
The holy/holey distinction in Received Pronunciation English: 

morpho-phonological evidence for a change in progress 

Introduction 

 The realisation of the goat vowel as [əʊ] in all contexts was considered 

typical of RP English (Wells, 1982). 

 Variation in the goat vowel in pre-/l/ position can now be observed . 

 Appeared between Wells (1982) and Hughes, Trudgill & Watt (2012). 

Method 

 8 speakers - 4 male/female, 4 young/old 

 Wordlists recorded including structures below: 

 Midpoint of the nucleus and glide measured in PRAAT (Boersma & 

Weenink, 2017) and normalised using the Lobanov method. 

 Analysed by speaker, age, sex and morphological environment. 

Position of Vowel Morphology Syllabicity Example Word 

pre-consonantal 

(control) 

monomorpheme monosyllabic hope 

Open  monomorpheme monosyllabic hoe 

pre-/l/ monomorpheme monosyllabic hole 

pre-/l/ bimorpheme disyllabic holey 

pre-/l/ monomorpheme disyllabic holy 

Research Questions: 

1)  Is the goat vowel different in pre-/l/ position, e.g. hole vs. hope? 

2)  Is a change in progress occurring?  

Hypotheses: 

1)  There is a significantly different realisation of the goat vowel in pre-/l/ 

position. 

2)  There is an observable change in progress, in apparent time. 

Results 

 Mixed effect models show significant effect of word type (hope vs hole): 

 F2 of nucleus, t = 25.451 

 F2 of glide, t = 20.282 

 All environments (except the open syllable - not considered further in re-

sults or discussion) have an effect on F2 of nucleus and glide - vowel is 

backing - female speakers leading this. 

Morpho-phonological evidence for a change in progress: 

  hole hole-y holy hope 

Stage 0 [həʊl] [həʊli:] [həʊli:] [həʊp] 

Stage 1 [hɔul] [həʊli:] [həʊli:] [həʊp] 

Stage 2 [hɔul] [hɔuli:] [həʊli:] [həʊp] 

Stage 3 [hɔul] [hɔuli:] [hɔuli:] [həʊp] 

George Weasley: "Saintlike […] I'm holy. Holey, Fred, geddit?" 

Fred Weasley: "Pathetic! With the whole wide world of ear-related humour before you, you go for holey? Pathetic." (Rowling, 2007, p. 67) 
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 Variation of F2 in holey type words cannot be fully predicted by pho-

nological or social factors - random factor of speaker has largest 

effect. 

 Old speakers only have new variant in ‘hole’. Young speakers more 

variable. 

Discussion: 

 Allophone of the goat vowel in pre-/l/ environment is moving through 

the grammar. 

 Change in progress: 

 Weak evidence from apparent time - more variation in younger age 

group. 

 Speaker internal consistency +  effect of morphological environment  

- progression through the phonological lifecycle (Bermúdez-Otero, 

2015; Turton, 2014). 

 Cause could be phonetic or social: 

 Dialect levelling - allophone was present in London dialects before 

RP (Wells, 1982; Sampson, 1985). 

 /l/ as a retracting environment - causes backing of preceding vowels 

(Mesthrie, 2010; Labov, Ash and Boberg 2006). 

 

Caitlin Halfacre caitlin.halfacre.wordpress.com 

@91caitlin 

caitlin.halfacre@gmail.com 

Innovation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

F2 of the glide by speaker 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

F2 of the nucleus by speaker 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plot of the diphthongs in the hope, hole, holey and  holy type words 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

F2 of the Nucleus and the Glide 
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