’, is the weak ‘t’ where ‘t’ phoneme
tends to be flapped to sound like a ‘d’. Both of these features can be linked back to the laid-back
attitude of the initial immigrants to Australia who were generally members of the working class and
relatively uneducated and thus are more prevalent in the Broad Australian Accent than the General
or Cultivated varieties. Given their verbal nature, these features are only present in speech thus
phonetic variation from the standard is much more acceptable in speaking than writing.

Secondly, there are vast numbers of lexemes with an Australian-based etymology that have been
produced through during the initial colonisation of Australia as well as the ongoing contact between
Australia and other languages. In particular, during the widespread settlement, a greater interaction
between the Europeans and the Indigenous Australians developed and thus a variety of lexemes
borrowed from Indigenous language have found a place in Australian English. The majority of these
lexemes are cultural terms for native Australian flora and fauna. For instance, ‘kangaroo’, ‘galah’,
‘coolabah’ and ‘billabong’ are all terms that originally belonged to the Indigenous language of
Australia but are now used frequently in Australian English. There are also other borrowings from
Indigenous languages that are now used in idiomatic expressions. For example, ‘out in the mulga’
(out in the bush) or ‘to boomerang’ (to backfire). These expressions are more commonly found in
the spoken mode as it is generally less formal and thus variation from Standard English is more
acceptable. Other iconic Australian lexemes have developed as a result of the Australian identity
over time. These include ‘“fair-go’, ‘battler’, ‘tall poppy’, ‘wet blanket’, ‘dob on’, ‘cultural cringe’ and
many more. Each of these terms offer an insight into the Australian values such as egalitarianism,
fairness, hardworking and feelings of inferiority to other nations, particularly Britain. The uniquely
Australian lexemes have developed not only from the typical Australian values of history but also
from the gradual contact between English speakers and Indigenous Australians.
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Finally, Australian English has an idiosyncratic way of using morphological features. In particular, the
striking use of diminutives, that is lexemes shortened to one syllable with an additional suffix then
added, usually ‘—ie’, ‘-0’ or “-a’. For example, ‘bickie’ instead of ‘biscuit’, ‘servo’ instead of ‘service
station’ (which in itself is a primarily Australian lexeme) and ‘Bazza’ instead of ‘Barry’. Each of these
diminutives conveys a sense of laid-backness, good-humour and friendliness, which are all typical
values of the Australian identity. Diminutives are characteristic of informal language, revealing why
they are more commonly found in the spoken mode opposed to the written mode of language.
Linguist, Anna Wierzbicka, supports the notion that these shortened expressions are a reflection of
cultural values such as informality, mateship and egalitarianism. Wierzbicka also believes that the
Australian love for abbreviations may stem from a dislike of long words and an association between
short words and friendliness. The use of diminutives shows significant variation from Standard
English, supporting the idea that variation from the standard is much more acceptable in speech
than writing.

In conclusion, Australian English involves many features from all of the different linguistic
subsystems that demonstrate variation from Standard English and Received Pronunciation. These
particularly fall under the systems of phonetics, as audible in the iconic Australian accent, lexicology,
including borrowed lexemes from foreign languages, and finally morphology, the wide use of
diminutives to express the interlocutor’s identity. Although many of the borrowed lexemes have
been codified and are used in Standard English, each of these features are characteristic of informal
language and thus are predominantly used in speech opposed to writing. In general, Australian
English’s variation from the standard is more acceptable in the spoken mode than the written mode
due to the common expectation of writing to be in Standard English in Australia.
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