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Abstract

The English language has a history of about one thousand and five hundred years since it 
began to be spoken from around the middle of the fifth century in England. During that time 
many	 internal	and	external	events	which	are	associated	with	 the	history,	 the	culture,	and	
society of England influenced the language at each stage. These events have brought changes 
to the system of the language and qualitative improvement directly or indirectly in every 
stage of the history of the English language. This paper focuses on the period stretching from 
Old English to Early Modern English, and its purpose is to discuss what sort of events were 
involved in the forming of Present-day English.
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English	like	other	languages	has	been	changed	by	external	and	internal	factors.	External	
change	is	the	change	caused	by	non-language	factors	(for	example,	political,	geographical,	
and	social	factors)	or	external	motivation.	Internal	change	occurs	for	 inner	reasons	of	
language.	However,	internal	and	external	changes	often	interact,	and	this	is	the	theme	of	
this paper. For the purposes of this paper the present writer will focus on England as an 
example,	not	making	any	distinction.

1. The Old English Period

Invasion	can	be	one	of	 the	prominent	 factors	of	external	change.	The	history	of	 the	
English language really began with the arrival of the three West Germanic tribes, that 
is,	 the	Angles,	the	Saxons,	and	the	Jutes,	to	the	British	Isles	during	the	5th	century	AD.	
They crossed the North Sea from what today is Denmark and northern Germany. The 
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three tribes spoke similar languages classified into the West Germanic languages. English 
developed from these languages, and the slight differences of these languages brought 
about the dialects of Old English. “Old English did not sound or look like English today. 
Native	English	speakers	now	would	have	great	difficulty	understanding	Old	English”	
(https://www.englishclub.com/).

During	the	Old	English	period,	Christianity	was	brought	to	Anglo-Saxon	England	in	
a significant way in 597 by St Augustine with his Roman missionaries, although Celtic 
Christianity had already been introduced into Scotland from Ireland by St Columba in 
Iona 563. The introduction of Christianity had a great influence in enlightening the people 
of	Anglo-Saxon	England.	Christian	missionaries	brought	the	Roman	alphabet,	parchment,	
and the habit of writing, which contributed to the advancement of learning and the 
improvement of the quality of English.

During the late Old English period, another event that greatly influenced the system of 
English	in	later	times	occurred.	Vikings	invaded	Anglo-Saxon	England	and	settled	down	
in northeastern Britain. Old English and Old Norse, the language of the Vikings, are alike 
in linguistic features, because Old English is one of West Germanic languages and Old 
Norse is North Germanic.

The contact of the two languages as a result of this invasion led to the grammatical 
confusion of English. It is one of the chief reasons for English shifting from a synthetic 
language to an analytic one. The contact of Old English and Old Norse had an influence on 
not only the enlargement of vocabulary but also grammatical categories. The language contact 
led to the decline or weakening of the inflectional endings signifying grammatical functions in 
sentences. The traditional reason for the loss of endings is that the stress shifted in Germanic 
to	a	fixed	position,	namely	the	root	of	a	word,	and	that	the	endings	became	phonetically	less	
prominent (Gelderen, 2014, p. 8). Many people think that the Norman Conquest in 1066 
triggered the shifting structure of English from a synthetic linguistic feature to an analytic one. 
However, the present writer thinks that the primary factor was the linguistic disorders caused 
by	the	invasion	of	Scandinavians	into	the	Northeast	region	of	Anglo-Saxon	England	and	the	
mixture	of	the	two	languages,	that	is,	Old	English	and	Old	Norse.

Old English, in brief, was a case-ending-based language. Endings (or inflections) on 
verbs and nouns in Old English were more essential to the defining of the meaning of a 
sentence	than	word	order.	In	Old	English,	the	word	order	was	more	flexible	and	unrestrictive	
but	it	had	a	certain	rule.	Some	grammatical	words	such	as	prepositions	already	existed	but	
the number and kinds were limited. They were in the process of development. 

The borrowings from Old Norse in the late Old English period are the words 
connected	with	daily	life	of	the	common	people,	and	this	came	about	with	the	mixing	of	
Anglo-Saxon	and	Scandinavian	societies	especially	in	the	Danelaw1. 

2. The Middle English Period

In	1066,	one	of	 the	great	events	 in	 the	history	of	England	 took	place―the	Norman	
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Conquest. William the Conqueror, the Duke of Normandy, invaded and conquered Anglo-
Saxon	England.	This	greatly	 influenced	 the	social	organization	of	England	 in	every	
respect. It also made an impact on the English language. Normans brought with them a 
variety of French or Norman French, which became the language of the upper and ruling 
classes of England, whereas (Middle) English was the language of the ordinary people in 
England. French became the official language of England for about three centuries, during 
which time a large number of words were borrowed into English.

In the 14th century, English became dominant in England again. In 1348, English 
replaced Latin as the language of instruction in most schools, and in 1362, English 
replaced French as the language of law and it was used in Parliament for the first time. 

English from 1100 to 1500 is named Middle English, which “would still be difficult 
for	native	speakers	to	understand	today”	(https://www.englishclub.com/).	The	foundation	
of Standard English began to grow in the late Middle English period. 

Here let’s really feel how different English in each stage from Old English to Modern 
is. These passages are quoted from St. Matthew, Chapter 7: Section 7 of the Bible.

[1] Ask, and you will receive; seek, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened to 
you. [The Revised English Bible, 1989] (Karibe, p. 20)

[2] Aske, and it shalbe giuen you: seeke, and ye shall finde: knocke, and it shalbe opened vnto 
you. [The Authorized Version, 1611] (Karibe, 2002, p. 20)

[3]	Axe	and	it	shalbe	geven	you.	Seke	and	ye	shall	fynd.	knocke	and	it	shalbe	opened	vnto	
you. [The Tyndale Bible, 1500s] 

(http://www.biblestudytools.com/tyn/matthew/7.html)
[4]	Axe	ye,	and	it	schal	be	youun	to	you;	seke	ye,	and	ye	schulen	fynde;	knocke	ye,	and	it	

schal be openyd to you. [Wycliffe Bible, c.1395]
(http://wesley.nnu.edu/fileadmin/imported_site/wycliffe/Mat.txt)

Ask ye, and it shall be given to you; seek ye, and ye shall find; knock ye, and it shall be 
opened to you. [Wycliffe Bible (Modernized spelling)]

(http://www.biblestudytools.com/wyc/matthew/7.html)
[5] Biddaþ and eow bið geseald; seceaþ and ge hit findaþ; cnuciað and eow biþ ontyned2; [Old 

English	Version,	West-Saxon	Gospels,	at	 the	end	of	the	10th	century	or	early	in	the	11th	
century] (Liuzza, 1994, p. 14)
“Find	and	it	is	given	to	you;	seek,	and	you	find	it;	knock,	it	is	opened	to	you.”

The late Middle English period is the stage that English escaped from being under the 
power of French and Latin and embarked on the road to an official and national language 
in	England.	England	lost	its	territory	in	France	in	the	Hundred	Years’	War	(in	1337-1453).	
After that a groundswell of a consciousness of England as one independent unitary state 
arose and the people in England began to consider French to be a foreign language.

The spreading of the Black Death occurred in the middle of the 14th century and it 
is thought that about 1.4 million people died in England. The death toll was equivalent 
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to one-third of England’s 4.2 million people and they were mostly English speakers. The 
ruling class made a compromise with their tenant farmers to maintain labor following the 
decrease of the farming population. As speakers of English were regarded as important, 
the status of English itself improved.

One of the important linguistic events in the Middle English period is the growing 
status of the East Midland dialect from which Standard English today comes down 
in straight descent. London was located in this area and it was “the centre of cultural 
and intellectual activity, the seat of the Court, of Parliament and the entire central 
administration”	(Kisbye,	1992,	p.	35).	“In	the	late	Middle	Ages	London	had	grown	to	
become the centre of industry and commerce and as such attracted rural migration from 
all parts of the country, whose speech [...] soon came to leave its provincial imprint on 
the	new	rising	standard”	(Kisbye,	1992,	p.	35).	In	addition	to	that,	“the	presence	of	the	
universities	of	Oxford	[founded	in	1167]	and	Cambridge	[founded	in	1209]	and	of	 the	
leading	public	schools	 in	 that	same	speech	area”	(Kisbye,	1992,	p.	35)	can	be	noted.	
“It was also the dialect used and perfected by great poets like Chaucer and Gower (a 
Kentishman	born)	for	their	literary	work	and	by	Wiclyffe	(a	Yorkshireman	born)	for	his	
Bible	translation	and	pamphleteering”	(Kisbye,	1992,	p.	35).

The year 1500 is chosen as the end of the Middle English period. Because by then 
most grammatical changes had taken place and the Great Vowel Shift was under way 
(Gelderen, 2014, pp. 11-12). 

The major linguistic reason dividing Middle English from Modern English (from 1500 
onward) is the occurrence of a systematic change in the pronunciation of vowels, which 
is called the Great Vowel Shift, in which various vowels slid upwards and backwards in 
the throats of English speakers. It is said that the vowel shift took place in England from 
about 1400 to 1700. 

Why did the Great Vowel Shift occur in this period? One of the possibilities is that 
temperatures were low throughout the period. Temperature and climate usually have an 
influence on enunciation. People probably opened their mouths more narrowly and the 
places of articulation of long high vowels were affected by low temperature. It is considered 
that “the change was so fast that an adult in 1400 might pronounce words completely 
differently	from	the	way	his	grandchildren	would	in	1450”	(https://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/
great_vowel_shift.html). The shift caused the difference between Chaucer’s English and 
Shakespeare’s. 

     OE               1300           1569           1653           16873        Present
[meːtɑn]			→			[meːt]			→			[miːt]			→			[miːt]			→			[miːt]			→			[miːt]
(ġe)mētan4    met/meet                            meet
							↑																			↑																																					↑
Beowulf         Chaucer                      Shakespeare

(Ref. Lass, 2006, p. 83)
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3. The Modern English Period

The Modern English period can be seen as the stage of (1) the establishment of Standard 
English, (2) improving its linguistic properties, and (3) making the first step toward 
English as the world’s most commonly used language. 

(1) Around the year 1700, the spelling was more or less standardized with the spread 
of	type	printing.	Type	printing	played	a	part	in	fixing	spelling	of	language	(Ref.	Gelderen,	
2014, p. 12). The rise of nationalism is indispensable for aiming for a qualitative 
improvement of a language. In the 17th and 18th centuries in England, the rise of 
nationalism reached a peak and the prestige of using the vernacular was greatly enhanced 
(Ref. Kisbye, 1992, p. 36). Of course, the qualitative improvement of a language is based 
on	extending	the	literacy	of	the	language	speakers.	According	to	Kisbye	(1992,	p.	36),	“by	
about	1600	literacy	had	been	extended	to	between	one	third	and	half	of	the	population.”

(2) The establishment of grammar, the richness of vocabulary, and having the right 
words to describe anything would be basic elements of an advanced language. English 
was approaching the level of Latin or French in the Early Modern English period, and 
it had probably reached that level during the late Modern English period. Publishing 
English dictionaries and grammars encouraged the spirit of nationalism and brought about 
improvement in the standardization of English.

Until the eighteenth century, intellectuals in England had learned Latin or French 
through grammar books and they would have known the significance of grammar. Thus 
a strong desire to have English grammar books throughout the country grew during the 
eighteenth century.   

A Short Introduction to English Grammar with Critical Notes written by Robert Lowth 
in 1762 was the English grammar which established the norm of Standard English, and it 
had widespread influence on school grammar in later generations. It corresponds to Samuel 
Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language5 published in 1755, which set up the norm 
of English dictionaries leading to today (Watanabe, 2003, p. 193).

It took about 200 years to have tentatively attained completion of English grammar. The 
efforts were made by Bullokar (1574-1627) in the 16th century, Ben Jonson6(1572-1637) 
in the 17th century, Dr. Johnson (1709-1784), Priestley (1733-1804), Robert Lowth 
(1710-1787) and Lindley Murray (1745-1826). The grammarians attempted to bring the 
grammatical framework close to the genius of an English grammatical framework distinct 
from Latin grammar. Particularly Murray’s English Grammar Adapted to the Different 
Classes of Learners published in 1795 was greatly influential. 

(3)	“The	17th	and	18th	centuries	were	a	period	of	great	colonial	expansion,	which	
was	to	spread	the	English	language	to	all	continents	of	the	world”	(Kisbye,	1992,	p.	37).	
The social situation brought English throughout the world and caused an enlargement of 
vocabulary of English borrowed from the colonies. 

England in the Early Modern English period (1500-1700) was at the beginning of 
its	expansionism.	The	British	expanded	overseas,	contacting	with	many	peoples	and	
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eventually establishing colonies all around the world. From this activity they brought in 
the culture of other countries or regions and came across novelties. They borrowed many 
words for these referents into English. The Early Modern English period can be regarded 
as	the	stage	of	expanding	vocabulary.

We must mention here two other things: (4) the influence of the Renaissance and (5) 
the translation of the Bible. These two events also had a great influence on the formation 
of Present-day English.  

(4) Some significant cultural events such as the arrival of the Renaissance and the 
spread	of	type	printing,	which	was	imported	by	William	Caxton	in	1476,	were	brought	
into England during this period. 

About 1500 the Renaissance reached England and brought Latinism there. Classical 
learning was brought into the country with the Renaissance; it made the literacy rate 
higher and enriched the mind, knowledge and language, particularly in vocabulary. A 
huge number of Latin words and phrases were brought into English and many of them 
became English. English of those days was considered as one of the provincial languages 
of Europe and lacked sufficient words corresponding to Latin. As a result, people were 
forced to borrow words from Latin. Many writers in the Early Modern English period, for 
example	Sir	Tomas	More	(1478-1535),	wrote	his	works	in	Latin,	not	in	English.	Francis	
Bacon (1561-1626) wrote all the works to which he attached importance in Latin. “To 
write	in	English	was	‘to	wryte	in	sand’”	(Kisbye,	1992,	p.	36).

However, poets in those days like William Shakespeare (1564-1616), Christopher 
Marlowe (1564-1593), and Edmund Spenser (c.1552-1599) wrote their works in English. 
English in the Early Modern English period had not yet developed prose forms. Therefore 
they composed works in verse. In the 16th and 17th centuries, it can be said that English 
was still in the process of full development. 

(5) In 1611, however, the King James Version of the Bible, also known as the 
Authorized Version, was completed. It is widely used in the world even today and it has 
contributed to the development of prose in later English. It was based on “the Tyndale 
Bible”,	published	in	1526,	which	drew	directly	from	Hebrew	and	Greek	texts	translated	
by	William	Tyndale	(1494-1536).	It	is	said	that	about	80%	or	90%	of	the	translation	in	the	
King James Version is adopted from Tyndale’s. 

4. Final Remarks

The most distinctive nature of a living language is to keep on changing uninterruptedly 
over the course of time. Changes in the language are caused by many factors. In this paper 
the present writer considered some of the major factors which brought about linguistic 
changes in English throughout history. In most cases, a change took place because of 
multiple factors. Changes to the environment or circumstances are closely connected 
with linguistic changes. The form of Present-day English as a unique language and an 
independent semiotic system is a product produced by repeated changes in the history of 

Key Events in the Formation of Present-Day English



147

the country and its people.

Notes
1	 Danelaw:	The	part	of	northeast	Anglo-Saxon	England	which	was	colonized	by	invading	Danes	

in the late ninth century. Old English was seriously affected in the area by Old Norse, which 
was spoken by the invaders.

2 Biddaþ	“ask	(for)”	(verb:	imperative	plural);	and	“and”	(conjunction);	eow	“to	you”	(personal	
pronoun: dative plural); bið	“is”	(verb:	indicative,	present	third	person	singular);	geseald	“given”	
(verb: past participle); seceaþ	“seek”	(verb:	imperative	plural);	ge	“you”	(personal	pronoun:	
nominative plural); hit	“it”	(personal	pronoun:	accusative	singular	neuter);	findaþ	“find”	(verb:	
indicative, present plural); cnuciað	“knock”	(verb:	imperative	plural);	ontyned	“opened”	(verb:	
past participle).

3 John Hart’s An Orthographie (1569), John Wallis’ Grammatica Linguae Anglicanae (1653), 
Christopher Cooper’s The English Teacher (1687).

4 OE (ġe)mētan	“to	find,	discover,	come	upon”.
5 Johnson used Dictionarium Britannicum (1730) by Nathan Bailey as a source for his Dictionary 

of the English Language (Nevalainen & Tieken-Boon van Ostade, 2006, p. 283). In passing, 
the first English grammar was Pamphlet for Grammar by William Bullokar, a 16th-century 
printer, published in 1586. There was no language norm, or grammar, other than the one of 
Latin in England at that time. We can assume that Bullokar aimed at demonstrating that English 
was quite as rule-bound as Latin through Pamphlet for Grammar. The basis of the argument is 
that his grammar was faithfully modeled on William Lily’s Latin grammar entitled Rudimenta 
Grammatices published in 1534. Bullokar insisted that as long as the rules of English grammar 
were not established, English would be barbaric and it would remain a poor language as 
compared with the classical languages. 

6 Ben Jonson: English Grammar (1640).
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