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I.PREFACE 

Education has given success to many students throughout life. And being one of these 

students must be the most honourable certificate, I could get. I believe that this 

honour does not only effect us but also to the teachers who have given us the strength 

of education. 

I would like to thank all my teachers and especially our chairperson Assoc. Prof Dr. 

Cul Celkan for helping me throughout my University Education. Being in the English 

Language and Literature department has not only given me an education of English 

but also showed me that the love you would find at home, is found at our department. 

This is what makes our department different. 

· These three and a half years have passed with joy and love. I owe this happiness to 

the friendship, that had a great influence on my education. And if I had a chance to 

give an honour for the person who gave this joy and love, it will be to our chairperson 

Assoc. Prof Dr. Giil Celkan. I believe that the English Language and Literature 

department would not have succeeded without her. 

THANK YOU . 

Firuzan Remzi . 

950727 . 
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THE HISTORY OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE: 

CHANGES THROUGHOUT TIME 

II. INTRODUCTION ... 

HISTORICAL OUTLOOK ON THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE ... 

English Language is a difficult subject to look at it historically. It simply starts from the 

beginning and carries through to the present day. First of all, A history of English 

Language makes you think about the question "What is meant by the word, English?". 

In the present history, most people explain 'English' a standard English (a written 

form). A brief explanation of the history of English Language, specifies the standard 

English. Moreover, English maybe a single Language that has numerous varieties of 

itself Different dialects in different countries. Regional dialects differ in various 

aspects. English is also used as a Lingua Franca for purposes of commerce and 

science. Because it is known as the status of the world Language. Basically, English 

can not develop in all varieties and registers of the Language that English is still alive. 

There is no exact date or proof to show, when English had began. English is a branch 

of the west Germanic family of Languages that came to the islands in the fifteenth 

century by the Germanic people known as Anglo-Saxons. They arrived in England and 

probably spoke a different variety of the Language. Before they occupied England the 

country was Romanised Celts, many years before Anglo-Saxons claimed their own 

political system. The concept is to the large extent politically and educationally. The 

invaders brought with them their own version of French, so the Norman conquest 

created a country that had no longer English or English speaking. England experienced 



a renaissance of Latin learning. Latin, French and English were in use. Before the time 

of Alfred 'English' did not exist. Only a number of varieties existed. The standard 

turned out to be basically west Saxon, the result of political events had nothing to do 

with the advantages and disadvantages of the dialect. The development of a standard 

English is the result of an increased education and mobilised speakers, in the need of 

communication. A standardised form of English needs the introduction of writing and 

the model of Latin, to form the varieties of English. 'Interregnum' was provoked by 

the political circumstances of the Norman conquest and the replacement of English by 

Latin and French. The end of this Interregnum, no standard English form existed, that 

is when the idea of using English activities arose. 

Another question is what a history devoted to the English Language. It can not contain 

all details of the history. It only focuses on the variety known as standard English. 

There are no texts which give us information about the English Language, though 

.tElfric wrote a Latin grammar in English. The history of English has divided itself into 

three major periods: Old English ( referring to the Anglo •. Saxon), Middle English and 

Modem English. Modem English is sometimes divided into the Early Modem English 

and the Late Modem English. Old English, the Norman conquest of 1066 introduced 

new settlers who spoke old French, this changed the nature of English. Middle English 

starts from early Modem English and the transition is dated from 1485. Both 1066 and 

1485 are political dates. It had forced historians of the language to accept them for the 

development of the language. The period that followed, dated 1660, was mostly 

concerned with the regulation of the Language and produced numerous books about 

what was 'correct' English. The next period covers mainly the nineteenth century, 

boundaries are 1798 and 1914. This latter date suggests the breakdown of old attitudes 

caused by the horrors of the first world war and how it affected all aspects of society, 

including attitudes to language. 

A history of Language must cover not only changes within the elements which make 

up a sentence .. the sounds, the inflections, the vocabulary and the syntax •. but also the 

wider changes which are reflected in attitudes to the Language and how the Language 



is used for literary and other purposes. The changes in Language, especially sound 

changes happened slowly over a period of time. Also the history of English 

pronunciation can never take account of the pronunciation of all individual users of the 

language. The growing standardisation of spelling leads to discussion about what is the 

most appropriate spelling to use, and in the discussions the relation of pronunciation to 

spelling form a major concern. A new usage is first adopted by some people, and then 

spreads out to other people till it reaches an amount of population. In the change over 

from Middle to Modern English is mostly based on the fall of inflections. The first 

period of the standard may be regarded as establishing a spelling system in writing for 

country as whole, a spelling which has promoted partly through education (mainly 

through the publications of the printing press). 

Firstly, the previous age had been concerned with regulating language and discovering 

the principles which underlined all language on the assumption that all languages 

followed the same structure. The nineteenth century was interested in the diversity of 

languages and varieties of language. One problem that such varieties faced, and still 

face, is that they do not usually exist in a regulated written form and thus may be 

regarded as inferior. Secondly, the nineteenth century saw an enormous growth in the 

historical study of language. The development of the concept of a family tree for 

languages and the recognition that English was a Germanic language which belonged 

to the Proto- lndo European family of languages were among the advances made at this 

time. 



III. PHRASES IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE 

ENGLISH LANGUAGE ... 

A)OLD ENGLISH ... 

Old English, and Anglo-Saxon, are names used by Modern scholars for the written 

version of a language used in England from the departure of the Romans until 

sometime after the Norman conquest. It is dated within the years 1100 to 1150. Direct 

written evidence is only found from the last four hundred years of this evolution, and 

the vast majority of the information about Old English is preserved in manuscripts 

written in the tenth and eleventh centuries. The scribes who wrote the manuscripts 

which are the only source of information about Old English lived in various parts of 

England wrote a version of the language which they spoke every day. These 

manuscripts preserve evidence of dialectal variation in the pronunciation and grammar 

of the language. 

The coming of Christianity in AD 597 introduced Latin literacy to England, which was 

followed by attempts to render the English language in the letters of the Latin 

alphabet-those which survive to the present day. After about AD 975, as the result of 

West Saxon domination of the rest of the country, a degree of standardisation 

emanating from Winchester is to be found in Old English documents. This means that 

the vast majority of surviving Old English literature, which post-dates this 

standardisation, is written in Late West Saxon. Like German, Old English possessed a 

complex inflectional grammar. The Nominal group exhibited concord(agreement) 

between the article, modifier and head for number, gender and case. There were four 

cases ( nominative, accusative, genitive and dative) and three genders ( masculine, 

feminine and neuter). Nouns possessed distinct sets of inflectional endings, by which 

the can be classified as Strong and Weak nouns. In addition, according to the 



syntactical environment, any adjective could adopt a set of either Indefinite or Definite 

(Strong or Weak) inflections. Verbs also fell into Strong or Weak types. A brief 

example of Old English: 

Masculine noun ('the long day') 

Singular Plural 

N om. Se langa dreg pa langan dagas 

Acc. I>one langan dreg pa langan dagas 

Gen. I>res langan deeges para langena daga 

Dat. I>rem langan drege parn langum dagum 

Neuter noun ('the distant land') 

Singular 

Norn. I>ret feorre land 

Acc. I>ret feorre land 

Gen. I>res feorran landes 

Dat. I>rem feorran lande 

Plural 

pa feorran land 

pa feorran land 

para feorrena landa 

peem feorrum landum 

Feminine noun ('the old learning') 

Singular 

Norn. Seo ealde lar 

Acc. pa ealdan lare 

Gen. beere ealdan lare 

Dat. prere ealdan lare 

Plural 

pa ealdan lara/e 

pa ealdan lara/e 

para ealdena Iara 

barn ealdum larum 



Like other languages, ex-pam\ed its vocabulary by means of external borrowing. Some 

of its wordstock can be traced to ancient borrowing from Latin in the centuries before 

the migration of the Germanic tribes to England. More important its borrowing, Old 

English, like German, made much use of compounding and derivation in the creation 

of new wordforms. 

In all the categories of language-forms, vocabulary, and the spelling that represents 

sounds-literature has developed on a path somewhat different from that of the spoken 

language, and is more conservative than the spoken language. 

The Coming Of The English ... 

The English language grew in England. We can not reconstruct something of its earlier 

stages in Indo-European, but before it came to England the Germanic branch had 

already differentiated from Indo-European and into three branches of its own. Those 

who came to England in the early fifth century and brought with them the beginnings 

of English were speakers of the Anglo-Frisian variety of West Germanic(one of these 

three branches). The first regional varieties of English were consequently defined in the 

areas in which the three tribes settled: the jutes settled in the south-east now called 

Kent; the Angles settled in the area north of the Thames up to Modern Scotland; and 

the Saxons settled in the area south of the Thames in the area outside Kent. 

The religion of the Anglo-Saxons had a great deal to do with the history oflanguage in 

Britain, for although the writings of Patrick, Gildas, and other Christians survive, all 

written in Latin, we have nothing from the pagan Anglo-Saxons because, in the early 

middle ages, education was the monopoly of the church and pagans were for the most 

part illiterate. 



-----··-- -· - --- 

Writing Systems ... 

The writing system the Roman missionaries brought in AD 597 was the Latin alphabet­ 

the same system the Roman legions had brought more than six hundred years earlier, 

an alphabet substantially like the one English used for today. Writing is a conventional 

method of representing a language by visible marks. Most of the successful writing 

systems represent the sounds of the language, but some attempt to represent what the 

language symbolises, cutting out the phonetic shape of the word and directly 

representing what the word means. 

Old English Sounds & Sound 'Changes ... 

A living language is a spoken language: a dead language remains in written records 

only. But the written records too can speak: they can provide evidence of the spoken 

language. The evidence from Old English, then, will not help us to reconstruct how the 

spoken sounded in a particular speaker's idiolect, which is the only way a spoken 

language ever 'sounds'. It does, however, help us to understand the history of English 

sounds, and the sound pattern earlier English poets and other writers had to work 

with. A question like 'what is the evidence for the sound pattern of a dead language?'. 

It varies from language to language. But typically, it has six kinds of clues: 1) explicit 

early statements about its pronunciation: 2) rhymes, alliteration, puns, and other 

linguistic effects that depend on the sounds of words: 3) the later history of the 

language and on other languages related to it: 4) the representation of foreign words in 

the language and words from the language in foreign languages: 5) spelling 

convention in the language and: 6) other evidence, including-for stress and pitch-poetic 

meter. There were some exceptions to the freedom of old English spelling: some 

individual scribes had fairly fixed spelling habits and some literary centers, notably in 

monasteries, often developed a 'house style' for spelling. 



-- --·····--------· -- 

Dialects & Political Boundaries ... 

The English were not a politically unified nation until late Old English times, and as 

they originally came from different parts of western Europe, they spoke different 

dialects of west Germanic. They settled in different parts of Britain, but able to 

communicate with each other. Dialects are varieties of a language that differ in 

pronunciation, vocabulary or grammar, but are not different enough to prevent 

understanding. 



-- 

B) MIDDLE ENGLISH ... 

By 1100 certain changes, which had begun long before, were sufficiently well 

established to justify our use of the adjective middle to designate the language in what 

was actually a period of transition from the English of the early Middle ages-Old 

English-to that of the earliest printed books, which, despite certain superficial 

differences, is essentially the same as our own. Many linguistic features of Middle 

English were already tendencies in late Old English, but the beginning of Middle 

English is usually associated with the conquest in 1066. The last surviving Old English 

dates from 1154: and the earliest surviving text that has been called Middle English is 

dated from 1108-1122. 

The changes that occurred during this transitional, or 'Middle,' period maybe noted in 

every aspect of the language: in its sounds, in the meanings of its words, and in the 

nature of its word stock, where many Old English words were replaced by French 

ones. During the Middle English period there were such extensive changes in 

pronunciation, particularly of unaccented inflectional ending, that grammar too was 

profoundly altered. Many of the grammatical distinctions of the Old English period 

disappeared, thereby producing a language that is structurally far more like the one we 

speak. By the end of the thirteenth century monasteries and universities found it 

necessary to make rules forbidding the young men in their care to speak English-one of 

these rules justifies itself 'lest the French language be entirely disused'. 

The special difference in England was mostly result of the monopoly of literacy among 

the classes that spoke French, and the stabilising influence of the French landholdings 

of the same classes. So long as the landholdings remained, the conditions for change 

were absent. 



I) EARLY MIDDLE ENGLISH ... 

The grammar of English underwent striking changes. The Old English inflectional 

system distinguishing case, gender and number in nouns and adjectives was greatly 

simplified as the vowels in unstressed inflectional ending ceased to be differentiated in 

pronunciation. The personal pronouns also became indistinct as the result of phonetic 

change, and new forms began to appear. Early Middle English is distinct from Old 

English also by the relatively high number of recent foreign lexical borrowing's. These 

are words borrowed into English from settlers in the Danelaw in the two hundred years 

preceding the conquest but, as a result of the cultural status of the West Saxon written 

standard, not recording in writing until after the Norman conquest, when the English 

language itsef lost prestige by comparison with French. The major contribution of this 

last was to suppress standardised English before setting it free in infinite new variety, 

and subsequently enriching its vocabulary by copious loanwords and phrases. 

II) LATER MIDDLE ENGLISH ... 

It saw the triumph of English over French in almost every sphere of life, the rapid 

expansion of the education of laymen in Latin, the beginnings of more extensive 

popular literacy, and the emergence of more standardised forms of the written 

language. In 1450 instruction in French was still thought to be a valuable qualification 

for a successful career in commerce, and schools existed to teach it for this purpose. 

With the decline of French as a technical written language in the early decades of the 

fifteenth century, many borrowing's of technical words were made into written 

language. The later Middle English period saw the emergence of spelling systems 

which achieved much more general use. 

The fifteenth century is notable as the first great era in which the founding of grammar 

schools was viewed as a meritorious act among the wealthy and influential. This 



century also witnessed important syntactical and phonological developments in the 

story of English. 

The Decline Of French In England ... 

For a long time after the Norman conquest, French was the language of the governing 

classes in England. The impact, of the Norman conquest on the English language was 

not all of one kind: it continued to be significant during the following three hundred 

years in various ways, causing greater disenfranchisement of English at the beginning 

and greater adoption of French words into English at th~ end. It varied from one 

region to another, having one result in London but others in more distant areas: It 

varied from one class to another, being most obvious in the Establishment and nearly 

indiscernible among the peasantry. At first the new Establishment and its hangers-on, 

foreigners in England, spoke French because it was their native language: and It varied 

from one use to another, being most clear in the law courts and least so in casual 

conversation. The impact, in all its varieties, resulted from the kind of invasion and the 

kind of invaders that brought French to England. Nevertheless there was never any 

period during which the majority of the country's population did not speak English. 

Those whose ancestors were Norman's eventually came to think of themselves as 

English. 

The French of the law courts, however, was an argot all its own, with many significant 

departures from Anglo-Norman or any other variety of French, and with the English 

substratum that was the mother tongue of its speakers showing in frequent English 

forms of vocabulary and grammar. 



The Linguistic Influence of the Conquest ... 

The impact of the Norman conquest on the English language was to a large extent 

confined to the word stock, though Middle English also showed some instances of the 

influence of French idiom. A huge body of French words were ultimately to become 

part of the English vocabulary, many of them replacing English words that would have 

done for us just as well. Some examples from Middle English: 

Old English Middle English 

rehta 

burhsittende man 

del 

forwear5 

gen oh 

gewistfullian 

mildheortness 

rice 

catel 'property' 

citeseyn 'citizen' 

porcioun 'portion' 

perischid 'perished' 

plente 'plenty' 

make we feeste 'let us feast' 

mercy 'mercy' 

cuntre 'country' 



Middle English Sounds & Spellings ... 

Like many newcomers to a linguistic community, the Norman scribes brought with 

them spelling conventions which they set about adapting to the needs of English. They 

also brought with them an outsider's ear for the sounds of English which they just as 

promptly applied to English spellings that native convention had restrained from 

keeping pace with English changes. 

1t,, Qualitative Sound Changes 

The changes in the consonants, both by their reduction in individual sequences and 

words, and by the alliterations in their membership by loss and addition, were 

paralleled by changes in the vowels. The unstressed vowels of Old English had become 

increasingly difficult to distinguish, so that the morphological signals of synthetic 

constructions had to be replaced by syntactical and lexical signals in analytical 

constructions-that is by word order and prepositions. 

The ascendant dialect of English at the end of the Middle English period, that of 

London, was formed out of elements of all three religions. London lay at a point where 

the frontiers of all three were close, and people from all three made their way to 

London. As a result the London variety, and the standard variety that is its descendant, 

have a somewhat eclectic composition. 




