
EXOGENOUS VERSUS ENDOGENOUS CHANGE: HOW WELL DOES THIS DISTINCTION HOLD WITHIN A 

LEVELLING VARIETY? 

Previous research comparing exogenous and endogenous changes has shown that they differ 

markedly in their progression within a community, particularly in terms of their incrementation, the 

“increase in frequency, extent, scope or specificity of a variable” (Labov, 1994). Exogenous changes, 

spread through adult-to-adult contact, often show imperfect replication of the constraints on use. 

Endogenous changes, acquired by children early on, preserve constraints between generations 

(Labov, 2007). However, recent research from London has shown that in some circumstances the 

distinction between these two processes is less clear cut. In their study of Multicultural London 

English Cheshire et al (2011) showed that the linguistic conditioning of GOOSE-fronting was not 

replicated by the youngest age cohort in their study, despite it being an endogenous change. This 

leads to a crucial question: to what extent do generalisations concerning the incrementation of 

different types of language change hold within a levelling variety? 

The present paper contributes to this question through the investigation of language change in 

Hastings in the southeast of England, a region where levelling is well underway (Altendorf & Watt, 

2008). I target two features for analysis. TH-fronting (1), where the labiodental fricative /f/ is variably 

used in place of the dental one /θ/; often described as a diffused, exogenous change. The second is 

GOOSE-fronting (2) where the back, high vowel in words such as news, two, super etc is moving 

forwards in the vowel space so that it overlaps with the FLEECE vowel. In contrast to TH-fronting, 

this change is often described as an endogenous change, brought about through internal phonetic 

pressures (Fridland, 2008).    

1. I think [fiŋk/θiŋk] it was called Hastings Health [hɛɫf/hɛɫθ] Authority [ɔforɪti/ɔθorɪti] (Jimmy, 49) 

2. Oh it was a super [sʉpə] school [skuɫ] (Roger, 82) 

Analysis of over 5,500 tokens in the speech of 42 speakers stratified by age (old, 60-91yrs; middle, 

35-51yrs; adolescents, 15-18yrs; and children, 8-10yrs) and gender was carried out. Results show 

that for TH-fronting, only position in word was a significant constraint and the hierarchy of 

final>medial>initial was replicated for each age cohort. The youngest speakers did not demonstrate 

the level of reorganisation expected for an exogenous change. TH-fronting appeared to ony 

increment in terms of frequency. In contrast, the constraints for the putative endogenous change, 

GOOSE-fronting, were not faithfully maintained in the youngest cohort. The frequently reported 

hierarchy of palatals > coronals > non-coronals within preceding phonetic environment was not 

replicated by the children who showed a lag in fronting in the post-palatal context. A number of 

different interpretations for these results are discussed. One possibility is that the change is 

reversing, possibly through the influence of non-native English varieties on the youngest cohort (e.g. 

Cheshire et al, 2011) or alternatively, the effect of increased salience of the feature (Labov et al, 

2013). Another possibility is that the reported reorganisation is simply the next stage in the ‘life-

cycle’ (cf Bermudez-Otero, 2007) of GOOSE-fronting in this variety.  

More broadly, the study suggests that the previously reported distinction between exogenous and 

endogenous changes in terms of their routes towards linguistic change, i.e. faithful transmission or 

reorganisation, are not preserved within a high contact, levelling variety. The results presented here 

further underline the important role that children play within language change processes. 


