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Preface 
The English language is one of the richest and most widely used 

languages in the world. Its long history reflects the growth of human 

civilization, culture, literature, science, religion, and social 

development. Over many centuries, English has undergone 

remarkable changes in pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, and 

meaning. These developments have made English a flexible, 

expressive, and global language. 

This book The English Language Part I has been prepared with the 

aim of providing a clear and detailed understanding of the history and 

development of the English language. The topics included in this study 

explain the important stages in the growth of English, especially the 

influence of the Renaissance, the expansion of vocabulary, and the 

various changes in meaning that words undergo over time. 

Special attention has been given to presenting the subject matter in 

simple and easy language so that students can understand the concepts 

without difficulty. Important definitions, explanations, examples, and 

historical developments have been discussed in a systematic manner 

for academic learning and reference. 

The purpose of this work is not only to help students gain knowledge 

of the English language but also to develop an appreciation for its 

richness, adaptability, and continuous evolution. Language is never 

static; it changes according to human needs, social conditions, 

scientific progress, and cultural interaction. Understanding these 

changes helps learners recognise the beauty and depth of English. 
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The Origin of Language 

Introduction 

The chapter “The Origin of Language” explains some important ideas 

about language before studying the history of English. The author says 

that to understand how English developed over many centuries, we 

must first understand some general facts about language itself. The 

chapter discusses the nature of language, the importance of speech 

over writing, the changing nature of language, language as a special 

human quality, and different theories regarding the origin of language. 

Language is Primarily Spoken, Not Written 

The author first explains that language is mainly spoken and not 

written. Human beings spoke long before they learned how to write. 

Writing developed much later in human history as a way to record 

speech and ideas. Writing became extremely important because it 

helped people preserve history, literature, religion, and knowledge for 

future generations. Without writing, we would know nothing about 

ancient civilizations or the speech of historical figures such as Julius 

Caesar or King Alfred. Our knowledge of ancient languages mainly 

comes from written records like manuscripts, religious texts, historical 

documents, and literary works.  

Today, inventions such as the gramophone and tape recorder also help 

preserve spoken language. Because reading and writing are very 

important in modern life, many people think language mainly means 

written words. However, the author clearly states that writing and 

printing are only substitutes for speech. Speech is the real and original 

form of language, while writing only represents spoken words. 
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Writing and printing influence language by slowing down rapid 

changes, preserving older forms, and creating standard forms of 

language. This conservative nature of writing helps maintain stability, 

but ultimately what is written depends upon what is spoken. Speech 

controls writing, not the other way around. 

Language is Evolutionary, Not Static 

The second important idea in the chapter is that language is always 

changing. Language never remains fixed or permanent. This 

continuous process of change is called the evolution of language. The 

author points out that Chaucer’s English of the fourteenth century is 

very different from modern English, and Anglo-Saxon English is even 

more different from Chaucer’s language. Similarly, modern French 

differs from Old French, and modern Italian differs from Latin. These 

examples show that all languages change over time. Many people 

wrongly believe that modern civilized languages are now fixed and 

stable and that only new words may be added in the future. The author 

rejects this belief and explains that language is still changing in 

pronunciation, grammar, spelling, and meaning. Some grammatical 

forms once considered incorrect are now accepted. Words earlier 

regarded as slang have become respectable. Reformed spellings 

slowly enter language, and pronunciation changes because of natural 

development, American influence, cinema, television, and 

broadcasting agencies such as the BBC. The author believes that 

language changed even more rapidly in ancient times because people 

lived in small isolated groups, there was little writing, and speech was 

not recorded. Therefore, language remained fluid and unstable. 

Unfortunately, very little evidence from those early periods survives 

today. 
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Language is the Special Characteristic of Human Beings 

The chapter further explains that language is one of the most important 

qualities that separates humans from animals. Every human society 

possesses language, whereas animals only produce sounds, cries, and 

noises expressing emotions such as fear, anger, joy, or sexual instinct. 

Animals do not possess true language. Professor Lloyd James says that 

many animals possess speech organs in a basic form, and if they had 

developed them properly, they might have spoken like humans. This 

raises the question of why humans alone developed speech. The author 

suggests that the answer lies in the development of mind, intelligence, 

and personality. Speech and thought probably developed together and 

influenced each other. Sir G. Elliot Smith even says that the discovery 

of speech marked the beginning of humanity itself. Thus, speech is 

closely connected with human civilization and intellectual 

development. 

Theories About the Origin of Language 

The chapter explains four major theories about the origin of language. 

These theories attempt to explain how humans developed organized 

speech from simple sounds and gestures. 

The Bow-Wow Theory 

The Bow-Wow Theory states that language began through the 

imitation of natural sounds. Early humans copied the sounds made by 

animals, birds, and nature. For example, the barking of a dog may have 

produced expressions like “bow-wow,” while words such as “snake” 

and “wind” seem to imitate natural sounds. Children also imitate 

sounds naturally, and supporters of this theory believe primitive 
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humans behaved similarly. This theory is connected with 

onomatopoeic words, which imitate actual sounds. Words like “puff,” 

“whine,” “wail,” “whistle,” and “babble” are examples of such words. 

According to this theory, imitation of natural sounds helped the 

development of language. However, the theory cannot explain abstract 

words, grammar, or most of human vocabulary, so it is considered 

only partly satisfactory. 

The Ding-Dong Theory 

The Ding-Dong Theory is mainly associated with the scholar Max 

Müller. According to this theory, language originated from rhythm, 

natural harmony, and musical sounds. The universe itself is rhythmic, 

and early humans responded to rhythms found in nature such as 

flowing streams, swaying trees, and walking movements. Early 

speech may have begun as rhythmic humming or chanting. This theory 

connects the origin of language with work songs, war dances, ballads, 

sea songs, and whistling during work. It suggests that speech 

developed together with rhythmical human activities. Although the 

theory is imaginative and interesting, it lacks scientific proof and 

cannot completely explain the development of language. 

The Pooh-Pooh Theory 

The Pooh-Pooh Theory explains that language developed from 

emotional cries and exclamations. Human beings naturally produce 

sounds expressing pain, surprise, joy, anger, fear, and disgust. Sounds 

such as “Oh!”, “Ah!”, and “Pooh!” are examples of emotional 

expressions. According to this theory, these emotional cries gradually 

acquired meaning and later developed into proper words. For example, 

the expression “pooh-pooh” eventually became a verb meaning “to 
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reject” or “to dismiss.” Supporters of this theory believe that 

emotional sounds became meaningful speech over time. However, the 

theory explains only emotional expressions and fails to explain 

grammar, logical speech, and complex communication. Therefore, it 

is also considered incomplete. 

The Gesture Theory 

The Gesture Theory was developed by Wilhelm Wundt and later 

supported by Sir Richard Paget. According to this theory, 

communication first began through gestures and signs made with the 

hands and body. Early humans used hand movements and body 

gestures to communicate ideas. Even today people use gestures to call 

someone, show direction, or communicate without language. The 

theory explains that hand movements were naturally accompanied by 

movements of the tongue, lips, and jaws. Gradually, these mouth 

movements replaced hand gestures and developed into spoken 

language. For example, words like “I” and “me” involve inward lip 

movement similar to pointing toward oneself, while words like “you” 

involve outward movement toward another person. This theory also 

explains why people often use hand gestures while speaking 

emotionally or forcefully. Compared to the earlier theories, the 

Gesture Theory appears more scientific because gestures still play an 

important role in communication. 

Examples 

“I” and “Me” 

The lips move inward just like pointing toward oneself. 
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“You” and “Thou” 

Movement goes outward toward another person. 

“Here” and “There” 

Directional movement exists in pronunciation. 

The theory says speech and physical gestures are connected. 

Importance of Gesture Theory 

This theory is considered more scientific than some earlier theories 

because gestures still play a major role in communication. 

Final Opinion of the Author 

The author says no single theory completely explains the origin of 

language. 

Each theory contains some truth. 

Probably language developed through: 

• Sound imitation 

• Rhythm 

• Emotional cries 

• Gestures 

• Mental development 

Thus language evolved through a combination of many factors. 
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Important Scholars Mentioned 

Key Terms 

 

 

 

Scholar Contribution 

Max Müller Ding-Dong Theory 

Wilhelm Wundt Gesture Theory 

Sir Richard Paget Gesture Theory 

Lloyd James 
Animals possess speech 

organs 

Sir G. Elliot Smith 
Speech marked the beginning 

of man 

Wilbur M. Urban Criticized earlier theories 

Term Meaning 

Evolutionary Constantly changing 

Static Unchanging 

Onomatopoeia Words imitating sounds 

Primitive Speech Earliest form of language 

Gesture Language 
Communication through signs 

and movements 

Conservative Nature of Writing Writing slows language change 



8 | P a g e  

 

Conclusion 

The chapter provides a basic and foundational understanding of 

language before beginning the study of the history of English. The 

author emphasizes that language is primarily spoken rather than 

written and that speech is the original form of human communication. 

He also explains that language is never fixed or permanent but 

constantly changes over time in pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, 

and meaning. Another important idea discussed in the chapter is that 

speech is a unique characteristic of human beings and plays a major 

role in the development of civilization and intelligence. The chapter 

further examines four important theories regarding the origin of 

language: the Bow-wow Theory, the Ding-dong Theory, the Pooh-

pooh Theory, and the Gesture Theory. Each theory explains certain 

aspects of how language may have developed, but none of them alone 

provides a complete or fully satisfactory explanation. Therefore, the 

exact origin of language still remains uncertain. The study of language 

origin continues to be an important area of research in subjects such 

as linguistics, anthropology, psychology, and philology. 
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The Descent of the English Language 

Introduction 

Language is one of the greatest achievements of human civilization. 

From ancient times, people have spoken different languages in 

different parts of the world. This diversity of languages often created 

difficulty in communication between people of different nations. 

Because of this, many people believed that it would be easier and more 

peaceful if the whole world spoke one common language. 

To solve this problem, several attempts were made to create an 

international language. One of the most famous examples is 

Esperanto. Esperanto was created in 1887 by Dr. L. L. Zamenhof, a 

Polish doctor, with the aim of promoting international understanding 

and friendship among people. It was designed to be simple, easy to 

learn, and suitable for universal communication. Although Esperanto 

did not become a world language, it remains an important example of 

the human desire for unity through language. 

The chapter “The Descent of the English Language” discusses how 

languages developed and diversified over time. It explains that many 

modern languages, including English, originated from a common 

ancient language called Indo-European. The chapter also traces the 

historical development of English through different language groups 

and explains important linguistic changes such as Grimm’s Law. 

The Story of the Tower of Babel 

In the Book of Genesis in the Bible, there is a famous story known as 

the Tower of Babel. According to this story, all human beings once 
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spoke the same language. Later, God confused their speech and 

created different languages so that people could no longer understand 

one another. As a result, humans became divided into different 

linguistic groups. Modern scholars consider this story a myth or fable, 

but interestingly, modern linguistic studies suggest that many 

languages actually developed from a common origin in ancient times. 

Language Families 

Modern linguists have discovered that many languages are related to 

one another just like members of a family. For example, English is 

closely related to German and Dutch. Similarly, French, Italian, 

Spanish, and even some Indian languages are connected to English 

through a common ancient ancestor. This large group of related 

languages is called the Indo-European Language Family. The 

similarities in vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation among these 

languages prove their common origin. 

Names of the Parent Language 

The ancient parent language of many European and Asian languages 

was given different names by scholars. One of the earliest names was 

Aryan, but later this term became unsuitable because it was politically 

misused by Hitler and Nazi ideology. Another term used was Indo-

Germanic, which emphasized the connection between Indian and 

Germanic languages. However, this name was considered incomplete 

because it did not properly include Romance and Slavonic languages. 

Therefore, the term Indo-European became the most accepted 

modern name. It includes languages spoken in many parts of Europe 

and Asia. 
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Origin of Indo-European Language 

Scholars believe that the Indo-European language was spoken around 

3000–3500 B.C. by nomadic tribes living near the Black Sea. Some 

scholars also suggest regions like Lithuania or Hungary as the original 

homeland of these people. Over time, these tribes migrated to different 

parts of Europe and Asia. As the groups became separated from one 

another, their speech slowly changed. Different dialects developed, 

and eventually many separate languages emerged. By around 2000 

B.C., the original Indo-European language had divided into eight 

major language groups. 

Development of Different Language Groups 

As people migrated to different regions, their languages also changed 

gradually. Pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar developed 

differently in each group. This slow process of change created the 

large number of languages that exist today. The development of 

languages can be compared to a tree. Indo-European is like the root of 

the tree, the later language groups are its branches, and the modern 

languages are the leaves that grew from those branches. 

Characteristics of Indo-European Language 

There are no direct written records of the Indo-European language, but 

scholars reconstructed it by comparing related languages. According 

to scholars, Indo-European was probably not a simple language. 

Ancient languages were often more complex than modern languages 

and contained many grammatical inflections. The author explains that 

simple and direct language usually develops only in advanced 

civilizations, while primitive languages are often highly complicated. 
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For example, Indo-European may have had separate words for 

expressions like “my head” and “your head.” Later, humans began to 

recognize similarities and used combinations such as “my head” and 

“your head.” This change shows the gradual development of analytical 

thinking and language simplification over time. 

Similarities Among Languages 

Even today many Indo-European languages share similar words. 

Examples: 

Pronouns 

Words like: 

• I 

• me 

• thou 

• you 

show similarities in many European languages. 

Family Words 

Words like: 

• father 

• mother 

• brother 
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also resemble each other in different languages. 

This proves they came from a common source. 

Similarities in Numbers 

 One of the strongest proofs of language relationship is seen in 

numbers from one to ten. 

These similarities clearly show common ancestry. 

Why Similarity Exists Only Up to Ten 

The author explains that early humans counted using their fingers. 

Therefore: 

• they developed words only up to ten before migration. 

• higher numbers were invented later by separate groups. 

Thus: 

English German Dutch Latin Greek 

one eins een unus eis 

two zwei twee duo duo 

three drei drie tres treis 

four vier vier quattuor tessara 

five fünf vijf quinque pente 
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• numbers above ten differ more between languages. 

Origin of the Word “Calculate” 

Early humans used: 

• fingers for simple counting, 

• pebbles for complicated calculations. 

The Latin word for pebble is calculus. 

From this word came the English word: 

• calculate 

This shows how language changes over time. 

Primitive Germanic Language 

For the study of English, the most important branch is Primitive 

Germanic. 

It developed from Indo-European and later gave rise to: 

• English 

• German 

• Dutch 

• Scandinavian languages 

Primitive Germanic was spoken: 
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• between 2000 B.C. and 1000 B.C. 

• in Central and Northern Europe. 

Grimm’s Law 

A major change in language history is called the Primitive Germanic 

Consonant Shift. 

German scholar Jacob Grimm discovered systematic sound changes 

between Latin and Germanic languages. 

This became famous as Grimm’s Law. 

Main Sound Changes in Grimm’s Law 

1. p → f 

Latin English 

pater father 

piscis fish 

pedem foot 

2. t → th 

Latin English 

tres three 

tu thou 

frater brother 
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3. k → h 

Latin English 

canis hound 

cor heart 

caput head 

4. d → t 

Latin English 

decem ten 

dens tooth 

Importance of Grimm’s Law 

Grimm’s Law proved that: 

• sound changes in language are regular, 

• language evolution follows patterns, 

• modern languages developed scientifically rather than 

randomly. 

Later, another scholar named Verner improved Grimm’s theory 

through Verner’s Law. 

Classification of Consonants 

The chapter also explains consonant sounds. 
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Consonants are grouped based on how they are produced. 

1. Lip Sounds 

Produced using lips: 

• p, b, f, v 

2. Teeth Sounds 

Produced with teeth: 

• t, d, th 

3. Internal Sounds 

Produced inside the mouth: 

• k, g, h 

Voiced and Voiceless Sounds 

Voiced Sounds 

• vocal cords vibrate 

• examples: b, d, g 

Voiceless Sounds 

• vocal cords do not vibrate 

• examples: p, t, k 
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Branches of Primitive Germanic 

Primitive Germanic later split into three major branches. 

1. Gothic 

• oldest branch 

• records survive in Bible translations by Bishop Ulfilas. 

2. Scandinavian (Norse) 

Gave rise to: 

• Swedish 

• Danish 

• Norwegian 

• Icelandic 

The earliest records are Runic inscriptions. 

3. West Germanic 

This branch is most important for English. 

It later developed into: 

• Anglo-Saxon 

• German 

• Dutch 

• English 
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Although no direct written records exist, scholars reconstructed it 

through comparison. 

Sound Change in West Germanic 

One important change: 

• the consonant z changed into r inside words. 

Examples: 

• was → were 

• is → are 

• more → most 

This explains certain irregular forms in modern English. 

Runes 

Runes were: 

• ancient Scandinavian letters, 

• probably influenced by Greek alphabets, 

• used in Northern Europe. 

The word “rune” means: 

• mystery or secret. 
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Conclusion 

The chapter explains the scientific history of the development of the 

English language. It shows that English belongs to the Indo-European 

family of languages and has evolved gradually over a long period of 

time. The chapter also explains how migration and geographical 

isolation led to the formation of different languages and dialects. 

English mainly developed through the Germanic branch of the Indo-

European family. An important linguistic theory discussed in the 

chapter is Grimm’s Law, which explains the systematic sound changes 

that took place in the Germanic languages. The chapter further points 

out that Modern English still contains traces of ancient Indo-European 

roots in its vocabulary and structure. Overall, the study of language 

history helps us understand the relationship between different nations, 

the growth of human civilizations, and the evolution of human thought 

and communication over centuries. 
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The Old English (Anglo-Saxon) Period 

Introduction 

The Old English period, also known as the Anglo-Saxon period, is the 

earliest stage in the history of the English language. It extends roughly 

from the middle of the fifth century to the Norman Conquest in 1066. 

During this period, England was invaded and settled by Germanic 

tribes such as the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes. Their language gradually 

developed into Old English. Though Old English looks very different 

from modern English, it forms the foundation of the present language. 

Much of the basic vocabulary of English today comes from Anglo-

Saxon sources. 

The language of this period was highly inflected, meaning that 

grammatical relationships were shown mainly through endings rather 

than word order. Old English vocabulary contained mostly native 

Germanic words, but foreign influences from Latin, Celtic, and 

Scandinavian languages slowly entered the language and shaped its 

development. 

Examples of Anglo-Saxon 

Tribes 
Importance 

Angles Gave the name “England” 

Saxons 
Major contributors to Old 

English 

Jutes 
Settled parts of southern 

England 
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I-Mutation or Umlaut in Old English 

One of the important linguistic features of Old English was i-mutation 

or umlaut. This was a change in the pronunciation of vowels caused 

by an “i” or “j” sound in the following syllable. The influence of this 

sound changed the original vowel into a different vowel. 

This process is important because many modern English words still 

preserve traces of this mutation. For example, the plural word 

“children” developed through mutation and later addition of another 

plural ending. Similarly, words such as “length,” “strength,” “health,” 

and “filth” came from mutated abstract nouns formed from adjectives. 

The adjective “long” originally appeared as “lang” in Old English, and 

the abstract noun meaning “longness” became “length” after mutation. 

In the same way, “strong” produced “strength,” “hale” produced 

“health,” and “foul” produced “filth.” 

Mutation also affected verbs derived from nouns. The noun “doom” 

produced the verb “deem,” “brood” produced “breed,” and “food” 

produced “feed.” The verb “meet” came from an old noun meaning 

“meeting,” which also appears in the term “Witenagemot,” the 

meeting of wise men in Anglo-Saxon England. Similarly, “dole” 

produced “deal,” and “gold” produced “gild.” 

Verbs were also formed from adjectives through mutation. The 

adjective “whole” produced the verb “heal,” and “full” produced 

“fill.” Mutation further affected comparative and superlative forms of 

adjectives. Words like “elder” and “eldest” are old mutated forms 

related to “old.” Earlier forms such as “strenger” and “strengest” once 

existed for “strong,” but later English simplified most of these forms. 
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Old Form Mutated Form Modern Word 

lang lengð length 

strong strengð strength 

hāl hāelðu health 

fūl fylð filth 

dōm dēman deem 

brood breed breed 

food feed feed 

full fyllan fill 

old elder elder 

Vocabulary of Old English 

An Anglo-Saxon dictionary contains about twenty thousand words, 

whereas modern English contains hundreds of thousands of words. 

Most Old English words were native Germanic words brought by the 

Angles and Saxons from their original homeland. Many of these words 

are still used in modern English. 

These native words mostly referred to basic human experiences and 

everyday life. They included words for family relationships such as 

father, mother, brother, and sister; numbers from one to ten; and 

common natural objects like the sun, moon, stars, earth, fire, and 

water. Names of common animals such as cow, goose, wolf, and 

mouse also belonged to this early vocabulary. 

The Indo-European ancestors of the Anglo-Saxons also passed down 

words related to simple tools and transport, such as timber, wheel, 
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yoke, and wagon. Certain military words also came from this source. 

For example, the Old English word “hleo,” meaning shield or 

protection, survives today in the expression “lee side” of a ship. 

The early Indo-Europeans knew little about agriculture beyond simple 

farming methods. The Old English verb meaning “to plough” can be 

traced back to Indo-European origins, while some agricultural terms 

appeared later as society became more settled. 

Category Examples 

Family Words father, mother, brother, sister 

Natural Elements 
sun, moon, stars, earth, fire, 

water 

Animals cow, goose, wolf, mouse 

Transport and Tools wheel, wagon, timber, yoke 

Common Verbs come, go, eat, drink 

Daily Life Words house, home, bread, butter 

 

Celtic Influence on Old English 

Since the original inhabitants of Britain were Celts, one might expect 

a strong Celtic influence on English. Surprisingly, however, Celtic 

influence on Old English was very small. This shows how completely 

the Anglo-Saxon invaders defeated and displaced the native Celtic 

population. 

The few Celtic words that survived mainly referred to geographical 

features. Words such as “dun” meaning hill, “slough,” and the ending 

“-combe” found in place names like Ilfracombe and Babbacombe 
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probably came from Celtic sources. Apart from a few such examples, 

Celtic influence remained limited. 

Celtic Words Meaning/Use 

dun hill 

slough muddy place 

-combe valley 

Ilfracombe place name 

Babbacombe place name 

 

Latin Influence on Old English 

Latin influence on Old English was much more important than Celtic 

influence. Latin words entered English mainly in two stages. The first 

stage came through contact with the Romans during the Roman 

occupation of Britain. The second stage came with the spread of 

Christianity in the sixth century. 

The earlier Latin words were mostly practical and connected with 

Roman civilization. Words such as “mile,” “wine,” “wall,” “way,” and 

“street” came from Latin. The Roman system of roads strongly 

influenced English place names. For example, the Latin word “castra,” 

meaning camp, developed into the Old English “ceaster,” which 

survives in names such as Chester, Manchester, Winchester, and 

Doncaster. 
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The Romans also introduced money-based trade, and the word 

“money” itself entered Old English from Latin. Many Roman place 

names and administrative terms became part of English vocabulary. 

The second group of Latin words entered with Christianity. When 

missionaries sent by Pope Gregory came to England under Saint 

Augustine, they introduced many religious terms into English. Words 

such as “monastery,” “monk,” “bishop,” “priest,” and “mass” came 

from Latin through the Church. 

Christianity also changed the meanings of some existing English 

words. Pagan religious words were adapted into Christian use. The 

word “Easter,” for example, originally referred to a pagan spring 

festival but later became the Christian festival celebrating the 

resurrection of Christ. 

Latin-Origin Word Modern English Form 

mille passus mile 

vinum wine 

vallum wall 

via way 

via strata street 

moneta money 

 

Latin Word Modern Place Names 

castra Chester 

castra Manchester 

castra Winchester 
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Latin Word Modern Place Names 

castra Doncaster 

 

 

Latin Word 
Old/Modern English 

Form 

monasterium monastery 

monachus monk 

episcopus bishop 

presbyter priest 

missa mass 

 

Scandinavian or Danish Influence 

One of the most important influences on Old English came from the 

Scandinavians or Danes. Beginning in the eighth century, Danish 

raiders attacked England and gradually settled there. By the Treaty of 

Wedmore in 878, England was divided into two parts, with the 

northern and eastern regions coming under Danish control. This area 

became known as the Danelaw. 

The Scandinavian influence affected English in three major ways: 

place names, vocabulary, and pronunciation. 

Many English place names still show Scandinavian influence through 

endings such as “-by,” “-thorpe,” “-thwaite,” and “-toft.” The ending 
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“-by,” meaning town, appears in names like Whitby, Grimsby, and 

Selby. “Thorpe” means village, while “thwaite” means clearing. 

The Danes introduced many important everyday words into English. 

Some of these words are among the most commonly used words 

today. Examples include “get,” “take,” “they,” “them,” “husband,” 

“sister,” “knife,” “skipper,” and “haven.” The Scandinavian influence 

became so strong that native English words were sometimes 

completely replaced. For example, the native pronouns “hie” and 

“him” were replaced by “they” and “them.” 

The Scandinavian influence also affected pronunciation. Northern 

English pronunciation often kept hard sounds where southern English 

developed soft sounds. For example, words like “give” preserved the 

hard “g” because of Danish influence. 

Another interesting example is the word “dream.” In Old English it 

meant “joy,” but after Scandinavian influence it acquired its modern 

meaning connected with sleep and imagination. 

Ending Meaning Examples 

-by town Whitby, Grimsby 

-thorpe village Scunthorpe 

-thwaite clearing Satterthwaite 

-toft holding Lowestoft 

 

Scandinavian Word Modern English Word 

geta get 
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Scandinavian Word Modern English Word 

taka take 

syster sister 

knifr knife 

husbondi husband 

skipari skipper 

 

 

 

 

Anglo-Saxon Influence on Modern English 

Despite later influences from French, Latin, and other languages, 

modern English still remains largely Anglo-Saxon in character. 

Studies of English literature show that a very large percentage of 

commonly used English words are of native Anglo-Saxon origin. 

The vocabulary of daily life mostly comes from Old English. Common 

words such as bread, butter, milk, meat, house, home, father, mother, 

sword, shield, sun, moon, and star are all Anglo-Saxon words. Many 

common suffixes such as “-hood,” “-ness,” “-ship,” and “-dom” are 

also native in origin. 

Old English 

Form 

Scandinavian 

Form 
Modern Form 

hie they they 

him them them 
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Old English also contributed many poetic and alliterative expressions 

still used today, such as “fair or foul,” “might and main,” and “kith 

and kin.” 

Common Anglo-Saxon Words Modern Usage 

bread staple food 

butter dairy product 

milk daily use 

meat food 

house dwelling 

home residence 

       sword         weapon 

       shield         protection 

 

Change in Meaning of Anglo-Saxon Words 

Over time many Anglo-Saxon words changed their meanings. Some 

words rose in social importance. The words “lord” and “lady” 

originally meant “bread-keeper” and “bread-kneader.” Later they 

became titles of social respect and nobility. 

Suffix/Prefix Examples 

-hood childhood 

-ness happiness 

-ship friendship 

-dom freedom 

forth- forthright 

with- withstand 
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Similarly, the word “town” originally meant only a small group of 

houses, but gradually it came to mean a large settlement. The word 

“steward” once meant a person who looked after pigs or cattle, but 

later it became a position of high responsibility. 

Other words experienced decline in meaning. The word “knave” 

originally meant a boy or servant but later came to mean a dishonest 

person. “Fiend” once meant enemy but later became associated with 

the devil. The adjective “silly” originally meant happy or innocent but 

eventually came to mean foolish. 

Some words changed because of association of ideas. The word 

“bead” originally meant prayer, but because prayers were counted 

using rosary beads, the meaning shifted to the object itself. “Unkempt” 

originally meant “uncombed,” but later came to mean untidy in 

general. “Uncouth” originally meant unknown but later developed the 

meaning strange or uncivilized. 

The word “bridal” came from an old expression meaning wedding 

feast or ale-drinking celebration. “Giddy” originally meant possessed 

by a god, then developed meanings connected with madness and 

dizziness. “Thrill” once meant to pierce with a sharp object, but now 

means to excite emotionally. 

Old Meaning Modern Meaning 

lord = bread-keeper noble title 

lady = bread-kneader noble woman 

steward = cattle keeper high official 
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Old Meaning Modern Meaning 

town = small 

settlement 
large settlement 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Geographical Terms from Old English 

Several geographical terms in modern England also come from Old 

English. The ending “-shire” in county names means a division or 

share of land. Yorkshire was divided into three parts known as 

“Ridings,” a word derived from “thriding,” meaning one-third. 

Word Meaning 

shire division of land 

Original Meaning Modern Meaning 

knave = boy dishonest person 

fiend = enemy devil 

silly = happy foolish 

Original Meaning Modern Meaning 

bead = prayer small ornament 

unkempt = uncombed untidy 

uncouth = unknown strange 

bridal = wedding feast marriage ceremony 

thrill = pierce excite emotionally 



33 | P a g e  

 

Word Meaning 

riding one-third part 

Yorkshire county name 

Conclusion 

The Old English or Anglo-Saxon period laid the foundation of the 

English language. During this period English developed its basic 

grammar, vocabulary, and structure. Though later influences from 

Latin, French, and Scandinavian languages changed English greatly, 

the core of the language remained Anglo-Saxon. Most common words 

used in everyday life still come from Old English sources. 

The period also shows how languages evolve through contact with 

different cultures and civilizations. Latin influence introduced 

religious and administrative vocabulary, Scandinavian influence 

added many common everyday words, and changes in pronunciation 

and meaning gradually shaped the development of modern English. 

Therefore, the study of Old English is essential for understanding the 

growth, richness, and historical background of the English language. 
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The Middle English Period 

Introduction 

The Middle English period extends from about 1100 to 1500 and 

began after the Norman Conquest of 1066. When William the 

Conqueror and the Normans captured England, they brought the 

French language and culture with them. As a result, French became 

the language of the ruling class, law, administration, education, and 

polite society, while English remained the language of the common 

people. During this period, English underwent great changes in 

grammar, pronunciation, spelling, and vocabulary. Old English 

gradually lost its complicated grammatical endings and became 

simpler. English also borrowed a large number of French and Latin 

words, making the vocabulary much richer. The Middle English 

period is also important because it produced great literary works, 

especially Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, which helped establish 

English as a literary language again. 

Important 

Features 
Examples 

French Influence 
French vocabulary entered 

English 

Simpler Grammar Loss of inflections 

Rich Vocabulary French and Latin additions 

Famous Writer Geoffrey Chaucer 

Pronunciation 

Changes 
Beginning of vowel shifts 



35 | P a g e  

 

 

Grammar in the Middle English Period 

One of the most important developments during the Middle English 

period was the simplification of grammar. Old English had many 

inflections or grammatical endings that showed gender, number, and 

case, but most of these endings disappeared in Middle English. Word 

order became more important than grammatical endings. Gender 

distinctions also disappeared except for natural gender. The plural 

ending “-s” became more common and replaced many older plural 

forms. Verbs also became simpler, and the language became easier to 

speak and understand. 

Old English 

Form 

Middle English 

Form 
Modern English 

stanas stones stones 

nama name name 

sunne sun sun 

oxen oxen oxen 

children children children 

Pronunciation Changes 

Pronunciation changed greatly during the Middle English period. 

Long vowels underwent important modifications. The Old English 

long “ā” sound changed into long “ō” in many dialects. Thus words 

like “ham,” “stan,” and “hlaf” gradually became “home,” “stone,” and 

“loaf.” French words also influenced pronunciation because they 
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retained French stress patterns for a long time. Vowel lengthening and 

shortening became common depending on whether syllables were 

open or closed. 

Old English Middle English Modern English 

ham hoom home 

stan stoon stone 

hlaf loaf loaf 

hus hous house 

mus mous mouse 

 

Open and Closed Syllables 

In Middle English, vowels in open syllables usually became long, 

while vowels in closed syllables remained short. An open syllable 

ends in a vowel sound, whereas a closed syllable ends in a consonant. 

This development strongly influenced modern English pronunciation. 

Open Syllable Words Modern Form 

na-me name 

ta-ken taken 

me-ten meet 

sle-pen sleep 
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Closed Syllable Words Modern Form 

man man 

gram-mar grammar 

bol-ster bolster 

 

Development of Diphthongs 

During the later Middle English period, some long vowels developed 

into diphthongs. These changes later became part of the Great Vowel 

Shift. This process affected many common English words and shaped 

modern pronunciation. 

Earlier Form Modern Pronunciation 

game /ei/ sound 

find /ai/ sound 

house /au/ sound 

fire /ai/ sound 

cow /au/ sound 

 

Metathesis in Middle English 

Metathesis refers to the changing of positions of sounds within a word. 

During the Middle English period, some words changed their forms 

through this process. 
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Earlier Form Later Form 

beornan burn 

bryd bird 

clapse clasp 

thurh through 

lipsed lisped 

 

Spelling Changes 

Spelling changed greatly during the Middle English period mainly 

because of Norman-French influence. French scribes introduced new 

spellings into English. The Old English “ū” sound began to be written 

as “ou,” and “oo” became common for long vowel sounds. Some Old 

English letters disappeared completely. 

Old English Middle English Modern English 

hus hous house 

mus mous mouse 

cild child child 

cyning king king 

scip ship ship 

 

Vocabulary in the Middle English Period 

Vocabulary expanded enormously during the Middle English period 

because of French influence. English and French existed side by side  
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for centuries, and many French words entered English. Native English 

words continued to be used in ordinary life, while French words 

became associated with law, administration, education, religion, 

fashion, and polite society. This gave English a large number of 

synonyms and increased its expressive power. 

Native English Word French Word 

wed marry 

wedding marriage 

kingly royal 

child infant 

meal repast 

 

Animal and Meat Distinction 

One important result of Norman influence was the difference between 

the names of living animals and the cooked meat prepared from them. 

English-speaking peasants cared for the animals, while French-

speaking nobles ate the meat. 

 

Living Animal Meat 

sheep mutton 

pig pork 

cow beef 

calf veal 
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Legal Vocabulary 

Since French became the language of law courts, many legal terms 

entered English during the Middle English period. These words are 

still commonly used today. 

Legal Terms Meaning 

justice fairness in law 

judge legal officer 

jury group deciding a case 

prison place of punishment 

verdict legal decision 

treason betrayal of state 

 

Religious Vocabulary 

The church also introduced many French and Latin religious words 

into English. Though old English religious words survived, many new 

ecclesiastical terms became part of the language. 

Religious Terms Meaning 

abbot head monk 

abbess head nun 

friar religious preacher 

cathedral chief church 
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Chivalry and Luxury Trades 

French influence strongly affected chivalry, courtly life, and luxury 

professions. Native occupations retained English names, while refined 

trades often had French names. 

Native Occupation French-Origin Occupation 

smith jeweller 

shoemaker cordwainer 

cook mercer 

weaver draper 

ploughman haberdasher 

 

Learned and Abstract Words 

Many abstract, intellectual, and moral words entered English through 

French and medieval scholarship. These words enriched the language 

greatly. 

Abstract Words Meaning 

mercy compassion 

charity kindness 

Religious Terms Meaning 

convent religious house 

altar sacred table 
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Abstract Words Meaning 

beauty attractiveness 

humility modesty 

courtesy politeness 

repentance regret for sin 

 

Astrology and Scientific Words 

Medieval science and astrology introduced several words into English 

that are still commonly used today. 

Word Original Meaning 

influence planetary effect 

disaster bad star influence 

jovial influenced by Jupiter 

mercurial influenced by Mercury 

saturnine influenced by Saturn 

humour bodily fluid theory 

Words from the Crusades and Eastern Contact 

The Crusades and contact with Eastern countries brought several 

Arabic and Eastern words into English vocabulary. 

Eastern Words Meaning/Origin 

assassin political murderer 
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Eastern Words Meaning/Origin 

algebra mathematical term 

azure blue colour 

orange fruit 

muslin cloth from Mosul 

damask cloth from Damascus 

 

Development of Surnames 

During the Middle English period, surnames became common in 

England. At first they were only temporary nicknames, but gradually 

they became hereditary family names. Surnames were based on 

personal qualities, occupations, places, or family relationships. 

Type of Surname Examples 

Personal Characteristic Whitehead, Goodman 

Occupation Baker, Fletcher 

Place Name Attwood, Fieldsend 

Family Relation Johnson, Wilson 

 

Conclusion 

The Middle English period was one of the most important stages in 

the history of English language. During this period, English grammar 

became simpler, pronunciation changed greatly, spelling developed 

new forms, and vocabulary expanded enormously because of French 
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and Latin influence. The Norman Conquest transformed English from 

a mainly Germanic language into a rich and flexible language capable 

of expressing law, religion, literature, science, and philosophy. The 

period also produced great literary achievements, especially the works 

of Geoffrey Chaucer. Modern English owes much of its richness, 

variety, and expressive power to the developments that took place 

during the Middle English period. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



45 | P a g e  

 

The Renaissance and After 

Introduction to the Renaissance 

The period known as the Renaissance marks one of the most important 

stages in the development of the English language. The Renaissance 

began in Europe after the fall of Constantinople in 1453, when many 

scholars moved from the East to Western Europe carrying important 

classical texts and knowledge. This movement created a great 

intellectual awakening that influenced literature, art, education, 

religion, and language. In England, the effects of the Renaissance 

became strongly visible around the year 1500. During this period, 

English developed rapidly and entered what scholars consider the 

beginning of Modern English. The Renaissance introduced new ideas, 

new learning, and a large number of new words into English. It also 

accelerated many linguistic changes that had already begun during the 

Middle English period. 

Latin and Italian Influence on English Vocabulary 

The Renaissance was mainly classical in nature, especially influenced 

by Latin learning. As a result, the English vocabulary expanded 

greatly through the addition of Latin words and words derived from 

Latin roots. Earlier, many Latin-origin words had entered English 

indirectly through French after the Norman Conquest. Words such as 

“confession,” “honour,” “clamour,” and “melody” were originally 

Latin but came into English through French. During the Renaissance, 

however, scholars began borrowing directly from Latin. Since Italy 

became a centre of Renaissance learning, Italian words also entered 

English, particularly in the fields of music and art. Initially, these 
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learned words were used mainly by scholars and educated people, but 

gradually many of them became part of ordinary speech. 

The Reformation and Religious Influence on English 

The Renaissance was followed by the Reformation, which was a major 

religious movement that also influenced the English language. 

Religious controversies between Protestants and Catholics introduced 

many new terms into English. Since England officially became a 

Protestant country, many of these words were directed against 

Catholics. Words such as “Papist,” “papistical,” and “Romish” 

became common during this period. Another important term was 

“Puritan,” first used in 1567, often with a negative meaning. The 

Puritans contributed many words related to morality, religion, and 

behaviour. Words like “saintly,” “conscientious,” “selfish,” “self-

denial,” and “self-righteousness” either gained popularity or 

developed stronger meanings during this period. These words 

reflected the strict moral and religious ideas of the Puritans. 

Bible Translation and the Standardisation of English 

One of the greatest influences on the English language during this time 

was the translation of the Bible into English. Important translations 

included Tyndale’s Bible in 1526 and the Authorised Version or King 

James Bible in 1611. The Bible became the most widely read and 

heard book in England for centuries. Because people listened to it 

regularly in churches, its language strongly influenced English speech 

and writing. The language of the Bible helped stabilise and standardise 

English. It also introduced many words and expressions into everyday 

use. Tyndale introduced the modern meaning of “congregation” and 

preferred “elder” instead of “priest.” Coverdale contributed the word 
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“loving-kindness.” The Authorised Version preserved many older 

English words such as “firmament,” “raiment,” and “apparel.” The 

translators mostly used simple and native English vocabulary, which 

greatly shaped later English prose style. 

Shakespeare, Printing, and National Consciousness 

The literary achievements of the Renaissance, especially the works of 

Shakespeare and his contemporaries, also had a major effect on 

English. Shakespeare’s language reflected Renaissance culture, the 

Protestant Reformation, and the growing sense of English national 

identity. During this time, English became richer, more expressive, 

and more confident as a national language. The voyages of discovery 

also brought English speakers into contact with new lands and 

cultures, adding more foreign words to the language. Another major 

development was the invention of printing by William Caxton. 

Printing helped establish a standard form of English and reduced the 

importance of regional dialects. It spread new words quickly across 

the country and gradually fixed English spelling. However, 

pronunciation continued to change while spelling remained mostly 

fixed, creating the difference between English spelling and 

pronunciation that still exists today. 

Development of Synonyms and Shades of Meaning 

The Renaissance also enriched English vocabulary by creating groups 

of synonyms from different linguistic origins. Often there were three 

related words: one from native English, one from French, and one 

from Latin. Though similar in meaning, each word developed a 

different shade of meaning and style. For example, the words 

“kingly,” “royal,” and “regal” all relate to kingship. “Royal,” which 
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came through French, simply means related to a king. “Regal,” from 

Latin, suggests majesty and splendour. “Kingly,” from native English, 

refers to noble personal qualities. Similar distinctions can be seen in 

words such as “friendly,” “amicable,” and “amiable,” or “childish,” 

“infantile,” and “puerile.” These distinctions made English a richer 

and more expressive language. 

Classical Adjectives and Native Nouns 

Another important feature of English that developed during the 

Renaissance was the use of classical adjectives with native nouns. 

English speakers often used a native noun together with an adjective 

derived from Latin. For example, the noun “hand” has the adjective 

“manual,” “nose” has “nasal,” and “town” has “urban.” Similarly, 

“womanly,” “feminine,” “manly,” “masculine,” and “virile” all have 

different shades of meaning. This combination of native and classical 

vocabulary increased the flexibility and precision of English 

expression. 

French Influence During the Restoration 

After the Renaissance came the Restoration period in 1660, which 

brought another wave of French influence. French words and phrases 

became fashionable among educated people. Some people even mixed 

French expressions into ordinary English conversation to appear 

refined and polite. Words like “brunette,” “burlesque,” and “caprice” 

retained much of their French pronunciation. Over time, however, 

many French words became anglicised in pronunciation. Examples 

discussed in the text include “oblige,” “envelope,” and “valet.” These 

examples show the continuing struggle between foreign pronunciation 

and English adaptation. 
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Pronunciation Changes in Early Modern English 

The Renaissance and early modern period also witnessed major 

changes in English pronunciation. One important change was the 

lengthening of the vowel “a” in words such as “bath,” “father,” “ask,” 

and “master.” Another change occurred in words like “calm,” “half,” 

and “palm,” where the “l” became silent and the vowel lengthened. 

The pronunciation of long vowels also changed significantly. For 

example, the Middle English pronunciation of words like “cake” and 

“ale” gradually developed into their modern pronunciation. Similarly, 

the long “e” sound changed in words like “feet,” “deep,” and “heat.” 

The long “i” sound changed into a diphthong in words such as “fire,” 

“life,” and “ride.” The long “u” sound also changed in words like 

“house” and “mouse.” These pronunciation changes were gradual and 

formed an important part of the development of Modern English 

pronunciation. 

Changes in English Spelling 

The Renaissance period also influenced English spelling. Printing 

encouraged uniform spelling practices. By this time, silent “e” became 

accepted as a marker of a long vowel sound in words such as “home” 

and “stone.” The distinction between “u” and “v,” and “i” and “j,” also 

became standardised. Renaissance scholars sometimes changed 

spellings to reflect Latin origins. As a result, silent letters were added 

to words such as “debt,” “doubt,” and “indict.” The word “island” 

incorrectly received an “s” because scholars mistakenly connected it 

with the Latin word “insula.” These spelling changes often had little 

effect on pronunciation but made English spelling more complicated. 
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Simplification of English Grammar 

The grammatical system of English also became simpler during the 

early modern period. Many old inflections disappeared. Plural verb 

endings were reduced, and the possessive adjective “its” replaced the 

older usage of “his” for neuter nouns. The plural ending “-s” became 

the normal form for nouns. Comparative forms also became simpler 

with the regular use of “-er” and “-est.” By the end of the seventeenth 

century, English had changed from a highly inflected language into a 

comparatively simple grammatical system. At the same time, the 

Renaissance had made English vocabulary richer and more capable of 

expressing complex ideas and subtle meanings. 

Important Examples from “The Renaissance and After 

 

Topic Examples Explanation 

Latin words 

entering English 

confession, honour, 

melody 

Entered English mainly 

through French before the 

Renaissance 

Direct Renaissance 

borrowings 
regal, manual, nasal 

Borrowed directly from Latin 

roots 

Italian influence 
musical and artistic 

terms 

Italian became influential 

because Italy was a centre of 

Renaissance learning 

Reformation 

vocabulary 

Papist, Puritan, 

saintly, selfish 

Religious controversies 

introduced these words 

Bible contribution 
congregation, loving-

kindness, firmament 

Bible translations popularised 

and preserved these words 
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Table Showing Different Shades of Meaning in Synonyms 

Native 

English 

Word 

French-

derived 

Word 

Latin-

derived 

Word 

Difference in Meaning 

kingly royal regal 

“Kingly” suggests noble qualities, 

“royal” means related to a king, 

“regal” suggests majesty 

friendly amiable amicable 

“Friendly” is personal, “amiable” 

pleasant, “amicable” formal 

friendliness 

Topic Examples Explanation 

Synonym groups kingly, royal, regal 

Native, French, and Latin 

forms showing different 

shades of meaning 

Adjective 

distinctions 

womanly, feminine, 

virile 

Each carries a different 

emotional or stylistic meaning 

French influence 

after Restoration 

brunette, caprice, 

oblige 

French words became 

fashionable in educated 

society 

Pronunciation 

changes 

bath, father, calm, 

house 

Vowel changes created 

modern pronunciation 

Spelling changes debt, doubt, island 
Silent letters added due to 

Latin influence 

Simplification of 

grammar 
its, plural -s endings 

English grammar became less 

inflected and simpler 
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Native 

English 

Word 

French-

derived 

Word 

Latin-

derived 

Word 

Difference in Meaning 

childish — puerile 
“Childish” may be affectionate, 

“puerile” is insulting 

fatherly — paternal 
“Fatherly” is emotional, 

“paternal” is formal 

manly — 
masculine / 

virile 

Each has a different emotional and 

cultural meaning 

Conclusion 

The Renaissance and the developments that followed transformed 

English into a modern language. The influence of classical learning, 

the Reformation, Bible translations, literature, printing, and foreign 

contacts enriched English vocabulary, simplified grammar, 

standardised spelling, and changed pronunciation. English became 

more expressive, flexible, and capable of conveying complex thoughts 

and ideas. The foundations of Modern English were firmly established 

during this period, making the Renaissance one of the most significant 

eras in the history of the English language. 
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The Growth of Vocabulary in English Language 

Introduction 

Language is not a fixed or unchanging system. It grows continuously 

with the development of human society, culture, science, politics, 

education, and technology. Among all languages of the world, English 

possesses one of the richest vocabularies because it has freely 

accepted and created words from different sources for many centuries. 

The growth of vocabulary is therefore one of the most important 

characteristics of the English language. 

Vocabulary refers to the total stock of words in a language. As human 

life becomes more complex, new words are needed to express new 

ideas, inventions, emotions, discoveries, occupations, and social 

practices. English vocabulary expanded greatly after the Renaissance, 

Industrial Revolution, scientific advancements, colonial expansion, 

and modern globalization. Every age contributed new words to the 

language. 

Unlike some languages that try to preserve purity, English has always 

shown flexibility and openness. It borrows words from foreign 

languages, modifies existing words, creates entirely new words, and 

changes the meanings of old words according to necessity. This 

adaptability is one of the main reasons for the worldwide success of 

English. 

The growth of vocabulary is not accidental. Certain linguistic 

processes help new words enter the language. Some words are formed 

through shortening, some through borrowing, some through blending, 

while others arise from slang, scientific discoveries, political 

movements, or even humorous misunderstandings. Over time, many 

of these words become permanent parts of English. 
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Importance of Vocabulary Growth 

Vocabulary growth is essential for the survival and development of a 

language. Human civilization constantly changes, and language must 

change along with it. Without new vocabulary, people would not be 

able to communicate modern ideas effectively. 

For example, before the invention of computers, words such as 

“internet,” “software,” “email,” and “website” did not exist. Similarly, 

social and political developments created words like “feminism,” 

“globalization,” “nationalism,” and “democracy.” 

Vocabulary growth also reflects cultural exchange. English became 

richer because it interacted with Latin, Greek, French, German, Hindi, 

Arabic, Italian, and many other languages. This mixture of influences 

made English flexible, expressive, and internationally powerful. 

Another important aspect is literature. Writers, poets, dramatists, and 

journalists frequently introduce new words or new meanings. 

Shakespeare alone added hundreds of expressions to English. 

Scientific discoveries and technological inventions also continuously 

enlarge vocabulary. 

Reasons for Vocabulary Growth 

Reason Explanation Examples 

Scientific 

development 

Science requires technical 

terms 
Biology, oxygen 

Technological 

inventions 
New machines need names Computer, mobile 
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Reason Explanation Examples 

Political changes Politics creates terminology Democracy, boycott 

Cultural exchange 
Foreign contact introduces 

words 
Shampoo, bungalow 

Literature Writers coin expressions 
Lonely, 

assassination 

Social change Society creates new ideas 
Feminism, 

globalization 

 

1. Formation through Imitation or Onomatopoeia 

One of the oldest methods of vocabulary formation is imitation of 

natural sounds. This process is called onomatopoeia. Human beings 

naturally imitate sounds heard in nature, animals, machines, or daily 

life. Such imitative sounds gradually become accepted as words. 

For example, words like “buzz,” “hiss,” “bang,” “tick-tock,” and 

“cuckoo” imitate actual sounds. These words are vivid because their 

pronunciation resembles the sound they describe. 

Primitive human language may have originated partly through such 

sound imitation. Even today children learn language through imitation 

of sounds like “bow-wow,” “meow,” or “moo.” 

In literature, onomatopoeic words increase musical effect and realism. 

Poets especially use such expressions to create atmosphere and 

imagery. 
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Examples of Onomatopoeic Words 

Word Sound Imitated 

Buzz Bee sound 

Hiss Snake sound 

Bang Explosive sound 

Cuckoo Bird call 

Splash Water sound 

Tick-tock Clock sound 

Some sound combinations also suggest particular meanings: 

• “sl” often indicates smooth movement: slide, slip, slither. 

• “gl” suggests brightness: glow, glitter, gleam. 

• “wh” indicates softness: whisper, whimper. 

Thus sound itself contributes to vocabulary growth. 

2. Change or Extension of Meaning 

Words often survive for centuries, but their meanings change 

according to social conditions and usage. This semantic change is one 

of the major sources of vocabulary development. 

A word may broaden its meaning, narrow its meaning, improve in 

status, or decline in dignity. 
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For example, the word “manufacture” originally meant “to make by 

hand.” Today it means machine production in factories. The word 

“villain” once referred to a farm worker but later developed the 

negative meaning of a wicked person. 

Similarly, “mouse” originally referred only to an animal, but modern 

technology gave it a new meaning in computers. 

Sometimes words become more respectable: 

• “Knight” originally meant servant but later became a title of 

honour. 

Sometimes words deteriorate in meaning: 

• “Silly” once meant innocent or happy but now means foolish. 

Examples of Semantic Change 

Word Old Meaning Modern Meaning 

Villain Farm worker Wicked person 

Mouse Animal Computer device 

Manufacture Make by hand Factory production 

Silly Innocent Foolish 

Knight Servant Honourable title 

Semantic change keeps vocabulary alive and adaptable. 
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3. Change of Parts of Speech 

English easily allows words to shift from one grammatical category to 

another. This process is known as functional change or conversion. 

A noun may become a verb: 

• To bottle 

• To water 

• To pocket 

An adjective may become a noun: 

• The poor 

• The rich 

A verb may become a noun: 

• A call 

• A walk 

• A drive 

This flexibility makes English economical because no new word needs 

to be invented. Existing words simply perform additional grammatical 

functions. 

Modern English frequently uses this method, especially in business 

and technology: 

• To email 

• To message 
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• To google 

Examples of Functional Change 

Original Form New Form 

Hand (noun) To hand (verb) 

Bottle (noun) To bottle (verb) 

Call (verb) A call (noun) 

Poor (adjective) The poor (noun) 

 

This process shows the practical nature of English vocabulary 

development. 

4. Addition of Prefixes and Suffixes 

Affixation is one of the most productive methods of word formation. 

New words are created by adding prefixes or suffixes to root words. 

A prefix changes meaning: 

• Happy → Unhappy 

• Legal → Illegal 

A suffix changes grammatical function: 

• Happy → Happiness 

• Child → Childhood 
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English borrowed many prefixes and suffixes from Latin and Greek. 

Because of this, thousands of new words can be formed easily. 

 Common Prefixes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Common Suffixes 

Affixation continues to produce countless new words in modern 

English. 

Prefix Meaning Example 

Un- Not Unfair 

Pre- Before Prehistoric 

Re- Again Rewrite 

Sub- Under Submarine 

Inter- Between International 

Suffix Meaning Example 

-ness Quality Kindness 

-ment Result Development 

-ism Doctrine Socialism 

-er Person Teacher 

-less Without Hopeless 
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5. Abbreviation and Shortening 

Human beings naturally prefer shorter forms for convenience. 

Therefore, many long words are shortened in speech and writing. 

Gradually these shortened forms become accepted vocabulary items. 

For example: 

• Omnibus became bus. 

• Examination became exam. 

• Advertisement became ad. 

Abbreviations are especially common in modern society because 

communication is fast-paced. 

Students, professionals, soldiers, and journalists often create special 

abbreviations within their fields. 

 Examples of Abbreviations 

 

 

 

Many abbreviations eventually become more popular than the original 

words. 

Full Word Short Form 

Laboratory Lab 

Advertisement Ad 

Examination Exam 

Mathematics Maths 

Photograph Photo 
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6. Syncopation 

Syncopation means omission of sounds or syllables from the middle 

of words. This process simplifies pronunciation and makes speech 

easier. 

The word “pram” developed from “perambulator.” Over time speakers 

removed middle sounds for convenience. 

English pronunciation naturally moves toward simplicity and speed. 

Examples of Syncopation 

Original Word Shortened Form 

Perambulator Pram 

Hener Hence 

Ones Once 

 

7. Telescoping 

Telescoping combines two words into one compact expression. 

For example: 

• Do on → Don 

• Do off → Doff 

This process creates practical and shorter expressions. Many common 

words originated through telescoping. 
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Examples 

Original Phrase Telescoped Word 

Do on Don 

Do off Doff 

At one Atone 

 

8. Metanalysis 

Metanalysis occurs when people wrongly divide or combine sounds 

between words. 

For example: 

• “An ewt” became “a newt.” 

• “A napron” became “an apron.” 

Such mistakes become permanent through repeated usage. 

Examples of Metanalysis 

Original Form Modern Form 

A napron An apron 

An ewt A newt 

A nadder An adder 
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Metanalysis demonstrates how ordinary speech habits influence 

vocabulary growth. 

9. Portmanteau Words 

Portmanteau words are formed by blending parts of two words 

together. These blended words carry meanings from both original 

terms. 

Modern English frequently uses this method because it creates short 

and expressive vocabulary. 

For example: 

• Smoke + Fog = Smog 

• Breakfast + Lunch = Brunch 

Portmanteau words are especially common in journalism, technology, 

and popular culture. 

Examples 

Word Combination New Word 

Smoke + Fog Smog 

Breakfast + Lunch Brunch 

Information + Entertainment Infotainment 

Motor + Hotel Motel 

This process reflects the creativity of modern English. 
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10. Words Formed from Initials 

Many modern words are formed from initials. These are called 

acronyms or abbreviations. 

Examples: 

• UNESCO 

• NATO 

• BBC 

Some are pronounced letter by letter, while others become ordinary 

spoken words. 

Examples 

Acronym Full Form 

NATO 
North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization 

UNESCO 

United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural 

Organization 

BBC British Broadcasting Corporation 

 

Modern technological society encourages this kind of word formation. 
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11. Back Formation 

Back formation happens when speakers mistakenly remove a 

supposed prefix or suffix to create a new word. 

For example: 

• Editor → Edit 

• Donation → Donate 

Speakers assume shorter forms must exist and create them. 

Examples 

Original Word New Formation 

Editor Edit 

Burglar Burgle 

Television Televise 

Donation Donate 

 

This process often arises through misunderstanding but becomes 

accepted over time. 

12. Corruption and Misunderstanding 

Foreign phrases are often incorrectly pronounced by English speakers. 

These distorted forms sometimes enter vocabulary permanently. 

For example: 
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• Goodbye developed from “God be with ye.” 

• Blimey came from “God blind me.” 

These corruptions show how spoken language changes naturally. 

Examples 

Original Expression Modern Form 

God be with ye Goodbye 

God blind me Blimey 

Jeu parti Jeopardy 

 

13. False Etymology 

False etymology occurs when people misunderstand the origin of 

words and alter them accordingly. 

For example: 

• “Help meet” became “helpmate.” 

People wrongly believed “meet” referred to a companion instead of 

suitability. 

Examples 

Original Form Altered Form 

Help meet Helpmate 
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Original Form Altered Form 

Postumus Posthumous 

 

14. Slang 

Slang is informal language created mainly by young people, workers, 

criminals, or particular social groups. Many slang words later become 

accepted standard English. 

At first educated society may reject slang, but continuous usage 

eventually makes such words respectable. 

Words like “fun,” “rowdy,” and “bogus” were once considered 

improper. 

Examples 

Slang Word Present Status 

Fun Standard English 

Bogus Standard English 

Rowdy Standard English 

 

Slang keeps language lively and modern. 

15. Words Derived from Proper Names 

Many English words originate from names of people, places, or 

characters. 
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For example: 

• Sandwich from Earl of Sandwich 

• Boycott from Captain Boycott 

• Teddy bear from Theodore Roosevelt 

Such words preserve historical memory within vocabulary. 

Examples 

Name Derived Word 

Earl of Sandwich Sandwich 

Captain Boycott Boycott 

Theodore Roosevelt Teddy bear 

Dahl Dahlia 

 

16. Combination of Two Words 

Many English words are formed simply by combining two complete 

words. 

Examples: 

• Blackboard 

• Goldfish 

• Railway 
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This process is called compounding. 

Examples 

Word 1 Word 2 Compound Word 

Black Board Blackboard 

Gold Fish Goldfish 

Rail Way Railway 

 

Compound words are extremely common in English. 

17. Conscious Coinages 

Sometimes entirely new words are deliberately invented to describe 

inventions or discoveries. 

Scientific and technological progress especially encourages coinage. 

For example: 

• Aeroplane 

• Telephone 

• Television 

Examples 

Field Coined Word 

Science Biology 
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Field Coined Word 

Technology Television 

Communication Telephone 

 

Scientists often borrow Greek and Latin roots while coining words. 

18. Borrowing from Foreign Languages 

English is famous for borrowing words from foreign languages. It has 

borrowed from French, Latin, Greek, Hindi, Arabic, Italian, German, 

and many others. 

This openness greatly enriched English vocabulary. 

Borrowed Words 

Word Language 

Shampoo Hindi 

Bungalow Hindi 

Piano Italian 

Café French 

Kindergarten German 

 

Borrowing reflects cultural contact and historical interaction. 
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19. Freak Formations 

Some words originate accidentally, humorously, or through unusual 

circumstances. 

Examples: 

• Teetotal 

• Funny-bone 

• Tandem 

Most disappear quickly, but some survive permanently. 

Permanence and Obsolescence of Words 

Not all words survive forever. Some disappear when the objects, ideas, 

or situations they describe become outdated. 

Words remain permanent only if society continues to use them. 

Technological change especially affects vocabulary rapidly. 

For example: 

• Old political expressions may vanish. 

• Scientific terms may become outdated. 

At the same time, useful and expressive words survive for centuries. 

Conclusion 

The growth of vocabulary is one of the greatest strengths of the 

English language. English has expanded continuously through 

borrowing, invention, abbreviation, semantic change, slang, 

compounding, and many other processes. Its willingness to adopt and 
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adapt words from different cultures made it one of the richest and most 

flexible languages in the world. 

Vocabulary growth reflects the history of human civilization itself. 

Every scientific invention, political movement, cultural exchange, and 

literary achievement leaves its mark upon language. Therefore, the 

study of vocabulary growth is not only a study of language but also a 

study of human society, culture, and intellectual development. 
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Change of Meaning 

Introduction To Change of Meaning 

The meaning of words does not remain fixed forever. Language 

changes continuously because society, culture, technology, ideas, and 

human emotions also change with time. A word that had one meaning 

centuries ago may carry a completely different meaning today. This 

process is called Change of Meaning or Semantic Change. 

The study of meaning in language is known as Semantics. Semantic 

change explains how words gain new meanings, lose old meanings, 

become broader or narrower in sense, or even develop emotional 

colouring. 

For example, in Shakespeare’s time the word “fond” meant foolish, 

but today it means loving. Similarly, “prevent” originally meant “to 

go before” but now means “to stop.” These examples show how 

language evolves according to usage. 

Change of meaning is natural because words are connected with 

human experience. As society changes, words also change. 

Nature of Semantic Change 

Words have no permanent meaning independent of human use. 

Meaning depends on: 

• Context 

• Time period 

• Social conditions 

• Cultural associations 
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• Psychological attitudes 

A single word may create different ideas for different people. For 

example: 

• “Pipe” means one thing to a smoker. 

• To a plumber it means a water pipe. 

• To an organ-builder it means part of a musical instrument. 

Thus, meanings depend on association and experience. 

Semantic change is important because it reflects: 

• Human psychology 

• Social attitudes 

• Cultural history 

• Political and religious influence 

Therefore, the study of semantic change is not only linguistic but also 

historical and social. 

Generalisation of Meaning 

Definition 

Generalisation occurs when a word with a limited or specialised 

meaning gradually acquires a wider meaning. 

In this process: 

• The meaning becomes broader. 

• The word is applied to more objects or situations. 
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Example: BOX 

Originally, “box” referred only to a particular kind of tree and its 

wood. Since small containers were made from boxwood, the name 

later referred to the container itself. 

Gradually: 

• It no longer meant only boxwood. 

• It came to mean any container. 

• Today it can be made of any material and any size. 

Examples: 

• lunch box 

• theatre box 

• horse-box 

Thus the meaning widened greatly. 

Example: JOURNEY 

The word comes from the French word jour meaning “day.” 

Originally: 

• A journey meant a day’s travel. 

Today: 

• It may refer to travel lasting weeks or months. 

The meaning has become generalised. 
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Example: COMPANION 

Derived from Latin: 

• com = with 

• panis = bread 

Originally: 

• A companion was one who shared bread with another. 

Today: 

• It means friend or associate generally. 

Other Examples 

NICE 

Originally meant: 

• foolish 

• ignorant 

Now: 

• pleasant 

• agreeable 

DECIMATE 

Originally: 

• killing one in ten 

Now: 
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• destroy greatly 

TRAGEDY 

Originally: 

• a dramatic form 

Now: 

• any terrible event 

CRISIS 

Originally: 

• turning point 

Now: 

• serious situation 

Importance of Generalisation 

Generalisation shows how language adapts to wider social use. It 

reflects: 

• expansion of human activities 

• technological development 

• social change 

 Specialisation of Meaning 

Definition 

Specialisation is the opposite of generalisation. 
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A word with a broad meaning gradually develops a narrower or more 

restricted meaning. 

Example: FOWL 

In Old English: 

• “fowl” meant any bird. 

Later: 

• “bird” became the general term. 

• “fowl” became restricted to domestic birds used for food. 

Example: DEER 

Originally: 

• any wild animal 

Now: 

• a particular animal species 

Example: STARVE 

Originally: 

• to die 

Now: 

• to die from hunger 

Example: MEAT 

Originally: 
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• food in general 

Now: 

• animal flesh used as food 

Example: SHROUD 

Originally: 

• garment or clothing 

Now: 

• cloth used for covering a dead body 

Example: DOOM 

Originally: 

• judgement 

Now: 

• terrible fate or destruction 

Social Importance 

Specialisation often occurs when: 

• synonyms enter the language 

• one word becomes more specialised 

• another becomes general 

This happened after: 

• Norman French influence 
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• Renaissance Latin influence 

Extension or Transference of Meaning 

Definition 

Sometimes a word acquires additional meanings through resemblance 

or association while retaining its original meaning. 

This process is called: 

• extension 

• transference 

• differentiation 

Example: WIRE 

Original meaning: 

• metallic thread 

Transferred meaning: 

• telegram 

Reason: 

• telegrams were sent through wires. 

Example: CRANE 

Original: 

• bird 

Transferred: 
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• lifting machine 

Reason: 

• similarity in shape 

Example: FOOT 

Original: 

• body part 

Transferred: 

• foot of mountain 

• foot of staircase 

Example: FAST 

Originally: 

• firm or fixed 

Now also: 

• quick-moving 

The meaning changed through association with persistence and 

continuity. 

Example: BRAND 

Originally: 

• burning piece of wood 

Then: 



83 | P a g e  

 

• marking iron 

Later: 

• mark of quality 

Now: 

• product identity 

Association of Ideas 

Definition 

Words often change meaning because people associate them with 

certain qualities or social ideas. 

Example: VILLAIN 

Originally: 

• farm labourer 

Later: 

• uncivilised person 

Now: 

• wicked person 

This reflects social prejudice. 

Example: CHURL 

Originally: 

• countryman 
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Now: 

• rude person 

Example: BOOR 

Originally: 

• peasant 

Now: 

• uncultured person 

Example: PAGAN 

Originally: 

• country dweller 

Later: 

• non-Christian 

Example: TRAFFIC 

Originally: 

• trade or commerce 

Now: 

• vehicles on roads 

Because trade caused movement of vehicles. 

Example: PROPHET 

Originally: 
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• spokesperson of God 

Now: 

• predictor of future 

Importance 

Association of ideas reveals: 

• class attitudes 

• cultural prejudice 

• social history 

Polarisation or Colouring 

Definition 

A word may develop emotional colouring: 

• positive 

• negative 

This colouring may become part of its meaning. 

Example: PROPAGANDA 

Originally: 

• spreading information 

During World War I: 

• misleading information 

Now: 
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• biased or false publicity 

Example: NATIONALISM 

Originally neutral. 

Now often: 

• aggressive patriotism 

Example: ANARCHIST 

Originally: 

• supporter of a society without oppressive government 

Now: 

• violent troublemaker 

Example: FELLOW 

Originally: 

• equal companion 

Now often: 

• ordinary or low-status man 

Loss Of Distinctive Colouring 

Definition 

Sometimes emotional colouring disappears over time. 

Words become neutral. 

 



87 | P a g e  

 

Example: CHRISTIAN 

Originally: 

• used mockingly 

Now: 

• neutral religious term 

Example: METHODIST 

Originally: 

• term of ridicule 

Now: 

• accepted denomination 

Example: POLITICIAN 

In Shakespeare’s time: 

• dishonest schemer 

Now: 

• public representative 

Metaphorical Application 

Definition 

Many words gain new meanings through metaphor. 

The metaphorical meaning may eventually become common usage. 
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Example: SAD 

Originally: 

• full or satisfied 

Later: 

• serious 

Now: 

• unhappy 

Example: SILLY 

Originally: 

• happy 

Later: 

• innocent 

Now: 

• foolish 

Example: CRANK 

Literal: 

• bent object 

Figurative: 

• strange person 
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Example: BROADCAST 

Originally: 

• scattering seeds widely 

Now: 

• radio or television transmission 

Example: PINEAPPLE 

Originally: 

• pine cone 

Now: 

• tropical fruit 

Euphemism 

Definition 

Euphemism means using mild or pleasant words instead of harsh or 

unpleasant ones. 

People use euphemisms for: 

• death 

• disease 

• madness 

• social embarrassment 
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Examples 

PASS AWAY 

Instead of: 

• die 

DECEASE 

Polite word for death 

INSANE 

Originally: 

• unhealthy 

Now: 

• mentally ill 

MENTAL CASE 

Indirect reference to mental illness 

Social Function 

Euphemism reflects: 

• politeness 

• emotional sensitivity 

• social fear 
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Prudery 

Definition 

Prudery means excessive concern for social respectability and 

modesty. 

Many polite expressions developed because people avoided direct 

language. 

Examples 

SANITARY ENGINEER 

Instead of: 

• plumber 

MEAT PURVEYOR 

Instead of: 

• butcher 

SERVIETTE 

Instead of: 

• table napkin 

TOILET 

Instead of: 

• lavatory 

FERTILISER 

Instead of: 
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• manure 

Victorian Influence 

The Victorian age produced many euphemisms because society 

valued: 

• refinement 

• modesty 

• respectability 

Reversal of Meaning 

Definition 

Sometimes a word develops the opposite meaning from its original 

sense. 

Example: GROCER 

Originally: 

• wholesaler 

Now: 

• retail shopkeeper 

Example: RESTIVE 

Originally: 

• standing still stubbornly 

Now: 

• impatient and restless 
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Example: SCAN 

Originally: 

• examine carefully 

Now often: 

• read quickly 

Popular Misunderstanding 

Definition 

Wrong interpretation by ordinary speakers can change word 

meanings. 

Example: PREPOSTEROUS 

Originally: 

• reversed order 

Now: 

• absurd 

Example: PREMISES 

Originally: 

• things mentioned earlier 

Now: 

• building or property 
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Example: EMERGENCY 

Originally: 

• something emerging 

Now: 

• dangerous urgent situation 

Example: PESTER 

Originally: 

• entangle 

Now: 

• annoy continuously 

Proper Names Becoming Common Words 

Definition 

Sometimes proper names become ordinary words. 

Example: DUNCE 

Derived from: 

• Duns Scotus 

Now: 

• stupid person 

Example: HOOVER 

Originally: 
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• brand name 

Now: 

• vacuum cleaner generally 

Example: THERMOS 

Originally: 

• company name 

Now: 

• vacuum flask 

Conclusion 

Change of meaning is one of the most important features of language 

evolution. Words change because human life changes. Social 

conditions, emotional attitudes, scientific developments, politics, 

religion, and culture all influence meaning. 

Semantic change demonstrates that: 

• language is dynamic 

• words are flexible 

• meaning depends on usage 

Through processes such as: 

• generalisation 

• specialisation 

• metaphor 
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• euphemism 

• association 

• reversal 

English vocabulary has continuously developed through history. 

Therefore, the study of semantic change helps students understand not 

only language but also the history, psychology, and culture of society. 
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