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Maltese English is a variety characterised within Schneider’s Dynamic Model (2007) for
postcolonial Englishes as being on the cusp of one of the later stages of nativization (Thusat
et.al, 2009). This view is corroborated by further and more recent sociolinguistic research noting
an increasing understanding of Maltese English being locally relevant and meaningful (Grech &
Vella, 2018, Caruana & Mori, 2021). Although this variety presents variation on all linguistic
levels (Bonnici et al), features in the phonetic/phonological domain are widely attested in the
relevant literature, and the speed at which native speakers of the variety recognise another
native speaker is further evidence for this (Grech, 2015). Recent efforts to exploit automated
speech-to-text software generally targeting more well-established varieties of English yields
interesting insights into which sounds may cause the systems to trip up and return errors (Vella
et al., 2023). One such sound which seems to yield mis-representation in the automated
systems is postvocalic ‘r’. Initial sociophonetic investigations suggest that this feature is an
important focus of study for sociolinguistic meaning, particularly as the variety is in the process
of shifting from a non-rhotic to a more rhotic variety (for example, Bonnici, 2010, Grech, 2015).

How has Maltese English exploited ‘r’ as a function of social meaning? This paper investigates
the case of ‘r’, and postvocalic ‘r’ in particular, as an instance of diachronic and synchronic
variation and change in Maltese English, in an analysis of both historical and contemporary data.
Across the various data sets, instances of ‘r’ are analysed in 6 speakers, of which 2 are obtained
from older speakers recorded in 1992, and the remaining 4 representing variation in different
local speech communities more recently (2015-2018). The ‘r’ data for each speaker is examined
within the context of native listener perception ratings gathered for some of the same speakers
by Grech (2015), allowing for another perspective on the interpretation of the data.

Early results indicate a shift away from non-rhotic, towards more rhotic realisations of
postvocalic ‘r’, but this is not a wholesale shift. Instead, it is clear that ‘r’ (both postvocalic, and
not) is exploited for rich social meaning, including whether the speaker is dominant in either
English or Maltese, social status and education, and to some degree, also register. The related
implication is that native Maltese English speakers use features such as ‘r’ to navigate their social
realities in their speech communities.
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