


COURSE DESCRIPTION

• THIS COURSE AIMS TO TRACE BACK THE HISTORY OF ENGLISH AS AN

INDO-EUROPEAN LANGUAGE BY PLACING AN EMPHASIS ON THE SOCIO-

LINGUISTIC ASPECT OF ITS EVOLUTION. IT FIRST OF ALL DEFINES

ENGLISH AND PRESENTS ITS RELATION TO THE OTHER LANGUAGES OF

THE INDO-EUROPEAN LANGUAGE FAMILY. THE COURSE SECOND OF ALL

FEATURES THE MAJOR STATES OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE, THAT IS

OLD ENGLISH (OE), MIDDLE ENGLISH (ME), MODERN ENGLISH (ME)

AND THEIR POSSIBLE SUB-STATES.



OVERALL EXPECTATIONS

•BY THE END OF THIS COURSE, STUDENTS ARE EXPECTED 
TO:

•Reconstruct the history of the English language;
•Know and understand the peculiarity of each state 
of the English language.



SPECIFIC EXPECTATIONS

•BY THE END OF THIS COURSE, STUDENTS WILL:
• Bring out the characteristics of Old English, Middle 
English and Modern English;

• Understand the relationship between Modern English and the 
previous states of English;



LEARNING GOALS

•BY THE END OF THIS COURSE, STUDENTS SHOULD 
BE ABLE TO:

• Figure out some contemporary intricacies of English which 
can be accounted for diachronically;

• Understand the contemporary functioning of modern English;



COURSE OUTLINE

• UNIT # 1: WHAT IS ENGLISH ?

• UNIT # 2: THE INDO-EUROPEAN LANGUAGE FAMILY

• UNIT # 3: OLD ENGLISH
• UNIT # 4 : MIDDLE ENGLISH

• UNIT # 5 : MODERN ENGLISH AND THE FUTURE OF ENGLISH
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INTRODUCTORY WORDS …

• English today is spoken by many people all over the world. But the language used by its many

speakers varies in pronunciation, spelling, grammar, and vocabulary, to such an extent that it

seems necessary to ask whether these people can all be considered to be speaking English. ‘’Even

more people speak English as a second language […] and with considerably greater levels of

linguistic divergence. Are all these people speaking the same language, or are we witnessing the

emergence of new Englishes ? (Horobin, 2016: 1). Hence the question, WHAT IS ENGLISH ?





WHAT IS ENGLISH? …

• English has been in use for more than 1,500 years. During that time, it has changed to such an

extent that the form of the language used by the Anglo-Saxons is unrecognizable to contemporary

English speakers ? And because English changed a lot over time, the study of its history can be

periodized in three major steps which are :

• 1. Old English,

• 2. Middle English,

• 3. Modern English.



WHAT IS ENGLISH? …

•English is also categorized as an Indo-European language. As such,

placing the English language within the Indo-European Family calls

for a clarification of a few concepts such LANGUAGE FAMILIES in

general, and the INDO-EUROPEAN FAMILY in particular. What is

then a language family ? What are the language families the English

language relates to ?



WHAT IS A LANGUAGE 

FAMILY?

•A LANGUAGE FAMILY is basically a cluster of languages genetically

related. This implies that those languages forming the cluster are

supposed to have a single parent-language though they might have

developed in different environments and undergone different and

various social, historical, political, or geographical influences.



RATE OF MUTUAL INTELLIGIBILITY IN A 

LANGUAGE FAMILY?

•Languages belonging to the same family may not or may no longer be

mutually intelligible. The low rate of mutual intelligibility may be due

to the fact that original dialects of the same language might have

grown by a process of continuous change out of a single original

language under different influences.



DIAGRAMMATIC REPRESENTATION 

OF A LANGUAGE FAMILY

• Parent-language

•
•
•Daughter language A Daughter language B



DIAGRAMMATIC REPRESENTATION 

OF A LANGUAGE FAMILY

•This diagrammatic representation of language families ‘’[…] is in

some ways inadequate, and we must certainly avoid thinking of

languages as if they were people. But as long as we bear this in mind,

we shall find that family trees are a convenient way of depicting the

relationships between languages.’’ (Barber, 2004: 51).



ILLUSTRATION OF A LANGUAGE 

FAMILY

• Languages descended from Latin are called ROMANCE languages. They can be

diagrammatically represented as follows:

• Latin

•
• Portuguese Spanish Italian Provençal French Romansh, etc.

•



SOME LANGUAGE FAMILIES: 

SEMITIC LANGUAGES

• Semitic languages

• East Semitic languages                               West Semitic Languages

•
• Babylonian                 Assyrian               Moabite      Phoenician        Aramaic      Hebrew



SOME LANGUAGE FAMILIES: 

URAL-ALTAIC LANGUAGES

•Ural-Altaic languages

• Altaic Languages                                      Finno-Ugrian Languages

•
• Babylonian                 Assyrian             Hungarian         Finnish        Estonian        Lapp



THE FAMILY OF THE ENGLISH 

LANGUAGE 

•English is a Germanic Language, especially a West Germanic

Language. The West Germanic Family is a part of a larger family

called the PROTO-INDO-GERMANIC LANGUAGE FAMILY. But

how is that language family structured ? And what is the relationship

between English the other languages which form a part of the Indo-

Germanic family ?



THE BRANCHES OF 

GERMANIC

•Basically, in the Proto-Indo-Germanic family, ‘’we can distinguish

three main branches or groups of dialects, namely NORTH

GERMANIC, EAST GERMANIC and WEST GERMANIC.’’ (Barber,

2004: 83) The Germanic branches of languages can be represented

diagrammatically.



THE BRANCHES OF 

GERMANIC

• Proto-Germanic

•West Germanic North Germanic East Germanic



NORTH GERMATIC

•To North Germanic belong the modern Scandinavian languages such

as NORWEGIAN, SWEDISH, DANISH, ICELANDIC, FAROESE, and

GUTNISH (the language of the island of Gotland). The North

Germanic branch can be divided into two groups, that is West

Scandinavian and East Scandinavian.



NORTH GERMANIC

• North Germanic

• West Scandinavian East Scandinavian

• Icelandic Norwegian Faroese Danish Swedish Gutnish



EAST GERMANIC

•The East Germanic branch comprises BURGUNDIAN, VANDAL, and

GOTHIC. Gothic also branches in two other languages, that is

VISIGOTHIC and OSTROGOTHIC.



EAST GERMANIC

• East Germanic

•Burgundian Vandal Gothic

• Visigothic Ostrogothic



WEST GERMANIC

• To West Germanic belong the HIGH GERMAN dialects of southern Germany, the LOW

GERMAN dialects of northern Germany, DUTCH, FRISIAN, and ENGLISH. The

language most related to English is Frisian, which was once spoken along the coast of

the North Sea from northern Holland to central Denmark, but which is now heard only in

a few coastal regions and on some of the Dutch islands. Before the migration of the

Anglo-Saxons to England, they must have been near neighbours of the Frisians, and we

can postulate a prehistoric ANGLO-FRISIAN dialect, out of which evolved OLD

ENGLISH and OLD FRISIAN.



WEST GERMANIC

• WEST GERMANIC

• Old High Old Old Low ANGLO-FRISIAN

• German Saxon Franconian

• High Low Dutch OLD Old

• German German ENGLISH Frisian

• ENGLISH Frisian



REMARK

• Finally, we can say that English is a West Germanic language. The

West Germanic family belongs to a bigger family which the Indo-

Germanic family which also a sub-family of the Indo-European

language family. But who were the Indo-Europeans ?





THE INDO-EUROPEAN

LANGUAGES

•The Indo-European languages fall into eleven

principal groups: Indian, Iranian, Armenian, Hellenic,

Albanian, Italic, Balto-Slavic, Germanic, Celtic,

Hittite, and Tocharian.



THE BRANCHES OF INDO-

EUROPEAN

•‘’One branch of Indo-European is INDO-IRANIAN, or

Aryan, so called because the ancient peoples who

spoke it called themselves Aryas […] meaning ‘noble,

honourable’.’’ (Barber, 2004: 64)



THE INDO-IRANIAN

BRANCH 
(1)

•The branch has two groups, the INDIAN and the IRANIAN. To

the Indian group belongs the language of the ancient Vedic

hymns from North-West India, which go back by oral tradition

to a very remote past […]. A later form of this language is

CLASSICAL SANSKRIT […] which has since been the learned

language of India. (Barber, 2004: 64)



THE INDO-IRANIAN

BRANCH 
(2)

•The other Aryan group, IRANIAN, includes MODERN

PERSIAN, and neighbouring languages such as

OSSETIC, KURDISH, and PASHTO (or Pushtu), the

official language of Afghanistan.



THE GREEK BRANCH 
(1)

•Another branch of the Indo-European language

family is the GREEK BRANCH. The Greek branch

includes all the various ancient HELLENIC

DIALECTS, and it is from one of these, ATTIC, that

Modern Greek is descended.



OTHER BRANCHES 
(1)

• Two branches which have some things in common are the ITALIC and the CELTIC. Italic

consisted of a number of dialects of ancient Italy, including OSCAN, UMBRIAN, and LATIN. As

for Celtic, it can be divided into three groups: GAULISH, BRITANNIC, and GAELIC.

• 1. Gaulish was spoken in France and northern Italy in the time of the Roman Republic, as was

spread abroad by Celtic military expeditions to central Europe and as far as Asia Minor.

• 2. Britannic was the branch of Celtic spoken in most of Britain before the Anglo-Saxons

invasions.

• 3. Gaelic was the Celtic language of Ireland, and it had three main branches that is Irish Gaelic,

Scottish Gaelic, and Manx.



OTHER BRANCHES 
(2)

• Another two branches of Indo-European that have things in common are BALTIC and

SLAVONIC.

• 1. The BALTIC LANGUAGES include Lithuanian, Lettish (or Latvian) and Old Prussian.

• 2. The SLAVONIC BRANCH has many members, which fall into three mains groups:

• * Eatern Slavonic which includes Russian, Ukrainian, and Byelorussian;

• * As for West Slavonic, it includes Polish, Czech, and Wendish;

• * While South Slavonic includes Serbo-Croat, Slovenian, and Bulgarian.



OTHER BRANCHES 
(3)

•There are still three minor branches unmentioned:

ALBANIAN, ARMENIAN and TOCHARIAN. Then

there is the large GERMANIC BRANCH which

English is a part of.



DIAGRAMMATIC REPRESENTATION 

OF PROTO-INDO-EUROPEAN
(1)

• Proto-Indo-European

• Western Branch Eastern Branch



DIAGRAMMATIC REPRESENTATION 

OF PROTO-INDO-EUROPEAN
(2)

• Western Branch

• West European

• Celtic-Italic

• Celtic Italic Germanic Tocharian Hellenic Anatolian



DIAGRAMMATIC REPRESENTATION 

OF PROTO-INDO-EUROPEAN
(3)

• Eastern Branch

• Baltic-Slavonic Aryan

•Baltic Slavonic Albanian Armenian Iranian Indian





THE LANGUAGES OF ENGLAND 

BEFORE ENGLISH
(1)

•English has been the language of England for a comparatively

short period in the world’s history. Non-Indo-European

peoples and cultures preceded that of the English. Thus the

BASQUES are believed to be among the first inhabitants of

Europe. However, the first people in England about whose

language we have definite knowledge are the CELTS.



THE LANGUAGES OF ENGLAND 

BEFORE ENGLISH
(2)

•Celtic languages can be divided into two branches which are the

GAELIC branch and the BRYTHONIC one. Celtic was probably the

first Indo-European tongue to be spoken in England. One other

language, LATIN was spoken rather extensively for a period of about

four centuries before the coming of English. Latin was introduced

when Britain became a province of he Roman Empire.



THE ROMAN CONQUEST, ROMANIZATION OF 

ENGLAND AND THE LATIN LANGUAGE IN BRITAIN

• In 55 B.C Julius Caesar, having completed the conquest of Gaul, decided

upon an invasion of England;

•After Julius Caesar, the Emperor Claudius decided to undertake the actual

conquest of Britain;

• Inevitably, the military conquest of Britain was followed by the Romanization

of Britain, the then Roman province.

• .



THE ROMAN CONQUEST, ROMANIZATION OF 

ENGLAND AND THE LATIN LANGUAGE IN BRITAIN

• The use of the Latin language was one of the evidences of the Romanization of

Britain;

• However, Latin did not replace the CELTIC LANGUAGE in Britain as it did in Gaul.

But the use of Latin by native BRITONS was probably confined to members of the

upper classes and some inhabitants of the cities and towns;

• In the time of Agricola the Britons, who had hitherto shown only hospitality to the

language of their conquerors, now became eager to speak it;.

• .



THE ROMAN CONQUEST, ROMANIZATION OF 

ENGLAND AND THE LATIN LANGUAGE IN BRITAIN

•There were certainly many people in Roman Britain

who habitually spoke Latin or upon occasion could

use it. But its use was not sufficiently widespread to

cause it to survive, as the Celtic language survived the

upheaval of the Germanic invasions.



THE GERMANIC CONQUEST

•About the year 449 an event occurred that profoundly affected the course of

history. In that year, as traditionally stated, began the invasion of Britain by

certain GERMANIC TRIBES, the founders of the English nation. For more

than a hundred years bands of conquerors and settlers migrated from their

continental homes in the region of Denmark and the Low Countries and

established themselves in the south and east of the island, gradually extending

the area they occupied until it included all but the highlands in the west and

north.



THE GERMANIC CONQUEST

•The Germanic tribes that conquered England were the JUTES,

SAXONS, and ANGLES. It seems possible that the Jutes and the

Angles had their home in the DANISH PENINSULA, the Jutes in the

NORTHERN HALF and the Angles in the SOUTH.

•A fourth tribe, the FRISIANS, some of whom almost certainly came to

England, occupied a narrow strip along the coast from the Weser to

the Rhine, together with the islands opposite.



THE GERMANIC CONQUEST

•The settlement of the Jutes was very different from

the conquest of the island by the Romans. The

Romans had come to rule the Celtic population, not to

dispossess it. The Jutes came in number and settled on

the lands of the Celts.



THE NAMES ‘’ENGLAND’’ AND 

‘’ENGLISH’’ (1)

•The Celts called their Germanic conquerors SAXONS indiscriminately,

probably because they had had their first contact with the Germanic peoples

through the Saxon raids on the coast. Early Latin writers, following Celtic

usage, generally call the Germanic inhabitants of England SAXONES and the

land SAXONIA. But soon the terms ANGLI and ANGLIA occur beside

Saxones and refer not to the Angles individually but to the West Germanic

tribes generally.



THE NAMES ‘’ENGLAND’’ AND 

‘’ENGLISH’’ (2)

• In time ANGLI and ANGLIA become the usual terms in Latin texts. From the

beginning, however, writers in the vernacular never call their language anything but

ENGLISC (ENGLISH). The word is derived from the name of the Angles (OE Engle)

but is used without distinction for the language of all the invading tribes. In like

manner the land and its people are early called ANGELCYNN (Angle-kin or race of

the Angles), and this is the common name until after the Danish period. From about

the year 1000 Englaland (land of the Angles) begins to take its place. The name

English is thus older than the name England.



THE ORIGIN AND POSITION 

OF ENGLISH

•The English language of today is the language that has

resulted from the history of the dialects spoken by the

Germanic tribes who came to England. It is impossible to

say how much the speech of the Angles differed from that

of the Saxons or that of the Jutes. English belongs to the

Low West Germanic branch of the Indo-European family.



THE PERIODS IN THE 

HISTORY OF ENGLISH

•It is possible to recognize three main periods in the evolution of

English in the 1,500 years of its existence. The periods of the English

language are matters of convenience and the dividing lines between

them purely arbitrary. But within each of the periods it is possible to

recognize certain broad characteristics and certain special

developments that take place.



THE PERIODS IN THE 

HISTORY OF ENGLISH

• The period from 450 to 1150 is known as OLD ENGLISH. It is sometimes described as the

period of full inflections, because during most of this period the endings of the noun, the

adjective, and the verb are preserved more or less unimpaired;

• From 1150 to 1500 the language is known as MIDDLE ENGLISH. During this period the

inflection, which had begun to break down toward the end of the Old English period, become

greatly reduced, it is consequently known as the period of leveled inflections;

• . The language since 1500 is called MODERN ENGLISH. By the time we reach this stage in the

development a large part of the original inflectional system has disappeared entirely, and we

therefore speak of it as the period of lost inflections.



THE DIALECTS OF OLD 

ENGLISH

•Old English was not an entirely uniform language. Not only are there

differences between the language of the earliest written records and

that of the later literary texts, but the language differed somewhat

from one locality to another. However, we can distinguish four

dialects in Old English times: NORTHUMBRIAN, MERCIAN, WEST

SAXON, and KENTISH.





SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF 

OLD ENGLISH

• of all, the differences between Old English and Modern English concern spelling,

pronunciation, the lexicon and the grammar;

• The second difference between Old English and Modern English is the rarity of

words derived from Latin and the absence of French words which form a large part

of Modern English. The vocabulary of Old English is purely Germanic;

• Third of all, the fundamental feature that distinguishes OE from ME is its grammar

marked by the presence a lot of inflections.



A FEW WORDS ABOUT 

INFLECTIONS …

• Inflectional languages fall into two classes: SYNTHETIC and ANALYTIC.

• A synthetic language is one that indicates the relation of words in a sentence largely by means of

inflections. In the case of the Indo-European languages these most commonly take the form of

endings on the noun and pronoun, the adjective and the verb.

• Languages that make extensive use of prepositions and auxiliary verbs and depend upon word

order to show other relationships are known as analytic languages. Modern English is an analytic,

Old English is a synthetic language.



THE PRONUNCIATION OF OLD 

ENGLISH

• Old English script used the six vowel-symbols a, e, i, o, u and y, and a seventh one æ called ‘ash’. All of these

could represent both long and short vowels.

• The use of double consonants was different from the one we are used to. In Modern English spelling, we use

double-consonant symbols in two-syllable words to show that the preceding vowel is short: the spellings written

and copper are used for words pronounced /ˈrɪtn/ and /ˈkɒpə/, which have short vowels; a single consonant-symbol

is used if the preceding vowel is long or is a diphthong, as in writer and coping. But in Old English this is not so:

the fact that a single consonant-symbol is used tells us nothing about the length of the preceding vowel. The Old

English words for ‘written’ and ‘copper’ are written and copor; These had short vowels, and were probably

pronounced ['wrɪtɛn] and [ˈkɔpɔr].



THE PRONUNCIATION OF OLD 

ENGLISH

• Old English had no symbol v: the symbol f was used to represent both [f] and [v] were members of the same

phoneme.

• There was a symbol s, but not normally a symbol z. [s] and [z] were members of a single phoneme, and the rules

for their distribution were exactly the same as for [f] and [v].

• The pair voiceless [θ] and voiced [ð] were represented by a single symbol 𐓄 , called ‘thorn’ and the symbol ð,

called ‘eth’.

• The letter k was not normally used, [k] being represented by c.

• In most positions, Old English [k] also became palatalized when it followed [s], and the combination represented

by the Old English spelling sc normally develops into Modern English [ʃ].



OLD ENGLISH MORPHOLOGY

• Old English nouns have only four cases: nominative, accusative, genitive and dative.

Moreover, the number of commonly used declensions is reduced, the vast majority

of nouns tending to be attracted into three or four large declensions.

• Old English made great use of its inflectional system, and to a great extent it still

preserved grammatical gender.

• In its verbal system, Old English inherited from Proto-Germanic a two-tense system

(traditionally called ‘present’ and ‘past’), with different forms for indicative and

subjunctive.



OLD ENGLISH MORPHOLOGY

• In Old English, as in other Germanic languages, we also see the beginnings of a new tense-

system using auxiliaries, and especially the development of forms for the perfect and for the

passive, like Modern English ‘I have helped’ and ‘I am helped’.

• The perfect tenses of transitive verbs (that is, those that take a direct object) were formed by the

use of the verb habban ‘to have’’ and the past participle of the verb.

• The perfect tenses of intransitive verbs (those with no Direct Object) were formed with the verbs

‘to be’ or ‘to become’.

• In Old English, the passive could only be formed with verbs which took an Object in the

accusative case.



OLD ENGLISH SYNTAX

• Because of its inflectional system, Old English had greater freedom of word-order that Modern

English.

• It is not that Old English lacked rules and preferences about word-order, but it rather favoured

three particular types of word-order for the clause: S-V-O, V-S-O and S-O-V.

• The structure of the Noun Phrase is quite similar to that of Modern English, the normal pattern

being Determiner-Adjective-Noun. It is possible for a determiner to follow the noun, especially if

it is emphatic.

• One big difference from Modern English is in the system of demonstratives. Today we have a

threefold system: the, this, that. But in Old English there are only two demonstratives.





NEW ORTHOGRAPHY AND 

CONSONANT SYMBOLS

•A new orthography was adopted for the English language.

•A number of new consonant symbols were introduced.

• OE ME

• ʒ g



NEW SPELLING CONVENTIONS

• In Old English [f]

• [v]

• In Middle English [u]

• [v]

• In Middle English the diagraph th replaced [ð]

• [þ]

• In ME [f] and [v] no longer form one phoneme. They were separate phonemes.



NEW SPELLING CONVENTIONS

•In ME [s] and [z] were also separate phonemes.

•In ME [θ] and [ð] no longer form one phoneme. They were

separate phonemes too.



NEW SPELLING CONVENTIONS

Pronunciation OE ME Examples

[kw] cw qu Queen, quick

[ʃ] Sc Ss, sch, sh Fiss, fisch, fish

[dz] cg i, j, g Iuge, juge, ‘judge’; egge ‘edge’

[k] c k, c Kinn, cool

[tʃ] c ch Chinn ‘chin’

[s] s s, c Cyndre, sindir ‘cinder’, centre

[g] ʒ g God, good ‘good’

[j] ʒ ʒ, y ʒer, yer, yeer ‘year’ 

[x, ç] h h, ʒ, gh Liht, liʒt, light

[ɪ] i i, y Fir, fyr ‘fire’



NEW SPELLING CONVENTIONS

•ME king and kyng had the same pronunciation.

•ME fir and fyr had the same meaning ‘fire’.

•OE sunn became ME sone

•OE cuman became ME comen

•OE lufu became ME love



MIDDLE ENGLISH MORPHOLOGY

•The Middle English period is marked by a great reduction in the

inflectional system inherited from Old English, so that Middle

English is often referred to as the period of weakened inflections.



SOME CAUSES OF THE 

REDUCTION OF INFLECTIONS

• The reduction of inflections from OE to ME can be accounted for by the following

reasons:

• - The mixing of Old English with Old Norse (language spoken by the Northen tribes

which came from the Scandinavia to colonize Britain). Hence the similarity between

English and Scandinavian words and the dissimilarity between their sets of

inflections;

• - Phonological reason: The loss and weakening of unstressed syllables at the ends of

words destroyed many of the distinctive inflections of Old English.



EXAMPLES OF THE REDUCTION 

OF INFLECTIONS

• OE ME

• Final –a

• Final –u -e

• Final –e

• Endings –an

• Endings –on -en which was later reduced to -e

• Endings –un

• Endings –um

• Endings –as -es

• Endings –es



CHANGES IN NOUNS

• Among the nouns, two main declensions were generalized.

• - the declension which in OE had its nominative plural in –as (stānas ‘stones’) and its genitive singular in –es

(stānes ‘of a stone’). Both –as and –es became –es in ME. So the nominative plural and genitive singular were

stones.

• - the other declension was the one which in Old English formed both its nominative plural and its genitive singular

in –an, which in ME became –en.

• OE ME

• ēage ‘eye’ eye

• ēagan ‘eyes’ and ‘of an eye’ eyen



RELICS OF OTHER 

DECLENSIONS

•Some declension were inherited from OE

•* Mutated plurals like feet, geese, mice, men where the vowel of the

plural was changed by front mutation, and there is no plural ending;

•* And there are uninflected plurals like deer and sheep nouns in

which are descended from Old English neuter nouns in which the

nominative and accusative plural had no ending.



MIDDLE ENGLISH SYNTAX

•As the inflectional system decayed, other devices were

increasingly used to replace it. For one thing, word-order became

more important: inflections were increasingly incapable of

showing which noun was the subject of a sentence, and which of

the subject, and this function was taken over by the use of S-V-O

word-order, which became the dominant one in the ME period.



WORD-ORDER IN SENTENCE

•The use of V-S-O order, especially after certain adverbs,

persisted through the period of ME and is not uncommon as late

as the seventeenth century.

•The use of V-S order is still occasionally found today. But it was

in the Middle English period that S-V-O was established as the

normal type, as it still is.



DECAY OF THE INFLECTIONAL 

SYSTEM

•Another device encouraged by the decay of the inflectional

system was the use of separate words to perform the functions

formerly carried out by word-endings. For example, prepositions

like in, with and by came to be used more frequently than in Old

English.

•There were no prepositions at all in the original OE.



MIDDLE ENGLISH VERBAL 

SYSTEM

• In the verbal system of English, the inflections of OE were gradually replaced by

more analytic devices in the verb-system of Middle English;

• OE had many inflections, but basically only two tenses, that is, present and past;

• In Middle English and Modern English the system of inflections became much

reduced, but a complicated system of tenses is built up by means of the primary

auxiliaries (be, have and later do) and the modal auxiliaries (shall, should, will etc).

• The future tense with shall and will is established in Middle English.



FROM MIDDLE ENGLISH TO MODERN 

ENGLISH: THE GREAT VOWEL SHIFT

• Great changes took place in the 15th and 16th centuries in the pronunciation of English. The

biggest changes were in the vowel-system, and the main series of changes is often called the

GREAT VOWEL SHIFT (= in French le GRAND BOULEVERSEMENT VOCALIQUE). This

was a change in the quality of all the long vowels, which began early in the 15th century and

was not fully complete until late in the seventeenth century.

• The concept of Great Vowel Shift was coined by the Danish linguist OTTO Jespersen.

• The essentials of the Great Vowel Shift are shown in the figure on the next slide.



FROM MIDDLE ENGLISH TO MODERN 

ENGLISH: THE GREAT VOWEL SHIFT



FROM MIDDLE ENGLISH TO MODERN 

ENGLISH: THE GREAT VOWEL SHIFT

• All vowels became closer in quality, except for the two which were already as close as they

could be. These two became diphthongized.

• The change began early in the fifteenth century with the diphthongization of the two close

vowels, ME ī and ME ū. The other other long vowels then moved into the space thus made

available.

• ME ū, often spelt ou or ow (house, how), changed from [u:] to the diphthong [ʊu]. This

diphthong gradually became wider, and in Shakespeare’s time it was probably [ǝu].

• During the seventeenth century it reached its present-day quality of [ɑʊ].



FROM MIDDLE ENGLISH TO MODERN 

ENGLISH: THE GREAT VOWEL SHIFT

•When ME ū had been diphthongized, ME ǭ, used in words like food,

took its place, moving from [o:] to [u:], where it remained. This

happened by 1500. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,

ME ǭ used in words like boat and hope, moved from [ɔ:] to [o:].

•In about 1800, this developed in South-Eastern England into the

diphthong [oʊ], which in the early twentieth century became [ǝʊ].



FROM MIDDLE ENGLISH TO MODERN 

ENGLISH: THE GREAT VOWEL SHIFT

• A similar development occurred with the long front vowels. Early in the fifteenth

century, ME ī changed from [i:] to the diphthong [ɪi]. This diphthong gradually

became wider, and in Shakespeare’s time was probably [əi], starting from a central

position. During the seventeenth century it became [aɪ], where it has remained.

•When ME ī had been diphthongized, ME ē took its place, moving up from [e:] to [i:],

where it remained.

• During the sixteenth century, ME ē moved from [ɛ:] to [e:].



FROM MIDDLE ENGLISH TO MODERN 

ENGLISH: THE GREAT VOWEL SHIFT

•During the sixteenth century, ME ā also became closer. It moved

from [a:] to [æ:], and then to [ɛ:], which it reached by about

1600. It did not stop at that point, however, but continued to get

closer, and in the second half of the seventeenth century it was

[e:]. But at that time, ME ē was also [e:], and in the later

seventeenth century the two phonemes merged.



FROM MIDDLE ENGLISH TO MODERN 

ENGLISH: THE GREAT VOWEL SHIFT

•The Great Vowel Shift was asymmetrical, in that there were four

long front vowels, but only three long back vowels. There is

nothing in the bottom right hand corner of the vowel-diagram. In

fact this space became filled during the sixteenth century, the

ME diphthong au changed from [aʊ] to the long pure vowel [ɒ:]





EARLY MODERN ENGLISH

• The period of Early Modern English covers the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.

• That period was marked by a conscious interest in the English language and an attention to its

problems. The fifteenth century had witnessed sporadic attempts by individual writers to embellish

their style with ‘’aureate terms.’’ These attempts show a desire to improve the language.

• But in the sixteenth century we meet with a considerable body of literature – books and pamphlets,

prefaces and incidental observations – defending the language against those who were disposed to

compare it unfavorably to Latin or other modern tongues.

• Having their children acquire a correct French accent and sometimes sent them abroad for the purpose.



THE STANDARDIZATION OF 

SPELLING

• In Middle English and Early Modern English, there had been no standard spelling: spellings varied from writer to

writer, and even within the work of one writer.

• A powerful force for standardization was the introduction of printing, and by the middle of the sixteenth century,

although there was still no standard system, there were quite a number of widely accepted conventions.

• By the end of the Early Modern period, spelling had become standardized in printed books, though there was still

considerable variation in people’s private writings.

• However, the standard spelling-system which became established by the end of the seventeenth century was

already an archaic one, and, broadly speaking, represents the pronunciation of English before the Great Vowel

Shift. This explains many of the oddities of present-day English spelling.



STANDARDIZATION AND 

CODIFICATION

• The standardization of spelling was just one aspect of a more general attempt to

regulate the language, an attempt which was especially prominent in the second half

of the eighteenth century. From the seventeenth onwards, there was a growing

feeling that English needed to be ruled or regulated, as classical Greek and classical

Latin were believed to have been.

• A ruled language is one in which acceptable usage is explicitly laid down, for

example by grammars and dictionaries, or by the rulings of an academy.



STANDARDIZATION AND 

CODIFICATION

• Proposals for an academy came to nothing, but the seventeenth century saw the

publication of the first grammars and dictionaries of English.

• The eighteenth century brought the first really comprehensive dictionaries of

English, and an enormous number of English grammars, especially in the second half

of the century. Whatever the authors of these works may have intended, the

dictionaries and grammars were seized on as authorities: they were commonly

regarded, not as records of usage, but as prescriptions for correct usage.



THE INFLUENCE OF SCIENTIFIC 

WRITING AND GENERAL VOCABULARY

• The seventeenth century saw the triumph of the scientific outlook in England, and the sciences have had a

pervasive influence on the language and the way it has been used in the past three hundred years.

• Latin gave way to English as the language of science and scholarship. The rise of scientific writing in English

helped to establish a simple referential kind of prose as the central kind in Modern English.

• The more obvious influence of science on the language however, has been in the expansion of the scientific

vocabulary. Scientists have needed technical terms for an enormous number of things, and it has been estimated

that the technical vocabulary of the natural sciences now runs into several millions of items.

• In recent centuries, the English society has become increasingly complex, and the growth of vocabulary

correspondingly great, with many new words in the fields of finance, politics, the arts, fashion, and much else.



ENGLISH AS A WORLD LANGUAGE

• English penetrated more and more into the rest of the British Isles at the expense of

Celtic languages, though it is only during the last two centuries that it has become

the main language of Wales, Ireland and the Scottish Highlands.

• English has become the world language because of its wide diffusion outside the

British Isles, to all continents of the world, by trade, colonization, and conquest. The

process began with English settlements in North America in the seventeenth and

eighteenth centuries. English settlements in the West Indies also began in the

seventeenth century, in competition with Spanish, French and Dutch colonizers.



PIDGINS AND CREOLES

• There are numerous pidgins and creoles in the world today, probably well over two hundred. They are

based on many different languages, including Swahili, Arabic, Malay and Japanese, as well as on many

European languages. Pidgins and creoles, however, are hybrid language-systems, and the ‘donor-

language’ is not the only source, though it is the dominant one.

• A particularly large number are based on English: there are about forty areas where so-called English-

based pidgins and creoles are spoken, and in some of these areas several different varieties exist. They

fall into two main groups, the Atlantic and the Pacific. The Atlantic varieties include those of the

Caribbean, of Guyana, and of West Africa (the Gambia, Sierra Leonne, Liberia, Ghana, Nigeria,

Cameroon), and the Pacific varieties those of the South Sea islands, of Australia, and of the coasts of

South-East Asia.



STANDARD ENGLISH

• The divergent development that has taken place in the English language as it has spread over the world

during the last three hundred years raises the question of the Standard English. Does it exist ? If so,

what is it? We can leave out of account the English-based pidgins and creoles, since these are

something sui generis, not to be considered as part of the English language. But we are still left with a

wide range of varieties of English used as a first or second language.

• In the countries where English is a first language, there is a solid core of common usage which makes

it possible to talk of ‘standard world English’. Regional variations are especially marked in the spoken

language, many of them being a matter of accent, and are greatest in informal, slangy, and lower-class

speech. But if we examine the more formal uses of language, and especially if we confine ourselves to

a formal style of written language, the differences become small.



STANDARD ENGLISH

• In formal writing, the essential structure of the language is practically the same throughout the English-

speaking world; the differences in vocabulary are perceptible but not enormous; and the differences in

spelling negligible. There is, therefore, a standard literary language which is very much the same

throughout the English-speaking community, and it is this, if anything, which deserves to be called

Standard English.

• The situation is different when we consider the use of English as a second language. In such countries

as India and Nigeria, a local variety of English is used in writing as well as in speech, and can be

considered to constitute a local standard. Whether these varieties of English will remain autonomous

and go their own ways, or whether on the other hand they will converge on World Standard English,

still remains to be seen.



ENGLISH TODAY AND TOMORROW

• In the English language today we can see both centrifugal and centripetal tendencies. In countries

where English is used as a second language, there has been a trend during the past half-century for

local standards to become established, and for the language to develop independently of British or

American English. If this trend continues, these local varieties may ultimately diverge widely from

Standard World English, and become separate languages, just as the various Romance languages

evolved from Latin. It is too early to say how likely this is, but it must be a possibility.

• On the other hand, the major forms of English as a first language (in Britain, North America, Australia,

New Zealand) do not seem to be diverging from one another any longer, and in some respects even

seem to be converging, and it is likely that they will continue to constitute a more-or-less unified

language as a major medium of international intercourse.



CONCLUSION: 

the future of english

• It’s dangerous to extrapolate or to prophesy, and none of us can guess what the English language will

be like in a hundred years time. The changes of recent decades suggest what forces are at work in the

language today and the likely shape of things in the next few decades, but the history of the language in

the coming century will depend on the history of the community itself.

• One of the striking things at the moment is the expansion going on in the vocabulary. If this continues,

the change over a century will be comparable to that of such earlier periods as 1300 to 1400 or 1550 to

1650.

• What we can be sure of is that the process of change, which we have traced from the early Indo-

European records up to modern times, is still going on, and will continue to.




