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~ The History of the English Language ~
The English Language


The English language is derived from Germanic, which is derived from Indo-European, but it is not definitely known how, when or even where Indo-European began.  Ever since the Elizabethan Age (1558-1603), the number of people speaking English as their first language or mother tongue has grown rapidly.  Today, however, several languages are adding speakers at a faster rate—Spanish will soon have more speakers than English.

Nevertheless, the situation and prospects enjoyed by English have never seemed better.  For several years now, English has been accepted in virtually every part of the world as the preferred second language—the language that two people will turn to when they cannot understand each other’s native tongue.  It is no accident that the leaders of France and Germany speak to each other in English, and the English language shows no signs of losing its international preeminence.

Origins

English carries the story of its origin as an independent language in its name.  The “Engl-” part of the word goes back to the Angles, a Germanic tribe that invaded and colonized much of Britain during the fifth (5th) and sixth (6th) centuries.  The “-ish” part means “belonging to.”  Therefore, the word “English” literally means “the language belonging to the Angles”—the “Angle-ish” language.


The Angles lived in northern Germany alongside a number of kindred tribes, including the Saxons and the Jutes.  Beginning about the year 450 C.E., members of these three tribes, joining in with the widespread barbarian migrations that marked the end of the Western Roman Empire, crossed the North Sea to find new homes in Britain.  For the next fifty (50) or sixty (60) years, the would-be colonizers, aided by reinforcements, fought with the original inhabitants of the island, the Britons, and pushed them back to the north and west into present day Scotland and Wales.  The territory that Angles, Saxons and Jutes carved out for themselves can be called the land of the Anglo-Saxons, or, for short, “Angle-land” —England.  Similarly, their language can be called Anglo-Saxon, or OLD ENGLISH.
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The Britons spoke one of the closely-related languages, called “Celtic.”  Celtic languages spoken today include Irish, Welsh and Scottish Gaelic, all found in Great Britain, and Breton, a language spoken by about one-quarter of the population of Brittany, a province on the northwest coast of France.  The Anglo-Saxons spoke a form of Germanic.  Both Celtic and Germanic have a common source language, Indo-European.  By the fifth (5th) century, however, speakers of these two branches of Indo-European would have been totally unintelligible to each other.


At first, the Anglo-Saxons who went to Britain continued to speak the same tongue as their cousins whom they had left behind in northern Germany.  However, with each passing generation, the speech patterns of the two peoples, now separated by the North Sea, grew less and less alike.  After a while, it could be said that they spoke different dialects of the same language—much as, today, the inhabitants of Montréal and Paris speak different dialects of French.  Finally, probably during the seventh (7th) century or even later, when the Anglo-Saxons and the people of Germany could no longer understand each other, the English language came into its own: the Anglo-Saxons spoke English—Old English, to be precise—and the people of Germany spoke early forms of the German language.
Old English

Present day English descends directly from the speech of the Anglo-Saxons.  However, English has changed so much over the course of the past one thousand years that, today, Old English seems like a foreign language to us.  The Norman Conquest explains many of the shifts in vocabulary that have taken place since the time of the Anglo-Saxons.  This military invasion saw inhabitants of Normandy, France take up occupation in England, therefore supplanting some elements of the Anglo-Saxon language with French influences.  Before 1066, only a handful of words had been borrowed from French; since then, tens of thousands of French words have entered the English language.  Instead of the Germanic word “rice” (compared to the present German spelling, “reich”), we might say “realm,” “domain,” “region” or “possessions,” all of which have French roots and first appeared in the English language at some point during the thirteenth (13th) and fourteenth (14th) centuries.

William the Conqueror and his French-speaking court influenced the English language from the top down.  The vast majority of England’s inhabitants continued to speak English after the Conquest, although Henry IV, who succeeded Richard II on the throne in 1399, was the first king since Harold II (1022-1066) whose mother tongue was English rather than French.  It is not surprising that our words “veal,” “beef,” mutton” and “pork” for the prepared meats that would have been eaten by the Normans inside their castles are all of French origin, while our names for calf, ox, sheep and swine for the corresponding animals raised and slaughtered by English-speaking farmers outside the castle walls are all of Anglo-Saxon origins.
Middle English

Although 1066 in no way marks a change in languages for the people of England, the date serves as a convenient divider between two periods of English as a language: Old English and MIDDLE ENGLISH.  Middle English is characterized both by its greater French vocabulary and, more importantly, by the loss of inflection.  However, by the close of the Middle English period, only two of these inflections remained in use: “-es” for plural nouns (descended from “-as”) and the past tense marker, “-ed” (from “-od”).

The Effects of the Printed Word

The year 1476, a date not nearly as well remembered as 1066, was every bit as important for the English language.  Just as the earlier date can serve as a point of division between Old English and Middle English, the latter date is often used to conveniently separate Middle English and Modern English, the language’s third and most recent period.  In 1476, the first English printer, William Caxton, set up his press in London.  Previously, the spelling of words had changed to reflect changes in pronunciation.  Printing stopped these changes and solidified the language: we essentially spell the same way Caxton did.
EXAMPLES:
“Laugh” – The Anglo-Saxons wrote “hlaf” because they pronounced the “h-”; Chaucer wrote “loof” or “lof” because he no longer did so.

“Knight” – Although we say “nite,” we write “knight” because, in 1476, Caxton still pronounced both the “k-” at the beginning of the word and the “-gh-,” which sounded something like the “-ch” in the Scottish pronounciation of “loch” or in the German word “ich.”
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Printing had a decisive effect on spelling because, until the development of printing, all books were copied by hand.  Each copy of a book was spelled differently because no two copyists or scribes spoke in exactly the same manner.  If this seems strange, consider how a person with a New York accent might spell the word “earl”; if he/she had not been taught otherwise, it would probably be spelled out as “oil.”  Thus, when Caxton began to turn out dozens or even hundreds of virtually identical copies of a book, his spelling system became familiar all over England.  Because their readers were accustomed to Caxton’s spellings, his immediate successors decided to adapt these spellings for their books.  Aside from occasional modifications and reforms, printers have followed the same spelling system ever since—that of Caxton’s late-fifteenth (15th) century London, England.

Prounciation Shifts

Two far-reaching changes in pronunciation that had nothing to do with the introduction of the printing press also took place in the fifteenth (15th) century: the loss of final accented “e” and what is called “The Great Vowel Shift”—a series of changes to the pronunciation of the long stressed vowels.  The loss of final “e” left Modern English with even fewer inflections than Middle English.  “The Great Vowel Shift” explains many of the most striking differences between Geoffrey Chaucer’s pronunciation of English words and our own.

In Middle English, plural adjectives—adjectives modifying plural nouns—ended in an “e.”  On the other hand, singular adjectives often remained uninflected.

EXAMPLES:
	
	Singular
	Plural

	Middle English
	cold dai
	colde (pronounced “cold-a”) daies

	Modern English
	cold day
	cold days


Chaucer’s speech had seven long vowels, which he pronounced as follows:

· his long “a” sounded like the vowel sound in the word “hat”

· long open “e” like the vowel sound in “air”

· long closed “e” like the vowel sound in “bay”

· long “i” like the vowel sound in “bee”
· long open “o” like the vowel sound in “oar”

· long closed “o” like the vowel sound in “go”

· long “u” like the vowel sound in “do”


However, during the fifteenth (15th) century, all seven vowels came to be pronounced differently.  The vowels “i” (pronounced “ee”) and “u” (pronounced “oo”) vocalized at the top of the mouth broke into dipthongs or “double vowels.”  Chaucer pronounced “by” the way we pronounce “bee,” and he pronounced “cow” the way we pronounce “coo.”  His “ee” and “oo” sounds broke into the dipthongs “a-ee” and “a-oo” (one can hear the two dipthongs by pronouncing “bee” and “cow” slowly and carefully).  The other five Middle English long vowels all moved up the mouth: “a,” open “e” and closed “e” moved up the front of the mouth and open “o” and closed “o” moved up the back.  Closed “e” and closed “o” took the positions vacated by “i” and “u”; open “e” and open “o” began to be pronounced the way their closed counterparts had been pronounced and “a” became pronounced as open “e” had been.  Thus, for example, Chaucer pronounced “do” with the vowel sound we use in “go” and “bee” with the vowel now given to “bay.”
English Today


The Modern English period has already lasted longer than either of its predecessors.  Middle English covers the 410 years from the Battle of Hastings to the first book printed in England; Old English goes from 1066 until that time, and almost certainly began no earlier that the seventh (7th) century when the Anglo-Saxons could no longer understand their German cousins.  One cannot know what future event or even what kind of event—a war, an invention or something else—will mark the end of Modern English and usher in a new era for the language.  Of course, it’s possible that a new period of English has already begun without our realizing it.  Centuries passed before anyone realized the full linguistic significance of the years 1066 and 1476.  Specifically, a fourth “post-Modern” period of English may have originated in 1876 or 1877 with Alexander Graham Bell’s invention of the telephone and Thomas Alva Edison’s invention of the phonograph.  These machines, along with a few others that have followed—the radio, talking pictures, television—were able to do for the spoken word what the printing press did for the written word.  Before 1876, speakers could be heard only by those within earshot; now, however, a speaker can have a virtually unlimited audience, situated anywhere on the Earth or even in outer space.

Just as printing standardized spelling, a result of the latest communications breakthrough has been a leveling of differences in the pronunciation of English.  People no longer hear the speech only of those from their own neighborhood or village.  Instead, a whole nation listens to the same newscasters every evening.


British English (the brand of English spoken in Great Britian) and American English (that spoken in the United States) diverged as soon as the American colonies were founded at the start of the seventeenth (17th) century.  Nonetheless, because of the constant interchange of people and books across the ocean, American English never developed beyond being a dialect of English.  With the advent of records, cinema, radio and television, the two brands of English have even begun to draw back together again.  Britons and Americans probably speak more alike today than they did fifty (50) or sixty (60) years ago.


Canadian English, Australian English, South African English and the many other dialects of English scattered around the world are increasingly coming to resemble one another.  Within each dialect area, sub-dialects are also losing their distinctive characteristics.  For example, within the United States, the speech of Northerners and Southerners is becoming less obviously distinctive.


Although the English language is becoming more uniform, this does not mean that it will come to a rest once all dialectal differences are gone.  Languages never stop changing, and English is no exception.  To take a well-known example: at present, the indefinite or interrogative pronoun “who” seems to be in the process of assuming all the functions once reserved for the inflected form “whom.”  In time, everyone, even pedants, may give up saying, “WHOM do you wish to see?”

English, once a highly inflected language—though never so inflected as Latin or Greek or many American Indian languages—is now largely uninflected.  Unlike the “m” of “whom,” however, most of the few inflections that remain in the English language show no signs of fading: “-s” for plural and possessive singular nouns, “-s” for the third person present singular of verbs (I want, but he wants), “-ing” for the present participle, “-ed” for the past tense and past participle.  English also makes grammatical distinctions on the basis of the interior forms of words—“sing,” “sang” and “sung,” for example—and most of these distinctions, likewise, seem to be as alive as ever.


Less than four centuries ago, in Elizabethan times, English was spoken by no more than a few million people on a corner of one small island in the North Sea.  Today, it is the mother tongue of nearly a third of a billion people, and tens of millions of others use English as a second language.  Nevertheless, English trails further than ever behind Chinese in number of speakers; and several other languages, notably Spanish, are now expanding more quickly than English.  Still, even if it never becomes the world’s native tongue, English, in a very real sense, is already the international language.  Whether for business, diplomacy, science or the arts, people everywhere choose English to secure the widest possible audience.
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The preeminence of English is not, however, due to any special excellence of grammar or structure.  In fact, English is often considered a difficult language to learn because of its many irregularities or exceptions to the rules.  For example, the past tense of “bite” is “bit,” but the past of “sit” is “sat,” and the past of “cite” is “cited.”


English has a larger vocabulary than any other language and, because it is the global language, words newly coined or in vogue in one language are very often added to English, as well.  A recent instance is the “détente,” taken from French.  Thus, present day speakers of English have become managers of a sort of international clearinghouse for words, while remaining guardians of their own.
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