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PREFACE





In the following pages an attempt has been made to enable
students to grasp the main points of the contents of one of the
most important philological works which have been published during
the last ten or twenty years—Paul’s ‘Principien der
Sprachgeschichte.’



With this object in view, that work has been here, with more
or less freedom, as the subject seemed to demand, rewritten. Though
a translation of Professor Paul’s book has been published by one of
the authors, it has been felt that the existence of that
translation did not render a work like the present superfluous, nor
should a student whose interest has been awakened by the reading of
these pages consider he can dispense with studying what Paul has
written in his great work.



It may be best to state in how far this and Professor Paul’s
book are alike, as well as in what points they differ.



We have closely followed Paul in his division of the subject.
Our chapters correspond in number, order, and subject with those of
Paul. The views set forth in our pages are in the main those of
Paul; the arguments are mostly his, even in the very few cases
(such as the question of the consistency and nature of the laws of
sound-change) where the authors might feel inclined to differ from
Paul’s views. Also the order in which the various points in each
chapter are discussed has been generally preserved.



On the other hand, we have altered much, as we hope, in the
interest of our readers. Professor Paul wrote for Germans in the
first place, and secondly for such students as were able to read
books like his in the original, i.e.
for those who not only knew German enough to feel all the
weight and import of his German examples, but who also, like most
German students, could be assumed to possess a sufficiently
intelligent interest in the history of the German language to
appreciate quotations of its older forms (a point which Englishmen
have unfortunately too much neglected), and who, thirdly, might be
expected to be sufficiently familiar with at least some of the
other languages from which he drew his quotations.



Now though, in deference to a generally expressed opinion, a
second edition of the translation of Paul’s work is now in the
press, in which all these examples have been translated, this
Englishing of the illustrations will, we think, be found to be of
use in but few cases. 1 It is, in fact, almost
invariably not so much the mere word or sentence chosen as an
illustration, as the peculiar form, its peculiar connotation, its
peculiar construction, which is of importance. All these almost
invariably disappear or differ in the translation, unless such
translation be accompanied by such discussion and explanation as
will bring out the meaning as an illustration of
the point in question . It is self-evident that
such additions in a translation could not be thought of.



Moreover, Professor Paul very frequently follows the German
manner of exposition: first giving us the statement of abstract
principle, and then illustrative examples. Though the authors are
very far from wishing to say that no English student could or would
follow this style of reasoning, they believe that it is generally
preferable to lead English students from the concrete to the
abstract.



All these considerations have led to the following deviations
from Professor Paul’s work.



Everything has been illustrated from English wherever
possible, and much also from French; examples from other foreign
languages have, as a rule, been admitted only when they illustrated
something new, and even then an attempt has generally been made to
add such translations (literal and idiomatic) as would enable the
reader to appreciate the force of the illustration, even without
further knowledge of the language from which it was taken.



The order of the argument has sometimes been inverted.



Where what was said seemed sufficient to explain the nature
and bearings of the subject of a chapter, some minor points have
sometimes been omitted. They have not been omitted because they
were thought unimportant, but generally because they could not be
so well illustrated from English, and it was felt desirable to
economise space for a full discussion of everything of which
English does furnish
illustrations. It will consequently be found that some of our
chapters differ much more than others from the corresponding ones
in Professor Paul’s book. But even where, from the nature of the
case, we had to follow Paul closely, we have always aimed at
supplying further English examples or at explaining fully the
illustrations from other tongues.



A word should, perhaps, be said as to the joint authorship.
In all cases what the one wrote has been read by the other, and Mr.
Logeman wishes more especially to acknowledge in this matter his
obligations to Professor Strong for many a correction of sentences
where his style might have betrayed the foreigner. Professor
Benjamin Ide Wheeler has perused the greater part of the work, and
supplied many apt illustrations. Several important passages are
from his pen. The authors at the same time have to acknowledge
their gratitude to Mr. R. H. Case, B.A., who has patiently read the
whole work. It was of immense advantage to them to have the benefit
of the observations of a highly cultured mind, well versed in
English and its literature, but new to a subject like this, such as
Mr. Case brought to the work. Many improvements were thus made in
various places where he could show the need of fuller explanation
or of a different way of expressing the matter.



It may perhaps cause some surprise that we have omitted the
introduction, and, unless a word in explanation of this fact were
added, this omission might seem to imply but slight courtesy to
Professor Paul, or respect for his emphatic statement that he
considers this introduction by no means useless, nay, an integral
and important part of his book.



We do not at all share the opinion of some critics of
Professor Paul’s work, to whom he almost indignantly refers as
having said that this introduction has no bearing upon the chapters
which follow. But we do consider that the book in this our present
form can be profitably studied without it, and especially that his
introduction is of so general a nature that there would be no
advantage whatever in recasting it; and that it can be equally well
studied, and should be studied, either in the original or in the
translation of Paul’s own book—a work of such importance that, as
we would once more insist, we do not wish our book to supersede it,
but rather that our pages should cause the reader to ‘ask for more’
and peruse the original work.



The authors feel, of course, quite certain that their work is
not final: they are but too keenly aware that they may have
overlooked important illustrations which might be drawn from
English, and are quite prepared to discover that here and there
they may have added sins of commission to such errors of omission.
They will heartily welcome all criticism and all indications of
such imperfections, and if ever the demands for the work may
necessitate a second edition, they hope that it will be found that
they—in the words of a well-known author of a well-known book—have
spent their time since the publication of the First Edition in
trying to find out those things which they ought to have put in and
did not put in, and those things which they did put in and ought
not to have put in.



H. A. S.

W. S. L.

B. I. W.


















CHAPTER I.ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF LANGUAGE.





It is the province of the Science of Language to explain, as
far as possible, the processes of the development of Language from
its earliest to its latest stage. The observations made on these
processes would naturally be registered in different
historical grammars of different definite
languages; these grammars would follow the different steps in the
development of each single language from its earliest traditional
origin to its most recent phase. Wider and more general
observations on the processes of this development would naturally
be expressed in a comparative grammar ,
whose task would be to examine and compare the relations between
cognate families of speech, the common origin of which is lost: but
it would in this case be necessary to insist that the comparisons
instituted should only be between languages in the same stage of
development; or that the same stage of development, in each of the
languages selected for comparison, should be taken for the
purpose.



It is the task of Descriptive Grammar
to ascertain and record the grammatical forms and the
conditions generally of a given linguistic community at a given
time; to register, in fact, all the utterances of any individual
belonging to such community which might fall from him without
exposing him to the suspicion of being a foreigner. It will
naturally register its observations in abstractions, such as
paradigms and rules. Now, if we compare the abstractions made at
any given period of a language with those made at another time, we
find that the results are different, and we say that the language
has changed in certain respects: nay, we
may even be able to detect a certain regularity in these changes;
as, for instance, if we note that in English every
th in the third person singular present
indicative of a verb is now replaced by s
: but we gather by such comparisons no information as to the
true nature and origin of these changes. Cause and effect do not
and cannot exist between mere abstractions: they exist only between
real objects and facts. It is only when we begin to take account of
the psychical and bodily organisms on which language depends, and
to seek for relations of cause and effect in connection with these,
that we are on safe ground.



The true object of the Science of Language, as distinguished
from Descriptive and Comparative Grammar, is the entirety of the
utterances of all individuals that speak; and the relations of
these utterances to each other. A full history of the development
of language would demand an exact knowledge of all the groups of
sound ever uttered or heard, and of all the ideas awakened by such
sound-groups and symbolised by them. The impossibility of attaining
to any such knowledge is obvious; it is, however, possible for us
to get a general idea of the play of the forces at work in the vast
and complex series of processes involved in the development of
language. A part only of these operating forces is cognisable by
our senses. Speaking and hearing are two of the processes which can
be apprehended; and, again, the ideas, or pictures, called up by
language, and those which, though unspoken, pass through our
consciousness, are to some extent capable of cognition. But one of
the greatest triumphs of modern psychology is the proof, due to its
agency, of the unconscious activity of the human mind. All that has
once been present to our consciousness remains as a working factor
in unconsciousness. Power consciously acquired by exercise in
consciousness may be translated into power operating and
manifesting itself unconsciously. The mind forms from the groups of
ideas with which it is stored, psychological groups, such as
sound-groups, sequences of sounds, sequences of ideas, and
syntactical combinations. Strong and weak verbs, derivatives from
the same root, words fulfilling identical functions, such as the
different parts of speech, associate themselves into groups; and
again the plurals of nouns, their different cases, their different
inflections, and even entire clauses of similar construction or
similar cadence, group themselves in the same way. These groups
arise naturally, automatically, and unconsciously, and must not be
confused with the categories consciously drawn up by grammarians;
though the two, of course, must frequently coincide.



These groups must obviously be in a constant state of change,
some growing weaker from the fact that they are strengthened by no
fresh impulse, and some being strengthened and, it may be, changed
by the accession of new ideas which ally themselves therewith. It
must not be overlooked also that, as each person’s mind is
differently constituted, the groups of his linguistic ideas will
take a development peculiar to himself; even though the sources
whence the groups take their rise should be identical, yet the
elements which go to form the groups will be introduced differently
and with different intensity in the case of each individual.



The action of our physical organs, unaided, would be unable
to bring about the development of language. The word, when once
spoken, disappears and leaves no traces; psychological activity,
and this alone, connects the pictures of the past with the present.
It must, therefore, be the task of the historian of language to
give as complete an account as possible of the psychical organisms
on which the production of language depends; and the psychical
organism of language in each individual is the aggregate of more or
less conscious recollections of words, nay, even of entire phrases,
and of their connections with certain ideas, which is lodged in his
mind. It is the business of the historian of language to watch and
examine these organisms as closely as possible: to describe the
elements of which they are composed, and their connection with each
other. A state or condition of a language at a particular period
could only be described by one possessed of a full knowledge of the
psychical conditions at a particular time of all the members of any
linguistic community. The more fully such observations as those
referred to above are carried out, and the greater the number of
individuals thus examined, the more nearly shall we be in a
condition to give an accurate description of a state of language.
Without a rigidly scrupulous examination such as we have described,
it would be impossible to say how much in the language of any
individual is common to all or most individuals speaking the same
language, and how much is to be set down to individual peculiarity.
In every case it will be found that the standard of the language
governs to some extent the language of every individual; but in the
case of each individual there are likewise elements which do not
conform to the standard or normal language, and which are, in fact,
individual peculiarities.



In any case, the observation of a psychical organism of
language is difficult. It cannot, like the physical side of
language, i.e. the sounds actually
produced and even the mode of their production, be directly
observed; for it lies unseen in the mind, and is only known by its
effects.



Of the physical phenomena of linguistic activity, the
acoustic are those which lend themselves most readily to our
observation. We can make the same individual repeat sounds
practically identical as often as we please; and we can note these
with more or less accuracy in proportion as our own sense of
hearing is exact and developed. But as the transitions between the
different sounds are so infinitely small, it follows that it must
be a matter of extreme difficulty for the listener to decide
whether the sounds are indeed precisely the same in colour, pitch,
etc.; while, again, if it be desired to reproduce any sound, the
process has to be carried out by orally repeating it and striving
to reproduce it by an appeal to another’s sense of hearing.



We register the sounds of a language by mastering and
registering the movements of the organs of speech that produce
them. Alphabetical symbols are at best but very imperfect pictures
of sound-groups: they are used inconsistently in most cases: and in
any case even the most perfect phonetic alphabet cannot give a true
and exact picture of the countless sounds in speech—sounds which
require to be constantly denoted anew in every language. We can
only succeed at all in registering such sounds, when we are able to
closely observe the sounds uttered by living individuals. But when
we cannot do this, we must always think of the sounds which the
writing is intended to represent; and the power so to do demands
some acquaintance with phonetics, and with the relation between
writing and language. Thus a certain special training is necessary
before we can hope to be able to gain any real knowledge of even
the physical manifestations of linguistic activity.



The psychical factors in linguistic activity lie, like
everything else psychical, unseen in the mind, and can therefore
only be scrutinised by means of examinations made upon our own
minds. In the process of watching other individuals we can never
perceive any other than physical results, and thus it happens that
in order to acquaint ourselves with the psychical organisms of
language in others, we have to watch as closely as possible the
processes in our own minds, and then to classify the phenomena
which we observe in the case of others by the analogy of what we
observe in our own. As we both think and speak in the
mother-tongue, our classifications by analogy will be easier when
we have to deal with fellow-countrymen; so too, for obvious
reasons, with the living subject rather than with what has been
committed to writing in the past.



It will, then, be plain that the observation of any given
state of language is no easy matter, owing to the manifold and
complex way in which groups of ideas associate themselves in the
human mind, and owing to the incessant progress of hardly
perceptible sound-change. It may easily be gathered that even the
most full and perfect of ordinary grammars are quite unable to
portray the manner in which different ideas and groups of ideas
range and classify themselves. Our grammatical system can give but
the most imperfect picture of the relationships existing between
different ideas. Certain categories, for instance, are drawn up,
and under one or other of these are ranged words under the name of
certain parts of speech. As a matter of fact, a large proportion of
words is capable of being used to fulfil the function of several
parts of speech, and in no language is this more obvious than in
English. Again, we are accustomed in grammar to meet—even in the
case of the Indo-European group of languages—with the same
grammatical term employed to express quite different functions, as
when we speak of the Latin future , and
call the English future in “ I shall ” or
“ I will ” do by the same name. Again, we
are accustomed, in the case of a language which has passed from the
synthetic to the analytic stage, to employ the same categories,
regardless of the fact that, in the analytical form of the
language, new shades of meaning have found expression as they have
also come into being. Again, we often define the meaning of words
by their etymology, even though the ordinary speaker may have no
knowledge whatever of that etymology, and a new and very different
meaning may have attached itself to the word.



The comparison of different epochs in the life of any
language will enable us to draw some inferences as to its condition
in the past. Of course, in proportion as the foreign factors that
have made their influence felt in the regular course of the
language are fewer, the simpler and more satisfactory will be the
comparison. It would be impossible to reconstruct the sounds of
Anglo-Saxon, for instance, from Middle English only; as it would be
necessary to remember that Norman, Danish, Celtic, and other
influences had been busy with the language between its earlier and
later stages.



We now proceed to ask what are the causes of change in
language? And how do these causes operate? In the first place, they
operate in most instances without the consciousness of the
individual. There are, indeed, a few cases in which we may say that
conscious intention on the part of the individual is operative, as
where a botanist coins a name for some new variety, and forces it
upon all the scientific men of his circle. But it must be repeated
that changes are for the most part involuntary and unconscious. It
is of the essence of the life of language to unconsciously select
the forms and sounds which may best serve for conveying the meaning
present in the speaker’s mind. The material existing and forming
the actual stock in trade of any language may very aptly be looked
upon as the survival of the fittest; in this case, of the
material fittest to survive. If we now proceed
to consider the causes of change in language, we must remember that
there is always in language a certain amount of freedom left to the
individual, which is quite independent of ordinary linguistic
development. As each speaker must have certain psychical
peculiarities, so must he express himself differently from every
other speaker; and if the sound-producing organs of any given
speaker have any peculiarities, he will exhibit corresponding
peculiarities in the sounds which he utters by their agency. Again,
there are circumstances which must not be overlooked, like the
natural tendency to imitation; and the further circumstance that
all attempts at imitation must necessarily be imperfect. Again,
each individual is prone to modify the sounds which he utters,
through carelessness and economy of effort or laziness. Besides all
this, we must reckon the effects produced by such factors as
climate, which, however gradual in their operation, must still
ultimately leave some effects if only time enough is allowed. The
result of these displacements, if only the tendency to displacement
lasts long enough and operates in one direction, is a
displacement of usage . The new usage starts
from the individual, and, under favourable circumstances, succeeds
in becoming permanent. There are, however, numerous other
tendencies to displacement likewise constantly occurring which do
not become permanent, because they are not consistent, and because
they do not all run in the same direction.



It must, then, be the task of the historian of language to
endeavour to settle the relationship between linguistic usage on
the one hand, and individual linguistic activity on the other; and
in order to arrive at any satisfactory conclusions on this point,
it is necessary to classify, as far as we can, the different
changes of usage which occur in the growth and development of
language. It is, then, his business to trace the relationship
between the different classes which he has formed, and to remember
that his province is to trace connections where ordinary grammar
draws lines of demarcation, bearing in mind that the steps which
lead from class to class are very gradual, and that the processes
leading up to the smallest variation of usage are in very few cases
due to a single cause, but are generally very complicated. The
gradual development in the life of language in general may be best
studied in individual languages, as when we compare the English of
Chaucer’s day with that of our own; and, again, in the relations of
individual languages to each other, as when we compare Spanish, for
instance, with Italian, and note the different paths taken by these
sister-tongues in their development from Latin.



Sound-changes come about in the individual partly from the
tendencies of his own organs of speech, as when [
ii ] becomes [ ai 2
] and when one sound is habitually substituted for another,
as in the case of the Russian F eodor
for Th eodore, or the similar
substitution, frequent among children, f
ing for th ing. They partly, too,
depend upon the influences which each individual receives from
others, as when an endeavour is made to substitute a significant
for an unmeaning whole, in cases of popular etymology and the like.
To this must be added the possibility of imperfect audition, and
consequently of imperfect reproduction of sounds. These influences
are mostly operative and easiest of observation at the time that
language is being learnt, i.e. most
commonly during the time of infancy. To watch such processes as a
particular language is being learnt must always be very instructive
for the explanation of variations in the usages of language in
general.



These changes in usage may of course be classified in various
ways, but there is one important point which should be noted: the
processes may either consist in the creation of what is new or in
the disappearance of what is old; or, lastly, in the replacement of
the old by the new in a single act, which is the process seen in
sound-change. In the case of word-significations, the processes of
change consist either in the disappearance of the old or in the
appearance of the new. But these processes are in truth very
gradual. A word may be perfectly intelligible with a certain
meaning in one generation, and in another generation may be
obsolete and not understood: but there will none the less have been
an intervening generation, some members of which understood the
meaning attached to the word or phrase by the former generation,
while some only imperfectly understood it.



Again, we may classify changes in usage according to whether
sounds or significations are affected. The sounds change without
the signification being altered, as in the numerous words in
Chaucer which as yet clearly retained their French pronunciation.
Again, the signification is affected without any change affecting
the sound, as in the case of metaphorical uses of a word, such
as a crane , used alike for the bird and
the lifting machine; etc. Thus it is that we arrive at the two
classes of change: sound-change and change in signification; not
that the two kinds are mutually exclusive—they may both occur
together, as in our owe , from
A.S. âgan , to possess. But the two kinds
of change are independent in their origin and their development;
neither is caused by the other.



There is, however, an important class of cases in which Sound
and Meaning develop simultaneously; these are the original
creations of language; and we must suppose the entire development
of language to rest upon this primitive combination. We must
conceive the original utterances in language to have been the
imitation of various natural cries and sounds, aided and
interpreted by gesticulation. Then comes a stage in which the
sound-groups already existing in language develop on the basis of
this original creation. They develop in this way mainly by the
influence of analogy, which is itself an imitative faculty and
plays a larger part where sound and signification are united than
in the department of pure sound. The principles of which we have
spoken must be held applicable to all languages at all stages of
their development. When once language had originated, it must have
developed solely in the way we have indicated. The differences
between early and later stages of language are merely differences
of degree and not of kind.



It must also be noticed that we must not sharply separate the
grammatical and the logical relations of language, as if they were
in no way connected. Grammatical rules are simply convenient
descriptions of the most ordinary and striking ways in which a
language expresses itself at a particular time. But the groups of
ideas in the mind of a speaker are constantly forming themselves
anew, and finding expression in forms which do not tally with
actual and received linguistic expression, and, as they change,
give rise to so-called irregularities of grammar. The philologist
must therefore discard neither the linguistic processes which are
described and registered by grammar, nor the psychical ones which
manifest themselves in speaking and hearing, but are not
represented in linguistic expression, and yet are always operative
in the direction of change in Language.















CHAPTER II.ON THE DIFFERENTIATION OF LANGUAGE.





The most elementary study of Comparative Philology teaches us
that from a language which, in all essentials, may be considered
one uniform tongue, there have frequently sprung several others;
and that these, in their turn, have parted into new dialects or
distinct languages. This process has been usually compared to that
which we see operative in the growth and development of organic
nature; and the relationship between various languages has often
been expressed by the terms applicable to the human family. Latin,
for instance, is called the parent of
French, Spanish, Portuguese, and the other Romance dialects;
English and Dutch are called sister
-tongues, while the last-named pair may be called
cousins of German.



The comparison implied by such use of these terms is in the
main correct; but it would be more exact to illustrate the
relationship between languages from the language of Botany: we
might consider the language of each individual speaker as the
parallel of the individual plant, and compare the various dialects,
languages, and families of languages, to the varieties, species,
and classes of the vegetable kingdom. Even then our simile is but
partially applicable, and a careful consideration of how far it
holds good, and where and when it becomes misleading, will be found
instructive to a student of language.



It is now an admitted truth in Zoology as well as in Botany
that nothing but the individual plant or animal has any real
existence, and that all our species or classes are merely
convenient and useful, but always arbitrary, abstractions. The
difference between two primroses is not as great as that between a
primrose and, e.g. , a daisy, it is true;
but the differences between these pairs are merely differences in
degree, and not in kind. When we classify or arrange in groups, we
select some characteristic and thereby give it a certain
pre-eminence over others. All individuals that possess this
characteristic are accordingly ranged upon one side, and all that
do not possess it are ranged upon the other. If the characteristic
has been well chosen, our classification will be rational, but will
none the less remain arbitrary; and very often—nay, nearly
always—the choice of any other quality or characteristic as the
principle of classification will be found to involve a different
grouping.



It is the same with language. Strictly speaking, there exist
as many distinct languages as there are individual speakers. These
millions of languages, however, fall naturally into groups, whose
component individual parts differ but very little from one another,
though no two of them are exactly alike. Now, in order to decide
whether the language of any one individual belongs to some
particular group, we must select one or more particular
characteristics, by which to test its claim; and, our selection
made, we shall often find ourselves excluding some language whose
inclusion would have resulted from any other test than the one
selected. The difficulty is much increased when we come to range
our groups into dialects, or to classify the latter among or around
languages (using that term again in its conventional sense); and,
again, to arrange languages into families.



At no single moment do we find all the individuals of any
nation, community, or group of human beings, speaking the same
language in the strict sense of the expression; and thus, if we say
that a language has broken up or separated into several dialects or
into various new languages, we give a very inadequate description
of what has really happened. It would be truer to state that
amongst any given group of individual languages, the difference,
once slight, between its various members has grown to such an
extent that we can no longer conveniently class these members
together.



In the next place, our comparison will also hold good in the
following point. The nature and development of the individual
animal depends upon two things—descent and environment. Animals,
the offspring of similar parents, resemble one another in all
essentials: they are, however, not absolutely alike, and their
individual peculiarities and development depend largely on
surroundings, such as climate, food, etc.,—influences which, as
might be expected, make themselves felt most strongly in
infancy.



Again, it is the same in language. Speech is acquired by
imitation, and those who speak to the child may be considered its
linguistic parents. The special bodily and mental idiosyncrasies of
the child take the place of the accidental surroundings to which
reference has already been made. No two children hear precisely the
same words spoken by the very same persons and exactly the same
number of times; no two parents and no two children are, in mind
and body, exactly alike. From the beginning there is a difference,
small though it may be, between the linguistic surroundings of any
two individuals; and the development depends upon personal
peculiarities, which, from a linguistic point of view, may be
called accidental.



It appears, then, that our attention is engaged at the very
outset of our linguistic inquiry, not merely by the fact that
differences arise in the language of individuals, but more
especially by the question why these differences are not even
greater and more rapid in their development than they prove to be.
We must seek an explanation not merely of the nature of the forces
tending to differentiate the individual languages, but also of
those which counteract such forces, and whose influence is exerted
towards uniformity and the conservation of such unity as
exists.



Yet if our comparison be sufficiently correct in two such
important points, we must not forget that in one point at least
there is an essential difference between the origin of species in
the animal world and the differentiation of languages.



We saw that with descent in the animal world we must
compare linguistic descent, which latter
term implies that a child’s language is acquired by imitation from
the speakers surrounding him. The language of the community in
which the child grows up is the parent of his speech. Now, it is
evident that in the animal world the influence of descent, powerful
factor though it be, is still limited, inasmuch as the
direct effect of the parent’s influence ceases
at a fixed point. In language, on the other hand, the influence of
the linguistic parent is permanently at
work: strongest during infancy, it diminishes in force indeed, but
never entirely ceases to make itself felt. Again, the animal owes
its birth to a single pair only, while in language an indefinite
number of speakers co-operate to produce the new individual.
Moreover, as soon as a child acquires any speech at all, it becomes
in its turn a member of the community and affects the language of
others. Its speech is consciously or unconsciously imitated by
those from whom it learned and is still learning; and thus, in
language, parents may be said to become the children of their own
offspring.



Differentiation of language is, of course, impossible unless
usage alters; but it would be incorrect to conclude that
differentiation must necessarily be greater as the variation in
usage is more violent. There is no à priori
reason why a large group of individuals, who at any given
moment speak what may be considered to be one and the
same language, should not alter their usage all in the
same manner. Yet, if we remember that each individual has his own
peculiarities, and that, while each acquires his speech by
imitating others, such imitation is never perfect, we shall readily
understand that language must change from generation to generation,
even were other causes not present to promote such changes; and, in
fact, that differences will and must arise. Alteration and
differentiation are unavoidable; and it is intercourse between the
members of a community or a nation which can alone keep these
within bounds. The alterative forces are more free to exert their
influence in proportion as such intercourse is restricted.



If we could imagine a large country where the intercourse
between the inhabitants was of perfectly equal intensity
throughout, we might expect to find the language of each individual
differing but imperceptibly from the respective languages of his
neighbours; and, though the tongues spoken at opposite extremities
might show a wide divergence, it would be impossible to arrange the
individual varieties into dialectical groups; for the speech of
each man would be some intermediate stage between the individual
tongues on either side. But such equal intensity of intercourse
exists nowhere over any considerable area. Geographical, political,
commercial influences, separately or combined, erect barriers or
overcome them; and peculiarities of speech which, arising at one
place, spread over others, are yet confined within certain limits.
These peculiarities, then, will clearly distinguish those dialects
of individuals which partake of them from such as do not; and
consequently we shall have distinct limits for grouping the
dialects spoken by separate individuals into those spoken by
separate districts—that is to say, into what is most commonly
understood when we speak of ‘dialects.’



All would now be simple and easy if lines of demarcation thus
arrived at were found to coincide with whatever peculiarities or
characteristics we happened to choose for our criteria. But the
fact is that groups which would be classed together in view of some
special points of resemblance will fall asunder when other points
are considered as essential characteristics; for the spread of
characteristics derived from intercourse with one district must
frequently be checked and thwarted by intercourse with another
district that does not share the same tendency.



Thus, if we make use of the letter a
to indicate a group of individuals speaking a tongue
essentially identical, employing b for
another such group, c for a third, and so
on, then a and b
may very possibly correspond in usage or pronunciation in
some point, x , in which both may differ
from c , while a
and c , but not
b , will be found to agree in
y . In yet a third point, z
, in which they both differ from a
, etc., b and c
may agree; whilst a ,
b , c and other groups
may very well have points, w ,
t , etc., in common with one another and
with d or e ,
and in these same points will differ from f
. On the other hand, f may agree in
some other points with a , in some
with b , in some with
c , etc.



It is unnecessary to dwell further on this. We see plainly
that as different alterations have a different extent and different
lines of demarcation, the crossings of groups and resemblances may
be expected to become of infinite complexity.



But if, further, we suppose the differentiation
between a , b ,
and c to be already so great that we may
regard these as separate dialects, yet it is by no means impossible
that a tendency to some alteration should make itself felt in each
of them, or that, having arisen in one, the peculiarity should
spread over all. It follows from this consideration that any
peculiarity shared by all or many dialects of a language is not
necessarily older than one which characterises only a few, though,
of course, that such will be the case is the natural
assumption.



Nor are the most strongly marked characteristics, by whose
means we now distinguish existing dialects, and according to which
we range them into groups, necessarily older than those which we
overlook in deciding these mutual relationships. To instance this,
we may refer to the various Teutonic dialects, which undoubtedly
had many marked differences long before the process of
sound-shifting began. It was some time in or near the seventh
century A.D. when some of these dialects commenced to
substitute p for b
, t for d
, k for g
; t became ts
( z ), k
became h , p
became f or pf
, and in some cases b and
g were substituted for the sonant
fricatives v and g
. 3
This change or sound-shifting was in progress during
something like two centuries, and it is according to the extent of
their participation in this that we classify the various dialects
as High German, Middle German, and Low German, respectively. We
consequently class as Low German three dialects which otherwise
present very strongly marked differences: the Frisian, the Saxon,
and in part the Franconian, the case of which last is especially
instructive.



The Franconian dialect did not as a whole participate in the
changes to which we have alluded above. Only the more southern part
of the Franconian tribe adopted the sound-shifting, in common with
other southern tribes which spoke distinctly different dialects.
Consequently, adhering to our above-mentioned principle of
classification, we must class the so-called Low
Franconian in a group totally distinct from that in which
the High Franconian must be placed,
notwithstanding the fact that in other respects these dialects have
preserved many important resemblances.



It would also be incorrect to regard dialects which have
become more strongly differentiated than others as having
necessarily become so at an earlier date. The widest divergence is
not necessarily the oldest, for circumstances may arise to
facilitate the widening of a recent breach, as they may, on the
other hand, arise to prevent a slight divergence of long standing
from becoming a gap of importance. If two groups,
a and b , are
differentiated, and yet keep up sufficient intercourse, they may
very well remain similar, though not equal, during a very long
period; while a subdivision of a , which
circumstances only affecting a minority in that group have
separated later, may develop a rapidly increasing divergence
between its small community on the one hand, and the remaining
members of a together with the whole
of b on the other.



One more lesson resulting from the foregoing consideration is
the following. It is too often assumed as a matter of course that
the speech of districts lying between others that possess strongly
differentiated languages is the result of the contact and
commixture of the two latter. Such possibility is indeed not
denied; it, in fact, often occurs; but the alternative supposition
that the mixture is a survival of some intermediate dialect is
equally possible, and must not be forgotten.



It is clear that what we now call languages are merely
further developments of dialects; but here once more we may easily
err by assuming too much. If we find two distinct languages, it
does not necessarily follow that they have passed through a stage
in which they were two dialects, distinct indeed, but differing to
a less extent than at present. Indicating dialects by
a and b , and
languages by A and B
, we must not conclude, on meeting with the two latter,
that A must have inevitably originated
from a , and B
from b . It is quite possible that
both A and B
may have arisen from (say) a alone;
and of this possibility Anglo-Saxon and its descendant Modern
English furnish a clear instance.



The dialect spoken by the invaders differed, if at all, in a
very slight degree from the Frisian ( a
), which followed a regular course of development in its
ancestral home. But the language of the invaders (which, in view of
its identity or close resemblance with the Frisian, we may also
call a ) had in the British Islands a
different history and a different development. It was rapidly
differentiated, and one of its dialects became a literary language,
distinct in every point from its sister-tongue. Thus the modern
representative of Frisian ( A ), and our
present literary English ( B ) are found
to have sprung from one source ( a )
alone.



The consideration of this case leads us to our next point. In
all the foregoing cases we presupposed that the speakers of the
individual language or of the group-languages were on the whole
stationary. We need not here indicate at length the effect upon a
community of its migration into regions where other languages are
prevalent. The result is commonly a mixed language: and the subject
of so-called mixed languages we reserve for another chapter: here
we need only remind the student that by such migrations the
connection of the language of the emigrants with that of other
communities of similar speech is loosened, and the action of
differentiating forces, which thus acquire free and unrestricted
play, must necessarily be augmented.



The criterion for distinction of dialects among a community
of individual languages is, and must be, their phonetic character.
Vocabulary and syntax are easily and generally maintained, or, if
anything new arises, it may possibly spread over wide areas; but
differences of pronunciation and peculiarities of utterance do not
necessarily result from the borrowing of new terms.



For instance: a community which pronounces
a of father as
aw ( i.e. like
a in all ) will do so
even when borrowing a word from some dialect in which the
pure a is usual.



In conclusion, we must not omit to combat an error too often
repeated in books on language which enjoy a reputation otherwise
well-deserved. It is a common notion that the tendency to
differentiation is, as civilisation advances, replaced by one
towards unification; in proof of which we are reminded of the one
uniform literary language which, among the educated members of a
nation, replaces the various provincial dialects. But this literary
language is by no means a regular and natural development of the
pre-existing dialects.



One of these, favoured by circumstances
political or literary, obtains a supremacy which causes its
adoption by those who would otherwise ignore it and continue to
speak the dialects of their own provinces, counties, or districts.
Hence it is in a certain sense a foreign tongue to them, and though
in course of time it may come to replace the indigenous dialect of
any district, so that scarcely a trace of the latter remains, it
would be misleading to say that this dialect has developed into a
language before which it has in reality disappeared.















CHAPTER III.ON SOUND-CHANGE.





Language is in a constant state of change; and the changes to
which it is subject fall under two very different heads. In the
first place, new words find their way into a language, whilst
existing words become obsolete and drop out of existence: and,
secondly, existing words remain, but gradually alter their
pronunciation. It is the second of these phenomena which we have to
study in this chapter; and a clear idea of its nature, origin, and
progress is indispensable to any real knowledge of
philology.



To gain this idea we must carefully consider the processes
which occur when we speak. We have to take note of no less than
five elements, all of which are present each time that we utter a
sound, and these should be carefully distinguished.



In the first place, whether we break silence and begin to
speak, or proceed in the course of speaking to any particular
sound, our vocal organs must move towards a certain position, in
which they must remain during the time of the utterance of the
sound. This is equally true whether they are set in motion after a
period of rest, or after a position rendered necessary by their
utterance of some other sound. Let us take, for instance, the sound
which in the word father we represent by
the letter a . In pronouncing this WORD
we BEGIN by putting our lips, tongue, vocal chords, etc., all in
such a position that, on the breath passing through them or coming
into contact with them, the sound represented by
f is produced; and as long as the vocal organs
remain in that position, nothing but f
can be pronounced. In order, then, to pronounce the
a sound, we must alter the position of our vocal
organs: our vocal chords must be approximated, our lips relaxed,
our mouth opened wider, until the a
position is attained. It is clear that the course which we
take to reach our goal depends not merely upon the position of that
goal, but likewise upon the point whence we start to reach it.
Hence the course whereby we reach this a
position will vary constantly and considerably, seeing that
in our utterance of the a sound we can
and do cause many other sounds to precede it. But all these
movements agree in one respect, that they terminate in a certain
position, which we maintain as long as the a
sound lasts.



Secondly, we must notice that this position is maintained
only by a certain balance of the tension in the various muscles of
our tongue, throat, lips, etc.; and this tension, though we may not
indeed be conscious of it, we feel
.



Thirdly, we hear , more or less
exactly, the sound which we produce.



Fourthly, this feeling and this sound, like every physical
occurrence in which we actively or passively participate, leave
behind them in our mind a certain impression. This impression,
though it may indeed disappear and sink beneath the level of
consciousness, remains nevertheless existent, is strengthened by
repetition, and can, under certain conditions, be again recalled to
consciousness. We consequently come gradually to acquire a
permanent mental impression of both feeling and sound. There is
formed in our mind what we may call the memory-picture of
the position ; and



Fifthly, there is likewise formed ‘a memory-picture’ of
the sound .



It will be readily seen that of these five ‘elements’ only
the last two are permanent, and that they, and they only, are
psychical. In every individual case of sound-utterance, all that
is physical is momentary and transitory.
We abandon the position; the corresponding tensions make way for
others; the sound dies away: but the memory-pictures alike of
position and sound remain in our mind. There is no physical
connection between our utterances of the ‘same’ sound, or word, or
phrase; there is only a psychical connection: and this reposes upon
the two elements which we have already called the memory-pictures
of sound and position respectively.



A word must be added on the nature of the association
existing between these two. This association, however intimate it
may be, is external only; there is no
necessary psychical connection between
any sensation of vibration in our organs of hearing and any other
sensation of tension in the muscles of our vocal organs. If we
gained the first-named sensation again and again from hearing
others speak, yet we should still be unable to imitate them at
once, even though, for whatever reason, we had set our vocal organs
repeatedly in the same position. But the fact that when we
ourselves utter a sound we also hear it, associates the physical
sensations of sound with those of position, and this invariably;
and it thus happens that the respective memory-pictures of the two
are left closely associated in our mind.



When we speak of these movement- and sound-pictures as
lingering or as existing in our memories, it is not implied that we
are necessarily conscious of their existence. On the contrary, the
speaker, under ordinary circumstances, is wholly unconscious of
them: nor has he anything like a clear notion of the various
elements of sound which together make up the spoken word, or it may
be the sentence, which he utters. It would seem as though the art
of writing and spelling, which presupposes some analysis of the
sound of words, proved that the speaker, if capable of spelling and
writing, must have at least some notion of those elements. But very
little consideration will suffice to prove the contrary. In the
first place, strictly speaking, it is absolutely impossible to
denote in writing all the various elements of sound which combine
to form any word or sentence. A word, however correctly and
grammatically spelt, does not consist merely of those sounds which
we symbolise in our writing. In reality it consists—or at least the
syllable consists—of an unbroken series
of successive sounds or articulations, and of this series, even if
we spell ‘phonetically,’ our letters represent at best no more than
the most clearly distinguished points; whereas, between these
sounds so symbolised by our letters, there lie an indefinite number
of transition sounds, of which no writer or speller takes any
notice.



The above is true in the case of languages like Spanish,
Portuguese, Italian, and German, where the spelling is more or less
consistent: much more is it true in the case of English or French,
with their irrational and puzzling inconsistencies. A child which
learns that it must represent the sound of the word
but by letters to be called respectively
bee-you-tea, or the word though by
letters nick-named tea-aitch-o-you-gee-aitch, does not receive a
lesson in separating the sound-group represented by the
letters but into its three, or the
sound-group represented by though into
its two (or three) elements.



Even in the more correctly spelt languages, there are
numerous discrepancies between the spoken and written word, which,
until they are pointed out to him, escape the attention of the
native speaker or writer. In English, some instances may be here
considered. Not a few English people are quite surprised when they
are informed that they have two distinct ways of pronouncing
th , or of pronouncing x
: the th ‘hard,’ as in
thin , and ‘soft,’ as in
then ; the x
like ks , as in
execution (eksekyushion), and like
gz , as in executive
(egzekyutiv), exact
(egzakt), example (egzampl). And
there are fewer still who have ever noticed that in
income many pronounce no n
at all, but the same guttural and nasal sound as
terminates king .



Can is frequently pronounced
c h an , with a
distinct h sound after the
c , without the speaker being aware of it; and
the same holds good of similar words. Again, none but the trained
observer knows that the k in
keen is pronounced differently (more to the
front of the mouth) from the k
(represented by c ) in
cool ; but the fact that perhaps more than all
excites incredulous wonder is that the sound i
is no vowel, but a diphthong, as may be proved by dwelling on
it. The speakers to whom these facts are new may nevertheless all
be perfectly correct speakers: no doubt they pronounce the elements
of the word; but they have probably never paid any attention to the
nature of these elements, or at least have not begun to do so till
long after the utterance became habitual and natural.



If, then, we speak without consciousness of the
separate sounds , much more are we
completely unconscious of the movements
of our vocal organs. It is only very recently that these
movements have been carefully investigated, and the results of the
science of phonetics are in very many respects as yet
sub judice , while even the most superficial
knowledge of the subject can only be attained by a conscious and
careful effort of attention, and by the exercise of much patience
in the observation of our precise actions when speaking. It is only
the trained observer who can at all follow these movements as he
makes them, and even he does not so
follow them generally, but thinks of the sense of his words as he
speaks, and not of the way in which they are produced.



Moreover, even assuming that the speaker enjoyed a far higher
degree of consciousness, both of phonetic elements and of phonetic
movement while he is acquiring the
faculty of speech, it would none the less remain true that in the
ordinary course of word-utterance these facts remain outside the
speaker’s consciousness. A precisely parallel instance can be
observed in the case of a pupil learning to play the piano or
violin. At first every movement he makes is the result of a
separate and conscious act of volition; but soon practice, the
repetition of conscious action, so much facilitates the playing of
scales, arpeggios, etc., that the rapidity of their execution quite
precludes all possibility of the bestowal of separate thought, even
of the shortest duration, upon each individual note in succession.
It is necessary at the outset to insist on this fact of the
speaker’s unconsciousness, both of the elements of sound which make
up the word, and of the movements of his vocal organs; for, once
fully grasped, it will guard against an error which is too
prevalent, viz. that sound-change is the result of conscious
volition in those who speak.



But though the movements necessary for production of sounds
are performed unconsciously, they are by no means beyond control;
to illustrate which fact we may once more recur to the parallel
instance of the piano-player. Like him, the speaker controls his
work by listening to its result: but the player strikes either the
right note or the wrong, and, unlike him, the speaker may vary his
utterance in one direction or another without serious error; he is
not considered to make a MISTAKE unless the difference between his
present utterance and that which is usual exceeds a certain limit.
In this respect, the violin-player resembles the speaker more
closely. They both appeal to their sense of hearing in order to
decide on the correctness or otherwise of the sound produced, and
the control they can exercise over that sound is exactly
proportional to their delicacy of ear. Up to certain limits, the
variations are too small to be perceived by the ear, but beyond
these, control becomes possible. The slight differences in
pronunciation or sound do not yet, however, necessarily expose the
speaker (or player) to the charge of incorrect utterance (or
performance), and consequently, though he perceives the change, he
pays little or no attention to it. He only then corrects himself or
guards against repeating the ‘mistake,’ when the change in sound
passes those limits which cannot be transgressed without detriment
to what in music we term ‘harmony,’ or what in language we term
‘correctness of utterance.’ It commonly happens that these limits
are wider than the limits of perception referred to above, more
especially in the case of the speaker. A wider licence is accorded
to the term ‘correctness’ in speech than is accorded to it in
harmony.



While, then, control is theoretically and practically
limited, the possibility of variation is unlimited. Take, for
instance, the case of the vowels. All the possible sounds and
variations from u (pronounced as
oo in cool ) to
i (= ee in
feel ) may be said to form one uninterrupted
series. In this series we distinguish only some of the most
important varieties. When we pronounce u
, the lips are rounded, and the tongue is drawn back and
raised at the back of the mouth: if we pass from
u to i , the lips are
unrounded, and assume the shape of a narrow and much elongated
ellipse, while the tongue is pushed forward with its back depressed
and the fore-part (the blade) raised. While this change is going
on, the mouth never assumes a position
with which we could not produce some vowel or other, but the
difference in acoustic quality between any two ‘neighbouring’
vowels would not always be such that we should regard them as
distinct or different sounds. On our way from u
to i , we pass through the
positions for the o (
oa ) in coal ,
the ŏ in god ,
the a in father
, the ĕ in net
, the e ( a
) in hare , the
ĭ in pit ; but between
these there lie an indefinite number of possible shades of sound,
and every one knows how differently various speakers of the same
community pronounce what we call the same vowel. So, too, we need
but little attention to notice distinct occasional variations, at
different moments, in the same speaker. If, then, one and the same
speaker often perceptibly (though
unintentionally) varies his pronunciation, we may be perfectly sure
that his mode of utterance will vary at different times within
those limits where the divergence—though existing—is not noticed.
As with the vowels, so it is, though not so completely, with many
consonants and series of consonants. The student who is
unacquainted with phonetics should pronounce
cool and keen one
after the other, or better still coo
and kee , getting rid of the final
consonants. He will have no difficulty in noticing the difference
between the two k sounds, the first of
which requires a much more backward position than the second for
its pronunciation. After a little practice, he will be able to
pronounce the first (back) k with
the ee vowel, and the second (forward,
palatal) k with oo
. Now, between these two sounds of k
there is a whole series of intermediate ones, and, if this
series be followed in the direction of the palatal
k and then continued beyond it, we soon reach
the articulation of the palatals proper, and pass, without any
appreciable gap, to the linguo-dentals: first to the
t which, in words like the French
métier , sounds so much like
q in the form méquier
(as the French Canadians actually pronounce it); and next to
our own t , and to the usual
French t , which is pronounced more to
the front with the tip of the tongue against the roots of the
teeth.



Similarly, because perfect though slight closure is not
remote from extreme narrowing, we can pass in a practically
unbroken series from energetic p to laxly
uttered f , from k
to the guttural fricative of German ach
—a sound which English, in its modern form, no longer
possesses,—etc.



As we noticed in the instance of k
, and as every one more easily perceives in the case of the
vowels, two sounds essentially different in articulation and in
acoustic character are often, in daily speech, accepted as
identical, more especially where the difference is not great
enough, or is not of a nature to cause ambiguity of meaning. If,
for instance, there existed words in the English language alike in
all respects but that the one began with the k
of cool and the other with
the k of keen ,
and if these words had different meanings, every Englishman would
be aware of the existence of two sounds, which he would most likely
indicate by two different letter-signs. As it is, the difference
between the two remains unnoticed, and the choice between them
depends upon the vowel which follows. If, then, in the ordinary
course of speaking, a ‘back’ k is
pronounced a little more forward, or a palatal
k more to the back, no notice will be taken of
it, unless the variation oversteps a certain limit and, as a
consequence, the unusual articulation sounds strange. Similarly,
for the formation of t , the position of
the tongue may be varied to a very great extent, and yet, though
something unusual in the sound MAY be apprehended, the result will
always be perceived as a t .










We must now once more emphasise the fact that the
memory-picture of the sound, and the (unconscious) memory-picture
of the movement and position, and these two alone, connect the
various utterances of any sound or sound-group, and decide its
character, and the appreciation of speaker and hearer to its
correctness.



These memory-pictures and their nature and growth are
therefore of the highest importance. They are the results of
all preceding cases of utterance,
of which, however, the last always has the greatest
influence . Every variation in pronunciation entails a
variation in the memory-picture; and this, small as may be the
change, is cumulative and permanent, unless the different
deviations happen to balance one another exactly. Now, in the main
this will be the case when the speaker finds himself amid his usual
surroundings, and where no external causes co-operate to impel his
deviations into one direction rather than into another: but let us
suppose him transferred to another community, and brought in
contact with a certain pronunciation habitual there and novel to
him. His memory-picture of the SOUND is made up of his own
pronunciation and of what he hears from
others. At first the new pronunciation strikes him as new,
and two pictures stand side by side in
his mind. If, however, the difference be not too great, these soon
blend, and, the former one fading while the other constantly gains
in force, his pronunciation becomes influenced without his own
knowledge; he pronounces more and more like the surrounding
speakers, and every time he does so his memory-picture of POSITION
gets slightly altered (always in the same direction) until nothing
but conscious effort of memory or renewed intercourse with former
surroundings can recall the one thus lost.



The same thing happens essentially and effectually, though
the change is slower and less violent, where external causes favour
deviation in any special direction amongst an entire community. As
far as the nature of the effect goes, it can make no difference
whether we consider the case of a man entering a new community to
find there a pronunciation which differs from his own, or that of
an entire community which alters its existing pronunciation. But
the process will go on much more slowly in the latter case, since
it has to operate in a number of individuals, and the steps by
which each of them proceeds are in ordinary cases imperceptibly
small.



Of all causes which may tend to alter our pronunciation in
any special direction, facility of utterance is the most
conspicuous and the most easily understood. There are, in all
probability indeed, several others: climate, habits of diet, etc.,
all seem to have some effect, but no one
has as yet been able to explain how they operate. Even ease of
pronunciation is not yet thoroughly understood in all its bearings.
We must not forget that ease is something essentially subjective,
and that the memory-pictures of movement and sound and the attempt
at correct reproduction of the usual movement and sound are the
main factors, while the striving after facility of utterance is a
very subordinate one.



Yet there is no doubt whatever that in a number of instances
the new pronunciation is easier than its predecessor: we now
say last instead of
latst , examples of which earlier form may be
found in the Ormulum, for instance. Similarly,
best is easier than betst
, impossible than
inpossible ; and we may refer also to the
numerous words still written with a gh
which is no longer pronounced. In the word
knight , the k was
formerly sounded before the n , and
the gh represents a sound which may still
be heard in the German word knecht ; and,
in fact, all spellings like know ,
gnat , night ,
though , etc., with their numerous mute letters,
represent older and undoubtedly more laborious pronunciations. That
all these sounds have been dropped has unquestionably facilitated
the utterance of the words, and there is a similar gain of ease in
all the well-known instances of complete or partial assimilation in
all languages. So in Italian otto for
Latin octo , Latin
accendo for adcendo ,
etc. When, however, we come to estimate the comparative facility of
separate single sounds, or even many combinations, we find
ourselves as yet without any certainty of result or fixed standard.
Much that has been advanced is individual and subjective: all
depends on practice; and this practice we acquire at an age when we
are as yet wholly unable to form or pronounce an opinion on any
question. In fact, most of our facility of speech comes to us in
infancy.



But whatever the cause, we now understand that the
memory-picture of movement and position is shifting and unstable in
its very nature. Unless the majority of pronunciations around us
all alter in the same direction, the sound
-picture does not alter, and it exerts a retarding control
upon the rapidity with which our position
-picture, and therewith our own pronunciation, might
otherwise do so. Here, however, we must draw attention to the fact
that we spoke of the majority of pronunciations
around us and not of speakers. For our sound-picture the
number of persons from whom we hear a word is immaterial; it is the
number of times we hear it pronounced that is alone of
importance.



All that we have hitherto said has had reference to changes
of pronunciation in the same speaker ,
and in this case alone can we speak of alteration or change in the
strict sense of the word. But when we say that ‘a language has
altered,’ we use the term in a wider sense, and include the case
when one generation is found to use a new pronunciation in place of
one current at a former time; when, in fact, it would be strictly
correct to say that an old pronunciation has died out, and that the
new one—created instead—differs more or less from that which was
its model.



A child, in learning to speak, attempts to imitate the sound
it hears; and, as long as the resulting imitation
sounds sufficiently correct, any small
peculiarity of pronunciation is generally overlooked. In such a
case, therefore, the child acquires a movement or position-picture
which at once materially differs from that of the former
generation. We all know by experience that sounds are difficult to
‘catch,’ and we must remember that the vocal organs may undergo
certain variations in position without producing a correspondingly
large difference in acoustic effect; 4 and
further, that any sound produced by a particular position of the
vocal organs has a tendency to change in a different direction and
at a different rate from the course which would seem natural to the
same sound if it had been produced by a different position of the
vocal organs.



If, then, we speak a word to a child, and if the child utters
it ( a ) with a slightly altered
pronunciation, and ( b ) with an
articulation which differs from that which WE should naturally
employ to produce the pronunciation which the child gives to the
word, then two comparatively important steps upon the path of
change have already been taken. And thus it is clear that, though
changes in language are constantly and imperceptibly occurring
throughout the whole life of the individual speaker, yet their rise
is most likely and their progress is most rapid at the time when
language is transferred from one generation to another.



The above, however, will not explain all the changes which
words have undergone. There are some which have hitherto resisted
any other explanation than this: they appear as the results of
repeated errors of utterance, which errors, owing to particular
circumstances attending each case, must have been committed by
several or by most of the speakers of the same linguistic
community. Such are—(1) Metathesis, i.e.
where two sounds in the same word reciprocally change their
positions, whether they are ( a )
contiguous or ( b ) separated by other
sounds. Of the first kind we have instances in the Anglo-Saxon
forms ascian and
axian , both of which occur in extant documents,
and also survive in the verb ask and the
provincial equivalent aks . Cf. also the
form brid , found in Chaucer, for
bird ( e.g. ‘Ne sey I
neuer er now no brid ne best.’—Squire’s
Tale, 460), and, vice versâ, birde
for bride (
e.g. Piers Plowman, 3, 14: ‘ðe Justices somme
Busked hem to ðe boure ðere ðe birde
dwelled’). Again, we may compare the English
bourn , Scotch burn ,
with Dutch bron , German
brunnen ; A.S. irnan
and rinnan , both meaning to
run , and irn , as
pronounced by a west-countryman, with run
. 5



Of the second kind of Metathesis ( b
) we find traces in O.H.G. erila ,
by the side of elira = N.H.G.
erle and eller ;
A.S. weleras , the lips, as against
Gothic wairilos ; O.H.G.
ezzih , which must have had the sound of
etik before the sound-shifting process began, =
Lat. acetum ; the Italian word, as
dialectically pronounced, grolioso
= glorioso ; and, again,
crompare = comprare ;
M.H.G. kokodrille = Lat.
crocodilus . We may also refer to such cases of
mispronunciation as indefakitable
for indefatigable . These are
evanescent, because they meet with speedy correction.



Besides Metathesis, we must class here (2) the assimilation
of two sounds not standing contiguous in the word (as Lat.
quinque from * pinque
; original German finfi (five) =
* finhwi , etc.), and (3) dissimilations,
as in O.H.G. turtiltûba , from the
Lat. turtur ; Eng.
marble , from Fr. marbre
, Lat. marmor ; M.H.G.
martel with marter ,
from martyrium ;
prîol with prîor ; and
conversely, M.H.G. pheller with
phellel , from Lat.
palliolum ; O.H.G. fluobra
, ‘consolation,’ as against O.S. frôfra
and A.S. frôfor ; M.H.G.
kaladrius with karadrius
; Middle Lat. pelegrinus ,
from peregrinus .



We must now conclude this chapter with a few words on the
question, Are the laws of sound-change, like physical laws,
absolute and unchanging? do they admit of no exceptions? In thus
stating the question, we challenge a comparison between physical
laws and the laws of sound-change, but we must never forget the
essential difference existing between them. Physical laws lay down
what must invariably and always happen under certain given
conditions; the laws of sound-change state the regularity observed
in any particular group of historic phenomena.



We must, in dealing with this question, further distinguish
between two closely allied but not identical kinds of
phenomena, i.e. between those which come
under the law of sound-change in the strict sense of the word, and
those which are rather to be considered as instances of
sound-correspondence or sound-interchange. When, for instance, some
sound happened to be, at any particular stage of some language,
identical in the various forms of the same word; and if this sound,
owing to difference in its position, or of its accent, or from some
other cause, has changed into a different sound in some forms of
the word, while in other forms of the same word it has remained
unchanged; and if many similar cases are remarked in the same
language,—we summarise them in our grammars in a form which, though
convenient, is not strictly correct. There are in French, for
instance, many adjectives which form their masculine termination
in f and their feminine in
ve . It is scarcely necessary to point out that
in these words the feminine form, derived as it is from the Latin
feminine, cannot correctly be described as
derived from the masculine in its
contemporaneous form: nor yet does the individual speaker, in using
the two genders, derive the one from the other; he reproduces both
from memory, or, possibly by a process to be discussed in Chapter
V., he produces one by analogy with other similar forms.



We nevertheless lay it down in our grammars, that adjectives
in f form their feminine by
‘changing’ f into ve
. The correspondence of sounds which we thus register, though
it is a consequence of phonetic development, does not, strictly
speaking, express a law of sound-change; we might call it ‘a law of
sound-correspondence’ or ‘sound-interchange.’ The ‘law of
sound-interchange’ states in a convenient form the aggregate
results of events which have occurred in accordance with some ‘law
of sound-change.’ Our question, then, refers to the ‘laws of
sound-change’ proper, and not to those of ‘sound-interchange;’ and
if we say that a law of sound-change admits of no exceptions, we
can only mean that, within the limits of some definite language or
dialect, all cases which fulfil the same phonetic conditions have
had the same fate: i.e. the same sound
must there have changed into the same other sound throughout the
language, or, where various sounds are seen to replace one and the
same other sound of the older language, the cause for this
difference must be sought in the difference of phonetic conditions,
such as accent, contact with or proximity to other sounds,
etc.



It must be clear, after all that has been said in this
chapter, that laws of sound-change, in the correct meaning of this
term, must be consistent and absolutely regular. As regards the
case of the individual speaker, we have seen that the utterance of
each sound depends on the memory-picture of motion and position,
and that these pictures exert their influence without the speaker
being conscious of it. It will then naturally follow that if these
pictures alter gradually in the case of any one sound in any one
word, they will do so for the same sound in all other cases where
it occurs under like conditions.



It is indeed often stated that the sense of etymological
connection of a particular word with others which retain a certain
sound unaltered may prevent that sound from taking the same course
in that word as it does in other words not so influenced; but the
existence and efficacy of some counteracting influence does not
disprove the existence of the force against which it operates, and
which it overcomes or neutralizes. Nor, again, could the
inter-communication between the individual speakers cause
occasional suspension of the law of sound-change.



We have seen that the association which arises between
memory-pictures of the sound, and of the motion of our vocal
organs, etc., for its utterance, is—though but
external—nevertheless very close, and that it soon becomes
indissoluble. The slight and gradual changes in the utterance of
the surrounding speakers alter the memory-pictures of the sound,
and the corresponding memory-picture of motion and position follows
in the same way. It is, then, only in case of mixture of
dialect, i.e. when a considerable group
of speakers of one dialect becomes mixed and scattered among
speakers of another, that the following generation
may adopt one sound from the one dialect and
another from the second; thus apparently exhibiting the
differentiation of the same sound, under the same phonetic
circumstances, into two, of which the one appears as the rule, the
other as the exception. But then, again, such a case—though when it
has happened we may not always be aware of it, and consequently may
not always be able to assign the phenomenon to its true cause—does
not prove that the law of sound-change admitted of exception. We
merely have the results of two such laws mixed and confused.
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