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D@03<5=B0 =0CG=>3> B5:AB0 ?> A?5F80;L=>AB8. 
LanguageChange 

Languageschangewithtime. The change is gradual in the sense that there is and 
should be no gap between any two subsequent generations – they do understand each 

other and can communicate successfully, and this is essential for continuity in 

society. On the other hand, changes are introduced constantly, and over the lifetime 

of a few generations the cumulative effect may be substantial. Grandchildren often 
feel that their grandparents talk differently but the difference between Shakespeare's 

English and, say, modern American English is so pronounced that the identity of 

language is called into question. 
Language changes are usually more dramatic at the times of social and political 

cataclysms, such as wars, revolutions, and political reorganizations. Changes are 

especially noticeable when a speech community is separated into two parts as a result 

of such an event, and the contacts between those parts are disrupted for a few 
generations. In each of the two communities, normal changes then continue to occur 

but they are not the same, and the distance between the languages of these speech 

communities steadily increases. Thus, when the Russians first annexed the corner of 
the Baltic coast between what is now Estonia to the West and Finland to the North 

some 300 years ago, the difference between Estonian and Finnish, two sibling 

languages, was barely even dialectal – the languages were essentially the same. Now 

they are certainly different languages. Similarly, the Russian revolution of 1917 
separated some 3 million emigreés from the rest of the population, and only half a 

century later, the Russians abroad already spoke and wrote a dialect of Russian 

clearly distinct from Soviet Russian. 
The reason for continuous changes is clear enough – it is primarily the desire to 

express one's thoughts better and, vying for attention, innovatively. It is not at all 

accidental that the most conspicuous and usually short-lived innovations occur with 

youngsters, in their grade-school to high-school slangs. Those change considerably 
every five to ten years if not sooner, so that even older siblings sometimes have 

trouble following the younger ones' conversations. What is less clear is the direction 

of the changes. Native speakers do seem to prize economy, and explanations of 
changes in terms of 'simplicity' or 'laziness' are common. It is indeed true that 

morphological cases, for instance, are much likelier to disappear that to be introduced 

into a language which has none. Languages without cases and other well-developed 

paradigms may be perceived as easier to learn – however, the prepositional structures 
which take the place of the cases are not at all conceptually simpler or easier to 

maintain. Besides, in phonology, for instance, the substitution of one sound with 

another can hardly ever be convincingly explained in terms of economy. 

Some languages tend to change less and others more, even in comparable 
social and political environments. Languages which change less over long periods of 

time are perceived as 'archaic.' This is usually measured loosely and 

impressionistically as the degree of deviation from some earlier stage in the history of 
the language. Thus, if the common ancestor for some two sibling languages is known 

or can be reconstructed with the methods of comparative linguistics, each of the 

siblings can be compared to the ancestor and measured in terms of common structural 



 

elements. It will emerge, for instance, from such a comparison of Arabic and Hebrew 

with its common source that Arabic is more archaic than Hebrew because it has kept 

much more of the original complex Semitic verb structure as well as of its ancient 
pronunciation than has Hebrew – and this is in spite of the fact that Arabic has been 

alive for all this time and Hebrew was reduced in status to the sacred language for 

centuries at a time. Similarly, Lithuanian is very archaic in comparison to its sibling 

Latvian and to its Slavic cousins and Germanic and Romance second cousins in that 
it shares certain structural qualities of Sanscrit, a recorded ancient Indo-European 

language believed to be an immediate descendant of the Proto-Indo-European, the 

common ancestor of all Indo-European languages. Like dialects, extremely non-
archaic, "runaway" languages can be characterized as radical. 

Within the same language, certain levels of linguistic structure are more 

susceptible to change and other are more conservative. It is the higher levels which 

submit to change easily and but not the lower ones. Most conspicuous and rapid 
changes are lexico-semantical and concern words. The least frequent changes concern 

the phonology of a language. 
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