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Football Club; and Washington for the American government, all from� 
their locations, though the London police have not actually been located� 

in Scotland Yard for many years now.� 
Observe that, in many cases, a new meaning for a word may coexist� 

happily with its older meanings. This does not always happen, however;� 
in other cases the new meaning may completely displace an older meaning.� 
This has happened, for example, with the words with, cheer, ascertain, and� 
explode, discussed above, and the same thing is probably going to hap›�
pen with disinterested. In certain cases, a new meaning may drive out an� 
older meaning very rapidly. This particularly happens when the new� 
meaning is offensive, or at least capable of producing embarrassing mis›�
understandings if confused with the old meaning. We have already seen� 
this with intercourse, whose new sexual sense has virtually driven the old� 
neutral sense out of the language. The same has happened with gay, which� 
formerly meant ’cheerful’, but which has acquired the new sense of ’homo›�
sexual’ in the wider community in the past fifty years. If somebody says to� 
you John is gay, you are most unlikely to understand ’John is cheerful’:� 
the old meaning has become virtually unavailable. This phenomenon is� 
sometimes called interference, but some linguists, with mock serious›�
ness, invoke what they call Gresham’s law of semantic change, which� 
asserts ’Bad meanings drive out good’ (the field of economics has a� 
Gresham’s law which declares ’Bad money drives out good’). Interference� 
is, however, more general than this light-hearted ’law’ would suggest. Old� 
English had the two verbs lcetan ’allow, permit’ and lettan ’hinder,� 
obstruct’, and both of these developed into the modem form let. Having 
identical verbs meaning ’allow’ and ’hinder’ was obviously a serious nui› ;.,sance, and so we have dropped the one meaning ’hinder’. Today the verb 
let means only’allow’ , though the other verb barely survives as the related 
noun let ’obstruction’, which is confined to legal language (without let or 
hindrance), to certain sports, such as tennis and squash (a let is an obstruc›
tion of the serve or of a stroke) and in the now rather archaic British col›
loquialism French letter, meaning ’condom’. 

You will note that my discussion of semantic change has been some›
what anecdotal, and you may be wondering whether there are any princi›
ples involved. Certainly there are some interesting observations to be 
made. One of these is the metaphorical use of body-part names, discussed 
above. Another is the curious tendency of words denoting parts of the face 
to ’move around’: for example, Latin maxilla ’jaw’ has become mejilla 
’cheek’, in Spanish, and English chin, Old Norse kinn ’cheek’ and Old 
Irish gin ’mouth’ all derive from the same source. 

But there have, in fact, been some attempts at identifying general prin›
ciples of semantic change. In a famous article in his 1926 book, Antoine 
Meillet proposed three principles of semantic change. One of these is 
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merely the occurrence of change in the world, which we have already 
discussed above with examples like tennis and car. A second is change in 
linguistic context. This includes the cases of taboo that we have already 
discussed, in which new, euphemisms are pushed into contexts in which 
they did not formerly occur, while older terms became relegated to undeni›
ably vulgar contexts. But it also includes other types of cases, such as the 
narrowing of cheer from ’state of mind’ to ’good state of mind’ as a 
result of its frequent occurrence together with adjectives like good. 

Meillet’s third principle is change resulting from borrowing, in those 
cases in which a loan word induces a shift in the meaning of an earlier 
word. Here is an example of what he means. The Old English word dam 
referred to any kind of judgement: civil, criminal or divine. In the after›
math of the Norman seizure of power in England in 1066, the existing 
Anglo-Saxon words for the legal and political process were replaced 
almost entirely by French words, one ofwhich was the ancestor of Modem 
English judgement. In circumstances of this type, one of three things are 
likely to happen: the native word will force out the borrowed word, or the 
borrowed word will force out the native word, or both words will remain, 
but with different meanings. It was, of course, the last of these alternatives 
which happened with English. Doom became associated primarily with 
divine judgement, while judgement became associated with civil and 
criminal judgement (although a judge would have pronounced someone’s 
doom when giving a death sentence). Of course, over time, judgement has 
gradually trespassed upon doom's semantic field, to the extent that Judge­
ment Day is now probably more common than Doomsday. Doom, on the 
other hand, has gradually become more intimately connected to an indi›
vidual’s or a collective’s fate. 

Meillet’s views have been developed and refined in the work of 
Elizabeth Traugott (1982, 1989). Traugott suggests three tendencies in 
semantic change, slightly reworded here: 

Tendency I: external descriptions ofreality become internal 
descriptions ofperceptions and evaluations. Cases like the semantic 
shift of boor ’fanner’ to ’oaf’ illustrate this tendency, as does the 
observation that Englishfeel, which once meant only ’touch’ (an 
external description), now denotes the perceptions of the person 
doing the touching. 

Tendency II: external and internal descriptions become textual 
meanings - that is, they acquire meanings that give overt structure to 
discourse. English while formerly meant only ’period of time’ , as it 
still does in cases like Wait for a while. But it eventually acquired the 
discourse function of ’the period of time (during which something 
happens)’, as in While my wife was away, I lived on pizza. Later still, 
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it acquired the more abstract discourse function of 'although': While 
she's very talented, she's somewhat careless. English but originally 
meant'on the outside (of)'; it acquired the sense of 'except for', 
which it still has in a few cases like everything but the kitchen sink; 
today, though, it mostly occurs with the discourse function of 
contrast: It's perfect, but it's too expensive. 

Tendency III: meanings become increasingly based in the speaker's 
subjective beliefs and attitudes. Here are several examples. The word 
apparently originally meant 'openly, in appearance'. It then acquired a 
weak sense of evaluation: 'to all appearances'. In the nineteenth 
century, it acquired the strong sense of evaluation of evidence which it 
now has, as in She is apparently determined topursue this. Similarly, 
probably once meant only 'plausibly, believably', but today it also 
expresses the speaker's evaluation of evidence: She is probably going 
to be promoted. The verb insist originally meant 'persevere, continue'. 
In the seventeenth century it acquired a new sense of 'demand', as in I 
insist that you come home early. A century later, it acquired the sense 
of 'believe strongly': I insisted that a mistake had been made. 

What all three tendencies have in common is a movement away from the 
external and the objective toward the discourse-internal and the subject­
ive. Traugott's observations suggest that such movement is a pervasive 
force in semantic change, and they further suggest that there are indeed 
important general principles of semantic change which we are only begin­
ning to understand. 

Case study Nice 
It's all very well for me to say that a word has changed meaning 
over time. But beyond our own experiences, how can we tell? The 
answer, as with so much historical linguistics, is that we don't 
know, in the sense that I know my home telephone number. What 
we can do, however, is combine a solid theoretical understanding 
of how language changes with, wherever possible, a corpus with 
both historical depth and synchronic breadth. From this we can, 
with considerable accuracy, construct a model for how the 
meaning of a particular word or phrase changed. 

With English we are particularly lucky in having the Oxford English 
Dictionary, a multi-volume analysis ofthe corpus of English since 
the medieval period (words which occurred only in Old English and 
are not recorded after around 1250 do not appear in the OED). Like 
all dictionaries, the OED is not perfect. There is little doubt that 
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(normally minor) errors have been committed. Unfortunately, 
however, its pronouncements (or rather their distillation in the smaller 
Oxford dictionaries) are often taken as absolute authority. This is not 
something which any lexicographer worth his or her salt would wish 
to happen. But bearing this caveat in mind, it is still one of the most 
impressive achievements in the field since the nineteenth century. 

How do historical dictionaries help us to follow the ways that 
meaning changes? A 'nice' example to demonstrate this is by 
choosing a word which is notoriously difficult to define: nice. The 
following represents the general senses of the word over time, as 
defined by the editors of the OED, as well as the time when they 
determine that the word was first recorded with that meaning and, 
when appropriate, its last recorded use with that meaning. I have 
laid it out to follow that dictionary's practice as much as possible. 
We don't have the space to give examples for the various senses; 
this has been done by the OED, however. I have expanded most of 
the abbreviations. Before in the recorded section may sound 
unacceptably vague. Not so, however: we don't know precisely 
when a particular work was written, but it must have been before 
that particular author's death. We are talking, therefore, about a 
relatively circumscribed time-period. 

So, with the analysis of one of the most impressive historical 
dictionaries in front of you, try now to reconstruct how nice came 
to mean what it does today. The t indicates that the usage is now 
obsolete. 

t 1.	 a. Of a person: foolish, silly, simple; ignorant. Obsolete.
 
Recorded: c.l30Q-1617. b. Of an action, utterance, etc.:
 
displaying foolishness or silliness; absurd, senseless.
 
Obsolete. Recorded: before 139Q-before 1657.
 

t2.	 a. Of conduct, behaviour, etc.: characterized by or encour­

aging wantonness or lasciviousness. Obsolete. Recorded:
 
before 1387-1665. b. Of a person: wanton, dissolute, lascivi­

ous. Obsolete. Recorded: before 1393-1605. c. Of dress:
 
extravagant, showy, ostentatious. Also in extended use.
 
Obsolete. Recorded: 1395-before 1771. d. Of a person: finely
 
dressed, elegant. Obsolete. Recorded: c.140Q-1540.
 

3.	 a. Precise or particular in matters of reputation or conduct;
 
scrupulous, punctilious. Now rare. Recorded: c.1387-95.
 
b. Fastidious, fussy, difficult to please, esp. with regard 
to food or cleanliness; of refined or dainty tastes. 
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Recorded: c.1400-. tc. Particular, strict, or careful with 
regard to a specific point or thing. Obsolete. Recorded: 
1584-1861. d. Refined, cultured; associated with polite 
society. Recorded: 1588-. teo Fastidious in matters of lit­
erary taste or style. Obsolete. Recorded: 1594-1841. 
f. Respectable, virtuous, decent. Now sometimes hard to 
distinguish from sense 14c (of a person). Recorded: 
1799-. g. Of a topic of conversation, mode of conduct, 
etc.: in good taste, appropriate, proper. Usually in negative 
contexts. Recorded: 1863-. 

t4.	 a. In early use: faint-hearted, timorous, cowardly, 
unmanly. Later also: effeminate. Obsolete. Recorded: 
before 1393-1703. b. Slothful, lazy, sluggish. Obsolete. 
Recorded: before 1398-1604. c. Not able to endure much; 
tender, delicate, fragile. Obsolete. Recorded: c.1450­
1813. d. Pampered, luxurious. Obsolete and rare. 
Recorded: 1621-1720. 

t5.	 Strange, rare, extraordinary. Obsolete. Recorded: c.1395­
1703. 

t6.	 a. Shy, coy, (affectedly modest); reserved. Obsolete. 
Recorded: before 1400-1823. b. Shy, reluctant, or unwill­
ing in regard ofor to. Also with in or infinitive. Obsolete: 
Recorded: before 1560-1699. 

7. That requires	 or involves great precision or accuracy. 
Now rare. Recorded: before 1522-. 

8.	 a. Not obvious or readily understood; difficult to decide or 
settle; demanding close consideration; tintricate (obso­
lete). Recorded: before 1522-. b. Minute, subtle; (of dif­
ferences) slight, small. Recorded: 1561-. c. Precise in 
correspondence; exact, closely judged. Recorded: 1710-. 

t9.	 a. Slender, thin, fme; insubstantial. Obsolete. Recorded: 
1567-1749. b. Unimportant, trivial. Obsolete. Recorded: 
before 1594-1684. 

10.	 tao That enters minutely into details; meticulous, atten­
tive, sharp. Obsolete. Recorded: 1589-1864. b. Ofthe eye, 
ear, etc.: able to distinguish or discriminate to a high 
degree; sensitive, acute. Recorded: 1593-. c. Delicate or 
skilful in manipulation; dexterous. Also figurative. 
Recorded: before 1631-. d. Of judgement, etc.: finely dis­
criminative. Recorded: 1697-. 

:Ii 
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til. a. Critical, doubtful; full of risk or uncertainty. Obsolete. 
Recorded: 1598-1822. b. Requiring tact, care, or discrim­
ination in handling. Obsolete. Recorded: 1630-1858. 

12. a. Minutely or carefully accurate. Recorded: 1600-. tb. Of 
an instrument or apparatus: capable of showing minute 
differences; finely poised or adjusted. Obsolete. 
Recorded: before 1628-1875. 

13.	 Offood or drink: dainty, choice; (later in weakened sense) 
tasty, appetizing; refreshing, restorative. Recorded: 1709-. 

14.	 a. That one derives pleasure or satisfaction from: agree­
able, pleasant, satisfactory; attractive. 1747-. b. Used as 
an intensifier with a predicative adjective or adverb in nice 
and -, sometimes ironically. Recorded: 1796-. c. Of a 
person: pleasant in manner, agreeable, good-natured, 
attractive. Recorded: 1797-. d. Used ironically. Recorded: 
1798-. e. Kind or considerate in behaviour; friendly 
(towards others). Frequently in to be nice to. Recorded: 
1830-. f. Of a (fmished) action, task, etc.: well-executed; 
commendably performed or accomplished. Now frequent 
in interjections, as nice going!, nice try!, nice work!. Also 
used ironically. Recorded: 1830-. g. colloquially nice 
one: expressing approval or congratulations for something 
done well. In later use also ironically. Recorded: 1973-. 

An easy task? Well, actually, no. There is a lot ofdetail to take in 
and a great deal ofmaterial whose meanings appear to contradict 
other meanings found for the word. Indeed, it is one of the great 
ironies of semantic change that nice, arguably among the most 
bleached ofmeaning of contemporary English words, should, some 
three hundred years ago or so have been generally associated with 
precision! Another striking point is that an opposition between the 
word's being used in a positive or negative light has been present 
since its first attestations (although nowadays this opposition is 
primarily expressed through the ironic use of the word in its positive 
sense in negative contexts). 

Let's see ifwe can construct a pattern from the complex evidence. 
In the first place, we should note that the original 'silly' meanings 
include reference to a number of extravagant connotations and 
that these are, inevitably, connected to dress. But one person's 
extravagance in dress is another's elegance. It is relatively 
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straightforward to see how an initially negative set of associations 
can become positive. 

Another example ofthis can be seen in the ways in which elegance 
of dress becomes associated with preciseness ofbehaviour and, 
fairly quickly, strictness ofthought, particularly when we recognize 
in meaning 3b this type ofbehaviour being treated in a much less 
favourable light, as it is in a range of other meanings, such as 5, 7, 8, 
10, 11 and 12. This correctness ofbehaviour can also be taken­
again showing Traugott's ideas to be insightful- to lead to the 
approval ofparticular character traits, such as respectability 
(meaning 3f) or reservedness (meaning 6a) (although, again, 
negative associations for these traits are also given). 

The combination of these two traits - elegant dress and respectable 
behaviour - come together in the eighteenth century, where the 
word is also used for food and drink which is 'dainty' or 'choice' 
(meaning 13) and, indeed for anything 'one desires pleasure or 
satisfaction from' (meaning 14). In other words, the word can be 
used as a rather vague adjective of approval for any being or thing. 
This is now the dominant meaning of nice. 

A couple of points to ponder with this example: 

1.	 Why do you think it's possible for such a common word to 
have gone through so many changes in meaning in such a 
short time? 

2. To what extent is it possible for us to carry a number of differ­
ent meanings for a single word in our memories at one and 
the same time? 

Further reading 

II' 
[ 
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11,1. 

Two readable books on English word-formation are Adams (1973) 
and L. Bauer (1983). An approachable but more linguistically demanding 
book on the English vocabulary generally, including both loan words and 
word-formation, isKatamba (1994). 

It is more difficult to find detailed accounts of changes in meaning, but 
the four histories of English just cited all have something to say about it. 
Several other textbooks of historical linguistics have chapters or sections 
on semantic change which you might find it helpful to consult: Bynon 
(1977), Anttila (1988), Lehmann (1992), Hock and Joseph (1996), 
Campbell (2004) and especially the very large Hock (1986). Much more 
substantial accounts can be found in Stem (1931) and Ullmann (1961). 
Sommerfelt (1962) emphasizes the sociolinguistic aspect of semantic 
change. Although Traugott and Dasher (2002) is an excellent study, 
Traugott (1982) and (1989) are still difficult to beat in terms of an 
attempt to describe semantic change. 

r·l' 
r.1I mention here for the first time a book which you should certainly get . ~l 

acquainted with if your interests lie chiefly in the Indo-European (IE) II
i.'

languages (the vast family oflanguages to which English belongs): Buck ' "~I !:I 
(1949). This book presents the words expressing a given meaning in !:i 

dozens of IE languages, and it provides a wealth of data on semantic !I, 
change and lexical replacement. 

I: 
r: 

Exercises	 !"j 

" 

Iii;·	 . Iii 

Exercise 2,1	 ..~ 
" 

Consulting a dictionary which provides sources of English words, iden­
j: 

tify the language from which each of the following words is borrowed, 
and, if possible, the approximate time it was borrowed. In some cases, 

f 
'i~'	 you may find that the word is taken ultimately from one language but 

directly from another: that is, it was borrowed from one language to ii!l 
another to another. Ii 

T(a) soprano (h) tulip 

There are many books on loan words in English; particularly detailed is 
Sheard (1966), while Manser (1988) is rather light-hearted. Most histories of 
English include chapters or sections on the same subject; try Strang (1970), 
Williams (1975), Baugh and Cable (2002), or Pyles and Algeo (1993). A 
classic book on contact between languages generally is Weinreich (1953); a 
more modem discussion can be found in Thomason (2001), of which more 
in Chapter 11. 

(b) 

(c) 

(d) 

(e) 

(t) 

(g) 

coach 

palaver 

sex 

juggernaut 

celery 

lemon 

(i) tea 

G) yacht 

(k) sauna 

(1) caviar 

(m) mustard 

(n) cinnamon 

III 
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Exercise 2.2 
A few of the very numerous derivational suffixes of Basque are illus­
trated below. In each case, identify as accurately as you can the function 
of each suffix. Ignore any phonological alternations. 

(a) -te 
negu 
legor 
aintzina 

'winter' 
'dry' 
'before' 

negute 
legorte 
aintzinate 

'wintertime' 
'drought' 
'antiquity' 

izotz 'ice' izozte '(a) frost' 

(b) -keta 
saldu 'sell' salketa 'sale' 

ibili 'go about' ibilketa '(a) walk' 

garbitu 
tkasi 

'(to) clean' 
'(to) study' 

garbiketa 
ikasketa 

'clean-up' 
'study(ing)' 

(c) -gaitz 
aldagaitz 'invariable'aldatu 'change'
 

sinetsi 'believe' sinesgaitz 'incredible'
 

barkatu 'forgive' barkagaitz 'unforgivable'
 

ulertu 'understand' ulergaitz 'incomprehensible'
 

(d)	 -kor 
ahazkor 'forgetful'ahaztu 'forget'
 

aldatu 'change' aldagaitz 'variable'
 

hil 'die' hilkor 'mortal' 
emankor 'fertile'eman 'give' 

What do you suppose are the meanings ofthe following additional Basque 

words? 

euri 'rain' eurite ? 

gose 'hungry' gosete ? 

zapaldu 'oppress' zapalketa ? 

erosi 'buy' erosketa ? 

ikusi 'see' ikusgaitz ? 

eskuragaitz ?eskuratu 'obtain' 

sinetsi 'believe' sineskor ? 

iragan 'pass' iragankor ? 

~~ 
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Exercise 2.3 . 

, II; 
11';'1 

None of the English words below is strictly a loan word; each has been 
either constructed from English elements or obtained in a slightly unusual 
way. Consulting a good dictionary where necessary, explain the origin or 
formation of each; comment on any unusual features and, if possible, on 
the degree of productivity of the pattern. Be alert; some of these have 
more complex origins than might at first seem to be the case. 

(a) quixotic 

(b) eco-friendly 

(c) software 

(d) ongoing 

(e) carbon-date (verb) 

(1), noodle western 

(g) fattist 

(h) magenta 

(i) skyjack 

(j) astronaut 

Exercise 2.4 

(k) megalopolis 

(1) she-goat 

(m) see-through (blouse) 

(n) cardigan 

(0) nosebleed 

(P) dreads (hairdo) 

(q) callanetics 

(r) vandal 

(s) fax 

(t) grok 

Choose two passages each of around 100 words from two very different 
sources - say, a chemistry textbook and a popular newspaper. Using a dic­
tionary, find out the origin of each word. For each passage, classify the 
words by origin, using such categories as 'native English', 'Old Norse', 
'Greek', 'Latin', 'French' and 'others' (some words may be difficult to 
classify, but do your best). Count the words in each category, and calculate 
the percentage of words in the passage from each source. hnportant: count 
each different word only once, no matter how many times it occurs. 
Compare the results for the two passages. What conclusions can you draw? 

Exercise 2,5 

Each ofthe following is a quotation from a piece ofEnglish written three or 
four centuries ago. In each one, the word in boldface has changed its mean­
ing rather conspicuously since that time. Consulting a dictionary where nec­
essary, identify the earlier meaning represented in the extract. Where 
possible, comment on why the meaning change might have occurred. 
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(a) Doth she not count her blest ... that we have wrought so 
worthy a gentleman to be her bride? 

[Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet] 

(b)	 Thus we prevent the last great day, and judge ourselves. 
[Herbert, 'The Temple'] 

(c)	 The exception proves the rule. 
[proverb]. 

(d)	 If I attain I will return and quit thy love. 
[Arnold, 'The Light of Asia']. 

(e)	 My ships are safely come to road. 
[Shakespeare, The Merchant ofVenice] 

(f)	 I dreamt a dream tonight. 
[Shakespeare, Romeo and Jullet] 

(g)	 So said he, and forebore not glance or toy, of amorous 

intent, well understood of Eve. 
[Milton, Paradise Lost] 

(h)	 This God is most mighty thing that may be, the most witty 

and most rightful. 
[Lay Folks' Catechism] 

Exercise 2,6 
Each of the following Japanese words is a loan from English, and each has 
been modified to make it conform to the phonological structure of Japanese. 
Try to identify the English word which has been borrowed in each case. 
In the transcription used, <j> = [d3], <s> = [j], <sh> = [3] . and 
<ch> = [tf]; other symbols have approximately their usual phonetic values 
in the IPA. Here are a few examples to get you started: jampaa = 'jumper', 
waffuru = 'waffle', miruku = 'milk', appuru pai = 'apple pie'. Note that 
Japanese u and final 0 are rather weakly pronounced. What conclusions can 
you draw about the phonological system of Japanese? 

(m) purezento(a)	 aisu kuriimu 
(n)	 firumu(b)	 torakku 
(0)	 burondo(c)	 kompyuutaa 
(P)	 herikoputaa(d)	 gaarufurendo 

I 
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,,t~1 
(e) uetto suutsu (q) hambaagaa Ii 

::\ 

iii
'Ii(f) zuumu renzuzx (r)	 yuu-taan 

(g) nambaa pureeto (s) sukaafu " 
;n 

(h) masukara (t)	 teeburu 

(i) tii-shatsu	 (u) ai-rainaa 

(j) basuketto booru (v) doraiyaa 

(k) saamosutatto (w) shiito beruto 

(1) eya-hosutesu (x) erochikku 

Exercise 2.7 

About 2000 years ago, an ancestral form of Basque, which I shall call pre­
Basque, came into contact with Latin, and a large number of Latin words 
were borrowed into pre-Basque. Table 2.3 shows some examples. The Latin 
forms are cited in what scholars believe to have been the spoken Latin forms 

Latin Basque	 Gloss ii'Ii l 

1. ballaena balea 'whale' 

2. dominica domeka (L) 'of the Lord', (B) 'Sunday' 

3. domine done (L) 'lord', (B) 'saint' 

4. denariu diru (L) 'denarius', (B) 'money' 

5. granu garau 'grain' 

6. gula gura 'desire' 

7. gypsu gisu 'plaster' 

8. pace bake 'peace' 

9. pice bike 'pitch' 

10. peccatu bekatu 'sin' 

11. piper biper 'pepper' 

12. tempora denbora (L) 'times', (B) 'time' 

13. causa gauz8 (L) 'reason', (B) 'thing' 

14. cella gela (L) 'chamber', (B) 'room' 

Table 2.3 (continued) 
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Gloss 

'body' 

'Jew' 

'law' 

'king' 

'slope' 

'mill' 

'heard'
 

'sack'
 

(L) 'juice', (8) 'soup' 

(L) 'killed', (8) 'exhausted' 

(L) 'Sabbath', (8) 'Saturday' 

(L) 'abbot', (8) 'priest' 

1 .....3 •..1 

I Ii 

Phonological change I:
 
Change in pronunciation
 

All types of change in pronunciation are collectively known as phono­
logical change, or, using a more. traditional term, as sound change. 
Phonological change has been more intensively studied than any other 
type of language change; after nearly 200 years of scholarly investiga­
tion, we now know a great deal about the subject. 

Here I find it convenient to divide the study of phonological change 
into two chapters, each looking at the subject from a different point of 
view. This first chapter deals with syntagmatic change: change in the 
sequence of speech sounds representing the pronunciation of a particular 
word, or, more accurately, of groups of similar words. The next chapter 
will then go on to consider the consequences of such change for the 
phonological system of an entire language. 

As a result of this long tradition of study, syntagmatic changes have 
been classified into a number of different types, and these types have been 
given names in the form of technical terms. You will have to learn these 
terms, but fortunately the task is not difficult. The great majority of sound 
changes are phonetically natural: they are easy to understand in terms of 
the structure and movements of the speech organs, and the terms which 
label various types of change mostly reflect rather directly what the 
speech organs are doing. 

3.1 The phonetic basis of phonological change 
Ifyou are reading this book, you should already know something about the 
organs of speech, about the ways in which they are used to produce speech 
sounds, and about the conventional system for classifying and labelling 
meaningful sounds. For our purposes, the key point to remember is that the 
lips, the various parts ofthe tongue, the velum, the jaw, the larynx, and the 
glottis can be manipulated during speech in ways which are partly inde­
pendent but also partly interrelated. For example, you can round your lips 
or not, regardless ofwhat the tongue is doing, but you can't round your lips 
tightly and keep your jaw lowered at the same time, nor can you produce a 

15. 

16. 

17. 

18. 

19. 

20. 

21. 

22. 

23. 

24. 

25. 

26. 

Latin 

corpus 

ludaeu 

lege 

rege 

ripa 

rota 

auditu 

saccu
 

succu
 

necatu 

sabbatu 

abbas 

Basque 

gorputz 

judu 

lege 

errege 

erripa 

errota 

aditu 

zaku 

zuku 

nekatu 

zapatu 

apaiz 

Table 2.3 

of the time; note that Latin <c> and <g> invariably represent [k] and [g). 
The Basque forms are given in their modem standard form; note that 
Basque <z> represents a voiceless sibilant [s]. What would you suggest 
might have been true of the plosive system in pre-Basque? 


