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ABSTRACT
Evid ence exists-that, in the past,, phonetic variants-\'

functioned as sociolinguistic variables, just as they do today, at
least in societies with comparable stratifibational patterns. This, 9 .

paper presents the significant details of the sociolinguistic
environment within which the beginnings of the Great English Vowel
Shift were embedded. An attempt is made to demonstrate how an .
uhder standing of the sociolinguistic situation surrounding historic
changes leads to an understanning'of the transition from earlier, to
later pronunciations. It is deqlonstraied that:. (1) contemporaneous
chahges in the .social and linguistic profiles of England during- the
14th cehtury led to a situation in which two regiohal diaicts were
juitapved and realigned as social dialects; and C4 the different
phonological histories of the convergent dialects, provided the raw
material for sociolinguistic,variation at that particular time, when
older 'Sociolinguistic barriers were disintegrating in England. It is
-hypothesized that the type of cross-dialectal phonolodicalo
restructuring that has'been obserfed in contemporary settings would
have led to the initial phase of the Great Vowel Shift as ,a matter of
course, given the phonetic variation and socio-dialectal alignment
pattern that have beep reconstructed for Eatly Fifteenth Century
London English. (cIs)
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The Great Vowel Shift of English has probably been the focal,
point fof' more,contrdversy and speculation'among historical phono-

V logists tha4,any other phenomenon in the 'uistory of the English
language. It is universally agreed that between the stage of the
language called "Middle EngliSh" and the stage referred to as "Modern
English" the'following changes occurred in the vowel system of:the
language:1

a

..

(a) Late Middle English' (LME) i (Phonetically Ii:] was
.

diphthongized by the Fifteenth Century and its nucleus was
lowered subsequently to Ca], giving modern Cal] by.ihe
Seventeenth Century.

.-

'.,(b) LME ii, (phonetically Cu]) was also diphthongized by the
1:.4 Fifteenth Century and /its nucleus.was eventually lowered

to Ea], giving modern tau] Wthe Seventeenth Century.2
(c4': Subsequent to the diphthongization of,LME I, La eNplione-

- ,. tica4ly Ee:_3) was raised to Ei:'3 in. the Fifteenth Century.

(d) ':Next, LME (phonetically CE:]) was raised td Ce:], or
J* tensed, in Late Fifteenth Century.3
(e). 'Subsequent to the diphihongization of.LME Tr, LME 5 (phone-

tically Go:3) was raised to Cu:] in the Early SixEeepth-
.

',Century. ..
,

(f) LME 9, (Phonetically' CD:]) was raised to COO in the Six-
;teenTh,Century, which was diphthongized to Eou3 in the,
Seventeeht:CepturY.* / 4'.

:(!g) :Later.Onq h the Late Seventeehth Century, the new Ee:3,
from LMEtt :3 was.raised even more until, it 4 merged with

. ;

the-Ei:,3 l'om LME Ee:3.
(h) At about the same time, Early Mqdern English {a: ]- -the

result of
t

a;aengthening of LME Ca] in open syllables--and
.Cal3--uhich:,resulted from a merger of LME ai and ei--were.
each changed-in such ways, that they were eventually, merged
as modern T"e1,3. ' .

(i) Finally, al'So,in the Seventeenth Century, LME Ea* was
monophthong#ed tq Eof3. '

\,..i''''' .

, . . . .
. .

Diagrammatically, the Vow hift can be portrayed as a rotation
.

of the. long (tense) . \rowels ,and diphthongs in articulatory space:

.
;

k.

t
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Philological evidence regarding this series of alterations .in the

p odUnci,ationg of the English vowels was adduced by scholars in the

N neteenth Century, post'notably by EllN (1874); however, it was Otto

Jespersen (1.909)., the originator of the designation "Great Vowel,:

hift," who. first presented an-account that considered these changes

o be a unloried phonological phewmenon. Zachris on (1913), Wyld i ..

i'

(1927, 1936), Okeritz (1953) and Dobson 1957) lave,nferred a great

ideal about the phonetic details of the Vowel S ft from the,phonetic.

accounts of-Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century orthoepi,sts and language

teachers,as well as E4rly Modern English,mis pellings, rhymes and,

puns.1 Linguists have been_far from upanimou .in their interpretation

of -Ole eridepce. Their disagreement has glen red in particular ;

around three points: the chronology of the 'owel Shift, the phonological

motivation,of the changes, and the phonqic tails of the diphthongi-:

zation,of.'LME Ci:3 and Cu:].
Wyld (1936:144-145) has Argued for a much earlier,dating of.the

Vowel Shift than the generally aCdepted 'dating which is presented,

above. r His interpretation%of Late Middle Englisirvariations in , /

ispelling leads him to place the beginnings of the Shift-in the Late, /
/7

. .

Thirteen-Hundreds. . . /.

Most authorities agree that the Vowel.Shift began with the diph-

thongization .of LME Ci.:3 and Cu:] to Cii3 and Cu0. Jespers6n felt

that this chadge created "gaps" in the phonological systemoof long'

vowels which initiated "drag chain" that pulled the lower monOphthongs

up 10 restore the system. Martinet 1955) adopted Jespersen's drag /

chain hypothesis and explained it- as being motivated by an i er nt,

phonological tendency toward the optimal utilization of phone space

to maintain phonemic -contrasts. Luick, oh the.other hand, re rdei

the raising of LME7Ce:) and Co:3 as the initial change and 11S400thesized

that this, raising initiated a."push chain" effect that crowded/LKE,

and Cu:3 out of their positions in the vowel pattern./ Trnka-,

(1 59) has explained the Vowel Shift aslyeing motivated bi.t eclis-

appearance of the phonological correlation of length,an 'a Ubsequent

reorganization of the.phodetic vowel system to restore, he cori-elafion.

More recently; Chomsky-and Halle (1968); Jones (1972) an& other'

generative phonologists have argued that the diphthongi*tion of LME

"Ci:3 and Cu:3 and the exchange of the nuclei of the resulting diph-

thOngs (4.7 and.CuO with Ce:3 and Co:] should be un ergtood as

brought about,, by -the addition of phonological rules o the gr'ammar of

.

'ft+
'
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. English. Strangely, generative phonologiStskhave haggled over the
adequate formalization oftheslpuiative rules to the neglect of
the fact that 4ormal'constructs such as "rule addition" are not in
themselves explanations of sound change. 4That.is, the fact that the
rule content of the phonological component of,a. grammar must be
desCribed differently for two different historical AageS of a
language is merelya reflection af the%fact that there is an inter-
venirig phonological change.

Stampe (1972 and personal communication); like Trnka (1959), also
hypothesizies-that the Vowel Shift was a response to the incipient
loss of phonemic yoWe1 length in Late Middle English. AS he and
Lass(1974) have noted, the/length contrast was gradually eroded
during: the history of English by a series of shortenings and length-
enings which Lass has labelled the, "Great English Length Conspiracy."
These chrges are sumrarized in Table I.

4
V

C+long.] C-longJC-1-ongJ C+longJ
West Germanic

/ #
Lengthening:. ( fpla; tIg.,twa)

Old English
.

Quantity /____ C C
VC VC #'Adjustment: CresonantlCobstruentJ . 1 o

(cild'child; findan'findan) (gOdspell'edsliell
(*fenletan'enlefan)

>
Middle English
Quantity
Adjustment:

. ("Open-Syllable
Lengthening")

/C0 CVC0#

(etqn>eten)

C

/ vC /Co#

(cepte>kept; mette,mette)
(hafigdmi>hgliaai)"

Table 1. 'The Great English Length Conspiracy tafte? Lass 1971)..n

According to Stainpe, themotivation of this phonological
"conspiracy" was the tendency in a stress, -timed language such as English
toward isochrony, that is, the-equalization,of theamount, of time
allotted' tween stressed syllables. The outcome of:the "Length

,

Conspiracy' s the neutralization of the length opposition in all;.
phonological environments save one, namely,'inmonosyllabIC lexical',
items ending in a singletconsonant. Stampe maintains that .:the
"tensing" of the remaining long vowels and the concomitant "laxing"
of the short vowels had the effect of sharpening and. preserving the
perceptibility of the contrast between monophthOngal vowe4. phOn,pmes.
Furthermore, Stampe (1972) proposes, that the Great V9wel Shift can be
understood as the product of innate, natural plenologicartendencies
which are.detailed in Miller (1972).

.

o.

*
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j' .,,Miller (1972) has theorized that the

,

tenstpg of long vow
'.

especially higher ones, is.one,of a numberof innate phgriologdca ..'s:,,,

processes whin operatein'the central'nervous system to.aAjus'l

phonological features so that paradigmatit'contrasts are more Cieply '

defined i speech:' She considers drphthongization of tenselvowels,
:/... t, 0. .1.

to be a er "natural proceSs".which-increasessthe "coloration, ...

i.e., contrastive properties; of vocalic phonemes. The lowering .

..-
of di hthongal nuclei is viewed by Miller as a thiM process vhi-ch .: .s,,,

incre es the "sonority,"'i.e., audibility, of the nuclei and,-hence,

of the phonemic units. A fourq process is the raising of tense .. ,'

non-high vowels, also ewed as a means of Ltcfeasin4theirlphono :'

logical properties.5 ken tOgetheir in the-order mentioned, thee ...

processes can be used to explain, the changes. involved in thezEngl!iSh ..%

Vowel.hift.
_

s'.:., .% ' '

Although the diphthongizationof LME Ei:7 and Cu:3'tol.ii] atncl '...
Cuu] is generally accepted to have been the firs step in-the Voill '

Shift, several different hypotheses have been_prOposed-regarding the : %

probable intervening pronunciationSiof the diphthougs'as they wer '

changed to-tai,J and->Cail-1. The different proposals that.have been "'. -

advanced are distinguished in Figure 2. .'
.
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Wolfe'g exhaustive reanalysis of the testimony of(the

on English eOnunciation (1972) leadg'her to the concluSioh that only .
\\

hypothesis 3 is supported -by the evidence. Labov, Yaeger and Steiner
(1912), hdwever, maintain that their empirical studies of contemporary
vowel shifts in progress lend feasibility only to hypothesis

Despite the speculations concerning -the phoriOlogical factors.
motivating the Great Vowel Shift, little attention has been.focused
upon what Labov (1974 haS.called'the °actuation problem,", with respect .

to these changes.. In other words, little explanatibn,has been offeFed

as to why the initial ch;urge of Ci.:7 and,Eu:] occurred when they
;

occurred, and not before. Even if'Stampes.theory regarding the
causation of the Vowel Shift by innate phonological.tendenPiet is
assumed, there remains the problemof explaining why the outputs of .

certain natural processes were accepted -by English-speaking , .

5

O
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communities at one particdlar stage in,the history of the lan age, .,

rather than being repressed as they formerly had-been: As La ov
. (1972) has pointed out, the success of a phbnetic change can probably
be genuinely understood only, if the transition fromthe earlier .

, , pronunciation to the later pronunciation'is examined with reference
Z. to the social environment within which the change/ is eTbedded. abov

(1963, 1966) hqs produced convincing evidence that alternate phonetic
© realizations of phonemes play a,sighificant'role i1n marking,the .social

identity of the members of a languagecommunity, andthat phonological '

elements which perform this sort of sociolinguistic funOtiOn are
,, especially amenable. to phorietic change. He has'shcAin'(Laboy 1972)

that the ,members of a community who aspire to higher ascribed status
within a group (in whatever terms that status may be defined) will
ter to adopt-those phonetic variants which are identified, as
characteristic markers of nigher-status speakers. Labov"s studies
further provide carefu4-gathered empiric19.1 data which substantiate
the long-accepted notion'that adoption of pronunciations from one'

. dialect into anothercharacteristically results in the hyperextension
.

1 of the target variants into environments where they do not actually

.r
occur in,the speech of the emulated group. In fact, Labov (1966)
has gone a step further in suggesting that the generalizing effect'
of hyperextension is oneof the major factorswhich accelerates
the transition from one pronunciation to another.

There is,every reason to believetilat ilithe 'oast, 'phonetic .---.-N

z,

variants functioned -as sociolinguistic Veriables just aL,Nthey do
today, at'le6:st in societies with comparable strattficatioial patterns.
The major obstacle t1;.appealing to'socioIinguistic factors in

1

attempting4to explain past sound changes is'the fact that both
the phoncilogicai variation and the social variation whfch need to
be considered are largely or,completely inaccessiblito investigati

c;,,.., Where it is', however, possible to reconstrUct the social and
..

phonological'details of a, past:age :in-which a sound. change is known ..,,...' .

P
, t

to have occurred,.it'Seethi clear that significant correlations may
be established. The establishment of such correlatfonis bound

.

to increase our underStanding of the actuation and transition;

,
.problems.vis-a-vis .1,articular changes. ' .

. .

.

® . In. what, follows, I,v111 attem* to present the significant

1 . . details of the sociolinguistic environment within which the beginnings
of the Great English VowelShift were eQ- ibedded. I will also try to

( -demonstrate how an-understanding of-the sociolinguistic situation'
surrounAng historic changes enables us to understand the transition

. ,

from earlier p'to later rdhunciations. .
tAc

A ,

,The;sociOlinguistic Situation in Date Medi.'dival England. ,' ,

EroM the time of the,introduction orfeudalism by the Normans
. in(.1066 until ui late Thirteefilh Century, English sacieti was .a

4d, ,rigidly stratified estate- sYStem. Authorities on ,the Norman

'60upation of England agree that Willidm,the Conqueror replaced the
EnOish nobilityand clergy virtually in toto with his on French-

'speaking all4es and kinsMen. loyn (1967) notes that those native
r

c

.
it

Y

.
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English landowners whcsurvived managed to sustain themselves only

'by intermarrying with' the.Normans. This meant, of course, that

essentially all the a;ricultural land, and hence all wealtkwas
concentrated in the. hands of French-speaking individuals.' The

"third-estate," that is, theEnglish and Celtic - speaking farmerg-.

anal craftsmen- who worked ibr-the'nobility-and clergy inreturn_for
protection and sustenance,. had no hope for upward social mObility-

in the first two centuries of the Norman ascendancy.. The social
.---12aTraers to mobility between the classes were, of course, strengthened

by.the language barrier.
The direct testimony of Medieval English writers indicates

that tiM.linguistic divisions,of English society Continued to conform

to the lines of social stratification for many years* Robert of

Gloucester, writing ir1-1300; observes, 'regarding the ,Conquerors:

"...The Normans could speak only their own language then

' Ci.e., at thetime of the Conquest] "
And spoke French as they aid at home.and also taught Cit to]

their children;',
So that high men .of thi land that come From their blood

All keep'lo that Same 1 nguage that they brought from home.

For unless a man knows French,.littiv is thought of him:. '

But low ten keep to English and to their own speech yet...
(Mosse1968, mytranslation)

Even though the tlpw of literature in English never cox l eiy ceased,

the fact that the written language became much more region lly

-diversifiedowl
after the Conqutst than it had previdusly been indicates

that8there was no'prestigious formfof the language upon which a

literary standard could be based. French gpelling'conventions

replaced native spelling conventions and the native "insulgx

miniscule" script was gradually abandoned in favor ofthe continental

"Carolingian" script. These facts; considered together with the .

predominance of Norman-French literature, argue that the primary

colloquial language in which scribes were accustomed to writing tiot

French, rather than English.

,

As Jones (1972) AO Baugh (1957) point out, however, English

society must nave.become increasingly bilingual as.time went Oh.?

The following obsAtvation is contained in John of Trevisats English

translation (ca. 1368) of Higdenis'POlychronicon, written aboUt 1327:

".-.-.Children in sChoo,1., contrary to the custom and manner -of

all*other nations, are compelledb abandon
,
thear own

.language and to construe their-lessons and their things in
French, andh4e.since the Normans first came to England.

Also the children of gehtlemeri are taught'to speak-French

from :the time that they are rocked ,in their -cradles and

know hoW to talk dnd play, with a child's broach; and 'rural'

:men want to likeh themselves to gentlemen, and apply .

themselves with great dfligence to the spettkingod Prenth . .

in order to be thought more highly of..." tt

7
(140. 4

4 1968, my translation) .,
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Higden's statement, in addition to the fact that royal proclamations,
laws, and parliamentardecree were written in Norman French,
indicates that there was a peiibd.in.which -type of "diglossia' lo

existed in England. That is, the use of French was considered
appropriate for more formal modes of communication; commercial
correspondence, and literary usage, while the use of English wbs',
relegated to more "humPle" Modes Of communfcytion, for eRample, Ihe
deliWry of sermons to the common folk.9

#

(Thpre is abundant evidence-that the usage of English became
moie.extensivein the Thilteepth Century. It is telling that
literature intended for the upper classes began to appear more
regularly in English dialects, and,that the authors often included
either French or English translations of. words and phrases used in
their texts. For.example, in Ancrene Riwle (ca: 1225); a treatise on
religious life intended for aristdcratic women entering convents.,
the following English clarifications of French expressions are
ihcluded (JesperSen 1968:89):

10.6t, is luve (charity, that is, love)... 4

...ignaraunce, )et-is unwisdom & unwitenesse
(ignorancethat is, un-wisdom and un-wittingness)... It -

La3amon's Brut (ca. 1200), a courtly romance written. in English,
contains the following French translations of English expressions
(Jespersen 1968:89-90). ' -

,

"...twelfeiferenen, Pe Freinsse heo cleopeden
dusze pers (twelve cbmpanions, which [in] French
they call "duze pers")...4' a 4

"Pat craft: to lokie in Pa lufte, lie craft
is ihote astronomie in oPer kunnes speche
(that craft: to gaze into the sky; which craft
is called '"astronomy" in another sort of speech)..."

e

'''Baugh (1957) has amassed a large body of documentation which
indicates that there was a langUage shift from French.to English
among the nobility ,during the late Thirteenth and early Fourteenth
Centuries. The dating of French loans into Ehglish by Jespersen.
and Koszal (Jespersen 1968:87) shows clearly that the greatest influX
of French lexical items pccurired betwee9 the years 1251 and 1400.
Ii 1258, King'Hgnry III issued a royal proclamation, The Provisions
of Oxford,, -to the 'nobility in English as well as French. This was
the first known use of English in royal communication following
,the-Conquegit. In the introduction to his important work_Speculum-

4 Vitae (1325), William ,of Nassyngton declared:

."...In thefEnglish tongue I shall ;talk to you,
jf--7. will bear with me so long.
No Latin willI speak'or ww.te,
But English. whith men ''use most,
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Which each man can understand;
Who is born in England;
For that languageis most pronounced,
As well among learned as uneducated...
'Both learded and unedqated, ola and young, .
All understand the English tongue..."

It is even 'more strongly indicative of the language shift that

in ca. 1285 Walter of eihbesworth published a manual intended to teach
French to the Children of English aristocrats, which enjoyed wide
circulation. In 1332 Parliament issued a decree urging that "...all
lords, baro4s, knights, and honest men of good towns should exercise
care.and diligence to teach their chIldrenthe French language..."
(Baugh 1957f166).. French was bthat.iime obviously not the natlive
language of the younger generation of'Engliih aristocrats.

There were significant poli4cal and economic changes in the
Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries which conspired to bring about these
changes in the sociolinguistic profile of Eliglande. Political disputes
between theCentral Frdnoh and Anglo-Norman,kihgs precipitated a
gradual alientation of,the Enaish nobility from,the French culture.
A long series of wars ensued betWeen France and England during which
English landowners came increasingly to identify themselves as
Edglishmen rather than Frenchmen. This process of rei&entificatibn
was hastened by'the fact that after,theloss of-Normandy' to the Central 1

French -Crown, both the. English andI'French kings demanded, in 1244, 1

that Nprman nobles pledge allegiance to one crown or the other.
. Anglo-Norman landowners werelthus forced to relinquish their property

130

on one side of the English Channel.
c It is also noteworthy that Central French, eclipsed Norman
Frehch al the prestige dialecr of FrenchCulture. The fact that the

French 1 anwords whiCh came into English after ca. 1300 are from the
..

Central French dialect (taugh 1957) indicates tha. ii this shift in
.

p &'estige was, responded to even by the Anglo-Normans, .

During the period when thq, nobility were abandoning French,

there began a great transformatizon in the soial and economic
..structuile of England ° One factor which,ied to this transformation
was the Wooltrade with the Continent. The. great,demand for British

wpol that developed j_n'Thirteenth Century Eurtpe had three direct

effects 'on English society. First, it put money into the hand's of

the peasantry as welf`as the landowners. "bondsmen" (Or peastint

fa/tiers) were free to raise sheep and se]. their woof Some of
the land-owning nobility Elnd churchmen,(or,"landlordin) were willing

1
. to commute the work owed them by their peasants i exchange for rent

payments,.which freed some bondsmen for other pur u4s. Secondly,

the wooltrade created an opportuniiii'for thd peasants now freed from

the Soil to becomeswfol'merchants. The number'df wool merchants
grew large enough in the early _Fourteenth Century so that they
organized bencantile associations to- protect and,advance their

__common interests. The third effect which the wool trade had was
that it led to the increased growth of the towns, which were impol2tant
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aS wool-collection points. London wass particularly important fOcai
point for the wool trade, because it was there that the "Staple",
or great wool--#1erchants' exchange was established.

A second great:factor in,this restruciurink of English society
'was the catastrophic epidemic-of bubonic Plaglie that swept the .

Islandoin,the years 1348 and 1349. At least one-third'of the
population of England died in the Black Plague, which r silted in
a severe labor shortage 'cm the great country estates and in the
towns. This, put the surviving' peasantry in'a bargainin position
which they vere quick to take advantage ,of. They were a e to
demand wages,as well as moxeland for theirown use in exchange for
labor. They became so bold in their demands that the wage level'
soared as they were 'able to strike from time to time. Some peasants
were able PD accumulate large tracts of adjoining-fields which had
been left

!
unatt,endedby the death of their 'less fortunate neighbors,

The rite in wages compelled some'nobles and churchmen'to lease some
of their property to the more industrious farmers, who iiere thus.
able to employ./aborers themselves. For the first time, many .

bondsmen were able to bq their freedom and own prOperty, and a
new class of landed commdinerp developed.

.

A third development with great consequences for English society
. was the rapid growth of the textile industry, whiN1 occurred as the

European per classes came to value English cloth' and to demand a
great supply of it. A'tvariety of specialized:crafts were needed to
'produce standardized-quality cloth in large q4mtities. Accordingly,
there'arose a newtclass of capitalist entrepreneurs,to organize the
manufactute of cloth.ih towns and v'llages: In the Fourteenth

14.

Century, the craftsmen inythe towns rganized themselves into guilds.
The entrepreneurs became an timportan faction in theParliament,
for the nobility turned to them to fiance the armies which they

I sent to loot France to replenish their own wealth.
s Thus, by the end of the Fourteenth Century'profound and rapid
changes had occurred in society. Iwiess than three
generations, a new wealthy middle class of landowning commoners,
merchants and manufacturers had 'come into existence. Many of these
men were able to afford an education.for their sons, who became,
an important political.fo'rce.in '.he following generations. The
evolution'of the modern-system of social stratification out of the
old feudal order,was well under way:

,

The elevation in status of the common Englishman engendered an
elevation of the importance of his language as a medium of'commerce
and government. The Great Death had an aVitionalconsequence ford
the status of.Engli,sh. It brought about the replacement .of F'rench'
by English in the schools. Nearly three-fourths pf the clergy,
including those in the teaching orders, died in'the epidemic and .

later recurrences of the plague, and they were largelykreplaced by
'English-speakihg indiy'iduals. John of Trevisa (1385), in an

.

',addendum to his translation of Higden's Polycbronicon (cited'above), -

noted that the use of Frehch in the schools was declining in favor
of English, prin*ipally due to thi efforts of two Oxford school-

, e
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masters, John Cornwalland Richard Pencriai (Baugh 1957:179).
This is reflected in the,fact that,explicit regulations Were
established at,mt,Tstery schools, colleges.and universitiets,ordering
the'use of French or Latin among the students. At the.same time,

however; Parliament issued a decree (1362) requiring'the use of '

Englisli\rather than French in the courts, of law.
With the evaporation of the sharp linguistic distinction wftich

had formerly existed between the feudal castes in England at exactly
the time when a competitive middle class was emerging, it seems
reasonable to assume

A
that new linguistic distinctions arose to pain--

.

tain.the social distance:between the upper class and the well-to.Ldoz

middle class. Hodges' (1964431) observes that

n ...In the more rigid stratification'systems of the Pa'St...

social -class position and style .of life were more congruent'

and manifest. And when dislocations adturred, when
occasional merchants enjoyed greater weAtliyor power than
occasional aristocrats, a visibly different style of

life was often the only manner in which impoverished
noblemen.could effectively confirm their.superior status.

"Dislocations of this sort were expecially, rife when,,
during the- 'commercial revolution' the balance of poster

wesern'Europe shifted.from the disintegrating feudal
estates.to the burgeoning cities. Wealth and political
influence flowed into the hands of the Vrban-bourgeoisie...

We tan feel confident in assuming that any noticeable lingpistia_
differences between the language of the upper class would have been
ready targets for exploitation as markers .of relative social status.

The Dialects oX the Upper and Middle Classes of Medieval London.
In attempting to define more precisely the sociolinguistic

v.ariables which led to the early transitionoward Modern Epglish
pronunc,ihtion, it is important to consider the dialectal compositio

of London in Mile Fourteenth andIFffteenth Centuries. By the

Thirteen -̀ Hundreds, London nad developed into oneof the important
commercial .centers' Of the Western World. It was by far the most -

important.city in England, not only bedhuse it was the hub of
economic activity, but also because the Parliament was established
there. Anglicists have long agreed that London, English eventually

came to serve as the basis Tor the literarystandardwhich emerged
in the Late Fifteenth and-.Early Sixteenth ten ries (Wyld 1927;

Baugh 1957;,'JOfiQS 1972). As Wyld observed, owever, the development

of London English involved a mixing of reg nal dialectswithin which
one must acknowledge the probable emerge e of social variation of
the type observed in.urban centers today (Wyld 1927:140-143, 146-150).

Across a gap of six centuries, we cannot hope to establish
with absolute certainty the phonetic details o1 the variations that

existed in Early London Enfp.ish;.nor r arlilwe pretend td be able to -

discern with absolute clarity the soci stratification of phonetic

a.
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variables across' classes es linguists have succeeded in doing with
respect to modern.urban-cemmunities (T,abov 1966; Trudgill 1974; .'
Wolfram 1970, inter aliaj. ,The..phonetic details are greatly

,

, t'

obg'cured by the'inconsistency of Late Middle English spelling and
the lack of phoneticdescriiptions of English from before 1569,(Hartls .

'An Orthographie). Our picture of the sociolinguistic distribution
of phonological variants is likewise vague, owing to the absence P
of prescriptive statements about pronunciation froM English literature

, until 1531 (Elyot's Gouernbur). It is, however,,possfjolt to dtaw,
. ,

inferences'about the phonetic variation that was probable in Itondon
-tnglish at the time in,question by considering thelkOnological.

,
details oof.

the dialects which were juxtaposed in the Capital by..,
the socio- economic, developments traced above. hilological studies
and demographic investigat'on that have been undertaken enable us.
to,imfer which dialdcts we .brought together, and ho* these
dialects were associated with different classes.

t .

Through an extensive examination of public records, Ekwall
,(195.6)-i-has established that tfieTliddle cuss --&-P Fourteenth and

,

. Fifteenth-:Century London was composed largely of immigrants room
(``the tastsMidIands, which was the great wool-producing area.

urthermore,'his study shows that East Midlandpeople occupiedsmany,
influential positions as clerks, "sawyers, pleaders, judges, public
officials and pailish.priests (p. LXIII). It is therefore highly
prdbable that-the variety of speech most - characteristically
assopiatedwithsthe-sUccessful middle class had East Midland .

features.
- . .

. There *ere, of course, other dialectal Influtpces on the' .

languagP of London. Wyld'(1927:140-142) has found thet the .

indigenoub city dialect wag probably Southeastern in type in the
Thirteenth Century. - Butvthe literary language Of tie Fourteenth
and Fifteenth Centi,iTiesghows greatinfluencie. from' the Central - .,,,'

Southern dialect area , It seems reasonable .to assume.that this was '''

due tothe fact that the Royal }Court in Middlesex and' Oxford
,

.

University, which was,the-primary tenter ofItai:ning, were both ...'
... .,

4located in'that dialett region,. The'languagp pf royal pr
.

oclamations .,,

and the laugy.a.geof London city documentt, alike' exhibit Central . ,1,, ,

Southern inflections and ,orthographii.conventions (Chambers 'and,' -.
cDaunt,1931). The Fifteerith-.Century London'Chronicle=alsoshows this .

type of dialect, evealmiii the:po4=fidn known to' have been, written by
an East Midlanderi Mayor William Gregor(KjerrstrEim 1946.:17-n).
.Theolangudge:inethP workh of Ge6ffrey'Clpluaer (1340-1400) , the - , 3,

COurt'-poet,.is of this Southern'Avariety as_wellitholikh hie
rhymes indicate a certairvamount of phonologital interferente from,'"
the,indigenous ,speech of the City (Wyld 1927:'94,,109; }laugh 1951:
23). ,It is therefore highly litely ti a the variety OfspeeCh

-iiist strongly associated' with the upper classes had, the ThonoIogical
..,

chitracteristics Of -the telit'ral. SoUbtern dialect. ,
, ,

:
t

phonetic Varietkon in the Speech 'of Late Medieval Lennon.-, .--.

c ,,,

,.k.445Eariton of tH4-phonological systems of the 'juxtaposed
,,--,

n ^

' -$
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East Midland and Central Southern dialects reveals that they differed

/qincipaliylilth,respect to thode lexical",items that contained front

vowe)s and upgliding diphthongs with frontal nuclei Apparently,.

the vocalic systems of the (-two'dialects were'virtually'identical

with,regard to the number grid quality oftheir_phonetic_contrasts -

Figure-3-represents7the.probable long vocalic System-shared-at
the end of the ThirteenthCentuTy, based upon the available knowledge

about phon51ogical development:s'in_ME. (Wyld 1927,"197; Mosse

196Bi Prins.1974).

. Ij lu

e: Ej.

E:

Figure 3.

Figure 3 involves-the astumption that>the palatalized velar,.

fricative ql (< Pre-English *CgJ) and the voiceless palatal

friative (< Pre7English *CxJ) had already.by Late ME times

been vocalized and merged,as a palatal.approximant 1j1. The orthq-

graphic evidence for this vocalization dited'from the Early Fourteenth

Century (Prins 1974:76). Figure 3 also entails the assuiriptiah that

.) the .quantity:tistinction had been neutralized in the nuclei, of
upgliding diphthongs.. The'rF seems to be no, orthographic evidence

Eu

U:

'o;
0:.

a: s all vi.1

'that contradicts this assumption.

,

It should be mentioned in pasping that,the exact qualities of '

the diphthongal natlei of Late'llE'ave unsure. The'diphthoing represented
..., .nere- as.Emp develoPed from'OE'410,ancl CEg7 early in the ME Period,

and was alternatively spelled azi;and ex (Prins 197101). Tradi-

tionally', it' -has; been assumed -that thesp spellings indicate that
the nuclellsof {el] was retracted iq London English, and that there

waS_a merger of -6,heise diphthongs as tap.. But it it equally likely

that this Merged diphthong vas Cm,i3, since it is very likely that

''t the letter a represented Ca3 ill isolation. That is absolutely'

\.% clear "from the spelling evidence is that this diphthong wat'different-, :.1,-,

,,,,^ front' the diphthong represented here as CW, because the spellings

aly.,.ty,,wCre used for the_former,'whe4 the spellingse4h, LI, eigh,, ,-..,

ei3, eygh, ey3, eh and tywere,used to represent the latter. This.

diphthong,in'turn, was kept distinct from the diphthong represented 5

here as CijJ, which was consiftehtlys- peli.ed in ME as ygh, igh, yl
a

II, y.11 'In light of the fact that the, SequenCes CSx3,"Cixt3,

CextJ occurred in closed syllables in ME-and thetsequence Emx3

oacurred!in-antepenultimate,syllables or clbsed syllables pl:ior to
vocaliz&tioif`it is likely hat the huclei of the upgliding diph-

thongs. were lax (CT. able 1). j

a
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Although their phonetic vowel systems were.eongruent, the dialects
in question diverged with respect to-the distributions of these

.zseppnts in -,heir lexicons. _These divergences_were_tyle result of
historical differences in the'iltetantiations of the processes of
-bre ing, palatal umlaut, lowering and raising: The correspondences
of Ta e 2 illustrate these distributional differences.

.
.

Table 2. Gorresponderkces between the front, vowels and front diphthongs
Of c tral-Southern 'and East-Midland Middle Englishvca.

Pre-Engli h. 'Central-Southern, - East-Midland. Modern Reflex

.*gesixien
*gewixieu
*sixi0E1

*fixtiea
*li:xt.

*li:xtira
*li:Xtjan
*li:oxt
*li:oxtjan
*knext'

*knextas

.ri;

*hth:xira

*hm:xista
thxt

nthxt

*mxta
*mmxtig
*bidgdel
*higon

rejt
B,U,S,G rijt
B,U,S,G wljt
13,41,S,G srjO

. B,U;S,G frjt

B,L,S,G lejt
B,U,S;G lijter
B,U,S;G lijten
L,S,G lejt
p,s,G 1/jten-
B,R,S,G kgrjt
B,S,G knates
BcS,G, fejten
B,S,C sen
B,S,G hej

B,S,G -cnej

B,U,S;G hijer
B,U,S,G hrest
B,S,G mejt
B,S,G nejt

B,S,G 'ejt

G br/jdel
G nrn.

*bugjan U,Ur,G bijen
4de:geri. G dejen A

4 *lergvi: G' lejen
*fle:gen G flejen-
*e;agen S,G ejen
*he:arjan U,§ hi.?ren
he:r

* gel'dan

*skeld
*Swi:n

*mu:a4.z

*dig
9cmag

BA . ,3111.&n'
B,14,

swim
."

Lg, .

U,Ur mi:s
-0(R) d;Tj(dEi)
G(R) :rnaj(and)

c

B,L,S,G
B,S,G

B,S,G
B,S,G
B,S,G
B,S,G

S3,6'

B,S,G
B,S,G
B,S,C
R,B,S,

.R,B,S,G
R:B,S)G
RiB,S,G
B,S,G
B,S,G
B,S,G

G

.

U,Ur,G

G

G .

-S,G

U,S.

Lg
1.1,tJr,

mit
stjt,

wrjt
sue
frjt
lrjt
lijter
1/jten
lrjt
lrjten-
knrjt

knejtes
fejten
se:n
lhej

nej

hejen

hejest
Tejt
nejt
Tjt
.mejti

by/jdel
nun
'brjen

dejen
lejen
fie jen
ejen
he:ren
he,: r -

je:lden
fead
swi:n

'121MS( dEi )

maej' )

right'

'weight'

'sees'

-'fights' (V )
r 'light' (AO)

'lighter"
'to lighten'

(N)

'to lighten'

'knight'

'knights'
'to fight'

'to see'

'ntgh'

!higher'

%Imight'.(N)

,'eightt
'mighty'

'bridle',
'nine'

lto die'

'to lie'

'to fly'

'eyeW
'to heart"-'

there'

'shield'

'swine'
'4 'blind'

'day'

4
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Table 2. (continued)

*weg

,

*regn

G(L) wej(waj)'

G(L) 'rejn(rajn)

*gra:g G(R) graj(grej)

*dm:d (R) .da:d(d&:d)

*stelan . Lg stc:len

(L) wei(w40)
'/(L) rejn(rajn)--

G(R) graj(grej)

(R) da:d(de:d)

Lg ste:len

136

'way'

'rain'
:grey'
'dead'

'to steal'

In this table, the upper-olse ihitials refer to the historic vowel

ch,anges'which occurred to produce the Middle English forms represented:

B = Breaking, i.e., diphthongizatibn of a front vowel before a

velar fricative (andof a mid front vowel follow- g a palatal

in the Southern dialect).
L = Lowering of a diphthong nucleus.
R = Raising of a diphthong nucleus,

S Smoothing, i:e., monophthongization of a diphthong.

- = Palatal Umladt, i.e., fronting (and/or raising)) of a back

vowel before a syllable containing Ci] or CJ].

Ur = Unrounding.
Lg=iengthenirig (Cf. Table 1).

.,G. =Glfde vocalization of CV from Cg].

Central Southern (CS) has Cej3 Where East Midland-(EM) has Cip

in lexical items containingthe reflex of merged Pre-English (I)
*Ci:xland *Ci:ox] when not in the position for palatal umlaut. This

differencearbsebecause OE Ci:o3--,both derived-from PE *Ci.:] by

breaking bef,(114e,*Cx3 and directly inherited--was lowered in CSOE

(Nest Saxon") but not lowered in EMOE ("Anglian"). The resulting

cs4 Ce:oJ and EM Ci:o3 were subsequently smoothed to Ce:] and Ci:3,

'respectively. At the same time,S and EM agree in having Cij] in

those lexicalitemsreflecting PE *Cilx3 and *Ci:ox3 in position for

'palatal umlaut, i.e., preceding *Ci] or *Cj3 in the next syllable.

CS also has crp in contrast to EM C,j3 in lexical items reflecting

RE *Ca:x3 and -*Cax3 positioned for umlaut, °In CSOE, breaking, umlaut

and smoothing produced *CC:ax3/Ceax3,> Ci:Cx3/CiEx3 > Ci:x] /Cix],

while in EM OE, umlaut raised PE *Ca:x3 and,:*Cax3 to *Ce:x3'and

*Cex3, which ,were broken, then smoothed back to EM Ce:x] /Cex]. At

the same time, however, CS'and.EM.agree in having CCP as the reflex

of PE *Ca:x3 and.*Caxl in those lexical items which did not undergo

palatal umlaut.' Also, C&,j3 is shared as the .reflex of PE *Ce:g]

and *CE:ag3.
CS had Ci:1 contrasting with EM Ce:] in some common

lexical items. In CSOE, *CC:aJ was umlauted to Ci:e3 and later

imoothedtoN,Ci:1, whereas umlauted *Ce:a3 gave Ce:] in EMOE, which

was iot further altered. The vowel'Ci:3 also resulted in CS from

the breaking of PE'*Ce:3 to Ci :C] following Palatalized obStruents,

with subsequent smoothing. In EMOE, this development did not occur

One again,there were also lexical items which agreed.in having ,Ce:3

.as the reflex of PEE *Ce: and ti:] as'rthe reflex of PE *Ci:], umlauted

-
le'n'gthened *Ci] (Cf. Table 1).

15
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pellihgsfrom the firt half of:thg Fourteenth Century indicate
thati.there was a,lowering-of:the'diphth;ng CIO to .something phoneti-
cally close to Cej3 in'the are& within the thumb- shaped isogloss

:marled on 'lap 1 (Serjeaitson 1927; Wyld' 1927; Oakden 1930; Prins 1974).

Moreover, SerjeantseWs survey,zof.plape=nape Spellings (1927) shows
that the spellings -indicative of this lowiring were stati-etieally
most prevalent and earliest attested within,: the Central Southern
counties. This suggests strongly that':thelowering of CI,j3 began
first in that area. The diphthong CCA, Which had formerly been
written With.alternativA.spellings.in which'the-nucleus was represented
bye, came to be written in this area with Spellings in which the
nucleus waS represented by for,the ecilialent 21. Thus the'spellings
igh, ygh, LI and yg came to be uSed4o represent the historical.
developments of both ME Cij1 and Mt Cej3 the Central Southern area.
This spelling conventiOn was spread iff tXt.seconothalr.of.the.

Fourteenth Century to Londqn, where it appears in the mbnusoripts of
Chaucer's works (Prins 1974). Later, it appeared in the-London
trade-guild documents (Chambers and Daunt 1931), ()Medal chronicle
(KjerrstrOm 1946) and mercantile correspondence idfNthemiddleLcliss
Cely Family' (Malden lgo0. In addition; it appeared outside Lonlbn%
in the correspondence written by the educated members of the middle-
[class 16ndOwning'Paston Family of Norfolk, in the'East Midlands

1971.): .

.. '

Map I. 'is.rea of Early 14th-Century iql-spellings in,lexical'itema,
1 with etymological tEja from 0E73e/eag, (after'Oakden 1930).

W
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The traditional interpretation gf'these spellings, pr pOsedby
:terjearitson (1927), Wyldt.t1927Y, Oakden (1930) and Prins ( 9/4). ig
that thO'strai,ghtforwar4l5arepresent'a 'raising of the nuc euS.of

the diPhthOng,Cej] in fill-gentral.counties. Wyld and'Prin ga on '

a- to hypothesize that the rased pronunciation was spread in o l'obhdon
English: 'ghus the reflexes of ME CE,N and ME"Ci:] were supposedly
merged in.th pretige dialect, froth which the merged pronunciation
Cii) was .everritually disseminated into the otter dialects, support

'1, .0f,this hypothesisi Wyld (1927); following Wild (1915); asserts that
Chauceso reraecting thd prestige dialect, consistently rhymed words,
containing the reflex of ME Cej] with words containing the reflu'OP

although his scribes:uniformly.usedthe "traditional!!:
spelling conventigns;which represented the nucleus of the diph

as e. Prins ,(197.4) adheres to Wyldis contentions abol#,Chauc es
rhymes, although he recognizes the_fact.that Chaucer's scribes

actually used, alternative spellings to represent ME'LejD.,. in whi h

,tbe nucleus could be written with ay, as well as with e.
;

However,, the detailed analysis of Chaucer's rhymes contained in

Masui 1964 reveals that Chaucer act:Paly rhymed words containing the

reflex of ME Cej] with words containing LK] as well as with words
.r

containing Ei.:3.0 For example, the nominative plural'eyen yen

_'eyes' (< PE *Ce:agenJ)--which was rhymed with the infinitive deyen

d en 'to di', (< PE *Cde:gen])--was rhymed with the French loans

es yen - asTIyen spyen 'to spy' (4<'0F espier) and,cryen 'to cry'

(< OF crier), both of which contained MECi:], In Troilus and

Criseyde (Masui.1964:141). The same form, eyen, was also hymed
witfl the-Southern preterite plural- form seyen '(they) saw'
pronounced.4.sejen], in The Book of the Duchess (Masu' 1,9 :2111).

The singular preterite form, variously spelled seigh, high, EL, say,

was rhymed with day ., way, may, and array in The Canterbury Tales

'1',(Masui 1964:140-141Y and with to say in The Book of the Duchess

(Masui 1964:140,-141). All of these forms contained En]. ft might

be suggested that the plural preterite form contained Crj], while
the singular preterite form contained Cej], so th'at DJ] was rhymed

with Ei:3; while EC,13 was rhymed with En]. This argument is obviated,

however, by the fact that the singular form not only was rhymed with

words containing En], but also was----hymed with words containing the

reflex of ME Cej], as was the plural form. For instance, the pieterite

singular was rhymed with.heigh, hey, high, hih (ME Chej]) in the

manusc.ripts,of The Canterbury Tales(Masui.1964:140-a4f). The

implications of these rhymes can perhaps be better understood if the

rhymes are viewed schematically, as in Table 3.

f
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Table 3. Rhymes of words from the worki ofChaucer. Lines indicate

attested rhymes' (based on Mas.ul 1964).

. -

Reflecting; ME Ei':] Reflecting PE Cej], Reflecting ME Eng°
_.

,- .
,,- v

.

4
, 1deyen - dyen - ''

,

,
#1 e

s.

I

w.

espyen -,:,aspyen spyen

cryen

eyen -: yen

. . -

seyen ; seigh - sigh 1.,. sy - say-rday , way, 'nay,i,
1, _

-
g.

. say , array
.a. ,r A

heigh - high r hih - hey
. .

It is clear thatthe situation in Chaucer's speech cannot'be'as
easily explained as has been traditionally assumed. The-fact that
Chaucer rhymed words containing the reflex of ME CU] (henceforth
referred to as "(ej)-class words") with-Words containing the refleX,
of ME C. 1.] (henceforth esignated as ,Uni-class words") strongly
suggest t t Chaucer used' or was familiar with a pronunciation for
(ej)-cla s lexical items in which there was a diphthong with a nan -high
nucleus p e cal similar to En], most probably a retention of ME

The`- rhymes o .(ej)-class-words with words containing the reflex
of ME Ei:] ("(i0tcla words") are open to three explanations. Ode
possibility is that Chaucer was,familiar with, or possibly used, a :

variant pronunciation fir (ej.-class lexical items in which the nucleus,
. was raised to Ci] and thus-rhymable,with the nucleus of (i:)class

The'Second possibility is that Chaucer was familiar with, or
u ed, a iariagtpronunciation for (i:.)-class words in which the
syllable nucleus had been diphthongized and lowered to something
phonetically olose to Cej]: The third possibility is that the vowel
of (W-class words had been categorically changed to a diphthong
phonetically close to Cej] in Chaucer's dialect. The alternative
analyses envisioned are compared graphically in Figure 4.

Alternative'One: -Alternative Two:' ' Alternative Three:

.- CO] ' Cej7 I
(i!:)--Li:] (6r EI17)

(ej)--kcj3 -.Cij3 Cej3

Figure 4. Alternative valYses.ofthe rhymes in the works of
Chaucer.

. Alternative One provides partial support foy the traditional
hypothesis of Wyld and Prins, if tre 'assume- the Chaucer's rhymes
represent an intervening period'when the pronunciation of (ej) was
vgriable-befd it was categorically changed' to Eij] and subseqtently -

merged with CIO JEi:]). However, this interpretation forces,us to ,

believe that, the diphthong Ecj3 was first raised to Cii], then later
loweredu.(along 'with the reflexof ME Ei.:]) back tip EEO, as the Vowel

1 18

4



ao

Shift moved it toward-Cal]. This, lypothes is seems to ,-be motivated

principally by the fact that it allowsall Modern English cases of

Cal) to be uniformly, traced back to earlie CI1].

,
Alternative Two ig'equally feasible, if not more feasible. It

can be explained, too, as an intermediate stage of development extant

in the speech of..Chaucer's time while the reflexes of ME Ci:] and

CU] were being lowered to merge withC8j3. In the end, the situation

in. Alternative. Three would have resulted. This_ hypothesis

'doessnot entail believing thatME Cej] was raised to 1:11] and

subsequently relowered to C81]. Figure 5 depiots these alternatives

$sChematically.
, N

Traditional Rypothesisv Alternative Hypothesis

(i:p ) .11 4-'ij - (i: > ) 11 .ij

_ +
+ \,

el 8,3 i 8j

Figure - t

4

1

.

The second hypothesis is'equa4y supported by the i/y7-spellings

forICej)-class lexical items if we regard theSe as "reverse

`c spellings". That is, we Can explain the spellings rgh, igh, etc.

as, having been extended tp lexical items containing the diphthong-

C8jJ because these spellings had been - retained as conventional -

.
representations for the reflex of ME [TM, even afterit had been'

lowered to Cej] or something phonetically close to Cej]. Thus the

spellings wikyji were available as orthographic. representations of

14 Cejregard1ess of its etymological origin.12

It appears fromthe evidence that the spellings igh, igh, etc. .

were not used to write the reflex of ME U.:3 in the Central Southern

area in the first half of the Fouteirenth Century,-but confined Ito °

use for representing the reflex of ME CIj]. This indfoates trot in

that dialect the reflexes 'of.ME and C1j] were still phonetically

.distinct. That is, the lowe'ring to C8j1 .affected the'reilex'of.00]

but not the reflei. of Ci:3. We cannot dismiss from consideration

the possibility that the lowering of ME [Li] was influenced by .L

phonological interference from the vocalic system of Anglo-Norman

French. As has been observed above,-there were no doubt many

influential individuals at Oxford and the Royal Court in the Early

Thirteen-Hundreds whose primary lAnguage 'was Anglo-Norman, but who

also spoke English. Price (1971) reports-the front-vowel system

diagrammed in Figure 6 for Ang1O-Norman. It is obvious from Figlifie

6 that, the front-vowel Systems were qualitatively quite similar,'

except for the fact that Anglo-Norman had no upgliding diphthong with

a highfront nucleus. The -closest phonological element available

for substitution-by speakers WhoSe 'prima'ry language was Anglo-Norman

was the diphthong ceja.13

"..'
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Anglo - Norman CSME

4 is i Ij

e el e: e Cj

z mi .(ei) E; e al (e1).,.

Figure 6. Anglo-Norman and CSME phonetic front-vowel systems.

Regardless of the validity of this specu tfon,. the-fact rsmains
that,i'n the CS dialect the lowering came about in lexical items
reflecting4?E CID. The results of this change, appliedto the
examples...of Table 2, are displayed in Table 4. This would, of course._
have-brOught atout.,-a .situation, in London English where EijJ and EejJ
Were heard as variant pronunciatibns in (ij)-class lexical °items.
The-dialects in contact there would have agreed in sharing the
diphthong Cej] in some common lexical items, while they differed
with respect to many other lxical items in which CS had EejJ,
whereas EM had EijJ. Thesedifferences irrpronunciation were no:
doubt conspicuous, especially since they were, correlated with
differences in social status. Specifically, the pronunciation EejJ.
in (ij)-class words would have been identified with the upper classes
and the educated, who were associated with the Central Southern
dialect. The contrasting Ejj] pronunciation, On the other, hand, was .

likely identified with the middle-class, who, as we have seen,
were probably associated with the East Midland variety of'English.

Table 4. Correspondences betweeri (ij)Mtd *(ej)-class words,
in the Central Southern,and East ,(Midland dialects, ca. .1350.

slit; suje; fijt > sejt; seje; fejt
wijt-> wejt

lijter; lijten

knijt

hijer; hrjes

mijt

Itjfer; lejien
-rejt'
> knejt

knejtes; fejt
he,m4nej

> hejer; hejest
> mejti.

-ejen; lejen;
flejen

ejen .

hjen > bejen

sejt; seje; fejt
'ELI jt .

lTjt

Wier; lljten
rejt

knrjt

knejtes fejt
hej; neji,
he er;-hejest,
me i

en; lejen;
lejen

jen

bijen

As we have also observed in the data of Table 2, these twe,
vaFieties also differed in their phonetic,.,realations of certain
leicigel items containing the merged reflex ofTE *Ce:J ;and *fe:aJ,
whilelthey agreed in.the Case of other lexical items.

.

Thus,

20
O

1



'

correspondences-of the types shownin Table 4 existed for what I will,-

.4..

label (e:,)-class words.

'Fable 5; Correspondences between4.(e:)-class lexical items in.
the Central Souther:n and East Midland dialects, ca.1350

Central Southern. East Midland

hi:ren

ii:ld
te:9
he:r

he :Ten

Je:ld
AO

te:9
he:r

Hyperextension and the beginnings of the Great Vowel Shift
These "consideration's lead to the cdnclusion that the honetic

variants of (ij)-class and (e:)-class wguld,hav,e been likely
candidates for exploitation as phonological markers of social status
within the sociolinguistic context that has beenq'econstrlicted for
Fourteenth-Century London. The hypothesized social stratification
of the variables:(ij) and (e:) is summar in Figure 7.

Upper Class

(ij).

(e:):

Cej]

Ei%)

Middle Class

. . .

Cij3

Ce:].

.Figure Social stratification of (ij) and (e!) in the'
English of 14th-Century Lortdon:

If tIe hypothesized sociolinguisticvariation had truly existed,
one would expect that the upWardly-mobile clas4of speakers would
hav tehded to adopt the variants associated with higher 'social
status, at least in some speeph-styles. .As mentioned above, the

: i7y7spellings for (e,j)-cl-as ±kords which are indicative of the
lowering of CIP are plainly evidenced in London writings associated \-
with the middle class by th - eginning oaf the Fifteenth Century.
EXamples of such spellings fro London doeuments.frk) 1384-1428

. (Chambers and Daunt 1931) and th LOndon Chronicle7s,from before 1467
. (KjerrStr5m 1946) are given in Table 6. ,,, .

. . . -

Table 6/ Spellings of (ej)-class words'from middle-class
writings of l5tb-century
. -

For Lnej], 'nigh' : nigh beside:
Chej] 'high' : 1::116-

'Criejt] -'night.' : night, ny3t
Crejt] 'right' : right; ryht,'ry5t

,

4
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in .addition, the (ij)-class lexical iteitwI jtIis found spilled
wpyght(e) as Well as4yght, whyApte/whyteiR the-London documents
(Chambers and Daunt 1931). The is also orthNaphic evidence of

Same sort that indicates thatthe Cej7-variant t spread out§ide the
Londoritarea in the Fifteqnth Cenry._ Table,7 Contains epmples
taken from the autograph ,letters of tl Paston Family of Norfolk
(Dixis.1971).

, A

Table 7. ,Spellings-lof (eP-elass words found ix middle -class
East Midland,wri,tings of thedg5th Century.- .

For Emtjti]: myghty (Wm-'Paston I)
. mighti .(John Paston I)

myty .(Wm. Pasta II)
Eknejtes]: knythys (Wm. Paston II)
Erejt]: .ryght,,ryh (Jotn Paston I)

. ryth ' (WM. ,Paston. II)

In essence, I am proposing that middle -class speakers who were

upwardly malle added to theirgrammars."adaptive Pules" of the type
destribed in Andersen 1973:7 fP. Shch&rules have the effect of
modifying the output of a speaker's native phonological component in
certain social- contexts. For the case inpoint, the adaptive rules.:,,
could be .formalized as' in Figure 8.

1

Lowering Rule:

/A

Raising

a

voc"

-cons -voc
.E-high] / -cons

-low - -back
-bacA,

-cons
-high,
-low
-back

_+tense

* Efhi gh2
., A

/
[:+longit

Figure 8. Adaptiye rules'of;Lowering and Raising prop d for
middle-class speakers of .15th;- Century English.

,
It has been mentioned already that recent regearch concerning

contemporary sound changes by L8bovand,others bas shown that there
is a tendency among upwardly-mobile'speake s of lower social status
to"hypercorrect", i.e., hypec-extAd thy eticVavianis which
they identify with higher social stand' In thesituation described,
one would expect that addition oe adaptive-rules to the grammar
would result in precisely this'kind of hypereXtension. This follows

b
d I

.

22
o rtix

4.



144

from the fact that the speakers who were attempting to affect the

phonological characteristics of anothedialect would surely experience,

some uncertainty about the-lexical environments in, which the "target"

variants would actually be used by the native speakers of the emulated.

speech variety. Again, there is orthographic evidence from the

middle, - class writings of the Fifteenth Century which indicates that.

- this type or hypere;aension did in fact occur.14

The i/y7spellings which were used to r'epresent the diphthong

CCjJ are found in the writings of tilt Paston Family in lexical items

that contained etymological For example, the word 'write'

(< QE Cwri:tanj) is Spelled"wryth, writh.by John Paston I and' William

Paston II (mho consistently metathesized h--their version of "211.---

and t, e.g., in -ryp 'right'). This can be taken to indicate that

the reflex'of ME CA10, which had very possibly been diphthongized to

Up by some speakill's, was phonetically identified with the diphthong

CIjJ, by some and thus "incorrectly"lowered to EC,j7 just as Cij7

was. From the,point of view of those speakers who pei-ceived and

pronounced the reflexes of ME Cij1 and C1:3 as phonetically- quivalent,

it would have been logical to hyperextend the variant Cej3,as a

marker of higher status, to all lexical items which they perceived as

containing-the socially "inferior" phonetic variant CID. Such

speakers coul&nol, of course, have been aware of the differing

historical origins of the phonetic segments which they percePrd as

merged. ThihyPerextension would have had ti Affect of substitu-'

ting Cej7 for Cin (=Ejj7 and Cii]) in alllexical items. The hyper -

extension may well have proceede'I gradually by a process of lexical

diffusion, rather than categorically., That is, the adaptiye lOwering

rule might have been gradually extended through a hierarchy of *

-favorable phonetic environments. To establish this process- would,

however, take a much mote thorough philolotical-investigation,than

.is possible within the scope of this paper,, if, indeed,, it Were

possible at all.
The lineof development which has been-suggested is depicted

graphically in Figure 9.

CS Dialect Middle -Clans London Dialect

(2'j) -class words: OP Cej3 CI,j7;-* CC,j7

(i:)- class words: CCP

Figure 9. Hypercorrecti e' extension ofthe variant Ceja in

Early Modern English.

IfAhis type of development had actually occurred? one would expect

to find_examples in Fifteenth-Century writings where the spelling

i /i, traditionally used'to represent +i.:7, was employed to represent'

the diphthong CCg3 or diphthongs phonetically similar to Cep] as a', .

reverse spelling. And, iri Tact, such spellings are attested in the

London documents already cited "(Chambers anU Daunt 1931):

23
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Table 8. yii-spellings for (ej) and (4)-class lexical items
in 15th-Century London English.

For Cneja 'nigh' :

. Clejerl 'liar' : lyere
CsmlntJ 'saint': synt

N

Also there appearphoeticspellings in which the reflex of ME Ci.:J
is written a. spelling adopted in the Later ME Period for (ej)-
class words, when ELI:was replaced by Lin many manuscripts: These
spellings are, exemplified in Table 9.

Table 9. ety7spellings for (i.:)-class lexical item's found in
15th-Century English documents °

For ME Cpi:nen7 'to pine' : peynen (Kjerrstr6m 1946)
ME Ctwi:sJ 'twice'. : tweys (Chambers and Daunt 1931).

They same reasorring would lead-us to expect -that the higher-status
variant ci:J for.(e:)r-class words would.have been hxperextended to
all (e:)-class lexical items eventualltr, regardless of their etymologies.
In this instance, too, upwardly-mobile speakers who were adapting

it phonological output would have been unaware of the historical
dijerences between those lexical items in which the higher=status
variety had Ci.,;J in contrast to their Ce:J, and the lexical items
in, whiff both varieties had Ce:J. To- them it would merely have been
conspicuous that higher-status speakers often said Cifl w,herd they
said Ce:J. 41

Fifteenth- Century writings, again contain orthographic evidence
of the hyperextension. In Table 10 examples are given.in which the
spelling traditionally used for (i:)-class words, is employed to
represent the nucleus of (e:)-class words. These examples are drawn
from they section of the London Chronicles written by Majoi William
Gregory (Kjerrstram 1946) and from the correspondence written for the
Paston Family by ,an estate employee named John Wykes (Davis 1971).

Table 10. yspellings in (e0-c1 als words taken from middle-
class writings of.the 15th Cintu .

.For Cagre:E
Cde:meOB
Che:rJ

Cke:pJ
Cspe:4]

° Cwe:pIogJ

'Cde:rJ

Este:peiJ.
Csle:vasJ

.0

'agreed' . agryed
'(he) deems' : dymeth
'here' : hyre (John Wykes)
'keep' - : kype
'speed' : .spyde('

'weeping' : ..p.Lg:n,\

'deer' _ :, dyre .
',.

'steeple' : stypylle (William Gregory)
'sleeves' .: .slyvys

24
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. ,

. The addition of the adaptive rules of lowering and raising to

the grammars of adult speakers of Early Modern English and their
subsequent hypereitension would have led to a sociolinguistic
context within which the natural processes of lowering and raising '

proposed by Miller (1972) and Stampe (1972) could be actuated in
the speech of:the younger generation, rather-than suppressed as
in the speech .of earlier generations. The lowering_process, shown

in Figure -l0, would have had the effect of substituting the.
pronunciation,Cej3 for the adult pronunciation ET,J3 in those

dialects where the'high.upglidini diphthong existed in (I,J)-class ''.

words. The raising process, also portrayed in Figure 10, would have

had the effect of substituting Ei:3 for theiadWA pronunciation, _

Ce:3. In both instances, the, substitutions produced by the
operation of the proposed natural processes would have been precisely
.those phonetic variants which were more highly-valued in the social'

milieu ofuPwardly:mobile, more prestigious adult speakers. 9k ", ,r
,_

Lowering: +sylfabicr 0

'4 _'.chromatic +chromatic
.

!lax -

.
Elower7 !/ +tense

!bicolored - syllabic

!long_ ._ _
. i

.

Raising: .+syllabic -

,-------.--

llower
!tense ,

+chromatic -chromatic

Chigher3 1/. or
-tense

!short

Figure 10. The natural processes of Lowering and.Raising
(based on Miller 1973).15 I

Concluding remarks.
This paperhad dealt with only two of the series -Of changes -

involved in the Great VOwe1Shift of English, by way of` example. -.. ,

The same approaciA however, could be apvliedl.to solve the transition
and embedding problems for the other changes involved in the Vowel

Shift, In fact, the later stages of-the Vowel Shift coadNbeN.even (

moreeas4ly analyzed'because more overt sociolingtistic information
and mare transparent orthographic evidence is available with regard, '

4 to them. The sociolingqistic variation involved in the raising of
ME Ce:3 to Modern English Ei:,],has been alluded to by Wyld (1927;

1933), Okeritz (1953)Weinreich, et al:A1968),and Labov (1972)
There is an obiribus correlation-between the changes of tfie"Tront

Vowels and diphthongs and the changes of the back vowels and
diphthimgs which has not been dealt ,with here.; however, .'the type' of

analysis which Labov (1966, 1972) proposed,to explairithe correlated,

,raising of (eh) and,(oh),Lin New.,York City English, viewing t;hee;as

systematically connected developments tould, plausibly-be combined

25
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"With,philologiCal anal,yskb.toacCount for the concomitant developMents
.ofME Ci :3 apd Cu:3, and ME Ce:] and Co:].

.-,

;:, "'It has'been showAthat the-contemporaneous changes.i4,the-Social

andlimuistic profiles of England, during the Fourteenth Century led
tova'situation where two regional dialects with sizeable numbers,of '

. .,_ speakerswere,juxtapose&and realigned as sOcial,diallpts. Further-
, r, More; it has, been demohstrated that the different phonological'

histbri sof the convergent dialects provided the rdw material for
socibrnguisticsNArdation at that :particular point in-time when older...

4 tocio nguistic.baA-iers were ditintegratingA.n England. ,Fipnalfk,

-s-

it eery hypothesized that the type of cross-dialectal phonological
tructm-ing than has .been otsericed in contemporary settings wAild

, have led to the initial phase of the Great Alowef Shift of,EnglPshc
,as a.,:matter of course, given the phonetic vaMation and,socio=-dialectal'
alignment .pattern that have been reconstructed for Early Fifteenth
CentU17 London English.

, is, c, ." . . ,

FoOtnotes
,' \ , °" o 7.

c
o

$ 1. .Based on Wright.and Wright (1924). .
.

2__ Except when u preceded' the labialS m or or followed w or'
y, giving the 67-ceptions room < ram, stoop < stoupe, droop < droupen,'

. tomb .< totimbe, cooper < couper(e), wound (noun) < wundian,-221, your
.k (in which ou was a ME spelling for -Cu: T7. Cfs, Prins (1974:130,

---3:, ExCept when'epfecededthe anterior stops or fricatives c2 .
,id, t, e, f,-V6 in the follOwing lexical exceptions:, dread, breath,
Spread, weti'thread, sweat, shed, 'bread', dead, death, head, deaf,
red, get, stead, heaveD, tread, heavy,,Tret, ,,--Cf...PrinS (1974:141). s-

4. Tn51111ological evidence bearing upon the indiiiidugl changes
has been succinetly.asSembled in Prins (1974), and the,orthoepic ...

. 'el-ridencels critically reviewed -tn Wolfe (1972).
.

1/4.

tr. :
5. Stampe (1973) presents a mare detailed picture of the theory.

. of natural proc'esses, and.Miller (197'3) relates thisatheory to the
4 4 explanation of numerous-context-free sound changes.

.

v..

n
6. Thus, Wolfe's conclusions support the consensus of Horn (1908),

Jesperse(1909)., Luick 00', 1914.*940),Akwall (1914), ZachriSson \----

-
.(1927), Wylgi (197).,' homsky sand Halle (1968), Stampe (1972) and
Miner' (1972): Labov Yaeger, and Ste.iner'',s conclusions support the .

d view shared by Ellis 874),'Sweet (1888)'iind Orton (1974). Proponents ,

,

of hypothesis 1 are Dobson (,1957,), Stockwell (1952),,McCawley (1969
and Bailey (1969). Proposlal 2 is the analysis advanced by Kokeritz
(1953)sand Prins (1974). .- .

,

. 7: 0r, trilingual, if :Latin assumed to have been widely spoken.
,

,, 8.- Qr "triglossia", if it is,assumed the:-Cceitain types of
communication were con4ucted exclusively in Latin. .
- 9. Ferguson (195) describes similar linguistic situations that

-
exist in contemporary bilingual-societies.

-, : .
. .

eo,
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10. An excellent, detailed'abeount of the development of English
society is contained-in Trevelyan 1942, from whigh the sketch

presented here is diaWn.
11. The characters i and Lwere used interchangeably for Ci:3

and Ell in Late OE 'and in' ME, with a preference shoAn POr The-m""I
.

digraph_gh and the letter 3 were used 'interchangeably for post-vocalic

Cj3. Zn Late MB, became anaddiltional alternative spelling for Cj3.

a2. This..z.ituation is perfectly analogous to the case of the, '

"`spurious "'diphthongs of Classical Greek, discussed in Buck 1955.,

and Allen. 1974.

13. Pope t1952) thinks it is 'ossible that Anglo-Norman Cei3
_had airegdy been monophthongized to Ce:3 by the time in question, at
least in the speech of some indiiiiduals; however,.Price is confident
that Cg) 4 mained,, at least in open syllables, i.e.., the same'

*'position which ME Eli] occurred after vocalization of Cy3..-
14. o e that I am here assuming, like others who haA dealt

with cross-dialectal "borrowing" as a source of sound change, that'
adult speakers are capable of imitating the phonetic details of another
dialect._ As far as I tnow, this assumption has never4been empirically

;investigated. Such an investigation is the subject of my forthcoming

doctoral dissertation. Here the matter is not debated because there
seemg,to be no reason to believe that the dialects under consideration
differed signifiCantly with respect to the phonetid segments in

question. -

1. ',In Miller's formalism, the s'imbo4#! means "especially when",

and the term "chromatic" means palatal or labial, i.e. nt or

rounded. "Bicolored" means both palatal and labial.
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