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Preface

The growth of computer-based technology has already fundamentally
changed the role of the textbook. In view « f the amount of information
now available, particularly the kind of deta | appearing in the more spe-
cialist literature, it is impossible for one ¢hort textbook to provide an
exhaustive account of the history of English. The analysis of historical
corpora is making us reconsider issues which were previously thought to be
long since established. Much historical in ormation does not properly
belong in a book at all. Sound changes, for e tample, belong in a relational
database, and they are better presented in hyj ertext with linked sound files
than in a conventional book. The aim of this oook is therefore to provide a
general framework which will be of assistance in the interpretation of
historical data.

It is intended as an outline history of the English language for linguists
and for students of linguistics and modern English language. In the past,
the history of English has typically been studied in the context of English
language and literature, and consequently there are large numbers of text-
books which chronicle the changing literary language. There are also many
textbooks which are devoted to changes in linguistic form and which trace
the history of English phonology, grammar and lexis. However, the scope
of linguistics has increasingly extended over recent years to include the
social role of language, and this raises such issues as languages in contact,
the development of literacy and new text types, and the relationship
between standard language and dialects. These things need to be reflected
in the historical study of the language. I have sought to take a wider view of~
the language, and to show how it came to be the way it is. This wider view
means that I have not concentrated on the minutiae of linguistic form, and
so I have made relatively little use of technical terminology. As a result I
hope this book will be more accessible to the general reader.

A consequence of taking a wider view is that one has to reinterpret
much of the history of English. Inexplicable gaps must be filled. The
peasants’ revolt of 1381 and the English revolution of the 1640s both had
profound consequences for the language, but they are scarcely mentioned
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in conventional histories. Secondly, one has to confront the popular myths
— many of them of considerable interest and antiquity in their own right —
which lie behind the received interpretations. I have attempted to find a
deeper explanation than is conventionally given for beliefs about English.
Why should English people believe their own language to be inadequate?
Why was the English translation of the Bible politically contentious?
Why were prescriptive attitudes to English prevalent in the eighteenth
century? Why should ideas of ‘language deficit’ be taken seriously in the
twentieth century? In dealing with myths, I have tried to identify the
different interests that people have sought to represent and defend. The
attitude of the medieval church towards English, for example, may come
across as utterly bizarre until one takes into account the economic,
intellectual and political power which churchmen of the time were
defending. It is more difficult to deal with myths when the political
issues are still alive. I find it difficult, for instance, to say anything
positive about the intolerant attitudes to language which developed after
1660, and which have profoundly influenced the form which the language
takes today.

In preparing this book I have been deeply indebted to many friends,
students and colleagues who have provided encouragement and commen-
ted on earlier drafts. In particular I would like to thank friends and
colleagues at the universities of Lancaster and Helsinki, and a number of
individuals including Josef Schmied and Chris Jeffery.

Lancaster, April 1997
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Introduction

The purpose of this introductory chapter is to raise some of the main issues
that are involved in the study of the history of the English language. The
first section provides a brief outline history for the reader with no previous
historical background, and presents some of the basic historical material
which (allowing for some necessary simplification) would be generally
accepted by language historians. The remaining sections deal with some
general points which are developed further in later chapters. I have used
cross-references to make explicit the connections between this chapter and
more particular instances in the later chapters.

1.1 An outline history

A language related to Modern English has been spoken in Britain since the
early fifth century. Before the Roman legions left Britain, the east coast of
England was already being subjected to raids from Saxon invaders from
beyond the North Sea. In the course of the next century, the newcomers
began to settle permanently. According to Bede, a monk from Jarrow
writing in the late eighth century, they belonged to three tribes, Angles,
Saxons and Jutes. The people are now generally referred to as Anglo-
Saxons, but their language has always been called English. Eventually
they conquered the whole of what is now England, and English replaced
the Celtic language, which was until then spoken by the mass of the
population.

The English speakers were themselves subjected to further raids from
across the North Sea, this time from Danes. The first raids date from 797,
and eventually the Danes conquered a large part of England north and east
of a line stretching from Chester to the Thames. At the time of King
Alfred, only the land south and west of this line remained in Anglo-Saxon
hands. The Danish invasion and subsequent settlement had a considerable
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influence on the English language, and many words were borrowed into
English, especially into the dialects of the north.

After the Norman conquest in 1066, French became the spoken language
of the aristocracy in England, while Latin was adopted as the main written
language. English was still spoken by the lower orders of society, but the
old written tradition eventually collapsed, and few English written records
survive for 200 years after about 1150. French remained in use for some
300 years, until it was gradually replaced by English after the middle of the
fourteenth century. The kind of English that emerged, however, was
strongly influenced by French, and contained a large number of French
words and expressions. The French influence can be seen in the language of
Chaucer, who died in 1400.

Caxton introduced printing into England in the 1470s, and written texts
became much more widely available than before. Printing was the catalyst
for the major upheavals of the sixteenth century which were linked in
various ways to the Renaissance and the Reformation. It is from about
this time that scholars began to write in English instead of Latin, and as a
result many Latin words were borrowed into English. English literature
flourished at the end of the sixteenth century, the time of Shakespeare
(1564—1616). The Authorized Version of the English Bible was published
in 1611.

Modern Standard English can be traced to about the time of Chaucer, but
was for a long time variable in spelling, in the use of words, and in the
details of English grammar. After the Restoration of Charles II in 1660,
there was considerable interest in fixing the language, and in 1712 Jonathan
Swift proposed the setting up of an Academy to do this. By default,
however, it was left to scholars to decide on what should be included in
Standard English. Johnson’s dictionary of 1755 did much to standardize
spellings and fix the meanings of words. Several grammars were produced,
among the more influential being Lowth’s grammar of 1762. From the
1760s there was increasing interest in fixing a standard of English pro-
nunciation, which resulted in a tradition of pronouncing dictionaries, of
which the most influential was Walker’s dictionary of 1791. It was not until
the present century that a standard pronunciation was described in detail.
This is Daniel Jones’s Received pronunciation, which was adopted by the
BBC in the 1920s as a standard for broadcasting.

1.2 Language and social change

Even from this broadly sketched outline it is immediately clear that the
history of the language has been determined in various ways by social
change. For most of the 1500 years of its history English has been sub-
jected to a pattern of continuous small-scale change interrupted by major



