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In his ISLE5 contribution in 2018, John McWhorter classified languages along a creole continuum 
into nine “boxes”, and placed English in box 4. The characteristics of box 4 languages feature a fair 
amount of structural simplification and language mixture, including lexical borrowing, which leads 
to derivational opacity. Mentioning lexical borrowing makes us immediately think of the French 
(Anglo-Norman/Anglo-French) and Latin intake of lexis into Middle English (1150–1500), which is 
variously estimated to comprise some forty to sixty per cent of the current vocabulary of the language 
(Durkin 2014).  

A historical sociolinguist is interested in the process of English becoming a “box 4 language” in both 
linguistic and extralinguistic terms. We know a good deal about the Norman invasion in 1066 and its 
linguistic aftermath, which ultimately made England into a trilingual language community.  There is 
also a vast amount of research into individual processes of linguistic change, much of it based on 
diachronic corpora and databases. However, we know considerably less about the ways in which 
these individual processes unfolded over time, in particular, whether they followed parallel paths of 
diffusion and rates of change.  

In this paper my aim is to shed light on the issue by means of a meta-analysis of 44 processes of 
linguistic change between 1150 and 1500 (Nevalainen et al. 2020). The data have been extracted from 
the Language Change Database (LCD) and are drawn from studies using the Helsinki Corpus of 
English Texts (HC). Lexical statistics based on the Oxford English Dictionary provide comparative 
material for studying the timing of the processes. 

The results reveal a distinct patterning in the diffusion of these changes. But to account for the 
observed patterns in their historical context, we will need to return to the circumstances that provided 
the backdrop for them, in the words of the popular satire, to “1066 and all that”. I will conclude by 
considering the political, social, and cultural ramifications of the Norman Conquest which, both 
directly and indirectly, contributed to English becoming a “box 4 language”. 
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