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In the old days they didn’t know how to write the letter ‘i’ so in environments they couldn’t use ‘i’ they used ‘j’ instead.  This was ambiguous.  So eventually ‘j’ was replaced with ‘i’.  All of this took place before anything got written down.  When ‘i’ or ‘j’ appeared in the syllable after the syllable that was important, then the vowel in the important syllable got changed because ‘i’ is a low front vowel. Eventually this vowel caused the vowel in front of it to go forward again, and up.  This is called ‘i-mutilation’. Unfortunately this happened before anything could be written, so we have very few traces of this upwards movement today. 

Scholars disagree when i-mutilation occurred, though it was probably all over in 6th century Northumbria.  This explains why they said ‘foti’ instead of ‘feet’, and ‘gosi’ rather than ‘geese’.  This only ever happened in the accusative case though.  When they only wanted something indirectly they gave it to the dative, which is why i-mutilation only occurs sporadically.


There are places where i-mutilation doesn’t happen, largely in Europe.  The Dutch, for example, still say ‘mannen’ whereas the English say ‘men’ – because the ‘i’ that was once in the word ‘men’ got mutilated.  No mutilation took place in the Low Countries, except in Frisian, where the relatives of many present-day English people live.


An interesting example of i-mutilation comes in books.  Years ago people said ‘boci’, but because the final syllable was only pronounced indistinctly this was pronounced ‘boc-e’, with an ‘e’ or a murmur.  This later was lost, although no trace of the loss is apparent.  But before that happened the ‘i’ caused mutilation of the vowel in front, which changed to ‘ee’.  About the same time the letter spelled ‘c’ was pronounced ‘ch’, which meant that you could spell ‘book’ ‘beech’.  Later the ‘ch’ sound changed to a ‘k’. The same thing happened to the word ‘cheese’. This is called palatal dipthongisation, but it only ever happened in the accusative plural, because that was the main object of the sentence.


i-mutilation didn’t happen in all dialects, only occurs sporadically in Kentish, and didn’t happen in areas where there were many Celts.  It is a prehistorical change, therefore, whose effects were radical enough to allow scholars to distinguish straightforward varieties of late Northern Teutonic people from their relatives in Europe, eg. in Frisia.  But because i-mutilation happened at a time when nothing was written down, scholars must defer its effects.

