Why are letters sometimes silent in English?
There are a number of reasons why letters are sometimes silent in English.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Frequently, the reason is historical: the letter was once pronounced. However, it is not anymore but the spelling hasn’t changed. There are many such words. One example of this is though /ðəʊ/. In this word, the final consonant cluster used to be pronounced like ‘ch’ in loch. (Note that in other words, the cluster has come to be pronounced as /f/. One example of this is the word enough: /iːnʌf/). The final -e in words like bite used to indicate that the word was pronounced with two syllables: bi.te. Further, it indicated that the preceding vowel was long [biːte]. Currently, -e is silent and of course, the pronunciation of the vowel ‘i’ has changed by the Great Vowel Shift: /baɪt/. Thus, silent letters may be a blast from the past.
Conversely, it has happened that letters have been added to words in the history of English. In this way, the spelling looked more like prestigious languages such as Latin and French at the time. These letters were never pronounced in English. Think, for example, of /b/ in debt. The original form was in fact dette, without ‘b’. The corresponding Latin word was debitum.
Letters may also be left unpronounced because they occur in difficult sound combinations. For example, /ndk/ in handkerchief is somewhat difficult and therefore people can be heard saying [hæŋkɜːtʃiːf].
Finally, a word may be borrowed from a language where the letter isn’t pronounced. A well-known example of this is silent ‘h’ (h-dropping) in French. H-dropping has been carried over into an (h)our from un (h)eur. Sometimes, the consonant IS pronounced in the donor language but it does not fit English phonological rules. This is the case for the initial /p/ words like psychology [saɪkɒlɒdʒi].
© (2018) Laura Rupp, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam


Why are letters sometimes silent in
English?

Thersare  number o reasons why etersare sometimes
sient i Englsh.

Fraquenty, e reason s histrca e et was once
pronounc. Howerer, 16t anymoce bt th spling hasrt
Changed.Traro are many such words. One oxame of
ST 55w, Inthe wors, h o consonant st 1sed t b0
pronounce ke o' Inoch. Nota ha  ir wods, i lstar
Pas cometo o pronounced s 1. Ono axample o s s he
wor cnough i, Th il - n words ke e used o niate
hat o wors was premouncad Wi ylabls: s Frter, £
nciated that 15 pecoing vowelwas o [bs]. Currnty, 5
st an ofcorse, e pronciaion of e vowe 7 has cranged
y e Gt Vowal S . Tis, st tiees may o a s
rom e past

‘Corveraly, it s appenad ha et v bosn aced o words
I thenstory o Engio.n i way, e spling locked mor e
presigous anguages suchas Laih and French at e . These
{otors waro nowr ronounced i Engiah Tk, or scampe, o
b Thacrignl form ws i fact o, wihout - The
comeaponiing Latin word was debum.

Loters may alsobe ot unpronounced because they occur
il scund combinatons.For xampe, e nFancharchfs
Somouhat il and hersor pecpl can b hed saya
e

Finsly, a vord may ba bomowsd fom a angusge whre s et
o panouncad. A el known exame of i o St 1 (-
ropoing)n Franch, H-oroppng s been carid ovr ntoan
Pour fomun . Sometinss, e consona 1S pronouncd
e conerangusoe bt o no  Enchah phonciogicl naes.
This i the casefor e il words ko peychoiogy fsakoloc)




