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Course description

The course is concerned with the general principles involved in language change, the 
linguistic and sociolinguistic processes which trigger language change, and the implications 
of historical linguistics for the theory of language. The first part of the course introduces 
students to the mechanisms of language change in phonology, morphology, syntax, and 
semantics. The second part of the course addresses more theoretical issues: the social and 
psychological mechanisms involved in language change, the relationship between language 
variation and language change, language contact, grammaticalization, and the invisible hand 
phenomenon. 

Prerequisites

Basic knowledge of phonetics/phonology and morphosyntax (there will be a 
phonetics/phonology quiz on Nov. 9th)

Requirements

Short presentations
Homework assignments 10%
Final exam (in class) 40% 
Take home paper 50% 

The homework assignments and the take home exam must be typed.

Readings

1. Reading package in front of my office
2. Script can be downloaded from my homepage



Course schedule

20.4. Introduction

26.4. The IE language family and the comparative method
(Trask 1996: chap 7+8)

4.5. Phonological change 1: Ease of articulation
(Trask 1996: chap 3)

11.5. Phonological change 2: The strive for symmetry 
(Trask 1996: chap 4)

18.5. Lexical and semantic change 1
(Trask 1994: chap 2)

25.5. Lexical and semantic change 2
Student presentations

1.6. Morphological change 
(Trask 1996: 5) 

8.6. Grammaticalization 1
(Trask 1996: 6) + (Hopper & Traugott 1993: chap 1)

16.6. Fällt aus (LOT summer school)

22.6. Grammaticalization 2
(Bybee & Thompson 1997)

29.6. Sociolinguistic aspects of language change 
(Trask 1996: chap 10)

6.7. Geographical and lexical diffusion 
(Chambers & Trudgill 1998; Aitchison 2001: chap 6)

13.7. The invisible hand phenomenon 
(Keller 1994: 72-95)

14.7. Final exam
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