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Abstract. The study of English syntax provides insight into how the
language has evolved over the centuries. This thesis examines the historical
trajectory of English syntax, tracing its development from the highly inflected and
flexible structures of Old English through the transition of Middle English under
the influence of the Norman French to the more rigid and analytical structures of
Early Modern and Modern English. Major linguistic changes such as word order
standardization and auxiliary verb raising are analyzed to illustrate language
change. This study highlights the flexibility of English syntax in response to
cultural, social and linguistic influences throughout history.
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INTRODUCTION

The development of English syntax is a captivating journey that reflects
the broader evolution of the English language. Syntax, the arrangement of words
and phrases to create well-formed sentences, has undergone significant
transformations influenced by various socio-political, cultural, and linguistic
factors. This thesis explores the major phases in the historical development of
English syntax from Old English to Modern English, examining the key changes

that shaped the language's current structure.
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LITERATURE ANALYSIS AND METHODOLOGY

Old English, heavily influenced by Germanic roots and the Latin language
brought by Christian missionaries, featured a relatively free word order compared
to Modern English. The syntactic structure was heavily dependent on inflectional
endings that indicated grammatical relationships. Subject-verb-object (SVO)
order was not rigidly fixed, and verbs often appeared at the end of sentences. The
use of cases (nominative, accusative, genitive, dative) allowed for a flexible
syntax where meaning was conveyed through morphology rather than strict word
order.

The Norman Conquest of 1066 marked a significant turning point for the
English language. The influx of Norman French vocabulary and the decline of
Old English inflectional endings led to greater reliance on word order to convey
meaning. During this period, English syntax began to shift towards a more fixed
SVO order. The increased use of prepositions and the development of auxiliary
verbs also contributed to a more analytic structure. The gradual standardization of
English, propelled by the rise of literature and administrative documents, further
reinforced syntactic consistency.

The Early Modern English period was characterized by significant
grammatical and syntactic changes. The influence of the Renaissance and the
revival of classical learning brought Latin and Greek syntactic structures into
English. Innovations in literature, exemplified by Shakespeare’s complex
sentence constructions, showcased a blending of traditional and new syntactic
forms. The period also saw the development of auxiliary verbs (e.g., ‘do’ in
questions and negatives), modal verbs, and periphrastic constructions. These
changes established greater uniformity in sentence structures.

The syntax of Modern English became more standardized with the advent
of prescriptive grammar and dictionaries in the 18th century. The influence of
works such as Samuel Johnson’s dictionary and Robert Lowth’s grammar book
contributed to syntactic rules that remain influential today. Modern English

exhibits a fixed SVO order, the use of complex tenses, and the regular use of
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auxiliary and modal verbs. The rise of globalization and the spread of English as
a lingua franca have also influenced syntactic variation, creating distinctions
between British, American, and other global varieties of English.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis of the historical evolution of English syntax revealed several
key results. Word order in Old English was flexible due to the heavy reliance on
inflections. There was a tendency for verbs to appear at the end of sentences,
especially in subordinate clauses. The use of cases to mark grammatical relations
made syntax less reliant on word order. The decline in inflectional endings after
the Norman Conquest led to the increased importance of word order. By the end
of the period, the SVO word order began to stabilize. Auxiliary verbs began to
appear, though their use was not yet standardized. There was a marked shift
towards more rigid word order, with the fixed SVO structure becoming the norm.
The use of auxiliary verbs became more regular, and modal verbs began to emerge
in the syntax. The influence of Latin-based structures, such as periphrasis, was
notable. The syntactic structure in Modern English became more standardized.
The fixed SVO order was firmly established, and the use of auxiliary verbs in
questions and negatives became standardized. The introduction of prescriptive
grammar rules played a significant role in solidifying these structure.

The evolution of English syntax reflects a number of linguistic, social, and
cultural influences. The transition from a highly inflected language in Old English
to a more analytic and standardized syntax in Modern English can be seen as a
response to both internal linguistic factors and external socio-political forces.

CONCLUSION

The historical development of English syntax reflects the adaptability and
resilience of the language in response to social, political, and cultural changes.
From the inflectional flexibility of Old English to the analytic rigidity of Modern
English, syntax has evolved to accommodate new linguistic influences and
communicative needs. Understanding this development provides valuable

insights into the dynamic nature of language and its capacity for transformation.
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