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Unit One Language

I . Introduction

The English language is spoken and read by the largest number of
people in the world for many historical, political, and economic reasons. A
history of language reflects many centuries of development by one or many
nations. By dividing the history of the English language into three periods:
Old English, Middle English and Modern English, this selection presents the
connection between language development and historical and social
processes.

I . Lead-in Questions to the Text

1. In what ways does language development reflect social progress? Can
you give some examples of the newly-emerged cyber-words in its
illustration?

2. Chinese has borrowed a lot of words from English. Can you think of any
popular Chinese words or expressions that have their origins in English, and
vice versa?

3. What features are peculiar to English which helped it gain international
popularity and become a world language?
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Unit One

A Brief History of English!

No understanding of the English language can be very
satisfactory without a notion of the history of the
language. But we shall have to make do with just a notion.
The history of English is long and complicated, and we can
only hit the high spots®.

At the time of the Roman Empire, the speakers of what
was to become English were scattered along the northern
coast of Europe. They spoke a dialect of Low German®.
More exactly, they spoke several different dialects, since
they were several different tribes. The names given to the
tribes who got to England are Angles, Saxons, and Jutes,
who are referred to collectively as Anglo-Saxons®.

Not much is known about the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons
in England. We do know, however, that the Angles,
Saxons, and Jutes were a long time securing themselves in
England. Fighting went on for as long as a hundred years
before the Celts in England were all killed, driven into
Wales, or reduced to slavery. By 550 or so the Anglo-Saxons
were firmly established. English was in England.

It is customary to divide the history of the English
language into three periods: Old English, Middle English,
and Modern English. OIld English runs from the earliest
records — 1i. e. seventh century — to about 1100; Middle
English from 1100 to 1450 or 1500; Modern English from
1500 to the present day.

When England came into history, it was divided into
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