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Abstract

Previous studies investigating postulations that Brunei

English was being shaped by American English did not

yield any conclusive findings. In recent years, claims of

young English-speaking Bruneians sounding American have

becomemorepersistent, therebyprecipitating this research.

Data was collected from 38 Bruneian Malays who are in

their late teens andmid-twenties andover900 tokens repre-

sentative of American English features were analysed. Out-

comes reveal that Brunei English is indeed diverging from

its traditional exonormative norm, British English, and is dis-

playing new and incipient pronunciations that are indicative

of on-going sound changes.While Americanisation accounts

for some of these changes, it is not the only force at play. The

findings of this study provide ample evidence that Brunei

English is in active state of dynamic change and is steadily

progressing towards the next stage of its evolutionary cycle.

1 INTRODUCTION

Recent years have witnessed an increase in claims of American English (AmE) influencing the English pronunciation

of young Bruneians (Gardiner & Deterding, 2019; Ho 2013; Nur Raihan, 2021). These claims, however, have not been

backed by evidence. Most accounts seem to be anecdotal and the first attempt to systematically investigate whether

Americanisation was shaping the pronunciation of Brunei English (BrunE) was conducted by Salbrina (2009). The

reported instancesof rhoticity in the speechof Salbrina’sBruneian subjects,whichwerepeculiarly higher than thoseof

her Singaporean respondents, had initially been thought to be due to influence fromAmE. The study, however, yielded

unsatisfactory results with only a few reported occurrences of American-like pronunciations in the other investigated

tokens. For instance, only one out of the 18 subjects in Salbrina (2009) pronounced after and afternoon with [æ] and

none produced intervocalic taps [ɾ] in little and later; and only a small number of hot and not were realised with the

open unrounded [ɑ]. Given the lack of substantial evidence, it was, therefore, postulated that BrunE’s rhoticity is most

likely a consequenceof theBruneians’ first language,BruneiMalay, inwhichpostvocalic-r is always articulated (Clynes,

2014).
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Over a decade later, assertions of a distinctively Americanised BrunE accent in the speech of young Bruneians

have become persistent as evidenced by an increasing number of linguistics students in Universiti Brunei Darussalam

(UBD) choosing the topic Americanisation and BrunE for their university academic reports. Included among themwas

a Japanese exchange student taking a module on world Englishes, who, prior to commencing her study in UBD, had

expected her Bruneian friends to sound more ‘British-like. Her speculation, as she explained, had been based on the

fact that Brunei was once under British rule and that the Bruneian education system was (and still is) entrenched on

the Britishmodel.

In another incident, this time involving an accent identification activity in class, a recording of an AmE speaker was

wrongly identified by the local students as being Bruneian. When asked to explain, the students responded that their

judgement was based on the articulation of the letter <r>, which to them sounded conspicuously Bruneian. An even

more interesting incident occurred during an online seminar that was delivered to students from an American uni-

versity. During the presentation, a recording of a conversation in English between three Bruneian females had been

accidentally played, which led the American students to thinking that someone had forgotten to mute their laptop

microphone. During the discussion at the end of the seminar, some of the students relayed their astonishment at how

American-like the Bruneian females sounded. These incidents are among themotivations for why this present work is

carried out. Specifically, it seeks to investigate the veracity of the claims and observations, and to provide systematic

evidence, if any, that the sounds of contemporary BrunE have undergone Americanisation.

This study is also undertaken given the historical background of the English language in Brunei. English made its

debut in the country by way of the British. The Sultanate of Brunei became a British Protectorate in 1888 (Hussain-

miya, 2006), whichmeant that anymatters to dowith foreign relations were under the purview of the British Govern-

ment. Contact with the Americans was minimal with official records stating that a treaty was signed between the two

nations in 1850 and that an American consulate was briefly set up in the country from 1865 until 1867 (Office of the

Historian, n.d.). Between 1867 and Brunei’s independence in 1984, a period spanning over a century, there appears to

havebeena void in anydiplomatic contact between the twocountries. TheBritish, on theother hand, played a substan-

tial role inBrunei’s development. Itwitnessed the country’s growth froma feudal state to amodernone, beginningwith

the establishment of a British Residency in 1906 (Hughes-Halley, 1940). The British Resident, acting as a representa-

tive of the British Government, was tasked with offering advice to the Sultan on matters pertaining to governance. It

is no surprise, therefore, that the education system of Brunei bears some of the trademarks of the British system. For

example, the national examinations taken by Bruneian students1 are developed by a British examinations board. This,

coupled with Brunei’s early-day status as a British Protectorate and its close association with Great Britain, makes it

reasonable to postulate that the brand of English that is used and traditionally promoted in the country is the British

variety. Evidence of this can be seen in the English words that have crept into the Brunei Malay lexicon such as bunit,

which is derived fromBritish English (BrE) bonnet, kabat from cupboard, andmatuka frommotorcar. Logically, wewould

also expect the English of the Bruneians, notably their pronunciation, to be based on BrE, and that appeared to be

the case following the findings of Mossop (1996, p. 207), who had noted that the number of differences between the

Brunei English accent and R.P. decreases drastically with the advancement along the basilectal and acrolectal contin-

uum. So, it is clear that over three decades ago, the English pronunciation of the Bruneians, notably the acrolectal or

educated variety, displayed features associatedwith BrE. If it is true that the English spoken by present-day Bruneians

is Americanised, that is a clear indication that a shift has taken place in terms of pronunciation. And if that is the case,

then it is an interesting development for two reasons: one, it implies that AmE is now the model variety in this once

British-protected state; and two, BrunE is developing on a path that is unlike its sister variety, Singapore English (SgE).

As shall be discussed later, a study investigating the effect of Americanisation on SgE (Tan, 2016) has found that there

is minimal influence of AmE on the phonology of SgE.

Whilst frequent references will be made to the linguistic features of BrE and AmE, it is acknowledged that the ter-

minologies British English and American English have been subject to contentious debate as they are both ambiguous

and extremely problematic on geographic, linguistic and political grounds (Murphy, 2016, p. 4). Indeed, there are sub-

stantial variations within each variety. In this paper, the use of the two terms is retained to refer to themajor varieties
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that have frequently been used as the yard-stick for English teaching and learning, that is, Received Pronunciation for

BrE, and General AmE for AmE.

2 ENGLISH IN BRUNEI

Research on the English language in Brunei only started to feature regularly in the academia in the 1990s, and this

was following a large-scale project funded by UBD titled Verbal communication in Brunei Darussalam: A sociolinguis-

tic profile (Yunos, 2007). One of the project’s momentous outcomes was an edited book byMartin et al. (1996) which

featured 19 papers discussing the languages spoken in the country. Divided into three sections, the second part was

focused on describing the role and features of English of the Bruneians. Back then, English in the country was ranked

second after Brunei Malay in the category of important languages; regarded as a second language by the Bruneians;

andwas predicted to unlikely ever attain a first language status (Ożóg, 1996). It was also only used for communication

among the educated population and with non-Malay-speaking foreigners (Martin & Poedjosoedarmo, 1996). Due to

their shared history of having once been under British rule, Mossop (1996) pointed out several phonetic similarities

between the Bruneian variety of English and those of neighbouring SgE andMalaysian English (MalE). Among the fea-

tures he had identifiedwas the tendency of the Bruneians to pronounce diphthongs asmonophthongs, and to simplify

consonant clusters through the process of reduction.

Since then, there have been ample research on BrunE and some notable publications include a monograph that

offers a thorough linguistic coverage of the English inBrunei byDeterding and Salbrina (2013); a collection of chapters

edited by Haji-Othman et al. (2016), which served as an update of and a continuation to Martin et al. (1996); and a

special journal issue on BrunE (McLellan & Chin, 2016a), which also included a research bibliography of works that

dealwholly and partlywith English inBrunei (McLellan&Chin, 2016b, p. 612).Many of the linguistic features reported

in the 2016publicationswere extensions of those reported inDeterding and Salbrina (2013). For instance, Nur Raihan

and Deterding’s (2016) article on pronunciation concurred many of the earlier findings including the rhotic nature of

BrunE; the common tendency of Bruneian speakers to realise the dental fricatives as plosives; and the widespread

occurrence of spelling pronunciation such that salmon is articulated as [ˈsælmən].
On the phonetic features, rhoticity garnered much interest because, in this respect, BrunE was displaying a char-

acteristic unlike its neighbouring postcolonial varieties. SgE and MalE are acknowledged to be non-rhotic (Baskaran,

2005; Deterding, 2007; Pillai, 2015) and recent reports of rhoticity in SgE appears to be confined only to the educated

and elite speakers (Tan, 2012, 2016). In Brunei, however, rhoticity is a widespread occurrence, having no regard for

educational background or status, and this is considered an anomaly among post-British colonial varieties. It appears

tobeagrowing trend (NurRaihan&Deterding, 2016, p. 521)with younger speakersdisplayingmore r-coloured tokens

than older ones (Nur Raihan, 2016). An explanation has been offered in terms of a possible influence from AmE but

as reported earlier, investigations involving other features normally associated with AmE (Salbrina, 2009; Salbrina &

Deterding, 2010) proved to be inconclusive. A more plausible reason for why BrunE is rhotic may have to do with

BruneiMalay as instances of /r/ word-finally are always pronounced in thisMalay dialect (Clynes, 2014).

As outlined in the previous section, accounts of Bruneians sounding American-like have become more common in

recent years, and these have galvanised a flurry of undergraduate academic exercises investigating the phenomenon

of Americanisation in BrunE. Studies which looked at lexical choices, such as Nur Raihan (2021), show that there is

certainly a preference for AmE (for example, candy for sweets, and truck for lorry) but this shift in lexical preference

is not exclusively Bruneian. As attested by Gonçalves et al. (2018, p. 10), the drift towards American vocabulary is

unmistakable and is a global phenomenon linked to the rise of American economic and political power following the

SecondWorldWar. The consequent spreadofAmericanpopular culture that havebeen felt in almost all Asian societies

(Bolton et al., 2020, p. 10) have also contributed to the predominance of American vocabulary in the Englishes spoken

around the world.
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Similar to the findings of Salbrina (2009) and Salbrina andDeterding (2010), the undergraduate investigations have

not been definitive in ascertaining AmE’s influence on the pronunciation of BrunE. While there appears to be some

instances of AmE features (for example, [æ] in chance), these are few and far between. Tan (2016) also arrived at the

same conclusion in her examination of SgE. Comparing the speech of two groups of differently aged Singaporeans, Tan

(2016, p. 132) found that while the younger speakers exhibited significantly more American features than the older

ones, the overall results indicate that the Americanisation process is not a uniform one. Out of the four AmE features

she investigated (that is, rhoticity, taps, and the [æ] and [eɪ] vowels in dance and tomato respectively), only postvocalic-r
was prominently showcased and even so, it was the younger and ethnically Chinese speakers who displayed a higher

incidence of this feature in their speech. Tan (2016, p. 134) concluded her study by stating that while AmE is not a

major influence in the nativisation and change processes of SgE, the Asian variety is detaching itself from its British

history through the adoption of new norms and linguistic features that are in line with the force of globalisation. As

aforementioned, BrunE has been documented to share many of the features of SgE. If, however, the observations are

confirmed that the sounds of BrunE are now undergoing a change due to Americanisation, it would then suggest that

this English variety is evolving into a variety that is distinct from the regional Asian varieties. To confirmor refute these

claims, it was decided to investigate the speech of the generation that has been widely associated with high English

usage (Salbrina & Zayani, 2021; Salbrina, 2021; Zayani & Salbrina, submitted), that is, the Bruneians aged in their late

teens to their mid-20s. This would make the current findings comparable to the studies conducted previously as they

were also collected fromBruneians of the same age range.

3 METHODOLOGY

Data for this research was obtained from 38 BrunE speakers. The subjects were requested to perform two speaking

tasks. These two tasks (spoken activities) were specifically designed to elicit features that are distinctive of AmE and

they involved reading out loud a set of 13 sentenceswith two distractors (see Appendix) followed by a naming activity

involving six images. The subjects were recorded using a ZoomH4n handy portable recorder with two built-in micro-

phones. The audio recordingswere then extracted to a laptop and the analysiswas done auditorilywith visual acoustic

support utilising Praat (Boersma &Weenink, 2021). The analysis entailed identifying the tokens as having either BrE

or AmE phonetic realisations. The whole process was carried out by one rater and in order to ensure test validity, the

identification assessmentwas repeated after oneweek. The test of intra-rater reliability returned a coefficient of 0.71

indicating a relatively stable rating. During the analysis, however, it was discovered that some of the tokens, notably

those intended to elicit American [æ] and [ɑ], could not be neatly classified into either of the two pre-set groups. Con-
sequently, a third category was added labelled Other and a descriptive note was made of the sounds that had been

produced.

The pronunciation features investigated in this study are as shown in Table 1. The number of tokens per subject

was 25, making it 950 tokens investigated altogether. Features that have been widely documented to be character-

istic of AmE were selected by referring to various external sources, notably those which have compared BrE against

AmE (Kretzschmar, 2010; Modiano, 1996; Wells, 2008). A miscellaneous category comprising three words with no

predictable pattern butwith clearly distinct pronunciations in the two varieties is also included to further appraise the

extent of the Americanising effect, if any, on BrunE.

3.1 Subjects

Table 2presents the background information of the38BruneianMalays (labelled S1–S38)who tookpart in the investi-

gation. The ages of the respondents ranged from17 to 24 (M= 20.26 years, SD=1.69)with the females outnumbering

themales (26 or 68.4% versus 12 or 31.6%). Most indicate that their first language isMalay (31 or 81.6%) while seven
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TABLE 1 Pronunciation target words from speaking task

American [ɜ] American [eɪ] Tapping

hurry tomato tomato

courage vase vitamin

city

American [ɑ] American [aɪ] Miscellaneous

doctor privacy herb

shop anti schedule

lot advertisement clerk

vitamins

American [u] American [æ] Rhoticity

news banana herb

tuna castle more

asked

dancer

(18.4%) claimed to speak English as a first language. For those whose mother tongue is Malay, the most commonly

quoted age atwhich they had first picked up English is three. The respondentswere also asked to state the language or

languages theymost prefer touse in their day-to-day activities.Unsurprisingly, the responses are similar to thepattern

observed in Salbrina (2021)with the dual use ofMalay and English coming in first (23 or 60.5%) and English second (11

or 28.9%). Malay was chosen by only four (10.5%) subjects.

The informants were also asked to rate their English-speaking ability on the following scale: one – understand but

cannot speak; two – understand and can speak with great difficulty; three – understand and can speak but with some

difficulty; four – understand and speak comfortably, with little difficulty; and five – understand and speak fluently

like a native speaker. The most popular response is four with five coming in second (M = 4.11, SD = 0.73). Only one

claimed to speak English with great difficulty (S5). From the self-reported assessment, the Bruneians are noted for

their English-leaning tendencies, and amajority of them profess to speaking English with good proficiency. Amajority

of the respondents in this study areUBDundergraduates (30 or 78.9%)while the remaining are students at other local

institutes of higher education (7 or 18.4%). One subject (S2) has just begun her university study in England at the time

of the recording but prior to this, the subject had spent her entire education years in Brunei. None of the informants

have lived in, or even travelled to America, which means that any instances of Americanisation in the speech of the

Bruneians are unlikely to be due to direct exposure to AmE.

4 FINDINGS

Theoverall findings onpronunciation are presented inTable 3. Cases of erroneous identifications or non-productionof

the targetwords, suchas in the caseof one subject (S29)whocalledoutpot insteadof vase, wereexcluded fromthe final

tally. In the discussion of the vowels, where necessary, Wells‘s (1982) standard lexical sets will be used, particularly in

describing the pronunciations of the Bruneians.

A quick run through the figures in Table 3 indicates that the general pronunciation patterns of the Bruneians seem

to skew on the American side, most evidently for the vowels in hurry (38 or 100%) and courage (29 or 81.6%), as well

as those of tomato (35 or 92.1%) and vase (30 or 81.1%). Other clear cases of change in progress towards more use

of the perceived American pronunciation can be seen in schedule (37 or 97.4%) and clerk (38 or 100%). While most of
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TABLE 2 Demographic information of respondents

Items Number (and percentage) Mean Mode Standard Deviation

Gender (N= 38)

Male 12 (31.6%)

Female 26 (68.4%)

Age - 20.26 20 1.69

First language

Malay 31 (81.6%)

English 7 (18.4%)

Preferred language for daily use

Malay 4 (10.5%)

English 11 (28.9%)

Both equally 23 (60.5%)

Age first learnt English - 4.10 3 1.47

English ability 4.11 4 0.73

1 0

2 1 (2.6%)

3 5 (13.2%)

4 21 (55.3%)

5 11 (28.9%)

courage had American-like realisations, six tokens (15.8%) were recorded to have an [ɔ]-like quality for the first vowel.
This could bemanifestations of spelling pronunciation that has been reported to frequently occur in the English of the

Bruneians (Deterding & Nur Raihan, 2016; Nur Raihan, 2015; Nur Raihan & Deterding, 2016). The pervasiveness of

pronouncing words based on orthography has been explained by Nur Raihan (2015, p. 37) as a transfer effect from

Malay as it is a language whose words are typically pronounced as they are spelt. Spelling-based pronunciation could

also possibly account for the results obtained for clerk because in Malay the letter <e> is realised with an [e ∼ ə]-like
quality (Clynes & Deterding, 2011). Interestingly, it has been noted that spelling pronunciations are typical of AmE,

which, according to Cummings (1988, p. 23), stems from the national predisposition among Americans to follow the

writtenwordmore than the spoken. Spelling pronunciation is alsonoted tobe crucial in theprocess of language change

(Hock & Joseph, 2009) and was one of the main mechanisms responsible for the levelling of the different English

dialects during the periods of Middle and Early Modern English (Cummings, 1988). In the case of herb, however, the

conservative h-less pronunciation has beenmaintained in AmEwhile in Britain, the initial /h/ began to be pronounced

from the 19th century onwards (Barber, 1993). With 90% of Americans favouring [ɝːb] over [hɝːb] (Wells, 2008), an

h-less herb appears to be one of the defining features of AmE. Thus, a preponderance of [ɝːb] in an emerging English

variety could serve as an indicator of substantial AmE influence over the phonological systemof the concerned variety.

The Bruneian data, however, reveal that only five (13.2%) tokens were produced without the initial /h/. That most of

herb were pronounced with the initial /h/ and with r-colouring (32 or 84.2%) suggest that what have been observed

here are likely to be instances of spelling pronunciation.

Although the spelling effect may explain the Bruneians pronunciations of herb, it does not, however, satisfacto-

rily account for why the vowels in words such as privacy and advertisement were mostly realised as [aɪ] or those in

tomato and vase as the American equivalent. Had the Bruneians been guided by a word’s spelling for how it is to

be pronounced, then it would have been expected for them to realise the first vowel in privacy as [ɪ] or [i], and the
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TABLE 3 Results of the investigation on American pronunciation features (number and percentage)

Variable and token

British-like

realisations

American-like

realisations Other

American [ɜ] (N= 76) 3 (3.9%) 67 (88.2%) 6 (7.9%)

hurry 0 38 (100%) 0

courage 3 (7.9%) 29 (81.6%) 6 (15.8%)

American [eɪ] (N= 75) 9 (12.0%) 65 (86.7%) 1 (1.4%)

tomato 3 (7.9) 35 (92.1) 0

vase 6 (16.2%) 30 (81.1%) 1 (2.7%)

American [u] (N= 76) 28 (36.8%) 48 (63.2%) 0

tuna 1 (2.6%) 37 (97.4%) 0

news 26 (68.4%) 12 (31.6%) 0

American [aɪ] (N= 152) 49 (32.2%) 103 (67.8%) 0

privacy 1 (2.6%) 37 (97.4%) 0

anti 22 (57.9%) 16 (42.1%) 0

advertisement 18 (47.4%) 20 (52.6%) 0

vitamins 8 (21.1%) 30 (78.9%) 0

American [æ] (N= 151) 8 (6.2%) 57 (44.2%) 86 (66.7%)

banana 0 16 (42.1%) 22 (57.9%)

castle 2 (5.4%) 21 (56.8%) 14 (37.8%)

asked 4 (10.5%) 6 (15.8%) 28 (73.7%)

dancer 2 (5.3%) 14 (36.8%) 22 (57.9%)

American [ɑ] (N= 113) 23 (15.4%) 26 (17.4%) 64 (56.6%)

doctor 8 (21.6%) 11 (29.7%) 18 (48.6%)

shop 11 (28.9%) 0 27 (71.1%)

lot 4 (10.5%) 15 (39.5%) 19 (50.0%)

Tapping (N= 114) 48 (42.1%) 66 (57.9%) 0

tomato 18 (47.4%) 20 (52.6%) 0

vitamin 8 (21.1%) 30 (78.9%) 0

city 22 (57.9%) 16 (42.1%) 0

Rhoticity (N= 76) 8 (10.5%) 68 (89.5%) 0

herb 6 (15.8%) 32 (84.2%) 0

more 2 (5.3% 36 (94.7%) 0

Miscellaneous

herb (N= 38) 33 (86.8%) 5 (13.2%) 0

schedule (N= 38) 1 (2.6%) 37 (97.4%) 0

clerk (N= 38) 0 38 (100%) 0

second vowel in tomato along the qualities of [a ∼ ʌ]. Thus, another process must also be at play here and it is plau-

sible that these are genuine evidence of AmE influencing the English pronunciation of the Bruneians. It needs to be

mentioned, however, that in the case of tomato and vase, there is also the possibility that the respondents only osten-

sibly sounded American-like and that the concerned vowels were actually monophthongal rather than diphthongal
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TABLE 4 A breakdown of theOther findings for BATH (number and percentage)

Token (N= 86) [ɐ] [ɛ]

banana (N= 22) 20 (90.9%) 2 (9.1%)

asked (N= 14) 2 (14.3%) 12 (85.7%)

castle (N= 28) 15 (53.6%) 13 (46.4%)

dancer (N= 22) 6 (27.3%) 16 (72.7%)

Total 43 (50%) 43 (50%)

given the widespread tendency of Bruneians to localise diphthongs through monophthongisation (Salbrina, 2010,

Deterding & Salbrina, 2013).

Investigations into the pronunciations of BrE [juː] and AmE [u] in the words news and tuna yielded mixed results.

Tunawasmostly [tunə], that is, the American pronunciation.News, on the other hand, saw an unbalanced split between

[nuz] and [njuz] with more favouring the British-like pronunciation. One explanation that could be offered for these

varied observations is the interplay between interference fromMalay phonology and the process of Americanisation.

The word tuna is also tuna in Malay. However, the Brunei Malay pronunciation is without any aspiration of the /t/ (ini-

tial plosives are unaspirated in all varieties of theMalay language, see Clynes &Deterding, 2011) andwithout the yod,

which explains the prevalence of the initial [tu] in tuna in the present data. Transfer fromMalay and the on-going pro-

cess of Americanisation could have led to the stabilisation of this American-like pronunciation. It is posited that news

is still in the process of transition, and that it is also subject to Americanisation but at a much slower rate. A reason for

why this is so is because there is noMalay transfer effect to support the process of change. As a matter of fact, words

with initial [nj] sound are common in Brunei Malay while those that begin with [nu] are rare. The Brunei Malay dictio-

nary (Kamus Bahasa Melayu Brunei 2007) confirms this by only providing two entries for words beginning with <nu>.

Thus, in terms ofmarknedness (De Lacy, 2006), [njuz] is lessmarked and ismore natural to articulate than [nuz] for the

Bruneians, which therefore explains why there aremore instances of the former than the latter.

Comparing the current findings to those of Salbrina (2009), the effect of Americanisation on modern-day BrunE is

indisputable. Over a decade ago, only a handful of AmE features were reported in the speech of the Bruneians with

zero instances of intervocalic tapping. In this present data, however, the subjects not only showed evidence of real-

ising medial /t/ as the voiced alveolar tap [ɾ], but were also producing this common AmE feature (Giegerich, 1992;

Kretzschmar, 2010; Ladefoged & Johnson, 2011) substantially more than the alveolar plosive.

Asmentioned earlier, therewere instances in which the sounds produced by the Bruneians could neither be placed

in the British- nor American-like categories. These were particularly the case in the BATH and the LOT vowels and the

findings for the two variables are discussed below.

4.1 The BATH vowel

In addition to the taps, another notable departure fromSalbrina (2009) can be found in the findings for [æ]. Previously,

it was concluded that the BATH vowel was commonly pronounced as [ɑː] by Bruneian speakers of English, but there
now appears to be a substantial shift in favour of [æ]. However, the more common vowel sounds, marked as Other in

Table 3, appear to be those which have relative auditory qualities between [ɐ ∼ ɛ]. The Other findings are outlined in

detail in Table 4.

There does not seem to be a discernible pattern as to the occurrences of [ɐ∼ ɛ] other than that when the Bruneians
were initially thought to have a British-like pronunciation, the vowel emerged to having a quality closer to [ɐ], that is,
the vowel was more fronted. Those who initially sounded American, on the other hand, were discovered to produce a
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F IGURE 1 The spectrogram of the word asked producedwith [ɑː] by S4 [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

F IGURE 2 The spectrogram of the word asked producedwith [æ] by S3 [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

vowel more similar to [ɛ]. The differences in the quality of the vowel productions are illustrated in Figures 1–4, which
are the spectrograms of asked as produced by four Bruneian males, S4, S3, S5 and S30, each of whomwere discerned

to produce the vowels [ɑː], [æ], [ɐ], and [ɛ] respectively. Table 5 shows the values of the vowels first (F1) and second

formant (F2) frequencies, and it canbe seen that there is a degreeof agreement in themeasurementswith the auditory

judgments. For instance, the backness of S4’s vowel is confirmed by the distance between its F1 and F2, while S3 and

S30’s vowels are noticeably fronted based on their F2. The F2 value of S5’s vowel indicates that it is in a centralised

position in comparison to the other three.
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F IGURE 3 The spectrogram of the word asked producedwith [ɐ] by S5 [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

F IGURE 4 The spectrogram of the word asked producedwith [ɛ] by S30 [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

TABLE 5 The F1 and F2 values of the four realisations of BATH

Subject Vowel F1 (Hz) F2 (Hz)

S4 [ɑː] 941 1080

S3 [æ] 760 1619

S5 [ɐ] 676 1469

S30 [ɛ] 595 1654
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TABLE 6 A breakdown of theOther findings for LOT (number and percentage)

Token (N= 64) [ɔ] [ɐ]

doctor (N= 18) 4 (22.2%) 14 (77.7%)

shop (N= 27) 14 (51.9%) 13 (48.1%)

lot (N= 19) 6 (31.6%) 13 (68.4%)

Total 24 (37.5%) 40 (62.5%)

F IGURE 5 The spectrogram of the word doctor producedwith [ɒ] by S2 [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

4.2 The LOT vowel

Equally intriguing are the findings obtained for the LOT vowel. This, too, was investigated in Salbrina (2009) who

reported only seven instances of the American [ɑ] in her data of 72 tokens. The remaining tokens were produced

with a BrE-like vowel quality. In the current data, a shift is again observed in the direction of AmE, although it is not

as extraordinary as what we saw earlier with BATH. Most of the Bruneians, however, produced the LOT vowel with

a quality that is perceptually judged to be between [ɔ ∼ ɐ]. Similar to what was reported in BATH, the Bruneians who

were initially thought to sound British or American were in actual fact producing vowels that were, upon closer lis-

tening, of different qualities. The vowel of those who were at first deemed to sound British were actually less open,

while those judged to sound American-like has a more fronted vowel, much like the centralised [ɐ]. Table 6 presents

the results for the two vowels, which shows that the centralised [ɐ] is more common for doctor and lotwhile there is an

almost equal split between [ɔ] and [ɐ] for shop.
To illustrate the differences in the quality of the LOT vowel, the spectrograms of the word doctor uttered by four

female subjects, S2, S18, S35 and S37, are shown in Figures 5–8 while the vowels formant values are presented in

Table 7. Again, the perceptual impressions of frontness and openness of the vowels are confirmed acoustically by the

formant measurements.
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F IGURE 6 The spectrogram of the word doctor producedwith [ɑ] by S18 [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

F IGURE 7 The spectrogram of the word doctor producedwith [ɔ] by S37 [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

TABLE 7 The F1 and F2 values of the four realisations of LOT

Subject Vowel F1 (Hz) F2 (Hz)

S2 [ɒ] 534 1266

S18 [ɑ] 765 1293

S37 [ɔ] 495 1159

S35 [ɐ] 650 1518
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F IGURE 8 The spectrogram of the word doctor producedwith [ɐ] by S35 [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

TABLE 8 Overall BATH and LOT categorised into British- or American-like vowel qualities (number and
percentage)

Token

British-like

realisations

American-like

realisations

BATH (N= 151) 51 (33.8%) 100 (66.2%)

banana 20 (52.6%) 18 (47.4%)

castle 4 (10.8%) 33 (89.2%)

asked 19 (50.0%) 19 (50.0%)

dancer 8 (33.8%) 30 (78.9%)

LOT (N= 113) 47 (41.6%) 66 (58.4%)

doctor 12 (32.4%) 25 (67.6%)

shop 15 (65.8%) 13 (34.2%)

lot 10 (26.3% 28 (73.7%)

4.3 BATH and LOT

The BATHand LOT vowels have produced varied, but nonetheless compelling results. The synchronic variability in the

vowel realisations in the two lexical sets are indicative of an active process of change. In both cases, the back vowels

undergo fronting and, in some instances, raising as well. As mentioned earlier, the BATH and LOT were previously

predominantly realised with the British vowel variants (Salbrina, 2009), but the current data reveal that this is no

longer the case. Instead, modern-day young Bruneians appear to produce the vowels similar in quality to those of

AmE and Table 8 illustrates this point by conflating the Other vowels into their respective British- or American-like

counterparts.

Based on the findings of BATH and LOT, it is hypothesised that the active systematic vowel shift in progress ofmov-

ing from theBritish-like vowels towards theAmerican-like variantswill eventually see theBrunE vowels for BATHand
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F IGURE 9 Chain shifting of BATH and LOT in BrunE [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

LOTbe stabilised to /ɛ/ and /ɐ/ respectively, and that these could be among the intrinsicmarkers of aBrunE accent. The

vowel trajectories of BrunEBATH and LOT and their projected targets are illustrated in the following figure (Figure 9).

5 CONCLUSION

Drawing all the findings together, a picture that emerges is a complex one. It is irrefutable that the English variety in

Brunei is undergoing some major sound changes, but to say that they are all attributed to the process of American-

isation would be an oversimplification. The effect of Americanisation is particularly profound in three pronunciation

features: in rhoticity, in the realisations of the diphthongs in tomato and vase, and in the articulation of the first vowel in

hurry and courage. It is also in these three features that there is widespread uniformity. A number of factors have been

proposed to explain the uniform idiosyncrasies noted in the pronunciations of the Bruneians. In addition to the influ-

ence fromAmE, it is also posited that other processes such as spelling pronunciation, transfer effects fromMalay, and

linguistic markedness are also at play. What this study has shown is that the effect of Americanisation on the English

of the Bruneians seems to be enhanced when the concerned element or feature is also present in Malay, as was the

case in the yod absence in tuna and the articulation of /r/ in postvocalic positions, or if the effect is supported by other

changemechanisms, such as pronouncing words as they are spelt, as was the case in clerk and herb.

In addition touniformity, the present findings also point to considerable variability in the soundsofBrunE.Variation

and variability are expected phenomena in emerging Englishes given that the input is more mixed (Van Rooy, 2010,

pp. 16, 7) and drawn from diverse sources. Eventually, however, these variations are expected to converge on stable

conventions. Examples of thiswere seen in the responses for news, whichwere explained as a consequenceof linguistic

markedness stemming fromMalay. However, as AmE is also an influencer in the shaping of BrunE phonological system,

opposing forces are in operation resulting in the varied responses for news. The variabilitymay persist for awhile until

one point in time when one effect outweighs the other, which then will result in one form being selected more often

than the other, therefore resulting in dialect levelling and uniformity in the sound production.

At the start of this paper, mention was made of a distinctive BrunE accent based on the ability of the Bruneians

to recognise an accent as being Bruneianised. Rhoticity has been frequently cited as a salient aspect of this purported

accent and the findingshereprovide further confirmationof this feature’s omnipresence inBrunE. This study’s findings

also point to the emergence of other localised features such as /ɛ/ in BATH and /ɐ/ in LOT, and together with rhoticity,
these linguistic features could potentially signal an accent as being inherently Bruneian. The observations and find-

ings made here could be adequately explained by enacting Croft’s (2000) innovation and propagation processes of
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language change. Contact between Malay, BrE and now, AmE, has resulted in a feature pool of innovations in BrunE,

that have diffused with some becoming established while others are still in the process of stabilising.

A major takeaway from this present study is that the speakers of modern-day BrunE are showing signs of dissocia-

tion from the traditional exonormative norm, BrE. BrunE now displays phonetic features that closely resemble those

of AmE. However, this process of Americanisation appears to only be the starting point of BrunE’s linguistic journey

away from BrE, and the AmE features are not, in fact, the target as demonstrated by the findings for BATH and LOT.

In other words, there is not enough evidence to suggest that the change being observed in the English spoken by con-

temporary young Bruneians is driven by a tendency towards Americanism. Indeed, more research needs to be con-

ducted in order to verify whether the incipient linguistic variants observed in this study are socially diagnostic of the

local Bruneian identity and consequently, prognostic of BrunE’s endonormative stability. It would also be worthwhile

to expand the scope of study to include Bruneians of non-Malay ethnicity and to compare the eventual findings to

those of Singapore, which, having been ahead of BrunE in the developmental cycle of world Englishes, would display

advanced features of stabilisation and homogenisation irrespective of ethnic lines. The results of these recommended

future research, together with the current findings, would provide a more comprehensive account of BrunE and its

variety status within the world Englishes paradigm.
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APPENDIX: SENTENCES

1. He’s watching the news so give him some privacy.

2. He is anti-vaccine.

3. Cigarettes are bad for you.

4. The shop sells Italian herbs.

5. The cat is very docile.

6. She asked for somemedicine.

7. Could you hurry up?

8. The clerk says he has a busy schedule today.

9. Can you givemore details about him?

10. The advertisement says vitamins are good for us.

11. We took the best route to the city.

12. He has a lot of courage.

13. She wants to be a dancer.
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