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some Theoretical Nuestions on the Historical

e e

English Vowel Shift!

Patricia M. Wolfa
University of British Columbia

In Part 111 of The Sound Pattern of English Chomsky and Halie
sttemat to explain in part how the rules of present-day English,
I* rarticular those relating to the Vowe] Shift, developed, They
& this by examining descriptions of earlier states of the language
e formutating rules for these which explain differences between
the talect under consideration and the precedinn stage., The ear-
liest descriptions used are those aiven by John Hart in 1557, 1560,
nd 1370, fn which M8 7, &, are realized as fey/!, Jow/, and ME wﬂ

e 2547, fut.  These changes are explained by Chomsky and Halle

Vi resulting from the presence in Hart's arammar of thres rules,
Uinhthonoization, Vowel Shift, and Diphthong Laxing (pp.264-5)
¥iich were not n the qrammar of ME. The central rule i Vowel
hift, which Interchanges /T/ with /&/ and /T/ with /8/. There
five heen ohjections to the use of exchange rules of this kind in

m. on the grounds that the introduc-

Hon of such rules would destroy or impair intelligibility amongst
ireakers of tha lanquane, or that the sounds fnvolved 1n the ex-
thenge woyld Eﬁmm (Stockwell |forthcomd ng); MeCawlay (1989)),
Klawley has suggested (pp.8-9 and fn.5) that the Vowel Shift 45
tenendent upon the prior diphthongization of the high vewels, and

%at centralization must follow this and precede Vowel Shift,
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It 1s the purpose of this paper to show that other languages
and some dialects of English exhibit varfations which can best pba
described by means of exchange rules, in one particular instance
the alternations being exactly those found 1n John Hart's grammar,
namely /T/es/ey/ and [Ufesfow/, that in some cases there are indj-
cations that an exchange rule was indeed added to the language ra-
ther than resulting from restructuring, and that these vapri ants,
and the unpredictability of thelr use, do not seem to have greatly
impadired inteTlioibility,

Ps described in Kugera ({1958), (1961)), Czech speakers have
available to them today two more or jass common dialects, and a
number of local dialects, The Literary Language (LL) 1s used in
the schools, and 1s predominant in literature, the theatre, church
sermons, etc. Its use was established during the nineteenth cen-
tury as part of the Creech Nationalist Revival, and it is 1n Some
respects archaic--e.g. jts phanology fgnores some earlier sound
changes. The Czech Comman Language (CC) s based an the dialects
of Bohemia and 45 a kind of interdialec

Many speakers have sub-

stituted this for their own dialect and are bilingual, using CC and
LL. Other speakers may use CC i addition to thefr own dialect and
LL, being thus trilinqua], There are other speakers who use only

LL and thetr own dialect, not CC. Kulera considers CC and LL a5 co-
existent linguistic codes gr coexistent phonemic systems, and notes
that in fact Czech speakers usually speak fn a mixture of these two
codes, which he terms Colloquial czech (CL). He summarizes the ef-

forts various 1inguists have made to define this as another,
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senarate, Tinguistic code, However, since the differences are main-
Iy phonoloafcal and predictable, it would seem that to a very large
extent the situation can be described by means of aptional phono-
ianical rules applied to the same underlying forms as are used for
LLi 7f these optional rules are applied throughout whenever possi-
tle, then CC results: whan {as, 1t appears, is usually the case)
the rules are sometimes applied and sometimes not, we set the nor-
"] type of conversationa) Utterance found in L,

I'shall fonore here all changes involying consanants and/aor
ort {1ax) vowels. The relevant alternations between LL and CC
are

i LL o

Ty ~ ey/

lef — ,n:.
fuf —~ fow/

v examples of these changes are {kufera (1961), p.ag):

5] LL CC

xﬂqwmum o [teyden/ yeak
/midlof fmaydlo/ Boap
fkrutl) o fkrutey/ oyt
/mleko/  ~  smiTkoy mi Lk
/nest/ ~  Inist/ aary
fdobref e pdobrTy good
{urat/ -~ Jourat/ of fice
fudal T/ o~ Soudal Ty valley

thvious that these changes can be accounted for 1f the vowe]

TP LL 45 adopted for the underlying form, and the phonolo-

' comonent contains the rules postulated by Chomsky and Halle

"¢ dalect of Jghn Hart, namely Diphthonnization, Vowel Shift,
_:=,;n=u Fm34=:




Although the incorporation of thic sequence of rules would seem
to make a faulty prediction, namely, that LL /8/ --3 CC /u/, which
is nat one of the alternations 1isted in {1}, it should be noted
that this formulation of the rules will not produce fncorrect out-
puts, since there appear to be no underlying fo/'s in LL. /9/ oc-
curs as an expressive varfant of /o/ in casual or emotional pronun-
clation, and s also found in some loan words. However, x:mrqm
notes that it 1s usually only the natiye vocabulary which partici-
pates in these alternations: loan words, particularly if of a
learned nature, in general do not switch, even those with /17, /&7,
or /u/, and these would presumably have to be marked as not under-
ooine any of these rules,

These alternations are the synchronic reflex of a historical
sound channe which occurred in the Central Bohemian dialect in the
fifteenth century, LL being the older, pre-Yowel Shift dialect.

The historical change paraliels the synchr

c alternations, namely
1) ==» teyl, 1/ --3 /17, and [T} --3 fow/ word-initially, 1 un-
derstand that this is exactly how the change s reflected in the
documents of the perfod. If one Wishes to claim that the hiagh and
mid vowsls did not switch, but that some other factor such as cen-

tralization nlaved a role, then one must do so purely on theoreti-

al grounds, unsupported by any aan=3m=ﬂn1w evidence. In fatrness,
it should be pointed out that al] documents apparently make use on-
ly of the standard orthonraphy and therefore only ae fouy are
available to the scribes. There seem to have been no orthoepists

or qrammarians interested in phonetic d1phabets, But it should

t1sa be remembered that any such factor has disapneared without
leaving any trace, since in Czech today centralization is not pre-
sents the CC variant of LL /77 is feyf, not *fay/,

hsimilar situation 1n Mg Prussian has heen described hy
ichmalstieq, who refers to the varfants as the Conservative System
(5} and the Innovating System (IS}, Here we find all possihilit-

(i

{3} Cs I8
/T ~ lewl
\N\l.___‘ P ff
fuf - fow/
fal - fuf
frarnles ara:
(1) cs 15
ofwan gefwan Iife
semma earth sTdons  avzsing
woddedin  ghe broughs Tdis food
buton houton to be
numas naumas tes
noseflis nuseilin  apinie

It can be seen that here the chanae applies generally to both high
Meels, rathar than being Vimfted as in Czech, The variants are
unarently unpredictable, The following examples are taken fFrom
the three versions of the Catechism, the first two of which are
e 1545 and the third 1567:
{5) (1) nusen rickis
i) nousan reykeis our Lopd
(111)  nousan Rikijs

e that the first text has all CS, the second 15, while the third
1L fallowad by CS. We also find:
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P
o

il ROUMANS nuson
i) NoUmans nousan (forgive) ue our (tres-
i1} noumans nousans rargae)

(€) “
{

Here the first has 15 followed by (5, whilst the other two have
all I5. Another corbimation of s and IS (this time invalving alsp

the Towering of lax /{/ to fel) is:

(7) i) widekausnan (5 g
i1} zwwn_;a:w:m: IS «¢5 eiidance
141)  widikausman C5 5

These alternations anpear ta be the reflox of a historical sound
channe at a time when the change was sti1] optional, It should be
noted that there §s no prooression from the earTiest to the latest
text; in some {nstances the latest text is the most conservative,

We have only & snelling change to base our conclusions on here,
and therefors can make no exact claims ahout the phonetic pature
of the alternatiens. Further, since 1d Prussian s nmuun we have
no current pranunciation to check anainst, Rut certafnly we have
no evidence in support of centralization as a stage fn the shift,
and certainly the first elements in the diphthonas are clearly dis-
tinquished ane from the other apd tdentified with f/ and fef.

A third examnle comas from a discussian of drum-sfanall{ng. 0f
the validity of such evidence, Herzog ((1964), p.315) savs that:

The few studies we haye establ{sh beyond doubt that in

Africa this sfonaling ... fs hased on & direct transfer

into a musical medium of spoken language elemants .
It s therefore not an arbitrary code, and eyidence from such a
system is relevant for the study of natural lanquages,

Herzoa documents a tone-switch in the sfgnalling of a West

ican trike, Ilhen Tistening to a Particular drum, he reports
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that he "observed that what | expected to sound as high tones soun-
ded rather consistently as Tow, and vice vepsa" {n.320). When he
rentfoned this ta the natives, they insisted that the drum was fine,
fie then discovered that tha drum, which was rather old and had be-
coe quite worn down 4n places, Bspecially in the favorite spot for
Wltting @ final tone 1, had at some time heen turned round, Since
the drummer kept his norma] hitting patterns, this "meant that
fenceforth many Jow tones were higher, and many high tones lower,
than the central tope v {p.220), However, this exchanme was not
wornletely predictable, since there are several ways of producing
any narticular tone; therefore, high tone was often realized as
I, but sometimes as hioh, and conversely Tow tone was often high,
tut sometimes low, Herzog suanests that in fact "the pitch con-
trast 15 merely ane phase of a complex contrast"; that s, that
145 was pointed put in Chomsky and Halle, pp.256-7) the exchanged
ltems, whether vowal segments or tones, do not ocoyur in fsplation,
ind therefore that a switch in these ie net in itself enough to
Irpair mzﬁmud*QAqu*ﬂw. Note also that in this case the chanme
st ohviously have besn discrete, and can only be described as a
“itch.  Herzog remarks {p.321) that:

oo the comparative Tack of disturbance at the reversal of

the pattern, .., may shed some 14ght on the curious

Phenomenon that {n hefghboring languages of the region

Five gy ﬁmﬂ.ﬁﬁﬁu_ﬂ_ﬁﬂuﬁﬁﬁ e
't seems poseipla that some detailed Study of the lexicon and of

ter-dialecta) relationships might reveal several instances of

ehange pyles
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VeCawley admits (n.B) that 1f a dialect were discavered 1n

Which ME 7 vere fey/ and still had /1/ alternating with it, in such

a pair as divine/divinidy, then thig "would nravide evidence that
3 rule fnterchangina high vowels with mig could he part of the
nrarmar®.  frton (1932) and Orton and Halliday qive many examp)es
from northern dialects of fey/ and fow/ as reflexes of Mg T
some of the more striking examples in the 1a er work being knife
(P17, 1.7.18), cowra) G210, ML), Hee, Touse {op.417-5,
Iv.s.1, (a), (b)), and mioe, mouse :Fm.._._r_._. (b}). Fach of
these items has several realizations, M T fop instance having

the variations (sliohtly simplified): [ef1, [11, E1), (11, [ei],
feil, [ei], leil. [ail, [d], [3]. fe], and it seems orohable that
the environment has some Influence an the exact development, Since
only the actual responses of the informants have heen published sp
far, with no analvsis of the data, one cannot draw any firm con-
clusions. Further, the aims of the study slant the choice of

vords tested; in particular, 1 could not find exact pairs of the
ldivina/divinity type. However, despite these drawbacks the north-
ern dialects of Enalish do seem Eo offer support fop & rule Towar-
ing ME £, w, without centralization.

In some dialects of Enalish anather sound chanoe connected with
the Vawel Shift occurred which can most plausibly be described and
explained by means af an exchange rule,

Luick ((1836), p.20) noted that a symmetry existed 1n certain

dialectal variants of ME i, u

Eine symmetrische Ausgestellung der Lautwerte zefgt sich

2249

insofern, als winem mzu._u_“_..ﬂgnz_u als Wiederoabe des u
qern ein of als die des « entspricht...

 later remarks on the unusual nature of this symmetry, pointing
4t that although the development of ME T, %, is rarely exactly
arallel, foy/, few/, affer the only exception to this, since dia-
jects with one normally have the other also ({1900), p.100):

¥ie unsicher schlllsse aus dem hegutioen hestande an sich

sind, zeiqt auch der umstand, dass die behandlung von T

und u oft ganz verschieden ist. MNur o7 und su gehen
viefach [sfe] hand in hand.

Hifin ﬁAHm_Hm also records Sfoy/, few/, as dialectal variants of
u ¥ ou, and Matthews (1938) points out in his discussion that the

1ak Malect Orammar records foy/ for ME T in the Midland, Eas-

tern and Southern areas, and few/ for ME w in the South Midland,
fastern and Southern areas. Luick's claim then seems to be essen-
tially correct 1n that the two variants tend to cooccur.

The evidence from Czech, 0d Prussian, and the northern dia-
lects of English would seem to dispose of McCawley's claim that
wentralization s a necessary consequence of diphthongization of
the high vowels, and a prerequisite to Yowel Shift. The contem-
wmrary data, it seems to me, mzﬁ%ﬂm_w rules put the possibility of
taving that a change such as /T/ --¥ fey/ while /fe/ --3 /T/ cannot
pecur, since in Czech we have a dialect situation in which these
tlternations can be actually ohserved today.

# further ohjection to this type of rule was that to alternate
taments in this way would impair intell4nibility. But with re-

wrd to the variation in Czech, x:Mm1m stresses that in fact Czech
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speakers uswally speak in the mixture of LL ang ol
£

which he termod

» and that the use of any particylar altermation in any snecifie

utterance 1s unpredictabia, He points out ({1961}, np, 18-119)

-+ the freauency and the combination of LL and CC ale-
ments in CL may he inconsistent even in sustained cnn-
versation of a sipgle speaker, or, not ??EE_._:_._.
even within a single utterance,
He states amain {({13a1), p.107) that "tha nhonological utterance
of the two codes may thus coexist not only in the cama utterance

but even in the same micro-semment” The following are, for ip-

stance, all possibie:

() LL cc CL

TUskT/ ~s fouskey/ e fouskTf av fiskey/ narmoy

There are mornholoaical and other constraints on these variations,
and any attempt at a complete rhonology of these two dialects of
Czech would of course have tp incorporate a1y these, For the pur-
rese of this arqument, however, it is sufficient to note that al-
thounh thesa constraints exist, 4t is sti171 true to say that in
many instances the variation s optional, It spems probable that
work of the type done by Labov would resylt in areater understan-
dina of the precise nature of the non-Tinguistic factars wWhich
tringer the use of gne gr other of the variants. But it seoms
clear that {p most instances thess factors are nen-1{nouistic, or,
at any rate, non-grammatica] (1anoring the fuestion of how far
stylistic alternation may be considered grammatical--that s, the

use of one form rather than another merely for variation, or to

tacernsify the foree of a word). Further, it does not seem that
ez factors would provide cues for the hearer, enabling him to

dict the occurrence of any particular variant. In 01d Prussian
wlir the variation seems ouite unpredictable. e are therefore
left with almost exactly the situation described hy NeCawley,
weely that freyl/ will alternate with underlying /nT1/ and /11y
v underlyine /nel/, theugh in the case of Czech most speakers
Me= bath varfants.  Further, there is no evidence, either histor-
lee! or in Czech today, to suagest that this causad any incanven-
lence whatsoever to the speakers or readers of Czech or Nd Prus-
tar. The evidence from drum-signalling also supports this view,
irce here again the alternations are quite unpredictable. Al-
Paunh the drum Tanouage 15 always hard to understand, those using
It 41d not seem to Find any marked {ncrease in difficulty of com-
Frenension after the drum had been turned around,

“ome recent observations by Labov have relevance for the claim
tat the participating elements would merge. Investinations of di-
Vectal variation in Mew York Lity indicate “that the course of
Inaydstic change involves the temporary dissolution of word
tasses"; when the change is completed, the word class is recon-
Wituted (Laboy {1870), p.72 & fn.37a). Eoth Czech and the drum
IW9uage show that althouah a change may result in each of two
"rd classes using optionally efther of the same two vowels or tones,

Mitrthe]pgg there is no merqer,

Two of the cases discussed, that of drum-signal

ng and that of

P dialects with fay/, Jew/. for ME T, u, strongly support the



claim that exchange rules can he added to a Janoyane. Indeed,
since the drum was on one particular occasion turned Found, and
from that time on what wope previously invariably high ar Tow
tones were sometimes realized as one and sometimes as the other,
there could be no other way of describing this thange, Othep ey~
planations could however he advanced for the othep channe citaq
Luiek wmq_mﬂmn that this development was subsequent to the
Towarinn of the fipst element of the diphthenas to [a], that is,
that the develapment of ME 7 was /T rey »ay By o/, and that
Of ME 1 was /U » gw > 30 > aw » ew/. But since we know from Tif-
Fin that these var{ants existed in the mid-eighteenth century,
before fay/, e/, had lowered to layl, fawt, 1t Seems Tmprobable
that Luick s correct an this point, A much more Plausible expla-
nation is that there was an &0 switch, so that feyl --+ foy/, and
fowf =3 Jows, Further, if this ware an exchanae rule this woyld
provide an explanation of why the two variants oecur togather, In
fact, there is no other way of offering an explanation for this
correlation, since 2lthough the two vowels could eas{ly he rafsed
or lowered together without using a switching rule, for this par-
ticular change fe/ has to be retracted to {0/, whereas fo/ has to
be fronted to fef, and the only way of effecting these twg di ffar-
ent changes 1n ane rule is by using an exchanoe rule. Varfables
were first introduced as means of treating assimilation and dis-
similation (Halle (1962)), and it seems possible to consider

feyd --3 fay/! and fowf =3 faws as a case of dissimilation of back-
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ness From the following off-qlide. That s, the chanoe can be
ot described and explained by assuming that the dialects con-

cerned added a rule of the form:

<hack ] y [Frback -high M-voc ]
sround| — ° |-=round -low -cons
i} =hack |

From this evidence, then, it seems indizputahle that lowering
can occur without centralization, and that alternations of this
cind do not mecessarily edther impadr intelligibi 11ty or produce
reroer of the participating sounds. It is also clear that a tone-
switch can be a suddep addition to a language, and there 95 some
svidence far vowel exchangs resulting from rule addition. 1
‘herefore conclude that objections to the Chomsky-Halle formulation

of the historical Vowsl Shift rule on these grounds are T11-founded,

Footnotes

This article is a much revised and expanded version of a paper |
"Exchange Rules and the Impairment of Intelligibility" presented

it the Annual Meetina of the Linquistic Socelty in New York,

December, 1968,

mnxnawww and Halle do not in fact clafm that the chanoe necessarily
resulted from the addition of an exchange rule, but point out that
e rule postulated could be the result of restructuring (p.258),

$3m1m are other questions that can be raised, for instance whether
tie historical evidence supports the 11ne of development ME T, w,

> feyf, fow/, and whether the formulation In The Sound Pattern of
rgliak, which uses three completely separate rules, is the correct
¥ay of describing what seems to have been a unitary process. See
Il fa (forthcoming) for a discussion of these and other points.
baq. Heloga Doblin of Skidmare College informs me that there is a
family 1iving in Kitchener, Ontario, Canada, which sti1] speaks
Nd Prussian, having made thaiy way from Prussia to Ireland in the
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17th century and thence to Canada at the time of the ootate famipe,
all the time nreserying 14 Prussian as their pative tongue, I
have not heen able to investigate this further.

e devised 3 shorthand system and appended a description of Eng-
Tish phonoloay, Thie appendix is reprinted in Ktikeritz,
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