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This week we use the principles of evolution as a metaphor to examine cultural change in
our history as human beings. We will focus on language change, both in the past and in
today’s digital world, and then we will turn to music. You’ll have the chance to consider
these topics in your own competition entries—and remember, top entries have the
chance to win prizes!
Keep in mind you are not expected to read every class cover to cover: we’ve provided
lots of links to further reading and extra material, but you are welcome to focus on what
is most interesting to you!
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COMPETITIONS & PRIZES

We encourage you to participate in as many competitions as you
can, but they are not compulsory. After the deadline for each
competition, 2 winners will be awarded with Amazon vouchers
and top entries will be published on Inspire Digital.
How to submit your entry:
• Complete your competition entry and make sure it follows the
guidelines listed for that competition
• Fill out the competition cover sheet
• Email your entry and your cover sheet to us at
inspire@sjc.ox.ac.uk

The deadline for all competition entries for Class 4 is 5pm on
Wednesday 2 December 2020.
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Competition 7: Language evolution....................................................4
Competition 8: What even are words anymore?................................6
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LANGUAGE EVOLUTION
Evolution occurs in culture as well as in the natural world.
One example of this is language evolution. All languages
change over the course of time, for a whole range of reasons.
We can broadly divide the causes of language change into
internal and external factors; below I’m going to consider
the evolution of English to illustrate this point.
External Change Factors
The earliest records we have of the
English language go back to the eighth
century, where we can find single words,
‘glosses’, written in Latin manuscripts
to explain the meaning of individual
Latin words. Like other Germanic
languages, Old English had gender
and cases; nouns could be masculine,
feminine or neuter and a noun’s

subjects covered:
English, Linguistics,
Modern Languages
Click here to read
this article on Inspire
Digital!

function in a sentence was determined
by its ending. Old English was subject
to three major external influences:
contact with the Christian Church, the
immigration of Scandinavian-speaking
settlers, particularly in the North, and
the Norman Conquest. Words were
borrowed from Latin (the language
of the Church, such as mass, bishop,
priest), Old Norse (scum, law, egg, die)

and from Norman French (mutton, gaol,
pork, dungeon, guardian). Sometimes a
language acquires new words to express
newly imported concepts or objects, such
as Church terminology. Sometimes language
borrowing works to split up a semantic field
(a group of related meanings) to make
meaning more precise. Thus, Old English
had foam, but contact with Norse speakers
allowed a new distinction between clean
and dirty bubbles: foam and scum. Old
English did not have a separate term for the
meat from an animal (it just stuck the word
flæsc ‘flesh’ onto the end of the animal
name, as in modern German). It was the
Norman aristocrats who were eating the
meat that their English serfs were rearing,
so they called it by its familiar Norman
French names: beef and pork. The peasants
kept to the old words: swine, sheep, ox and
cow. In other cases, the borrowing of new
words seems quite random. Old English had
perfectly good words for ‘law’, ‘egg’ and ‘to
die’: æ, ey, and sweltan (compare this to
‘it’s sweltering hot’), so it’s not clear why
the Norse words should have been adopted
instead.
Internal Changes
Internal changes were also underway
in Old English. The old case system began
to disappear; noun endings that had been
quite distinct, such as -a or -an or -as,
started to coalesce around -e, -en and
-es (with e pronounced as a kind of [uh])
sounds. Would this change have happened
anyway, or was it a consequence of Old
English speakers coming into contact

with Old Norse speakers who used a
different, but related, set of endings?
We can’t be sure, but the immigration
of Norman French speakers certainly
accelerated the demise of the different
case endings.
Later Changes
The same patterns of change have
continued through the history of
English. New words have come into the
language through cultural contact with
other language speakers, particularly as
a consequence of imperial expansion
(karaoke, bungalow, ketchup, avocado)
or exposure to new kinds of knowledge
or technology (syndrome, optics,
existentialism). New words have been
coined or invented to express new
concepts: the Old English thrifaldness
was invented to express the concept of
the Trinity, but was eventually replaced
by a Latin-derived term; language purists
often used to complain about television
because it combines a Greek prefix with
a Latin stem. Calque is a term for a word
or phrase that is a literal translation
of a word that originates in another
language: flea market; masterpiece;
pineapple; antibody; stormtroopers.
Internal language change has
continued too. Noun endings finally
disappeared (with a couple of exceptions
– plurals and genitive -s); the verbs
simplified so that only the third person
singular -s was retained in regular verbs;
nouns lost their grammatical gender,
or, rather, the idea of gender became
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associated with nouns denoting only male or female
people or creatures: girl, ram, actress, chairman. Rather
oddly, ships and some countries became identified as
female; there is much speculation as to why. The second
person singular pronoun thou (with thee, thy and thine)
vanished except, for a while at least, in addressing God
when praying. This was a consequence of the originally
plural form you becoming first the polite, and then the
only form for addressing one person – unlike French and
German which retain the tu / vous, du / Sie distinction,
or Icelandic which has abandoned the polite form and
only has a singular / plural distinction in þú and þið. This
development has left standard English without a clear
second person plural pronoun; consequently, some
varieties of English have filled that gap: Irish and Scouse
youse or Southern US English y’all.
Changes in Speaking
Above all, English pronunciation has changed.
During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries a change
known as the Great Vowel Shift occurred (this is the
main reason why our spelling system is so far from being
phonological, or why words are often pronounced so
differently from how they are spelled). The long vowels
in English mostly moved higher and further forward in
the mouth and new diphthongs (two sounds sounded
together) were created. Have you ever wondered why in
English we have the same vowel for a short i as in most
other languages, and yet the long vowel sounds radically
different? Think about pin and kind, for example. The
vowel in the second is clearly not a longer version of the

first; the long vowel became diphthongized as part of
the Great Vowel Shift.
Changes in pronunciation are still ongoing. If you
listen to the Queen’s Christmas broadcasts from the early
years of her reign as opposed to last year’s, you will see
how much her usage has changed over the years. One
marked tendency in pronunciation change is spelling
pronunciation. People used to pronounce waistcoat as
‘weskit’ (you might still hear this with very old speakers);
golf would be pronounced to rhyme with oaf by upperclass speakers. The first syllable of constable and Covent
Garden were pronounced if the vowel were a ‘u’ rather
than an ‘o’; in fact the Cambridge Dictionary gives the ‘u’
pronunciation as standard British.
Underway at present is a change in forehead from
something like ‘forrid’ to pronunciation in line with
spelling; so too worry is undergoing what linguists
call ‘unrounding’: the o, formerly pronounced as ‘uh’
(as in cut) is becoming ‘o’ (as in pot). If you check the
Cambridge Dictionary pronunciations for these words,
you’ll see that the Dictionary has not caught up with
these two changes.
Complaining about Language Change
People have been aware for centuries that language
is evolving. William Caxton, the pioneer of printing,
noted in 1490: ‘And certainly our language now used
varieth far from that which was used and spoken when I
was born’. In the early modern period, a huge number of
new borrowings came into English with the rediscovery
of Greek learning. While writers and scholars celebrated

the arrival of exciting new words and hastened to use
them, others complained that they did not know what
these words meant. Prototype dictionaries, called ‘Lists
of Hard Words’, subsequently became very popular. Later
still, intellectuals began to worry that language change
meant that Shakespeare and Milton would become as
obscure and difficult to understand as Chaucer, and they
looked for ways of fixing language. In the late seventeenth
century, an academy was proposed to approve new words;
this never really got off the ground, unlike the Académie
Française, which had – and still has – a language policing
role across the Channel. In 1697, Daniel Defoe, author of
Robinson Crusoe, was a keen proponent:
The Work of the Society should be to encourage Polite
Learning, to polish and refine the English tongue, and
advance the so much neglected Faculty of Correct
Language, to establish Purity and Propriety of Stile, and
to purge it from all the Irregular Additions that Ignorance
and Affectation have introduc’d.

In his ‘Plan for an English Dictionary’ (1747), Samuel
Johnson claimed that such an undertaking might produce
‘a dictionary by which the pronunciation of our language
may be fixed, and its attainment facilitated; by which
its purity may be preserved, its use ascertained, and its
duration lengthened’. By the time he came to publish
the Dictionary in 1755, he had discovered that language
change was both inevitable and impossible to prevent:
‘tongues, like governments, have a natural tendency to
degeneration; we have long preserved our constitution,
let us make some struggles for our language’, he urged.
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Language Evolution Now
Was Johnson right about English degenerating? Nowadays, linguists see their work
as descriptive, rather than prescriptive; they investigate how language is actually used in
practice, rather than producing rules about how language should be used. This does not
stop many non-linguists from complaining about other people’s usage. They often find
new words offensive: slang, shortenings, acronyms, or new pronunciations, especially
when the variant is associated with a particular social class or group. But, as Johnson
discovered, language is in a constant state of change.
Or does language evolution imply language improvement? English’s openness to
change in terms of word-borrowing has given it a much bigger vocabulary than many
other European languages – although of course other words have simply dropped out of
use. Amateur critics argue that language used to be ‘better’ (usually in some unspecified
way) in the old days. At the same time, we know that language constantly evolves to
meet the communicational, social and creative requirements of the community that uses
it. One thing is for certain: just like William Caxton in 1490, I know that the English we
speak today has changed a great deal from the English spoken in my childhood – and the
same will be true in fifty years’ time. How it will change though is another question.

EXPLORE LANGUAGE EVOLUTION FURTHER...

See if you can find a word that has come into English from the following
languages: Icelandic (NOT Old Norse); Greenlandic / Inuit; Malay; Australian
Aboriginal; Nahuatl; Hindi.
Semantic change is an important part of language evolution: words change
meaning. See if you can trace the semantic change(s) undergone by: geek, silly,
weird, box, beads, deer, fee.
How language changes over time on TED.com: This playlist of TED talks explores
how language changes and new words come to be.
Why does language change over time? on BBC Bitesize
Is English changing?
How the English language has changed over the decades
Changing voices

Professor Carolyne Larrington, Tutorial Fellow in English Literature

COMPETITION 7: LANGUAGE EVOLUTION
Find someone your parents’ age or older, and ask them what words for
common objects they used to use when they were young that they don’t
use or hear other people using any more. For example, wood lice can be
referred to as cheesy bugs, roly polies, woodpigs or even something else
depending on where you come from. Some of these words may be dialect
and not a part of Standard English; others may have fallen out of use. If
you speak a different language at home, it might be worth thinking about
the interaction between this language and English. Think about why these
words may have fallen out of use, and write a 300-word essay about what
you have found.

CLICK HERE TO SUBMIT
YOUR ANSWER
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technologies and innovations. If you ask
your grandparents what a story is, they are
more likely to define this word as a narrative
or anecdote rather than a short video you
watch on Instagram or Snapchat—this is an
indication of change in progress.

subjects covered:
English, Linguistics

DIGITAL ENGLISH: WHAT EVEN ARE
WORDS ANYMORE?

Click here to read
this article on Inspire
Digital!

If you have read Carolyne Larrington’s article Language Evolution, you will already
know a lot about how language evolves, and in particular about how English has
evolved over the last several centuries. But these days, language is changing faster
than ever before—how many times have your parents (or even an older sibling) told
you that they have no idea what you’re saying?
New modes of communication
Since computers started appearing
in homes in the 1980s, we have
learned to communicate with each
other in entirely new ways. The most
direct effect of this on language is the
creation of new words to describe our
new modes of communication. A great
example of this is the shortening of the
original electronic mail to E-mail, which

has since contracted entirely to email.
Much of the language around new
technology uses metaphors like this,
which express new concepts in terms
of familiar ones. Some other examples
are desktop, folders and cloud. The
meaning of words like these has shifted
drastically in the past few decades, and
this is still happening: we are constantly
developing new shifts to describe new

English as a global lingua franca
Because so many computing advances
and social media networks have been made
in English, the words we use to talk about
our digital world also tend to be in English.
This has accelerated the development of
English as a global lingua franca, or a shared
language used to facilitate communication
between speakers of different languages.
Other languages have borrowed a number
of words from English to describe the digital
world: an Instagram story is likely to be a
story no matter where you are in the world.
Throughout most of human history, the
people you encountered and the community
you were part of were determined by where
you lived, the language spoken there, and
your age, gender, class and other such
characteristics. But with the increased
mobility of the modern world, and with
the advent of computers and the internet,
people have been able to connect across
greater distances in increasingly convenient
ways.
Given this increased level of connectivity,
people can now encounter speakers of other
languages more easily than ever before.
This digital mobility has also contributed
to English’s role as a global lingua franca:
communities on the internet are now shaped
more by shared interests than geography,

making for much more linguistically
diverse communities. This means that
not only do speakers interact with
other languages more often, but the
languages they do speak are influenced
more and more by other languages.
This is something you may have
experienced yourself: if you or your
close friends speak a different language
at home than at school, you’re likely to
find those languages influencing each
other both in your everyday speech and
in the way you use language in digital
contexts (like texting or social media).
New ways of expressing meaning
But it is not just the need for a
global lingua franca that has driven
the development of English in recent
times. Before the internet, we usually
encountered language in either spoken
or written forms – in conversation with
other people, in books, in films and
so on. But in the digital world, we use
language in entirely new ways: trying
to convey emotions in writing leads
us to using all caps or manipulating
grammatical structures (such as in
doge memes). Our friends understand
perfectly well when we text them a
string of emojis. Memes originally
relied on humorous interactions
between images and text, but can now
be any form of internet-based cultural
reference, which one linguist has
argued is reminiscent of folklore.
These new ways of expressing
meaning work because we as speakers
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assign meaning to language. Words
don’t inherently mean things in and of
themselves; it is only the agreement
of a community of speakers that gives
a word the power to mean something.
Young people are particular drivers
of language change in this regard –
because they adopt new technologies
and social media more quickly and
holistically than older people, they are
the ones generating new meanings for
words like story.
With the internet, we have
developed new communicative units
that serve a similar meaning-making
purpose to words: emojis, memes,
hashtags and more. The way these
units are put together (into Instagram
stories, YouTube videos, Tumblr posts,
etc.) is similar to the way words are put
together into sentences. In this way,
we are using the internet to blur the
boundaries of what we traditionally
think of as language.
And the evolution of English hasn’t
stopped there: the internet has birthed
a variety of new language games
that play with sounds and syllables
(Benedict Cumberbatch memes are a
great example). We now say “lol” and
“omg” out loud. The search-engine
based structure of the internet itself
has even led to the linguistic ploy of
Voldemorting, a means of confusing
search engines through synonyms and
misdirection. These are all examples

of language crossing the boundaries
between the traditional and the digital
worlds, and in the process changing
how we use language to interact with
those worlds.
So what will English be like in the
future? With all the changes and
developments underway now, it is hard
to say, but what is clear is that language
has never evolved as quickly and
dramatically as it is evolving now. Many
people find this a cause for concern, but
others are rejoicing in the creativity and
identity-affirming freedom this allows
speakers all across the world.
Maren Fichter, Inspire Project
Support Officer

FURTHER READING:
• A linguist explains the grammar of
Doge. Wow.

COMPETITION 8: WHAT EVEN ARE
WORDS ANYMORE?
The American Dialect Society, an organisation studying varieties of American
English, chooses an annual ‘word of the year’. Here are a few recent examples
of the ADS’s words of the year:
Year

Word of the year

Notes

2013

because

introducing a noun, adjective, or other part of speech:
‘because reasons’ or ‘because awesome’

2014

#blacklivesmatter

in response to the rise of the Black Lives Matter
movement

2015

they (singular)

‘they’ used as a singular third-person pronoun (‘They’
also became the ADS’s word of the decade earlier this
year)

2017

fake news

in response to the 2016 US presidential election

2019

pronouns

referring to personal pronouns; for example: ‘my
personal pronouns are she/her/hers’

• Will we all speak emoji language in
a couple of years?
• A linguist explains the rules of
summoning Benedict Cumberbatch
• Welcome to Voldemorting, the
ultimate SEO dis
• We will have meme folklorists

You can see that these are quite different to what we might usually think
of as ‘words’. What can you conclude about the American Dialect Society’s
approach to choosing a ‘word of the year’, especially in terms of what it means
for something to be defined as a word? Using the resources on this page, write
a 300-word essay in which you consider this topic.

CLICK HERE TO SUBMIT
YOUR ANSWER
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HOW HAS MUSIC EVOLVED?

One key concern for the evolution of
music is that of ‘natural selection’. Aspects
of music – instrumental, tonal, rhythmic or
stylistic – have changed and developed in
different ways. However, unlike biological
evolution, these elements do not cease to
exist when a more popular version emerges
and becomes the dominant form through
reproduction. Elements become more
popular, but others survive and become
revitalised with new trends. Classical music
continued to exist even when popular
composers moved towards more Romantic
forms of expression. As such, the hierarchical
and progressive implications typically
associated with the word ‘evolution’ feel
inconsistent with the range of musical
genres.
The next question we must ask is how
does music exist? Music has multiple states
of being:

Now that we have looked at evolution in language, let us examine evolution in another
important part of our culture: music. While some principles of evolution, like natural
selection, do not work quite the same here as in biological evolution, this is still a useful
metaphor for examining changes in the history of music itself, as well as changes in the
role of music in society.
It is easy to dismiss music as a linear
trajectory of styles (see Pentatonix,
‘Evolution of Music’). However,
music history is not so simple. It is
a web of interrelated genres which
share characteristics, histories and
audiences, and coexist across time. If

evolution is “variation...inherited” by
intergenerational transmission through
competitive selection (Darwin, 1859),
how has music maintained its various
forms of existence across millennia
as lifeless notations or brief, transient
performances?

These three states depend upon
one another in order to create music
that humans can experience. However,
they each have flaws which undermine
traditional notions of evolution being an
inherited difference. Firstly, the notated
composition is a lifeless script waiting
to be invigorated by a performer. Yet,
each performance of it is unique; the
performer(s) can neither recreate the
work exactly as the composer intended
nor as they last performed it. Neither can
the listener experience the same piece
in exactly the same way on different
occasions: there are simply too many
variable factors. Viewing the music
as a ‘concept’ which overrides these
three modes of existence enables us to
engage with music in the evolutionary
context.
The concept of chamber music is a
prime example of musical ‘evolution’.
Initially appearing in the medieval
period, chamber music was composed
for and performed by small groups of
instrumentalists with the purpose of
entertaining patrons (who employed
the musicians) within their homes.
Throughout history, the features of
these compositions depended on the
desires of the patron.
Changes in style happened not out
of necessity for music to survive, but
so as to thrive in the private dwellings
of the rich and their friends. However,
with the beginnings of printed music
publishing in the mid-fifteenth century,
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these works began to filter through to
the wider public. Since then, performers
have continued to perform these works
to audiences. Meanwhile, composers
have identified features they wished
to preserve and those they wished to
change: some for the sake of art, others
for profit from their audiences. New
genres have appeared and old genres
have been modified, both with varying

degrees of popularity. Musical elements
remain available to be adopted into new
styles and older forms can be revitalised at
any time. In this way, music becomes timeless
and immune to the natural selection (and
subsequent eradication) associated with
biological evolution. Rather than survival,
adaptations in music are contingent on
the desires of the composers, performers
and audiences of the past, present and

future. Unfavourable characteristics are
able to ‘lie dormant’, as it were, and await
future reincarnation through composition
and performance. The fact that music’s
three states of being are not fixed (or alive)
enable it to be remodelled for any context
or purpose. Whilst genres have developed
and coexisted across time, their popularity
has fluctuated according to the demands of
culture.

Perhaps, then, it is music’s very
essence as lifeless notation brought alive
through unrepeatable performances
that has enabled it to simultaneously
preserve itself and evolve across time.
Dominique Simpson, former
Assistant Access & Outreach Officer
at St John’s College

LOOKING FOR A NEW PODCAST TO GET STUCK INTO?
The University of Oxford provides a huge variety of podcasts on every topic
imaginable, from cutting-edge scientific research to exciting events happening now
at the University. You can find these on the University website or on Apple Podcasts.
Here are a few of our favourites:

Linguamania

OXPLORE: DOES MUSIC MAT TER?

Modern Fairies

Unlocking Late Schumann
Futuremakers
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