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What does one mean by a 
phonology typology of English?
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Offer an overall picture of the manner in which the 
phonological system of English evolved from its pre-
stages in Germanic to the present-day varieties of the 
English language.

Provide a unified treatment of the historical phonology of 
English and the phonology of varieties of English 
throughout the world, both native speaker English 
(‘Settler English’) and second-language English (‘New 
Englishes’).

A phonological typology will:
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Present a view of English phonology in the context of 
other Germanic languages. By this means light can be 
shed on specific English developments and their 
uniqueness within the group of Germanic languages can 
be highlighted.

A phonological typology will:
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The possible sources of change are examined in detail. 
Both internal factors such as paradigmatic pressure 
within the sound system and external factors, e.g. 
contact with other languages and sociolinguistic factors, 
are considered.

The relationship of the phonology of standard English 
(both British and American) to that of various varieties is 
examined closely. In particular the manner in which the 
standard arose and how aspects of its phonology (stress 
patterning, vowel configurations, consonantal 
realisations) became fixed in the late modern English 
period, above all in the eighteenth century, is a major 
focus.

In a phonological typology of English
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This project is informed by modern methods of data 
collection and analysis. It addresses current research 
issues in the field, such as language variation and 
change, new dialect formation, ‘New Englishes’, 
language shift and the question of whether creoles form 
a typological class on their own. The role of contact in 
the development of phonological systems is also to be 
treated centrally.

A phonological typology of English
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Early 20th century studies which offer 
analyses of English phonology

There are older scholars, working largely in the first half 
of the twentieth century, such as the following:

Otto Jespersen Karl Luick
Karl Brunner Ferdinand Mossé

Alistair Campbell (Old English)
Richard Jordan (Middle English)
Eilert Ekwall (Early Modern English)
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More recent studies on English 
historical phonology

Among the more prominent scholars who have been active 
in this area are the following:

Roger Lass Charles Jones

Donka Minkova Robert Stockwell

Jeremy Smith Julia Schlüter

Joan Beal Richard Hogg

James Milroy Jerzy Welna

April McMahon Ricardo Bermudez-Otero
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Contemporary varieties of English

Among the scholars who have been working on the 
phonology of contemporary varieties of English are the 
following:

John Wells Paul Kerswill
David Britain Paul Foulkes
Peter Trudgill Dominic Watts
Gerry Docherty J. K. Chambers
Walt Wolfram Daniel Schreier
Edgar Schneider Rajend Mesthrie
Umberto Ansaldo Thomas Klein
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Other contemporary phonologists

Within the broad remit of anglophone studies but with 
general phonological interests there are a number of 
contemporary scholars whose work has a bearing on the 
task of profiling present-day English phonology:

B. Elan Dresher Aditi Lahiri

Joan Bybee Paula Fikkert

Matthew Gordon Theo Vennemann

John Harris Keren Rice

Juliette Blevins Peter Bakker
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How does English match its 
genetic and geographical 

neighbours?
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Research into the History 
of English
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What are the concerns of young historical scholars 
nowadays?

Corpus linguistics; Grammaticalisation; Historical pragmatics.

Specifically, young historical scholars are concerned with:

Phonology in present-day historical linguistics

Text linguistics and general 
philological issues (manu-
script editions, cross-
influences among authors, 
literary themes and tropes, 
adaptations).

But not phonology .....
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My concern is with phonological typology, i.e. with 
describing the sound system of English from a 
structural perspective. This bears a certain relationship 
to phonological theory.

Common features: 

Both scholarly activities are concerned with reaching 
linguistically significant generalisations.

Phonological typology and phonological theory
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Differences:

Phonological theory seeks to show that selected data 
support a particular theory, e.g. optimality theory (in any of 
its several forms).

Phonological typology seeks (i) to describe the sound 
system of a language as the common core of phonological 
knowledge among its speakers and (ii) to trace long-term 
developments across many generations of speakers.

Phonological typology and phonological theory
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When discussing the phonological typology of English both 
historical and present-day varieties need to be treated 
together. There are several reasons for this. As many 
sociolinguists, above all William Labov, have stressed 
there is really no difference in principle between forms of 
language in history and forms in the present. The details 
will differ but the structural organisation of language, the 
motivation for change and the factors influencing its rise 
and course are essentially the same. These facts justify a 
panchronic approach.

English phonology in history and the present



21

The Uniformitarian Principle

This specifies that 
internally – in system 
and structure – and 
externally – in the 
interface with society –
language has been 
basically similar since 
recorded history began 
so that we can assume 
that similar forces have 
operated despite the 
differences in societies 
now and in the past.
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Recent research trends in 
varieties of English
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27http://www.uni-due.de/SHE



28http://www.uni-due.de/SVE
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Principles of Phonological 
Typology
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The phonetic stream and mental 
phonological representations
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Infants and young children are exposed to a 
continuous phonetic stream and must make sense of 

this by working out the systemic structure which 
underlines this stream of sounds.
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The basis for phonological typology

The mental representation of sounds 
as phonological units is the basis for all 
languages. These building blocks 
(phonemes) are the elements from 
which to construct units (words).
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The basis for phonological typology

Phonological knowledge is 
generated by children by 
segmenting the phonetic stream 
they hear around them, then 
abstracting the segments they 
recognise and assigning these 
to systemic units on a mental 
level. 

This allows children to create 
new sentences with the sounds 
which others recognise as part 
of their native language.
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Overgeneralisation in infancy

To begin with children assume that the structure 
behind the phonetic stream is maximally simple and 
only when they continually receive information to the 
contrary do they revise and refine their assumptions 
about the sound system of the language they are 
acquiring and move towards an adult-like system.
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Overgeneralisation in infancy

However, this assumption of simplicity remains as a 
tendency on a phonetic level of language and change 
towards simple sounds and syllabic structure can be 
observed at times.

But language change does not consist of phonetic 
tendencies getting their way, otherwise all languages 
would end up in consisting of only one syllable, 
namely
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Overgeneralisation in infancy

[ba]
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The interplay of phonetics and morphology

Morphology, as an independent level of language, 
demands clarity of affixes, and so phonetic material in 
syllable codas of stressed syllables and in all syllable 
positions in unstressed syllables tends to be 
maintained.

Furthermore, phonetics favours clear signals for word 
boundaries (serving lexicology/morphology) and this 
may work against reduction of phonation in syllable 
codas, see final devoicing in German, Russian, Polish, 
etc).

These and other factors save languages from being 
reduced to [ba].
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The interplay of phonetics and morphology

Phonetics (simplify syllable structure)

(retain clarity of affixes/lexical bases) Morphology
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Comparison with 
a star: there are 
forces pushing 
out (radiation and 
gas pressure) 
and there is a 
force pushing in 
(gravity). These 
are in balance in 
our Sun, allowing 
it to shine for 
billions of years.
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The interplay of phonetics and morphology

The differential weighting of phonetics versus 
morphology in the languages of the world leads to 
different outcomes. 

Furthermore, there are times when the weighting gets 
shifted. For instance, with adult language contact in a 
non-prescriptive environment, morphology is 
backgrounded and phonetics get the upper hand leading 
to the phonetic simplification of complex input forms.

Note that if the contact involves young children then the 
morphology does not get simplified as they master it 
without even thinking about it.
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Handling variation 
across time
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Handling variation across time

No language is static so there will always be variation 
in the phonetic stream young children are exposed 
to. At the very least children will hear speech around 
them in which some features may be on the increase 
and some may be on the decrease. This applies to all 
levels of language not just phonology.

A graphic representation of this situation might look 
something like the following.
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Handling variation across time
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Handling variation across time

The essential question for historical linguistics is:

How is unidirectional change maintained across 
several generations? This is what Edward Sapir and 
linguists after him have called ‘drift’. 

Back to the children again: they recognise intuitively 
which features are on the increase and which are on 
the decrease.
How? Either (i) by noticing that 
individuals use Fx more often than 
Fy or (ii) by noticing that Fx occurs 
more often in the speech of those 
they take their linguistic cues from, 
i.e. their peers, not their parents.
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Handling variation across time

Importantly, each generation of children push the 
changes they recognise as happening just a little bit 
further. Over time this means one can recognise a 
trajectory for language change.

Note furthermore that the demise of a feature Fx 
can often be causally linked to the rise of another 
feature Fy.
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Handling variation across time
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Handling variation across time

What is the advantage of 
this view of things? One 
can explain drift across the 
generations and does not 
need recourse to any deus 
ex macchina such as 
reifying language, e.g. 
‘English did this or that’.
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Variation, symmetry and reanalysis

In the first few years of life children 
analyse the phonetic stream they 
hear around them. Variation in this 
stream can cause the children to 
interpret sounds differently from the 
way their parents did this in the 
preceding generation. The result is 
reanalysis. For instance, at some 
stage in late Old English the 
phonetic length of vowels before 
clusters of sonorant + voiced stop 
was interpreted as indicating 
phonologically long vowels and so 
these vowels were ‘reanalysed’.
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Variation, symmetry and reanalysis

The result of this reanalysis is that 
word like blind and child are no 
longer pronounced [blind] and 
[t$ild] but [blaind] (< [bli:nd]) and 
[t$aild] (< [t$i:ld]) respectively.

Such reanalysis is a frequent 
source of symmetry in sound 
systems.

The symmetry resulting from 
reanalysis is particularly striking in 
inflectional morphology leading to 
paradigmatic regularity.
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Reconstruction

How can one reconstruct phonology?

One can look at primary texts which attempt to 
represent pronunciation through a system of their 
own, e.g. the Orrmulum.

One can examine corpus texts for misspellings, 
e.g. write for right in late Middle English which 
would indicate that the fricative after the nucleus 
vowel had been lost, i.e. right had become /ri:t/ 
(from and earlier /rixt/).
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Reconstruction

And one can consult metalinguistic texts such as orthoepic 
and prescriptive commentaries on the pronunciation of 
English through the centuries (from the late 16th century to 
the present-day).

To do this one has to concern 
oneself with the manner in which 
authors in previous centuries 
talked about pronunciation and 
sound systems, but usually their 
statements can be seen to be 
quite reliable and of value for 
historical phonological research.
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Prescriptivism and 
language change
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Walker, John (1732-
1807) A Londoner and 
prescriptive author of 
the late 18th century, 
best known for his 
Critical pronouncing
dictionary (1791) which 
enjoyed great 
popularity in its day. 
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Standardisation effects
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Standardisation effects

Part of the prescriptivism which goes with 
maintaining the standards of a language is the 
insistence on morphology. Endings are kept in 
standards. Just think of the loss of final /–s/ in 
southern Spanish or colloquial Greek or the loss of 
final /-n/ in so many dialects of German. These 
endings are scrupulously maintained in the 
standards of these languages.

So standardisation can have a retarding effect on 
language change and certainly works against 
natural phonetic tendencies.
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A critical look at 
the way in which 
notions of standard 
language are used 
manipulatively and 
to exclude others.



64

Motivation for change
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Motivation for change 

Language change can basically be assigned to 
one of two types: 

1) the change is caused by structural 
realignments through reanalysis, mostly during 
first language acquisition — this is internally 
motivated change.

2) The change results from the linguistic 
behaviour of teenage and adult speakers in their 
community, — this is externally motivated 
change. 
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Motivation for change 

1) Young children start by making maximally 
generally assumptions about the language they 
are acquiring and refine their picture of it as they 
get older. If they reanalyse some of the input 
during acquisition they this leads to regularity, 
hence reanalysis is symmetry-enhancing.

2) Teenagers and young adults may introduce very 
slight variations into their speech which, seen 
cumulatively, can to shifts in the system, hence 
variation in symmetry-breaking.
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Motivation for change 

The interplay of internal 
and external factors is 
a key concern of 
historical linguistics and 
had been the focus of 
much research in 
recent years as shown 
in major publications  
like the recent 
handbook of historical 
sociolinguistics.
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Motivation for change 

Research into language 
contact has been on the 
increase in recent years 
with a re-valorisation of 
this possible source for 
language change. It is 
one possible sources 
among many others and 
should not be over-
estimated or view as the 
sole reason for change.
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Thankyou for your attention.

Any questions?

Raymond Hickey
General Linguistics and Varieties of English
University of Duisburg and Essen

Email: raymond.hickey@uni-due.de


