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In this wide-ranging presentation, I start with the Neogram-
marians of the 19th century and outline their approach to lan-
guage change, especially sound change. I argue that, despite 
challenges to their views over the years, they basically got it 
right, whether wittingly or unwittingly, in recognizing three and 
only three mechanisms of change. These mechanisms are pho-
netically driven sound change (regular almost by definition but 
also by virtue of being based in phonetic production), anal-
ogy (of all sorts), and borrowing (representing all manner of 
changes based in language contact). After illustrating these 
three mechanisms and demonstrating a central role for anal-
ogy in helping us to understand the Neogrammarian approach 
to sound change, I argue that they are consistent with the three 
key aspects/dimensions of language, namely the physical/

anatomical dimension, the cognitive dimension, and the social 
dimension, respectively. 

Moreover, inasmuch as language exists for humans in diachro-
ny, i.e. across time, but joined with the fact that as humans we 
live in a continuous synchrony, this view gives us a basis for a 
reassessment of any synchronically oriented linguistic theory 
that ignores the social dimension. This presentation also pro-
vides an opportunity to offer a critique both of lexical diffusion 
and of grammaticalization, arguing (à la Kiparsky 1995) that 
lexical diffusion is nothing more than regular sound change 
plus analogy, and that both run counter to Occam’s Razor, 
since they add to the change mechanisms we need to recog-
nize without any accompanying or resulting benefit. 
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