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Abstract: All languages change as speakers adopt or invent new ways of speaking and pass
them on to other members of their speech community. Language change happens at all levels
from the phonological level to the levels of vocabulary, morphology, syntax, and discourse.
Even though language change is often initially evaluated negatively by speakers of the
language who often consider changes to be "decay" or a sign of slipping norms of language
usage, it is natural and inevitable.
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Changes may affect specific sounds or the entire phonological system. Sound change can
consist of the replacement of one speech sound or phonetic feature by another, the complete
loss of the affected sound, or even the introduction of a new sound in a place where there
previously was none. Sound changes can be conditioned in which case a sound is changed
only if it occurs in the vicinity of certain other sounds. Sound change is usually assumed to be
regular, which means that it is expected to apply mechanically whenever its structural
conditions are met, irrespective of any non-phonological factors. On the other hand, sound
changes can sometimes be sporadic, affecting only one particular word or a few words,
without any seeming regularity. Sometimes a simple change triggers a chain shift in which the
entire phonological system is affected. This happened in the Germanic languages when the
sound change known as Grimm's law affected all the stop consonants in the system. The
original consonant *b" became /b/ in the Germanic languages, the previous *b in turn became
/p/, and the previous *p became /f/. The same process applied to all stop consonants and
explains why Italic languages such as Latin have p in words like pater and pisces, whereas
Germanic languages, like English, have father and fish.

Another example is the Great Vowel Shift in English, which is the reason that the
spelling of English vowels do not correspond well to their current pronunciation. This is
because the vowel shift brought the already established orthography out of synchronization
with pronunciation. Another source of sound change is the erosion of words as pronunciation
gradually becomes increasingly indistinct and shortens words, leaving out syllables or sounds.
This kind of change caused Latin mea domina to eventually become the French madame and
American English ma'am.

Change also happens in the grammar of languages as discourse patterns such as
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idioms or particular constructions become grammaticalized. This frequently happens when
words or morphemes erode and the grammatical system is unconsciously rearranged to

N\

compensate for the lost element. For example, in some varieties of Caribbean Spanish the final
/s/ has eroded away. Since Standard Spanish uses final /s/ in the morpheme marking the
second person subject "you" in verbs, the Caribbean varieties now have to express the second
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person using the pronoun tu. This means that the sentence "what's your name" is

;icomo te llamas? ['komo te 'jamas] in Standard Spanish, but ['komo 'tu te 'jama] in Caribbean
Spanish. The simple sound change has affected both morphology and syntax. Another
common cause of grammatical change is the gradual petrification of idioms into new
grammatical forms, for example, the way the English "going to" construction lost its aspect of
movement and in some varieties of English has almost become a full-fledged future tense (e.g.
['m gonna).

Language change is variation over time in a language's phonetic, morphological,
semantic, syntactic, and other features.Like other languages, English has changed greatlyso
that an English speaker of 1300 would not have understood the English of 500 nor the English
of today. Changes of every sort have taken place concomitantly in the sounds (phonetics), in
their distribution (phonemics), and in the grammar (morphology and syntax). The Changes in
English Pronunciation table (Handout 1) demonstrates how a few familiar words have altered
over the span of a thousand years. The changes shown in the table are more radical than they
appear, for Modern English 6 and a are diphthongs. The words stones and name exemplify the
fate of unaccented vowels, which became s, then @ disappeared. In Old English important
inflectional contrasts depended upon the difference between unaccented vowels; so, as these
vowels coalesced into @ and this disappeared, much of the case system disappeared too. In
Modern English a different technique, word order (subject + predicate + object), is used to
show what a case contrast once did, namely, which is the actor and which the goal of the
action.

Although the pronunciation of English has changed greatly since the 15th cent., the
spelling of English words has altered very little over the same period. As a result, English
spelling is not a reliable guide to the pronunciation of the language.

The vocabulary of English has naturally expanded, but many common modern words
are derived from the lexicon of the earliest English; e.g., bread, good, and shower. From words
acquired with Latin Christianity come priest, bishop, and others; and from words adopted
from Scandinavian settlers come root, egg, take, window, and many more. French words, such
as castle, began to come into English shortly before the Norman Conquest. After the Conquest,
Norman French became the language of the court and of official life, and it remained so until
the end of the 14th cent.

During these 300 or more years English remained the language of the common people,
but an increasingly large number of French words found their way into the language, so that
when the 14th-century vernacular revival, dominated by Chaucer and Wyclif, restored English
to its old place as the speech of all classes, the French element in the English vocabulary was
very considerable. To this phase of French influence belong most legal terms (such as judge,
jury, tort, and assault ) and words denoting social ranks and institutions (such as duke, baron,
peer, countess, and parliament ), together with a great number of other words that cannot be
classified readily—e.g., honor, courage, season, manner, study, feeble, and poor. Since nearly
all of these French words are ultimately derived from Late Latin, they may be regarded as an
indirect influence of the classical languages upon the English vocabulary.

The direct influence of the classical languages began with the Renaissance and has
continued ever since; even today Latin and Greek roots are the chief source for English words
in science and technology (e.g., conifer, cyclotron, intravenous, isotope, polymeric, and
telephone ). During the last 300 years the borrowing of words from foreign languages has
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continued unchecked, so that now most of the languages of the world are represented

to some extent in the vocabulary. English vocabulary has also been greatly expanded by the
blending of existing words (e.g., smog from smoke and fog ) and by back-formations (e.g.,
burgle from burglar ), whereby a segment of an existing word is treated as an affix and
dropped, resulting in a new word, usually with a related meaning.

Language changes for several reasons. First, it changes because the needs of its
speakers change. New technologies, new products, and new experiences require new words
to refer to them clearly and efficiently. Consider texting: Originally it was called text
messaging, because it allowed one person to send another text rather than voice messages by
phone. As that became more common, people began using the shorter form text to refer to
both the message and the process.

Another reason for change is that no two people have had exactly the same language
experience. We all know a slightly different set of words and constructions, depending on our
age, job, education level, region of the country, and so on. We pick up new words and phrases
from all the different people we talk with, and these combine to make something new and
unlike any other person's particular way of speaking. At the same time, various groups in
society use language as a way of marking their group identity - showing who is and isn't a
member of the group. Many of the changes that occur in language begin with teens and young
adults: As young people interact with others their own age, their language grows to include
words, phrases, and constructions that are different from those of the older generation. Some
have a short life span (heard groovy lately?), but others stick around to affect the language as
a whole.

We get new words from many different places. We borrow them from other languages
(sushi, chutzpah), we create them by shortening longer words (gym from gymnasium) or by
combining words (brunch from breakfast and lunch), and we make them out of proper names
(Levis, fahrenheit). Sometimes we even create a new word by being wrong about the analysis
of an existing word. That's how the word pea was created: Four hundred years ago, the word
pease was used to refer to either a single pea or a bunch of them. But over time, people
assumed that pease was a plural form, for whichpea must be the singular, and a new word -
pea - was born. (The same thing would happen if people began to think of the word cheese as
referring to more than onechee.)

Word order also changes, though this process is much slower. Old English word order
was much more 'free' than that of Modern English, and even comparing the Early Modern
English of the King James Bible with today's English shows differences in word order. For
example, the King James Bible translates Matthew 6:28 as "Consider the lilies of the field, how
they grow; they toil not." In a more recent translation, the last phrase is translated as "they do
not toil". English no longer places not after the verb in a sentence.

Finally, the sounds of a language change over time, too. About 500 years ago English began to
undergo a major change in the way its vowels were pronounced. Before that,geese would have
rhymed with today's pronunciation of face, while mice would have rhymed with today's
peace. But then a 'Great Vowel Shift' began to occur, during which the ay sound (as in pay)
changed to ee (as in fee) in all the words containing it, while the ee sound changed to i (as in
pie). In all, seven different vowel sounds were affected. If you've ever wondered why most
other European languages spell the sounday with an e (as in fiancé) and the sound ee with an i
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(as in aria), it's because those languages didn't undergo the Great Vowel Shift. Only

English did.
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