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Sound Change in the History of English in Yule's The Study of

Language

1. Introduction:

What Is Historical Linguistics? Historical linguistics, also known
as diachronic linguistics, is the study of how languages change over time.
George Yule introduces this area in his chapter “Language History and
Change”, showing how languages evolve in sound, structure, meaning,
and usage. One of the most fascinating areas of historical change is sound
change, which refers to the way pronunciation shifts over time. These
changes are systematic, predictable, and traceable, allowing linguists to

reconstruct earlier stages of languages. This lecture will explore sound



change, particularly in the history of English, and examine key processes

such as the Great VVowel Shift, metathesis, and assimilation.
2. What Is Sound Change?

Sound change refers to any modification in pronunciation that
occurs within a language over time. These changes can affect: Individual
phonemes Syllables Stress patterns Entire sound systems Yule highlights
that sound change is a natural and ongoing process—no language remains
phonetically static. Importantly, these changes often happen without
altering spelling, which explains many inconsistencies in English

orthography today.
3. The Great VVowel Shift:

A Major Historical Change One of the most influential sound
changes in English is the Great Vowel Shift, which took place roughly
between 1400 and 1600. This series of systematic changes altered the
pronunciation of long vowels in Middle English, helping to transition the
language into Early Modern English. Examples: Middle English Modern
English Spelling /mi:n/ /mam/ mine /hu:s/ /haus/ house /o:/ /u:/ boot Yule
notes that the spelling of many English words was fixed before the vowel
sounds shifted, which explains why English spelling and pronunciation

often don’t match today.
4. Other Types of Sound Change

Aside from major shifts like the Great Vowel Shift, Yule describes
several common patterns of phonological change that occur across
languages:

1. Metathesis Definition: A reversal in the position of sounds in a

word. Example: brid > bird, acsian > ask These examples show how



common words underwent metathesis during the Old to Modern English

transition.

2. Assimilation Definition: One sound becomes more like a
neighboring sound. Example: inpossible > impossible Here, the nasal /n/

changes to /m/ before the bilabial /p/.

3. Epenthesis Definition: The addition of a sound in a word.
Example: aemtig > empty The /p/ sound was inserted into the word over
time. These processes are not random but occur in predictable patterns,
often to make words easier to pronounce or more similar to others in the

language.
5. Sound Change and Spelling

Yule also emphasizes that English spelling is conservative,
meaning it resists change even when pronunciation evolves. This leads to
non-phonetic spellings that reflect earlier stages of the language.
Examples: Knight was once pronounced with the /k/ and /g/: /knixt/
Dumb was pronounced with a /b/: /dumba/ Sound change can therefore
create a gap between pronunciation and writing, which makes English

challenging for learners but also rich for linguistic study.
6. Causes of Sound Change

Sound change occurs due to several natural linguistic processes,
often involving ease of articulation or influence from neighboring sounds.
Social and historical factors can also play a role. Contributing Factors:
Ease of pronunciation (economy of effort) Influence of dialect contact
Language contact (borrowed pronunciation patterns) Sociolinguistic
prestige or stigma Isolation or migration of speakers For example, the
dropping of /r/ at the end of words (non-rhoticity) in British English

became a prestigious feature in certain dialects.



7. Why Study Sound Change?

Understanding sound change is essential for: Reconstructing earlier

forms of a language (e.g., Proto-Germanic)

Explaining irregularities in modern languages Understanding
dialect variation Interpreting the etymology (history of words) Yule
explains that historical linguists use comparative methods to track sound
changes and classify languages into families (e.g., Indo-European,

Germanic, Romance).
8. Conclusion

Sound change is a central feature of language evolution, and
George Yule presents it as one of the most powerful tools for
understanding how English and other languages have developed over
time. From the Great Vowel Shift to common processes like metathesis
and assimilation, sound changes help explain the complexity—and
irregularity—of modern English pronunciation and spelling. By studying
sound change, students gain insight into both the history of language and
the principles of phonology, making this topic foundational to any course

in linguistics or English language history.
Discussion Questions

1. Can you think of other English words where pronunciation

doesn’t match spelling? Why?

2. Why did the Great Vowel Shift have such a large impact on
English spelling?

3. Do you think sound change is still happening today? Give

examples.



