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A number of ongoing trends have been identified in phonological variation and change in Northern 
Irish English (NIE), including levelling of traditional features (e.g. Harris 1985), survival of 
traditional variants amongst certain kinds of speaker (e.g. Maclaran 1976; Maguire 2023), and 
spread of supralocal features (e.g. Kingsmore 1995), all against a backdrop of class and ethno-
religious differences (McCafferty 2001). But studies of phonological variation and change in NIE 
have been sporadic and have largely concentrated on urban centres, despite much of the province 
being rural. 

This paper investigates two phonological features in order to explore the nature of 
phonological variation in change, especially with regard to traditional features, across Northern 
Ireland in the second half of the 20th century, using data from the Tape-recorded Survey of Hiberno-
English Speech (TRSHES; Barry 1981). These features are: 

1) The vowel in the MEAT lexical set, e.g. beak, meat, tea, which shows variation between 
traditional /e/ and modern /i/ (Milroy & Harris 1980); 

2) The vowel in the FOOT lexical set (Wells 1982); words in this set either have the vowel 
typical of the STRUT lexical set (/ʌ/) or the vowel typical of the GOOSE lexical set (/ʉ/) 
(Harris 1985; Maclaran 1976; Maguire 2020); although some FOOT words are invariant, 
most words in the set show variation, and this has been shown to correlate with a range of 
sociolinguistic factors, with /ʌ/ being characteristic of rural, working-class, older and male 
speech and /ʉ/ being characteristic of urban, middle-class, younger and female speech. 

The TRSHES is a collection of audio-recordings of questionnaire answers and conversational 
interviews provided by older, middle-aged and younger speakers from across Ireland in the 1970s. 
The survey was designed to capture phonological variation in particular, but has largely remained 
unanalysed. The TRSHES provides comparable data for three age groups from locations across 
Northern Ireland and it thus provides a unique (though not always straightforward) opportunity to 
investigate phonological variation, change and obsolescence in apparent time in NIE in the second 
half of the 20th century. 

Analysis of the Northern Irish TRSHES data for MEAT shows that /e/ is indeed recessive, 
by the 1970s being most characteristic of the informal speech of older male farmers in the west of 
the province (cf. Maguire 2023). The analysis of FOOT, on the other hand, reveals that /ʌ/ was still 
common in the 1970s, though /ʉ/ was increasing, being most characteristic of formal speech, 
younger and female speakers, and locations in the east of the province. Furthermore, /ʌ/ and /ʉ/ 
have complex lexical and geographical patterning (e.g. could, should and took typically have /ʉ/ rather 
than /ʌ/ even amongst older speakers in areas with significant historical Scottish settlement), 
revealing that variation in the set is not just a matter of change from a traditional to a supralocal 
form. These analyses show not only the value of the TRSHES data for understanding phonological 
variation and change in NIE but also the complexities of the relationship between traditional and 
supralocal variants across Northern Ireland. 
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