THE DEVELOPMENT OF ENGLISH

Historical Framework

 English, like most of the languages of Europe and northern India, is a member of the Indo-European family and thus developed from a parent language probably spoken in western Russia over five thousand years ago. Within the Indo-European family, English belongs to the Germanic branch, which also includes German, Dutch and the Scandinavian languages (Norwegian, Swedish and Danish). Over the centuries English has changed continuously both because of internal development and through contact with other languages. These two factors have operated differently on different sections of the English-speaking community and thus produced many different varieties. .The influence of printing, mass education and of electronic media have, however, reduced these differences in more recent times.
  From perhaps around 600 B.C. most of the inhabitants of Britain spoke a form of Celtic, another branch of Indo-European. Celtic culture had probably first developed in Central Europe but later spread over much of the continent, including France and northern Spain (see MAP 1). In 43 A.D. Britain was conquered by the Romans, who brought most of what is now England under their control. Roman rule lasted until the early 5th. century, and resulted in the upper classes, soldiers and administrators becoming fluent in Latin. However, although in France and Spain Celtic was completely replaced by Latin, this did not happen in Britain. Many British people must have been bilingual, and many probably had little or no knowledge of Latin.

  From before the end of Roman rule, Britain was the target of raids and then colonisation both by the Irish (speakers of another variety of Celtic) and by Germanic peoples from what is now Germany and Holland (see MAP 2). These Germanic newcomers are traditionally believed to have been Angles (the name from which `English' and `England' derived), Saxons and Jutes. Historians are not sure how far the newcomers simply expelled the earlier inhabitants and how far they assimilated them. However, by the end of the 7th. century, Germanic kingdoms controlled most of England and southern Scotland. South of the present-day Scottish border, British Celtic culture was largely confined to the far South-West of England and to Wales. Meanwhile, in Scotland, Irish Celtic culture was slowly winning out over the British variety.  South-Western Cetic, known as Cornish, was not completely replaced by English until the 18th.century (in the 20th. century there have been efforts to revive the language). Wales remained largely Welsh-speaking until the 19th.century and Welsh is still spoken by about half a million people (a fifth of Wales' present population). Gaelic,the Celtic speech brought to Scotland from Ireland, is still used by about 60,000 people, mostly on the islands off the west coast.          

  In the 8th. century the early English settlers were themselves attacked by the Norsemen. These were Scandinavians (see MAP 3), whose own Germanic dialects were different from Old English but still probably similar enough to allow basic communication without an interpreter. The Norsemen took control of northern England and much of the Midlands but the English managed to remain independent in the south and eventually re-established control over the whole country. In 1066, however, the Normans, Scandinavians who had settled in northern France and been assimilated into French culture, invaded and conquered England. For about three hundred years, the royal family and most of the ruling elite were French speakers whilst the bulk of the population continued to use English. During this time very little was written in English. French, which had developed from Latin, was the normal language of administration and the law courts and was often the medium of education. Latin itself was used for some government purposes and as the language of the Christian church, of scholarship and of international diplomacy. As in present day Hong Kong, three languages were necessary for anyone  who wanted to be able to communicate in any situation. Sentences from these three and from other languages mentioned above are provided in Appendix I

  From the mid-14th. century onwards, the position of English became stronger, and the role of the other two languages diminished (see Appendix II). In 1363, a law was passed requiring the use of spoken English in the law courts although for some time the written record still had to be kept in Latin – just as Cantonese is often used during a meeting in Hong Kong today but the minutes then have to be written in English! By the 17th. century English had become dominant in almost every field; Isaac Newton's famous book on the theory of gravitation (Principia Mathematica), which was published in 1687, was the last major work in Latin by an English scholar. In Wales and Scotland, English also expanded into Celtic-speaking areas, partly though deliberate government policy (similar to the Kuomintang's encouraging the replacement of local dialects on Taiwan by Mandarin) and partly because English was seen as the language of economic opportunity. Until the middle of the present century, the study of Latin was still thought to be part of an all-round education and French is still studied today by most school students. However, for the last two or three centuries most educated Britons have been unable to express themselves comfortably in anything other than English.

  Although English thus `won' the battle with all other languages of Britain, it was itself changed by contact with them. Even though very few words were borrowed into English from the Celtic languages, the continuous tenses (am/is/are/was/were plus the verb form in -ing) are probably the result of Celtic influence: these tenses do not exist in the other Germanic languages but the use of the verb be with a gerund is very common in all the Celtic languages. Scandinavian provided several hundred common English words (they, sky, egg and want) are examples. It probably also accelerated the simplification of the inflections (grammatical endings on words) which were so common in Old English and are still found in modern German: many words in Old English were very similar to Scandinavian ones but had different endings, so it would have been natural for speakers of the different languages communicating together to leave the endings off and rely just on the order of the words to make their meaning clear. Most important has been the influence of Latin and French, which have provided many thousands of loan-words to modern English. Old English authors who wanted to express a new idea normally combined existing native words or syllables, which is the method still normally used by both German and Chinese writers. However, as a result of the long domination by French speakers, English, like Japanese, now prefers simply to take over a foreign word. 

Language variation

  The Germanic settlers of the 5th. century themselves spoke a variety of dialects but, once they arrived in Britain, a common form of speech quickly evolved. Later, dialect differences again developed and this process was strengthened by the Scandinavian invasions, since these had the strongest influence on English spoken in the north. Because for a long time French and Latin were the languages of the educated elite, the spoken English dialects probably became more and more different from each other as they were generally used by villagers who did not travel far from their own homes. 

  This process was reversed as English again became a written language. The varieties used by the English king and his household in London and by the Scottish kings in Edinburgh gained the greatest prestige. When England and Scotland were united under one monarch in 1603, and especially after the parliaments of the two countries were merged in 1707, the upper-class London variety (`the King's (or Queen's) English') became the standard throughout Britain. English pronounced in this way is known as `Received Pronunciation' (RP). Today dialect differences remain, but are much less than before. The old local varieties are strongest in rural speech. In the towns, fewer local vocabulary items are retained and words and grmmatical forms, even if differɜent from standard English, tend to be similar for non-standard speakers in most parts of England. Regional variety thus survives best in pronunciation. 

  Very few British people (perhaps about 3%) pronounce English in exactly the way given in dictionaries and, especially for working class speakers, pronunciation differences may be quite noticeable. Working class speakers are also more likely to use non-standard grammar and to make less use of Latin loan-words.  There are often some regional differences in the pronunciation of middle and upper-class speakers and educated people but, unless speaking very informally, they normally use standard grammar; it is considered quite acceptable for people to have different accents but there is less tolerance for non-standard grammar. Use of some dialect vocabulary (especially in Scotland) is 

also generally accepted, but again happens more in working class speech. The use of slang, which spreads rapidly from town to town, is more common now than that of words from the old dialects.

  Rather than a set of clearly distinct dialects, it is often best to think of English spoken in Britain as a set of linguistic styles which merge into one another. A particular individual is usually able to shift from one style to another, whether consciously or unconsciously, to fit in with the people around them and with the formality of informality of the situation. Because RP is to a large extent a class accent rather than a regional one, the degree of difference between RP and a particular person's speech can be an indicator of a person's social status. One result of this is that an RP accent is associated with power and a high level of education but non-RP speech is often regarded as more intimate and friendly. If a foreigner achieves a `perfect' RP accent this will not always be an advantage!
Standard and non-standard: some of the main differences:

A. Consonants vary less than vowels but:

· /h/ is often omitted in non-standard pronunciation (e.g. `hand' is pro​nounced like `and').  Note that even in RP /h/ may be omitted with some non-stressed words For example, in `The men have finished' the auxiliary verb is generally pronounced as /əv/. 

· glottal stop (i.e. a brief `catch' in the voice) may be substituted for /p/, /t/ or /k/ at the end of words and also for /t/  

    between vowels. This is typical of Cockney, the working-class speech of London (featured in the 
    film My Fair Lady) but is now beginning to spread into (informal) standard speech.

-   /r/, which in standard English is heard only before vowels, may be pronounced after vowels also. 

B. The quality of vowels can differ considerably from that found in RP. This is often because non-standard speech has retained an earlier pronunciation whilst RP has innovated:

-   the sound /(:/ developed in standard English as /r/ began to be lost after vowels. Scottish English,  

    which still has post-vocalic /r/, does not use this new vowel. Thus `bird' is not pronounced /b(:d/ 
    but /b(rd/.  

the dialects of the north of England still have the vowel /(/ in words like `bus', where the standard language now has /(/. 

Differences are particularly common with diphthongs. Two examples from Cockney are:

replacement of /a(/ with /((/. Thus `buy' may sound like `boy'.

replacement of /e( / with /a(/. Thus `day' sounds like `die'.

Finally, an important difference between southern and northern pronunciation is in the use in the north of /(/ in words like `dance', `bath', `path', `past', which are pronounced in RP with /(:/. 

In grammar, non-standard speech may retain older forms or sentence patterns: 

the old second person singular pronoun `thou' may be kept.

the `double negative', which was allowed in standard grammar in the Old English period (before 1100) survives in sentences like `I didn't see no book'. 

Often, however, non-standard speech has gone further than standard English in simplifying the language. For example:

-  the `s' on the third person singular is often lost (`He come' for `He comes') 

-  the past participle of irregular verbs may be used instead of the standard past tense (e.g. `I done the 
   work' instead of  `I did the work'); auxiliary forms normally remain the same, so both standard and 
   non-standard English speakers would say `He didn't do the work.'  

-  `ain't' may be used for the negative of the present tense both of `be' and (auxiliary)`have'

    e.g. `He ain't coming' (=`He isn't coming')

       `He ain't got it with him.' (=`He hasn't got it with him')

· the pronoun `them' often replaces `those' before a noun: e.g. `I don't want them apples.'

D. Finally, dialects may retain older words which have been lost in the standard language - e.g. `whelp', the original English word for a young dog, which was replaced by the word `puppy' (from French) in most of the country. The use of `love' in northern English as a friendly way of addressing people (including strangers) is probably another example of this, as `leov' (a word originally meaning `beloved', `dear') was used in Old English with something like the meaning `my dear sir'. There is an important difference, though, as in modern English `love' cannot normally be used by one male addressing the other: either the speaker must be female or the listener must be female or a small child.

EXERCISES

Look at the sample sentences in the Appendix I: 

a. Can you find words in the other Germanic languages (i.e.4, 5, 6 and 7) which are similar to modern or old English ones?

b. Can you work out the Welsh, Gaelic and Cornish words for `heaven'? 

1. c. Can you find words in the Latin sentence which are similar to French ones? Why are there so many similarities (the answer is in the passage!)?
2. Listen to a tape recording (or read a transcript) of non-standard English. Can you find any of the differences from standard English mentioned above?

What differences have you noticed in Cantonese spoken by people from different areas or with different levels of education? What attitudes do Hong Kong people have to these varieties? 

APPENDIX I: LANGUAGE SAMPLES

1. Contemporary English:  Our father, who are in heaven, let your name be made holy. Let your kingdom come. Let what you wish be done on earth as it is in heaven.

2.Early Modern English (16th.century):  Our Father, which art in heaven: hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.

2. Old English (sometimes also called `Anglo-Saxon') (10th. century): Fader ure, thu the eart on 
heovonum: si thin nama gehalgod. Tobecume thin riche. Ge​weorthe thin willa on eorthan swaswa on heovonum.

4. Gothic (spoken by an eastern Germanic people who moved south from Scandinavia towards the Black Sea) (4th. century - the oldest known example of Germa​nic): Atta unsar thu in himinam: wehnai namo thein. Qimai thiudinassus thiens. Wairthai wilja theins, swe in himina yah ana airthai.

5. Modern Icelandic (the modern Germanic language which is probably closest to the language of the Norsemen of the 8th. century): Fathir vor, thu sem ert i himmunum: helgist nafn thitt. Komi riki thitt. Verthi vilji thinn, svo a jorthu sem a himni

6. Old High German (the early stage of modern German) (8th.century): Fater un​seer, thu pist in himile, wihi namun dinan. Qhueme rihhi din. Werde willo din, so in himile sosa in erdu.

7. Modern German: Unser Vater in dem Himmel: dein Name werde geheiligt. Dein Reich komme. Dein Wille geschehe auf Erden, wie im Himmel. 

8. Early Modern Welsh (16th. century): Ein Tad, yr hwn yn y nefoedd: sancteid​dier dy enw. Deled dy deyrnas. Gwneler dy ewyllys, megis yn y nef, felly ar y ddaear hefyd.

9. Medieval Cornish: Agan Tas-ny, us yn nef: benygys re bo dha hannow. Re dhefo dha wlascor. Dha voth re bo gwres, y'n nor kepar hag y'n nef.

10. Modern Gaelic:  Ar n-Athair a tha air nèamh: gu naomhaichear d'ainm. Thigeadh do rioghachd. Deanar do thoil air an talamh mar a nithear air nèamh.

11. Latin: Pater noster qui es in caelis: sanctificetur nomen tuum. Adveniat regnum tuum. Fiat voluntas tua, sicut in caelo et in terra.

12. Modern French: Notre père, qui es aux cieux: que ton nom soit sanctifié  Que ton règne vienne. Que ta volonté soit faite sur la terre comme au ciel. 

APPENDIX II: THE RISE OF MOTHER-TONGUE EDUCATION IN THE 14TH CENTURY

Robert of Gloucester (writing in French around 1300): `... unless a man knows French he is thought little of. But humble men keep to English and their own speech still. I reckon there are no countries in the whole world that do not keep to their own speech, except England only.'  (Norman Davies, A History of the Isles, 425)

In the first half of the 14th. century, people in authority seem to have started worrying about declining standards of French: `According to Froissart [a 14th. century historian attached to the English royal family who wrote in French about the `Hundred Years' War' between England and France], the English Parliament of 1332 urged the nobility to keep teaching their children French. The foundation statutes of two Oxford colleges - Oriel (1326) and Queen's (1340) - both underline the necessity for all students to be proficient in French as well as Latin.'  (Davies, 427).

Ranulph Higden, Polychronicon (written in Latin, published in 1352 and dealing with world history down to 1327): (giving one reason why English school child​ren were educated in French) `Also, though Englishmen always had three forms of speech from the start - Southern,Northern and Middle - being descended from three different sorts of people from Germany, nonetheless, through mixing ... with Danes [i.e. Scandinavians] and Normans, the language has been greatly impaired: and some of them [speak with] a strange stammering, snarling and guttural tooth-biting.... All the language of the Northumbrians, and especially at York, is so sharp, piercing and rasping and unformed that we Southerners can rarely understand it. I believe that the reason for this is because they are near to foreigners and aliens who speak in strange ways [i.e the people of Scotland, which at that time was independent from England], and also because the Kings of England have always lived far away from that country.' (Davies, 427 & 429)

John of Trevisa (translating and commenting on Higden's book in the 1380s): `This practice [teaching all children French] was much used before the first plague [i.e. the Black Death epidemic of 1348-50], but since then is somewhat changed so that now, in the year of Our Lord one thousand three hundred and eighty-five,... children in all the grammar schools of England are leaving French and are..learning in English. Similarly, noble men have now largely abandoned teaching their children French.'
� There is a good story (though probably untrue!) about a 19th. century professor who hated the `foreign' influence on English and wanted to go back to using pure Germanic words. He therefore refused to say `impene�trability of matter', preferring `unthoroughfaresomeness of stuff.' Unfortunately he later found out that `stuff', though its colloquial feel makes it seem Germanic, is in fact derived from the Latin word stuppa (a kind of coarse fibre). The shock to the old man was so great that he yielded up his spirit to the old Germanic gods and died immediately!








