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Lecture 19 
Historical linguistics: language change and families 

 
Language is always changing: 

Each generation speaks a language slightly differently than the previous one. 
Over the short term, the differences may seem small,  

but over hundreds of years they can add up and become very noticeable. 
E.g., Shakespeare’s English (ca. 400 years ago): 

mostly intelligible to modern speakers, but noticeably different grammar: 
 

Reason, you rogue, reason: thinkest thou I'll endanger my soul gratis? At a word, hang 
no more about me, I am no gibbet for you. Go…. You'll not bear a letter for me, you 
rogue! you stand upon your honour! Why, thou unconfinable baseness, it is as much as I 
can do to keep the terms of my honour precise: I myself sometimes, leaving the fear of God 
on the left hand and hiding mine honour in my necessity, am fain to shuffle, to hedge and 
to lurch. 

 
English from 1200 years ago (“Old English”) is basically unintelligible to the 

modern speaker—cf. this quote from Beowulf: 
 

ða com of more under misthleoþum  
Grendel gongan, godes yrre bær; 
mynte se manscaða manna cynnes 
sumne besyrwan in sele ðam hean. 
 
‘Then Grendel came walking off the moor under misty hills, bearing God’s 
wrath; the evildoer was planning to ensnare a certain member of the human race 
in the high hall.’ 

 
If you know what it means and that it’s English, you can spot a few words— 

godes ‘God’s’; com ‘came’; under ‘under’; bær ‘bore’; more ‘moor’— 
but for all practical purposes it’s a completely different language. 
 
Changes can affect all components of the language; 

we can see examples of many of them from the Beowulf passage above: 
• phonetics: 

the phoneme in under was pronounced [ʊ] in Old English; now it’s [ʌ] 
• phonology: 

in OE, [ð] and [θ] were allophones of one phoneme; now they contrast 
• morphology 

OE inflected for case (accusative sum-ne ‘some’); modern English doesn’t 
• syntax 

OE had freer word order than we do: sele ðam hean is Noun + Det + Adj 
• semantics 

cynn in OE could mean ‘race’; now kin just means ‘family’ 
• lexicon 

we don’t use the word besyrwan anymore; we use ensnare instead 



A single language can change so much over time that it is no longer 
recognizable as the same language. 

If two or more dialects of the same language undergo this independently, 
eventually they may become separate languages. 

Two languages that can be traced back to the same ancestor language in this way 
are said to be related: members of the same language family. 

 
For example, different dialects of Latin, starting about 2000 years ago, 

underwent linguistic change and became the family of Romance languages: 
French, Spanish, Italian, Romanian, Portuguese, et al. 

Romance languages share visible similaries, reflecting their common origin: 
 
   Italian  Spanish Portuguese French Latin 
‘father’ padre  padre  pai  pére  pater 
‘goat’  capra  cabra  cabra  chèvre  capra 
‘foot’  piede  pie  pé  pied  pedem 
 
English is a member of the Germanic language family: 

English, Dutch, German, Danish, Swedish, Norwegian, Icelandic, et al. 
These are all descended from dialects of a language we call Proto-Germanic. 
 
Unlike Latin, Proto-Germanic is not directly known— 

it was not a written language, so there are no records of what it was like. 
The existence of Proto-Germanic and its properties are reconstructed: 

they are inferred based on the similarities among its daughter languages. 
 
Germanic has two major subfamilies— 

West Germanic and North Germanic. (East Germanic is extinct.) 
(West: English, Dutch, German, etc. / North: Danish, Swedish, Norwegian, Icelandic) 
So e.g. English evolved from a dialect of Proto–West Germanic, 

and Proto–West Germanic had evolved from a dialect of Proto-Germanic. 
 
Germanic and Romance are themselves subfamiles of the Indo-European family, 

which includes most of the languages of Europe and many of south Asia. 
Subfamilies of Indo-European include: 
• Germanic 
• Italic (Romance is the only living subfamily of this) 
• Celtic (Irish, Welsh, et al.) 
• Greek 
• Balto-Slavic (Slavic: Russian, Polish, et al.; Baltic: Lithuanian, Latvian) 
• Albanian 
• Armenian 
• Indo-Iranian (Indic: Hindi, Bengali, et al.; Iranian: Persian, Pashto, et al.) 
• various extinct subfamilies 
All of these must be descended from different dialects of Proto-Indo-European, 

which must have been spoken many thousands of years ago. 
 



Major language families other than Indo-European include: 
• Semitic (Hebrew, Arabic, et al.—a subfamily of Afro-Asiatic) 
• Turkic (Turkish and many languages of central Asia and Siberia) 
• Uralic (Finnish, Estonian, Hungarian, and many languages of Siberia) 
• Sinitic (Chinese: Mandarin, Cantonese, etc.—a subfamily of Sino-Tibetan) 
• Bantu (Swahili, Zulu, many other languages of central/southern Africa) 
• Austronesian (Hawaiian, Indonesian, many other languages of the Pacific) 
 
There are many language families other than these, of course— 

some very large, and some with very few known languages in them. 
Some languages are isolates— 

i.e., they’re not related to any other known languages as far as we can tell. 
Familiar examples include Korean and Basque. 

(There are hypotheses connecting these with other living or extinct languages or families; 
none are regarded as convincing by mainstream historical-linguistic scholarship.) 

 
What causes language change? 
 
Speakers may use existing resources of the language in novel ways— 

e.g., by creating a new word from existing morphemes: Inter-net 
e.g., by taking an affix and using it as an independent word: English ish 
 (“Are you getting used to the new job?” “I guess I am. Well, ish.”) 

 
Language contact may lead to language change: 

one language may adopt elements from another (usually lexical items). 
This process is known as borrowing; borrowed words are loanwords. 
English is very open to loanwords from languages all over the world 

going back many centuries: e.g.— 
• sushi, from Japanese 
• taboo, from Tongan  
• concerto, from Italian  
• boss, from Dutch 
• pork, from French (borrowed at least 700 years ago) 
• skirt, from Old Norse (borrowed at least 1000 years ago) 

By some estimates, more than 75% of the English lexicon is loanwords. 
 
Language change may arise from imperfect imitation of parents’ language. 
Children learn language by hearing others speak and inferring grammar; 

this ability is extremely impressive, but it’s not perfect. 
• If something in the grammar has ambiguous structure, children may 

interpret it as having a different structure than parents do. 
• There may be a complicated or difficult structure that’s hard to learn; 

children may end up producing something simpler. 
• If a construction is optional or variable in the parents’ grammar, children 

may use it more or less often than the parents do. 
This type of change is often called generational change: 

one generation learns the language slightly differently than the prior one. 
While borrowing mostly just affects individual lexical items, 

generational change can add up eventually to major grammatical changes. 



How can we tell whether languages are related? 
 
Since related languages are derived from the same ancestral language, 

their lexicons are derived from the lexicon of the ancestral language. 
This means that any given word in one of the daughter languages may be 

derived from some word in the ancestral language. 
 
Words in related languages that are all derived from the same ancestral word 

are known as cognates. 
For instance, the Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, and French words for ‘foot’ 

are all derived from the Latin word for ‘foot, and are therefore cognates. 
Due to their common origin, the ‘foot’ words in these languages are similar: 

piede, pie, pé, pied. 
In a less closely related language, the word for ‘foot’ is less similar: 

English foot resembles piede much less than pie, pé, and pied do. 
In an unrelated language, ‘foot’ might be completely dissimilar: Hebrew regel. 
 
Looking for cognates is one way to establish language relatedness: 

if two different languages have similar words with similar meanings— 
 like Italian piede and Spanish pie— 
it might be because they share a common origin in an ancestral language. 

 
However, just finding similar words is not sufficient— 

similar words may appear in unrelated languages as a result of borrowing. 
E.g., the English word sushi resembles the Japanese word sushi, 

but that’s not evidence that English and Japanese are related! 
In looking for cognates, focus on core words that are unlikely to be borrowed: 

words for body parts, family members, basic elements of the environment, 
function words, numbers, etc. 

Languages whose only lexical similarities are between probable loanwords 
are unlikely to be related. 

 
However, coincidental similarity between non-cognate words is still possible! 

English & Mbarabam dog ‘dog’ is a classic example of coincidental similarity 
between non-borrowed native words in completely unrelated languages. 

Related languages will usually have a relatively large number of cognates,  
not just isolated examples of similar words.  

 
But languages that are related can still have coincidentally similar words, 

which aren’t cognates and aren’t borrowed! 
Examples: 

 English much / Spanish mucho ‘much’ 
 German habe ‘(I) have’ / Latin habeō ‘I have’ 

  English bad / Persian bad ‘bad’ 
Despite their similar meanings and pronunciations, these words aren’t related! 

The actual Latin cognate of German habe is capiō ‘I take’! 
So how can we tell the difference?— 

which words are cognates, and which are coincidental resemblances? 


