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Young people’s speech in London, as in several other multilingual cities in Europe, is highly innovative. The innovations originate in the English of minority ethnic groups but many are diffusing to local monolingual ‘Anglo’ speakers. In this talk I will focus on some grammatical and discourse features that are typical of ‘Multicultural London English’: the variable repertoire of distinctive innovative features used by young people in inner city multiethnic areas of London. I will discuss the sociohistorical context in which these innovative features have emerged, comparing this context with those in which other contact varieties have developed (such as pidgin and creole languages, and indigenized post-colonial varieties) and arguing that Multicultural London English and other similar urban varieties are a typologically distinct language contact variety. I will present some analyses of the social and linguistic factors that account for the emergence and diffusion of some of the features of Multicultural London English, suggesting that these analyses can contribute to our understanding of fundamental questions in the field of contact linguistics, such as the role of second language acquisition in the genesis of creole languages and the principles that guide the selection of substrate features. Analyses of this kind can also help resolve unresolved issues in the field of language variation and change, such as the processes that may lead to the actuation of a linguistic change. 
