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About this book 

Etymologies appeal to people with a very wide variety of interests and 
intellectual backgrounds. A very few people, such as myself, spend most 
of their time researching etymologies. A slightly larger number do so very 
occasionally. Many, many more people look at etymologies, but have never 
researched any themselves. Some people will never even have thought of ety­
mologies as things which need to be researched. Particularly when etymolo­
gies are encountered in the compressed form found in many dictionaries, 
they"can seem to be a given, rather than the (often very tentative) results of 
extensive research. 

This book is intended for anyone who has taken the important 11rst step 
of realizing that etymologies are the result of research, and would like to 
discover something about the nature of that research, and the principles 
and methodologies which underlie it. 

I have attempted to frame this book so that it is addressed most centrally 
to someone who has an interest in historical linguistics, the study of how 
languages change and develop over time. Etymology is a part of this wider 
Held, and anyone's understanding of etymology will be greatly enriched by 
at least some acquaintance with the broader concerns of the discipline as a 
whole. Readers who are entirely new to this Held may find that they get much 
more out of this book if they read it in conjunction with one of the many 
excellent general textbook introductions to historical linguistics, such as 
Schendl (2001 )  or, in slightly greater depth, MiliaI' (2007, which is a revised 
edition of Trask 1 996) or Camp bell (2004); for an excellent introduction to 
a wide variety of linguistic topics focussing on the vocal?ulary of English see 
Katamba (2005). 

When deciding what to cover in this book and in how much detail, I 
have tried to pay particular attention to those areas which are important for 
etymology but which receive relatively little attention in most introductory 
books on historical linguistics. Nonetheless, I have also endeavoured to 
ensure that the book provides a balanced account of all aspects of etymol­
ogy, especially for readers who arc prepared to follow up references to fuller 
discussions of any topics which may be new or unfamiliar. 
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Most of my examples will be drawn from English, since this is  the one 
language that any reader of this book will necessarily have some kriowledge 
of. However, my aim has been to assume no particular knowledge about 
the history of the English language, beyond the explanations and further 
references given in the text. Drawing examples from the history of English 

also brings the advantage that I have in many cases been able to make use 
of very recent research for the new edition of the Oxford Ellglish Dictio/wl)) 

with which I have been involved personally. 
There are no exercises, but at various points in the text I have listed 

further examples of the phenomena discussed, which readers can pursue 
if they wish in etymological dictionaries. Access to a good etymological 
dictionary of English would be of great benefit to anyone reading this book. 
In particulaI� access to the full Oxford DIg/ish Dictionmy, especially in its 
online version (www.oed.com). would be of especial benefit, so that many 
examples given here in summary form can be pursued in greater detail. (The 
dictionary can be access cd online via most institutional libraries and many 
public libraries.) 

1 
Introduction 

1 . 1  What is ctymology? 1 

1 .2 Somc basic COllccptS: two 

CXIUlllllc ctymologics 3 

1 . 1  What is ctymology? 

1 .3 Why study ctymology? 22 

1.4 What all ctymologist docs 3 1  

A s  w c  will see i n  this chapter, etymology can tell u s  that English Fiar 

was borrowed from Old French Fere 'brother', which in turn developed 
from Latin F{lter 'brother'. It can also tell liS, perhaps rather more sur­
prisingly, that Latin F{lIer is ultimately related to English brother, and 
that English foot is related to Latin pes 'foot' and Armenian olll 'foot'. 
Just as surprisingly, it can tell us that, in spite or the resemblance in 
form, English care and Latin Cl/ra 'care' are definitely not related to 
onc another, nor are Latin dellS 'god' and Greek t!zeDs 'god'. Etymology 
can also trace dramatic changes in meaning: ror instance, English trea­

cle originally had the meaning 'medicine', and comes ultimately from a 
Greek word which originally meant 'antidote against a. venomous bite'; sad 

originally had the meaning 'satisfied'. How we trace such developments, 
and what they tell lIS about linguistic history, will be the topic of this 
book. 

Etymology is the investigation of word histories. It has traditionally been 
concerned most especially with those word histories in which the racts are 
not certain, and where a hypothesis has to be constructed to account either 
for a word's origin or for a stage in its history. That might be a stage in its 
meaning history, or in its formal history, or in the history of its spread from 
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2 I NTRODU C T I O N  

one language to another or from one group of speakers to another. T!le term 
is also used more broadly to describe the whole endeavour of attempting to 
provide a coherent account of a word's history (or pre-history). As we will . 
see in the course of this book, many of the basic methodological assump­
tions made in etymological research are the same regardless of whether we 
are looking at well-documented periods of linguistic history or at periods 
earlier than our earliest documentary records. Indeed, even someone who is 
primarily concerned only with attempting to solve hitherto unresolved diffi­
culties of word history can only do so by building on the knowledge of many 
other word histories which have been much more securely established . For 
this reason, very many of the illustrative examples in this book will come 
from word histories which are very secure and not in any doubt, since they 
often provide the surest foundation for further investigation. Nonetheless, 
we will also look at some rather more difficult cases along the way. 

Etymology forms part of the wider field of historical linguistic research, 
that is to say of attempts to explain how and why languages have changed 
and developed in the ways that they have. However, it does not concern itself 
exclusively with a particular linguistic level, as does for instance historical 
phonology (the study of speech sounds and of their deployment in ways 
which convey distinct meaning), historical morphology (the study of word 
forms as used to convey grammatical relationships), historical semantics 
(the study of the meaning of words), or historical syntax (the study of the 
meaning relations between words within a sentence). This is not to suggest 
for a moment that historical phonologists, morphologists, semanticists, 
or syntacticians never pay any attention to anything other than phonol­
ogy, morphology, semantics, or syntax respectively. However, etymology 
is rather different, in that ail individual word history will almost never be 
explicable in terms of only one linguistic level. Typically, some arguments 
or at least tacit assumptions about word form, probably involving issues of 
both historical phonology and morphology, will be combined with some 
arguments or assumptions about word meaning. In fact, etymology can be 
defined as the application, at the level of an individual word, of methods and 
insights drawn from many different areas of historical linguistics, in order to 
produce a coherent account of that word's history. One of the most exciting 
aspects of etymology is that this sort of detailed work on individual word 
histories sometimes throws up interesting results which can have a much 
broader significance in tracing the history of a language (whether that be 
with regard to phonology, morphology, etc.), especially when we can find 

,--
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SOME BASIC CON CEPTS: TWO EXA MPLE ETY M O L O G IES 3 

parallels across a group of difTerent word histories. Additionally, it is often 
crucial that questions of (non-linguistic) cultural and intellectual history are 
considered in tandem with questions or linguistic history. I 

As well as using the word etymology as an abstract noun, we can also 
talk about an etYlllology, that is to say an account of a word's history. In 
the next section, we will look at two representative etymologies in some 
detail, as a practical way of introducing some basic concepts and at the 
same time some questions and issues which will concern us in much more 
detail later. The first example involves some very well-documented periods 
of linguistic history, while the second (which is rather more complex) will 
offer a first foray into historical reconstruction at a very considerable time 
depth. Concepts that we will explore include: 

• tracing the linear history of a word 
• change in word form 
• change in word meaning 
• borrowing 
• genetic relationships between languages 

• cognates 
• comparative reconstruction 
• sound change 

1.2 Some basic concepts: two example etymologies 

1.2.1 Example onc: ji-i{/I' 

The etymology of the English word Fiar can be sketched very crudely as 
follows: 

Latinji'iiter 'brother' 
develops illlo . 

Old Frenchji'ere (modern FrenchJi'ere) 'brother', also 'member of a religious 

order of "brothers" 
, 

which is borrowed (IS 
Middle EnglishJi'ere 'friar' 

which del·elops illto 
modern EnglishJi'illr 

I For a short survey of previous definitions of the term 'etymology', accompa­
nied by an adventurous attempt to formulate a fully adequate formal definition, 
see Alinei ( 1 995). 

, I , ! 
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4 INTRO D U CTION 

The symbol '> ' is frequently used to stand for both 'develops into' and 
'is borrowed as', and so we can represent the same development ill a more 
'shorthand' way as: 

Latin jrciler brother > Old French jrere brother, also member of a religious 
order of 'brothers' > Middle English/i'ere friar > modern English/rim' 

Or we can reverse the arrows, and trace backwards from the modern English 
word. In fact, this is the style most frequently encountered in dictionaries 
and in most other scholarship: 

modern English/i'iar < Middle Englishjrere friar < Old Frcnchji'ere brothcr, 
also membcr of a religious ordcr of 'brothers' < Latinjrc7ler brother2 

The etymology of the Latin word could also be traced back a lot further 
than this, and can be linked ultimately with English brother, but this requires 
an acquaintance with some topics which we will investigate in section 1 .2.4. 

Obviously, this is a summary of a series of events in linguistic history. 
We will now examine each of those events in turn, and to do so we will 
require a little background at each stage. The Latin language is the direct 
antecedent of French. That is to say, French, like the other Romance 
languages (Portuguese, Spanish, Italian, Romanian, etc.), developed from 
Latin, albeit probably from a form ofthe language rather ditferent from that 
reflected by the majority of our literary records. French also shows many 
borrowings and some structural influences from other languages, especially 
the Germanic language spoken by the Franks, but its basic line of descent is 
indisputably from Latin. In the vulgar Latin and proto-Romance varieties 
which eventually developed into French, the Latin word for 'brother',fi'citer 
(or more accurately its oblique case forms, such as the accusative singular 

Fcitrem) underwent a number of (perfectly regular) changes in word form, 
resulting in Old French ./i·ere. Old French is the term used to denote the 
earliest recorded stage of the French language, up to the early fourteenth 
century. 3 Thus we have our first step: 

Latin/i'(lter > Old Frcnch/i'ere 

2 Some scholars use the symbols '<' and ' > '  only to link forms related by direct pho­
netic descent, and use dill'crent symbols for processes such as borrowing or derivation, 
but in this book I will use them to link any two consecutive stages in an etymology. 

3 Unusually, in this particular case, an intcnnediate step in thc formal development of 
the Old French word is recorded in the very early Old Frcnch form/i'adrc preserved in the 
Strasbourg OatlIs, a unique (and very short) document from the year 842 which records' 
(partly in Latin, partly in French, and partly in Gcrman) the oaths taken by Louis the 
German, Charles the Bald, and thcir followcrs during a timc of conllict. 

SOME B A S I C  CONCEPTS: TWO EXAMPLE ETYMOLOG IES 5 

Fere remained the basic word in French for 'brother', but it also acquired a 
secondary meaning denoting the (metaphorical) 'brothers' who belonged to 
various religious orders. This usage in French followed similar use of/rater 
in medieval Latin.4 The word was then borrowed into English from French. 
This happened in the Middle English period, the stage of the English lan­
guage from roughly 1 1 50 to 1 500. More accurately, the word was borrowed 
from the Anglo-French variety of Old French which was used in England 
in the centuries after the Norman Conquest. 5 The usual form in Middle 
English, Fere, matches the French form exactly, and the pronunciation is 
likely to have been almost identical in Anglo-French and in Middle English. 
However, in Middle English the meaning is much narrower, showing only 
the religious sense and occasionally one or two other metaphorical uses. 
Thus we have our second step: 

Old French /rere brother, also mcmber oht religious order of 'brothcrs' > 
Middlc English/i'ere friar 

It is very common Jor a borrowed word to show only a very restricted 
and possibly rather peripheral portion of its meaning when it is borrowed 
into another language. In this particular instance, it is easy to. see why 
(Anglo-) French fi'ere was not borrowed into English with the much more 
basic meaning 'brother': the word brother (inherited from the Old English 
period, and from the Germanic antecedent of English before that) already 
had that meaning and was in common use, and even in the Middle English 
period, when very many words were borrowed fr0111 French into English, 
it is relatively uncommon Jor words with quite such basic meanings as this 
to be borrowed in place of native words. We will look at this issue in more 
detail in chapters 5 and 6 .  In fact English brother also had the meaning 

4 Thc macrons which indicatc vowcl length in forms like classical Latin/hUer are not 
normally given when citing Latin forms from later than the c1 'lssical period, although 
this does not necessarily indicate any change in the vowcl length in particular words. 

5 In this book I usc the term 'Anglo-French' to denote French as used in England 
(and elsewhere in Britain) in the centuries fol lowing the Norman Conquest. Scholarly 
practice is divided in this arca: 'Anglo-Norman' is often used to dcnote this variety 
(as in thc title of the Allg/a-Norman DiclioIlGly), but incrcasingly the broader term 
'Anglo-French' is used instead, in order to rellcct better the varied inputs from difTcrent 
varieties of Continental French which occurred both immcdiately after the Norman 
Conquest and in thc subsequent centuries: for a useful discussion and further refercnees 
sce Rothwell (2005). For convenicnce, where a form or meaning belongcd to both Insular 
and Contincntal Frcnch I use the style (Anglo-)French. 

.1 i 
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'(fellow) member of a religious order' in  the Old English period on  the 
model of use in Latin, and this meaning continued in the Middle' English 
period (as it  does today), reinforced by the similar use in both Latin and 
French. When/I'ere is  first found in Middle English it duplicates this mean­
ing, as well as showing the more specialized meaning 'member of one of 
the mendicant orders (chiefly the Franciscans, Augustinians, Dominicans, 
and Carmelites, as opposed to the non-mendicant Benedictines, etc.)' .  By 
the end of the M iddle English period a process of semantic specialization 
took place, with brother used in the general sense 'member of a religious 
order' and friar in the narrower sense 'member of one of the mendicant 
orders'. Thus we might say that the borrowing filled a lexical gap in the 
vocabulary of English, providing a word specifically for 'a member of one 
of the mendicant orders', although we should perhaps be slightly cautious 
about such assumptions, since the same gap remained unfilled by any single 
word in French, even though the two languages were being used in very 
similar societies. Indeed, Anglo-French and Middle English were being used 
in precisely the same society. (Sce section 5 .6  for discussion of the diflerent 
functions of each language.) As we will see latel� we can often run into 
problems of this sort when we attempt to explain word histories in func­
tional terms, although this does not necessarily mean that the attempt is not 
worthwhile. 

In its development from Middle English to modern English the word did 
not show any further change in meaning, but it  did show an unusual change 
in form. The usually expected modern (British standard) pronunciation of 
a word which had the Middle English formfi'ere would be Ifri:QI (compare 
here, deer) but instead we find IfraIQ/. The same development is found in a 
small number of other words such as briar and choir. It probably shows a 
sporadic phenomenon of vowel raising before a following Ir!. 

Summary so far We can trace the history of a word's sound and form. In 
doing so we are looking for regularity, i .e. developments which are the same 
as those which happened to the same sounds or combinations of sounds 
in other words. "Vhere something unexpected or irregular has happened, 
as with the development of IfralQI rather than Ifrb/, wc will want to find 
parallels, such as briar, etc. Ideally we will want to find an explanation for 
this as well. 

The meaning of the word can also be traced historically. We can see 
how the meaning broadened in Latin and French, but how the English 
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borrowing showed only a very narrow component of the donor word's 
meaning. We can also see how this borrowing fitted into a set of meaning 
relations with existing words in English (specifically brother). The mean­
ing history of this word also shows the importance of factors from non­
linguistic history: if we did not know something about the history of the 
religious orders in medieval Europe wc would have considerable difficulty 
in explaining the historical development in the meaning of this word. 

1 .2.2 Example two: sad from modern English to proto-Germanic 

For our next example we will start with the present day and work back­
wards. Modern English and Middle English sad show the reflex or linear 
historical development of Old English swd. The symbol le which occurs 
in the written form of this word and of many other Old English words 
(and some early Middle English ones) represents a front vowel phoneme lal 
(perhaps in fact [[cl rather than [a]) which in Old English was distinct from 
the back vowel 10/, represented by a. (Its italic form (r is unfortunately very 
similar to that of the ligature re, which can sometimes lead to confusion 
flU' the unwary.) We could represent this word history as Old Eliglish s(rd 
> Middle English sad > modern English sad, but this would be rather 
artificial, since what wc in fact have is a continuolls history across al l  periods 
in the history of the language . 

If we turn to the word's semantic history, a basic dictionary definition of 
the word sad as typically used in modern English is: 

Of a person, or his or her feclings, disposition, etc.: feeling sorrow; sorrowful, 
mournful. 

This meaning is first recorded al300 (which stands for 'ante 1 300', that is 
'1 300 or a little earlier'). 6 A similar basic dictionary definition for the word's 
earlier meanings would be: 

6 Some scholars use 'ante' in the more literal sense 'before', but most, including 
most dictionaries, use it in the generally more useful sense 'this date or a little earlier'. 
In this book the dates given for English words, forms, and senses are normally those 
provided by the OED. For words from othcr languages the data I give is generally drawn 
from the standard historical or etymological dictionaries of each language. Glosses 
and definitions of English words are normally based on those in either the OED or 
The Ox/ol'd Dictionary of English except where otherwise noted, although I have fre­
quently shortened or otherwise adjusted them. 

•• � t 



6 I N TRODUCTION 

'(fellow) member of a religious order' in the Old English period on tlie 
model of use in Latin, and this meaning continued in the Middle 'English 
period (as it does today), reinforced by the similar use in both Latin and 
French. When,/i"ere is first found in Middle English it  duplicates this mean­
ing, as well as showing the more specialized meaning 'member of one of 
the mendicant orders (chiefly the Franciscans, Augustinians, Dominicans, 
and Carmelites, as opposed to the non-mendicant Benedictines, etc.)'. By 
the end of the Middle English period a process of semantic specialization 
took place, with brothel' used in the general sense 'member of a religious 
order' and ji-iar in the narrower sense 'member of one of the mendicant 
orders'. Thus we might say that the borrowing lilled a lexical gap in the 
vocabulary of English, providing a word specifically for 'a member of onc 
of the mendicant orders', although we should perhaps be slightly cautious 
about such assumptions, since the same gap remained unfilled by any single 
word in French, even though the two languages were being used in very 
similar societies. Indeed, Anglo-French and Middle English were being used 
in precisely the same society. (Sce section 5 .6  for discussion of the different 
functions of each language.) As we will see later, we can often run into 
problems of this sort when we attempt to explain word histories in func­
tional terms, although this does not necessarily mean that the attempt is not 
worthwhile. . 

In its development from Middle English to modern English the word did 
not show any further change in meaning, but it  did show an unusual change 
in form. The usually expected modern (British standard) pronunciation of 
a word which had the Middle English form,/i"ere would be Ifri:al (compare 
here, deer) but instead we lind Ifnual. The same development is found in a 
small number of other words such as briar and choir. Tt probably shows a 
sporadic phenomenon of vowel raising before a following 11'/. 

Summary so far Wc can trace the history of a word's sound and form. In 
doing so we arc looking for regularity, i.e. deVelopments which are the same 
as those which happened to the same sounds or combinations of sounds 
in other words. Where something unexpected or irregular has happened, 
as with the development of /li'a1al rather than Ifri :al, we will want to find 
parallels, such as briar, etc. Ideally wc will want to find an explanation for 
this as well. 

The meaning of the word can also be traced historically. We can sec 
how the meaning broadened in Latin and French, but how the English 
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borrowing showed only a very narrow component of the donor word's 
meaning. We can also see how this borrowing litted into a set of meaning 
relations with existing words in English (specilically brother). The mean­
ing history of this word also shows the importance of factors from non­
linguistic history: if we did not know something about the history of the 
religious orders in medieval Europe we would have considerable dil1iculty 
in explaining the historical development in the meaning of this word. 

1 .2.2 Example two: sad from modern English to proto-Germanic 

For our next example we will start with the present day and work back­
wards. Modern English and Middle English sad show the reflex or linear 
historical development of Old English sCI!d. The symbol ,c which occurs 
in the written form of this word and of many other Old English words 
(and some early Middle English ones) represents a front vowel phoneme lal 
(perhaps in fact [,cl rather than [aJ) which in Old English was distinct from 
the back vowel 10/, represented by a. (Its italic form Cl! is  unfortunately very 
similar to that of the ligature re, which can sometimes lead to confusion 
for the unwary.) We could represent this word history as Old English seed 
> Middle English sad > modern English sad, but this would be rather 
artificial, since what we in fact have is a continuous history across all periods 
in the history of the language. 

If we turn to the word's semantic history, a basic dictionary delinition of 
the word sad as typically used in modern English is: 

Of a person, or his or her feel ings, disposition, etc. :  feeling sorrow; sorrowful, 
mournful.  

This meaning is first recorded (/1 300 (which stands for 'ante 1 300', that is 

'1 300 or a little earlier'). 6 A sinlilar basic dictionary definition for the word's 

earlier meanings would be: 

6 Some scholars use 'ante' in the more literal sense 'before', but most, including 
most dictionaries, use it in the generally more useful sense 'this date or a little earlier'. 
In this book the dates given for English words, forms, and senses are normally those 
provided by the OED. For words from other languages the data I give is generally drawn 
from the standard historical or etymological dictionaries of each language. Glosses 
and definitions of English words arc normally based on those in either the OED or 
The 0>;(01''' Diclion{//)' 0/ English except where otherwise noted, although I have fre­
quently shortellec.l or otherwise adjusted them. 

! ! 
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Having had onc's till; satisfied, sated; weary or tired (of something). 

If we consider the l ikely historical development of these meanings, we can 
hypothesize that the meaning 'weary or tired (of something), developed 

' from 'satisfied, having had one's fill (of something)', hence showing a 
metaphorical, narrowed, negative meaning; compare the modern English 
idioms to have had enough 0/ something or to be fed lip with something 
for similar developments. Subsequently the sense 'weary or tired (of some­
thing)' broadened again (but stilI with an exclusively negative sense) to 
'sorrowful, mournful' in general .  Hence we can hypothesize that a meaning 
development occurred with two main steps: 

satisfied, having had one's till (of something) 

[metaphorized and narrowed] > weary or tired (of something) 

[broadened] > sorrowful, mournful 

We get some further support for the last stage in this hypothesized devel­
opment when we look at the meanings of the closest relatives of the Old 
English word, its cognates in the other Germanic languages. The next step 
back in the hi;tory of sad can be expressed as follows: 

Old English .wed is cognate with Old Dutch sal, Old Saxon sad, Old High German sal, 
Old Icelandic sadr, Gothic sal)s, al l  of which have meanings broadly corresponding 
to the Old English one, 'having had onc's fill; satisfied, sated; weary or tired (of 
something)

, 

However, the concept expressed by 'cognate with' needs some unpacking, 
and we will now look at this in more detail. 

1.2.3 CogDlltes and hmgllage f:lmilies 

What does it mean to say that Old English seed (English sad) is 'cognate 
with' the words from Old Dutch, Old Saxon, etc. listed at the end of 
the previous section? Just as the Romance languages all developed from 
(some form of) Latin (see section 1 .2.2), so English and a number of other 
languages, which linguists call the Germanic languages, developed from 
a common antecedent called proto-Germanic. Unlike Latin, we have no 
historical records for proto-Germanic, but we can reconstruct a good deal 
of information about it from the evidence of the languages that developed 
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prolo�Gcrmanic 

proto-North-West Germanic . 
proto�East Germanic 

proto-West Germanic proto.North Germanic I 
� Gothic 

English High German IcelamL \ � ::ediSh 

Norwegian Danish 

Dutch 

Fig 1.1 The major Germanic languages 
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from it. The other Germanic languages include Dutch (and hence 
Afrikaans), German (and hence Yiddish), Danish, N orwegian, Swedish, 
and Icelandic, as well as others such as Frisian (the closest relative of 
English, but with very few speakers today) and the extinct language Gothic 
(which is the Germanic language for which we have the earliest extensiv� 
documentary records, in the form of a bible translation dating from the 
fourth century AD) . The cognates of an English word are the words in these 
other Germanic languages which can be explained as having developed 
from the same (unrecorded) antecedent word in proto-Germanic. 

In fact, we can also identify subdivisions within the larger group of 
Germanic languages, on the basis of shared innovations that allow us to 
group the Scandinavian languages together as descendants of a common 
North Germanic sub-branch and likewise (albeit with rather more rough 
edges) English, Frisian, Dutch, Saxon/Low German, and High German 
as descendants of a West Germanic sub-branch. In turn, many scholars 
would now group together West Germanic and North Germanic as being 
descended from a shared North-West Germanic sub-branch with shared 
differences from East Germanic. 7 Thus the relationships between the major 
Germanic languages can be represented schematically as in figure 1 . 1 .  We 
can reconstruct a similar tree structure for the major Romance languages, 
with the difTerence that in this instance the common ancestor, Latin, is of 
course attested (figure 1 . 2). 

7 See for example Ringc (2006) 2 1 3. For a useful introduction to the early Germanic 
languages, see Robinson ( 1 992). 

i' I' 
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Portuguese 

Latin 

Spanish Catalan Occitan French Italian 

Fig 1.2 The major Romance languages 

Romanian 

It is as well to pause' for a moment and consider in a little more detail 
what this concept of a reconstructed antecedent language implies, because 
it will be crucial to many arguments later in this book. From present-day 
English to Old English (back as far as the cighth century, or even earlier 
in runic inscriptions) we have a chain of documents which enable us to 
trace the history of the English language in reasonable detail. In fact, these 
documents reflect many �lifferent local varieties of the language, showing 
many divergent devel0pments. Some of these are reflected in different vari­
eties of English today, slleh as the English of Chicago, or London, or Cape 
Town. We may analyse these as forming part of larger varieties, such as US 
English (or perhaps North American English), British English, or South 
Afi'ican English. Alternatively we may subdivide them further, by looking 
for instance at differen\ geographieal or administrative areas of London, 
or at the language of different soeial classes within the city, or of different 
age groups, ete. Such variation must have been present throughout the 
history of English, although in earlier periods the nature and amount of the 
surviving evidence mean that we can only reconstruct a vcry limited picture. 
Modern US English and British English have developed as distinct vari­
eties in different geographical locations from roughly the same antecedent, 
English as spoken in Britain in the early modern period (usllally defined as 
approximately 1 500-1750), but the historical record, as well as the evidence 
of modern US and British English, shows us that this common antecedent 
showed considerable internal variation. Similarly English and all of the 
other Germanic languages developed from a common antecedent (as did 
French, Spanish, etc. from Latin), but thcre is no reason to doubt, and every 
reason to suspect, that Germanic already showed internal variation. (Even 
though our surviving records for elassical Latin are mostly literary and 
reflect a highly homogeneous literary language, there is indeed some varia­
tion in our surviving Latin evidenee, and the later evidence of the Romance 
languages suggests the existence of a good deal of further variation in Latin 

r 
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which is not reflccted in the surviving documentary evidence). 8 Over the 
course of time, groups of Germanic-speaking peoples developed distinct 
communities in dillerent geographical locations (to some of which, like 
England, they had spread as part of the considerable movements of peoples 
which occurred in the later stages of the history of the Roman Empire and 
in the following centuries). As they did so, linguistic dillerences would have 
become more pronounced, as different variants from among the existing 
variation in Germanic came to predominate in dillcrent speech communi­
ties, and as new variation arose in each speech community. 

At the time of our earliest substantial records for English, from several 
centuries after the Anglo-Saxons arrived in England, there are already 
important diflerenees between English and i ts continental relatives, but 
these clearly took time to develop. We can also trace significant differ­
ences between different regional varieties of English in this early period, 
although the surviving documents leave very many questions unanswered. 9 
The demarcation of the various national languages of modern Europe 
owes a great deal to geography and, especially, politics. In the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries Scots was well on the way to developing a st,ll1-
dard, 'official' form, distinct from the English of England, but subsequent 
political developments led to the adoption in o fficial functions of a highly 
anglicized variety now usually referred to as Scottish English (although 
in recent decades as a result of the political process of devolution there 
have been some interesting developments in the use of Scots onee again 
as an ofIicially recognized variety in some functions). Today Dutch and 
German are well-defined national languages, suffieiently diflerent  from one 
another that monolingual speakers of either standard language have only 
an extremely limited degree of mutual intelligibility, but the situation is 
different among speakers of traditional dialects on or near the geographical 
boundaries between the two countries: sueh speakers can with a little ellort 
understand the speech of their neighbours on the other side of the national 
border, even though one person is speaking somethirig that is classified as 
a dialect of Dutch and the other something that is classified as a dialect 
of German. We can say that there is a dialect continuum which crosses 
the Dutch-German border. Another crosses the French-Italian border, and 

H On the degree of regional variation shown by surviving Latin documents from 
antiquity sce Adams (2008). 

9 For an introduction to the various issues involved sce Hogg (2006). 
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similar cases can be found in many other parts of the world, essentially 
wherever languages have developed from a common source in ,idjacent 
territories. 10 

Such dialect continua lead us fairly directly to some limitations in the 
tree diagrams for the Romance and Germanic languages which I offered 
above. Diagrams of this type are a good way of representing where the 
most important shared innovations are found among various dialects in a 
group, but they have the disadvantage of making linguistic history appear 
artificially simple and neat. Vv'hen two speech communities diverge, as 
represented by the branching on a tree, each takes with it a particular 
selection of features from the parent language. When further divergences 
occur subsequently, we may find that a particular feature is retained, quite 
by chance, in two languages or d!alects which the weight of evidence places 
on completely different sides of the tree. In other cases the same innovation 
may occur independently in two different places, giving a false indication 
of inherited similarity. Additionally, where languages or dialects remain in 
contact, especially when they are spoken in geographically contiguous or 
overlapping territories, we can find that some features spread by diffusion 
(i.e. contact) from one variety to another, hence muddling the apparently 
clean branching shown by a tree. A better metaphor for such diffusion of 
features through language contact may be the spreading of a wave from a 
point of origin, rather than the branching of a tree. I I 

1 .2.4 Example two revisited: sad from I)roto-Gernmnic 

to proto-Indo-European 

If we return to our example of sad, we can push this particular word history 
back further than just to proto-Germanic. The Germanic languages them­
selves form one branch of a much larger language family whieh historical 
linguists call Indo-European, which has numerous other branches, sub­
branches, and isolate languages including for example: 12 

10 For an introductory account of these issues see Chambers and Trudgill ( 1 998) 3-1 2. 
On the concept of a traditional dialect sec especially Wells ( 1 982) 4-8. 

11 For discussions of this issue with reference to the Germanic languages see 
Trask ( 1 996) 1 8  I -7 (also Millar (2007) 225-3 I) and, at a rather more advanced level, 
Lass ( 1 997) 1 39-59. On more general issues to do with language trees see McMahon and 
McMahon (2005). 

12 For an overview of the Indo-European languages sce Fortson (2004). 
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• the Celtic languages: Welsh, Irish, etc. 
• the Italie languages: Latin (and hence the Romance languages), Oscan, 

Umbrian, etc. 
• Greek 
• the Balto-Slavonic languages, comprising the Slavonic languages 

(Russian, Polish, etc.) and the Baltic languages (Lithuanian, Latvian, 
etc.) 

• Albanian 
• Armenian 
• the Indo-Iranian languages, comprising the Iranian languages (Persian, 

etc.) and the Indic languages (Sanskrit and hence modern Hindi, etc.) 

All of these languages can be shown to have developed from a single parent, 
proto-Indo-European, although of course all of them show the clrects of 
contact with other languages during their histories. The identification of a 
shared ancestor for all of these languages rests upon the evidence of reg­
ular correspondences of sounds between the various languages, which we 
will look at in more detail below, and also upon systematic grammatical 
similarities, which are largely outside the scope of this book. 

Many people have attempted to link Indo-European with other language 
families, but all such attempts remain extremely controversial, and the 
general view is that no genetic relationship has been reliably established 
between Indo-European and any other language family. 

Precisely when and where proto-Indo-European existed as a spoken lan­
guage is the subject of a very great deal of debate. This is complicated by the 
fact that the earliest recorded Indo-European language, Hittite, the oldest 
documentation for which dates back approximately 4,000 years, belongs to 
a branch, Anatolian, which probably split from the rest of Indo-European 
very early. However, what is reasonably certain is that proto-Indo-European 
began to split into its various daughter languages very �1Uch earlier than the 
date of our earliest documentary records for those languages. It is therefore 
unsurprising that many of the cognate forms bear littlc if any superficial 
resemblance to one another, since we are working at such a great time depth, 
and centuries of linguistic change lie between proto-Indo-European and 
even our earliest documentary evidence. 

In this section we will trace the history of the word sad from proto­
Germanic back to proto-Indo-European, and we will examine some of the 
procedures by which etymologies can be established at this time depth. 

"}(:{\�QIfflt!rl\ r ", .' 
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In doing so, wc will  encounter some principles and procedures which ai'e 
equally applicable to much more recent linguistic history, and which w\� 
will investigate mostly /i'om the standpoint of rather more recent linguistic 
evidence in the remainder of this book. However, reconstruction of linguis­
tic data at a very considerable time depth is onc of the big attractions of 
etymological research for many people, and it is also true that many of the 
most important aspects of modern etymological research came to fruition 
in the context of research into profo-Indo-European in the second half 
of the nineteenth century. We will therefore begin our investigation of the 
relationship between sound change and etymology by taking a look at how 
the sound changes known as Grimm's Law and Verner's Law help explain 
the etymology of sad. 

By comparing the forms found in the Germanic languages with onc 
another and also with forms in other Indo-European languages, we can 
reconstruct the proto-Germanic ancestor of sad as *saoa-.13 An asterisk 
conventionally marks reconstructed forms, i.e. forms which arc not actually 
recorded. *saoa- ends with a hyphen because it  is a reconstructed word 
stem, i.e. the morphological stem to which inflectional endings were then 
added. In this book I will usually give reconstructions using IPA symbols, 
but without using square brackets [1 implying that they are hypothetical 
phonetic transcriptions, nor II slashes implying that they necessarily have 
phonemic status. This is a traditional philological practice, which is lIseful 
for three main reasons: (i) we cannot always be certain about the precise 
phonetic quality of reconstructed sounds; (ii) any past historical sound 
system almost certainly showed considerable variation in the realization 
of sounds, which we cannot recover in detail from our historical evidence; 
(iii) we cannot always be sure whether certain distributions of sounds were 
phonemic or allophonic in a given historical period. 14 Wc will look at issues 

13 The exact phonetic quality and phonemic status of the COIlsonant I have represented 
here as '0 is in fact very uncertain. Many scholars choose to use'd in reconstructions 
of proto-Germanic forms to represent any sound which may have been either a voiced 
plosive Idl or a voiced fricative liJ/. In many modern etymological dictionaries the proto­
Germanic fOl"m of this particular word is hence represented as 's(ld(l-. However, since the 
sound in this instance was almost certainly a voiced fricative at an early stage in pro to­
Germanic, I have used the reconstruction' S(lO(l-, which has the advantage of making the 
changes from proto-Indo-European to pro to-Germanic easier to fol low. 

1 4  For a recent detailed argument for this position see Lass and Laing (2007) §§2.4.2, 
8.3.2. 
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to do with variation and change in any linguistic system in more detail in 
chapters 3 and 7. 

The reconstruction *sat)a- depends upon the evidence of the various 
Germanic languages, and also upon the evidence of forms in other Indo­
European languages which can plausibly be referred to the same root form. 
Most crucially, it depends upon: 

(a) regular sound correspondences between the various languages 
(b) sound changes which can be posited to explain apparent irregularities 

To get from pro to-Germanic * saoa- to the recorded words Old English seed, 
Old Duteh sat, Old Saxon sad, Old High German sat, Old Icelandic saor, 
Gothic sal)s requires just a couple of small steps: 

• In West Germanic, proto-Gennanic *0 regularly became the voiced 
plosive Idl, as in our Old English form seed Isadl or Old Saxon sad. 
Old Dutch sat and Old High German sat show subsequent devoicing 
of this plosive (compare section 2. 1 .1 .3). 

• Old English swd additionally shows Old English (and Old Frisian) 

fronting of West Germanic *a to la/. 

These are regular, predictable sound changes in a word of this phonological 
shape in these languages. 

This reconstructed pro to-Germanic form ·saoa- itself shows the reflex of 
an earlier [ndo-European form *s�to-. (The symbol *g in this reconstruction 
represents a sound which was realized as a vowel when it occurred in this 
position, hence giving rise to vowels in the daughter languages, but which is 
now generally believed to have resulted from the vocalic realization of one 
of a series of so-called laryngeal sounds which are hypothesized for proto­
Indo-European. They are called laryngeals for historical reasons, although 
no one in fact knows exactly what their phonetic quali�y was. This particular 
laryngeal is sometimes represented as ;)2 or as h2 or as H2, depending on 
which transcription conventions are being followed. We will return to this 
topic in sections 1 .3 . 1  and 4.4. 1 .) 

Related words in other Indo-European languages include: 

classical Latin sat, satis 'enough', sallll" 'satisfied, ful l '  
Lithuanian sotllS 'filling, full, satisfied, substantial' 
ancient Greek (latos 'insatiate' (showing a negative prefix) 
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Wc can sce that the meanings of these words help support our hypothesis 
about the meaning development in the Germanic languages from 'satisfied, 
having had onc's fill (of something), to 'weary or tired (of something), . 
It is difficult to be certain about the precise relationships bet�een these 
words. They probably reflect two different variants, *.I·Q- and 'S{l-, of a 
single Indo-European root for which the approximate meanings 'fill up, 
(make) replete' can be reconstructed. In our surviving cognates various 
different suffixes, '-10-, *-ti-, and *-Iu-, have been added to this root. The 
cognates thus do not represent the reflexes of a single word form, but rather 
the survivors of an extended word family, derived in various different ways 
from a common root . 1 5  The Germanic words probably show what was 
originally a suffix which formed verbal adjectives, proto-Tndo-European 
*-10-. The same suffix is probably found in old « proto-Germanic *al-da-) 
and cold « proto-Germanic "kal-da-; compare Latin gelidus), and in 
many Latin words ending in -tus. (On roots and their meanings see further 
sections 4.4. 1 and 8.7.3 .)  

The assumption made in the last paragraph that pro to-Germanic 'saoa­
is likely to have developed from proto-Indo-European "s9IO- may seem 
rather startling to anyone who does not have a prior acquaintance with 
Indo-European linguistics. On the face of it  only the initial consonant " s 
is common to both forms. However, the development of the vowels is easily 
dealt with, by the principle of regular sound correspondences. Proto-Indo­
European *Q (with the caveats given above) and (short) "0 both regularly 
develop to "a in proto-Germanic, thus "s9Io- > ·satJa-. A sound change of 
this sort is called a merger: the phonetic development of *Q, *0 , and "a in 
proto-Germanic led to loss of the distinction between the three separate 
proto-Indo-European phonemes and merger as the single phoneme "a in 
proto-Germanic. Compare Latin hostis 'stranger, enemy' with its cognate 
Gothic gas!s 'guest', or Latin 1I0rllls 'garden' with its cognate Gothic gm"(ll· 
'garden'. (Latin It and Gothic g in  these words show the regular develop­
ment in Latin and in pro to-Germanic of proto-Indo-European "g" ;  we will 
look further at the Germanic side ofthis in the next paragraph. The modern 
English cognates of these words arc respectively guesl and yard, showing 
the result of a number of sound changes during the history of English.) 

1 5 For a specialist readership, the best recent detailed account of the Germanic com­
ponent of this etymology is provided (in German) by Heidermanns ( 1993) 458-9; on the 
Indo-European component see especially Szemercnyi ( 1 979). 
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Probably, o n  the basis o f  the evidence of other Indo-European languages, 
in proto-Germanic the reflexes of proto-Indo-European "Q and "a merged 
first as *a, with which '0 then also merged. Conversely, the proto-Indo­
European long vowels *0 and "cl merge as *0 in proto-Germanic. 

The explanation for the medial consonant in pro to-Germanic 'saoa- is 
a little more complicated, and involves two reconstructed sound changes. 
Comparison among the Indo-European languages excluding Germanic 
leads to the reconstruction of three sets of stop consonants: voiceless stops 
("I', *t, "k, "kW), voiced stops (*b, "d, "g, *gW), and breathy-voiced stops (*b", 

* d", • g" , • g/ll/}). Comparison with the forms in the Germanic languages 
leads to the conclusion that a series of sound shifts occurred in pro to­
Germanic: 

' p > " r  
" t >  0 (represented in traditional philological notation as " \) 
' k > * h  
" kw > " hw 
* b > ' p 
" cl > " t  
" g > " k  
*' gW > *' k\v 
* bh > " f3  (in some environments > " b) 
* elh > * 0 (in some environments > * cl) 
" gh > " 11 (in some environments > " g) 
" ghw > " lIw (in some environments > " gw) 

Thus the voiceless stops became voiceless fricatives, the voiced stops became 
voiceless stops, and the breathy-voieed stops lost their breathy-voice and 
probably became fricatives before becoming voiced stops in many environ­
ments. Experts in fact differ on many details of this process, especitllly as 
regards the proto-Indo-European breathy-voiced stops and also the proto­
lndo-European voiced stop *17 (which was very rare," and some argue did 
not exist at all), but this is not of importance for our present purposes. 1 6 
This sound change (or series of changes) is known as Grimm's Law, after 
the German philologist lakob Grimm ( 1 785-1 863), who compiled with 
his brother Wilhelm both the celebrated fairy talc collection and the early 

16 The literature on Grimm's Law, and Vcrner's Law: is vast. For a recent detailed 
account of the changes sce Ringe (2006) 93-1 1 6; for particularly useful analyses see also 
Bynon ( 1 977) 83-6, Collinge ( 1 985) 63-76. Sce also the discussion in section 7. 1 below. 
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rascicles Or the major historical dictionary of the German language. Grimm 
produced an important early rormulation or this sound change, although it 
had in ract been described earlier by other scholars. An alternative name for 
this sound change is the Germanic Consonant Shift. 

Wc can illustrate the changes in the proto-Indo-European voiceless stops 
with the following examples: 

*p > '  I 

I-E root *ped- ' root': ancient Greek pOllS (stem pod-), Latin pes (stem 
ped-); Gothicj()fllS, Englishj()ot 

't > '0  

I -E  " tii 'you (singular)': Latin ttl, Old Irish t17; Gothic fill, English tholl 

"k > *h 

J-E root "kerd- 'heart': ancient Greek kardfa, Latin cor (stem cord-); 
Gothic hairt6, English heart 

"kill > *hw 

I-E "/clll as 'who' : Sanskrit kits 'who', Lithuanian kels 'who, what'; Gothic 
hll'lIs 'who', English who 

I n  the first example here, 'foot', Grimm's Law explains not only the shift or 
the initial consonant rrom " p  to " I but also the shift or the final consonant 
or the stem rrom *d to " t .  However, it will be obvious at a glance that there 
arc other differences between the cognates apart rrom those explained by 
Grimm's Law, even though I have attempted to select rorms which have an 
unusually close mutual resemblance (another of the cognates of Englishjoot 
is in ract Armenian otll). [n the case of ' root', the Greek, Latin, and Ger­
manic words all have different stel11' vowels. In this instance the difference is 
not due to sound changes which have occurred in the daughter languages, 
but to slightly different etymons in proto-Indo-European: the Greek stem 
fonn pod- is from proto-Indo-European *pod-, the Latin stem form ped- is 
from proto-Indo-European 'ped-, and the Germanic forms arc from pro to­
Indo-European *p6d-. These different etymons are all derived from the root 
*ped- by a process known as ablaut which we will look at in section 4.4. 1 .  
This also explains the variation between " sf!- and " sii- which we encountered 
above in the etymology of sad. 

The operation of Grimm's Law thus explains why pro to-Germanic *saoa­

< proto-Indo-European 'sgto- does not show medial * t, but it does not 
explain why it shows *0 rather than the expected *0. This is explained by 
another sound change known as Verner's Law, after the Danish philologist 

, 

r 
I I 1 
1 
I , 

SOME BASIC C O N CEPTS: TWO EXAMP L E  ETY M O L O G I ES 1 9  

Karl Verner ( 1 846-96), by which the proto-Germanic voiceless fricatives 
became voiced whenever the accent d id not raIl on the immediately pre­
ceding syllable. (For an analogous situation in modern English, compare 
ex'ert frg'za:tl with 'exercise /'l:ksasAlz/.) In the ancestor of sad the suffix, 
not the root, was stressed, and hence Verner's Law applied, giving voiced 
'0. Later, the accent shifted to the first syllable in all words in pro to­
Germanic, thus giving the pattern which we find rel1ected in all of the 
recorded Germanic languages. Hence, finally, we can explain how proto­
Indo-European *s;;'to would give rise to proto-Germanic * 'saoa, via the 
following stages: 'Sf!'to > 'sa'ta > *sa'Oa > 'sa'oa > · 'saoa. We will not do 
so here, but pre-histories can similarly be reconstructed for classical Latin 
sal, salis, sa/ul', Lithuanian so/us, and also ancient Greek (wtos, and it is this 
(rather than vague resemblance in form and meaning) which gives substance 
to the hypothesis that all of these forms are ultimately cognate. 

Wc will return to Grimm's Law and Verner's Law in a little mOl:e detail at 
the beginning of chapter 7, but ror the time being there are one or two very 
important general observations which arise rrom this example. Note that in 
the preceding paragraph I said that proto-Indo-European • sgto- ' would give 
rise to' proto-Germanic 'saoa-, and not 'could give rise to'. The merger of 
*f!, *0, and *a as *a in proto-Gennanic, and the Grimm's Law and Verner's 
Law changes, arc all regular processes, which apply in all cases (where 
not excluded by specific phonetic environments, which simply involve more 
precise statement of what the sound change was and in which environments 
it applied). The standard methodology of comparative linguistics does not 
permit us to say 'perhaps in this particular instance the merger simply 
did not happen' or 'perhaps Grimm's Law did not apply to this word' 
or 'perhaps in this instance an entirely unparalleled change of *0 to '1Il 
occurred ' .  As 1 have formulated it here, this is an oversimplification, but not 
a huge one. In chapter 7 we wiIl look at the reasoning behind this in mllch 
more detail, and at some important qualifications, but for present purposes 
it  is sufficient to be aware that comparative reeonstn;ction depends upon 
the regularity of the correspondences and sound changes which are posited: 
this (as well as general phonetic plausibility, and the existence of parallels 
in the documented history of languages) is what gives a solid foundation to 
comparative etymological research. 

A useful illustration or this principle is shown by the histories of the 
words mo/her, jather, and brother. All three words show a voiced frica­
tive 101 in modern English. However, in Old English the situation was 
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rather different :  brovO/' 'brother' showed a voiced fricative 16/, but modal' 
'mother' and feeder 'father' both showed a voiced plosive Id/. hi prot6-
Indo-European all three words in fact showed the same termination; 
'-ter- (in the nominative case), which seems typical of terms for family 
kinship: *milter 'mother', *pi}ter 'father', and *bhrclter 'brother'; l 7 com­
pare Latin mater 'mother', pater 'father', ji·liter 'brother' (proto-Indo­
European Ob" > / in word-initial position in Latin; compare also Sanskrit 
b/m/tar-). The explanation for the different outcomes in Old English is the 
regular operation ofVerner's Law. In the case of mother and/either the stress 
in pro to-Germanic fel l  on the second syllable, while in the case of brother i t  
fel l  on the first syllable. Thus Verner's Law applied in the case of mother and 
/illher, but not in  the case of brother, and so we find that proto-Germanic 
'broper, with voiceless fricative *0, corresponds to Latin /riller, but that 
proto-Germanic *mover and '/aver, with voiced fricative 'v, correspond to 
Latin nu Iter and pater. In mother and father the proto-Germanic voiced 
fricative subsequently became a plosive in West Germanic, just as in the 
case of sad, hence Old English model' (or in fact more commonly modal', 
showing variation in  the unstressed vowel of the second syllable) and/ceder. 
In the case of brother, the medial voiceless fricative of pro to-Germanic 
'bro/Jer became voiced in intervocalic position in Old English, hence Old 
English braver (again in fact more commonly brovO/) Subsequently, in late 
Middle English, by another sound change, the voiced plosive of model' and 

!Culer developed into a fricative before either l'drl or syllabic 11'1, resulting 
from reduction or loss of the vowel in the endings -or, -er. Thus, mother 
and father came to have the same voiced fricative as brother. So we can 
see that mother, fllther, and brother provide a very rare example of how 
subsequent sound changes can, very occasionally and,entirely fortuitously, 
restore a formal resemblance which had been obscured by a much earlier 
sound change (figure 1 .3). We have also now seen how brother and Fiar, 
discussed in  section 1 .2. 1 ,  are in  fact cognate, both being ultimately from 
proto-Indo-European *bhriiter. In the latter case the development was:/riar 

< Old FrenchFere < LatinFclter < proto-Indo-European *bhrater. 

1 7 In the reconstructions 'uuller and 'bhriiler the 'ij in the first syllabic shows what 
is now generally considered to have been the output of earlier 'eh2 , i.e. the vowel *e 
followed by a laryngeal which caused colouring and lengthening of the vowel. For a 
fuller explanation of this see section 4.4. 1 ,  
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'SOME B A S I C  CONCEPTS: TWO EXAMPLE ETYMOLO G I ES 

Indo-European 

Germanic (i) 

Germanic (ii) 

Old English 

modern English 

*mfitCr *pQlcr 'bhrfitcr 

---1-- - - - G, ;m+ , "'" ------ 1 ----
'fa'l)er " brol)er 

____ 1_ Vemer's Law 1 --- --- I 
*moocl' 

mOdol' 

' raGer � brol)er 

Old E nglish intcrvocalic voicing 

brooor 

Idl > 101 before syllabic Irl 

mother rather brother 

2 1  

Fig 1 .3 lIlother,jillher, and brother from prolo-Indo-European to modei'll' English 

1 .2.5 Smlllllnry 

Our initial supposition about the meaning development of sad within Eng­
lish was supported by comparison with the meanings of its cognates in other 
Germanic languages, and ultimately also by the meanings of its cognates 
elsewhere in Indo-European. 

In tracing the word's cognates at a great time depth we have seen the 
importance of regular sound correspondences and of regular sound changes 
in accounting for apparent discrepancies. We will return to this topic in  
more detail in chapter 7 .  

In the etymologies of both fi'iar and sad, there is little or no connection 
between the processes of formal development and the processes of meaning 
development that we have examined. This is often the case, although there 
are also cases where form history and meaning history are very closely 
intertwined, and we will look closely at a number of such cases in chapters 
7 and 8 ,  

, ' , , 
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1.3 Why study etYlllology? 

1.3.1 Etymology, historical and comparative grammars, and dictionaries 

Etymology is an essential tool in reconstructing the history of a language, 
since a corpus of word histories provides a necessary basis for many other 
aspects of historical linguistic work. Conversely, each individual word his­
tory depends for its plausibility on the work that has been done in various 
subfields of historical l inguistics. For instance, someone interested in his­
torical semantics will want to look at the meaning histories of individual 
words which have been traced through the application of etymology, just 
as an etymologist will want to draw on the general observations about a 
whole body of mcaning changes and their likely motivations which have 
been identified by �pecialists in historical semantics. Each activity informs 
and enriches the other in a mutually beneficial relationship. 

Traditionally, etymology has been associated most closely with the con­
struction of historical and comparative grammars. A historical grammar 
traces the developments in word forms which arc found in the history of a 
language, often also extending into i ts pre-history. A comparative grammar 
relates the developments found in one language to those found in cognate 
languages, to explain the development of two or more languages from a 
common source using the technique of comparative reconstruction. 

We have seen in the case of Fiar an example of how etymology interacts 
with the functions of a historical grammar: 

• Etymological investigation suggests that ji'iar shows the continuation 
of Middle Englishji·ere. 

• A historical grammar identifies parallels such as briar and choir (them­
selves the result of other etymological investigations). Ideally, it will 
also supply an explanation for the unusual form history shown by such 
groups of words. 

Our investigation of sad gave an insight into the world of comparative 
etymology and comparative reconstruction. The identification of regular 
sound correspondences depends at first upon the investigation of large 
numbers of potential etymological connections. This may make it possible 
to identify the regular processes of sound change. If so, our corpus 
of etymologies can be refined, and some at first apparently attractive 
connections can be discarded, at least until we can find a ne\� explanation 
to account for them. 
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The best illu8tration of this may be to look at  an example of how a 
sound method may enable us to identify a case of chance resemblance. If 
wc start out,  from an entirely uninformed perspective, by looking simply 
for words which are similar in form and meaning, English care and Latin 
dim 'care' might seem attractive candidates for investigation: they overlap 
completely in their core meaning, and the consonants at least are the same. 
There is thus more resemblance in both form and meaning than there is 
between English sad and Latin satis 'enough' or Lithuanian soft/s 'filling, 
full, satisfied, substantial ' .  H owever, English care is an inherited Germanic 
word, with a good set of cognates from all branches of Germanic which 
enable us to reconstruct a pro to-Germanic form • karlj-. If we remember 
Grimm's Law, wc will see that pro to-Germanic Ikl is not going to corre­
spond to Latin Ik/, and in fact pro to-Germanic *karcJ- is usually referred 
to a proto-Indo-European root • gar- with the meaning 'to call, cry'. This 
same root is probably reflected also by Latin garrirc ' to chatter' (ultimately 
the base of English garrulous). Latin ciira shows the regular development 
of an earlier form * koisii, which can be reconstructed on the basis of forms 
in inscriptions and cognates from other Italic dialects; it has no generally 
accepted further etymology, but could not conceivably be connected with 
pro to-Germanic ·karcJ-. In fact some doubts have been raised about the 
connection of proto-Germanic *karcJ- with proto-Indo-European *gar-. 18  
Revised or contested hypotheses are very common in etymological work at 
this sort of time depth. However, the important point is that a connection 
with Latin dim remains impossible, even if we have no viable etymology for 
*karlj-: we do not need to have an alternative explanation in order to reject 
an impossible etymology. 

Latin deus 'god' and Greek theas 'god' are another pair of words which 
are synonymous and have a superficial resemblance in form, but which the 
methodology of comparative linguistics demonstrates have no etymological 
connection whatever: the first goes back to proto-Indo-European *deiwos 
and the other probably to proto-Indo-European *dhesos: We can thus make 
an important generalization:  comparative reconstruction provides an essen­
tial tool for quickly eliminating very many cases of chance resemblance 
in form and meaning, just as it identifies many cognates which have little 
or no superficial resemblance in form or meaning. 19  It also leaves us with 

1 8 See for instance (in German) Rix (2001 )  IGI .  
19 For an excellent and much more detailed account of these and related issues sce 

Campbcll (2003). 

i 
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very many rather doubtful cases, some examples of which we will examine 
later. 

Sometimes 'etymology' has been seen as almost synonymous with 'come 
parative reconstruction', or at least it has been assumed that' everything 
else which an etymologist has to consider is of secondary importance .in 
comparison with the reconstruction of antecedent word forms and the iden­
tification of historical sound changes. This will not be entirely the approach 
adopted in this book, although it should not be forgotten that form history, 
as reflected in historical and comparative grammars, provides the backbone 
for nearly ,all etymological research: we will examine in detail in chapters 7 
and 8 how and why it is that arguments based on word form usually provide 
by far the strongest foundation for etymologies. 

Comparative reconstruction has a sister methodology known as internal 
reconstruction, in which reconstruction is based purely on the data pro­
vided by a single language. This is generally much more limited, and also 
less reliable, than comparative reconstruction, and it will not be a major 
topic in this book, although it should be noted that methods of internal 
reconstruction have contributed some important advances in knowledge 
even in areas such as Indo-European linguistics where the comparative 
data is relatively rich and plentiful. It tends to be most eflcctive in tracing 
the origins of morphophonemic relationships, as between English mOllS!! 
and mice (see section 7.2.4) or the contrast between voiceless and voiced 
consonants in German Rad and Rades (section 2. 1 . 1 .3) ,  although even here 
comparative data is often much more conclusive. 20 One very important and 
justly famous success of internal reconstruction was Ferdinand de Sa us­
sure's identification in the late nineteenth century of a series of hypothetical 
sounds in proto-Indo-European which he termed (in French) 'coelTicients 
sonantiques'. These are now generally recognized as a series of so-called 
laryngeal sounds (although their exact quality is in fact unknown and the 
subject of much dispute). Hittite documents which began to be deciphered 
and studied in detail in the early twentieth century, long after Saussure's 
initial hypothesis based on internal reconstruction, provided crucial data 
which confirmed the reconstruction .2 1  We will return to this topic, and to 
its implications for the sound represented by *� in the proto-Indo-European 
reconstructed forms given here, in section 4.4. 1 .  

20 For thorough accounts of internal reconstruction see Fox ( 1 995) or Ringc (2003). 
2 1 For short accounts of' Ihis sec for example Fortson (2004) 75-6; also I-lock ( 1 99 1 )  

545 -9, Clackson (2007) 53--0 I ,  o r  Millar (2007) 322--7. 
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Aside from historical and comparative grammars, etymology is also 
a crucial scholarly tool in historical lexicography. Historical dictionaries 
present in linear form the word histories which are treated thematically in 
grammars: in grammars we can see the connections between the develop­
ments shown by individual words, while in historical dictionaries we can 
see word histories whole and uninterrupted, together with the interplay 
between form history and meaning history, and at least some information 
on the influence of extralinguistic cultural and historical factors. 

1 .3.2 Historicltl relationships between words 

A key function of etymology is that it illuminates the formal and semantic 
relationships between the words of a language. This is an area where a 
layman's interests may not be entirely dissimilar to those of a historical 
linguist, and thus it  can be a very good entry point for people who are 
relatively new to the study of etymology. Indeed, this topic is of particular 
interest for speakers of a language like English which has seen a good deal of 
borrowing, and where the semantic relationship between for example hand 
and manila! 'involving the hand, operated by hand, etc. ' is obscured by the 
absence of any formal relationship between the two words. In this particular 
instance, the word mamw! is ultimately a derivative formation from a word 
meaning 'hand', but the word in question is Latin lIlanus 'hand' (plus a 
Latin su/l1x - (/lis which forms adjectives with the meaning 'connected with') 
rather than English hand. Latin manuiilis was borrowed into English (via 
French) as malllla! in the fifteenth century. For a time it competed with a 
word with the same meaning which did have a transparent [ormal relation­
ship with hand, namely handy. This word today only has the specialized 
meanings 'convenient to handle or use', 'ready to hand' ,  'skilful, good with 
his or her hands', but in early use it  also had the meaning 'done by hand, 
manual' .  It is formed from hand and the sulTix -y (wl�ich has a function 
similar to Latin -litis), although this is not the full  story: handy probably 
originally arose as a result of reanalysis of the word handiwork, which was 
itself formed much earlier. /ulIldiwork is not (as we may at first assume) 
formed from handy and work but from hand and the obsolete noun gelVeorc 
'work', which is a derivative of Old English weorc 'work' formed with a 
prefix ge- which had a collective meaning (thus 'work collectively') and 
which was pronounced with a palatal initial consonant /j/, thus /jewedrk/. In 
course of time phonetic reduction occurred in the unstressed medial syllable 

: ; 
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of fWlldgeweorc, giving the form halldilllork, which was then reanalysed as 
showing hand, -y, and work. 

This small example illustrates some very important tendencies in word 
histories, which etymologists must always bear in mind, There will often be 
a formal relationship between words which have a semantic connection with 
one another. Thus, a word which means 'per/armed by hand' will very likely 
be related in form to a word meaning 'hand': in English we can imagine 
compound formations such as *hal/d-done (compare fumdmade) or deriva­
tive formations such as *fUlIldl:\'h, hCllldly, or indeed handy. The asterisk here 
indicates entirely hypothetical word forms, rather than reconstructed word 
forms as we saw before with *.I'(/oa- in section 1 .2.4. The word handly has 
no asterisk because it is in fact recorded several times in Middle English, 
alld with precisely the meaning 'manual'. I t  was thus another synonym in 
competition with manual and fulIldy. 

This sort of relationship is called an iconic onc: the word forms echo 
what seems to be the intuitive meaning relationship between the words. 
Such compound or derivative formations are called transparent when there 
is a clear form-and-meaning relationship between the complex word and its 
component parts. (Wc will look at transparency in more detail in  chapter 2, 
and iconicity in chapter 4.) 

Borrowing can disrupt these relationships, if, as typically happens, not all 
of the words in a related group are borrowed. In this particular instance so­
called prestige borrowing of a relatively technical word has occurred, but 
the more basic word hcmd has not been replaced by a parallel borrowing 
of (Anglo-)French main or Latin manus. We will look at di lTerent sorts 
of borrowing situations, and their often unpredictable outcomes, in much 
more detail in chapters 5 and 6.  For one example of the rather messy results 
of different borrowing processes compare the synonymous nouns /I1anual 

and handbook in modern English. Both denote a book containing con­
cise information readily to hemd. manual shows borrowing from (Anglo-) 
French manual, which is itself from Latin manucile. handbook was formed 
as a calque or loan translation (see section 5. 1 .2) on the model of Latin 
/11Cl/ll.IClle, although in modern use it owes its currency mostly to the influence 
of German JJCllulbllC/z in the nineteenth century (which was also formed on 
the model of Latin l11anllc//e). 

handiwork shows another typical process, where the composition of a 
word has become obscured or opaque with the passage of time. Had Old 
English gelVeorc survived into Middle English it  would have had the form 
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" iJFork (or more properly * iwerk), and so i t  would have paralleled the formal 
changes shown by handiwork, but it  did not survive, and handiwork became 
as it were an 'orphan', open to reinterpretation as showing hand, -y, and 
work. This reanalysis leads to the appearance of the adjective handy, and 
probably also to the remodelling of the word halldcraji as handicraJi. Thus, 
loss of other words in the linguistic system can lead to what were originally 
transparent relationships becoming opaque. Opacity can also result ji'om 
many other factors, such as sound change. The great counter-force is anal­
ogy, in  this case leading to reanalysis of handiwork and the formation of new 
words on the same pattern, thus setting up a new set of correspondences 
between form and meaning, albeit ones quite different fi'om those found 
earlier in the word's history. (We will look at the workings of analogy in 
detail in  chapter 7.) 

We see here that an example of how etymology can help us to understand 
oddities in the modern-day structure of the vocabulary of a language has 
also brought us back to the interconnection of etymology with many other 
aspects of historical linguistics. This is one of the most f�lscinating aspects 
of etymology: wc can move quite swiftly fi'om interesting information which 
helps inform our understanding of the historical relationships between 
words in everyday use, to data that helps us to understand processes of 
historical linguistic change. Indeed, very often the same information serves 
both functions at once. 

1 .3.3 The etymological faUacy 

It may seem odd to spend part of this chapter discussing what etymology 
is not for, but the misconceptions are very widespread, and colour many 
popular ideas about word histories. Additionally, of course, in examining 
what etymology is not about, wc will uncover a good deal of what it  really is 
about, and wc will also sce some further i l lustrations of,how words change 
in both form and meaning over time. 

The etymological fallacy is the idea that knowing about a word's origin, 
and particularly its original meaning, gives us the key to understanding 
its present-day use. Very fi'eguently, this is combined with an assertion 
about how a word ought to be used today: certain uses are privileged as 
'etymological' and hence 'valid', while others are regarded as 'unetymo­
logical' and hence 'invalid' (or at least 'less valid'). This attitude certainly 
has a venerable history: the word etymology is itself ultimately from ancient 
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Greek etumologia, which is fonned from etlll/lOS 'true' and logos 'word, 
d . ' I  d f' 

. f' ' 2" speech', hence enotmg t le stu y 0 true meanlllgs or orms . -
Perhaps the easiest way to illustrate the assumptions lying behind the 

etymological fallacy is to look at some verbal controversies of the relatively 
recent past. Today use of the word l11eticulous in the sense 'painstakingly 
careful' is perfectly normal and does not invite any negative reaction, but 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries it attracted a good deal 
of comment. The central ground of the objection was etymological. The 
word comes ultimately from Latin metus 'fear', and it tlrst occurs in English 
(as also in French) in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in the sense 
'fearful', for instance in the Older Scots writer William Stewart's translation 
of Hector Boece's Chronicle of Scotland, 'Gif thow be . . .  Meticulos, and 
dar nocht se blude drawin' ('if you arc fearful, and do not dare see blood 
drawn,) .23 The word resurfaces in French in the early nineteenth century 
in the sense 'overscrupulous', with the connotation ' fearful of making a 
mistake', and it swiftly enters English in this sense, being found in 1 827 
in Blackll'ood's Jvlagazine: 'He does many things which we ourselves, and 
we do not hold ourselves peculiarly meticulous, will not venture upon.' 
However, the word subsequently developed more positive connotations in 
both French and English, as defined by the QED: ' Subsequently usually in 
more positive sense: careful, punctilious, scrupulous, precise' .  As we wil l  sce 
in chapter 8, this is a very f�'u' from unusual process of semantic change: the 
word's meaning has first narrowed, and then it has developed more positive 
connotations or amelior�\ted - or in this particular instance, i t  would per­
haps be more accurate to say that it has lost its negative connotations. But 
for many prescriptive commentators on English usage in the early twentieth 
century, this new sense was to be avoided, on the grounds that it was not 
sanctioned by the word's history, and specifically by the meaning of the 
Latin word from which it was ultimately borrowed. (For a useful summary 
of such comment see Webster's Dictionary (jlEnglisll Usage ( 1989) 634.) 

22 On the early history or the word and the concept sce the short sketch in Lass (2007) 
§8. 1 . 1  and further references there, and also the discussion in the four chronological 
volumes of Lepschy ( l 994a), ( 1 994b), ( 1 998), and Morpurgo Davies ( 1 998). On the 
study of the etymology of English words up to 1 882, when the first fascicle of the 
OED appeared, sec G6rlach (2002b) 7 1 - 1 36. On etymology in the twentieth century 
sec especially Malkicl ( 1 993). 

23 See OED3 at lllelicu/ollS adj.,  as also for the quotation from B/ac/cll'ooc/'s lvfagazine 
below. 
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Similarly, the word obnoxious comes ultimately from Latin obnoxius, 

which is formed from the preposition ob 'in front of, in view of' and 
the noun noxa 'hurt, injury' (compare modern English noxiolls, used fre­
quently of harmful substances, especially gases). The Latin adjective had 
the meanings 'exposed to harm, liable, answerable, submissive, subject to 
punishment', and it is broadly these meanings which are commonest from 
the word's first occurrence in English in the sixteenth century down to the 
nineteenth century. As late as 1 902 we tlnd in William lames Varieties 4 

Religious Experience: 'The impulse . . .  is . . .  f:'Il' too immediate and sponta­
neous an expression of self-despair and anxiety to be obnoxious to any such 
reproach.'24 However, from the late seventeenth century onwards we find a 
sense which the QED detlnes as: 'Offensive, o�iectionable, odious, highly 
disagreeable. Now esp. (of a person): giving offence, acting objectionably; 
extremely unpleasant, highly dislikeable.' This results from association with 
l1oxiolls, and has become the usual sense in  modern English (indeed i t  is 
the only one for which the QED records any examples later than 1 902), but 
in the nineteenth century use in this sense was a matter of contention, and 
again the focus of debate was the word's etymology. (For a summary see 
again Webster 's Dictionary (�f'English Usage ( 1 989) 676.) 

These arc both complex words, and their original meaning is to some 
extent guessable for people who know some Latin because the composi­
tion of each worcl is transparent. It is notable that in English attempts 
to determine usage by recourse to etymology very often involve words of 
Latin origin, and particularly words which remain reasonably close in form 
to their Latin etymons, so that the historical connection between the two 
is fairly obvious, as in the cases of lI1eticulolls or obnoxiolls. We can sce 
an interesting cultural phenomenon in action here, where the authority of 
an ancient language is taken to be an elfective arbiter of usage even in a 
quite dilTerent language some two thousand years later. However, so far 
as the scientiHc study of language is concerned, such as�ertions about the 
authority of 'etymological meanings' arc quite irrelevant; or rather, if  they 
arc relevant to anyone, it is to people studying attitudes towards language 
use, rather than to etymologists. It is onc of the linguistic facts of life that 
words change both in form and in meaning. Predicting exactly what those 
changes will be and when they will occur is normally impossible, although 

2·1 Sec OED3 at obnoxiolls adj. 
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describing and explaining changes which have occurred in the past is a much 
more achievable goal, and forms the main focus of this book. 

The changes in meaning shown by meticulolls or obnoxiolls look very' 
minor when compared with some much more dramatic changes in meaning 
which have occurred during the recorded history of English, but which tend 
to be noticed only by linguistic historians and by people reading texts from. 
earlier periods. 

To take a much cited example, the English word deer originally denoted 
any animal, as its cognates Dutch dier and German Tier still do today. 
H owever, in the course of the Middle English period the word came to be 
applied more and more often specilkally to the deer, and in early modern 
English the broader sense 'animal' was lost completely, so that whenever 
the word occurred it had the narrowed sense 'deer'. Explaining why this 
happened is much more di/TIcult, and in spite of the popularity of this 
example in the literature, there is no generally accepted explanation.25 

To take another example, the word treacle originally (from the fourteenth 
century) denoted a kind of medicine, as it  did also in its donor language 
French and in the other Romance languages; in an extended figurative 
meaning it could denote anything with healing effects. Its transferred use to 
denote a type of sugar product dates only from the end of the seventeenth 
century, but now is the only one which remains in current use (except when 
this sense is itself used figuratively, especially of compliments or praise). 

Wc will look in more detail at the mechanisms of meaning change in 
chapter 8, but wc should already be able to put the etymological fallacy 
to one side if wc consider how foolish it would be to assert that English 
deer should be used in the sense 'animal' (and another word be used in 
the meaning 'deer') because of its history and the modern meanings of its 
cognates Dutch dier and German Tier, or that treacle should revert to the 
meaning 'medicine' because of its history (its ultimate etymon in Greek in 
fact means an antidote against a venomous bite). Earlier in this chapter we 

25 For one attempt see Samuels ( 1 972) 73·-4, who examines the relationships between 
the terms beast, hart, and deer in Middle English, and suggests that the homophony 
between flart and heart may have blocked adoption of hart as a general term for the deer, 
while partial homophony bctween deer and the adjective dear may have been a pressure 
against continlled use of deer to denote more ferocious wild animals. Such arguments 
based on what is often termed 'dangerous homophony' are controversial, especially in 
cases where, as in this instance, genuinc ambiguity must rarely if ever have occurred. 
See further diseussion of arguments of this type in section 3.8. 
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saw a similarly dramatic semantic development in the word sad: i t  would be 
absurd to suggest today that sad should be used only in the sense 'satisfied' 
because of its etymology. 

1 .4 What. an etymologist does 

Our initial investigation of the comparative method has given a first illustra­
tion of the methodology of an etymologist. Various aspects of this method­
ology will take up most of the rest of this book. We will end this first chapter 
by considering some of the typical activities that characterize etymological 
research. In any (hypothetical) day of etymological research a lot of what 
happens will depend upon the particular circumstances of the language or 
period being studied, reflecting such factors as how much data is available, 
and what form that data takes. However, some things are almost certain to 
be true: there will be few, if any, blinding flashes of insight, and any that do 
occur wil l  be the result of a good deal of painstaking work. Gathering data 
together (from important source texts, from corpora, from dictionaries, 
or hom the work of previous researchers) is likely to I1gure largely, along 
with the careful analysis of this data. Frequently this analysis will involve 
approaching the same material time and again from different points of view, 
testing out one hypothesis after anothel� and probably discarding most of 
them as they run aground in insuperable dilliculties. When real progress is 
made, it  is most likely that it  will emerge slowly, as the etymologist attempts 
to approach the same set of data with (yet) another hypothesis, to find that 
on this occasion the hypothesis does not collapse, but holds up against all of 
the challenges that one can think of to test it  with. And then very probably 
one puts the hypothesis to one side for a little while and comes back to it 
another day, to see whether one had overlooked an obv�ous diJIieulty. Only 
then may one begin to feci that perhaps some real progress has been made. 

Whenever we try to establish a link between two pieces of data, we must 
remember to check how plausible this link is from a variety of diflerent 
perspectives. Is there any difIicuity semantically? Can we find parallels for 
any changes in meaning that we assume? Is the connection acceptable 
phonologically? Ifphonological changes are posited, are they plausible, and 
clo we have parallels for them? Are any morphological relationships which 
are posited plausible, and are they supported by parallels? Finally, is this 
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hypothesis demonstrably preferable to any others which have been proposed 
or whieh we ean formulate? 

More often than not, the word history which emerges from this process 
will reflect the work of more than one researcher. A lot of etymological 
research involves taking up the threads of past investigations, carefully 
going through the work of previous researchers (who perhaps worked gener­
ations ago), and seeing' whether new data or new insights help reinforce and 
confirm a hypothesis suggested by earlier research, or instead challenge this 
hypothesis, or even suggest a new one. Fortunately, a lot of etymological 
work ages rather well. Of course, we must always be very careful when 
revisiting older scholarship to take note of any places where it rests on 
outdated assumptions, and to investigate it rigorously by applying modern 
methodologies and procedures. But so long as due caution is exercised, 
a great deal of scholarship dating from at least as far back as the late 
nineteenth century is still an excellent foundation for further work. There 
is, of course, a good reason for this: as we have already noted in discllssing 
Verner's Law, many of the most important advances in the development 
or linguistic reconstruction and the comparative method belong to the late 
nineteenth century, and although there have been very important method­
ological advances since then, much of the scholarship of that period still 
does not appear to be in a completely alien scholarly 'language'. 

Finally, words form part of a system, the lexis of Cl language, with numer­
ous links to its grammar also. Any change in our understanding of one 
part of that system may have echoes or repercussions in another, possibly 
quite distantly removed, part of the same large system, and we must always 
be alert to such implications in our own or others' work. Sometimes, one 
changed etymology can open the way to a whole set of new solutions to old 
problems. One should bear in mind the adage of the great French compara­
tive linguist and etymologist Antoine Meillet that a language is 'un systeme 
. . . Oll tout se tient', 'a system where everything is connected' (Meillet ( 1 92 1 )  
1 6; also cited i n  similar form at many other points in  Meillet's work: see 
Koerner ( 1 999» . Some linguists would reformulate this as 'a system where 
many things are connected' ,  but still we should be alert to the implications 
that one etymology may have for many other word histories. Additionally, 
we must never forget that words and languages are spoken by real people, 
living in a particular society at a particular point in history, and it is in the 
usage of individual speakers that changes in word form and word meaning 
arise and develop. In order to understand the words of the past we must 
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often immerse ourselves in its material and intellectual culture, in order 
to trace connections between words and concepts which may seem quite 
unrelated from a modern perspective. We should also give consideration 
to the many different registers and styles of language, and the specialist 
vocabularies of dillerent groups anci communities. When we take account of 
such issues, we are likely to produce much better etymologies, and we may 
also make some important discoveries about social and cultural history. 

As we have seen, a lot of argumentation in etymology, whether it eoncerns 
form history or meaning history, works on the basis of establishing parallels, 
in order to identify regular patterns or tanguage change which lend support 
to individual etymologies. However, if we also have a reasonable explana­
tion for why a change may have occurred, this is inherently much more 
satisfying, and more productive for work in historical l inguistics in general. 
Additionally, if we have a plausible explanation for why a change is likely to 
have happened in one case, we can assess whether similar circumstances are 
likely to have existed in a hypothetical parallel case. 

The task of an etymologist is thus a very large one. Tt was described with 
characteristic boldness by one of the great etymologists of the twentieth 
century, Walther von Wartburg: 

Today the task of etymology is no longer solely to look for the root or a word or 
group or words. It must follow the group in qucstion throughout the whole pcriod 
during which i t  belongs to the language, in all its ramifications and all its relations to 
other groups, constantly asking the qucstions appropriate to etymology in the strict 
scnse or the word. 

(yon Wartburg, tr. Reid ( 1 969) 1 2 1 )26 

We may not always be able to answer all of the questions that such an 
investigation poses, and sometimes there may be so little evidence that we 
can barely establish any trace even of a word's existence, but we should still 
not lose sight of this ultimate aim . 

26 Dic Erforschung des Radix cines Wortes odeI' einer Wortgruppe ist hellte nicht mehr 
die einzige Allfgabe dcr Etymologie. Sie hat dic Zll bctrachtendc Wortgruppe in ihrer 
Vcriistclllng und mit all ihrcn Bczichllngcn Zll andcren Gruppen wiihrend del' ganzen 
Zcit, da sic einer Sprachc angehiirt, zu Ycrrolgcn, ohnc jemals die ctymologisicrende 
Fragcstcllllng allrzllgcbcn. 

(von Wartburg ( 1 962) 1 20-1 )  
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In  chapter I we encountered some of the main characteristic! of etymology. 
its aims, and some important features of its methodology. We considcred 
some examples of change in word meaning and change in word form, and 
began to look at some of the mechanisms by which both of these occur. 
We will return to these topics in more detail later. In this ehapter and the 
next we will take a closer look at the main objects of study in etymological 
rescarch, words. In etymological dictionaries a 'word' stands at the head of 
each dictionary entry, and the status and selection of these words can seem 
to be a given. However, the identification of words as coherent entities for 
study raises a number of quite complex questions. Additionally, selection of 
which words to concentrate on is a far from trivial matter. 

2.1  What are words'! 

2 . 1 . 1  Problems of definitioll 

So far in this book I have taken the term 'word' rather for granted, as being 
a self-evident one which any reader will readily understand. The concept 
is very familiar to a non-specialist, and the term forms part of general 
vocabulary and so does not have to be learnt by beginners in linguistics, 
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unlike phoneme, morpheme, etc. In literate societies lay conceptions of  
word boundaries (Le. where one word ends and another begins) are often 
very much bound up with literacy and the rules of various writing systems, 
but there is also at least some evidence that non-literate speakers of lan­
guages with no written form also have intuitions about word boundaries, as 
do children who have not yet learned to read in literate societies. I However, 
it is also notoriously difficult to define a 'word' in a way which makes sense 
consistently at all levels ofI inguistic analysis. Specialists in morphology and 
also in phonology often grapple with this particular problem, and a full 
discussion would take up much more space than is available to us here. The 
discussion that follows will be brief, and will focus on those aspects which 
most a/rect etymological research. 2 

2. 1 . 1 .  I Spelling A non-specialist from most modern literate societies who 
is asked what a word is will probably say that the words in a sentence are the 
things written with a space on either side. This definition is unsatisfactory 
for linguists for various reasons. Firstly, not all languages have a written 
form, and even when they do they do not necessarily separate words. Cer­
tainly, the way that many languages are written tells us something about 
writers' intuitions about what constitute words, but a definition on this 
basis runs the risk of circularity, and is also detached from any analysis of 
linguistic structure: by this criterion, words are the things that people write 
as separate words (i.e. with spaces between them) because they perceive 
them as separate words (whatever that may mean). 

Writtcn language also tends to be rather inconsistent in its treatment of 
eertain kinds of units. Any survey even of published written English wiII 
show very considerable variation in whether some combinations of two 
nouns are written as a solid, or with a hyphen, or with a 'space between 
the two elements. Thus IUllchbox can also appear as either IU/lch box or 
lunch-box, and even dictionaries do not agree on which ,to list as a preferred 
spelling. We would have to resort to some very odd reasoning to argue that 
IUllchbox is one word but lunch box is two: both have the same meaning and 
behave the same way syntactically, as does lunch-box, and in the spoken 
language the pronunciation is the same for all three. This leads to the 

I Scc further Ballcr (2003) 57, Sapir ( 1 92 1 )  34-5. 
2 For detailed disclIssion of most of the points in this section see e.g. Baller (2003), 

which I have largely fol lowed here, or (with somc slightly differcnt perspectives) 
Adams (200 1 :  2-5), Dooij (2007: 28 1-94), Plag (2003: 4-9). 
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fairly obvious conclusion that we are looking at three difTerent spellings of 
precisely the same linguistic unit. 

. 

. 2. 1 . 1.2 A1eanillg One userul and conventional way or thinking about 
words as linguistic units is that a word is a linguistic sign which has both 
rorm and meaning. (We will come to the very important concept of the 
arbitrariness of this linguistic sign in chapter 4.) Linguistic meaning is 
expressed by the combination of units in a sentence. This might seem to give 
us a shortcut to a definition or a word: words are minimal units of meaning 
in a sentence. However, a little rel1ection will present us with some major 
problems. It is not always possible to inrer the established, conventional or 
institutionalized meaning or phrases from their constituent words: consider 
idioms like it 's raining cats Ilnd dogs (and see further section 2. 1 .5 below). 
There is also ample evidence that people often analyse the morphological 
composition of unfamiliar complex words as and when they hear them in 
order to interpret their meaning, and that they do this as part of their 
general competence as speakers of a language. For instance, if someone 
knows the word Vill(lCeOIlS 'of the colour of red wine' they are unlikely to 
have any more dilTIculty in understanding the derivative formations l'ill(l­

ceouslless or I'inaceollsly than the phrase very vinuceous, although they will 
probably never have encountered these particular derivative words before. 
(Both words are extremely rare, and even a Google search shows only a 
couple of examples of each.) 

2 . 1 . 1 .3 Phonological criteria Phonological criteria can provide very useful 
evidence about word boundaries. In some languages, probably including 
proto-Germanic at one point in its history, stress regularly falls at the begin­
ning of a word. (In pro to-Germanic more accurately on the first syllable 
of' a lexical root, rather than on prefixes.) In some other languages, such 
as modern English, each word has a particular syllable on which the main 
stress will normally fall if that word is stressed in a sentence (e.g. 'killdness, 

in'eptitude, illcoll'solable); but this is not true of aU languages. 
Some phonological processes apply only at particular positions in a word. 

]n the history of German a sound change occurred by which obstruents 
were devoiced when they occurred word-finally, but not when they occurred 
medially or initially, giving rise to a situation in modern German where e.g. 
Rat 'counsel' and Rad 'wheel' are homophonous in the nominative singular 
(both /ra: tI) but not in inl1ected case forms in which an inl1ectional ending 
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I I I 
I I 
I 

l I I 

WHAT ARE WORDS? 37 

follows the obstruent (e.g. genitive singular Rates /ra:t'.)s/ 'of counsel' beside 
Rade.\' /nubs/ 'of a wheel'). 3 Some phonological processes, especially vowel 
harmony, typically operate across syllable boundaries within a word, but 
not across word boundaries. (See for example section 7.2.4 on i-mutation 
in the history of' English.) However, other processes do apply across word 
boundaries, such as the assimilatory devoicing in English /haftu:/ as a 
realization of have to. This is Llsually called external sand hi, following the 
terminology of the ancient Sanskrit grammarians. 

2 . 1 . 1 .4 A1orphological criteria A commonly cited morphological criterion 
is that words are uninterruptible units, although there are exceptions, as for 
instance when expletives are inserted in the middle of a word in English, e.g. 
ab.l'obloolll inglllt ely. 

2 . 1 .2 Problems of analysis 

In addition to there being no generally accepted and completely satisfactory 
definition of what constitutes a word, there is also considerable scholarly 
disagreement about whether some particular linguistic units should be 
regarded as words or as phrases, i .e. syntactic combinations or more than 
one word. ]n English it  is notoriously difficult to define what constitutes a 
compound and what constitutes a phrase. To begin with an unproblematic 
example, it would normally be accepted that blackbird is a compound, and a 

Made bird is a noun phrase. blackbird has reference to a particular variety of 
bird, and if someone calls a crow a blackbird they will be using the English 
language in an idiosyncratic way that is unlikely to be understood by anyone 
else. However, if someone refers to a crow as a black bird, then they will 
be making a simple factual statement, and in grammatical terms we will 
analyse their utterance as a noun phrase showing bird as a head modified 
by the adjective black. Conversely, remale and younger male blackbirds 
are mostly brown. Even white blackbirds sometimes �ccur, and they are 
still blackbirds, albeit uncharacteristic ones, although they are not black 

hirds. However, if we try to extrapolate from this unproblematic example 
precisely what it  is that distinguishes a compound from a phrase, we start 
to encounter some real difficulties: 

3 For discussion of th is particular phenomenon from a number of difTcrenl lheoretical 
standpoints scc Lass ( 1 984). 
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• blackbird has a meaning not predictable from its component parts, 
whereas black bird refers very predictably to any bird which is black. 
But many phrases and idioms also have unpredictable meanings. 

• blackbird is written without any spaces, black bird is written with a 
space. But compare again IUlldlbox, lunch-box, lUll ch box. 

• In some languages an adjective will show agreement with a noun in 
a phrase but will show a bare stem form in a compound, giving a 
clear morphological criterion for telling phrases from adjective-noun 
compounds, but this is not the case in other languages such as modern 
English. 

• blackbird shows stress on the first element, while black bird shows stress 
on bird, the hcad of the phrase. But consider blackcurrant, in American 
English typically 'blackcurrant, but in British English typically black 

'currant (except sometimes as the first element in a compound, when 
the stress may be shifted, e.g. 'blackcurrant bush). Consider also idio­
syncratic cases, such as street names ending in street (e.g. 'Downing 

Street, Coro'nation Street, 'Ship Street) as opposed to those ending in 
road, lane, avenue, etc. (e.g. Station 'Road, Cemetery 'Road, Park 'Lane, 

Shq/iesbUlJ' 'Avellue).4 

This last point in particular is the subject of much debate, but it is sullicient 
for our purposes to know that there is as yet no clear consensus. 5 In the case 
of adjective-noun compounds, gradability of the adjective can be a safer 
test, at least if the adjective is gradable: 

• We may talk about a vel)' black bird, or indeed a very black blackbird, 

but not .(/ very blackbird. 

However, this criterion often conllicts with what we might predict from the 
position of the stress. red admiral, the name of a type of butterHy, has stress 
on the second element, suggesting phrasal status, but we cannot speak of 
a vel)' red admiral or the reek/est admiral (at least, not if we are speaking 
about the butterHy; either phrase would be perfectly plausible if referring to 
the left-wing politics or the Hushed face of a naval olIicer). 

" For a useful discussion of these sec Plug (2005). 
5 For a recent summary sce Bauer (2006a), and also Bauer ( l 998a); for a sample of 

rather different views sec Booij (2007) or Gicgerich (2004). . 1  
I 
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2.1 .3 Why these are not  major problems for etymology 

I have introduced these issues largely to show that the use of 'word' and 
'compound' is not always uncontroversial, and because it  is important to 
realize that the simplc statement 'etymologists study the origins of words' 
may not really be so simple as it at first sounds. 

Whatever definition of the term 'word' we aclopt, etymologists cannot 
avoid interesting themselves very c10scly in many units much larger than 
the word. Very many phrases have complex meanings and complex histories 
which req uire etymological explanation. Furthermore, many single words 
have their origin in what is sometimes termed the univerbation of what were 
originally phrasal units consisting of more than one word, e.g . :  

• 111'011 < lip and on 

• goodbye shows a contraction of God be with you, with remodelling of 
the first element after good day, good night, etc. 

• the phrase at one > the adverb atone, on which thc abstract noun 
atonement is formed, which in turn gives rise to the verb to atone 

In some other languages, such as French, lexicalized phrases frequently 
occur in meanings which are typically realized by compounds in English, 
for instance French sac cl IJ/ain beside English handbag. We can also 
examine the etymologies of units smaller than the word, for example 
derivational all1xes such as pre-, 1111-, -Iless, etc., and even morphological 
inflectiuns, although these do raise some rather diIferent issues, which we 
will explore in chapter 4. 

Conversely, if we are studying a contemporary language, or even a past 
stage which has a large corpus of surviving evidence, then we cannot 
possibly pay attention to the etymology of every word ever uttered, or even 
evcry word ever recorded, in that language, and nor would we want to. As 
we will sec in section 2 .2.4, the lexicon of every language is constantly open 
to new words, formed according to the productive word-forming patterns 
of that language. Nearly all such new words are immediately transparent in 
meaning (when heard in the appropriate context) to other speakers of that 
language. Additionally, nearly all such words fai l  to enter more extensive 
usage, and remain 'one-oIfs' or noncc formations (although the same word 
may well be formed again, quite separately, by other speakers on other 
occasions). 
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2. 1 .4 Word forms and word mcanings 

If we return to the expression of meaning by words, we can observe that 
some words, like a or the, have grammatical content but no other meaning 
content. Other words, like haddock or ankle, have clear mcaning content. 
Many words have multiple establish�d meanings, i.e. they arc polysemous, 
and we can only tell which meaning is intended from the context of a 
particular utterance. For example, we can speak of someone working in an 
office (a physical place) or holding an elected (dfice (an abstract social role), 
or we can say that a container isjitl! (there is no room left in it) or that the 
moon isjitll (none of the side turned towards the earth is in shade). In fact, 
meanings are often stretched or extended in particular contexts. It is only 
when particular new or extended meanings of words in particular contexts 
become institutionalized, i .e. used fairly frequently by different speakers of 
a language, and perhaps extended to other contexts, that they begin to be 
recorded in dictionaries. We will return to this point and its importance for 
etymological research in chapter 8 .  

Additionally, wc  need to  distinguish between different homonyms, i.e. 
quite separate words which happen to be identical in form. For instance, 
distinct homonyms are shown by file 'type of metal tool' (of Germanic 
origin) and file 'set of documents' (a borrowing from French). In this 
instance the words are distinct from a synchronic point of view, since there 
is no semantic common ground between the meanings which they realize, 
and also from a diachronic point of view, since they have diITerent histories. 
However, these two criteria do not always coincide, as we will explore in  
detail in section 3 .3 .  

Meaning is also expressed by  the inflections of a word, e.g. in  the sin­
gular/plural distinction between giraffidgirq/fes, board/boards, fis/z/fishes, 

man/men, etc. Technically, these inflected forms are distinct word forms 
which belong to a single unit called a lexeme. In order to identify the lexem� 
to which the word forms giraffe and giraffes both correspond, we normally 
use what is called the citation form, i.e. the form that we can look up in a 
dictionary. So giraffe is the citation form of the lexeme which has the word 
forms girq/Je and giraffes (also girc!ffe's, gir4/es'). Sometimes small capitals 
are used to identify lexemes, e.g. GIRAFFE, MAN. Note that in the case of 
man/men the morphological relationship is realized by variation in  the stem 
vowel, rather than by an inflectional affix (see further section 4.4. 1 ) .  

" 
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Sometimes we linc! the phenomenon known as suppletion, where word 
forms of different historical origins stand in the same sort of relationship, 
within a grammatical paradigm, as inflected forms like giraffe and giraffes 

do to one another. Thus, was and is are not inf1ected forms of be (they are of 
a quite diflerent historical origin), but they stand in the same paradigmatic 
relationship to it as opened and opens do to open. Similarly, lVorse and 
worst stand in the same paradigmatic relationship to bad as poorer and 
poorest do to poor. We can say that be, was, and is (and also are) are word 
forms of the lexeme BE, and that worse and worst are word forms of the 
lexeme BAD (and also of the lexeme BADLY). I nterestingly, in the case of 
H'orse and worst this pattern is relatively modern. Both forms go back to 
the Old English period (Old English wyrsa and \Vyrst), and they have been 
the antonyms of bet/er and best (Old English betm and betst) throughout 
their history in English, but the adjective in the general sense 'bad' to which 
they correspond (again suppletively) as comparative and superlative in Old 
English is y/eI (modern English eVil). In early Middle English we find a new 
adjective ill in many of the same senses as evil, and ll'orse and worst are also 
found as its comparative and superlative. Finally, bad becomes increasingly 
common in senses formerly expressed by evil and ill, and gradually worse 

and I\101;l't become established as its comparative and superlative forms. 
However, there is a long transitional period in which worse and lVorst are 
found in paradigmatic relationships with all of these three words, e.g. we 
lind examples of/i'om el'l? to worse,/i'oll/ ill to I I'OrSe, andji'om bad to worse. 

Thus patterns of suppletion can vary over time, and can also vary in the 
usage of particular individuals or speech communities within a particular 
period. 

Suppletion is quite different from the phenomenon where cJiflerent vari­
ants realize the same grammatical form of a single lexical item. Modern 
standardized written languages do much to disguise this sort of variation, 
but consider the regional d ifferences in pronunciation between for example 
/tuO/ tooth in the English West Midlands as against ltu

'
:O/ elsewhere, or the 

variation in the pronunciation of either as / Ub/ or / alo';)/ in the speech of 
diflcrent individuals in both Britain and the US. This is an issue that we will 
look at in much more detail in chapter 3. 

I n  this book, I will normally use 'word' rather loosely in the sense 'lex­
eme', and I will refer to words by their citation forms. This is not normally 
a problem in etymological work, so long as we have a more sophisticated 
terminology available for instances where we need to t<;ase the various 
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distinctions apart morc carcfully, and so long as wc rcmain awarc of the 
bundle of dilTerent forms and meanings which a single word may show. 

2. 1 .5 Idioms 

As we have noted, units larger than a single word also often have con­
ventional or institutionalized meaning which is not predictable from their 
component parts. Idioms arc by their nature constructions which arc stored 
in one's memory and form part of one's competence in speaking a particular 
language, even if this only involves selection of the correct preposition or 
adverb in verbal constructions sllch as to sober liP, or selection between for 
example to engage in ' to participate in' and to engage with 'to establish a 
meaningful contact or connection with'. In these particular cases it might 
be possible to interpret the meaning of the expression correctly even if 
one has not encountered it bcfore, i .e .  to apprehend it passively even if it 
lies outside one's active competence, but it is questionable how far most 
speakers ever stop to analyse idiomatic expressions such as to catch up 011, 

to give (something) Ill', to leaJle o.ff (doing something) , 011 the one hand . . .  011 

the other hand, to 1'1111 (someone) to ground. 

There is thus a very strong case for listing idiomatic expressions in dic­
tionaries, so long as they arc in sufficiently common use. They are often 
denoted technically by the broader term lexical item, as distinct from incli·· 
vidual words or lexemes. However, not every lexical item that is listed in a 
dictionary automatically requires etymological investigation. We may feel 
that constructions such as to engage in and to engage !Vith will normally be 
outside the scope of etymological research. However, some of the examples 
given above are less clear-cut. Understanding of the origin of the idiom on 

the one hand . . .  on the other hand is helped by knowing that hand in earlier 
use had the senses 'side of the body' and more generally 'side, direction' 
(e.g. in an example from 1 548 'on the other hand or side of the gate'6). 
The origin of to run (someone) to ground is understandable only when onc 
realizes it originated in the specialist language of fox-hunting, referring to 
hounds running a fox to its burrow or earth. Many other idioms similarly 
rely on conventional metaphors which may or may not become opaque as 
a result of technological or cultural change, e.g. to I'lIIl out o/stea/11 'to lose 
impetus or enthusiasm' (which originated in the age of the steam engine) or 

(, Sce OED at halld n. 1 sense B.4. 
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to have shot one 's boil ' to have done al l  that onc could do' (which originated 
in the age of the crossbow), while others reflect otherwise obsolete or near­
obsolete senses of words, e.g. to cut a caper 'to make a playful, skipping 
movement, to act ridiculously' (showing cut in the sense 'to perform or 
execute' and caper 'a frolicsome leap, especially in dancing'). Some originatc 
in quotations, e.g. biblical quotations or paraphrase such as to tl./m the otlter 

chcek or to lake someone's name ill vain, or quotations from Shakespeare 
such as the lIlilk 0/ /lUlI/an kindness or the world's your oyster. (This last 
example becomes rather less opaque when the metaphor is heard in its 
original fuller context: The !vIerry Wives 0/ Windsor n. i i .  FalstafI: [ will 

not lend thee ({ penny. Pistol: Why then, the world's mine oyster Whiclt [ l l'ith 

sword will open.) We will take up the diflicult issues that such cases raise 
about the role of non-linguistic, encyclopedic knowledge in etymological 
research in chapters 8 and 9. Some idioms remain stubbornly resistant to 
all attempts to explain their origin, e.g. Bob's your uncle 'there you arc' (said 
in a situation where a task becomes easy to complete) or the fill! monty 

'everything which is necessary, appropriate, or possible, the works' .  
Sometimes idioms arise from remodelling of earlier expressions. For 

instance, the rather opaque expression to Itave {[nother tlting cOllling (as 
in, J/you tltink YOll can get ({W({Y with that, YOll have anotlter tlting cO/lling) 

becomes much 1110re readily explicable when a little etymological research 
reveals that it is an alteration of earlier to have anotlter think coming, in 
which think 'action of thinking' has been replaced by the commoner word 
thing (pcrhaps as a result of homophony in casual speech), even though the 
outcome is an idiom which is semantically much more opaque. 

2.2 How ncw words arisc 

As well as looking at word forms and how they realize meaning, wc can 
look at structure within the word, and in a book on .etymology it makes 
most sense to do this primarily from the point of view of word origins, and 
thus to take a preliminary look at how new words enter a language. 

2.2.1 lVlollomorphcmic words and complcx words 

An important initial distinction is between monomorphemic words and 
complex words. As the name implies, monomorphemic words are com­
posed of only a single morpheme or meaningful unit. Examples which we 
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encountered in chapter I include ji'iar, sad, and deer: at least in modern 
English, these words are unanalysable units, and if we understand them it 
mllst either be because they are stored as meaningful units in our memory 
or because 11 given context in which they appear makes their meaning 
obvious. Other words are clearly amilysable, such as happiness, steadiness, 

Feshness, or closeness, although compare highness, which is analysable but 
not transparent, at least not in its use as an honorific title. It is important to 
note that it  is not necessarily the ease that these words are not also stored 
in our memory; but we can analyse all of them from their component parts 
(happy, stecl((v,./i·esh, close, high, and the suffix -ness), and all except highness 
are semantically transparent. Throughout this section we will return often 
to the following questions: 

(i) Do words of this type need to be included in an etymological liictio­
nary? 

(ii) Are words of this type interesting to etymologists? 

We ean immediately conclude that any monomorphemic words in a lan­
guage will need to be included in any etymological dictionary which claims 
to be at all comprehensive, and that they will be of obvious interest to 
etymologists: from the point of view of the contemporary language they 
are stand-alone items whieh must have an origin and history which we will 
want to trace. A good case can also be made for including all affixes which 
are found in analysable words. (We will return to the etymologies of affixes 
in chapter 4.) The situation is much less clear-cut with words which are 
analysable, and we will need to look at a number of issues before we will be 
in any position to address this question. 

2.2.2 Borrowed words 

Words which have been borrowed from another language are typically 
monomorphemic, such asji'iar in chapter I .  However, some are analysable, 
usually beeause each of the elements of which they are composed have 
also been borrowed. For instance, English municipality is a borrowing from 
French nnmicipalite, but it  is analysable, because municipal has also been 
borrowed, and the ending -ity is familiar as the ending of a great many 
abstract nouns borrowed from Freneh nouns in -Ue (and/or Latin nouns in 
-itas) and has also become productive within English. Often it is difficult 
to determine whether complex words of this type show borrowing at all :  
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we will examine some of the issues concerned in sections 5. 1 and 6.8. At 
a greater time depth, or where there is little data, borrowing generally 
beeomes much more dilllcult to detect, and we will look at some of the 
implications of this in ehapter 7. 

Lexical borrowing is probably found to at least some extent in all lan­
guages, although the extent varies greatly (see chapter 5). We may fairly 
safely conclude that all words which have been borrowed will be of some 
interest to an etymologist, sinee we will want to find out how, when, and 
from which other language they have been borrowed. As we will see in 
chapters 5 and 6, these are very often difl1eult questions to answer, because 
of lack of evidence andlor dilllculties of analysis. If we are even reasonably 
inquisitive about the ulterior histories of words, we will also want to delve 
further than this, and discover whether the word in the donor language is 
itself analysable and what its history is. 

H may thus seem that all borrowed words will automatically need to be 
included in any etymological dietionary which attempts to be comprehen­
sive. However, this presents some problems, both of a praetical and of a 
theoretical nature. Fundamentally, words are borrowed, just as they are 
used, by individuals, not by 'languages', and we may find that very dilTerent 
selections of borrowed words belong to the vocabularies of particular social 
groups, geographical areas, ete., and even to the voeabularies of individuals 
within those groups, areas, etc. 

Lexical borrowing is one of the many areas in which we can observe the 
open-ended nature or the lexicon ofa language. Even if we restrict our foeus 
to the usage of monolingual speakers, individuals have different interests or 
pursuits which will bring them into contact with different words from other 
languages. For example, very often people will have dilTerent enthusiasms 
for different cuisines, and accordingly they will have slightly dilTerent (active 
or passive) vocabularies of f'ood terms. The I talian bread name /ocaccia 

has reasonable currency in contemporary British English, and also in many 
other varieties of English. The OED has an entry far this word as an English 
borrowing from Italian, with il lustrative quotations dating back to 1 88 1 .  

However, the early quotations given i n  the OED present the word as an 
unusual item which authors feel the need to explain to their readers, and 
it is not until relatively recent years that we Hnd examples reflecting more 
general curreney of the word. 

This particular example of a f'ood term imported from another eulture 
may seem an obvious symptom of modern Cosl110politanism and henee not 

, ; I 

. , ,' 

\ ;  i " 1  " 



i I 

, ., 

44 WHAT IS A WORD? WHICH WORDS NEED ETYMOLOGIES'? 

encountered in chapter I include Fiar, sad, and deer: at least in modern · 
English, these words are unanalysable units, and if we undcrstand them it 
must either be because they are stored as meaningful units in our memory 
or because a given context in which they appear makes their meaning 
obviolls. Other words are dearly amllysable, such as happiness, steadiness, 

./i·es/mess, or closeness, although compare highness, which is analysable but 
not transparent, at least not in its use as an honorilic title. It is important to 
note that i t  is not necessarily the case that these words are not also stored 
in our memory; but we can analyse all of them li'om their component parts 
(happy, steadyJi'esh, close, high, and the sulfix -ness), and all except highness 

are semantically transparent. Throughout this scction we will return often 
to thc following questions: 

(i) Do words of this type need to be included in an etymological dictio­
nary? 

(ii) Arc words of this type interesting to etymologists? 

We can immediately conclude that any monomorphemic words in a lan­
guage will need to be included in any etymological dictionary which claims 
to be at all comprehensive, and that they will be of obvious interest to 
etymologists: from the point of view of the contemporary language they 
are stand-alone items which mllst have an origin and history which we will 
want to trace. A good case can also be made for including all alfixes which 
are found in analysable words. (We will return to the etymologies of affixes 
in chapter 4.) The situation is much less clear-cut with words which are 
analysable, and we will necd to look at a number of issues before we will be 
in any position to address this question. 

2.2.2 Borrowed words 

Words which have been borrowed from another language are typically 
monomorphemic, such as/riar in chapter I .  However, some are analysable, 
usually because each of the elements of which they are composed have 
also been borrowed. For instance, English lIIunicipality is a borrowing from 
French Jllllllicipalitl!, but it is analysable, because municipal has also been 
borrowed, and the ending -ity is familiar as the ending of a great many 
abstract nOllns borrowed from French nouns in -ill! (and/or Latin nouns in 
-itc7s) and has also become productive within English. Often i t  is difficult 
to determine whether complex words of this type show borrowing at all: 
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we will examine some of the issues concerned in sections 5 .  I and 6 .8 .  At 
a greater time depth, or where there is little data, borrowing generally 
becomes much more difficult to detect, and we will look at some of the 
implications of this in chapter 7. 

Lexical borrowing is probably found to at least some extent in all lan­
guages, although the extent varies greatly (see chapter 5). We may lllirly 
safely conclude that all words which have been borrowed will be of some 
interest to an etymologist, since we will want to find out h ow, when, and 
from which other language they have been borrowed. As we will see in 
chapters 5 and 6, these are very often difficult questions to answer, because 
of lack of evidence and/or dilIiculties of analysis. If we arc even reasonably 
inquisitive about the ulterior histories of words, we will also want to delve 
further than this, and discover whether the word in the donor language is 
itself analysable and what its history is. 

H may thus seem that all borrowed words will automatically need to be 
included in any etymological dictionary which attempts to be comprehen­
sive. However, this presents some problems, both of a practical and of a 
theoretical nature. Fundamentally, words are borrowed, just as they are 
Llsed, by individuals, not by 'languages', and we may lind that very dilTerent 
selections of borrowed words belong to the vocabularies of particular social 
groups, geographical areas, etc., and even to the vocabularies of individuals 
within those groups, areas, etc. 

Lexical borrowing is one of the many areas in which we can observe the 
open-ended nature of the lexicon of a language. Even if we restrict our focus 
to the usage of monolingual speakers, individuals have dilTerent interests or 
pursuits which will bring them into contact with dilTerent words from other 
languages. For example, very often people will have different enthusiasms 
for dilTerent cuisines, and accordingly they will have slightly different (active 
or passive) vocabularies of food terms. The Italian bread name /ocaccia 

has reasonable currency in contemporary British English, and also in many 
other varieties of English. The OED has an entry for thi; word as an English 
borrowing from Italian, with illustrative quotations dating back to 1 88 1 .  

However, the early quotations given i n  the OED present the word as an 
unusual item which authors feel the need to explain to their readers, and 
it is not until relatively recent years that we lind examples reflecting more 
general currency of the word. 

This particular example of a food term imported from another culture 
may seem an obvious symptom of modern cosmopolitanism and hence not 
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applicable to earlier historical periods, but in fact we find that imported 
items (i'oodstuffs, items of manufacture, etc.) are a very frequent so'urce 
or new borrowings in almost all cultures and almost all historieal periods. 
Inevitably, whenever we have a reasonably large body of historieal. data, 
we can ask, but not necessarily answer, the same sorts of questions about 
precisely whose vocabulary particular borrowed words may or may not have 
belonged to in a given place and time. 7 

Additionally, we should remember that mobility of individuals or groups 
between different speech communities is hardly a modern innovation, and 
much recent work in  linguistics has highlighted just how typical (and indeed 
normal) bilingualism and multilingual ism are in many parts of the world 
today and have probably been at all times in the past. We will look in chapter 
6 at the rather vexed question of whether switches between languages by 
bilingual speakers actually show borrowing at all, and if not how great the 
connection between the processes is. However, as soon as we are dealing 
with a situation where people speak more than one language, it is fairly eer­
tain that there will be some interchange of lexis between the two languages, 
even if this is restricted to technical or specialist registers. 

We can thus see that in any language a core ol'well-established borrowings 
is likely to be surrounded by a periphery of much less well-established ones. 
Wherever there is a language contact situation, any large sample of actual 
usage is l ikely to include nonce, one-off, borrowings which do not show 
more general adoption (although the same word may well occur as a nonce 
borrowing on multiple separate occasions). 

The open-ended nature of the lexicon of any language becomes yet more 
apparent if we now consider new words which are f'ormed within a language 
rather than borrowed from another language. 

2.2.3 New formations: aspects of affixation and compollnding 

One very common method of forming new words is by affixation (or deriva­
tion). Both prefixes (which involve addition of material at the beginning of a 
base, e.g. UIl-, in-,pre-) and suffixes (which involve addition of material at the 
end of a base, e.g. -ness, -ment, -Iy) are common in very many languages. We 
will look at both in detail in chapter 4. Much more rarely in fixes are f'ound, 

7 For a detailed discussion of the general importance in etymological research of 
paying attention to how words can shift between specialist vocabularies and general 
usage sce von Wartburg ( 1 969) 1 07-14. 
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which interrupt a morphological base; in its inflectional morphology (rather 
than its derivational morphology) proto-Indo-European probably had an 
infix * -/1- which formed present stems as part or its verbal system, reflected 
in f'or instance English stand. 8 We sometimes also find circumfixes, which 
involve addition simultaneously of material at the beginning and the end of 
a base; by some analyses a circumfix is shown by the ge- -t which is added to 
the stem of weak verbs in modern German to f'orm the past participle, as e.g. 
ge,/i'agt 'asked', past participle of.fi"agen 'to ask' (stem.fi"ag-), although again 
this belongs to inflectional rather than derivational morphology (unless we 
take the past participle to be an adjective formed on a verbal stem).9 In  
section 4.4. 1 we will look at  ablaut, the systematic employment of variation 
in a stem vowel to mark difl'crent morphological or derivational categories. 

Another very common process is, as we have seen, compounding. One 
important thing that compounding and affixation have in common is that 
the resulting word is 'bigger' than the elements from which it is formed. 
The word form thus enacts the semantic relationship between a base word 
and a compound or derivative. When we encounter a new compound or 
derivative, we recognize that it contains a base word plus something else (an 
affix or another base word). This suggests to us that the new word will have 
a meaning related to that of the base word but modified in some way. This 
sort of relationship between word f'orm and word meaning is termed iconic. 
(See further section 4.5.) 

2.2.4 Productivity 

If an affix is productive, i .e. capable of f'orming new words, it can some­
times generate an enormous number of new word forms. lo The process 
may be open-ended; this is particularly clearly illustrated by affixes which 

8 See Plag (2003) l O  1 --4 for an argument that derivational infixation is  shown in 
modern English in expletive insertion of' the sort shown by aiJ.I'o'b/oolllillgllllely (see also 
section 2. 1 . 1 .4). On the distinction between derivation and inflection see Plag (2003) 
1 4- 16 .  

<) Circumfixation should be distinguished fi'om the  simultaneous addition of' both a 
prefix and a suflix in cases like dcc(!!Jeillale < de- + c(!/Jeill + -ate, where de- and -ale 
remain distinct aflixes with distinct meaning and function. Such formations are normally 
called parasynthetic. 

10 For a detailed analysis of morphological productivity see Bauer (200 1) ;  a useful 
account, with further references, is also given by Plag (2006). Productivity is a diflicult 
and somewhat disputed term, and is not used in exactly the same way by all scholars. 
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can attach to names to form new lexical items, like -ism in Tha/cheri.l'lII, 

StalinislII, etc. New derivational formations may be formed at almost
' 
any 

time within the context of a particular utterance, and be understood within 
the context of that utterance. An inlluential study in this area is Baayen 
and Renouf ( 1 996), in which the authors looked at frequencies of word 
forms with the allixes -Iy, -lIess, -ity, 1/11-, and ill- in the British newspaper 
The Ti/nes over a period between 1 989 and 1 993. They found very large 
numbers of forms which occurred only once in this corpus, and which were 
not recorded in any dictionaries. l l Their findings point strongly to very 
many of these formations being genuinely one-oH' nonce uses (examples 
include archdukely, composerly, conduc/orly), which readers of the news­
paper process clfortlessly by means of their knowledge of the productive 
word-forming patterns of the language. These words are not stored in the 
reader's memory, and yet they pose no problems for interpretation. Baayen 
and Renouf concentrated on words formed with derivational sulTIxe1j, but 
we can find just as grcat if not greater facility in the production of new 
compounds in English, which will be readily interpreted and understood by 
a hearer even if they ai'e being encountered for the first time. (Of course, as 
noted in section 2. 1 .2, some scholars would anyway interpret at least some 
of these as showing phrases rather than compounds.) 

Many words can be processed as they are encountered in context, drawing 
on the hearer's or reader's knowledge of the word-forming rules of the 
language. We can compare this to the way that any of an almost infinite 
number of different possible sentences can be interpreted (normally quite 
unconsciously) through the hearerlreader's knowledge of the syntactic pat­
terns of a language. Other words are stored in our memory, including some 
which are perfectly transparent and analysable. Some people will encounter 
,md/or use some words regularly which some other people never encounter: 
Baayen and Renouf's cO/llposedy, conductorly, and even arc/ulllkely may 
be part of everyday discourse for some people. Many linguists invoke the 
concept of a mental lexicon, which will probably differ at least slightly for 
each individual speaker of a language. 12 

If we take the view that an etymologist's task is to account for the origin 
and development of the lexicon of a language, then this begins to appear 

II Additionally, they found that formations with the native, non-borrowed affixes -Iy, 
-lIess, and 1111- appeared to be much more frequent than would be suggested if onc worked 
simply from the wordlists of dictionaries. 

1 2 For an overview of this topic sce Aitchison (2003). 

LEXICALIZATION 49 

an impossible endeavour if new words arc continually arising in the speech 
or writing of dificrent individual speakers and writers on a daily basis, 
and if d iffcrent individuals will have d il1crent lexical items stored in their 
memories. A more useful framework for defining the main focus of an ety­
mologist's work is provided by the concepts of transparent and opaque (and 
also analysable and unanalysablc) meanings and word lorms which we have 
already encountered, and by the diachronic processes of institutionalization 
and lexicalization by which these commonly come about. 

2.3 Lcxicalizatioll 

A distinction is often made between nonce formations, institutionalized 
words, and lexicalized words. (More strictly, we should speak oflexical items 
here, so as to allow phrases to be included in the same framework.) Some 
scholars regard these as stages in a process which words may (but need not) 
undergo: 1 3  

nonce formation > institutionalization > lexicalization 

Nonce formations are ad hoc coinages by individuals in particular circum­
stances, the majority of which will never gain any wider currency, such as 
the words encountered in the Baayen and Renouf study which wc looked 
at in the preceding section. Institutionalized words, while they remain (at 
least relatively) transparent, are used conventionally within a certain speech 
community in a given context or with a fairly specific meaning. Lexicalized 
words are opaque - in meaning, or composition, or both. 

IUllchbox is, compositionally, a transparent compound of IUrIch and box, 

and we are not surprised to find that it denotes a box for transporting onc's 
lunch. However, the definition in the OED suggests that it  has some more 
conventional meaning characteristics than this: 

A container designed to carry a paeked lunch (or other meal). Formerly, any of various 
types and sizes of receptacle, sometimes also carrying crockery, etc., but now usually 
a small lidded box for food. 

From the accompanying illustrative quotations in the OED we sce that 
the modern use is most often specifically to denote such a box used for 

J3 See for example Ballcr ( 1 983) 45-50. Fol' a thorough overview of this field see 
Brinton and Traugotl (2005). 
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transporting lunch to a workplace 01; especially, to school. This suggests 
that it is an institutionalized word for this item. If someone called the slu11e 
thing a 'foodbox or a *lunchcarrier we might understand from context what 
was meant, but it would strike us as not being the right word: in fact, it 
would be a nonce forrnatioll which we would interpret from the context in  
which i t  occurred, and wc would soon conclude that i t  was intended as  a 
synonym of the institutionalized word hlllchbox. To take another example 
from the same semantic ficld, not many decades ago many British workers, 
particularly miners, carried their lunch in a metal container, usually called 
a sllap-tin. S/wP was a word for a light meal, and hence the compound 
was transparent, if institutionalized. However, today snap-tins (i.e. the 
physical objects) tend to be encountered only as collectables or museum 
pieces, and the word itself is encountered either as the name associated with 
these artefacts or in recollections of a bygone world. Internet discussions 
sometimes speculate on the meaning of sl/ap in the compound, or feel the 
need to explain the word's origin. In fact it shows snap 'light or packed 
lunch',  itself a metaphorical use of slIap 'quick or sudden closing of the 
jaws or teeth in biting' (compare a bite to eat), which is in turn related to 
the verb snap. Wc could imagine an alternative scenario in which snap-tin 

was formed directly from the verb snap, perhaps because of its lid snapping 
shut when closing, and in which snap 'light or packed lunch' was so called 
because it was carried in a snap-tin; it is the historical record that shows us 
otherwise, rather than anything that wc can intuit from the modern use of 
the word. Hence we sec that for some speakers at least the term is not just 
institutionalized but lexicalized: they call this sort of box a snap-till, hut at 
least some of them are not sure why. 

Lexicalization is an important process in any study of etymology, because 
it is key to explaining many word histories. In the case of slIap-till it is both 
the meaning and the composition of the word that have become not just 
institutionalized but opaque: someone encountering the word lunchbox for 
the first time will have a good idea of what a IUllchbox is simply from the 
composition of the word (even though they may miss some of the nuances 
of the institutionalized meaning), but someone encountering the word sl/ap­

till for the first time is going to need to make careful use of information 
from the context of the wider utterance in order to work out what the word 
denotes, and will have little idea which out of numerous possible meanings 
snap shows in this word. 

EXAMPLES OF LEXICALlZATION 5 1  

There arc various different processes by which a word may become lexi­
ealized. The most typical are: 

( 1 )  Semantic change occurs, either in the lexicalized word or in onc or 
more of its constituent elements (i.e. the words, affixes, etc. from which 
it is composed) 

(2) The word may become 'orphaned' as a result of one or more of its 
constituent elements becoming ohsolete 

(3) Changes in word form (typically through the operation of sound 
change) may obscure the relationship between the word and its con­
stituent elements 

Often, more than one of these processes is found in a single word history, 
and it is sometimes hard to tell in  what order they occurred. It is also 
often difIicult to tell when a word became opaque, and a word may well 
remain transparent for some speakers when it is already opaque lor others. 
Any change which results in the original morphological composition of 
a word becoming opaque is sometimes referred to as demorphemization 
or demorphologization (sce e.g. Brinton and Traugott (2005) 52-4): (or 
instance, in the case of halldiwork which wc encountered in section 1 .3 .2, 

the prefix ge- in the medial syllable has become opaque, as a result of loss 
of i- « ge-) where it occurred word initially. (For further discussion of the 
prefix ge- sce section 4. 1 .2.) 

2.4 Examples of lcxicalization 

So far we have looked at lUIIChbox, a word which has an institutionalized 
meaning but is of transparent composition, and snap-fill, which is opaque 
(or some speakers, but is also now a rather rare word. H owever, very many 
perfectly common words have shown a historical development from being 
analysable and transparent to being completely unanalys<ible and opaque. 

husband is a word with something of a 'disguised' history. As a modern 
English word it is unanalysable and indisputably monomorphemic, but this 
is not true at all points in its history. It occurs in its modern sense 'a man 
joined to a woman by marriage' from the thirteenth century. The word first 
appears, as late Old English hiisbonda, in the eleventh century, in the sense 
'the master of a house, the male head of a household'. It is a borrowing 
from Old Norse hiisb6ndi (with assimilation to the class of weaJc masculine 
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nouns, hencc the ending -a in the nominative case in Old English). However, 
the composition of IIlIsbollda would have been transparent to speakers 'of 
Old English, since the first clement hiis is identical in  form and meaning to 
its Old English cognate 11I7s 'house', and the second clement bondi 'peilsant 
owning his own house and land, freeholder, franklin, yeoman' was also 
borrowed into late Old English as bone/a (i.e. again with assimilation to 
the class of weak nouns). Indeed, as with many borrowed compounds, it 
could alternatively be argued that hiisbollda was formed in Old English 
from 1117.1' and bonda on the model of Old Norse 11l7sb61ldi (sec section 5. 1 

for discussion of this topic, and also 5.2 for terminological complications to 
do with the term 'Old Norse'). In the Middle English period the vowcl in the 
/irst syllable of the English word was shortened as part of a regular process 
of shortening before consonant clusters. Consequently it did not participate 
in the Great Vowel Shift afrccting long vowels, as house did, with the result 
that the first element of the word became opaque, since IllIs- Ihuzl (later 
IhAzI or Ihoz/) showed no obvious rclation to house Ihaus/. (Wc will return 
to the Great Vowel Shift in section 7.2.3.) Old English bonda is continued 
by Middle English and early modern English bonde, bond, but the word is 
now obsolete. husband has thus become opaque as a result of: 

• semantic specialization 
• formal change in its I1rst syllable (and diflcrent formal change in the 

parent word house) 

• obsolescence of the word which forms its second clement 

As is typical in such cases, it would be very difficult to identify exactly 
when the word ceased to be transparent. I f  wc consider that a language 
is something spoken by large numbers of individuals, wc can sce that it will 
be impossible ever to pin down a precise moment when change occurred, 
because the relevant changes in word form and word meaning will not have 
occurred for all speakers at the same time. In fact, the evidence of spelling 
forms and recorded meanings in the OED suggests considerable overlap 
both between dil1crent meanings and between diflcrent forms in the history 
ofthis word, just as wc find in a great many other cases as well. Additionally, 
if we arc trying to assess whether people in the past perceived a word as a 
transparent compound, wc will always be engaging in guesswork to some 
degree: wc can show that in such and such a period the language contained 
relevant word forms, so that someone so minded could make the connection 
between simplex word and compound word, but wc cannot demonstrate 
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that this actually happened. Thus we may in some cases be able to show 
when a word ceased to be analysable, but wc cannot show when it ceased to 
be analysed. (It can be difficult to gauge whether a word is perceived as a 
transparcnt compound even by contemporary speakers.) 

To take another example, English lord was also originally a compound, 
even though in modern English it  is both monomorphemic and monosyl­
labic. It is recorded in Old English most commonly in the form hlc(f()/'(/, 

but also once in the form hhi/iveard. It has a range of meanings in Old 
English, including 'master', 'prince', 'chief', 'sovereign', 'feudal superior', 
and even 'husband', but probably its original meaning was ' the male head 
of a household'. Although poorly attested, hlc7jiveard is almost certainly the 
earlier form of the word, showing a compound of hlc7f (modern English 
loqj') and weanl 'keeper' (modern English ward); the original meaning was 
thus metaphorical, referring to the role of the head of a household as owner 
and provider of the food eaten by his servants and dependants. In the more 
usual Old English form hlc(fbrd with reduced second syllable the connection 
with weanl is already obscured, and very possibly no connection with hh(j' 

was felt either. Certainly, all formal connection with loqj' is lost in  the 
reduced monosyllabic form lord which becomes the usual form from the 
middle of the Middle English period. lady (Old English hliCfdige) probably 
shows a similar origin, < h/cij' + an otherwise unrecorded word with the 
meaning 'kneader' ultimately rclated to dough. (In this instance hliCf in the 
Old English word form shows the sound change known as i-mutation: see 
section 7.2.4.) 

In each of these cases changes in word form have played a major part 
in making the etymologies and early meanings of the words opaque, i.e. 
demorphologization has occurred. In other cases change in meaning is 
much more important than change in word form. The word handsome is 
formed from hand and the suffix -some. This suffix seldom produces new 
words in modern English: it has become unproductive and now only occurs 
in occasional analogous nonce formations. The words in 'which it survives 
arc a rather complex set of lexicalized words in which the suffix shows 
a number of different relationships with the base word, e.g. quarrelsome, 

bothersome, loathsome, jearsome, wholesome, cumbersome. However; in all 
of these cases it remains clear that e.g. quarrelsome has some connection 
with quarrels or quarrelling, and bothersome with bother or bothering, even 
if a particular speaker is unfamiliar with the lexicalized meanings 'given to 
or characterized by quarrelling', 'annoying, causing bother', etc. In some 
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other cases the parent word has simply become obsolete, as in the case 
of willsome (from Old English 1I'ynll 'joy'); viewed synchronically, it ' has 
become unanalysable and so a unique morph (more commonly called a 
cranberry morph, for reasons we will see in section 2.6). In the case of 
handsollle the situation is rather dilferent. The first element is hClI/d, and 
this is still very clear from the written form of the word. There is often no 
Idl in the spoken form, but careful listening shows that the same applies 
to /ul/lds/lClke, hancl\'{[1I', hands-oj;; hands-on, handstand, and other words 
with Cl similar sequence of sounds, as pronouncing dictionaries will confirm, 
and yet in all of these cases the relationship with halld remains perfectly 
obvious. The crucial difference in the case of halldsome is the development in 
meaning that the word has shown. When first found in the fifteenth century 
the word meant 'easy to handle or manipulate, or to wield, deal with, or 
use in any way', and in the early sixteenth century also 'handy, ready at 
hand, convenient, suitable' (we may compare the semantic history of handy 

already investigated in chapter I ). But these senses are now obsolete in 1110st 
varieties of English, and the word has passed via the senses 'apt', 'proper', 
'fitting' to the core modern senses '(especially of a man) good-looking', '(of 
a number, sum of money, etc.) substantial'. In consequence all semantic 
connection with hand has been lost, and the word has become opaque. 

penknife presents an interesting case of a word which is perhaps rather 
less far down the route of lexicalization. It obviously and transparently 
denotes a type of knile. However, to the vast majority of modern speakers, it 
does not have any obvious or transparent connection with pens. The Oxford 

Dictionary (If'English (revised edition, 200S), a dictionary which takes a syn­
chronic (i.e. non-historical) approach based on a corpus of contemporary 
usage, boldly dellnes penknife as 'a small knife with a blade which folds into 
the handle'. It  also olfers no etymology for the word, and in my view this 
could conceivably leave some readers confused about its origin; they might 
guess wrongly at some connection with pen 'small enclosure for animals' 
(reasoning that penknives have some sort of basic out-of-ooors function), 
or they might assume that this kind of folding pocket knife was invented 
by someone with the surname Pen or Pellll. Or perhaps they will alight on 
the right pen, but with the wrong reasoning, assuming that a penknife is a 
knife which is taken to resemble a pen when folded away. This is perhaps a 
little unlikely, but most people will probably need to engage in a little lateral 
historical thinking to arrive at the right answer. It is much more likely that 
in the ordinary course of events they will give the matter no thought at 
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all, and regard pell/wife as the specific but inherently uninformative name 
of a type of knife. The historically based definition in the OED (third 
edition, entry published 200S) informs anyone about the history of the 
word penknife immediately: 'Originally: a small knife for use in making and 
mending quill pens (now rare). Now usu. :  a pocket knife with one or more 
blades (and occas. other tools) designed to fold back into the handle when 
not in use.' And to avoid any lingering confusion, a brief formal etymology 
is provided, identifying that the word is indeed a compound of pen 'writing 
implement' and knife; hence pen has in formal terms an objective relation to 
knife, denoting the thing which the knife is (or rather was) used to sharpen. 
In this case it is the changing use of the denotatum, i .e. technological change 
in the non-linguistic world, which has been the driving force leading to 
lexicalization. 

A Hnal example will introduce some further themes which we will explore 
more fully later in this book. The word acom is clearly monomorphemic and 
unanalysable in modern English. Furthermore it has a satisfying meaning 
relationship with an easily identified and very tangible entity in the real 
world. If someone asks us what the word acorn means (or more likely, what 
an acorn is) we can point to an acorn and say 'it means one of these'. 
(Although a botanist may note that difIerent types of oak tree in fact have 
diHerent types of acorns.) I-Iowevel� etymologically the word acorn is almost 
certainly related ultimately to the word acre, the modern reHex of Old 
English tecer 'field'. It probably originally had the meaning 'fruit of the 
unenclosed land, natural produce of the forest' ,  although by the date of 
its earliest recorded appearance in English (in the form teceren) its sense 
has become restricted to 'acorn', the fruit of the oak tree, to which the 
authoritative Dictionary of Old English adds 'perhaps other fruit of similar 
lorm, mast' (that is to say, the fruit of woodland trees, such as acorns, 
beech mast, etc.). The meaning development, and the relationship between 
acorn and acre, become clearer when we look at some of acorn's cognates 
in other Germanic languages: Dutch aker 'acorn', Old Norse akarn 'acorn', 
Old High German ackerall 'oak or beech mast', Gothic akran 'fruit'. We 
have no real way of knowing for certain whether the Anglo-Saxons con­
nected the word with acre, but the restricted meaning, and the lack of any 
metalinguistic comments to the contrary, would suggest quite strongly that 
they did not. In modern English both the word's meaning and its form 
disguise the etymological connection with acre, and etymological investiga­
tion is required to establish the connection and to trace how the two words 

. subsequently diverged. Interestingly, the word has been subject to various 
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folk-etymological alterations d uring its history in English, indicating a 
desire on the part of language users to establish iconic relationships with 
other words in the language. (Sec further section 7.4.5,  and also 4.5 on 
iconicity.) [n the seventeenth century wc find the form oke-col'll, in which 
the word has been remodelled after olce, a variant of oak, and corn. Thus 
the word's lorm has been altered in such a way as to make transparent a 
perceived basic meaning 'corn (or fruit) of the oak', which certainly re/1eets 
what an acorn is, but this does not coincide with the word's historical 
composition. The modern form acol'll (rather than *akel'll) results from this 
same folk-etymological association with COI'II. 

2.5 Apparent re\'ersals of the process 

Very occasionally the interaction between the written language and the 
spoken language may lead to apparen t reversal of the lexicalization process. 
This typically happens in languages which have a standard and long­
settled written form. The written language may therefore not reflect changes 
in word form which have occurred since. Thus brea/�j{lst, blackguard, or 
boatslvain all reflect their composition transparently in the written form, 
but not in the spoken lorm (lbn.:kl';)st/, Iblag<Jd/, Ib<Jus<Jn/), although since 
blackguard and boat.l'lvaill are both now relatively rare words 'spelling pro­
nunciations' are sometimes heard for each of these, hence !blakga:dl or 
Ib<Jutsweml (but Ib<Jutswellll would never occur as the spoken realization 
of the adapted spelling bosull). Such spelling pronunciations can sometimes 
completely oust an older pronunciation which shows demorphologization, 
hence Iwelstk<Jut/ rather than !wf:skltl is now usual for waistcoat, and 
11';): lu:d/ is becoming more common than /bnd/ for forehead. Wc will look 
in section 7.4 at various other processes such as folk etymology which run 
counter to lexicalization, since they lead to an increase in compositionality 
and analysability, and which are therefore sometimes described as showing 
anti-lexicalization. 14 

2.6 Cranberry morphs 

If compounds and derivatives arc common in a language (as they cer­
tainly arc in English), this can lead to a certain degree of tolerance of 
words which have the appearance of bcing compounds or dcrivatives but 

1 4  Sce for example Brinlon and Traugoll (2005) 1 02-3. 
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II1 which one of the elements is not analysable. The first element of the 
word c/'(l/lberry is totally opaquc to a speaker of modern English who does 
not know something about the history of the word, and morphologists 
often refer to unanalysable morphemes of this kind as cranberry morphs 
(or alternatively, and less colourfully, as unique morphs) . 1 5  In fact, the 
word cranbel'lY has been opaque for all of its history in English. It shows 
a seventeenth-century North American English borrowing from another 
Germanic languagc, probably Low German, in which the word ultimately 
shows a cognate of the bird name crane and a cognate of berry; compare 
the forms Low German krallebere, High German Kranbeere. In English, 
the second elcment of the word has been remodelled after, or perhaps 
assimilated to, the English cognate berry. As a result the word belongs to a 
family of words denoting types of (relatively) soft fruit, which also includes 
such transparent lormations as blackbel'lY and bluebel'lY which both have 
fairly clear reference to the characteristic appearance of the fruit, although 
both are clearly institutionalized names. (Someone might hypothetically 
perceive blueberries as being more black than blue in colour, but that pcrson 
could not then reasonably expect to be understood if she began to refer to 
blueberries as blackberries without making it very clear that she was making 
a deliberate departure from conventional linguistie usage.) Various shrubs 
of the genus SYl1lpllOricarpu.I' (most of thcm originally native to North 
America) arc normally called sl1owbel'lJ' in English. Many of thesc have 
white berries, and this might seem the obvious reason for the name, but 
some others have red berries. The name may simply have been transferred 
from the whitc-berried type to the red-berried type, and indeed the white­
berried type do appear to have been the first to be given this name. However, 
most snowberrics, rcgardless of colour, bear their berries in winter, and this 
might suggest a quite different motivation 101' the name, or alternatively 
explain how the name could easily bc transferred from the white-berried 
to the red-berried type, if reanalysed as referring to the season when the 
plants bear their berries. The reason for the strawberry b'cing so callcd is far 
Ji'om obvious; it is normally considered by etymologists that i t  shows the 
word straw 'stem(s) or stalk(s) of various cereal plants', but various expla­
nations have bcen suggested to account for this, such as thc appearance 
of the plant's runners, or the appearance of the small seeds on the surf�lce 
of the fruit, or perhaps the name reflects the cultivation of strawberries 

15 Sce e.g. Bauer (2003) 48, 50; Booij (2007) 30-1 . 

I ' · ' 



f :  

5 8  W H AT I S  A WORD? W H I C H  WORDS N E E D  ETYMOLOGIES? 

on beds of straw to keep the berries off the ground. Ra.I]Jberry is  almost 
certainly a compound of the earlier word rwqJ denoting a raspberry; but 
without a knowledge of linguistic history we may just as well think that raJ]) 

is a clipping (or shortening; see section 4.4.3) of ra.I]J!Jerry; compare some 
fruiterers' use of straws for strawberries. Thus we see that within this group 
of words we have a cline of dilTerent degrees of analysability: blackberry and 
blueberry are obvious descriptive names; sllowberry may be a less certain 
case; strmvbeny may be analysable if we stop to think about it, but is hardly 
l ikely to be apprehended as a descriptive name in everyday use; I'lIJ]Jberry 

may be a longer alternative name for rasp, but in synchronic terms the two 
words are merely synonyms and rasp is of no aid in explaining raspben�JI 

since we do not know the origin of I'm]'; cranberry, so far as its existence 
in English is concerned, is evidently a type of berry, but has a first element 
with no connections elsewhere in the language, unless we happen to know 
its further etymology in Low German and work backwards from that to 
the English cognate crane, but that is purely extralinguistic knowledge. If 
we consider the dilTerent types of fruit which these various plants have, it 
also becomes clear that the concept denoted by ben)} in these formations 
is not a very precise one; we will return to this point when we consider 
prototype semantics in section 8 .2. Nonetheless, the group of words ending 
in -berry has acquired new members through folk  etymology: l1aseberry 

denoting the sapodil la (a type of fruit which grows on a tree) in fact shows 
a borrowing from either Spanish nespera or Portuguese /1/Jspera, with the 
ending remodelled by folk-etymological association with words ending in 
-berry. (On this etymology compare sections 7 .4.5 and 8 .8 . 1 .  For some 
further berry names see section 9.7.  A further interesting example to pursue 
is goosebel'ly,) 

2.7 Which words need etymologies'! 

We have seen that the lexicon of any language will  be extended by speakers 
in an ad hoc way, as new words are formed by productive word-forming 
processes such as derivation or eompounding. These will normally be 
understood very easily by other users of the language from their transparent 
composition and from clues in the context of the utterance whieh help to 
explain the meaning. Only a tiny percentage of such introductions are l ikely 
to be adopted more widely. If we are working on a dead language or an ear-

f I 
I 
I 

( 
. I 
II 

WHICH WORDS NEED ETYMOLOGIES? 59 

lier historical stage of a living language which has a relatively small corpus 
of surviving material, then we may decide nonetheless to include all of the 
surviving words in any etymological dictionary or corpus of etymologies, 
on the not unreasonable assumption that not enough evidence survives to 
enable us to see which formations are completely trivial and transparent 
and which are not, and it is there/ore much better to be safe than to be 
sorry. If we are working on a contemporary language, we will certainly not 
have this lUXury. Since the lexicon is almost infinitely extendible, it will be 
impossible for us to compile a comprehensive list of all of its words, let 
alone etymologize all of them. But this poses a problem for etymologists: as 
we will see in subsequent chapters, investigating almost any word history 
involves either implicitly or explicitly drawing parallels with other word 
histories, and we will not want to run the risk of neglecting words which 
may provide crucial information in explaining another etymology. 

A useful framework for deciding which words to concentrate our energies 
on is provided by the concepts of transparency, opacity, and analysabil­
ity, and by the insights provided by observing the diachronic processes 
of institutionalization and lexicalization. We might decide that our ideal 
etymological coverage of a language will include: 

• any monomorphemic words (although we may need to reconsider this 
in the case of languages where variation of the stem vowel is a produc­
tive method o[ realizing derivational relationships: see section 4.4. 1 )  

• any word containing a cranberry morph 
• any word which has a form which is not explicable by the productive 

word-formation processes of the language 
• any word which is formally analysable but semantically opaque, e.g. 

handsoll1e, handy, or [or some speakers penknife; also idioms such as to 

Cllt a caper 

The last category is particularly difficult to define, since what is opaque for 
one speaker may not be [or another. In each o[ these categories, our etymo­
logical investigations will in many cases show that the current status of a 
word results from earlier lexicalization, as e.g. lord, lady, acol'l1, strawbeny. 

We may also decide to add: 

• all remaining words with a non-predictable, institutionalized meaning 
• all phrases and constructions with institutionalized meanings not read­

i ly predictable from the meanings of the words of which they consist 
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These last two eategories pose some difIiculties, since it is not always easy 
to determine which meanings are readily predictable (or to put it another 
way, which meanings are institutionalized or even lexicalized). However, 
ideally we will want to ensure that problematic cases such as slIowberry 

do not escape our notice. We will always have to assess our resources very 
carefully: if limited time is available, we may want to concentrate on just 
the monomorphemie words, or even just on monomorphemic words which 
have a certain level of currency. But if we do so, there will be l osses. If we are 
working with a system where everything is connected, or even just a system 
where many things are connected, any unexamined word history may have 
contained vital clues to help explain other word histories. Limitations on 
our resources may force a pragmatic approach, but we should be alert to 
what may be lost as a result. 
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In this chapter we will look more closely at the variation in form and 
meaning shown by individual words. Variation may be found within a 
single time period and locality, and between dilferent historical periods 
(diachronic variation) or different geographical areas (diatopic variation). 
We will take up the crucial issue of how words change with time, and we 
will examine critically whether we can always take it for granted that a word 
has continuity as a coherent unit from one historical period to another. 
We will look at the importance of tracing the proeess by which a word has 
developed. In comparison with this, the actual point of origin may be a 
relatively trivial matter, although we will also look at some cases where it is 
very difficult to pin down exaetly when a particular word originated. We wiII 
examine cases where two originally separate words have merged, and con­
versely cases where one individual word has split into two or more separate 
words. In doing so, we will gain a better understanding of the data which 
forms the basis of etymological research, and will be better prepared for a 
more detailed investigation of the major issues in etymological research. 
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3. t Varicty in form and mcaning: poke 'bag, sack' 

The noun poke 'bag, small sack' is probably familiar to most speakers of 
niodern English only as part of the idiom a pig ill a poke 'something bought 
or accepted without prior inspection'. This is a good example of the kind 
of idiom we considered in section 2. 1 .5, where one of the words (poke) is  
either obsolete or near-obsolete except for its use in this idiom. At least, this 
word is obsolete or near-obsolete in modern standard varieties, but i t  retains 
much more currency in many regional varieties. Because of its obsoleteness 
or obsolescence in standard varieties, it provides a fairly unusual example in 
modern English of the sort of divergence in form and meaning in dilTerent 
regional varieties of a language which is typical when comparison with a 
supra-regional standard variety does not act as a brake on variation and 
change. (By contrast, if we looked for instance at the history of northern 
English and Scots mic/de and southern English much « muchel), a large 
part of the modern history of the form mic/de would concern its relationship 
with the modern standard form much.) 

The Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology summarizes the current 
meaning, history, and ulterior etymology of poke as follows (with my silent 
expansions of its abbreviations): 

poke . . .  bag, small sack (now dialectal except in 'to buy a pig in a poke'). 1 3th century. 
_ Old Northern French poql/e, poke (compare Anglo-Latin pow), variant of (Old) 
French poche (compare POUCH). 

The ODEE is a fairly typical example of a single-volume etymological 
dictionary of a major modern language, and is based principally upon 
the documentation of the much fuller historical dictionary, the OED. The 
word poke has recently been revised for the new edition of the OED, and 
some aspects of the ulterior etymology of poke have been reconsidered, 
but the analysis remains very similar. The English word is first reeorded 
in the Middle English period, at the beginning of the fourteenth century, 
or perhaps a little earlier in Latin documents, which could show either 
the Middle English or the Anglo-French word, and also in some surnames 
which probably originated as nicknames, e.g. haripoke 'hairy poke'. It prob­
ably shows a borrowing from Anglo-French or northern French variants of 
Old French poche 'bag, sack'. This French word is itself ultimately a bor­
rowing from a form in a Germanic language, cognate with Middle Dutch 
p6ke and Old Icelandic poki, which both mean 'bag'. I n  Anglo-French 
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and some northern varieties of French, a sound change common to other 
varieties of French did not take place. This resulted in a dialectal distinction 
between Anglo-French and northern Old French poke, poque as opposed to 
poc/te elsewhere. Middle English poke is most likely to have been borrowed 
from this source. Another, less likely, possibility is that it was borrowed 
from the unrecorded Old Dutch antecedent of Middle Dutch plJke (which, 
rather confusingly, would have shown a short vowel, since the long vowel 
in Middle Dutch results from later lengthening of short vowels in open syl­
lables). Additionally, in Scandinavian-settled areas of northern and eastern 
England, the word could have been either borrowed from Old Norse poki 

or reinforced by association with this word (compare section 6.5 on this 
process). 

All of these input forms would have given the same result, early Middle 
English poke Ipob/, with a short vowel. Beyond this initial input, no further 
foreign-language influence is found in the history of English poke, nor is 
there any important influence discernible from other English words. To 
that extent, the very simple, short presentation in ODEE serves us well. 
Howevel; it does very little to get us from a Middle English borrowing poke 

(with a short vowel) to the modern English word poke (with a diphthong): 
the orthography may be the same, but we need to explain the phonological 
development. To do this we need to know a little about a couple of major 
English sound changes. To work from the present day backwards, the diph­
thong kml in modern English poke is a relatively recent (nineteenth-century) 
devclopment from the close mid long vowel 10:/, which itself developed 
from the open mid long vowel hI as a result of the early modern English 
Great Vowel Shift (see 7.2.3). This open mid long vowel h:1 itself resulted 
from another earlier sound change, early Middle English lengthening in 
open syllables in disyllabic words. In the case of a word like poke, the first 
syllable was open, i.e. the word had only one medial consonant, and the 
vowel lowered and lengthened as a result of the openl�ion of this sound 
change. Subsequently, as a result of another Middle English sound change, 
the final vowel was lost, and the -e which was preserved in the written 
form served merely as a spelling convention indicating a preceding long 
vowel. (This is a traditional account of how this sound change operated. Wc 
will look at a dilTerent analysis in section 7.2.2.) We can thus put together 
the main sequence of events explaining the form history of the word from 
its first appearance in Middle English to its present-day form in standard 
English: 
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Middle English poke Ipolwl > p6ke Ip3:lwl (by open syllable lengthening) . 
> p6ke Ip3:kl (with loss of the final -e, which remains in spelling) 
> early modern English Ipo:kl (with vowcl raising as a result of the Great 

Vowel Shift) 
> modern English poke Ip;.mkl 

Etymological dictionaries normally leave out this sort of information, as thc 
dcvelopments are regular ones which are documentcd in historical gram­
mars, but it is all actually a part of the etymology of the modern English 
word form poke. 

If we look now at the documentation on spelling history provided by 
the OED, we see a large number of dilferent forms in different varieties 
of English, all of which developed from Middle English forms with a long 
vowel as a result of open syllable lengthening: I 

ME pook, ME- 1 6  ( 1 7  Irish English ( Wc:rjiml» pooke, M E- poke, 1 5  poeck, 1 5- 1 6  ( 1 S 
Irish English ( We�'(ford» poake, 1 6  poak, 1 9- polk ( U. s. regional); Eng. regional (chiefly 
north.) 1 7- poak, 1 7- poake, I S- pooak, I S- pook, 1 8- pwoak, 1 8- pwok, 1 8- pwoke; 
Se. pre- 1 7  poike, pre- 1 7  poilk, pre- 1 7  pook, pre- 1 7  pooke, pre- 1 7  poolke, pre- 1 7  poyk, 
pre- 1 7  poyke, pre- 1 7  1 7- poke, pre- 1 7  I S  poak, pre- 1 7  1 8  poik, 1 8  puocle (sollth.), 1 8-
pyoek (north-east.), 1 8- pyoke (north-east.), 1 9- peock (north-east.); N. E. D. ( 1 907) also 
records a form 18 puok (regional). 

(OED3 at poke n . l )  

Of course, what we are in  fact looking a t  here i s  a collection of spelling 
forms, which represent spoken forms with varying degrees of faithfulness, 
within the constraints and conventions of a number of dilferent spelling 
systems. In spite of this limitation on our data, we can trace a number 
of divergent histories, which we can piece together by looking at what is 
known of both the historical phonology and the spelling conventions of 
each variety of English. We will not do this here, but theoretically we could 
trace a dillerent formal etymology for each of these word forms; indeed, in  
some cases the same spelling form in  dilferent documents might represcnt 
different spoken forms, or might represcnt the same spoken form but with a 
slightly dilTerent history. This approach of olTering a distinct etymology for 
each distinct word form is currently being adopted on a large scale for the 

1 'ME' here stands for 'Middle English', and the numbers represent the !irst two digits 
of each century, hence ' 1 7-' means ' found from the eighteenth century onwards'. Early 
Scots forms arc all dated 'prc- l 7' because of the dilliculties of assigning precise dates to 
many of the early Scots sources. 
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historical atlas project A Linguistic Atlas of Early �Middle Ellglish: see Laing 
and Lass (2008). 

What we have seen so far is not the full form history of poke. The OED 

entry for this word also presents a further set of forms which indicate the 
existence of a variant with a short vowel: 

ME poc, ME pok, ME puc, 15 pokkc, 1 5- 1 6  pockc, 1 5- pock, 1 9- pok (Cell/ad 
regional); Sc. pre- 1 7  pocke, pre- 1 7  1 7- pock, pre- 1 7  ( 1 9- Shetland) pok; N. E. D. ( 1 907) 
also records a form ME pokke. 

These forms seem to show fai lure of M iddle English open syllable length­
ening, and hence a Middle English form pok with preserved short vowel. 
Most of the evidence for these forms is from northern sources, and when we 
check the historical grammars we find that there are some parallels in Oldcr 
Scots and northern M iddle English also showing failure of open syllable 
lengthening in disyllabic words which historically had final l'dl, especially 
when the intervening consonant was a velar (see Macafee (2002) §6.6. 1 ) .  
We will look a t  some possible explanations for this in section 7.2.2. In fact, 
some of the examples of spellings of the type pole could rel1ect a spoken form 
with a long vowel, and l ikewise some examples of spellings of the type poke 

could rel1ect a spoken form with a short vowel, but overall the evidence 
is sufficiently clear that both forms with a long vowel and forms with a 
short vowel have existed in the past, and still do in at least some varieties of 
English today. 

The OED has a third group of spellings for floke, also originating from 
the 10rl11s with a short vowel. These rel1ect a further sound change in Scots 
which caused diphthongization before a velar plosive: 

Se. prc- 1 7  polk, prc- 1 7  18 pouk, 1 8  powk. 

In the case of the form polk we see what is called an inverse spelling, a 
spelling convention resulting from earlier vocalization qf III in words like 
folk which thus came to rhyme with pOllk. Interestingly, among the first 
group of forms we also had US regional po lie, showing a similar generaliza­
tion of the spelling conventions for rhyming words such asfollc or yolk. 

We need not concern ourselves further with the origin of all of these 
variant spellings and the pronunciations which they represent, but we can 
already see that the development from Middle English polce to modern Eng­
lish poke via Middle English open syllable lengthening and the Great Vowel 
Shift is paralleled by a number of other historical pathways in different 
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varieties of English. Most of the variation displayed by poke is regional1y 
based, showing different formal developments of the same input form in 
dilTerent regional varieties. However, we also find formal variation that is 
not regionally based in origin. Open syllable lengthening often produced 
clillcrences in vowel quantity in different parts of the paradigm of a single 
word, for instance in nouns which were monosyl1abic in uninflected forms 
but disyllabic in inflected forms (e.g. uninl1ected sta/ 'staff' beside plural 
slaves), or which were disyllabic in uninflected forms but trisyllabic in 
inl1ected forms (e.g. hevell 'heaven' beside hevelles). We typical1y find that 
one form or the other is generalized (or levelled) to al1 parts of the paradigm 
by a process of analogy, but sometimes traces of the earlier variation are 
preserved. For instance, the modern spelIing of heaven with -ea- probably 
rel1ects the disyllabic form with lengthening (hewn), while the pronuncia­
tion rel1ects the trisyllabic form without lengthening. T n some cases forms 
with and without lengthening have survived, for example stafl « sta/), 

showing absence of lengthening in uninl1ected monosyllabic forms, beside 
stave, a new form arising by levelling from the inl1ected disyllabic forms 
(st(IVeS, ctc.). In this case the two forms are now largely differentiated in 
meaning: slqff 'stick used as a support, group of employees, etc.' beside 
stave 'length of wood forming part of a structure, set of lines on which 
musical lines are written, stanza, etc.' 

When there is so much formal variation, we must consider whether all of 
this data can be said to show a single word, common to modern standard 
varieties of English, different varieties of modern Scots (as weB as Scottish 
standard English), northern English regional varieties, English as spoken 
in Wexford in Ireland, etc. The problems become yet more complex when 
we look at the senses of poke, as recorded by the OED. I give here the 
�ED's definitions, omitting the illustrative quotations, but giving the year 
of the first quotation for each sense, and also of the last quotation for senses 
marked obsolete:2 

1 . 3. A bag, now esp. a paper bag; a small sack; (Se.) ta beggar's bundle (obs.). 
Also: a bagful .  Now regional exe[ept) in pig ill a poke (see PIG n . 1  Phrases 4). 
cl 300 

Formerly used as a measure of quantity, varying according to the quality 
and nature of the commodity. Pokes seem to have been used particularly for 
the conveyance of raw wool. 

2 We will look in chapter 8 at some of the processes of semantic change which are 
involved here. 
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b. Originally: 'I' a small bag or pouch worn on the person (obs.). Later: a pocket 
in a person's clothing (now rare). a l 6 1 6  

c .  N. Amel: Crilllinals' slang. A purse, a wallet; a pocketbook. 1 859 
d. slang. A roll of banknotes; money; a supply or stash of money. 1 926 

2. t a. The funnel-shaped opening of a fish-trap. Obs. a 1 325 - c 1 350 
h. Chiefly Sc. A bag-shaped fishing net, a purse-net. Cf. poke-net n. at Com-

pounds. 1 579 

3. A long full sleeve. Cr. poke sleeve n. at Compounds. Now hist. 1 402 
4. The stomach, esp. ofa fish; (also) the swim bladder ofa fish. Now regional. c 1450 

5. 'I' u. More fully Bavarian poke. A goitre. Obs. 1 62 1  - 1 8 1 9  
b. Sc. and Eng. regional (north.). A n  oedematous swelling o n  the neck o f  a 

sheep,. caused by infection with liver flukes (fascioliasis); the disease fascio­
liasis. Now rare. 1 793 

6. N. A,lle, .. Chiefly rVhaling. A bag or bladder tilled with air, used as a buoy or 
float. Now hist. 1 883 

We can discover a great deal from looking at the labelling of each of these 
senses. For instance, sense 6 is labelled N. Amel: 'North American', and 
is not recorded outside North American use (except perhaps for occasional 
references to usage in North America); additionally, it  belongs chiefly to the 
specialist discourse of whaling, and hence will only ever have been in com­
mon use among those in North America involved with the whaling industry. 
Tt is also labelled 'now his!.', i.e. today it is found only with reference to the 
past. Sense 1 c  is also North American, but in this case is restricted to the 
slang used by criminals. Sense 5b has only ever been recorded in Scotland 
and in northern English regional varieties, and is now rare even there. Sense 
4 appears early on to have been in fairly general use, but is now restricted 
to a number of difTerent varieties of regional English. Senses 2a and Sa, and 
parts of the senses defined at 1 a and 1 b, are now obsolete everywhere. 

Summary This discussion of the word poke has highlighted some impor­
tant issues in tracing any word history: 

• A simplified account which identifies a modern star:dard English worcl 
form with its earliest precursor in English, and then provides an ulterior 
etymology, may weB be all that there is space for ill most standarcl 
single-volume etymological dictionaries, but such an account tends to 
leave out a great deal of information about form and meaning history. 

• Form and meaning history can be very dilTerent in different varieties of 
English. 

• If we are attempting to etymologize any word it is a practical necessity 
to gather as much information as we can about form and meaning in 

, I . , , , 
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different locations and historical periods, and not make rash assump­
tions about forms and meanings being identical in different places 'and 
at different times. 

In the case of poke, we do not sce any differentiation of forms in particular 
senses (except that senses found only in North America do not show specif­
ically Scottish forms, etc.). H owever, in many word histories we find that 
such differentiation does occur, and can lead eventually to a split into two 
separate words, distinct in both form and mcaning. We will look at examples 
of this (and of merger of distinct words) later in this chapter. 

3.2 Do wc know prcciscly whcn a word's history bcgins'! 

Can wc IISSUIIIC continuity of usc'! 

We saw in chapter 2 that words are typically formed according to the 
productive word-forming patterns of a language, or else borrowed from 
another language. When the relevant processes of word formation remain 
productive it is possible for an identical word to be formed again. Similarly, 
in the case of a borrowing, if the contacts with the source language still exist 
it is possible for the same word to be borrowed again. If the original word 
has shown no subsequent change in form or meaning, then the original 
word and the rc-formation or re-borrowing will be indistinguishable, and 
will merge. It is very likely (although rarely dcmonstrable) that most words 
show some degree of polygenesis of this sort: they are not coined once and 
for all, but enter a language on numerous separate occasions. A similar 
process probably also lies behind the developmcnt of most new senses, as 
wc wiII explore in section 8 .3 . 3  Those words which enter dictionaries belong 
to the minority which gain some general currency. However, it is not always 
clear that even the entries in historical dictionaries reflect actual continuity 
of use, rather than a series of separate episodes of use. 

The following are some examples of discontinuity in the historical record 
drawn from entries recently revised for the new edition of the OED (this is 
a small sample from a much larger number of cases): 

air kiss - attested once in 1 887, then from 1986 
appled 'resembling apples, bearing apples' - gap between OE and a 1 729 

3 The term polygenesis was in fact introduced in this context by Dirk Gceraerts to 
refer to the emergence of the same meaning on two separate occasions: see section 8,3. 
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appley 'resembling apples' - attested once in 'la 1 425, then from 1 854 
applicatively - gap between 1 792 and 1 966 
appliedly - attested in the 1 7th century, then from 1 90 1  
arttficiously - gap between 1 7 1 0  and 1 93 8  
balladillg - gap between 1 630 and 1 959 
boyly 'boyish' - gap between 1 6 1 5  and 1 902 
carcinogen - attested once in 1 853, then from 1 936 
caringly - attested in 1 606, 1 797, then from 1 9 6 1  
e.ffectable - attested in the 1 7th century, then from 1 897 (but rare) 
e:ffectivate - attested in 1 7 1 7, then from 1 93 5  (but rare) 
heal'enis/z - gap between 1 577 and 1 884 
laclied - apparently isolated examples from 1 628 and 1 999 
ladyly (adjective) - gap between a 1 500 and 1 840 (now rare) 
ladyly (adverb) - gap between Cl 1 450 and 1 829 (now rare) 
lovesomelless - gap between a 1 568 and 1 869 
lI1asterjiillless - attested once in a 1 586, then from 1 880 
I/wllUlllelltary - attested once in 1 592, then from 1 8 10 
l10nsensicallless - attested once in 1 674, then from 1 882 
opellness - gap between Old English and 1 530 
piquantness - gap between 1 733  and 1 9 1 8  
planetography - attested i n  1 735 and 1 736,  then from 1 936 
prototypically - attested once in 1 642, then from 1 860 
reabriclge - attested once in a 1 63 1 ,  then from 1 950 
sextuplication - attested once in a 1 690, then from 1 93 5  
streetlet - attested once in Cl 1 552, then from 1 88 5  
table-boarder - attested once in 1 647, then from 1 845 (but rare) 
thinglilless - attested twice in 1 662, then from 1 9 1 3  
thingly - attested once i n  'la 1450, then from 1 860 

69 

In all of these cases wc find gaps in the historical record in periods for which 
English more commonly presents a reasonably contin�lOus docllmentary 
record. (l have excluded examples where revival of words as historical terms 
denoting things or concepts from the past seems clear, such as ballistier 

'person who operates a baIlista, a type o[ military engine' or apple-moyse 

'any of various dishes made from stewed apples' .) Some words are rare even 
in the periods for which wc do have examples (e.g. e.Dectable, ejJectivate, 

ladyly, table-boarder above), perhaps leading us to suspect that the gaps 
in the documentation may be purely accidental. However, independent 
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formation in  different periods probably cannot be ruled out in  any of these 
cases. For instance, OED records reabridge 'to abridge again' once ill the 
seventeenth century in the sermons of John Donne, and then examples 
can be found again from the mid twentieth century onwards. Prefixation 
in re- is productive in both periods, lll1d there is no reason to assume any 
continuity between the seventeenth century and the twentieth, although 
there is also no linguistic argument against continui ty, except for the failure 
of any documentary record. In other cases there are further complex factors 
at play: for instance, the contexts of the later uses of boyl)' suggest that it is 
being newly formed as a humorous formation on the model of manly and 
womanly. 

Some words are of imitative origin, echoing natural (non-linguistic) utter­
ances such as groans, or sounds in the natural world. (We will examine 
these also in much more depth in the next chapter.) These are particularly 
likely to be formed anew in different times and places. The OED has an 
entry for an exclamation ou lu:1 expressing surprise, excitement, or some 
similar emotion, and has examples showing three distinct pockets of use, in 
the M iddle English period, in the seventeenth to mid eighteenth centuries, 
and in Scots from the nineteenth century onwards. The exclamation is 
probably imitative in origin (representing a shocked or surprised expelling 
of air through the mouth), and very likely the three periods of use have no 
connection with one another, although we cannot prove this. 

Borrowed words can also show historical discontinuities, which may 
indicate that the word has been borrowed independently o n  two or more 
separate occasions. 

• operable, a borrowing from post-classical Latin operabilis, occurs in  
the seventeenth century, and then again in  the  early twentieth cen­
tury, when it may be influenced also by Frcnch operable, which inter­
estingly also occurs in two distinct periods, in the fifteenth century, 
and then again from the mid nineteenth century. (Alternatively, the 
modern word could show a new formation from operate or operatio/1 

on the model of other words in -able: compare sections 4. 1 ,  7 .4 .  This 
could have happened in either English or French, or separately in  
both.) 

• Parasceve 'the day of preparation for the Jewish Sabbath' ,  is another 
borrowing from post-classical Latin (and in turn n:om ancient Greek 
paraskeue). It occurs in the Old English period, and then from the 
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I1rteenth to the seventeenth centuries, and then again (in the usage of 
Roman Catholics) from the twentieth century onwards, although it is 
rare in modern use. In fact, s ince the word occurred in the English Bible 
used by Catholics in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries it was still 
arguably current in this period, even though no new uses of the word 
are recorded. 

• obol 'a silver coin of ancient Greece' « classical Latin obolu.l', itself < 
Greek) occurs in Old English and then again from the late seventeenth 
century onwards. 

In these cases neither form nor meaning offer any particular clues as to 
whether there has been continuity of use for which we simply have no 
documentation, or whether a word has been formed or borrowed more 
than once. However, sometimes there is helpful evidence of this kind. ordeal 

(which in early use refers only to trial by ordeal, rather than in its modern 
metaphorical use) occurs in the Old English period as ordel, ordc'il, and 
orc/M, and has cognates in the other West Germanic languages. I t  is barely 
found at all between the Old English period and the early fifteenth century: 
there is only onc recorded example, in the thirteenth century, and in that 
single example the word's meaning is completely misunderstood. In the 
late M iddle English and early modern periods we I1nd, beside the expected 
forms onlel and O/'dele, the forms ordal and ordale in parts of the country 
where these forms are extremely unlikely as dcvelopments of the Old Eng­
lish word, suggesting quite strongly that the word has been at least partly 
borrowed back into English from post-classical Latin, in which it appears as 
o/'dalillJll (and also ordela, ordelum) as a borrowing from Old English. Thus 
onc explanation of this part of this word history would be as follows: 

Old English o/'cllil > post-classical Latin ordaliuJIl (showing the Latin 
abstract-noun-forming suffix -illlll) > M iddle English or early modern 
English o/'dal, ordale 

In chapter 6 we will look in  some detail at cases where a borrowed word 
reflects borrowing from more than one language (6.5) and also at cases 
where differences in form or meaning indicate the existence of etymological 
doublets, showing borrowing from the same source in different historical 
periods (6.7). The frequency of both types of phenomena suggests rather 
strongly that many apparently simple borrowings probably also reflect the 

, , i .  
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coalescence of a series of separate borrowings by dilTerent individuals, 
rather than a single occasion of borrowing. 

It is often dilTIcult to tell whether we have a case of a single or multiple 
word histories when a morphologically identical word occurs in several 
cognate languages. For instance, Old English ji-iJodom (modern English 
ji-eedom) is paralleled by Old Frisian jVidom, Middle Dutch llridom, Mid­
dle Low German JlrTdom, and Old High German jdtuoll1. These words 
could all show reflexes of a proto-West Germanic derivative formation; 
or they could all be independent derivative formations in each of the 
separate languages, since the sulfix is productive at an early stage in each 
of them; or, theoretically, some of the fOfms could be from a common 
origin, others not. There is really no way of being certain in such cases. 
In this instance many of the languages also show a parallel formation 
with a d ifferent sulllx: Old Frisian Ir/hed, Middle Dutch vrfheid, Middle 
Low German vrfhi!t, vrfheit, Olel High German ji-Theil. We could thus 
assume that pro to-West Germanic possessed two abstract nouns with the 
sense 'freedom' formed with dilTerent sulfixes, or we could assume that 
these words have been formed independently in the dilferent languages, 
or some combination of the two scenarios. In either case, there is appar­
ently redundancy in the existence of synonyms, but this is commonplace 
among groups of derivatives. (See further discussion of synonymy in 
section 4.2.) 

However, there are other words where there are good grounds lor assum­
ing that a gap in the dictionary record is purely a matter of accident, and 
does not reflect any actual discontinuity of use. pretty is recorded in the 
Old English period (as prcettig) with the meaning 'cunning, crafty' and 
then from the mid fifteenth century in a wide variety of senses, including: 
clever, skilful, able, cleverly Of elegantly made or done, ingenious, artful, 
well-conceived, attractive and pleasing in appearance, pleasing to the senses, 
aesthetically pleasing, attractive or charming, considerable, sizeable. There 
are some probable uses in surnames in the fourteenth century, but no earlier 
Middle English evidence. The form history and the meaning development of 
the word present some dilllculties, but these would become yet more dilIicult 
to explain if we did not assume that Old English prccttig was the starting 
point, even though there is a major discontinuity in our evidence. 

The adjective rash is not recorded at all in English until the late Middle 
English period, but i t  has clear cognates in other Germanic languages, and 
it seems likeliest that it  did in fact exist in Old English and early Middle 
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English but happens not to be attested in the documentary record. (The only 
other possibility is that it was borrowed into English li'om either Middle 
Dutch rasclJ or Middle Low German rase// . Borrowing from Scandinavian 
languages can be ruled out on phonologieal grounds, since the 10rms in 
these languages show a velar plosive - compare Old Icelandic rQskr - and 
hence would givc English " msle.) 

3.2.1 Coinages 

It may seem that we are on much surer ground when we have evidence 
ror the coinage of a word. For instance, we know that the blend words 
InirnlY and slithy were coined by Lewis Carroll in his poem JabberJllocky, 

first published in 1 855. Similarly, we often have documentary evidence ror 
a specialist introducing a new term in a particular technical or specialist 
register, especially in the scientific world, although sometimes such claims 
can prove to be incorreet, either because the word has already been in inde­
pendent use by someone clse unbeknown to the claimant, or, very rarely, 
because the person claiming the coinage deliberately ignores someone else's 
prior claim. More li'equently, earliest examples which look like coinages can 
be misleading. electrolllobile 'a motor vehicle powered by an electric motor 
rather than an internal-combustion engine; an electric car' has an earliest 
example in the OED from 1 899, from the Twill-City News (UhrichsvilIe and 
Dennison, Ohio), 27 July: 

An electrical journal has opened its columns to a competition for a good word to 
describe electric carriages, and 'electromobile' has been selected, but i t  is doubtful if it 
will 'stick'. 

From this we may perhaps imagine that electromobile was one of a num­
ber of coinages suggested by people entering this competition, and was 
subsequently chosen as the winner. Thus we would have a satisfying and 
rather entertaining account of the origin of the word. H�wever, if we stop to 
investigate our assllmptions here a little more closely, maybe this is not the 
only possible explanation. Could the word electroll1obile not already have 
been in circulation, and been picked up on by entrants to the competition? 
I t. may even have been known to the organizers of the competition, but not 
been fel t  by them to have become institutionalized as the obvious word 
to denote such a vehicle. This hypothesis seems more plausible when we 
check the lexicographical reeord ror French in the same period, and find 
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that etectrol1lobile is recorded one year earlier, in 1 898,  and in an example 
where there is no indication that it  is a newly coined wore!: 

Pour la premiere fois les clectromobiles occupent une large place clans l 'Exposi.tion. 

'For the first time clectromobiles occupy a large space in the Exhibition' < 

(La Natllre 11 .55; sec Datatiolls el doclllllellls lexicogmpiliqlles: II'fateriallx pOllr 

l'histoire dll l'owblliaire/i,{lIl(:ais 1 0  ( 1 976) 74) 

3.3 Homonymy and polyscmy 

In section 2. 1 .4 we touched briefly on the topic of homonymy, with the 
example offile 'type of metal tool' and file 'set of documents'. We estab­
lished that these two words are of separate origin (the first being an inherited 
Germanic word, and the second a borrowing from French), and also that 
there is no semantic common ground. These two observations each have a 
very different basis: the first is based on the historical record, and is thus 
empirical, and as long as we have lots of data we will normally not have 
too much difTiculty in tracing the historical development. (We will look in 
chapter 8 at the difTiculties which can arise when we do not have very much 
historical data.) The second observation, that there is no semantic common 
ground betweenfile 'type of metal tool' and/He 'set of documents', concerns 
the connections which contemporary speakers perceive between words, and 
is much more difficult to be certain of, and brings us to an area of some 
controversy. It is 1l1irly uncontroversial that the kinds of meanings we find 
in dictionaries are typical or core meanings, which will rellect average usage, 
but which will not come close to capturing all of the nuances of usage 
in actual speech or writing. It is also fairly generally accepted that some 
words have several interconnected core meanings, at the level described by 
a dictionary. Such words are polysemous. 

For instance, among the conventional meanings of the word extension 

are: 

• an increase in length of time (to hold oflke, complete a project, etc.) 
• an application of an existing idea in a new area 

• a new part added to a building 

We can group all three of these meanings under a broader meaning such 
as 'part that is added to something', and hence some scholars would 
regard this as not a case of true polysemy at all but simply of contextually 
dctcrmined conventional uses of Cl �ingle main sense, but nonetheless we 
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will expcct any good dictionary to  list them all as  established meanings 
of this word. Even a simple case likc this raises some further questions: 
perhaps it is reasonable to assumc that no one who knows all of these 
senses will doubt that they are all meanings of a single word, but it is very 
possible that some speakers will know some but not all of these senses. 
Many speakers will be unfamiliar with the further conventional meaning 
'extramural instruction by a university or college' (as in an extension course), 

and others will be unfamiliar with the meaning in computing: 'an optional 
sutTIx to a file name'. For difTerent people the word will thus have a different 
range of meanings, according to their interests, experiences, membership of 
difTerent professional or leisure groups, etc. Perhaps this will not worry us 
unduly, since all of these senses can reasonably easily be related to a simple 
meaning 'part that is added to somcthing', although we might observe that, 
from a diachronic perspective, the potential for quite a radical divergence is 
certainly in place if the simple meaning 'part that is added to something' 
should come in the future to be realized by a different word. (For an 
extended example of just such a word history see board in section 8 .5 . 1 .) 

The dimculties will become much more apparent if we now look at a case 
where, historically, we have two separate homonyms. From a diachronic 
perspective English has two homonyms with the form bank: the one is a 
borrowing from Old Norse, and has 'land at the side of a river' among 
its meanings; the other is a borrowing from French, and has 'place where 
money is deposited' among its meanings. The Norse and French words may 
perhaps ultimately be connected etymologically, but this is irrelevant to the 
history of the two words within English. The word ballk 'land at the side of 
a river' shows other meanings which have developed historically from the 
same source, including: 

• elevation in the seabed or a river bed (as in mudbank or sandbank) 

• set or series of similar things (as in banks oj'lights) 

• the cushion of a pool table 

It is very debatable how far individual speakers will feel a connection 
between these rather specialized meanings, still less how confident they will 
feel that these meanings all constitute aspects of the meaning of a single 
word which is quite distinct from bank 'place where money is deposited' .  
From a synchronic point of view polysemy i s  thus a rather difTicult concept: 
very close meanings may simply show dilTerent conventional contextual uses 
of a single corc meaning, while it is difTicult to be S�lre that more distant 
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meanings are perccived by speakers as having anything more in common 
than the meanings of unrelatcd homonyms.4 

We will consider some further aspects of how new meanings develop, and 
how they interact with other meanings of a word, in chapter 8 .  In the rest of 
this chapter we will explore further the divergence that can occur between 
the conventional meanings of a word, and the implications that this has 
for the coherence of that word as a single unit over a long period of timc. 
Additionally, we will look at how historically unrelated words can bccome 
associated in meaning, and the further elfects that this can have on both 
word mcaning and word form. 

3.4 How jlolysemy-holllonymy relations clIn change 

However much uncertainty there may be about how we identify homonymy 
and polysemy in the synchronic meaning relations between words, relation­
ships of homonymy and polysemy certainly change over the course of time. 
To take a simpler example than hank, cralle 'a type of tall ,  long-legged, long­
necked bird' and cralle 'machine for raising and lowering heavy wcights' 
show developments of what is historically a single word: the machine was 
originally so called (by metaphor) on account of its resemblance to the bird 
in shape. However, i t  is debatable whether any connection is felt between 
the bird and the machine by contemporary speakers of English, and these 
are treated as distinct words by many dictionaries which have a synchronic 
perspective (such as the OX/fml Dicliol/{l/:v 0/ English).  Nonetheless, it is 
dilIicuIt to prove that no connection is felt between the words, at least 
without elaborate fieldwork, although in this particular instance it might 
be easier to prove that a good many speakers know what a building-site 
cral/e is but have no knowledge at all of what sort of bird a crane is, hence 
demonstrating at least that a building-site cralle is for these speakers a self­
sulIicient lexeme, and not a metaphorical extension of crane ' type of bird ' .  5 

The dissociation between earlier and ncwer meanings is often particu­
larly great when a word has acq uired a more grammatical meaning (i.e. it 
has moved along the cline of grammaticalization) in addition to retaining 

<I For n uscful discussion of polyscmy from the perspectivc of cognitivc linguistics 
sce Croft and Cruse (2004) 1 09-40. For a discussion of some of thc types of tests 
for polyscmy which arc commonly applicd, ancl thcir limitations, sce Lcwandowska­
Tomaszczyk (2007). 

5 For discussion of this issue compare Traugott and Dasher (2005) 1 5. 
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silently, motionlessly 
> continuously, continually 1 > now as well as in the past 

j 
Fig 3.1  Thc meaning development of slill 

an earlier, more transparent meaning. The adverb still originally had the 

meanings 'silently ' ,  ' motionlcssly'; it is derived li'om the adjective still. I n  the 

Middle English period it developed additionally the meaning (now obso­

lete) 'continuously, continually', and from this in the early modern period 

it developed the meaning ' now as well as in the past'. Today the mean­

ing 'motionlessly' survives in such expressions as to sit still (which could 

alternatively be analysed syntactically as showing a predicative adjective, 

although the historical evidence favours analysis as an adverb), but very 

few speakers will feel that this is the same word as occurs in such sentences 

as 'he is still there', 'there is still time to make a dilTerence' (although in 

this instance the (wo are placed under a single headword by the Oxford 

Dictiollary 0/ Ellglish) .  We can represent this as in  figure 3 . 1 .  
I n  neither o f  these cases, crane o r  still, has divergence i n  meaning been 

accompanied by divergence in word form, which usually gives the clearest 
evidence that a language now has two separate words where formerly it had 
only one. We will look at some examples of this phenomenon in section 3 .6, 
but first we will consider the even more difficult area of semantic conver­
gence of originally unrelated words. 

ear 'organ of hearing' has the Old English form eare, and a set of cognates 
which correspond in meaning and are fully explicable in form, e.g. Old 
Frisian (Ire, Middle Dutch ore, oore (Dutch ore), Old Saxon ore, elm, Old 
H igh German 6ra (German 0//1-), Old Norse eyra, Gothic aus6, and (in 
other branches oflndo-European) Latin allris, Old Irish 6, etc. The modern 
English homonym ear 'spike or head of corn' has the Old English form 
ear (that is to say, i t  belongs to a difTerent declensional class from eare 

'organ of hearing'), and it has a quite dilTerent set of cognates, which again 
correspond in meaning and are fully explicable in form, e.g. Old Frisian 
(Ir, Middle Dutch aar, aer (Dutch aar), Old Saxon ahar (Middle Low 
German (Ir), Old High German ehir, ahir (German Ahre), Old Norse ax, 

Gothic ahs, and (outside Germanic) Latin aCllS. The two words thus have 

', ;  
I ; . 
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completely diJTerent origins, but as a result of perfectly regular phonological 
and morphological processes they have come to be homonyms. 

Similarly, com 'small, painful area of thickened skin on the foot' is a bor­
rowing from Middle French corn, which shows this sense as a metaphorical 
development of the sense 'horn', and is itself derived from Latin COrl111 'horn' 
(the English word horn is ultimately a cognate of the Latin word, showing 
the regular operation of Grimm's Law). corn 'cereal crop' is of quite dif­
ferent origin, being an inherited English word of Germanic descent (it is 
ultimately cognate with Latin granllm > English grain). There is thus no 
historical connection, although the two words have always been homohyms 
in English. 

Rathcr more controversially, Bloomfield ( I 933:  436) suggested that ea eh 
or these pairs of words is identified by speakers of modern English as show­
ing a semantic connection. According to Bloomfield, ear 'spike or head of 
corn' is perceived as a metaphorical application of ear 'organ of hearing', 
on account of a perceived similarity of shape (in Bloomfield's words, 'since 
the meanings have some resemblance, ear of grain has become a marginal 
(transferred) meaning of ear of an animal'). Likewise corn 'small, painful 
area of thickened skin on the foot' is perceived as a metaphorical application 
of corn 'cereal crop' (presumably on the basis that the thickened area of 
skin is likened to a grain of corn). Bloomfield acknowledges the difficulty of 
proving this assumption concerning speakers' perceptions about the mean­
ing relationships between these words, although it is clear that he believes 
that this analysis is correct: 

Of course, the degree of nearness of the meanings is not subject to precise measure­
ment; the lexicographer or historian who knows the origins will insist on describing 
such forms as pairs of homonyms. Nevertheless, for many speakers, doubtless, a corn 
on the foot represents merely a marginal meaning of 'corn' grain. 

(Bloomfield ( 1 933) 436) 

This discussion was taken up also by Ullmann ( 1 962: 1 04, 1 64), and treat­
ment in two such distinguished works has led to frequent occurrence of the 
same examples elsewhere. As both writers acknowledge, this perception of 
a relationship between the two words is difficult to prove; some fieldwork 
might perhaps be framed, but to the best of my knowledge, no such field­
work has been carried out on these examples.6 Personally, I do not find 
these particular examples entirely convincing, but they do illustrate well 

(, On the types of tests which are commonly applied in sllch cases, and their limita­
tions, sce footnote 4 above. 
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that the actual history of words may be totally obscure to speakers of a 
language, and certainly it is very feasible that new, historically unjustified, 
links in meaning may become established between etymologically unrelated 
homonyms. 

We can have much more certainty that merger has occurred when there 
comes to be complete overlap in onc or more of the senses of two homopho­
nous words, as we will investigate in the following section.7  

3.5 Merger (or near-merger) in form and meaning 

The modern English verb me/t is the reflex of two different Old English 
verbs. Onc was a strong verb, me/tall, and was intransitive, with the mean­
ing 'to melt, become liquid' (e.g. 'the butter melted') .  In what arc called 
strong verbs in Germanic, dirrerent parts of the verbal paradigm show 
difrerent stem vowels (on the origins of this variation see section 4.4 . 1 ). 

Thus me/tall had, beside the present stem me/t-, the forms: past tense (first 
and third person singular) mea/t, past tense (plural) I11I1/ton, and past par­
ticiple gemo/tell. The other verb was a weak verb, also with the infinitive 
nw/tan (or in the West Saxon dialect mie/tall), and it was transitive, with the 
meaning ' to melt (something), to make (something) liquid' (e.g. 'the heat 
of the sun melted the butter'). Germanic weak verbs form the past tense 
by means of a dental sullix, usually represented by -ed in modern English, 
although in the case of me/tall this is somewhat obscured by regular syncope 
of the vowel in the second syllable and simpliHcation of the consonant 
clustel; giving (in the West Saxon dialect, in which Old English forms 
are normally cited) past tense (Hrst and third person singular) Inie/te and 
past participle mie/t (compare the non-West Saxon form gema:/ted, with­
out syncope). Germanic weak verbs are mostly derivative formations from 
other stems. The weak verb me/tan was originally a derivative formation, 
Germanic "lIIa/(jall, from the base " ma/t- of the past tense or the strong verb 
me/tall plus a causative sullix, hence 'to cause to melt' (see further section 
4.4. 1 ) .  

7 Occasionally there can b e  different sorts o f  evidence for speakers assuming that 
words which have become homophonous show a single word. Compare for example von 
Wartburg ( 1 969) on the homophony in some southern French dialects of aze 'blackberry' 
« Latin acil/I/s) and aze 'donkey' « Latin asilllls) leading to use also of sal/I//O 'donkey' 
in the sense 'blackberry'. We ean present this as a proportional analogy, aze 'donkey' : 
aze 'blackberry' = sawl/o 'donkey' : sawl/o 'blackberry' 
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Old English mdlall (me/tall, I1U!a/l, mU/loll, gemO/ICIl) mcltml (midte, midt) 

'to melt' (intrans.) 'to melt (something), (trans.) 

modern English me/t (mcltet!, melted) 'to melt' (intrans. and trans.) 

Fig 3.2 Merger of Old English me/tall (strong verb) and me/tall, mic/tall (weak verb) 

Gradually in the course of the Middle English period (if not earlier) the 
strong verb me/tell (Old English me/tall) 'to beeome liquid' began instead to 
show weak inflections. This is a pattern shown by many originally strong 
verbs which gradually moved over to the numerically much larger class 
of weak verbs. The (originally) strong verb me/tell thus became formally 
indistinguishable from the weak verb me/ten 'to make liquid', which in 
Middle English normally shows past tense melted, past participle melted. 

Alternatively, wc could interpret the same data as showing the weak verb 
displaying a change in meaning, from transitive ' to melt (something), to 
intransitive 'to melt', a development that again would have many parallcls 
among originally causativc verbs in this period. Either way, the result in 
modern English was a single verb melt, with both intransitive and transitive 
meanings, and with regular, weak inflections (see figure 3 .2), although the 
originally participial adjective lilo/ten is still found in specialized semantic 
use designating liq uefied metal or glass. 

Some other cases of merger or near-merger are harder to pin down 
because the semantics are less clear-cut. Such is the case with English mys­
tery. In classieal Latin there are two distinct words of quite diflerent origins, 
lIIystiirium 'secret' (in the plural, ' secret rites'; this word is a borrowing from 
Greek) and ministerillll1 'office, service, agency, instrumentality' (a deriv­
ative of millister 'servant, subordinate', which is itself ultimately < millus 
'less'). As a learned loan word, Latin ministerium gives English ministl)" 
quite unproblematically. However, in their application to the Christian faith 
in the early medieval period, the Latin words lIIysterilllll and ministerilllll 
became more closely associated in sense, and both came to be used in the 
sense 'ecclesiastical service' .  This in turn led to confusion in word form, 
and a variant misterilll1l emerged for the word lIlinisterilll1l. The form mis­
teriwll gave, by regular development, (Anglo-)French mester, mister (mod­
ern French metier), and, as a borrowing of this, English mister 'occupation' 
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(not thc same word as the title mister or AIr.). l1IisteriulJ1 was also bor­
rowed into English directly as mystery (in early use also mistery), with 
the meanings 'ministry, office; service, occupation' and (probably partly by 
association with mastery) 'craft, trade, profession, skill' and 'trade guild or 
company'. Meanwhile, Latin //lY.I'terium was also borrowed into English as 
mystery (in early use also mistery); this has a wide range of senses including 
'mystical presence or nature', 'religious truth known or understood only 
by divine revelation', 'incident in the li fe of Christ', 'ordinance, rite, or 
sacrament of the Christian Church', 'hidden or secret thing', 'mystery play', 
'an action or practice about which there is or is reputed to be some secrecy' , 
'a highly skilful or technical operation in a trade or art' - or at least, all of 
these senses are normally attributed to this word, but it is at least possible 
that some of them developed instead as senses of mystery 'ministry, office; 
service, occupation'. If we start out from the modern English word forms, 
the formal development of each can be summarized as follows: 

A. English ministry < classical (and post-classical) Latin millisterillm 

B. English //lister < (Anglo-)French mester, mister < post-classical 
Latin misterillm, variant (by association with mysterium) of millis­

terilllll 

C. English mystery, 'j'lI1istel), < post-classical Latin misteriull1, variant 
(by association with lIlysterium) of millisteriul1l 

D. English mystel)" ·,·mistery < classical (and post-classical) Latin mys­

teriul1I 

C and D are fOl'lnally identical in English, and the assignment of particu­
lar senses to one word or the other is at best somewhat tentative. Historical 
or etymological dictionaries will endeavour to trace the development of 
each word, looking closely at the order of the examples of each sense, and 
also at the senses in the donor language, but it  may prove impossible to be 
certain which development belongs to which word. So far as the speaker of 
contemporary English is concerned, it is surely the case 'that the word form 
mystery corresponds to a whole variety of meanings, some very familiar 
and some rather abstruse, some of which may strike some speakers as 
transparently related to one another, but on the whole rather disparate, and 
certainly not idcntillable as showing two clearly dilTerentiated words. 

A very interesting case of partial semantic merger is shown by English 
mean. In the meaning 'common', English mean is the reflex of Old Eng­
lish mlime, a variant of Old English gemicne (Middle English i-lIlelle), 

which is cognate with German gemein and is ultimately from the same 
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Indo-European base as Latin cOllllmlnis 'common'. The OED distinguishes 
three separate main branches of sense development in this word (OED meall 

adj . I ): 

1. Held commonly or jointly 
H. Inferior in rank or quality; unpleasant 

1II. With approbative connotation 

In the meaning 'intermediate', English mean shows a quite different origin, 
as a borrowing from (Anglo-)French mene, meen (modern French l11oyen; 

ultimately < Latin mediiinlls 'that is in the middle'). The OED distinguishes 
two main branches of sense development lor this word (OED mean adj.2) :  

I .  Intermediate, intermediary 
H. Moderate, middling; average 

Semantic overlap between the two words occurs when the senses 'moder­
ate, middling, average' of the second (Romance-derived) adjective are used 
depreciatively, i.e. 'only middling', hence 'not good' .  The OED describes 
this convergence in sense as follows, in the entry for mean adj . 1  (Old English 
genu/me): 

In Old English (and in the earlier stages of othcr Germanic languages) substantially 
the only sense of I-MENE adj. and its cognatcs was 'possesscd jointly', 'belonging 
equally to a number of persons'; however, already in Old English there existed a 
spcc[ific] sense 'of ecclesiastical orders: minor, inferior in degree', which, although it 
did not survive into Middle English, may have informcd the development of mean. 

Thc scmantic developmcnt shown by thc Old English spec[ific] sense of I-MENE 
adj. was carricd furthcr with Middlc English mene, mean (as with Dutch gel/wen and 
German gemeill; cf. COMMON adj.), so that the word acquircd the gcneral scnscs of 
'ordinary', 'not exceptionally good',' infcrior'. In English this developmcnt was aided 
by the fact that thc native word coincided in form with MEAN adF, which was oftcn 
used in a disparaging or reproachful scnsc. The uses in branch JI might be referred 
almost equally well to the native or to the foreign adjective; the truth is probably that 
thc meanings of two originally quite distinct words have mergcd. 

It is relatively easy to explain what has happened here in historical terms. 
Two words which are etymoiogically quite unrelated happen to have the 
same lorm in Middle English and modern English. Both words are seman­
tically complex, and they show areas of convergence and overlap, with the 
result that in some particular instances it  is impossible to say whether we 
have a use that has developed ultimately from Olel English genu/me or from 
(Anglo-)French mene. In synchronic terms, it  is more dilflcult to explain 
the situation here in terms of either homonymy or polysemy. If there are 
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meanings which overlap, perhaps we have it case of polysemy. However, 
although we can establish a plausible link between 'mediocre' and the other 
senses of either word, it is less clear that all of the senses of both words 
could be construed as constituting polysemous senses of a single word. 

3.6 Splits in word form 

In section 3.4 we saw the difficulty of determining whether divergence in 
meaning results in polysemy or homonymy in cases such as crane. We 
can be more certain that the synchronic result is two separate words when 
divergence in meaning is accompanied by a split in word form. We wil1 look 
presently at some cases where a split occurs in the spoken language, and 
the result is indisputably two separate words with ditlerent word forms. In 
some other cases a split occurs only in the written language. Such cases are 
particularly interesting because they show homophones being distinguished 
by different spellings in the written language, even though historically they 
were senses of a single word. They thus provide us with clear evidence of 
polysemy leading eventually to homonymy. 

mantle 'loose sleeveless cloak' and malltel 'ornamental structure of wood, 
marble, etc., above and around a fireplace' are in origin a single word. In 
the Old English period Latin /1ullltellul1l was borrowed in the sense 'long 
sleeveless cloak'. In the Middle English period this was reinforced by bor­
rowing of Anglo-French malltel, itself from the Latin word. In the medieval 
period the Latin word also developed the (originally metaphorical) meaning 
'piece of timber or stone supporting the masonry above a fireplace', and 
this is reflected also in English. In Middle English mantel and mantle are 
both expected word forms for a word of this etymology, and both are 
found, as indeed they are also in Anglo-French. However, in  the subsequent 
centuries we find a gradual process of difTerentiation of the two word forms 
in different meanings. mantle shows the meaning 'long sleeveless cloak' (and 
subsequent metaphorical developments from this, such as 'the region of the 
earth's interior between the crust and the core', which is in fact modelled 
on earlier use of the equivalent word 1l1antel in German at the end of 
the nineteenth century). mantel shows only the senses connected with fire­
places, 'piece of timber or stone supporting the masonry above a fireplace' 
(now obsolete), 'ornamental structure of wood, marble, etc., above and 
around a fireplace', 'manteltree of a fireplace together with its supports', 
'shelf formed by the projecting surface of a mantelpiece' (figure 3 .3). Both 
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Middle English I/wlII/e, /lull/le! 

'long sleeveless cloak', 'piece of timber or stone supporting the 
masonry above a fireplace', etc. 

/� modern English mantle mUlltel 
'long sleeveless cloak', etc. 'manlcltrcc of a fireplace', etc. 

Fig 3.3 Split of II/alllle and II/alltel 

word forms thus show semantic specialization, although the process is very 
gradual, and occasional instances of the 'incorrect' spelling are still found 
for each word. In this instance, a split has occurred, but only alTecting the 
written form, since the pronunciation of each is the same, l'mantl!. 8 

Similarly, .flour is in origin the same word as flOlver. flower was borrowed 
from Anglo-French flur, flour, flor in the thirteenth century. Among its 
early spellings in English are fll/re , .floure , .flowre , .fIOlvur, ./lower. The mean­
ing 'Hour' is found from the thirteenth century onwards, originally being 
a metaphorical use, denoting the ' /lower' or finer portion of /lour meal. 
The graphic split does not occur until much later than this: in the early 
modern period,.flour orf/oure are j ust spelling variants of the wordflOlver. 
In Johnson's great Dictionary of 1 755  only the fonnflOlver is found and both 
senses are listed under the same entry. However, seventeen years earlier in 
Cruden's Bible eoncordance of 1 738 the modern distinction in form and 
meaning is made between fiOlver and flour, and this usage, not Johnson's, 
was rapidly becoming the standard one during the eighteenth century, with 
the result that (at least in print) f/our is very rarely found as a spelling of 

f/ower and vice versa after the beginning of the nineteenth century. Today 
very few people without some knowledge of the linguistic history of the two 
words are l ikely to have any inkling that they are of the same origin . (On the 
pronunciation of the two words see further section 3 .8 .) Some other similar 
examples arc canvas and canvass, /IIetal and /IIettle, and (showing split into 
three dilTerent spelling forms) coilt, coign, and quoill. 

The splits that we have encountered so far are purely graphic. They are 
thus an oddity of the languages of modern highly l iterate societies where 
each word has a settled orthographic form. They are also very unlikely to 
arise in languages such as D utch or Italian where spelling rellects pronun­
ciation much more closely. Nonetheless, in a language like modern English 

8 For the somewhat mixed evidence of pronouncing dictionaries, and for a detailed 
account of how this material is treated in the new edition ofthe QED, see DUI'kin (2006c). 
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they may come to be regarded by speakers as signalling very fundamen­
tal distinctions in word form. The basic mechanism which they show is 
much more universal: existing variation i s  exploited in order to distinguish 
between particular meanings. 

The same mechanism can be seen at work in cases where the spoken 
form as well as the written form is alTected. ordinance and ordnance were 
originally variants of a single word, Middle English ordenance, ordinance, 

ordnance, etc., which was a borrowing of (Anglo-)French ordenance, ordi­

nance, ctc. This showed a wide variety of senses such as 'decision made 
by a superior', 'ruling', 'arrangement in a certain order', 'provisions', 'leg­
islative decree' ,  'machinery, engine', 'disposition of troops in battle'. It is 
a derivative formation from the verb ordener, from which English ordaill is  
borrowed. Over a period of centuries the form without the medial vowel, 
ordnance, became more and more common in English in the ' military' 
senses 'military materials', 'artillery for discharging missiles', 'the gov­
ernment department responsible for military materials and artillery', etc., 
and it became progressively less and less common in the other senses of 
the word, until in contemporary English near-complete differentiation has 
occurred , with the form ordinance very rarely occurring in the military 
senses, and the form ordnallce only occurring in these senses. In this case 
it seems clear that the dilTerentiation occurred because of selection of the 
disyllabic variant in a particular group language, that ofthe military. 

ballad and ballade show dilTerentiation of respectively more and less natu­
ralized borrowings of French ballade, in the less specific sense 'light, simple 
song of any kind' (ballad I'balGd/) and the more specilic sense 'poem or 
song written in any of several similar metres typically consisting of stanzas 
of seven or eight lines of equal length' (ballade Iba'lad/ or IbG'la:d/). The 
documentary record shows that in this case we do have dill'erentiation rather 
than reborrowing of the French word in a more specific meaning, although 
in many similar cases the data is rather finely balanced. 

We will see further examples of formal variation being exploited to dis­
tinguish between meanings with pattern and patron, and with Dutch pertig 

and prettig, in section 7.3 .  

Some splits alTect only the spoken form of a word, and thus the result is  
two words which are homographs but not homophones. The verb recollect 

shows a sixteenth-century borrowing from Latin recollect-, the past par­
ticipial stem of recolligere 'to gather together (again), to recall, remember'. 
In early use all senses of the English word were pronounced alike, with 
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le! in the first syllable, as is usual in  borrowings from Latin showing the 
prefix re- (e.g. reconcile, recognize). However, from the nineteenth centtiry 
onwards we find evidence for the modern pattern, with a pronunciation 
with li:1 in the first syllable in the sense 'to gather together (again)' and 
lel in 'to recall, remember' and related senses. I nterestingly, the mechanism 
in this split is almost certainly different from that in a number of the other 
examples we have looked at. In this instance the pronunciations with li:1 
result from reanalysis (see section 7.4.3) of the existing word as showing a 
native formation from re- and co lien , and hence a pronunciation in accord 
with the usual pattern for English formations in re-. The senses relating 
to mental activity show a less transparent semantic relationship with the 
elements re- and collecl, and thus retain the pronunciation typical of Latin 
borrowings. In such cases it can be hard to be certain that we are dealing 
with a split, rather than a new formation from re- and collect which happens 
to be a homograph of the earlier word. In this particular instance the 
identification of a split is supported by the evidence of eighteenth-century 
pronouncing dictionaries, which record the pronunciation with lel for both 
groups of senses. 

3.7 A case of merger followed by a split 

COUI/cil and cow/sel show a rather complicated and entwined history as f�lr 
back as classical antiquity. The ultimate origin of these two English words 
lies in two distinct Latin words, c01lciliu111 and cOl/siliul11. Latin cOllciliul1l 

« the prefix COIl- 'together' + the verb ca/ere 'to call') has the senses 'a 
convocation, assembly, meeting, union, connection, close conjunction'. A 
convocation or assembly might specifically be one called for the purposes 
of consultation, and in this sense the word overlapped in meaning with COIl­

silillm 'consultation, plan decided on as the result of consultation, advice, 
l:ounsel, advising faculty, prudence; a deliberating body, a council of state, 
war, etc.; a counsellor' « the verb conslIlere 'to consult, deliberate' < the 
same prefix COI1- + an elemcnt of uncertain origin). The two words were 
perhaps confused in antiquity; they certainly are in medieval manuscript 
copies of classical texts. In French COl1si/iUII1 gavc rise by regular phonologi­
cal development to cOl1seil, which has roughly the same range of senses as in 
Latin, while COil cilium gave as a learned borrowing French cOl1cile, denoting 
only a type of ecclesiastical assembly. (See further section 6.7 on learned 
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classical Latin concilium classica1 Latin consillt/m 

in the post-classical Latin period, wc sometimes find the onc word 
form in senses which belong historically to the other 

French co"cile French ('ollseil 

(a borrowing < co"cilil/III) (regular development of cO/lsilil/lIl) 

�� 
Middle English cOll.yeil, cOllceil, cOllcilc, cOllsill!, cOll/lseil, 1ater cOllllsel 

� 
English cOlll1cil English cOIIIIsel 

Fig 3.4 Merger followed by split: cO/llu:il and cOllllsel 
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borrowings of this type.) Both French words were borrowed into English in 
the Middle English period. The OED provides a succinct summary of the 
subsequent developments: 

In English, the two words were, from the beginning, completely confused: conseil was 
frequently spelt col/ceil; cOllcile was spelt COl/site and cOllceil; and the two words were 
treated as onc, under a variety of forms, of which coullsei/, later CO/lllSe!, was the 
central type. In the 1 6th c[entmy] diflcrentiation again began: coullcel, later coullcil, 
was established for the ecclesiastical cOllciliulIl, F[rench] cOllcile; and this spelling has 
been extended to all cases in which the word means a deliberative assembly or advisory 
body (where L[atin] has cOl/siliulIl, Fr[eneh] cOl/sei/), leaving coullsel to the action of 
counselling and kindred senses. The practical distinction thus established between 
coullcil and coullsel does not correspond to Latin or French usage. 

We can summarize this history graphically as in figure 3 .4. 

As we can see, we do not have two separate word histories, the one linking 
English council with Latin concilil/m and the other linking English coul1sel 

with Latin cOl1siliul11. Crucially, the distinction between two distinct Frellch 
words was lost in Middle English. The Middle English Dictionary treats all 
of this material in a single entry, c0111lseil n. Subsequently, in early modern 
English the available word forms were exploited to realize difTerentiations of 
meaning, partly under the influence of the original etymons, especially as a 
result of classicizing influence in the early modern period, but with a result 
which is ultimately different from that in either the donor language (French) 
or its donor (Latin): English coullcil shows senses which belonged originally 
to Latin consiliI/m rather than to conciliul1I, while English coul1sel realizes 
only a subset of the senses realized by Latin cOllsilil/l1I. In formal terms we 
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appear to have a merger of the two words in the Middle English period, 
followed by a fresh split whieh is informed by knowledge of the classical 
Latin words but which does not restore the earlier semantic distinction 
precisely. 

3.8 Homonymic clash 

As already exemplified, I take both homonymy and polysemy to be very 
widespread phenomena and part of the natural state of languagcs. This 
point is in itself fairly uncontroversial, although a lot hinges on the word 
'natural', and on thc cxtent to which various mechanisms may work to 
eliminate homonymy. 

It is somctimes observed that the high degree of homonymy in modern 
English results in part from very hU'ge-scale borrowing from a language 
which is not very closely rclatcd, French. However, homonymy is also quitc 
common in Old English, and also in Icelandic, which has shown relatively 
little borrowing from other languages over the past millcnnium and also 
very little of the kind of reductive change in word shape that often produces 
homonymy. (On the degree of homonymy in what can be rcconstructed of 
the lexicon of pro to-rn do-European see MaIlory and Adams (2006) 1 1 5-6.) 

If we accept that homonymy is a common phenomenon in the languages 
of the world today, this gives us a good typologically based reason for 
assuming that it was also common in languagcs in earlier times. This has 
important implications for some arguments that we will look at in detail 
in chapters 7 and 8: put vcry simply, just because we reconstruct formally 
identical etymons for two words this does not mean that the two words must 
be cognate; if  there is no plausible semantic link, i t  is usually much safer to 
assume that we have two unrelated homonyms. Defining semantic plausibil­
ity is thc real challenge here, and will form a major topic of chapter 8. 

However, running counter to my assumption that homonymy and poly­
se my are common and natural phenomena is the assumption often made 
that the most desirablc state for languages, as systems of communication, 
is one where there is a state of ' one meaning one form', or isomorphism. If 
such an assumption is valid, one consequence might be that homonymy 
is undesirable, since it involves the same form realizing two meanings, 
which brings no coml11unicational advantage, and could conceivably lead 
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to  ambiguity. Somc scholars would conclude from this that homonymy i s  
therefore likely to  be  eliminated over time. 

It is less clearly the ease that polysemy brings no communicational 
advantage, since i t  can be argued that some types of polysemy enable links 
to be made simply and e1Tectively between contiguous senses without any 
semantic ambiguity. An extreme case is the regular polysemy in such cases 
as a beer (as in he drank a beer) by metonymy from the mass noun beer (as 
in he drank some beer) . 

Many scholars have identified a mechanism tending to eliminate 
homonyms, under a variety of names such as homonymic clash (or 
homophonic clash), harmful homonymy (or harmful homophony), 
homonymiphobia, etc.9 Pioneering work was done in this area by GilIi6ron 
in the carly twentieth century (see Gilli6ron and Roques ( 1 9 1 2» . In onc 
now famous example, Gilli6ron looked at the words for 'cat' and 'cockerel' 
in Gascon, a Romance variety of south-western France. The Latin names 
cattus and gal/us would have been expected, by normal phonological 
development, both to show the same reflex in Gascon, /gatl. However, while 
this is the form found for 'cat', for 'cockerel' we find instead substitution 
of alternative names such as f(lisan, which normally has the meaning 
'pheasant', or vicaire, normally 'curate'. The homonymic clash thus 
appears to have led to replacement of the inherited word for 'cockerel'. In 
this instance the two words belong to the same semantic field, and it is easy 
to imagine actual ambiguity arising, for example if someone were stating 
that one animal or the other was standing in the nlrmyard. 

A rather interesting example of avoidance of a homonymic clash within 
a particular semantic field is provided by the French term for a sequence 
of four consecutive cards of the same suit in various card games. In the 
seventeenth century this is qllarte, l iterally 'fourth', forming part of a group 
of terms with fierce, l iterally 'third', quill le 'fifth', etc., but subsequently 
the synonym quafrieme 'fourth' replaced it in this use. This was probably 
because of the homophony with carte 'card ' ,  a suppo�ition which is sup­
ported by the fact that fierce and quinfe do not show similar replacemcnt, 
and also by the fact that in English the borrowing quart, which is not 
homophonous with English car(/, . remained in use much longer, and still is 
used with reference to historic card games such as piquet. In this particular 

9 For important accounts sce Ullmanll ( 1962), Samucls ( 1 972), Malkicl ( 1 979), 
Gccracrls ( 1 997) . 
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instance there thus appears to be a good deal of (albeit circumstantial) 
evidence that avoidance of homonymic clash has motivated the change. 10' 

A particular pressure restricting use of words, at least in some social 
contexts, appears to arise from homonymy, or in some cases possibly 
polysemy, with taboo or other disfavoured words. This is often identi­
fied in the literature as a specific category, embarrassing homonymy. For 
instance, cock 'male hen' is rarely heard in  many varieties of American 
English, being replaced by rooster or another synonym because of the 
homonymy with cock 'penis'. The same motivation probably explains use 
of the derivative cockerel in place of cock 'male hen'. Historically, cock 

'penis' shows a metaphorical use of the bird name, perhaps originally as a 
euphemism. 1 1  However, cases of words becoming obsolete for such reasons, 
rather than just restricted to coarse slang registers, etc., arc less common, 
and counterexamples, where such homonymy has not motivated avoidance 
or replacement, are also not hard to find. 1 2 

Within the l iterature on homonymic clash, four different types of 
responses to homonymy are often distinguished (sce especially Malkiel 
( 1979)): 

(i) both homonyms are tolerated (often because they can be shown to 
belong to different word classes, or to different semantic fields, or to 
different registers or stylistic levels); 

(ii) onc of the homonyms becomes obsolete, or shows restriction in use 
to reduce overlap; 

(iii) the two homonyms merge; 
(iv) the two homonyms diverge 111 form (often 111 unusual or unpre­

dictable ways). 

However, it is possible to take a rather sceptical approach to the claim 
that these phenomena have anything to do with homonymy. Group (i) are 
basically exceptions, and the criteria for possible exception are extremely 

10 For the details sec Fral/Zllsisches etYl1l% gisches Wiirlerbucl! (FEW) 1 1 .  1423/ 1 .  
Assumptions o f  homophonic clash arc frequent in von Wartburg's work, in  FEW and 
elsewhere. Compare e.g. van Wartburg ( 1 969) 1 1 9 on near-homophony between inflected 
forms of edere 'to cat' and esse 'to bc' in post-classical Latin leading to adoption in place 
of edere of tile originally more emphatic or expressive formations cO/l/edere, /l/al/ducl/re, 

or pappare. 
1 1  See Cooper (2008). 1 2 See Lass ( 1 997: 355 note 25) for some examples. 
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broad. A particular difficulty is that many o f  the examples typically given 
for processes (ii), (iii), and (iv) present no more convincing evidence of 
actual homonymic clash than many of the exceptions under (i), since the 
words do not demonstrably belong to the same semantic field without any 
differentiation in register or stylistic level. 

Process (ii) is open to the objection that very many non-homonymous 
words also become obsolete or come to be used only in a restricted range of 
contexts, and very often no causal explanation for this can be established. 1 3  
As  Malkiel ( 1 979: 4 )  notes, in standard English the homonymy of lie ' to  be 
in a reclining position' and lie 'to tell an untruth' has long been tolerated, 
although the phrasal verb lie dowlI is also common in the sense 'to be in a 
reclining position', and in colloquial and regional varieties of English the 
originally transitive verb lay is often found in intransitive uses, as in he 

was laying Oil the ground. Malkiel suggests that adoption of both lie down 

and intransitive lay possibly results from avoidance of the homonymy of 
lie with lie 'to tell an untruth' . 14 However, there are many parallel cases 
of originally transitive verbs which have developed intransitive uses where 
there is no suggestion of avoidance of homonymy. Similarly, Malkiel sug­
gests that cleave 'to hew asundel� split' « Old English cleo/all) has reduced 
cleave 'to stick fast, adhere' « Old English clifiall, cle(�fial1) 'to a precarious 
status' ( 1 979: 5). However, perhaps the more surprising fact here is that the 
two words ever became homophonous, since the more expected reflex of 
the second verb would have been *clive. This word history therefore seems 
actually to show that a variant form can become generalized even when this 
results in the creation of homonymy. 

Process (iii) may simply be a result of contiguity of sense, and not the 
result of any pressures resulting from homonymy. Process (iv) hinges on 
the assumptions firstly that some changes in form can be shown to be par­
ticularly unusual or unexpected, and secondly that unusual or unexpected 
changes can be shown to be particularly common in ease� of avoidance of 
homonymy, but the case here is far from proven. 

1 3 Anttila ( 1 989: 332) suggests, in the context of linguistic reconstruction, that it should 
be a principle of etymological research that an explanation is always sought for non­
survival of a word: 'If it seems that a word is guaranteed for the protolanguage, its 
(alleged) absence in any of the daughter languages requires an explanation.' HowevCl; in 
practice explanations for lexical non-survival arc often elusive, evcn when wc arc looking 
at very well documented periods of linguistic history. 

14 Compare also Samuels ( 1 972: 67-8) on lie, and criticism of this in Lass ( 1 980: 78). 
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Splits which affect only the written form of a word, as with malltle and 
mallte!, flOlver and flollr (see section 3.6), pose a further problem frorn a 
functionalist point of view, since any ambiguity obviously remains in the 
spoken form. In the case of flOlver, there was considerable variation in 
pronunciation in the early modern period (compare Dobson ( 1 969) §§ 1 65, 

2 1 8), and i t  is hard to see why a semantic differentiation was not established 
between the available pronunciation variants !fiu:rl (without diphthon­
gization) and !fiAurl (with c1 iphthongization; ultimately > !fiaog/) . 1 5  The 
conclusion seems inescapable that the exploitation of variation to reduce 
(synchronic) homophony can only be a very sporadic process. 

In some cases where a distinction in form does arise, it can be shown to be 
determined by faetors other than the avoidance of homonymy. The English 
indefinite article a,  all arose historically from the numeral Olle, but the 
differentiation in form in this instance can be attributed to the occurrence 
of the article in a position of low stress before the noun whieh it modilles, in  
contrast to  the fuller stress of the numeral in most functions. In many other 
classic cases of grammatiealization, such as the development of the French 
negator pas from the noun pas 'pace', no such differentiation in form has 
occurred. 1 6 

One response to these dilIiculties would be to reject the concept of 
homonymic clash as an explanation for historical linguistic change in 
almost any circumstances. For an extended argument which comes close 
to this position, see Lass ( 1980) 75-80, and also Lass ( 1 997) 355, note 
25. See also Lass ( 1 997) for rejection of the idea of 'one meaning onc 
form' being a target towards which languages move. The evidence suggests 
that avoidance of homonymic clash. is at most a minor tendency in lan­
guage change, which may provide a plausible explanation for some word 
histories, where the selection of one variant over another avoids genuine 
ambiguity or homonymy with a taboo word. Certainly, examples such as 
quartelquatrieme offer very tempting explanations for what would otherwise 
seem random events of lexical replacement. H owever, there are far more 
exceptions than positive examples, and this leads to a very important con­
clusion for etymological research: there are no grounds for thinking that 
the existence of homonyms was not tolerated in earlier language states j ust 

1 5  There is no difference in pronunciation between flour and flower in  modern British 
English, but most US pronouncing dictionaries record at least an optional distinction 
betweenflollr /flan(;) r/ andflOlver /flatJ:)r/. 

16 For much more detail on both of these examples sce Hopper and Traugott (2003). 
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as it is today, and we can very confidently reject any assertion that a par­
ticular etymology is impossible simply because it assumes the existence of 
homonymy. Whether or not the existence of certain types of homonymy can 
sometimes lead to a pressure for the selection of one variant over another, 
or the use of a synonym or another avoidance strategy, is a more debatable 
question, but we can be certain that such pressures will not inevitably lead 
to the elimination of homonymy. 
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In the first three chapters of this book, and particularly in chapter 2, we 
have considered a number of topics to do with word formation. An under­
standing of word-formation proeesses is crucial to etymological research. 
Let us imagine for a moment a future age where only a few scraps of 
modern English survive. If an etymologist in this future age encounters 
the word bittemess in a scrap of surviving writing, and the word bitter is 
not attested in the surviving records, but dark, darkness, and hardness all 
are, then comparison among these words will provide just enough evidence 
to show that bitterness should be analysed as bitfer-ness (not *bif-temess), 

that -ness is a derivative suffix, and that bitter is an adjective. In any 
given period of the history of any particular language, the word-formation 
processes which are found will have their own characteristic patterns and 
peculiarities. In this chapter we will look in more detail at affixation and 
compounding, two very major sources of new words in English and in 
many other languages, and then we will look more briefly at some other 
typical methods of word formation. I will concentrate particularly on those 
processes which are found in modern English, because I assume that they 
will provide common ground for most readers of this book. Throughout, 
the focus will be on the implications of such processes for etymological 
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research, and on how knowledge of the word-formation processes operative 
in a particular language in a particular historical period can shape and 
inform etymological judgements. The final part of this chapter is devoted 
to the diflicult and ollen controversial area of onomatopoeic, expressive, 
and sound-symbolic formations, some acquaintance with which is essential 
for etymological research. 

4. 1 Issllcs conccrning afIixation 

4. 1 . 1  Dcvclopmcnt of ncw affixcs; borrowing of nfIixcs 

As we saw in section 2.2.3, alTIxation normally forms new words which, 
at least at first, have a transparent semantic relationship with the bases on 
which they are formed. Frequently they also cause a change in word class, 
e.g. an affix may form abstract nouns from adjectives, or verbs from nouns, 
etc. Thus, in English, -!less is normally added to an adjeetive to form an 
abstract noun denoting the state or condition designated by the adjective: 
hardness, darkness, biffemess, etc. Many other anixes do not cause a change 
in word class, e.g. the negative prefix IIn- in unkind, IInreasonable, etc. 

Allixes present two areas of interest for an etymologist: (a) the word­
(arming patterns which they show, and how these change over time; and 
(b) their own origins, or in other words the etymologies of allixes. A brief 
investigation of -/less will illustrate both. In most of the recorded history 
of English, -/less is generally added to adjectival bases, although there are 
exceptions, e.g. the rare words belo/lgingnes.\· or whatnes.\'. In the early history 
of the West Germanic languages the sul1lx is found with a mueh wider 
variety of bases, and in East Germanic (i.e. in Gothic) it  is found mostly 
with verbal bases. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, it is not found at all in 
North Germanic. This sul1lx originated from reanalysis o.f formations in an 
earlier sullix, proto-Germanic *-assu- (also *-i.\'.\'II-, *-11.\'.1'11-), shown by for 
instance Gothic 1!iclra.l'SllS 'abundance'. Old English -nes (modern English 
-/less) has lel rather than lal because of a sound change (i-mutation: see 
section 7.2.4, and compare 4.4. 1 )  caused by further suffixation in a stem­
forming suHix *:j6- which was subsequently lost. The 1nl is of rather more 
interesting origin. If we compare Old English w6e/nes 'madness' with Old 
English eJiles 'equality', it is obvious that both words end in -nes. The wore! 
11'6dnes shows sul1lxation of wod 'mad' (archaic modern English wood) with 

<; I I '  
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the sutnx -nes. However, in the casc of e./i1es the 1nl is actually part of the 
word stem; the word is related to ell/net/all 'to make even' and ejil 'even', 
and has a parallel in Gothic ilJ/I{/s.\·us 'equality' (formed on ib'iS 'even'). 
Stems ending in "-11- were very fi'equent in proto-Germanic and in the early 
Germanic languages: the large class of weak nouns all had stems ending 
with ' -11-, as did the past participles of strong verbs. The fi'equency with 
whieh "-assu- was found suIIixed to a stem with final " -11- led to reanalysis 
of such words as instead showing an ending *-l1aSSII-. This in turn led to 
analogical use of *-lIasslI- as a suffix on stems without a final *-n-. (On 
reanalysis and analogy see further section 7.4.) Forms from Gothic illustrate 
this particularly well, although in Gothic the sulIix usually has the rather 
dilferent form -;l/a.\·.\·us. 1 In fact, it is possible that Gothie shows a separate 
development, parallel to the one found in West Germanie l anguages. We 
can divide the forms found in Gothic into three groups: 

• Forms without 1nl, e.g. ujel/·a.\·slIs 'abundance'. 
• Forms in which 1nl is part of the stem, e.g. jimu'inasslIs 'mastery' or 

ibll{/s.\'us 'equality' (ji·m(jilla.l'SIlS is formed on the verb jim(jillo/l 'to rule 
over', which is in turn lonned on the nounji'(f!(ja 'lord'). 

• Forms in whieh 1nl is part of the sumx, e.g. W{/II;naSSIIS 'shortage' < 
11'(/11.1' 'lacking' (in which -ill(/.\'SII.I' is by reanalysis of formations such as 
/ralljillasslI.I' ) .  

The first and second groups of forms show the same sutnx, -aSSlIS, but 
reanalysis of the second group leads by analogy to new formations where 
1nl has become part of the sulIix. 

Aside from reanalysis, aHixes often result from grammaticalization of 
adverbs or prepositions. For instance, the adverb-forming sulfix -men! in 
French (and likewise Spanish -mente, Italian -mente, etc.) originates in 
uses of Latin mellS, mellt- in the abh;tive case in collocations such as c/clrc'i 

mente 'with a clear mind'. Such collocations showed semantic broadening, 
e.g. 'clear manner of being or behaving' rather than simply 'with a e1ear 
mind', and the pattern beeame extended to adjectival bases which had no 
connection with mental aetivity, ultimately giving rise to a very productive 
adverb-forming sulfix (compare modern Freneh formations sueh as occa­

s;onellement 'occasionally', sYllt!letiqllement 'synthetically', geologiqllement 

I For more detail, and a number of complexities which I have omitted here, sce (in 
German) Krahc ( 1 969) 1 59-62. 
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'geologically', etc.).2 Similarly, atnxes often result from grammatiealization 
of adverbs or prepositions, as in the ease of over- or Ollt-, or the borrowed 
prefixes per- and pro- « Latin formations in per- and preJ-, which are 
ultimately < per 'through, by means of' and preJ ' in front of, on behalf of, on 
account of' respectively, as e.g. i n  peramhlllcire ' to walk through', pel:ficere 

'to do thoroughly, eomplete', preJc!c'iIJlc'ire 'to cry out, deelare', prijtJ't7dere 'to 
thrust or push forward or forth'). In fact, there is some hesitation about 
whether English formations with Ol'er- and out-, sueh as overcome, overeat, 

overwillter, outdo, outbreak, outgrowth (or indeed with -over and -out, such 
as voiceOl'er, sleepover, brealwlIt, sllOotout) should be regarded as showing 
prefixation (or su1fIxation) at all, or as eompounds, or as a separate class of 
formations with particles.3 In sueh debated areas the most essential thing 
101' etymological research is that we have as good a knowledge as possible 
of the patterns typically found in the relevant language in the period in  
question, to  provide a sound basis for assessing etymologieal hypotheses. 

If we arc looking at the earliest recorded stage of a language, we may find 
that we arc able to establish quite a lot about which affixes are found in 
what appear to have been analysable formations, but relatively little about 
how old those formations are. In some cases there may be information on 
dating from datable sound changes whieh would have afI'ected an aH1xed 
form difI'erently from the unallixed base, or we may be able to identify a base 
borrowed from a foreign language during a partieular historical period. 
By and large, wc will not be able to judge the age of formations, and so 
wc will be unable to establish very e1early which aH1xes were productive 
in a particular period. Thus, we ean establish quite a good pieture of the 
range of affixes found in Old English, but often we have no real way of 
telling whether the words eontaining those allixes were formed in Old Eng­
lish or in proto-Germanic. (Compare the example of./reedo/11 diseussed in 
section 3 .2 .) 

We can sometimes trace the development of new af!ixes in historical 
times. To take a simple example, -scape has beeome a (very minor) pro­
ductive suilix in modern English. It originates from the second clement of 
the noun lal/dscape, which is a seventeenth-eentury borrowing from Duteh 
laJldsc!/{/p. The Dutch word is a derivative of the noun land 'land' with the 
suffix -schap, which is related ultimately to English -ship in e.g. hardship, 

For further discussion see Hopper and Traugott (2003) 1 40- 1 .  
3 For the latter view scc Adams (200 I )  7 1-7. 
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lordship, township, ete. In  English the ending of the word landscape was 
opaque, but the meaning of the word made it clear that the t1rst element was 
land, and by analogy we find the new formations seascape and prisol1scape at 
the end of the eighteenth century, denoting a sea view and, somewhat idio­
syncratically, a view dominated by prisons. Subsequently we find cilyscape, 

treescape, riverscape, moonscape, nig/itscape, manscape, lIIarinescape, roo./: 

seape, mindscape, slulIIscape, etc., which begin to suggest that we are no 
longer encountering analogous formations on the model of landscape, but 
instead a productive suffix -scape which forms nouns denoting panoramic 
or comprehensive views, including figurative ones such as rnind.l'cape. (Since 
there is usually secondary stress on the final syllable of words in -scape, 

which is not normally a characteristic of suffixed words in English, we 
could alternatively argue that -scape is a bound element in compounds, 
rather than a true suffix.) It is very hard to draw any dividing line between 
analogous formations and formations in a productive affix, and indeed in 
some theoretical models even the most productive afilxes are regarded as 
functioning largely by analogy, while in other models productive affixes arc 
regarded as part of the grammar of a language, not of its lexis. 4 The crucial 
thing for etymological research is to establish as far as possible whether 
analysable models were available for a particular hypothesized formation. 

Very similar considerations arise with the borrowing of affixes from one 
language to another. Indeed, it is a rather loose use of terminology to say 
that an alIix is 'borrowed' at all . For example, in the Middle English period 
English borrowed many words from (Anglo-)French and Latin which 
showed the endings -mellt and -menlllm respectively. In Latin -lI1entulIl 

forms nouns from verbs, denoting either the result or product of the action 
of the verb, e.g . ./i·aglllentllll1 'fragment' < fiYIIIgere 'to break', or the means 
or instrument of the aetion, e.g. 6mlimentum 'ornament' < 6rnlire 'to 
adorn'. It also forms nouns from adjectives, e.g. litrli1l1entwl1 < liter 'black'. 
The same patterns arc eontinued in French, as in gamement « gamer 'to fit 
out, equip') or acco1l1plissement « accomplir 'to accomplish'). (This -men! 

is thus different in origin and function from the French adverb-forming 
-ment discussed above. The two are simply homonymous suffixes.) All of 
these words were borrowed into English, as fi'agmen!, ornal1lent, garlllent, 

accomplishment,  (rare) atrament, along with many others. On the model of 
these borrowings, analogolls formations began to appear in English from 

" For a very useful introductory discussion of these isslles scc Adams (20tH) 7- - 1 0. 
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bases of native (i.e. non-Latin, non-Romance) origin, e.g. acknowledgement, 

amaze111ent, wonderment, atonement (see section 2. 1 .3), and from the seven­
teenth century onwards the suffix -menl is very productive in English. How­
ever, it is rather artificial, although a useful shorthand, to say that -ment was 
borrowed into English: more accurately, a large number of words of fairly 
transparent formation containing the Latin or French suffix were borrowed 
into English, and on the model of these a new suffix developed in English. 5  

The rather complex way i n  which new affixes become established in a 
language can often result in uncertainty about whether a partieular affix 
is borrowed from a foreign-language source, or is simply cognate with it .  
For instance, there is little doubt that there is an etymological relationship 
between the English agent-noun suffix -er and the Latin agent-noun suffix 
-lirills. However, there is some doubt and dispute as to whether the two 
are cognate, or whether the English suffix ultimately results from early 
Germanic borrowing of Latin words ending in -lirills, e.g. 111ol1etlirius 'per­
son who makes coins' (which ultimately gives English minter). (, The etymo­
logical situation with the suffix -er in English becomes yet more complicated 
in the M iddle English period, when many Anglo-French words were bor­
rowed showing an agent-noun sufIix -er (which is definitely developed from 
Latin -lirills); thus, beside very many English formations in -er (e.g. singer, 

leader), English also shows a fairly large number of Romance borrowings 
in -er (e.g. 1I1ariner, officer), which are distinguishable only by their etymol­
ogy. It is l ikely that earlier linguistic history contains many similar cases 
which we lack sulIicient evidence to retrace, and which may have been more 
complex than they appear to be from our available data. 

4.1 .2 Affixes with a variety of meanings and functiolls 

Some affixes show a range ot'difTerent senses and uses, which can be difficult 
to piece together in detail. Analysis of Old English words showing the prefix 
ge- reveals a wide variety of different meanings and uses: 

• 'with', 'together' (probably the earliest meaning in the Germanic 
languages), reflected in a relatively small number of Old English words, 

5 Compare Adams (200 1 )  1 34. Borrowing of inflectional aflixes also sometimes 
occurs: sel! for example Wdnreich ( 1 953) 2.32. 

(, For the argument in favour of borrowing see e.g. Bammcsberger ( 1 984) 7 1 -2. 
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e.g. gejJeotian 'to join together, connect' or gedra�g 'band, multitude' ( < 
the same base as drCllv, hence literally 'people drawn together') 

• assoeiation, as in: 

o words for people holding a particular relationship with othei's, e.g. 
gebeelda 'bedfellow, consort' ( < bedel 'bed'), or gefera and ge.l'ijJ, both 
'companion' (the first related to ji:mlll to go, and the second < sijJ 

journey) 
o adjeetives and nouns expressing appropriateness, conveniencc, or 

similarity, e.g. gell/et 'measure, proper measure, proportion, modera­
tion', gellul!te 'of suitable measure, lit, proper' (modern English meet, 

adjective), both ultimately related to metclll 'to measure' (modern 
English to mete out) 

• mutual relationship, e.g. geslVeostor 'sisters', gebriJoor 'brothers', or 
ge./i'iend 'friends' 

• collective formations, e.g. gelV(cde 'clothing' (related to archaic modern 
English lVeecll'), geb(ccu 'back parts', or gelVeorc 'work' (see section 
1 .3.2) 

• use in lorming generalizing or indel'mite pronouns, as gelnvG or gelnvilc, 

both (roughly) 'each or every one' 
• perfective or intensive meaning, as e.g. in gellliJt 'meeting' (> modern 

English moot) or gernYlld 'memory, remembrance' (> modern English 
mind) and numerous verbs such as gee tan 'to eat up, consume', ge(CI'IUIII 

'to gain by running' (beside unprefixed wl'lwll 'to run') 

o Related to this last category is the use in forming the past par­
ticiple of verbs, which will be l�lmiliar to anyone who has some 
knowledge ofmodcrn German (although the use in modern German 
itself represents the outcome of a number of complex historical 
develo pmen ts). 

Not all of the uses of the prelix in Old English are fully understood, and 
some aspects of the summary above touch on areas of controversy. It is a 
safe assumption that if we had only the data of early Middle English to go 
on, in which some words preserve the prefix (as i- or y-), some do not, and 
many others show substitution of other prefixes (see Stanley ( 1 982)), then 
we would have little idea of the complexity of the picture in Old English (and 
in proto-Germanic). This prelix is by far the most productive one found in 
Old English, but has left relatively little trace in modern English, except 
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i n  occasional archaizing past participle 10rms such as yc/ept o r  i n  further 
reduced and obscured form as the lirst syllable of £llvare (Old English gewwr) 

or q/Jcm/ (Old English ge/hroiall). 

4. 1 .3 Cases which could show either aflixatioll or cOIllPounding 

Apparently simple, readily analysable compound and derivative lormations 
can often present interesting questions of linguistic analysis. Indeed, it  can 
sometimes be diflicult to determine whether we have a case of compounding 
or derivation. For example, palaeogeographical 'relating to (the study 01) 
the geographical features of an area at some point in the past' stands 
in a transparent semantic relationship with palaeogeography, but we may 
hesitate in deciding whether it shows a compound or a derivative formation. 
There arc certainly English lormations in the suffix -ical. The stages in the 
development of this sumx can be traced as follows: 

• In Latin the adjective-lorming sullix -c7lis is sulIixed to lormations, 
probably originally nouns, in the sulIix -icus, which 10n11s both nouns 
and adjectives; hence post-classical Latin clericalis 'clerical' < clericlls 

'clergyman, cleric' (occasionally also as adjective, 'clerical'). 
• On the model of such words, borrowed Latin adjectives ending in -iclls 

are often sull1xed with -al in English, e.g. historical < Latin historiclls 

+ -ai, beside historic < Latin hisloriclls; in this case, as in some others, 
the two words historic and historical have come to be distinguished in 
meaning more or less consistently over the course of time, while in many 
other cases one of the two words has become much more frequent and 
the other appears only as a rare variant. 7 

• By analogy with sllch formations, noun bases, most but not all ul t i­
mately of Latin origin, are suffixed with -ical within English, often 
giving rise to further pairs of adjectives in -ic and -ical, e.g. artistical 

and artistic « artist), a{omical and atomic « at(�m), ecological and 
ecologic « ecology), pedantical and pedantic « pedallt). 

In the case of palaeogeograplzy and palaeogeographical, sul1ixation in -ic(d 

would be explained very easily by analogy with the pair geography, 

geographical. We could present this as a case of proportional analogy (see 
section 7.4. 1 ): 

geography : geographical = palaeogeography : palaeogeograp/zical 

7 On this question scc Kaunisto (2007). 
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However, we could alternatively interpret palaeogeographical as not show­
ing derivation at all, but instead compounding. palaeo- is a (margi'nally) 
productive neo-classical combining form in English (see section 4.3 .  I ), and 
we could take palaeogeographical to be simply a compound formation 
< palaeo- + geographical, on the model ofpalaeogeography. There is really . 
no very easy way of deciding which analysis is preferable in such cases, 
particularly sinee there are apparently parallel cases in favour of each 
analysis. 

In some cases both semantic and morphological arguments point 
strongly towards analysis as a derivative. For instance, a microfilmer is 
someone who mierofilms things. Analysis as a formation < microfilm + 
the agent-noun suffix -er is supported strongly both by the fact that -er is 
overwhelmingly the commonest agent-noun-forming suffIx in English, and 
also by the fact that analysis as a compound < 1I1icro- + filmer would be 
awkward semantically: microfibner does not mean 'a very small maker of 
J1\ms'. Similar considerations apply in some cases which it is probably best 
to regard as nonce-formations in an unproductive or barely productive allix 
on the model of an existing word. Thus, although the adjective-forming 
sullix -Iy is found only very rarely in new formations in modern English, in  
the nineteenth century we find a new formation big brotherly 'characteristic 
of a big brother' (i.e. an elder brother, although in more recent use also 
someone who behaves in a way reminiscent of Big Brother in Orwell's novel 
1984). The semantic relationship with big brother suggests an analysis as 
a derivative of this compound, and compounding from big and brotherly 

would make little sense semantically. However, the selection of the sufl1x 
-Iy (rather than say -ish) is clearly motivated by the prior existence of 
the adjective brotherly, which was formed in the sixteenth century, when 
formations in -Iy were fairly common. (The equivalent form brooor/{c is 
in fact also recorded in Old English, but not in Middle English, and the 
sixteenth-century word probably shows a new formation, independent of 
the Old English use. Compare section 3.2.) A rather similar example is 
presented by lvliddle Eastern, showing the suffix -em that is only found 
in the adjectives northern, eastern, etc., which designate points of the 
compass. 

Sometimes semantic analysis and morphological analysis seem to point 
in different directions. A particle physicist is a person who studies particle 

physics. This would suggest an explanation as a derivative of particle physics, 

but that would involve an awkward morphological process oC truncation 
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and remodelling of the stem by analogy with the relationship between 
physics and physicist (and other word groups such as aerodynamic, aero­

dYllamics, acrodynamicist, etc.). The much simpler and more economical 
morphological explanation would be compounding of particle and physicist, 

but this is much less satisfactory semantically. M orphologists often dcscribe 
such difficult cases as showing a bracketing paradox. 8 

The more theoretical aspects of such questions are fundamentally matters 
for specialists in morphology, who, inevitably, will not all agree on the 
approach that should be taken. However, if we are attempting to establish 
the etymological connections among a group of words, an awareness of 
different possible analyses of derivational relationships can often lead to 
a new and more satisfactory solution to an etymological problem. 

4.2 Synonyms, nonce formations, and blocking 

This section will deal \vith two rather different topics, because each appears 
to raise some rather similar issues for etymology work, and 1 bclieve that in 
each case the solution to the apparent problem is very similar. 

It is a much-debated question whether the lexis of any particular variety 
of a language, within a particular period, shows true synonymy, that is to say 
pairs of words with precisely the same meaning. l f we took the view that true 
synonyms do not occur, this might seem to have important implications for 
the practice of etymologists: if we havc clear evidence that one word existed 
with a particular meaning in a particular place and time, and we believe that 
true synonyms will not occur, should we not reject any hypothesis which 
involves assuming the existence of another word with the same meaning? 

We can easily demonstrate empirically that this is an incorrect inference. 
Dictionaries abound with words or senses which are defined in the silme 
way as one another, and which can be shown to exist in the same historical 
period, and which dictionaries do not mark as belongi�g to different regis­
ters or stylistic levels from one another. To take some examples fairly ran­
domly from the OED, we can find (in etymologically unrelated or only very 
distantly related word groups) myoneural and neuromll.l'cular, or (in related 
word groups) pediculate and pediculated, purification and pllr(/"actioll, aerify 

and aerate (or compare the pairs of words in -ic and -ical in section 4. 1 .3). 

R Sce for example Baner (2003) 325, from which I have taken this example. 
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These examples all belong to more or less technical registers, and it is in such 
registers that synonyms with no diJIerentiation at all in stylistic level arc 
commonly found. However, if wc disregard the constraint that there should 
be no differentiation in stylistic level, we can add pairs of much commoncr 
words which show at least one meaning which overlaps, such as mariller ancI. 
sailor, marry and lved, or (historically related) oldest and eldest. it would be 
easy (if tedious) to produce extremely long lists illustrating each category. I t  
may be  the case that none of these words were ever full synonyms within 
the usage of any particular individual, and that any individual who has 
used both words has always done so with some distinction in meaning, or 
a difference of connotation, or of register or stylistic level. H owever, we 
should bear in mind that our information about the meanings of words in 
past stages of language history is always rather limited, the more so the 
fewer documents we have surviving from a given period. The situation is 
much worse when we come to register or stylistic level: wc may sometimes 
be able to recover some information about these in past l anguage states, but 
our information will always be very limited, and often we will have none at 
all. Wc should therefore not be at all surprised if we Hnd that we very often 
encounter words which appear to be full synonyms in the historical record: 
there may have been very obvious differences for contemporary speakers in 
meaning, or register, or stylistic level, but this information is not necessarily 
recoverable by us today. Alternatively, two words may have had a different 
geographical localization, or they may not have overlapped in meaning in  
precisely the same period, but we cannot always recover this information. 
Thus, regardless of whether wc think that full synonyms are possible, or 
likely, or adopt any intermediate theoretical position, wc will often have to 
accept that the available historical data presents us with two or more words 
which wc simply cannot distinguish in meaning or use. 

This becomes a very important factor if wc now consider the phenom­
enon known as blocking (or pre-emption), by which new formations arc 
blocked (or pre-empted) by the prior existence of a synonym. There are 
good reasons for thinking that blocking is an important factor in restricting 
word formation. Thus we expect that the prior existence of dij]iculty will 
block d{flicultlless from being formed, and similarly that coolness will block 
cooltlT. (The reasons why I have not marked elt/licultlless or cooltlz with 
asterisks will become clear from the following paragraphs.) But, as we have 
seen in the preceding paragraph, wc do find pediculate beside pediculated, 

purification beside puri/action, aer!/'y beside aerate, and so on, even though 
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theoretically the existence of the onc formation should have blocked the 
coining of the other. We can easily see how such a situation can arise in prac­
tice: in a developing area of discourse, field of study, etc., one group of peo­
ple may begin using the one formation, and another group may begin using 
the other, before either has become institutionalized even within the linguis­
tic usage of a particular technical register. Additionally, as we have seen in 
chapter 3, many words show a rather tenuous historical record, and wc can­
not be certain whether we are seeing a history of continuous use, or a series 
of re-coinings of the same word form in the same (or very similar) meaning. 
Or to follow another possibility, pediculated could re/1eet simply a faulty 
recollection of pediculate, or an alteration on the model of other words 
ending in -a led, and hence we could have a case not of separate coining of 
synonyms but of formal remodelling of an existing word, where there is not 
a large body of existing language use to 'correct' the alteration i n  word form. 
Thus it is unsurprising that blocking often seems a rather weak force in  parts 
of the lexicon which belong only to technical discourse, where a particular 
word is l ikely to be known and used by only a small number of people. 9 

A slightly different sort of example is shown by coolth. The usual abstract 
noun corresponding to the adjective cool is  coolness, and we would expect 
this to block the formation of coo/lh: that is to say, since coolness already 
exists as an institutionalized word, in common use by large numbers of 
speakers, coolth would be a redundant synonym, and even if one speaker 
coined it (perhaps as a verbal slip for coolness) we would not expect it to be 
widely adopted by other speakers. But there is a rather strong proportional 
analogy in favour of the coining of cooltll by analogy with cool's antonym 
warm and its corresponding abstract noun warmth. We can represent this as 
follows: 

lI'{l/'Il/ : Ivarmth = cool : coo/th 

(On analogy see further section 7.4.) The DED shows a rather patchy record 
for coultll from the mid sixteenth century to the present day. A number of 
the recorded uses arc self-consciously humorous, especially from the late 
nineteenth century onwards, but others arc not. There is probably not a 
continuoLls history of use, but rather a succession of separate formations of 
the word. The existence of cooltll beside coolness appears on at least two 
separate occasions to have been exploited to realize a semantic distinction: 

9 For a detailed exploration ofisslIcs of this type see BUlIer (2006b). 
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1 11 regional dialect use in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries we find 
coolth in  the specialized sense 'a common cold', and from the 1 960s onwards 
in US English we find some evidence for semantic specialization in thc scnse 
'quality of being relaxed, assured, or sophisticated' (thus corresponding to 
cool in its use as a key term in youth culture). 

Similarly, because of the prior existence of difficulty, a Middle English 
borrowing from Latin andlor (Anglo-)French, we do not expect also to find 
d(fficullness, even though the derivational morphology of modern English 
would suggest tltfFcultlless as by far the likeliest abstract noun to be formed 
from the adjective d({ficult. However, d({ficultlless is indeed recorded in the 
OED, with examples from 1 560 to the present day. The historical record for 
this word is patchy, and it is likely that the word has not shown a continuous 
existence in English. The presence of examples in the OED from 1 560, 1 580, 
and 1 644 suggests that there was some continuity of use in the early modern 
period, and indeed searching the Early English Books Olllille database of 
early modern English texts provides a cluster of further examples, although 
there are many, many more examples of difficulty in this same period . !O 
The later picture is rather different, since the OED records no examples 
of d(l.ficulll1ess from the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries, and its two 
twentieth-century examples seem to show a clear semantie nuance, with 
reference specifically to difficult, i .e. socially challenging or unacceptable, 
behaviour by an individual . ! !  

When we are considering the remoter linguistic past, we often have little 
or no information about the relative frequency of particular words. We thus 
cannot tell whether two parallel formations from the same base with dif­
ferent affixes may have coexisted, perhaps with a difTerence of meaning, or 
register, or stylistic level which is now un recoverable; or perhaps one word 
of a pair was institutionalized, and the other existed only as an occasional 
variant, perhaps as a remodelling of the institutionalized word on the model 
of a more productive word-forming pattern. As a point of methodology, 
wc can almost never rule out the existence of one word in the past simply 
because we have very strong indications that another existed. 

JO On the frequency with which parallel formations from tIll: same base are found in 
early modern English see e.g. Ncvalainen ( 1 999) 358, and evaluation in Baucr (200 I )  
1 83-4. 

1 1  Sec Adams (2001 )  1 3  on this particular observation. 

ISSUES CONCERNING COMPOUNDING 1 07 

4.3 IsslIcs conccrning compollnding 

In etymological rcsearch wc also often need to establish as much as we can 
about the patterns of compounding found in a particular language in a 
particular historical period. Armed with such knowledge, if an etymological 
hypothesis involves assuming the existence or a certain compound then we 
will be in a much better position to judge how likely that compound is to 
have existed in that language in that period. For instance, we occasionally 
finel compounds in English where the first element is a verb and the second 
clement is its object, such as pickpocket, denoting a person who performs 
this action. In technical terms, this is a type of exocentric compound, 
denoting something which is not a sub-class of either of the elements of the 
compound, unlike endocentric compounds such as blackbird or paperclip. 

This type of compound probably arose in English as a result of (Anglo-) 
French inl1uence in the centuries after the N orman Conquest. pickpocket 

belongs to a small family of similar formations with pick, and we can trace 
the historical development of this word family: 

• In  later Middle English (or slightly earlier as surnames) wc find pick­

purse, picktlulllk 'person who curries favour with another', picklzarness 

'person who strips the slain of their armour', and pickpellllY· 

• In the early modern period we find pickpocket itself and a few other 
formations. 

• Wc find occasional later (rather self-conscious) formations, e.g. pick­

braill in the early twentieth century. 

Similarly, a number of formations with make arc found in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, such as makepeace. In both cases, the compounds are 
frequently paralleled by (and were probably modelled on) verbal phrases, 
to make peace, to pick someolle's purse, etc. Thus, ir we have formulated 
an etymological hypothesis which involves assuming .the existence of an 
exocentrie compound of this type at a certain point in the history of English, 
we can quickly draw up a check-list of things that we will want to know 
which might either strengthen or weaken our hypothesis: 

• Since such formations often appear in small clusters, can wc find other 
similar formations from the same verb'! 

• [s there a similar phrasal construction with the same verb in the same 
period? 
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• Arc there many other compounds of the same type found in the same
' 

period, geographical area, register, etc.? 

If wc arc very fortunate, a reference work will provide a catalogue 
of such formations. In the case of English, this exists in the IOrm of 
Marchand ( 1 969), in which scction 5 .8  catalogucs and discusses formations 
of just this typc. 

4.3. 1 Nco-classical combining forms, and othcr compounding patterns 

Sometimes extensive borrowing can lead to new pattcrns of compounding 
becoming established in a language. In Latin and in Greek the first element 
of a compound typically shows what is called a thematic vowel, determined 
by the morphology of that word. Thus in Grcek the adjective mikras 'small' 
occurs as Inikro- as the first clement in compounds, e.g. mikropsllchia 'lit­
tleness of soul'. In Latin, where an intcrnal -0- was rcplaced by -i- in 
certain environments, pes (stem ped-) appears as pe(li- in compounds, e.g. 
pediseqlllls 'attendant'. In English, as in many other European languages, 
new formations arc found on the same pattern, with the result that wc find 
elements, usually called (nco-classical) combining forms, which exist only 
as bound forms in compounds but which arc productive in forming new 
compounds: 

• in combination with other bound forms ultimately of classical origin, 
e.g. micrography < lIIicro- + -graphy 

• with English nouns ultimately of classical origin, e.g. microbiology < 
micro- + biology 

• (sometimes) with English nouns not ultimatcly of classical origin, e.g. 
microskirt < micro- + skirt 

It is the formations with other bound forms, such as micrography, which 
serve as the main criterion for distinguishing combining forms from allixes 
in the analysis I have followed here, although this is something that not all 
scholars would agree with. 

Additionally, new combining forms of this type arc lormed within 
English (and in other modern languages) from elements ultimately of Latin 
or Greek origin plus a connecting vowcl -0-, since this is the thematic 
vowel most commonly found in formations borrowed ultimately from 
Greek and in very many post-classical Latin formations modelled on these. 
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Thus for example we llnd English radio- « Latin radius + -0-) , which 
is found in English forming compounds to do with radiation and radio 
<.:ommunications from the late nineteenth century onwards, as it  is also in 
French and German. 

Very occasionally similar formations are found on bases not ultimately 
of Latin or Greek origin, as for instance sado- (in sadomasochism, etc.), 
formed on the name of the Marquis de Saclc, albeit on the model of ear­
lier formations with derivative sulIixes such as sadism, sadistic, etc. (There 
would perhaps be a case lor saying that, in spite of its having the connecting 
vowel -0-, sado- is actually a prellx, not a true combining lorm, since it 
is found only in lormations with an independent word as second element, 
not another bound form, although this would conllict with the fact that it 
clearly has lexical content in formations su<.:h as sado/l1asoclzism.) 

The status of micro- etc. as bourid forms is not afTected by use of the same 
word form as an adjective or noun. Thus when micro occurs as an adjective, 
e.g. in strictly l11icro, something so very micro, or o/a more micro nature (all 
recorded in QED), it shows conversion (sce section 4.4.2) to a d ifferent word 
class. The same is true of uses as a noun in senses such as 'micro dress or 
skirt', 'microcomputer', 'microwave oven', unless wc take these simply to 
show clipped forms (sce section 4.4.3) of the nouns microdress, microskirt, 

microcomputer, microwave ovell, etc. 
Somewhat more problematic arc the cases wc sometimes find where a neo­

classical combining form appears to be combined with a derivational alIix. 
The theoretical model usually adopted tells us that nco-classical combining 
lorms can be found forming compounds either with other nco-classical 
combining lorms or with independent words (e.g. micrography or microbiol­

ogy, as above), but that, as bound lorms, they should not be lound as bases 
lor derivational sulIixation. 1 2 Thus wc should not expect to find "micral « 

micro- + -at, adjective-lorming suffix) or • microness « micro- + -ness). Wc 
do in fact very occasionally find lormations such as ort�lic (which has var­
ious technical meanings in mineralogy, geometry, and soil sciences), which 
has the appearance of being a derivative formation from the combining 
lorm ortl!o- « ancient Greek orthas 'straight') with the adjective-forming 
sulTIx -ic. Here there is the alternative analysis of regarding the English word 
as a lormation directly from the ancient Greek adjective plus the English 
derivative sulIix (i.e. < ancient Greek orthas + English -ic), a pattern which 

12 Scc c.g. Baller ( 1 983) 2 1 3- 1 6  . 
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would certainly not be without parallels among modern vocabulary in 
technical registers, even in cases where there is no corresponding combining 
form in English llse. In other cases an analysis as a blend (sce section 4.4.4) 
or as a formation on a clipping (sce section 4.4.3) may resolve the diffi­
culty. H owever, Bauer ( l 998b: 409) sounds an important note of caution: 
'Rather than having a clearly defined set of neoclassical compounds, it 
seems that neoclassical compounding acts as some kind of prototype, from 
which actual formations may diverge in unpredictable ways'. This sort of 
case illustrates well the importance of interaction between detailed analysis 
of individual word histories (i.e. etymology) and more general theoretical 
approaches. 

Formations with nco-classical combining forms are mostly restricted to 
scientific and other technical registers, and they may seem a rather mar­
ginal part of the lexis of English, French, German, etc., although they 
are certainly extremely numerous. It might be tempting to dismiss the 
unusual compounding patterns shown by nco-classical combining forms 
as something of a historical accident resulting from the unusual status of 
Latin- and Greek-derived elements as part of the 'international language' 
of science in the modern world. However, there are parallels elsewhere, 
both for the introduction of a large number of productive bound forms 
as a result of very substantial borrowing from another language, and for 
such bound forms showing patterns of word formation different n'om the 
usual ones in the borrowing language. For instance, during the last two 
millennia Japanese has borrowcd huge numbers of words from Chinese, 
totalling over 50 per cent orthe vocabulary in a modern Japanese dictionary. 
These are mostly compounds, showing Chinese words which do not occur in 
Japanese except in compounds, and which have the status of bound forms 
in Japanese. In addition to the compound words borrowed from Chinese, 
compounds have also been formed in Japanese from these originally Chi­
nese bound forms, as have hybrid words showing one e1emcnt ultimately 
of Japanese origin and one ultimately of Chinese origin. Collectively all 
of these types are usually referred to as Sino-Japancse compounds. Such 
compounds tend, like neo-classical formations in European languages, to 
belong to technical registers, and to be of less frequent occurrence than 
words of native Japanese origin, although in certain text types they can 
make up more than half of the total words uttered (i.e. of the tokens) as 
well as of the distinct word forms (i.e. of the types). Most interestingly 
for our present purposes, the formation of ncw Sino-Japanese compounds 
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also shows some differences from regular word formation in Japanese: 
compounds consisting of a verb and its object reflect Japanese word order 
when they are formed from elements of Japanese origin, but gen�rally 
reflect Chinese word order when they arc formed from borrowed Chl11ese 
elements. 1 3  

4.4 Some other important processes 

4.4.1 Root al\omorphy and ablaut 

As noted in section 2.2.3, onc thing that affixation and compounding have 

in common is that the result of the word-forming process is a longer wO
.
rd 

form. However, morphological relationships can also be indicated by vana­

tion in the root vowel in a word or group of words, and such variation can 

form the basis for productive word-forming processes. . 
[n the inflectional morphology of modern English, the plural of man IS 

indicated not by the regular plural inflection -.I' , but by a change in the 

root vowel: mell. Synchronically this can be described as a case of root 

allomorphy. Historically, in this particular instance it results from a s�l:nd 

change called i-mutation (or sometimes i-umlaut) which involved raIS1l1g 

and/or fronting of vowels when an *i or *j followed in the next syllable. In 

this instance, the * i  belonged to an inflection which has since been lost, thus 

/manil > [m!:l1i] > /m£n/; we will look at the details of this in section 7.2.4. 

The German name umlaut is sometimes used as a cover term for any such 

sound change caused by a vowel in a following syllable, and hence for any 

vowel variation which has its origin in such a process. However, the terms 

metaphony or vowcl harmony arc more commonly used today
. 

(and al�o 

refer to influence of a vowel in a preceding syllable, as found for I11stance 111 

Finnish or Turkish). 
Root allomorphy is also found in many irregular verbs in modern En�­

lish, e.g. present stem sing, past tense sang, past participle sung. I n  thiS 

instance the variation results from et process in proto-Indo-European
. 
mor­

phology called ablaut, by which morphological relationships arc indicated 

by vowel alternation (also called apophony). lndo-Europcan ablaut very 

1 3 For the data drawn on here see Shibatani ( 1 990) 1 45-7, 237-4 1 ;  compare also e.g. 

Backhouse ( 1 993) 75-6; Cannon and Warren ( 1 996) 82-3. 
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possibly had its origin in variation in the position of the accent, although 
this is a very uncertain mallel� involving assumptions about a prior stage 
in the history of a reconstructed proto-Ianguage which is already at a 
considerable remove from our oldest linguistic evidence. By the stage in the 
history of proto-Indo-Europcan which we are able to reconstruct with any 
degree of confidence, ablaut was a very widespread and undoubtedly pro­
ductive process, in both the inflectional morphology and the derivational 
morphology of the language. M ost proto-Indo-European roots which can 
be reconstructed show the pattern CeC, showing a consonant (or consonant 
cluster), the vowel e, and another consonant (or consonant cluster). In 
many cases a resonant (/, r ,  Ill, 11  or the glides i or j) was found either 
before or after the vowcl, thus we also have roots of the shape CeRC, CReC, 
or CReRC, where R represents a resonant sound (for examples of roots of 
this type sce ancient Greek peithomell or English sillg below). The initial or 
final consonant could also be a resonant, hence ReC and CeR are included 
when we write Cee. 

The form of a root with the vowel e (i.e. CeC, CReC, etc.) is called 
the full ablaut grade. The full grade of the reconstructed root 'kel- 'to 
conceal' is reflected by Old Irish celill1 'to conceal' and Old English he/all 

'to conceal' (showing 'k > * h  by Grimm's Law). This root also shows an 
o-grade, in which 0 takes the place of e. This is reflected by Gothic I/(I(ia 

'to conceal' (with *k > *h  by Grimm's Law again, and with the Germanic 
change of short *0 to *Cl; English hell is ultimately from the same base, with 
i-mutation). There is also a zero grade, in which no vowel appears between 
the two consonants. This is reflected for instance by the initial consonant 
cluster of Latin clam 'secretly' (in which -alii shows an adverbial termination 
also shown by coralll 'face to face' and pa/alll 'openly, publicy'). Finally, a 
long grade with long e is reflected by Latin celc7re 'to conceal'. Some roots 
also show a long 0 grade in the same series. 

In traditional accounts of proto-Indo-European other ablaut series have 
also been identified, although today interpretations of these dilTer. In 1 .2.4 
we encountered ablaut variation between • s;)- and 'sii-, and we noted that 
*;) represents the realization as a vowel of one of a series of hypothesized so­
caIIed laryngeal sounds (the phonetic quality of which is in fact unknown). 
In this analysis, *.1';)- shows the zero grade of a root *seH- of the standard 
shape CeC (or CeR), in which the final sound was a laryngeal which shows a 
vocal realization when it occurs in zero-grade forms or before a consonant. 
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*sii- shows the full grade, with the laryngeal consonant having a lengthening 
and colouring elTect on the full-grade vowel *e. 14 

The morphological functions of ablaut in proto-Indo-European are not 
perfectly understood, but certainly there arc some regularities that can be 
observed in various of the Indo-European languages. Thus verbal roots in 
the full grade often have corresponding nominal formations in the 0 grade, 
e.g. Latin toga 'garment' (literally 'a covering') beside tegere ' to cover' ; Old 
English jl(1!C 'roof', modern English thatch, is  also from the 0 grade of the 
same root, showing the subsequent clTects of Griml11's Law and the change 
of short *0 to *a in pro to-Germanic, followed by fronting of a to {e in Old 
English. On the typical morphological structure of words in proto-Indo­
European see further section 8 .7 .3 .  

In  a number of ancient Greek verbs which reflect Indo-European patterns 
the present shows the full grade with e, the perfect shows the 0 grade, 
and the verbal adjective and the aorist show the zero grade: e.g. peftllOlIlell 

'we persuade', pepoithamell 'we are persuaded, wc have been persuaded',  
epithomell 'wc persuaded', showing the full grade, () grade, and zero grade 
of a root which has the gradation pattern ei, oi, i, that is to say CeiC in the 
full grade, CoiC in the 0 grade, GiC in the zero grade. In the inflectional 
morphology of the Germanic languages, ablaut is most obviously present 
in the morphology of the strong verbs. In the case of sing, sang, sung: 

• the present stem sillg shows the full grade with e (with raising of *e to 
*i before a nasal in pro to-Germanic) 

• the past tense sang shows the 0 grade (with the proto-Germanic change 
of short *0 to *a), as also does the noun song (with 0 resulting from 
another sound change in  English) 

• the past participle sung shows the zero grade (showing a syllabic */1 in 
Indo-European, giving 'UI1 in proto-Germanie) 

This root thus shows the gradation pattern CenC, CO//C, Cne. However, 
the reflexes of many historically strong verbs in modern English do not in 
fact show the expected vowel alternations, because the paradigms of many 
verbs have shown considerable alteration as a result of analogy, as we will 
explore in section 7.4. 1 .  

14 For a fuller introduction to thcse issucs from the viewpoint particularly of the 
history and pre-history of English, see Lass ( 1 994) 1 05-1 9. For an overview of the history 
of this question sec also Szemcrcnyi ( 1 996) §§4. I . l l . 5.3.4. 6.4. 1 .  
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Another pattern frequently found in Germanic is that (weak) causative 
derivative verbs are formed from sulIixation of the 0 grade of strong verbal 
roots. For example, in section 3 . 5  we encountered the Old English weak 
verb lI1e/tml 'to melt (something)' « Germanic "lIlal(jan),  formed from the 
() grade (Germanic " ma/I-) of the root of the strong verb me/lan ' to melt' 
plus a suHlx. The change in vowel from Germanic *mal(ian to Old English 
file/tail results li'om i-mutation, caused by the *-j- in the Germanic sulTix. 

The term ablaut is sometimes used of similar realization of morphological 
distinctions through variation of the stem vowel in other languages (as for 
instance in Arabic, i n  which such variation plays a major role). However, it  
is important to realize that this does not imply that the historicll l  origin of 
the variation has anything in common in each case. 

4.4.2 Conversion 

One word-formation process which causes no change at all in word form is 
conversion, the process by which a word in one class gives rise to an identical 
word form in another word class, e.g.: 

• 10 knife < the noun knife 

• a look < the verb to look 

Depending on the theoretical position adopted, this is sometimes called 
instead either zero-derivation or functional shift. The linguistic analysis of 
this process is the topic of much debate, but this debate need not concern 
etymologists greatly. The important thing is that we are aware of the like­
lihood and frequency of conversion in the language and historical period 
that we are considering. Conversion has been very common in English 
from the Old English period onwards, greatly helped by (i) the loss of 
many distinctive derivative sui-TIxes as a result of the reduction or loss of 
unstressed vowels in late Old English and early Middle English, and (ii) the 
increasing frequency of the weak conjugation of verbs, in which the stem 
vowel remains the same in all tenses. 15 

1 5 For discussion of the early period see Kastovsky ( 1 992: 382-3, 392-6); for some use­
ful statistics see Algeo ( 1 998: 67--8). For an analysis of the types found in contemporary 
English scc H ickey (2006). 
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4.4.3 Ellipsis and clipping 

Some processes typically give rise to new dictionary words, i .e. forms which 
stand at the head of dictionary entries, but they are arguably not word-
formation processes. 

. A type of change which sits uneasily between word formation, change 111 
word form, and semantic change is ellipsis. This is the shortening of an 
existing compound or phrase so that onc element comes to take on the 
previous meaning of the whole compound or phrase. It is pr�bablY sh�wn 
by the names of many military ranks in English, e.g. 1I1ajor wll1ch arose :r�m 
sergeant-maJor 'in the same meaning (even though the two terms are dIStll:­
guished in meaning in present-day English: see further section 8 .6.3). TIllS 
could be explained as a change in word form, with the longer form sergeant­

major being clipped at the boundary between its two const�tuent elemel�ts 
to give /I/{(jor. Alternatively, we could explain it as semantIc change, w

.
lth 

mC(jor (which existed earlier in other uses as a noun) taki
.
ng on the mean�ng 

denoting a military officer as a result of association WIth sergeant-major. 

Compare similarly private or general. In other cases there is I�O antecedent 
lIse in the same word class, and thus analysis as a change \11 word form 
seems more certain, e.g.: 

• porky ( 1 985; < porky pie, itself rhyming slang for 'lie')
. . • rarebit ( 1 848; < Welsh rarebit, itself a folic-etymologIcal alteratIOn of 

Welsh rabbit) 

Similarly in Latin onc finds: 

• persia/m 'peach' « persiclIlIl mlilum, literally 'Persian apple') 
• magica 'magic' « ars magica 'magical art') 
• mille 'mile' « mr!le passuum, literally 'thousand paces') 

In the ease of mme wc could perhaps analyse this as sho�ing a specific sense 
development of mille 'thousand' on the model of the longer phras

.
e, �ut 

this seems less likely with magica (formally the feminine of the adjectIve 
111agiclls) or persiclIm (formally the neuter of the adjective persiclIs). When 

. . . I , ' , I . tory we will often have no we are exam\l1\11g past stages \11 a anguage S l 1S  , 
. 

direct evidence for the longer compound or phrase which has been subject 
to ellipsis, and wc will have to reconstruct on the basis of known patterns 
in the language concerned: for instance, in the case of l11agica, if we had no 
evidence for ars magica wc would have to work backwards from the fact 

)�!«ltl,\  r,'ll'1''''W'''I!��'' <' , ,, ; I 
, , .' J 

� , I I 

" i 

" 
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that we have what is /onnally a feminine adjectivc used as a noun, and try 
to work out whether this could reasonably be explained as an cllipsis for 
somc longer phrase. 

Clipping is a process of shortening of a word form without change of 
meaning or word class, usually leaving a form which is morphologically 
incomplete or unanalysable. The point at which a clipping may Occur in 
a word is  generally quite unpredictable, although thcre may be observable 
patterns in some languages in some periods. Since the result of clipping has 
the same meaning and word class as the longer form which has becn clipped, 
we could describe clipping as a change in word form rather than a process 
of word formation. Against this analysis is the fact that there is often a 
difference of stylistic level, since clipped lorms are often familiar or slang 
formations. Clipping is common in contemporary English, usually forming 
colloquial synonyms ofthe clipped word, but it is not at all common in most 
earlier periods of the language's history. 1 6  Some recent examples include: 

• prole ( < proletarian; first recorded in 1 887) 

• prefab ( < prejcJ!)ricated; 1 937) 

• lI1ayo ( < mayonnaise; 1 940) 

• narco « narcotic; 1 954) 

• decql « decaffeinated; 1 956) 

• blog « Iveb/og; 1 999) 

Earlier examples include: 

• coz ( 1 559; < COl/sin) 

• wig ( 1 675; < periwig) 

• callter '(of a horse) to move at a moderate gallop' ( 1 706; < call1erburr 

'to canter' < Canterbury 'an easy galloping pace', elliptical /or Cante;.­
bUly pace, CanterblllY gallop, etc. < the place name CanterbUlY, with 
allusion to the pace taken to be characteristic of Canterbury pilgrims 
on horseback) 

Some early examples, such as gent < gentleman, 1I11:�S < mistress, or ma < 
master, may have originated as graphic abbreviations in the written lan­
guage, at 11rst read as the full word and only later coming to be realized by 
a clipped spoken form, but we can scldom be sure of this. 

1 6 See for instance the discllssion in Marchand ( 1 969) 44 1-50. For some examples 
from the early modern period sec also Ncvalaincn ( 1 999) 432-3. For eighteenth-century 
eomment 011 clipping see Baugh and Cable (2002) 259-60. 
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In English clipping is often accompanied by some remodelling of the 

ending 0(" the clipped form: e.g. nappy < napkin, barbie < barbecue, in  both 

of which the ending is probably modelled after words with the diminutive 

sulIix -ie/-y. Similarly heillie 'the buttocks' < behind with remodelling after 

-ie!-y, but probably also with some influence from Heille, a slang term for 

a German soldier; or jammies < pyjamas, where the clipped form has also 

retained the plural ending. The same phenomenon is frequent in personal 

names, e.g. AI/cly « Andrew), Char/ie « Charles), Patty « Patricia). 17 

Clipping is also common in several other modern European languages, as 

for instance French meteo < lIleteorologique 'meteorological', or German 

Ulli < Universitiit 'university'. In Japanese clipping is often found in bor­

rowed words from English and other Western languages, which often have a 

large number of syllables as a result of accommodation to the sound system 

of Japanese, for example hoomu 'platform' < purattollOolllU < English plat­

.!(}/"}Il . Clipping is also common in Japanese in the dimorphemic compounds 

borrowed from or modelled on Chinese words which we encountered in 

section 4.3. 1 ,  and in these both parts of the compound may be clipped, 

for instance tokkyuu 'special express (train)' < tokubetukyuukoo.  18 Clipping 

has much less frequently been identified in ancient or medieval languages, 

although this may to some extent be a result of the type of vocabulary which 

is recorded in our surviving documentation. The exception to this is per­

sonal names, where clipping is quite common in earlier periods, especially 

when accompanied by morphological remodelling or suffixation (as in Andy 

etc. above): see discussion in section 9.2.3. 

There are also phonetic processes involving loss 0 (" onc or more sounds 

from a word, which are not normally regarded as part of word formation, 

although the resulting word forms are often listed separately in dictionaries 

if they gain some currency, and particularly if they come to realize a dif­

ferent nuance of meaning or belong to a different register or stylistic level. 

These include: 

• aphaeresis, loss of an unstressed initial syllable, e.g. monish < admonish. 

When only an unstressed initial vowcl is lost, this is sometimes distin­
guished as aphesis, e.g. gainst < against. 

1 7 For a detailed discllssion see Plag (2003) 1 1 6-2 1 .  
1 8  For the Japanese examples see Backhousc ( I  993) 85-6. 

JI" , I : ' i, I 
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• apocope, loss of a single sound at the end of a word, for example in 
processes of assimilation and loss such as /Oauzon/ for thollsand, or in 
the characteristic loss of unstressed final vowels in  Middle English. 

• syncope, loss of a sound or sounds medially, e.g. kerchief < keverchief 

or coverchieJ; cllrtsy < courtesy, fancy < fantasy, in the last two cases 
with subsequent differentiation in meaning. 

T n well-documented periods of linguistic history we may have the luxury of 
observing a period in which the parent form and the variant coexist in the 
same meaning, followed by a period in which differentiation occurs. In less 
well-documented periods all that we may have is evidence for forms which 
are already dilTerentiated in meaning, and we may have to hypothesize that 
the one originated as a variant of the other, in a process similar to that seen 
with ordnance and ordinance in section 3.6. 

4.4.4 Blends 

There is a very familiar type of formation in modern English known as a 
blend, in which two truncated word stems combine to lorm a new word, 
e.g. sI/lOg < smoke and fog. Several categories of such formations can be 
distinguished. 1 9 In one common type, the two truncated word stems arc 
combined at a point in each word where the same sound occurs, or where 
there is at least some similarity of sound, as in smog or the following 
examples: 

• mockumentm)' « mock and c/ocUlnent(ll)') 
• motel ( < motor and hotel) 

• banjolill ( < banjo and l11andolin) 

• threequel « three and sequel, denoting a second sequel) 
• hacktivist « hack and activist, denoting a politically motivated com­

puter hacker) 
• ji:lction « ji:lct andjiction) 

Often the formations denote things which are themselves hybrid, or else 
which are regarded as being hybrid (as l11ockument(ll)" bar!jolin, faction), 

and thus the formations are at least partly iconic, embodying hybridity in  

19  For a more detailed analysis o f  blends in  modern English based o n  prosodic 
morphology see Plag (2003) 1 2 1-6. 
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their own hybrid form. Another formal characteristic shown by all of these 
examples is that the resulting blend word has the same number of syllables 
as one of the parent words, and the same stressed syllable. However, some 
other blends do not show this characteristic, e.g. : 

• pellultilllatllrn « penultimate and ultil1latum; although this could 
instead be explained as an analogous formation, ultimate : ultimatulIl = 

penultimate : pellultimatlllll) 

In other examples there is shared phonetic material, but not at precisely 
the point where the blend occurs, although the criteria of having the same 
number of syllables as one of the parent words, and the same stressed 
syllable, are met: 

• chunnel « challllel and tllllnel) 

• stagflation « stagnatioll and iI!flation) 

Some linguists would group these together with a wider class of words 
which are formed from non-meaningful segments of other words, such as: 

• c/oclldraJ/J(/ « documentary and drama, denoting a type of hybrid tele­
vision programme) 

• edutainment « ec/llcation and entertainmellt) 

• il!fbtainlllent « il(/(Jflnation and elltertailllllent) 

These formations clearly also convey hybridity iconically, and do not 
show meaningful segments of the words from which they are formed. 
However, -tailllnenl could also be analysed as a new afTtx with very 
low-level productivity within a particular specialist register; inter�st­
ingly, doclItaillment is also found. Perhaps it is in fact an affix which 
has developed from blend formations. Such a development is proba­
bly shown by -istor, found in trallsistor (a blend of transfer and resis­

tor) and then subsequently in nellristor, spacistor, thermistor, thyristor, 

varistor, etc. 
A slightly more complex case is presented by -hurger. English hamburger 

originally showed a borrowing from German Hamburger 'person fl:om 
Hamburg', which was also its earliest meaning in English. In the late 11lne­
teenth century Hamhllrger steak is found denoting a beef patty, and shortly 
afterwards hamhurger is found in the same meaning, and also denoting a 
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type of sandwich containing such a patty. This last mcaning gave rise to 
blend formations which wc can divide into two groups semantically: 

( I )  cheeseburger, a hamburgcr sandwich with the addition of chcese, egg­

burger, a hamburger sandwich with the addition of egg, etc. 
(2) chickenburger, a hamburger sandwich with chicken substituted for the 

beef patty, crab burger, a hamburger sandwich with crab substituted 
for the beef patty, etc. 

In British English (but not generally in North American English) hamburger 

and the clipped form burger also remained in frequent use denoting the becf 
patty, rather than the sandwich as a whole, giving rise to the new formation 
beefburger in the same meaning, which wc could analyse as showing either 
a compound of beef and burger or a blend of beef and hamburger. I n  
British English we similarly flnd chickenhurger, porkburger, lIutburger, etc., 
denoting patties made out of chicken, pork, nuts, etc. (This chickellburger 

is hence distinct semantically from the chickenburger noted above.) On 
semantic grounds, it scems more reasonable to analyse these as showing 
either blends or formations in a suiTIx -burger, rather than compounds in 
the clipped form burger, although this is complicated by the fact that burger 

is itsclf sometimes found in the broader sense 'patty (made out of a foodstuff 
identified contextually), in British English. 

Blends of the type shown by smog or II/ockumentmy are found in English 
with some frequency from the late nineteenth ccntury onwards. This is thus 
a process which anyone looking at the etymologies of contemporary English 
words needs to be aware of, as a typical word-forming process, with its 
own characteristic patterns as regards position of stress, shared phonetic 
material, etc. This type is not common in the earlier history of English, nor' 
in other languages. The type shown by docudrama, edutailllnent, etc. (and by 
transistor, cheeseburger, etc.) is found sporadically in many other periods, 
and in many other languages. Blending of this sort shows a good deal of 
overlap with the processes of contamination and reanalysis, which we will 
look at in detail in section 7.4.4. It is also typically found among groups of 
expressive words, and we will look at some examples in section 4.5 .3 .  

4.4.5 B:lck formation 

Back formation is a process in which reanalysis of an existing word as 
showing a particular aiTIx leads to the creation of a new word which is 
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t aken to be its morphological base. The verb peddle (first recorded in the 
seventeenth century) is probably a back formation from pedlar, peddler 

(fourteenth century), which is in turn probably an alteration of peck/er 

(twelfth century) by analogy with the variation found between tinkler and 
tillker. H owever, since pedder has no secure further etymology, all of the 
suppositions in this instance rest on the relative dates of first occurrence in 
the historical record. Likewise, burgle (nineteenth century) is probably from 
burglar (sixteenth century), which probably reflects a post-classical Latin 
alteration of burgator. 

To take an <;:xample where the further etymology is known with more 
certainty, II/ase ' to function or act as a maser' ( 1962) has been formed as a 
result of reanalysis of maser ( 1955), which is in I�lct in origin an acronym 
from the initial letters of microwave ampliflcation by stimulated emission 
of radiation, although it could be argued here that the acronym maser is 
itself partially motivated by its resemblance to an agent noun in -er, hence 
with an analysis as 'something which mases' always potentially available. 
(See section 4.4.6 on the related word laser.) 

mar! ( 1 6 1 7), a nautical term meaning ' to fasten with marline or small 
line', was formed by reanalysis of //Iarlillg 'marline', as though it showed a 
verb stem marl and the noun-forming suflix -ing. Historically, both marting 

and /1/artine are borrowings from Dutch martinc, in the case of marling 

showing assimilation to the -ing ending of verbal nouns, and in the case 
of mC/rline showing folk-etymological alteration as a result of semantic 
association with line. An unfamiliar, monomorphemic borrowed word has 
thus been reanalysed in two different ways, resulting in at least partially 
analysable forms, and in the case of //Iarling this has led to further reanalysis 
of the first syllable of the word as Cl verb stem, and hence the back formation 
mar!. In fact, in this instance the same process probably also occurred in 
Dutch, which also has a verb marlen which is probably based on marling, 

a similarly motivated variant of marlinc. Alternatively? the English verb 
could show a borrowing from Dutch, in which case the back formation 
occurred only in Dutch. We will return to the wider question of reanalysis 
and associated processes in section 7 .4 .  

In some cases the arguments in support of an analysis as  a back formation 
arc rather more complex. word processor ( 1 968) considerably antedates the 
verb l ilOI'd process ( 1982), and in the well-documented world of office activity 
in the late twentieth century there are no reasonable grounds for suspecting 
that word process in fact existed for fourteen years without leaving any 

I 
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trace in documents available to lexicographers. I t  therefore seems certain 
that word processor must have preceded word process chronologically, and 
word processor is easily explicable as a compound in which l ilOI'd stands in 
an objective relationship to processor (i.e. this is a device which processes 
words). However, we are then I�lced with a dilTIculty: does word process 

show a back formation < word processor, or does it show a verb-headed 
con�potll1d < lVord and process, on the model of word processor? To answer 
this question, we need to know something about the frequency of verb­
headed compounds of this type in modern English. As it turns out, such 
formations are rare, except in cases like word process (or typewrite) which 
can alternatively be explained as back {ormations, or cases like litlllus­

test, which can alternatively be explained as showing conversion from a 
noun compound. 20 On this basis, many scholars identify cases such as lVord 

process as back {ormations.2 1  

4.4.6 Acronyms and initialisms 

Some types o[ formation belong very characteristically to the languages 
o[ modern literate societies, because they are based upon the (regular, 
standardized) spellings of longer phrases. Both acronyms and initialisms 
are lormed from the initial letters of phrases, although there is often some 
licence regarding which letters are actually included in the {ormation, par­
ticularly in the case of acronyms. Acronyms are pronounced as the 'word' 
spelt by the resulting string of letters, such as maser in the preceding section, 
or the slightly later formation laser ( 1960) which was modelled on it « the 
initial letters of light (lmplillcation by the stimulated emission of radiation, 
although with the express mtention of providing a name for an 'optical 
maser'). I nitialisms are pronounced simply as a series of letter names, such 
as D VD < the initial letters of digital video disk (although a group of 
companies later agreed to reinterpret the initialism as in [act standing [or 
digital versatile disk, to better reflect the uses o[ the disks so denoted [or 
e.g. storage o[ computer data as well as [or storing video). 

Both acronyms and initialisms are far removed from more natural modes 
of word formation, whose products can emerge 101' the llrst time with 
little or no introspection {i'om speakers in the context of natural language 

20 Compare discussion in Adams (200 1 )  1 00-9, Plag (2003) 1 54-5. 
21 For discussion of some other types which present dimcultics of analysis see 

Barnhart ( 1 989), Adams (20IH ) 1 36-8. 
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use. Acronyms and initialisms are by their nature thought-out, conscious 
coinages, ancl sometimes are indeed decided on by committees, selecting 
names 101' new products, organizations, etc. from a variety of possibilities. 
However, this is also true of many particular examples of other types of 
word lormation, and there is only a cline separating entirely natural forma­
tions from entirely contrived ones. 

Rather oddly, acronyms are very frequently invoked as explanations o[ 
the etymologies of slang words in popular, non-scientifically based attempts 
at etymology: see section 7.4.5. 1 .  

4.5 Arbitrary and non-arbitrary linguistic signs 

The types of word formation which we have so far encountered all draw on 
the internal resources of language. Everything that is involved is contained 
entirely within the sphere of language. The same is true o[ borrowing, where 
words or other units are taken from one language into another. However, 
some words have a more direct connection with the external, non-linguistic 
world in their origin, 101' instance through onomatopoeia, and we will look 
at these in this Hnal section. 

The default state of alTairs in linguistics was characterized by the great 
Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure as reflecting the 'arbitrariness of 
the linguistic sign'. 22 To take a very simple illustration from the world of 
etymology, the connection between the word form apple and the thing it 
denotes is entirely arbitrary. From the standpoint of an etymologist, if we 
want to trace the origin of the word apple, we certainly want to know what 
an apple is, and what the main qualities are that people have in mind when 
they call something an apple. However, we can contemplate an orchard full 
o[ apples [or as long as we like without gaining any insight into why an 
apple is called by the name apple, since the relationship between the real­
world object and its name is arbitrary. Knowledge about what an apple is, 
and knowledge about what people think of as being characteristic of an 
apple, may help us in the task of establishing relationships between the word 

22 'The linguistic sign is arbitrary. There is no internal connexion, for example, between 
the idea "sister" and the French sequence of sounds s-ii-r which acts as its signal.' (de 
Saussure, translated Barris ( 1 983) 67): 'Le signc linguistique est arbitraire. Ainsi l'idcc 
de "sruur" n'est lice par aucun rapport intcrieur avec la suite des sons .\'-(j-I' qui lui sert de 
signiflant.' (de Saussure ( 1 972) 1 00). 
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apple and other words which denote rclated things or concepts. However, 
this will be essentially a language-internal investigation, in  which real-world 
knowledge has simply enabled us to identify Cl set of potentially related 
woj'ds within the linguistic system of arbitrary signs. To put things the other 
way around, if we were to encounter an apple for the first time but did not 
know what it was called, there is nothing about its physical properties that 
could give us any clue that apple was the name for this object. 

We have encountered many words which are analysable, such as blackbird. 

As wc noted in section 2. 1 .2, blackbird is clearly a lexicalized name for a 
particular type of black bird: thus, within the linguistic system, it is a non­
arbitrary word. However, there is no more connection between the name 
blackbird and its real-world referent than there is between a 1110nomor­
phemic word like apple and its referent . If the word black meant 'green' and 
bird meant 'largish round hard fruit', then blackbird would be a perfectly 
good analysable name for an apple, rather than 101' a blackbird. There is no 
non-arbitrary connection between the word black and blackness, or between 
the word bird and the type of animal, any more than there is between apple 

and a real-world apple. The word blackbird is analysable only within the 
world of language, and at no point is the connection with the real-world 
referent anything other than completely arbitrary. In French the words 101' 

'apple' and 'blackbird' arc respectivcly pOl/ll/1e and merle, both of which 
have equally a rbitrary relationships with their real-world referents. (The 
situation would become rapidly much more complex if wc were to look at 
some abstract words, and at how the ranges of senses realized by a particular 
word form dilTcr in different languages, but that is outside the scope of the 
present discussion.) 

A very small minority of words in most languages are apprehended by 
speakers as having a more direct connection with the real world, in  that 
they arc taken to express some facet of the real world onomatopoeically 
or expressively. Without doubt such factors do actually play a part in 
the formation of some words. Howevel; beyond this almost everything is 
very much disputed. Certainly there are some true cases of onomatopoeia, 
i .e. words which through their sound represent some non-linguistic sound 
iconically, albeit often only very approximately. H owever, there are also 
certainly cases which many speakers perceive as onomatopoeic which in fact 
belong entirely to the conventions of the language-internal realm. Wc can 
also term such relationships iconic, but if so wc must make an important 
distinction in our use of the term. Truly onomatopoeic words make a 
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connection between linguistic form and the external, non-linguistic world. 
We can term this sort of iconicity imagic iconicity. Most other types of 
iconicity which we have encountered so far in this book involve associations 
and connections entirely within the world of linguistic signs. We can term 
this sort of iconicity diagrammatic iconieity.23 It is this sort of iconicity that 
is shown by expressive lormations which depend for their expressive quality 
on sounds which they have in common with other words of similar meaning, 
such as for instance the IslI of words such as slip, slide, or slime. Expressive 
formations, and what are called phonaesthemes, open up some very difficult 
theoretical areas, but we must give them some consideration here, because 
they are often invoked in etymological arguments, and arc almost as often 
extremely controversial. 

4.5.1 Words representing sounds in the natural world, and relatcd 

I)hcnolllcna 

Some cases of onomatopoeia arc fairly uncontroversial, such as words 
which represent certain sounds in the natural world, e.g. bang, pop, 1vlloosl1. 

In sentences such as It went baJlg the onomatopoeic aspect can be empha­
sized in the pronunciation of the onomatopoeic word, for instance ballg 

might be pronounced more loudly <md/or rapidly than the other words in 
the u tterance, although it need not be, and all onomatopoeic words are 
to a large extent conventionalized iconic representations of sounds in the 
real world. A similar group of words comprises interjections such as pal!, 

pish, pllew, pool!, showing verbal realizations of various non-verbal means 
of expressing onc's feelings by blowing, expressing air through pursed lips, 
with or without pulTed-out cheeks, etc. This is an area where the boundaries 
between the verbal and the non-verbal can be very indistinct. 

Slightly further removed from the natural world are many verbs denoting 
manners of speaking which have some expressive component, iconically 
representing the mode of speech denoted, e.g. Latin mUrIIllIl"llre (> Eng­
lish murmur) or English mumble or lI1amble. However, in the case of the 
latter two words wc also appear to have some more familiar derivational 
morphology in the shape of the frequentative suffix -le. A little comparative 
work also brings to light mum, m{lmmer, mammoc/( in related meanings, and 

23 For an introduction to these concepts see Fischer and Niinny ( 1 999) or Van 
Langendonck (2007). 
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forms in other Germanic languages such as German mammeln, mel11l11eln, 

1JI1II1ll1lelll, IIllllllllJen or Dutch lIIommelell, mummelen, mOll1l11en. This brings 
us immcdiately face to face with a very common problem in exploring words 
which have any sort of expressive or sound-symbolic component: they tend 
to come in rather extended 'families' of similar formations, which may or 
may not be related to one another historically. We can sometimes analyse 
such word groups in terms of regular word-formation processes from a com­
mon base, but they often defy such analysis. Very often within such groups 
we find full  or partial blends of existing words, contamination of word 
forms, or fresh remodelling on a sound-symbolic basis, e.g. substitution of 
a different stem vowel because it better satisfies S0111e speakers' pel'ceptions 
of the sound denoted. We will look at some more extreme examples of this 
type in section 4.5 .3 .  

4.5.2 Animal SOli lids and animal names 

We Hmi onomatopoeia in many of the names of different animals' dis­
tinctive cries, such as the miaow of a cat, the bow-wow or woo./:wo(�l of a 
dog, the hoa of a sheep, and so on. However, these are not necessarily the 
same in all languages, and even within a language we can find variation, 
as between bow-lI'OIv and wO(ij-woof in modern English. The miaOlt;-. of 
a cat has plenty of parallels elsewhere. We may be slightly suspicious of 
French miaOlI, Italian miao, or German miall, since these could perhaps 
result fr0111 borrowing in one direction or anothel� but we can be fairly 
confident that this is not the case with Japanese lIyaa or Chinese lI1iao miao. 

In other words, there is no reason to suspect that this particular word shows 
widespread early borrowing which is reflected by an odd collection of his­
torically unrelated languages in different corners of the world, when we can 
much more plausibly hypothesize that a similar onomatopoeic formation 
has arisen independently in different languages. H.owever, if  we turn to the 
dog's cry, alongside English how-wow (or \VooIwoof) we find French ouall 

()uali, Italian hCIlI ball, German lVall wall (or wIII],wlIi]'), Japanese wallWC/Il (or 
kyankyall), and Chinese wang wang. For sheep, beside English baa we find 
French beee, ltalian beeee, German biildl, but Japanese mee and Chinese 
mieli lI1iell. (Some of these forms show very approximate orthographic tran­
scriptions of words which are commonly perceived as having only an un­
omcial or casual status.) I t  seems clear that each of these words was formed 
with the plain intention of representing the animal's cry transparently, and 
yet the results are difTerent, and not just in ways that we might be able 
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to predict from the range of possible sounds permitted by the phonology 
of each language. Additionally, a spectrogram of a speaker saying one of 
these words and a spectrogram of an animal actually making its sound are, 
unsurprisingly, quite dilferent from one another. H umans are only imitating 
the sounds of animals in a very loose sense, and can often make much better 
imitations when not operating within the constraints of language. Howevel� 
we can see that the onomatopoeic quality of such words is definitely felt by 
speakers when, as frequently happens, onomatopoeic words are excluded 
from the operation of otherwise regular sound changes. Thus, in an often 
cited example, in M iddle English there is a verb pfpen /pi :p:)n/ denoting the 
sound made by a small bird (and also the sound made by a piper, etc.), 
which should give /pmp/ in modern English as a result of the Great Vowel 
Shift, yet from the early modern English period onwards we find peep /pi:p/ 
denoting the sound made by a small bird, thus apparently showing the 
reflex of the Middle English verb with failure of the Great Vowel Shirt 
diphthongization. However, there is a little complexity to this story, since 
at least in literature we also find that small birds continue to pipe with the 
expected (eventual) Great Vowel Shift output /Palp/. We could explain this 
situation in various different ways, but it is clear that there are competing 
pressures at work here, which may result either in the iconic, onomatopoeic 
relationship with the sound in the real world being preserved, or in the 
conventionalized nature even of an originally onomatopoeic linguistic sign 
becoming increased through the operation of regular sound ehange.24 

In addition to words which denote the sound made by an animal, we 
also find numerous names of animals, especially birds, which originate in 
more or less close conventionalized representations of the animals' cries, 
for instance bird names such as chiJFcllCliJ: pe/cliary, peewee, peesweep, 

peetweet, peell'it, l11orepork, pool'lvill, potrack, purl, whippoorwill, etc. But 
even names orthis kind are to some extent conventionalized, conforming to 
the phonological and phonotactic rules of the languag� in question, rather 
than realistic representations of the bird's cry. Several of these examples 
almost certainly also show some degrec of folk-etymological association 
with other words: hence an iconic pressure 101' relationships between linguis­
tic signs can be seen to be competing with the iconic motivation of a link 
between the linguistic sign and a sound in the real world. Additionally, some 
of these names are applied to more than one different type of bird, each with 
a rather different cry, and in the peell'ee, pee.l'weep, peetweet, peewit group 

24 Compare on this example also Hock ( 1 99 1 )  50. 
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wc also find some cascs of a single bird being denoted by more than onc 
diITerent name. 

In time the conventional nature of such names tends to gain at the 
expense of the onomatopoeic clement. A frequently cited example is French 
pigeon (> English pigeol/) which is separated by a number of regular sound 
changes from its etymon Latin plpio, plpiol/-, hence losing its original ono­
matopoeic connection with the call of a young bird; an indirect effcct of the 
incrcasing conventionalization of this word can be seen in the semantic shirt 
from 'nestling, young bird' to 'pigeon (irrcspective of age)' ,  even though 
adult pigeons coo rather than peep. 

4.5.3 Phonaesthesia and expressive formations 

Some other words which arc often identified as onomatopoeic in everyday 
speech or in l i terary criticism do not in fact show any explicit imitative 
component, but arc instead identified popularly as 'sounding like' the thing 
or action they express because of the common semantic associations that a 
sound or sound combination has in a group of different words. (They thus 
show diagrammatic iconicity, not imagic iconicity.) 1-<01' instance, since the 
Old English period English has had (earlier forms ot) the nOllns slirne and 
slougli and the verbs slide (plus a related word slidder, which in turn gave 
rise to slither) and slip (or at least the related adjective slipper which gave 
rise to later slippery). These words have no historical relationship with onc 
another, but all have the initial consonant cluster IsII, and some �emantic 
common ground. It is very debatable whether the Isll of these words has 
any intrinsic connection with slime or slipperiness for someone who is not 
a speaker of English

'
, but what is not. in any doubt is that English has since 

accrued a number of further words for mud or slimy stuff all of which begin 
with the same consonant cluster: (in very roughly chronological order) 
slike, sliteh, .I'leecll , sludge, Sllllell, slush, and slosh Of these, slike and slit ch 

probablY show reflexes of an unrecorded Old English word, since there arc 
likely cognates such as Frisian slyk, Middle Dutch slfie, and Middle Low 
German slik. The other words have no firmly established formal etymology. 
They probably show alterations or remodellings of slitch, probably with 
an expressive motivation. The IsIl clement can perhaps be identified as a 
phonaestheme, a constant clement which speakers identify as reflecting the 
perceived semantic similarity between these words, even though the original 
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members of the group have no historical relationship with onc another. We 
should perhaps also draw into this word group slaver and slobber (both first 
recorded in M iddlc English), and regional slabber and sll/bber, which have 
probable connections with similar words in Dutch and Low German. If Is 1/ 
docs have any sort of coherent identity across this group of words, it must 
be at a submorphemic level, since the words are clearly all monomorphemic 
(cxccpt for the frequentative derivativc formations slickler and slither). 25 In 
the later members of this group of words with initial IsII, such as sludge, 

slush, or slosh, the initial phonaestheme appears to be a constant, followed 
by a variety of different expressive word cndings. Of course, if we do think 
that Isl! has any coherent identity across this group of words, we must 
acknowledge that there arc many other English words with initial Isl! which 
have no semantic connection with mud, slime, slipperiness, etc., e.g. slender, 

slight, slake, sloe, slay, slaughter, slat, slit, etc. 
Quite often words for which we may suspect an expressive or ono­

matopoeic origin arc encountered in groups of apparently related items 
101' which no coherent formal etymology can easily be constructed. For 
instance, wc can compare piddle,jJaddle, pittle, tiddle, widdle, twiddle, didcl/e, 

niddle, fiddle, qlliddle, toddle, doddle, lottle, all with meanings denoting 
repeated movement, often of an ineITectual or desultory sort. M uch of 
this may be attributed to the shared suffix -le, which forms verbs with a 
frequentative meaning (i.e. describing repeated actions), often also with 
d iminutive meaning or connotation. However, the presence of a dental 
preceding the suffix, preceded in turn by a short vowel, in this large group 
of words nl'�lY not be accidental. How this should be explained, whether 
as showing a phonaestheme, or as showing the result of analogy in the 
formation of this group of words, is a much more difficult question. Some 
of these words arc lonned from fairly reliably identified bases, but many are 
of quite unknown etymology. However, it should be noted that there arc 
other similar formations with other frequentative suffi?,es, such as totter, 

dock/er, etc., and wc should hesitate to assert too confidently that English 
has a dental + syllabic II1 phonaestheme. Blending could also explain some 
instances (compare seetion 4.4.4).26 

25 Following a distinction introduced in BoIingcr ( 1 950), such a proposed phonacs­
thetie elcment at the bcginning of a word is sometimes refcrrcd to as an assonance, and 
a similar c1cment at the end of 11 word is rcferred to as a rimc. 

26 For a useful discussion of the dillicullies encountered in  the analysis of such 
cxtended word groups see Hock ( 1 99 1 )  1 77-9. For ovcrviews of phonaesthetic 
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quagmire occurs tJrst in the sixteenth century. I t  has no  established ety­
mology, but does have a lot of synonyms or near-synonyms, which are all 
Il rst recorded in the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries, and which show a 
striking similarity of form: qua/lmire, qumnire, qllavemire, quawmire, qllab­

mire, quadlllire, q llakell1ire, and more remotely bogmire and gogmire. Of 
these, quakemire appears transparently related to the verb quake, which is 
recorded from the Old English period onwards, although it has no further 
known etymology. qllavemire can plausibly be connected with quave 'to 
quake', which is first recorded in early Middle English, and again has no 
further etymology. We could perhaps speculate that the other words all 
show alterations of one or other of these words, perhaps as re1110dellings 
of what was already felt to be an expressive word in order to achieve what 
seemed to various speakers more expressive forms. However, this must 
remain pure speculation, especially since neither qllake nor qllave has any 
further etymology, except for the suggestion that both may be expressive 
formations themselves. They are recorded much earlier than any of the 
words of the qllagrnire type, but with expressive words chronology is often 
no sure guicie, since such words may be rare in the sorts of registers and styl­
istic levels reflected by the majority of our documentary evidence. However, 
such doubt about the relationships among a group of word lorms and their 
ulterior etymology is hardly unique to the world of expressive formations 
(we will look at a number of examples in chapters 7 and 8), and were it not 
for the semantics of this word group we could classify this as just another 
example of a word cluster of unascertained etymology. 

There is perhaps less doubt that there is some imitative motivation lor the 
sorts of reduplicated formations we find in English expressing some sort of 
repeated or alternating action or sound, such as trip-trap, chit-chal, till/e­

lall/e, etc. 27 , although it is less clear that the characteristic patterns of vowel 
variation found in such formations owe anything to sound symbolism.28 

Ii:mllations in English see Adams (200 1 )  1 2 1-32, Marchand ( 1 969) 397-428. and sue 
also the analysis in Wales ( 1 990). For an attempt to link paddle with a different group of 
possibly expressively motivated words see Smithers ( 1 954) 88-9 1 .  Smithers in this paper 
proposes a detailed scheme for analysis of patterns of consonant and vowel variation 
in groups of apparently related words of an expressive or imitative nature. On various 
diflcrent methodological and terminological approaches to material of this nature see 
also Mcier ( 1 999). 

27 For further examples see Marchand ( 1 969: 429-39). 
28 St�e Minkova (2002) for an important account which explains the vowel variation 

without invoking sound symbolism or phonaesthesia. 
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The similarity to the patterns o f  alternation seen in the present and past 
stems of English strong verbs (sce section 4.4. 1 )  is striking and is open to a 
range of interpretations. 

It is very debatable whether there are sounds which have iconic value 

across a range of languages without being directly onomatopoeic. A fairly 

uncontroversial example is the occurrence of consonant doubling in expres­

sive derivative formations in many languages, such as Latin gmT/re ' to chat­

ter' (probably < Indo-European *gar-; see section 1 .3 . 1 ) . 29 A rather more 

controversial but very frequently cited example is the tendency for words 

with diminutive meanings to have high front vowels, e.g. wee, leeny, lill/e, 

and for words denoting large size to have low back vowels. e.g. vast, large, 30 

although there arc obvious exceptions, e.g. English big and smal!. This 

example is discussed in detail in Wescott ( 1 97 1 ) .  where many other possible 

examples of iconic features of this sort are collected together. H owever, it 

is perhaps not unfair to observe that (i) few of the other examples listed 

by Wescott have been taken up so widely as this one, (ii) many of these are 

regarded by a great many scholars as being quite untenable, and (iii) few 

additions to Wescott's list have been made by other scholars, even those 

sympathetic to this approach. 
This book is not the place for more extensive treatment of this topic, but 

it  is onc that no etymologist can completely ignore. We may conclude for 

present purposes that it is important for etymologists to be aware of work 

of this kind, but also to be aware of how controversial it is, and to be wary 

of setting too much store by arguments based on phonaesthesia or iconicity 

without investigating all other possibilities very carefully. 

29 On such consonant gemination in English and in other Germanic languages com­
pare Martinet ( 1 937). and also Smithers ( 1 954). l-Iogg ( 1 982). 

30 Compare also Smith (200G) on proximal these and distal those. See 'also 
Fischer ( 1 999) 1 26-9. and further references given there. 
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Borrowing is the usual term for the process by which a language (or variety) 
takes new linguistic material from another language (or variety), usually 
called the donor. In keeping with the focus of this book, I will look mostly 
at borrowed words, but it is important to note that other units such as 
morphemes or phonemes, or even syntactie features, may also be borrowed. 
Borrowing oecurs in situations of language contact, and is indeed an almost 
inevitable consequence of it, although the levels and the types of borrowing 
which are found diller greatly in ditferent types of contact situation. 

The term borrowing is conventional and is in almost universal use, but 
it  is no new observation that the metaphor of 'borrowing' is not entirely 
apposite. The relevant item is not taken away /i'om the 'donor' language as 
a result ofthe 'borrowing'; rather, it  spreads from one language to another, 
with the result that it is subsequently found in both. Furthermore, there is 
no assumption that anything will be 'given back' to the 'donor', precisely 
because nothing has been given away in the first place. Crucially, a word 
which has been borrowed will very likely change and develop in dilferent 
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ways i n  the donor language and i n  the borrowing language, o r  i t  may very 
possibly die out in either or both. 

Perhaps the easiest way to illustrate this is by looking at some of the 
relatively rare instances when a word or phrase which has been borrowed 
from one language into another is either borrowed back subsequently into 
the original donor language, or aJfects the meaning of the donor: 

• French pret-d-po!'tC/' 'designer elothing sold ready to wear' ( 1 95 1 ) is 
formed < pret 'ready' + cl 'for, to' + porter 'to carry, to wcar' on 
the model of (or as a loan translation of) English ready-to-wear. The 
French expression is then borrowed into English (in unnaturalized or 
semi-naturalizcd form) as prel-cl-porler (in 1 957), hence as a synonym 
or ncar-synonym of the existing expression ready-lo-wear, but with the 
advantage of the perceived prestige of French terminology in the world 
of f�lshion. 

• English mi/ord 'an English nobleman in Europe, an Englishman travell­
ing in Europe in aristocratic style' ( 1 607) is a borrowing < French 
//lilOI'd (earlier lIlilollrl), but this is itself a borrowing (with conversion 
from form of address to noun, and narrowing of meaning) < English 
my lord. In this instance, English speakers adopting French milord in  
i ts  rcstricted sense were probably aware of i ts  origin, and were making 
something of an ironic joke. 

• English panc!llvay 'light rowing boat used on rivers in Bengal' ( 1 737) 
is < Bengali p(/J1sui, variant of p(/nsi 'pinnace' < English pinnace + 

Bengali -i ,  sulllx forming adjectives. (Thc form of the word in Bcngali is 
perhaps inJ1uenced by various words in local vernaculars with meanings 
connected with water and sailing which have initial 1'(/11-.) 

• English mama-sail ( 1 904) is < Japanese mama-san 'honoured mother, 
madam, proprietress, manageress of a bar, etc. ' ,  which is itself < mama 

'mother' (an early-twentieth-century borrowing < .English mama) + 

-SCl/1, an honorilic title. (We might perhaps wondcr how far such a word, 
which is used only when referring to Japanese cultural contexts, can bc 
said to have becn borrowed into English at all :  this is a topic which we 
will turn to in detail in chapter 6.) 

• phase was borrowed into English from French in the sevcnteenth cen­
tury. In English, it developed spccific senses in the fields of physics 
and chemistry, which were then borrowed back into French as seman­
tic loans. In other words, the Frcnch word retaincd the same word 

. .  \ .. ' 
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form, including its distinct pronunciation, but adopted new senses from 
&��. 

. 

• English pioneer is < Middle French piollnier (French pionl1ier) 'labourer 
employed in digging' (a 1 230; earlier in senses ' foot soldier', 'pedes­
trian'), 'soldier employed to dig trenches and mines' (c l 380); but sub­
sequently in the nineteenth century the French word shows the senses 
'an early colonist', 'an innovator' as semantic loans from English. 

• English plumber is < Anglo-French plulI1mer, plomner and Middle 
French plo1l1l11ier, plombier. In the 1 970s, English plumber comes to 
have a specific metaphorical meaning (originally in the context of 
the Watergate scandal) 'a person employed to investigate or prevent 
"leaks" of information from a government office, department, etc.', and 
(in spite of the divergence in word form) this specific sense is borrowed 
by French plombier as early as 1 973. 

In these examples we have already seen several different types of lexical bor­
rowing, and it is clear that we need some sort of typology and terminology 
to distinguish between them. A typology which is often employed makes the 
following main divisions: I 

• Loanwords 
• Loan translations 
• Semantic loans 
• Loan blends 

5.1 .1  Loanwonls 

Loanwords show borrowing of a word form and its associated word mean­
ing, or a component of its meaning. Usually there is some degree of accom­
modation to the sound system of the borrowing language, e.g. English phase 

/fClZ/ (or when borrowed in the late seventeenth century /fe:zI or /fez/) < 
French phase /faz/. Loanwords may show adaptation to the inf1ectional 
morphology of the borrowing language; for instance, many nouns bor­
rowed into English show a regular plural in -.I' or -es in place of whatever 
plural morpheme is found in the donor language. However, many scholars 
d raw a distinction between loanwords and words which show complete 

I For an important, and more detailed, analysis sec Haugcn ( 1 950). Sce also 
Fischer (2003) for an overview of dinerent approaches. 
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replacement o f  a morph i n  the stem o f  the borrowed word with a morph 
from the borrowing language: for such cases see below on loan blends. 

5.1.2 Loan translations 

Loan translations (or calques) show replication of the structure ofa foreign­
language word or expression by use of synonymous word forms in the 
borrowing language, e.g. French prct-c1-porter is  a calque on English ready­

to-wear. We might be tempted to define loan translation as the use of 'the 
corresponding word forms' in the borrowing language, but this begs many 
questions, as there is seldom a precise one-to-one correspondence between 
any part of the lexicon of two languages. Even in the example of prct-d­

porter it is not completely certain that the French expression is modelled on 
English ready-to-wear rather than being a less exact loan translation of the 
synonymous re(/dy�for-we{/r. 

We cannot always be sure whether a particular f'ormation is a loan trans­
lation, or simply a coincidental parallel in another language. For instance, 
English Middle El/rope 'a loosely defined region of central northern Europe, 
extending roughly from Germany in the west to Poland and Hungary in  
the cast' is probably formed on the model of German !vfitteleuropa. The 
German term is recorded earlier with the same meaning, and in the cultur­
ally dominant language in the relevant geographical area, but wc lack any 
evidence to prove that a loan translation has occurred. Clearer cases occur 
when we encounter a highly lexicalized (possibly encyclopedic) meaning 
which is very unlikely to be coincidental, such as English New Christian '(in 
medieval and early modern Spain) a Christianized Jew or (less frequently) 
Moor, especially one who converted only nominally in order to escape 
persecution or expulsion'. This is clearly modelled on Spanish crisliallo 

nllevo in the same meaning and attested considerably earlier. Sometimes the 
historical record indicates the existence of a parallel iil another language 
which is unlikcly, on grounds of semantic probabil ity, to be the result of 
coincidence, but one may have no clear way of telling which direction the 
influence has taken. However, if both languages have a well-documented 
historical record far the period in question, then dates of first attestation 
alone may sometimes be sullicient to create reasonable certainty about the 
directioll of borrowing. For instance, Nile greell 'a pale bluish green colour 
supposedly resembling that of the Nile' probably shows 11 calque on French 

� --"'1'"" - '��7;' ,,;';':', 
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ver( du Nile. There is nothing in the contexts of the earliest examples in 
English or French which would preclude the reverse being the case, but 
the relative dates of first attestation, 1 8 7 1  in English, 1 830 in French, arc 
probably enough for reasonable certainty that the French usage came first. 
In such cases, exhaustive searching in documentary sources might provide 
convincing support for a French origin of the term (or the reverse), but any 
definite proof on purely linguistic grounds is impossible. 

5.1 .3 Semantic loans 

These show extension of the meaning of a word as a result of association 
with the meaning of a partly synonymous word in another language. The 
two words may be ultimately rclated, as in the cases above of French phase 

and English phase or French plolllbier and English plumber. They may 
have a formal resemblance to onc another, but in fact not be related at 
all historically: for instance English lIIal/age and lIIanagemellt were infht­
enced semantically by French (unrelated but similar-sounding) menager and 
mel/agemellt .  In other cases, the words involved may be unrelated and also 
bear no significant formal resemblance to onc another: for instance, English 
manner shows considerable semantic inlluenee from both Latin modus and 
Latin 11l0S; it occurs as a conventional translation equivalent of both of 
these from an early date. Similarly, classical Latin ratio probably meant 
originally 'count, account', but acquired numerous other senses (such as 
'reason') by association with ancient Greek logos, which also had the mean­
ings 'count, account'. 

As with loan translations, it  can often be dillkult to dillerentiate cases 
of semantic borrowing from coincidental semantic development in two 
languages.2 An additional concern is that it may sometimes be hard to tell 
apart (a) cases where the meaning of a word has been inlluenced directly by 
association with the range of meanings of a foreign-language word with 
which it shows some semantic overlap, and (b) cases of (not specifically 
linguistic) cultural inlluence in the development of concepts. For instance, 
the meanings of words denoting such concepts as 'god', ' heaven', 'hell' 
in English and other Germanic languages arc profoundly in lluenced by 
contact both with Christian culture and with the paganism of Roman and 

2 For discussion and excl11plil1cation of this issue sec Hoad ( 1 993). 

BASIC CONCEPTS AND TERMINOLOGY 1 37 

Greek antiquity, but it is often difficult to tell whether this shows a linguistic 
process of inlluence or Latin and Greek words on the meaning deve�opn:el:t 
of partial synonyms in English, or whether the inlluence is an extrahngUlsttc 
onc on the development of the concepts which these words denote. The 
development or the meaning or the word hell in  Old English and Middle 
English was greatly influenced by both Christian and pagan Roman and 
Greek conceptions or the afterlife, but in lexical terms English hell corre­
sponds to at least two different, semantically non-overlapping, groups of 
words in Latin, Greek, and Hebrew: in Latin, OralS, lllferl, and lnjerna all 
denote the abode of the dead (or Hades in the Greek tradition, in  biblical 
use corresponding to Hebrew .fi!'ol, literally 'grave'), while hell as a place or 
condition or punishment ror sin is denoted by gellenna (a word ultimately 
of Hebrew origin via Greek). Is the inlluence that wc have in this instance 
primarily lexical, or cultural? And how viable is it to make a distinction 
between the two? 

In some cases wc may wonder whether there is any continuity at all 
with the existing word, or whether we do not in ract have an independent 
borrowing, hence a new loanword, which happens to be homonymous with 
an existing word. English milord presents just such a dill1cult case: i s  it  a 
borrowing of French milord (with a naturalized pronunciation, with final 
Idl based either on the spelling or on association with lord), or does it  show 
the existing reduced rorm of the form of address 111)' lord (as in You rang, 

milord?), in  (semantically narrowed) use as a noun on the model or the 
French word? 

In cases of semantic loan, and perhaps also in cases of loan translation, 
wc may prefer to say that wc do not have borrowings at all but (in the case 
of semantic loan) semantic change or (in the case of loan translation) new 
words or phrases occurring as a result of influence from another language. 
Wc might indeed choose to explain the process in terms of analogy (see 
section 7.4), and say that what all three categories have i�l common is that 
they show the inlluence of onc language on the lexis of another. 

5.1 .4 Loan blends 

The three categories already described provide a useful framework for 
considering different types of lexical borrowing, but, as already noted, 
the dividing line between them is often unclear. We may have dilIiculty in 
assigning a particular example to a particular category: some examples 

I, 
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may seem to sit rather awkwardly between categories. Many scholars in fact 
identify an intermediate category between loanwords and loan translatiOlls: 
loan blends. These show borrowing of a complex word with substitution 
of one or more native morphs for morphs in the borrowed word. Ellglish 
nCl//'Otize 'to provide with new nerve fibres or nerves' shows a borrowing 
of French neurotiser with substitution of English -ize or -ise for (ultimately 
related) French -iser. I have chosen a very rare word, because it has the 
advantage of being a very clear example of this phenomenon: nellrotiser is  a 
coinage by the French scientist Vanlair from 1 882; its -t- is unexplained (it 
is perhaps after French l1I!v/'Otique 'neurotic') and is carried over faithfully 
into the English word. Another fairly clear case is shown by the exilmple of 
pioneer which wc encountered in section 5 . 1 .  The recorded French forms 
all show the ending -ier, and the English forms all show morphological 
substitution of either -eel' or (in early forms such as pioner) -er. The French 
word is a derivative of pion 'foot soldier', which did not exist in English 
in this form at the date when pioneer was borrowed. (pawn does show 
borrowing of a variant of the same French word, and pion was itself later 
borrowed into English in some specialist uses.) 

In very many other possible instances or Ioan blends (in English, certainly 
the majority) there arc other available analyses. For instance, martyrize, 

moralize, naturalize, neutralize, organize all certainly show at least some 
degree of French influence. However, we cannot confidently eliminate the 
possibility that they may not be loan blends but loan translations, from 
a previously borrowed or otherwise related root word with the English 
suffix -ize added, on the model of the French word. Thus we could analyse 
martyrize as showing borrowing of French martyriser with remodelling of 
the ending after -ize, or we could analyse i t  as a formation < martyr + 

-ize on the model of French martyriseI'. In particular instances etymological 
dictionaries may make decisions in favour of, or have a policy of opting lor, 
one possibility or the other, but this is a dilTerent matter from demonstrating 
without doubt that a particular word shows either a loan blend or a loan 
translation. 

To take a couple of further examples, English nosology 'treatise dealing 
with diseases, classification of diseases' ( 1 72 1 )  could readily be interpreted 
either as a formation from the nco-classical combining forms noso- and 
-Iogy (both of which arc productive in English at this date) on the model 
of Latin nosologia (i.e. as a loan translation), or as a borrowing of the Latin 
word with substitution of -.I' for final -ia (i.e. a� a 10Hn blend). Similarly, 
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South African English model'lllllre 'the executive council of a synod of 
the Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa' clearly shows some sort of 
influence from Afrikaans moderatllllr in the same sense, but it is less clear 
whether the English word shows a loan blend with substitution of -ure for 
Afrikaans -/ll/r, or a formation < moderate (verb) + -lire, on the model of 
the Afrikaans word (i .e. a loan translation). 

5.1.5 Lchnwiirtcr and Frcmdwiirtcr 

An important and influential tradition in linguistics in the German­
speaking world makes a further distinction within the category of loanword, 
distinguishing Lel1l1l1'iirler 'loanwords' from Frell1dll'iirter 'foreign words'. 
In this tradition, a Lellllll'ort shows accommodation (where appropriate) 
to native phonology and morphology and may give rise to new deriva­
tives within the borrowing language, while a Frell1dwort retains (broadly) 
its foreign-language pronunciation and may show non-native morphology 
(especially plural inflections which arc not found in native words), and 
does not give rise to new derivatives within the borrowing language. This 
distinetion has been very influential in many aspects of linguistic work 
in the German-speaking world, including lexicography: all but the most 
clearly assimilated and frequently used loanwords arc often excluded from 
historical or etymological dictionaries of German, and find their place 
instead in separate dictionaries of Fremdll'iirler. However, in practice the 
distinction is hard to maintain consistently. Where dilferent variants of 
a particular borrowed word show differing degrees of naturalization in 
pronunciation, or where the plural morphology shown by a word differs 
between naturalized and non-naturalized patterns, the distinction between 
Lehlllviirter and Fremdwiirter cannot easily be used as a criterion for deter­
mining how words will be treated lexicographically. For ins.tance, in English 
the plural of appendix is sometimes appel/dixes, following the usual pattern 
of English plurals, and sometimes appendices, as in Latin (although with 
different pronunciation from in Latin). It would be very difficult to distin­
guish on that basis between a Lehnwort appendix with a plural appendixes 

and a Fremdwort appendix with a plural appel/dices, and if appendix was 
encountered in the singUlar, how could onc tell which of the two it was? The 
distinction between Lel1I111'iirler and Fremdwiirter will not be used in this 
book, although it is interesting to note that it has some points of connection 

' I" L 
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with current debates about code-switching which we wil l  consider at the end ' 
of chapter 6. 3 

5.2 What constitutes a borrowing from language X into language Y'! 

I n  this book whenever I say that a word (or phrase etc.) was borrowed 
from one language to another, this means that, so far as we are able to 
ascertain, the borrowing was direct, unless it is specified that it was via 
the intermediary of another language. In the latter case, strictly speaking 
we have two separate acts of borrowing, from the first langmlge into the 
intermcdiary, and thence into the destination language. However, if there 
has been no change in word form or meaning in the intermediary language, 
it may be dilIicult to demonstrate that this intermediate stage has actually 
occurred. Furthermore, we may suspect that perhaps the borrowing has 
been partly via an intermediary and partly direct from the original language 
(see section 6.5). 

Some studies attempt to identify that component in the lexis of a lan­
guage which shows a distinctive trace of origin in a certain other language. 
Terms ending in -ism such as Anglicism and GallicislIl are frequently used 
to denote such lexis. The large collaborative project headed by Manfred 
G6rlach which gave rise to the Dictionary of Europeall A llglicisms and the 
accompanying set of studies Ellglish ill Europe (G6r1ach 2001 ,  2002a) is a 
good illustration of this approach. G6r1ach and his collaborators looked 
at words ultimately of English origin in sixteen different eontemporary 
European languages. They did not pay particular attention to the immediate 
mode of transmission. I n  many cases suitable information would anyway 
not have been available for them to identify this, at least not for a large 
and consistent wordlist aeross a wide range of languages. All words which 
were 'Latinate or neo-Greek' in composition were omitted from the study, 
unless 'an English pronunciation was attested in at least one language, 
making the word an Anglicism and forcing its inelusion' (G6r1aeh (2001 )  
xix). Additionally, 'words not known to the general educated reader' were 
o mitted. (We will return to this problematic area at several points in this 

3 Chambers and Wilkie ( 1 970: 70- 1 )  make the point that these terms Le/mlllo/'! and 
F/'ellldll'o/'! are to a large extent artificial constructs of the debate about borrowing in 
German cultural history, which we will touch on again in sections 5.4 and 5.6. 
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and the following chapter.) Words formed from names were also omitted 
on the grounds that 'the process by which names become words is very 
different in individual languages and it was impossible to make clear-cut 
decisions'. The resulting study oilers the reader an i nteresting perspective on 
the relative spread across a range of European languages of words found in 
general use which an Anglophone might spot as being ultimately of English 
origin. What it does not do, and would not purport to clo, is to give an 
accurate impression of the extent of borrowing directly from English into 
each of these sixteen languages.4 The two researeh questions concerned are 
diJferent, and each demands a dil1erent approach. 

To take another perspective, Dance (2003) makes a detailed study of lexis 
of Norse origin occurring in early Middle English texts from the south-west 
Midlands. This is an area which saw little or no Scandinavian settlement, so 
most lexis ultimately of Norse origin in texts from this region is likely to be 
the result of at least two stages of borrowing: initial borrowing from Norse 
into English in areas where speakers of the two languages were in direct con­
tact, and subsequent internal borrowing into the dialeet of the south-west 
Midlands. This is a point that Dance is careful to observe, describing such 
lexis as 'Norse-derived' .  5 (There is a rurther terminological problem when­
ever we speak about borrowing into English fro m  'Norse', since the forms 
commonly cited as 'Old Norse' are in fact predominantly Old Icelandic, 
because that is the earliest Seandinavian variety to have extensive written 
records, but thcse records are later than the period of greatest inl1uence 
of Seandinavian languages on English, and also show significant dialectal 
dil1erences rrom the varieties which were in contact with English. For a 
useful recent discussion of some of the main issues see Coates (2006a).) 

Thus it is crucially important in etymologies involving borrowing to be 
clear what sort of event we think we are describing, or more often, what 
range of possible events we think our etymology might describe. The filct 
that a word ultimately appears to originate in a particular language need 
not mean that it was borrowed immediately from that h{nguage. Similarly, 
borrowing is not a simple, once-and-for-all process. We will look in detail 
at some more complex cases later on, but it  is as well to be aware that 

<I An interesting methodological comparison is provided by Brown ( 1999), an inves­
tigation of the names found for European cultural importations in native American 
languages, in a context where there arc very few carly linguistic records on which to 
base an analysis. 

5 We will return to this study in section 6.3. 
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any model is naive whieh assumes that we can pick out a point ut which 
borrowing into 'a language' occurs: the process of adoption and spread 
shown by borrowings tends to be just as gradual und incremental as that 
shown by any other new lexis. 

5.3 MotivHtion foc boccowing: traditional eXlllanatiolls 

The commonest motivations [or lexical borrowing have traditionally been 
identified as need and prestige. Typically, borrowing beeause of need is 
said to occur when a new thing or concept is encountered which already 
hus a name in the donor language but not in the borrowing language, or 
at least not one known to the borrower. Borrowing because of prestige 
is sometimes said to occur when a speaker perceives that there is greater 
social cachet attached to a word from another language. (In the previous 
sentence cachet is a good example of a prestige borrowing from French; 
it is a near-synonym of the earlier French loan prestige.) Another way of 
putting the same distinction would be to suy that borrowing for need is 
necessary borrowing, because there is a lexical gap, and borrowing [or pres­
tige is unnecessary borrowing, because an adequate means of expressing the 
same concept already exists. 6 Unnecessary borrowing is often an important 
source of stylistic variants in a language. 

There ' are some dilllculties with both concepts. Need is probubly the 
less problematic o[ the two. As we will see, newly imported traded items, 
newly encountered products or features of the natural world, new scientilic 
discoveries or intellectual concepts, will all have an elfect on the lexis of 
a language: put simply, they all require names. When a new thing is lirst 
encountered through the agency of speakers of another language, or in or 
near an area in which they live, they will very likely already have a name 
for it, and this name is l ikely to have an inl1uence on the name adopted in 
the language of the people encountering this thing for the first time. The 
foreign-language name is likely either to be borrowed as a loanword, or to 
form the basis for a loan translation or a semantic loan. (However, as we 
will see in the next section, this is far from inevitable.) 

Borrowing for prestige is a more dilllcult concept, and can sometimes 
lead to oversimplification of complex sociolinguistic situations. Typically 

(, Sec for cxample Mahootian (2006) 5 1 3 . For some (llrthcr perspectives on this issuc 
see also Ross and Durie ( 1 996) 2 1 .  
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the term is used to describe borrowings which occur in a context where the 
donor language has a particular status in any of various social or cultural 
situations: for instance, as a language of learning or science, as the language 
of a politically or socially dominant class, or as the language associated 
with a particular social activity. In some cases, dominance of one langua�e 
in a particular function, liekl of discourse, etc. may seem a mor� a�pos

.
lte 

conception than prestige. Additionally, it is often necessary to (hst1l1gl1l�h 
between the processes responsible for the initial occurrence of a word 111 
utterances in another language, and its subsequent adoption by increasing 
numbers of spe,lkers and in an increasing range of contexts. (Compare 
sections 6.3, 6.4.) 

5.4 Examples of borrowing becallse of 'need' 

A frequent type of borrowing for 'need' occurs in the language of science 

when a new entity, process, concept, etc. is named in one language and 

that name is transferred to other languages. In section 5. 1 .4 we encoun­

tered nellrotize and Ilosology, which either entered English from or were 

modelled on words in French and Latin, although in both cases the ele­

ments from which the words are formed are ultimately of Greek origin. 

Scientilic naming of new entities and concepts normally remains restricted 

to technical registers, and it is common to speak of such vocabulary as 

belonging to an international 'language' of science. Within this sCi
.
entific 

register, the boundaries between individual languages as regards lexls may 

be particularly fluid, and the composition of new words is often transpar�nt 

as the result of the use of a shared set of word-forming elements which 

are for the most part ultimately of Latin and Greek origin (see section 

4.3 . 1 ). Some languages may show slightly more resistance to the adoption 

of such vocabulary, or may have done so in earlier histori?al periods: com­

pare for instance oxygell, French oxygene, etc. (from element� ultimately 

of Greek origin) with the loan translations German Sallerstojj and Dutch 

zllursto'/ (the names all ultimately reflect Lavoisier's concept
.
ion of the 

nature of the substance). However, in a relatively small alphabetIcal sample 

of English words we can find oflllnatill, olJ1l1wtophore, ollll11in, ol11mochrome, 

omphacite, ollcosille, olloji'ite, ollo/1U/siology, olloll1atopoesis, olltogenesis, 

ooblast, ooid, OIl1broplrilolls, ombrophily, all of which are either borrowed 

from or modelled on German words (Omll1atin, Oll1l11atop!lOr, 0111111il1, 

���ii. ( 
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any model is naive which assumes that wc can pick out a point at which 
borrowing into 'a language' occurs: the process of adoption and spi'ead 
shown by borrowings tends to be just as gradual and incremental as that 
shown by any other new lexis. 

5.3 lVlotivation for borrowing: traditional cxplanations 

The commonest motivations for lexical borrowing have traditionally been 
identified as need and prestige. Typically, borrowing because of need is 
said to occur when a new thing or concept is encountered which already 
has a name in the donor language but not in the borrowing language, or 
at least not one known to the borrower. Borrowing because of prestige 
is sometimes said to occur when a speaker perceives that there is greater 
social cachet attached to a word from another language. (In the previous 
sentence cacliet is a good example of a prestige borrowing from French; 
it  is a near-synonym of the earlier French loan prestige.) Another way of 
putting the same distinction would be to say that borrowing for need is 
necessary borrowing, becausc therc is a lexical gap, and borrowing for pres­
tige is unnecessary borrowing, because an adequate means of expressing the 
same concept already exists. 6 Unnecessary borrowing is often an important 
source of stylistic variants in a language. 

There are some difficulties with both concepts. Need is probably the 
less problematic of the two. As we will sec, newly imported traded items, 
newly encountered products or features of the natural world, new scientillc 
discoveries or intellectual concepts, will all have an elTect on the lexis of 
a language: put simply, thcy all require names. When a new thing is 6rst 
encountered through the agency of speakers of another language, or in or 
near an area in which they live, they will very l ikely already have a name 
for it, and this name is  likely to have an inHuence on the name adopted in 
the language of the people encountering this thing for the first time. The 
foreign-language name is likely either to be borrowed as a loanword, or to 
form the basis for a loan translation or a semantic loan. (Howevel� as we 
will sec in the next section, this is far from inevitable.) 

Borrowing for prestige is a more dilIicult concept, and can sometimes 
lead to oversimplification of complex sociolinguistic situations. Typically 

6 See for example Mahootian (2006) 5 1 3 .  For some further perspectives on this issue 
sce also Ross and Durie ( 1 996) 2 1 .  
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the term is used to describe borrowings which occur in a context where the 
donor language has a particular status in any of various social or cultural 
situations: for instance, as a language of learning or science, as the language 
of a politically or socially dominant class, or as the language associated 
with a particular social activity. In some cases, dominance of one language 
in a particular function, ficld of discourse, etc. may seem a more apposite 
conception than prestige. Additionally, it  is often necessary to distinguish 
between the processes responsible for the initial occurrence of a word in 
utterances in another language, and its subsequent adoption by increasing 
numbers of speakers and in an increasing range of contexts. (Compare 
sections 6.3,  6.4.) 

5.4 Examplcs of borrowing bccllllse of 'nced' 

A frequent type of borrowing for 'need' occurs in the language of science 
when a new entity, process, concept, etc. is named in onc language and 
that name is transferred to other languages. In section 5. 1 .4 we encoun­
tered Ileurotize and nosology, which either entered English from or were 
modelled on words in French and Latin, although in both cases the ele­
ments from which the words arc formed arc ultimately of Greek origin. 
Scientific naming of new entities and concepts normally remains restricted 
to technical registers, and it is common to speak of such vocabulary as 
belonging to an international 'language' of science. Within this scientiflc 
register, the boundaries between individual languages as regards lexis may 
be particularly Jluid, and the composition of new words is often transparent 
as the result of the use of a shared set of word-forming elements which 
arc for the most part ultimately of Latin and Greek origin (see section 
4.3 . 1 ) .  Some languages may show slightly more resistance to the adoption 
of such vocabulary, or may have done so in earlier historical periods: com­
pare for instance oxygen, French oxygime, etc. (from el�ments ultimately 
of Greek origin) with the loan translations German Sauersto./J and Dutch 
zUllrsto/ (the names all ultimately reHeet Lavoisier's conception of the 
nature of the substance). However, in a relatively small alphabetical sample 
of English words we can find ol/mwtin, omnwtopizore, ommin, oll/modzrome, 

ompliacite, ollcosine, ol1o./i·Ue, ollol11asi% gy, olloll/atopoesis, olltogenesis, 

ooblast, (}oid, ombropliilolls, olllbroplzily, all of which arc either borrowed 
from or modelled on German words (Olllll1atin, OmmatopllOr, all/mill, 
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Omll1ochrom, etc.), which in turn were formed from elements ultimately of 
Latin or Greek origin which arc common to the technical vocabularies

· 
of 

many modern languages. 7 Such items would almost certainly be omitted 
from a study of 'Germanisms' in English of the sort wc looked at in se

·
ction 

5.2, but they all first appear as German words in German sentences, and 
have entered English from German. 

Occasionally a newly named scientific category comes to be part of a 
fairly basic level of vocabulary. The word pelal is first recorded in English 
in 1 7 1 2, denoting what the OED defines as 'each of the modified leaves, 
typically distinctly coloured, which form the segments of the corolla of a 
flower'. Its prior history can be summarized as follows: 

Greek pela/on 'leaf' 
> post-classical Latin petalum (mid 1 7th eent.), in various technical 

senses (alongside the usual Latin word for a leaf, jolium) 
> English pelalum ( 1 687), petal ( 1 7 1 2) 

Before the word pelal was borrowed into English, petals were not dis­
tinguished from other kinds of leaf by any special name. Even the spec­
ifying compound jlower-leql is only recorded from the early eighteenth 
century, although it is evident that some particular collocations with leq( 
referred conventionally to the petals of particular plants: e.g. rose leaf 

(first recorded in the Middle English period) refers most frequently to the 
brightly-coloured leaves of the rose's flowers and not to the green waxy 
leaves of its stems. Today petal seems to be a name for an obvious category 
in the natural world, and few children will have difficulty in identifying 
the petals of at least those plants, such as a rose or a daisy, which have 
brightly-coloured flowers with well-defined individual petals, even though 
in some cases what is identified by t.he child or layman as a pelal will be 
dilTerently classified by a botanist. (In section 8 .2  wc will look at prototype 
semantics, a framework which explains this sort of situation very well.) Yet 
both the word and (it seems) the concept were borrowed into English from 
Latin as used by early scientists, and then within English wc might say that 
a further borrowing occurred, from the language of science to the more 
general language. From the perspective of the meaning relations found in 
modern English, wc might say that this borrowing of the word petal helped 

7 Scc Durkin (2006a) for full details of this sample, and for discussion of why an 
English historical dictionary can sometimes be the easiest place to find information 
about such words even when they do not originate in English. 
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fill a lexical gap, in providing a word for this distinctive part of a Hower, but 
wc might also note that speakers up to this point seem not to have perceived 
this as an important distinctive category. Hence it might be better to say 
that the borrowing led to the creation of a new semantic category rather 
than 11lIing a gap in the lexicon. 

5.5 Borrowing of II new word when II new product of the nllturlll 

world is encountered 

The word /oll1alo shows a relatively simple case of borrowing a new word 
to denote a newly encountered thing. The Spanish word tornate is first 
recorded in 1 532, soon after the Spanish conquest of the Aztec empire. The 
word is a borrowing of Nahuatl to/11all denoting the same plant. Nahuatl 
was the language of the Aztecs, as well as other peoples of the region, and 
is still spoken in parts of Mexico today; the word tomatl may ultimately be 
a derivative from IOJnau 'to grow'. The English word tomato first appears 
in the form lomate in 1 604, and is a borrowing from Spanish /omale. 

Similarly, French tOll1ate occurs in the late sixteenth century in an isolated 
early example in a translation from Spanish, although it does not become 
frequent until the eighteenth century; German Tomale is first recorded in 
the seventeenth century, and Portuguese tomale in the early eighteenth cen­
tury. Wc so far have a very simple picture: Spanish has borrowed the word 
from Nahuatl, almost certainly close to the time when Spanish speakers first 
encountered the plant. The Spanish word shows minimal formal adaptation 
of the Nahuatl word in order to replace the final consonant cluster /tl!, not 
found in native Spanish words, with the much more familiar combination 
of consonant plus vowel /tel. English, French, German, and Portuguese all 
borrow the Spanish word, either directly or via onc another, although in 
some instances with loss of the final vowel in the spoken form. The modern 
English form tomato, first recorded in the middle of the eighteenth century, 
poses the only slight difficulty in the story presented so far: it probably arose 
as an alteration of earlier tomale by association with the name of a diflcrent 
plant which also happened to have originated in the Americas, potalo. 

However, this pattern of borrowing was far from inevitable, as becomes 
clear when wc consider for a moment the modern Italian word for the 
tomato, pOlllodoro, a (rather fanciful) descriptive name compounded from 
Italian elements, and meaning literally 'apple of gold' ( 1 544). Likewise 

c��n;: 
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French eal'lier had pOll line doree and pOll1l11e d'or, and also pOlllme d'a/llour, 

l iterally 'apple of love' ( 1 549; still found in the south of France), which 
gave rise to English love-apple as a loan translation of the French word. 
English love-apple is recorded as a name of the tomato in 1 578, a quarter 
of a century before the occurrence of any lorm of the word tOlllato in 
English. Similarly apple o/Iove is found from 1 597. However, the evidence of 
corpora of historical texts suggests that neithcr term was evcr very com1110n 
in English. In modern-day Austrian German the usual name is  Paradeiser, 

rellecting earlier Paradie.\'al�/C!, l iterally 'apple of paradise', a word found 
in the fourteenth century denoting the pomegranate and alluding to the 
Ji'uit in the biblical story of the Garden of Eden, subsequently tl'ansferred 
in meaning after the arrival of tomatoes fi'OI11 the Americas. Thus even 
in a small selection of the major languages of western Europe wc have 
several dilTerent strategies for naming the tomato, and a variety of difIerent 
outputs. 

A, Nahuatl tOJr/atl > Spanish tomate ( 1 532) > French tOlllate (late 1 6th 
cent.), German TOll1ate ( 1 7th cent.), Portuguese tOll/ate ( I 8th cent.), 
English tOll/ate ( 1 604), later (with remodelling after potato) tomato 

( I  8th cent.) 
B. Italian pOll1odoro ( 1 544), French pOlJ1l11e c/oree ( 1 6th cent.), pOll1l11e d'or 

( 1 7th cent.) 
C. French pomme d'wl/our ( 1 6th cent.), model lor English love apple 

( 1 578), apple (!/loJle ( 1 597) 
D, Austrian German Paradeiser, earlier " 'Paradiesap/el 

We have already touched on the word potato, This shows sOl1le similarities 
to the history of tomato, but also some further complexitics, involving the 
word's meaning as well as its form, The word is first recorded in English 
in 1 565, denoting the edible root of the plant ipollloea batatas, a plant of 
tropical American origin (in I�lct the product of cultivation by the peoples 
of the Americas) which is now usually referred to as the sweet potato. This 
plant was brought back to Spain from the Americas by Columbus after 
his voyage of 1 492, and became widely cultivated in Europe, especially 
southern Europe. In Spanish this plant is called batata, This is a borrowing 
from an American Indian language, probably Taino, Borrowing of batata 

li'om Spanish is shown by Dutch bataclf and German Batate, and also by 
obsolete English ·,'batata. In the early sixteenth century a variant patata 

occurs in Spanish, probably arising from association with the name of a 
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quite dilTerent plant papa, which wc will discuss further in a moment. The 
Spanish word was borrowed into French as patate and Italian as patata, 

in both cases denoting the sweet potato, The word was also borrowed into 
English, appearing in thc sixtecnth ccntury as patata but also in a variety of 
othcr forms, including potato, which gradually became the form in general 
use. The 0 in the first syllable of this lorm probably arose from confusion 
over thc value of an unstressed vowel in  an unfamiliar borrowed word; the 
Jlnal -0 in English potato lacks any obvious explanation, 8 (For simplicity of 
presentation, I have not mcntioned early variation in  word form in Dutch, 
German, French. Italian, or related forms in other languages,) Thus: 

'sweet potato' (iPOIIIOell hlltlltllS) 

Spanish batata « Taino?), later (probably after papa 'potato') patata 

> Dutch ba/aat, Gcrman Batate, French patate, Italian patata, English 
'l'batata, " '/}(lfata, potato 

In English the word potato was also used to denote many other edible 
tubers, especially those originally imported from the Americas, In particu­
lar, it was used from thc cnd of the sixtcenth ccntury as the namc or thc plant 
Solallum flIberoslIlIl and its edible tubers, This was another cultivated plant 
species, this timc of South American origin, which was first cncountered 
by Europeans during Spanish exploration of the Andes in the I 530s, In 
Spanish this plant was called papa, a borrowing from Quechua, and that 
remains its usual name in the Spanish-speaking A mericas, In Britain, as 
elsewhere in tempcrate parts of Europe, i t  became a major food source, 
As such it came to seem the obvious referent of the word potato in  its 
broadened meaning 'plant (from the Americas) with edible tubers', with the 
result that the 'original' potato, ipoll1oea batatas, came to be distinguished 
as the sweet potato or sometimes as yam (more usually the name of yet 
another plant fi'om the Americas with edible tubers, Dioscorea), Howcver, 
there was nothing inevitable about the transfer of the name from the onc 

8 Onc possibility is perhaps that the word was identified with words of the type 
meadow, pillolV, which had variants with both reduced and unreduced final syllable, and 
hence the form po/a/o arose by analogy with these, although if so i t  is surprising that 
spellings with -Oil' or -Oil arc not more common. On the small number of (mostly learned) 
words in English in this period with final 1,,1 sce Brillon (2007) 527, Another possibility 
is that final -0 was perceived as typically Spanish, which would be supported by the 
frequcnt alteration of the ending of words in -ade or -tu/a as -ado in  this period (sce OED 
at -lido sullix). 
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plant to the other. In other parts of Europe where potatoes were much 
grown, such as the Netherlands and the German-speaking countries, dif­
ferent names were adopted. The usual word in modern Dutch is aardappel, 

and similarly in  Austria and parts of Germany it is Erdapfel, i n  both cases 
a compound from the words for 'earth' and 'apple', found much earlier 
denoting various other edible products of plants which are found either on 
or in the earth, and transferred in meaning to denote the newly encountered 
South American plant. Frenchpomme de terre, literally 'apple of the earth', 
is again found denoting other plants from an early date, long before the 
period of European contact with the Americas, although its use denoting 
SolallulII wberosum is probably modelled on either Dutch aardappe! or 
German ErdaI4e/, since the cultivation of this plant in France probably 
spread from Holland or Germany. The standard German term is Karto.fld, 

a word of complex history borrowed originally from Italian lartl(/iJlo, itself 
li'om an unattested Latin * territ17herul11 ,  literally 'earth tuber', originally 
denoting a trunk Meanwhile, in Spain, perhaps under the inlluence of 
English, patata has in fact been found in the sense SolanulI1 tuberosllln /i'om 
the beginning of the nineteenth century or earlier. Thus: 

'potato' (Solallum tubel'OSllm) 

A. Quechua papa > Spanish papa 

B. Dutch aardappe/, Austrian German Erd{If�/el, models for French 
pOl1lme de terre 

C. German Kart(�fleI, originally < Italian tarll!liJlo « an unattested 
Latin • territz7beru/11, literally 'earth tuber', originally denoting a 
trul11e) 

D. English potato, a transferred use of the name of the sweet potato; 
hence also Spanish palata 

In several other major European languages the plant has names which 
were current as the names of different plants before the advent of the 
potato (ultimately) from the Americas. If we were to extend our survey to 
include names lor this plant in non-standard and regional varieties of these 
languages, we would find a yet more varied and complex picture. An even 
more complex set of ultimately related vegetable names can be traced by 
pursuing aubergine and brinja/ in a good etymological dictionary. For a very 
complex example, and a classic etymological tour de force, see Ross ( 1 952) 
and ( 1958) 1 46-8 on ginger. 

PATTERNS 'OF BORROWING IN THE HISTORY OF A LANGUAGE 1 49 

5.6 Patterns of borrowing in the history of a language 

We have touched on cultural considcrations already, and have seen that 
the study of lexical borrowing is often closely interconnected with cultural 
history and external, extralinguistic factors. A good example is provided by 
the history of borrowing from French into English. 

Although communication is known to have occurred across the Eng­
l ish Channel between the Anglo-Saxons and the French, there are barely 
any borrowings from French into English which can be dated reliably to 
before the Norman Conquest in 1 066.9 proud is onc of the very few secure 
examples: phonology and semantics both point clearly to borrowing from 
Old French rather than Latin, and the phonology points more precisely to 
borrowing from a western variety of Old French, and to a date of borrowing 
probably not earlier than the ninth century. Its recorded meanings in Eng­
lish show pejoration (sce section 8.6.3) of the Old French meanings 'coura­
geous, valiant, good, noble, just, prudent, wise, profitable, advantageous'. 
We must be cautious here, since the Old French word is in fact not recorded 
until considerably later than the earliest records of the word in Old English, 
but the French word's Latin etymon proc/e 'profitable, advantageous, useful'  
supports the originally positive meaning. (We wil l  return to proud and its 
derivative pride in section 7.2.4.) 

In the post-Conquest period, large numbers of borrowings are found, 
including some items of basic vocabulary (on this dilIicult concept see 
further section 6.2). It has been argued that some of these words entered 
English as a result of members of the Norman governing class switching 
from French to English as their language of everyday use, but this is very 
uncertain. 10 What is more certain is that in the later medieval period French 
was the first language of very few people in England, but it remained in 
daily use in many branches of professional and intellectual life, including 
the law and parliamentary business, alongside Latin, which had enormolls 
importance, especially as the language of the church aIld much secular 

9 On early borrowing from French compare Kastovsky ( 1 992) 337--8, Bllrnley ( 1 992) 
429, von Mcngden ( 1 999), Dietz (2003); for a view of proud slightly different from the 
onc from GED3 presented hcre, see von Mengdcn (200 f ) .  

In Compare for example Thomason and Kallfman ( 1 98R) 68, but  see further section 
6.2 below. 
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administration, from the Old English period onwards. Crucially, Latin and 
French were both much more developed as instruments of literate activity 
than was English, which only begins to develop any sort of (post-Conquest) 
supra-regional l iterary status in the second half of the Middle English 
period. English was dearly the dominant vernacular in everyday use, at least 
if we ignore for the moment areas where there may have been competition 
from Celtic languages or in the early Middle English period from Scan­
dinavian languages, but both French and Latin had well-established roles 
in the life of society, particularly in written use and in the performance of 
various official, technical, and economic functions. The variety of French 
in question was Anglo-French, the lexis of which showed numerous for­
mal and semantic dilTerences from the French of the continent. The situa­
tion is well summarized by William Rothwell, editor of the AI/glo-Normal/ 

DictiO/wIJ': 

Anglo-Frcnch . . .  was for centuries onc of the two languages of record as used in 
government, the law, commerce and education in medieval England as well as of a 
wide-ranging literature. Insular French evolved in parallel and in constant contact 
with Middle English on the soil of England; i t  was not some sort of foreign decoration 
lightly superimposed on the native idiom. The otllcials of all ranks and their clerks 
who drafted and copied records all day in Latin and French were in large measure 
English and moved freely from onc language to another according to the nature of 
their work and the company in which they found themselves. 

(Rothwell ( 1 998) 1 59-60) 

I n  the late Middle English pcriod, and especially in the early fifteenth 
century, the use of (Anglo-)French in these teehnical and economic func­
tions within England showed considerable decline, 1 1  but in this same period 
French culture was gaining in importance and dominance throughout the 
rest of Europe. French IIrst became the principal language through which 
the Renaissance, and hence that part of the inherited classical learning 
which was in Latin and so most accessible to Western scholars, was con­
veyed to northern parts of Europe. The considerable borrowing of French 
lexis in Older Scots also rellects this. Then in the early modern period 
French began to outshine I talian as the leading vernacular language of 
culture and learning even in more southerly parts of Europe as well. Con­
sequently, the level of borrowing from French remains high throughout the 

1 1  See the detailed sketch in Rothwell (2005). Compare also Machmi (2003). 
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late Middle English and early modern English periods, although its relative 
importance declines in comparison with increasing numbers of new words 
of all origins, and particularly borrowings directly from Latin. 12 The actual 
numbers of borrowings from French do not show a significant decline until 
the eighteenth century, with a further steep drop in the twentieth century. 1 3  
Much o f  the vocabulary borrowed from French in this period belongs to 
learned or literary discourse or to other specialist registers, or shows a 
notably high stylistic level. 1 4  

The inlluences of Latin and French on the lexis of English work largely 
in tandem: a large proportion of the borrowed French words arc not only 
ultimately of Latin origin, but show a transparent correspondence in word 
form with their Latin etymons. Indeed, very many of these French words 
are not the regular rellexes of Latin words via pro to-Romance, but are 
instead learned borrowings from Latin into French from the Old French 
period onwards. The impact on the lexis of English is enormous, as wit­
nessed by the fact that ultimately many originally French or Latin affixes 
became productive in English (compare section 4. 1 . 1 ), although there is 
scant evidence that this had happened before the end of the Middle English 
period .  IS 

This process of borrowing of affixes ultimately facilitated further borrow­
ing of more French and Latin lex is, since in many cases the composition 
of a newly encountered French or Latin word would be transparent to an 

1 2  For numerical analysis sec Dm'kin (2008), and references to further literature given 
there; sec also Dekeyser ( 1 986), based on data from the }di{lclle h-'lIglish Dictiollw:y. 

IJ For a preliminary discussion sce Durkin (2006b); sce also Mail' (2006) 54, and 
further references given there. 

14 For a classic account of somc of the results of this process in the lexis of modern 
English, where (near) synonyms of native and French/Latin origin oftcn coexist (e.g. 
brotherly and .fi'atel'1lal, !zeal'ellly and celestia/), and where a noun of native origin often 
has a corresponding adjective of Latin/Romance origin (e.g. oral beside //IOllt!z, IIrball 
beside 1011'11) see Ullmann ( 1 962) 1 06-1 0, 145-5 1 ,  v.'ho also olTers a stimulating compar­
ison with German and French. For an examination of the use of vocabulary of different 
origins in different l iterary styles in the early modern period sce Adamson ( 1999). 

15 Dalton-PulTer ( 1 996) finds very little evidence within the Middle English period 
for hybrid formations with native bases and Romance suffixes; thcre is also very little 
evidencc for English formations from Romance elements which arc not paralleled in 
French. Prefixes, which are excluded from Dalton-PulTer's study, might acid a few further 
examples of hybrids, such as rellell'. 

:. i 
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English speaker. In the subsequent centuries we find countless instances 
where it is almost impossible to judge whether an English word shows the 
result of word formation within English and just happens to have parallels 
in French and Latin, or whether it is modelled on French and/or Latin 
words, or whether it is in fact a borrowing from French and/or Latin. (See 
examples in section 5. 1 .4, and see further section 6.5 on words borrowed 
partly from French and partly from Latin.) 

Many questions remain unanswered about even such a relatively wel1-
investigated area as French borrowing in Middle English. Rothwell has 
done an enormous amount to demonstrate t he continuing uses of Anglo­
French in later medieval England, and to illustrate M iddle English bor­
rowing of distinctively Anglo-French lexis (compare poke in section 3 . 1  

< Anglo-French poke a s  opposed to continental French poc/le). What we 
lack is any detailed study of just how frequently Middle English borrowing 
from French shows forms or meanings which are unique to either Anglo­
French or continental French. Such a study would need to be backed up 
by an analysis of such factors as date of first occurrence, linguistic register, 
subject field, etc., in order to determine whether we can identify trends in 
borrowing from either Anglo-French or continental French in particular 
sub-periods or areas of social or intellectual activity. The new edition of the 
Ang!o-Norman Dictionary now in preparation wil1 make this much easier, 
although it may be that ultimately our surviving records of Anglo-French 
are not sufficient to al10w us to gain a reliable picture of which words and 
senses may never have belonged to Anglo-French, and may instead have 
entered Middle English through direct contact with continental French, e.g. 
through literary contact. 

Leaving aside the specific issue of borrowing from either Anglo-French 
or continental French, we can begin to sketch out some of the main factors 
which would need to be taken into account in any ideal, detailed analysis of 
borrowing from French into English: 

• frequency (rather than just absolute dates of first attestation) 
• later borrowing of specific senses (compare section 6.6) 

• geographical variation and spread within English (compare section 6.4) 

• linguistic register of the items borrowed 
• how far we can estimate whether borrowings belonged to the 'general '  

vocabulary or only to  more specialist vocabularies 

... J 
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Questions of the register and degree of currency of borrowings are cru­
cial. As noted in Smithers's short essay 'Early Middle English' in Bennett 
and Smithers ( 1968) l i i :  

It was probably not only an author's audience, but also his own background, endow­
ments, and tastes that determined the number of adoptions from O[ld] F[rench] that 
he used. This is one of the reasons why the first record of a French word in M[iddle] 
E[nglish] should not necessarily be assumed (as is commonly done) to imply that i t  
was, or even soon became, generally current in the 'language'. In  fact, so  long as we 
arc dealing with any one M[iddle] E[nglish] work, the influence of French vocabulary 
on thc 'language' is an abstraction: such a notion applies only to words which are 
found, on analysis of many works, to recur in several of them. 

The resulting receptivity of English to French (and Latin) borrowings is 
also a subtle matter. The cxtent of borrowing provoked some negative 
comment in the early modern period, although the overall picture is some­
what mixed. 16 There were also calls for linguistic purism in early modern 
Germany, but there they much more frequently had an actual impact on the 
shape and composition of the lexis of German. We might speculate that this 
was because there had been comparatively little integration of Latinate and 
Romance lexis into German up until this date, and also because language 
had a crucial role in defining identity before the unification of Germany in 
the late nineteenth century. To take two simple examples from the world of 
languages and linguistics: 

• Wiirter!Jllc/' ( 1 63 1 ;  in early use also I'Vortbuch) 'dictionary' (literally 
'book of words') was adopted by linguistic purists as an alternative to 
borrowed Lexicon or NOlllellc/ator l7 

• A1uIldart ( 1 64 1 )  'dialect' « A1und 'mouth' and A rt 'manner, type') was 
adopted as an alternative to borrowed Dialect ( 1634; now Dia!ekt) 

Both Wiirterbllch and lvIzmdart have become the usual words in modern 
German, largely replacing the earlier borrowed terms. When assessing bor­
rowing into a language it can be very important to examine the subsequent 
frequency of use of borrowed terms, and in particular how they compete 

16 Compare Nevalaincl1 ( 1 999) 358-60, Giirlach ( 1 999) 479-80. 
17 German W(jrlerlJllcll is in fact itself a calque of a word in another language, albeit in 

this instance a closely related language in which both parts of the compound arc cognate 
with (and easily recognizable as being equivalent to) those in the German word: Dutch 
l1'oordboek ( 1 599; now l1'oordellboek ( 1 648)) . 
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with synonyms of  different origin: the dilference in the receptivity of various 
languages to loans of various origins may often be a question of avoidailce 
of the institutionalization of loans rather than avoidance of initial, nonce 
borrowing. 1 8  

18 A very interesting comparison could be made with the complex history o f  the 
reception of English loanwords in Japanese, particularly the massive borrowing of Eng­
lish words since the cnd of the Second World War. For a very useful recent account 
of this topic (albeit largely from the standpoint of second language learning) sce 
Daulton (2008), and compare also Shibatani ( 1 990). 

6 
The m echanisms of borrowing 

6.1  Perspectives from contact 6.7 Multiple borrowings from 

linguistics 155 the same source 1 69 

6.2 What is basic vocllbulary'! 157 6.8 How can we tell that 

6.3 Language shift 1 6 1  borrowing has occurred? 1 69 

6.4 Borrowing within lllld 6.9 Lexical borrowing lInd 

between IlInguages 164 code-switching 173 

6.5 Borrowings frolll lIIore 6.10 Some conclusions from 

than one language 165 chapters 5 and 6 177 

6.6 Continuing semlllltic 

influence lInd interference 1 67 

6.1  Perspectives from contact linguistics 

In the preceding chapter we looked at some of the circum�tances and causes 
of lexical borrowing. We saw that a satisfactory account of a borrowing 
will not simply assert that a borrowing has occurred, but will also provide 
some plausible context for it  to have occurred in. Wc also saw that close 
investigation of such etymologies can reveal a great deal about linguistic and 
cultural history. Our focus has been largely on how individual speakers of 
languages adopt new lexical items. This reflects a major focus in the field of 
contact linguistics, well characterized by the Middle English dialectologist 
Angus McIntosh ( 1 994: 1 37): 

: .  
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Fundamentally, what wc mcan by 'languages in contact' is 'users of language i n  
contact' a n d  t o  insist upon this is much morc than a terminological quibble and 'has 
far from trivial consequences. 

In the past several decades, work on contact linguistics has brought a certain 
amount of attention to bear on lexical borrowing. Sometimes, admittedly, 
the focus has been on borrowing of grammatical or phonological features, 
and lexical borrowing has been investigated more for the light it can throw 
on such phenomena than for its own sake. A good deal of attention has 
rightly been given to bilingualism. Only extremely limited borrowing is 
possible in a contact situation if neither the speaker of the donor' language 
nor the speaker of the borrowing language knows anything of the other's 
language: someone pointing at an object and speaking a word is possibly 
giving its name, but the potential for confusion is enormous. Only a little 
more borrowing is possible if the speaker of the donor language knows 
something of the borrowing language, but the speaker of the borrowing 
language knows nothing of the donor language: the speaker of the borrow­
ing language may ask 'what do you call this?' and receive in reply a word 
from the donor language, but again confusion may very easily result. 1 For 
any more extensive borrowing to occur we must have either a situation in 
which two dialects or languages are at least in part mutually intelligible, 
or one in which at least one speaker of one language has at least enough 
knowledge of another language to apprehend a word in that language and 
adopt it in her/his own language. To this limited extent, most borrowing 
will involve some degree of either mutual intelligibility or bilingualism. (In 
linguistic use the term 'bilingual' is often used in a very much broader sense 
than its everyday meaning 'having fluency approaching that of a native 
speaker in more than one language'.) A distinction is often made between 
basic and non-basic vocabulary, basic vocabulary being taken to be much 

I For an cxample of confusion which probably arose in such a situation see the ety­
mology in OED or in Corominas and Pascual ( 1 98 1 )  690-1 of the Spanish word Plllqlle, 
the name of a kind of drink made from the fermented sap of thc agave or magucy. This 
is probably borrowcd from a Nahuatl word plllillhki which in fact mcans 'decomposed, 
spoiled'. The drink is called octli in Nahuatl, and the Spanish namc probably results [1'0111 
misapprehension of the phrasc octli plllillhki 'spoiled pulque', which would have becn 
heard frcq1lcntly since pulque spoils easily if not drunk within twenty-four to thirty-six 
hours. 

it 
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more resistant to borrowing in normal borrowing situations than non-basic 
vocabulary. 2 

6.2 What is basic yocablllary'! 

Any assessment of borrowing on the basis of a distinction between basic 
and non-basic vocabulary begs the question of how these terms are defined. 
Here there is a good deal of opacity in much of the scholarly l iterature. A 
useful skctch of what is usually meant by basic vocabulary is provided by 
Trask: 

There is clear cvidence that certain semantic classes or words are much less likely to bc 
borrowed than other words. These are chiefly the itcms of very high frequency which 
we would cxpect to find in evcry language: pronouns, lowcr numerals, kinship terms, 
names or body parts, simple verbs like go, be, have, IVall!, see, eat, and die, widesprcad 
colour tcrms like black, white, and red, simple adjectives like big, small, good, bad, and 
old, names of natural phenomena like .1'1111, moon, star, fire, rain, river, snolV, day, and 
lIiglit, grammatical words like whell, here, alld, if; and this, and a few others. 

(Trask ( 1 996) 23; reprintcd MiliaI' (2007) 27) 

The classic codification of this approach is in the lists of basic items devised 
by the linguist Morris Swadesh in the 1 950s, especially a short list consisting 
of 1 00 items and a longer one with 200 items. A full listing with supporting 
discussion is given in McMahon and McMahon (2005) 33-9 (which pro­
vides an exccllent introduction to this Held), and also in Millar (2007) 483-4. 
To give an indication of the sorts of itcms that arc included, thc Hrst ten 
itcms in alphabetical order in the l OO-meaning list are 'all', 'ashcs', 'bark' ,  
'belly', 'big', 'bird', 'bite', 'black', 'blood', 'bonc'; in the 20D-meaning list 
'and', 'animal', 'at', 'back', 'bacl' ,  'because', 'blow' are added in the same 
section of the alphabet. I have givcn these items in quotation marks, because 
as itcms on the list thcy represent mcanings, not words. However, if thc lan­
guage that we are considering is modcrn (standard) English, then the words 

2 A very influential sct of generalizations about what happens when onc language is in 
contact with another in a maintcnance situation (i.e. where languagc A shows borrowing 
fi'om language n, but whcre neithcr languagc is being abandoned by its speakers) is found 
in Thomason and Kaufman ( 1 988: 74-6) in the form of a 'borrowing scale', which is 
revised considerably in Thomason (20() ] ) .  On language maintcnance and language shift 
see further section 6.3. 
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which denote these meanings are the same as those that occur in the l ist .  3 
We can therefore use the Swadesh lists to tell us at least a little about the 
numbers of words ultimately borrowed from various sources that can be 
fOlmd in the most basic levels of the voeabulary of modern English. If  we 
consider the origins ofthe words in just the sample that I have already given, 
then animal stands out as the only word which is a borrowing from French 
and/or Latin, and in the rest of the 200-meaning list we find additionally 
only cOllllt ,jIOlver,ji'uit, IIwllll/aill, person, push, river, round, turn (originally 
an Old English borrowing from Latin), vomit, and (debatably) lake, plus 
because as a probable loan translation." Out of these only 1Il01l1l/aill, person, 

and roulld occur in the shorter l OO-meaning list. Interestingly, the first dates 
recorded for these words in English (exeluding turn) range between the 
early thirteenth and late fourteenth centuries, with the largest concentration 
being in the fourteenth century. 5 The vast majority of the words in both 
lists are part of the lexical inheritance of Old English, although not all have 
secure Germanic etymologies, an extreme instance being bird, whieh has 
no known eognates outside English. One item in the l OO-meaning list, dog, 

stands out as an English word of quite unknown and much disputed origin 
which is  first recorded in the eleventh century; the usual word for a dog in 
Old English is huml, modern English hound. There are a number of words of 
Norse origin in  the LOO-meaning list, bark (of a tree), egg, root, skill, (partly) 
give, (perhaps) big, die, and additionally in the 200-meaning list dirty, hit, 

husband, leg, near, rot/ell, sky, they, wing, (perhaps) fog. 6 There are also a 

J Although see McMahon and McMahon (2005) 41 on the problems that can arise 
where more than one lexical item could fill the same slot in the list: such as little or small 
in English, for example. 

·1 For convenience I use here simply the etymologies olTered in the Oxj(Jr{1 Diclio/lary 
(�r E/lglish EI)'lIlology. Among these basic vocabulary items there arc many words of 
uncertain etymology, and some of very hotly disputed etymology, and any more detailed 
analysis would need to take account of some of the major areas of uncertainty. 

5 The first edition of the OED lists unambiguous evidence for a/lill/al only from thc 
sixteenth century onwards, but the l"Iiddle Ellglish Diclio/ulI)' ofTers convincing evidence 
from the end of the fourtecnth century. 

6 Thomason and Kaufman ( 1 988: 365 note 22) also use the Swadcsh 200-item list to 
assess borrowing of basic vocabulary from Norse and French, but with slightly difi'crent 
resulting totals from mine. As they do not list thc itcms taken to bc of Norse or French 
origin, it is impossible to sce whether this results from using slightly different modern 
English words in the semantic slots of the Swadcsh list, or from assuming different 
etymologies, or from some other cause. 
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few words probably borrowed fi'om Middle Dutch or Middle Low German: 
dull, spli/, and (perhaps) rub. (For a slightly different approach based not 
on Swadesh lists but on lists of the h ighest-frequency items in  corpora of 
contemporary English see Minkova and Stoekwell (2006).) 

What this very sketchy survey does not tell us is some very crucial infor­
mation about each of these borrowings: 

• When did the initial borrowing occur? 
• How long did each item compete with an earlier synonym, and what 

estimates can we arrive at for the frequency levels of each? 
• When did each item be eo me the usual term for this meaning in everyday 

use? 
• What factors, if any, can be identified which favoured its adoption? 
• Is it the usual term in all stylistic levels, registers, and regional varieties 

even today? 

Such questions arc not all readily answered even for such common words 
as these in such a comparatively well-documented and thoroughly studied 
language as English. 7 

I n  the list I gave of English borrowings from Old Norse, the third per­
son plural personal pronoun they is of particular interest. Even among 
the Swadesh list items, some items are more susceptible to borrowing 
than others, and it is generally held that personal pronouns are among 
those grammatical c1osed-e1ass items which are least l ikely to be borrowed. 
Thomason (2001 :  83-4, quoting work by Christopher Court posted on an 
electronic list) draws an interesting comparison with some languages of 
Southeast Asia, where borrowing of pronouns is  fairly common, but where 
pronouns constitute less of a closed-class group, with numerous alterna­
tive forms occurring which can be exploited in marking ditTerent social 
relationships; compare the use of distinct seeond person pronoun forms 
for intimacylinformality and distancelrespect/formality in many European 
languages fi'om the Middle Ages onwards, as English thou and you, French 
tll and V(}US, etc. The English adoption of they from Norse is interesting in  
that the native form is  simply replaced by  a borrowed form. (Although i t  has 
been suggested that the native forms of the demonstrative pronoun may also 
have had some input.) Additionally, the borrowed form spread (gradually) 

7 For an intcresting recent discussion of frequency of oceurrcncc as a factor influcne­
ing rates of lexical replaccment sec PagcJ, Alkinson, and Mcadc (2007). 
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from areas in w\1ich there was direct contact between speakers of Norse and 
English to areas in which there would have been little or no direct coritact 
with Norse speakers; indeed, the spread to many areas occurred after the 
end of the period in which Norse was likely to have been in use in any part 
of mainland Britain. It has long since been shown that in fact language­
internal factors played a crucial role in this process: borrowed they provided 
a much clearer contrast with the singular form he than did the inherited 
forms hi, ileo, he, etc. This is sometimes referred to as a 'therapeutic' process, 
restoring important contrasts in the grammatical system which had become 
obscured as a result of phonetic change. 8 

Prestige is often offered as the explanation for the borrowillg of basic 
vocabulary, but in some cases one may suspect that this is simply because i t  
is clear that need wi l l  not  work as an explanation, and prestige is the most 
readily available alternative. Lass ( 1 997: 1 86-8) offers some very interesting 
examples of borrowing of fairly basic vocabulary items, such as names of 
parts of the body and of common foods, into Yiddish both from Hebrew 
and from Slavonic languages, in a sociolinguistic situation where Yiddish 
speakers in Eastern Europe would have been very unlikely to have regarded 
the language of neighbouring Slavonic speakers as particularly prestigious. 
He also provides a useful selection from among the many early borrowings 
into Finnish (a non-Indo-European, Uralic language) from Germanic lan­
guages and from other branches of Indo-European, including some numer­
als, names of body parts, and days of the week. These certainly show us 
that contact occurred between speakers of Finnish and speakers of various 
Indo-European languages (and incidentally, they often provide very useful 
evidence for earlier stages in the histories of these languages), but it is 
probably unwise to try to reconstruct any scenario for the type of contact 
which may have taken place. 

Additionally, it must be recognized that the Swadesh lists cover only a 
tiny slice of thc very most basic vocabulary, compiled explicitly in order 
to focus on those words thought least l ikely to be replaced as a result of 
borrowing over time. Even if we extend the list to include for instance 
larger numbers of names of body parts or of foodstuffs which are basic 
in a particular area, wc will still only be looking at a fragment of the lexis 

8 Sce Samuels ( 1 972) 7 1 -2 tor a daring but controversial account of the subsequent 
competition between the borrowed pronoun tlzei and tlzei, the southern reflex or Old 
English Ilea" 'although'. 
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of any language. If wc arc interested i n  the impact o f  borrowing o n  the 
whole of the lexis of a language, we may feel that there are distinctions just 
as significant to be drawn between much larger slices of the vocabulary. 
For instance, McMahon and McMahon (2005: 7) speak about borrowing 
from 'prestigious neighbours' being likely to include 'religious, cultural, or 
technological vocabulary'. In such contexts, we might suspect that there is 
an important distinction between the vocabulary which is at least in  the 
passive competence of almost all adult speakers, and vocabulary which is 
largely confined to the competence of certain groups within society. Wc 
may also suspect that very many words which now form part of the passive 
competence of most speakers appeared first in onc of the specialist vocabu­
laries within a speech community, and only gradually spread more widely, 
although there has been surprisingly little research on this topic. 

In the following section we will look at a rather dinerent process which 
may also have a major impact on basic vocabulary, and which often cannot 
easily be distinguished from cases of borrowing. 

6.3 Language shift 

The situations that we have looked at so far all involve language mainte­
nance, where the speakers of the borrowing language continue to speak the 
same language. However, lexis (as well as other features) can also enter a 
language through the distinct process of language shift. Here, the speakers 
of one language (let us call it language A) abandon that language in favour 
of another (B), but in the course of this process some features from language 
A arc transferred into or imposed on language B. The process is typically 
inter-generational, when a bilingual generation is succeeded by one which 
retains only one of the languages, but with some transfer of vocabulary from 
the other. Townend, in the course of a wide-ranging ipvestigation of the 
degree of mutual intelligibility likely to have existed between English and 
Old Norse in England, examines the possibility that at least some of the 
words of Norse origin which we encountered in the previous section could 
in fact show the result of shift-induced imposition (or lexical transfer) rather 
than borrowing in a situation of language maintenance: 

Traditionally, it  is a linguistic commonplace that, generally speaking, words arc bor­
rowed from onc language to another on account of either need or prestige . . .  The 
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Norse loans in English have posed problems for linguists, as i t  is not clear which · 
of these two causations is operative, or whether there are diachronic and cliittopic 
variations in causation . . .  The Norse loans in Old English tend to be need-based bor­
rowings, denoting new objects (particularly nautical and legal terminology), whereas 
many of the Norse loans in Middle English can in no way be regarded as need-based 
borrowings as they constitute so-called core vocabulary. Normally, this would imply 
that Norse enjoyed greater prestige in the Middle English period than i t  did in the Old 
English, but this seems impossible, since i t  was in the Viking Age (if ever, and only in 
certain areas) that the Norse-speaking population was in authority over the English­
speaking. To regard the Norse core vocabulary items appearing in Middle English 
as the result of imposition through shift rather than of borrowing would appear to 
remove this problem. 

(Townend (2002) 203-4) 

Such ideas present a powerful challenge to traditional notions of the cau­
sation of borrowing in terms of need and prestige. However, it  can be 
difficult to identify transfer of lexis resulting from language shift with any 
certainty. As already noted in section 5.6, it is sometimes assumed that 
language shift from Anglo-French to Middle English was a major eau se 
in the borrowing (or importation) of French lexis into English, and further 
that Anglo-French constituted a superstratum (rather than an adstratum 
or substratum) on the basis of the large amount of vocabulary which 
entered English, particularly in specialist fields such as legal languageY (A 
superstratum is a language of a dominant group which influences that of 
a subordinate group. An adstratum is a language which influences that of 
a neighbouring group without any such relationship of social dominance. 
A substratum is either a language of a subordinate group which influences 
that of a dominant group, or a language formerly spoken by a group which 
influences their subsequent acquisition of another language through gram­
matical, lexical, or phonological features.) Such a elaim would be greatly 
reinforced if one could first pinpoint the likely period in which French 
speakers shifted to English, then identify words which entered English from 
French in this same period, and finally demonstrate why they are less likely 
to show the results of general processes of borrowing. At the very least, 
one would want to demonstrate some difference between this period and 
those preceding and following it,  e.g. in  total numbers of words entering 
English from French, or in the registers to which they belong. It is not 
clear how well this has been demonstrated in the case of English and 

9 See especially Thomason and Kaufman ( 1 988) 1 1 6. 
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French, although there is rather better evidence in the case of English and 
Norse, as set out by Townend. As already noted in section 6.2, even the 
basic vocabulary items which entered English from French (or Latin) span 
a considerable historical period, which in itself rather argues against the 
hypothesis that transfer rather than borrowing played a significant part in 
this process. 

Additionally, while language shift may account for words entering a lan­
guage, it does not explain their subsequent spread into more general usage, 
particularly when, as in the case of Anglo-French speakers in medieval 
England, the language-shifting population made up only a small propor­
tion of the total population, or when, as in the case of Norse speakers, 
they were largely confined to particular geographical areas of settlement. 
Whether lexis initially entered a language through contact-induced borrow­
ing or shift-induced transfer, we must still account for its subsequent spread 
and competition with any pre-existing native synonyms. In the case of the 
Norse-derived element in Middle English, this issue has been addressed very 
carefully by Dance (2003) 3 1 1 , 3 1 3 : 1 0  

Ful l  acceptance of a lexical item as the dominant expression within i ts  Jield can take 
ccnturies to occur, if i t  cver does. Some lexical redundancy, or variant ways of express­
ing the same concept within the same lexical field, is natural within a system . . .  just 
as is variation in terms of pronunciation and morphology. And, while i t  is proper 
in historical terms to describe such variation as contributing towards the process of 
change, nevertheless from a synchronic perspective it need not be seen as having such 
an 'effect' at all: the variation merely exists, and is available to be conditioned by 
factors such as social/stylistic level, perceived dialectal flavoUl; or, put more generally, 
simply according to the contexts and uses with which the different forms in question 
happen to have become associated by a particular speaker . . .  

Lexical borrowing can be seen simply as adding to variation in the first instance, a 
predictable consequence of the increase in weak social ties that results from a contact 
situation, and not as a drastic imposition on the core of a language's vocabulary that 
needs to be accounted for by tremendous pressures of 'prestige' attaching to the source 
tongue. 

Ideally, etymologies of borrowed items will account for such factors, 
explaining not only the initial adoption of a word, but its subsequent spread 
within the lexical system. In many cases we may lack sufficient evidence 
to trace this process, and even where the evidence is available such an 
investigation will be outside the scope of all but the most adventurous 

J() See also in this connection the important discussion in McIntosh ( 1 978) and the 
essays on Middle English word geography in Laing and Williamson ( 1 994). 
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etymological projects. However, the example of research such as Dance's 
should at least caution us against drawing over-hasty conclusions abo{lt the 
causation of borrowing in any particular instance, and whether this applies 
to initial adoption or subsequent spread, or to both. 

6.4 Borr�wing within and between languages 

There is an intimate connection between borrowing of vocabulary from one 
language to another and the spread of words from one person's vocabulary 
(or idiolect or personal linguistic system) to another's. The latter process 
is sometimes called internal borrowing. There are certainly similarities 
between the two processes, but there arc also important distinctions to be 
made. Differences between the grammatical systems of any two languages 
may well have a significant impact on borrowing, or even prevent it from 
happening at all .  [1' wc consider also borrowing between different dialects 
of a language, as well as borrowing between closely related languages, 
especially those with at least some degree of mutual intelligibility, we can 
place dilTerent types of borrowing on a rough cline, indicating difficulty of 
borrowing: 

Less difficull J' 
• Between individuals who speak the same dialect of the same language, and have 

similar social status, profession, interests, etc. 
• Between different specialist registers 
• Between dialects, especially where there arc significant differences in the phonol-

ogy and/or grammar of the two dialects 
• Between languages with somc degree of mutual intelligibility 
• Between languages with a long history of contact 
• Between closely related languages 
• Between unrelated languages 

More diUiculty 

As Samuels points out, in both interlinguistic and intralinguistic borrowing 
the communicative needs are the same ( 1 972: 97): 

In theory, the processes of spread could be regarded as the same, irrespective of 
whether the contact is between dialects of the same language or between dillercnt 
languages. This is because the dispositions and attitudes of those who have something 
to communicate arc parallel; in  both, there is a common tendency for speakers to 
adjust their speech to bring i t  nearer to that of their interlocutors. 
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Additionally, as we have seen, the two processes of interlinguistic and intra­
linguistic borrowing very often work in succession to one another, with 
the initial adoption of a word from another language being followed by 
intralinguistic spread. Furthermore, what have traditionally been offered 
as causal explanations [or interlinguistic borrowing may in a good many 
cases apply more properly to subsequent intralinguistic spread. There are 
also cases where a word history shows successive waves of interlinguistic 
borrowing, either through subsequent direct contact with the original donor 
(or a related word), or through intralinguistic merging of words of distinct 
origins, as we will investigate further in the next section. In doing so we will 
turn again to English borrowing from French and Latin, since the relatively 
rich documentation available for all three languages enables us to build up 
an especially detailed picture of various borrowing phenomena. 

6.5 Borrowings from more than onc language 

Borrowing may play a part in the type of composite word origin that we 
encountered in chapter 3. For instance, English Inien 'the look, bearing, or 
manner of a person' (first recorded in the sixteenth century) has normally 
been explained as showing a clipped form of the word demean (ultimately 
of French origin, but long established in English by this date) merged with a 
loan from the totally unrelated French word mine 'appearance'. The second 
word was borrowed during the course of the Great Vowel Shift (see section 
7.2.3), and evidently its vowel was identified with a variety of different Eng­
lish sounds, as is reflected by sixteenth- and seventeenth-century spellings 
such as mine, meine, miene; it would appear that identilication with meane 

(from demean) was crucial in blocking development to /mal11/, although 
the modern spelling mien reflects consciousness of the (partial) origin from 
French mine. 1 1  

A distinct phenomenon is shown by words which appear to have been 
borrowed partly from a word in one language and partly from a cognate 
word (which is usually either identical or very similar in for111) in another 
language. A good test case is provided by words borrowed into English 
originally from Latin before the Norman Conquest, and subsequently either 

11 1'01' some very interesting similar examples from Jamaican Creole sce 
Cassidy ( 1 966). 
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reborrowed from or reinforced by the corresponding (Anglo-)French words' 
in the centuries after the Norman Conquest: 

• hellebore was borrowed in the Old English period from Latin e/leborus, 

but Middle English forms of the type ellebre point very strongly to 
secondary borrowing from (Anglo-)French forms of the type ellebre. 

• p1ll1Jl1re was borrowed in the Old English period from Latin pW1JUra; 

disyllabic forms partly result fi'om Old English inl1ected forms with 
syncope of the medial vowel, but it i s  l ikcly that their later frequency 
owes a good deal to the variation in (Anglo-)French between forms of 
the type pUI1JUre and forms of the type pOl1Jre, powpre. 

• pease (of which modern pea is an inferred singular form) shows Old 
English borrowing from post-classical Latinpisa (variant of piStllll), but 
(Anglo-)French inl1uence in the Middle English period is  demonstrated 
by forms with a diphthong (e.g. peise). 

In other cases such as passion there is no very conclusive formal or semantic 
evidence pointing to reborrowing, although the li'equency of Middle Eng­
lish forms such as passiollll or passiun would be most easily explained as 
resulting from direct Anglo-French influence. pelican shows no distinctive 
formal or semantic inl1uence li'om French in the Middle English period, but 
the survival of what was originally an Old English borrowing from Latin 
was probably reinforced by the formally and semantically corresponding 
French word, and in the early modern period we find the Middle Frellch 
word used in metaphorical senses denoting an alembic and a type of device 
for extracting teeth earlier than we find the corresponding senses in English, 
suggesting secondary semantic borrowing. 12 tUI'Il i s  another similar example 
which we encountered among the Latin andlor French items in the Swadesh 
lists in section 6.2. 

In the period immediately after the Norman Conquest, and beyond into 
the early modern period, wc can find examples where clear evidence of word 
form, or meaning, or date of first attestation points to borrowing from 
French and others where i t  points to borrowing from Latin. But we also find 
many other examples where we cannot be certain: manifest (first attested 

12 In fact Old English pellic{/1/ only occurs in glosses to Latin pellicmllls in Psalm 1 0 1  
i n  the Vulgate, where (as also i n  many later examples i n  English) i t  refers to some sort 
of bird of uncertain identity found in the wilderness. For a very instructive account 
of the dif1iculties encountered by Old English glossators in glossing this line, and of 
the difficulties posed for modern philologists attempting to interpret this material, see 
Lass ( 1 997: 83-8). 
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111 English in the fourteenth century) could equally well be from either 
French m(/n(j'este or Latin l11anijestus; similar cases are presented by for 
instance negotiation, opposition, opulent, or pedagogy. 13 These are mostly 
words which appear in French either as learned or semi-learned borrow­
ings from Latin, or as rel110dellings of words which had earlier undergone 
phonological or morphological change during the transition from Latin to 
French (see examples in scction 6.7). In either case the result is a French 
word which shows an exact formal correspondence with its Latin etymon, 
making it impossible to tell which is  the etymon of the corresponding 
English word .. Should such words be regarded as borrowings from French, 
or from Latin, or li'om both? Close attention to the particular circumstances 
of many such examples, and to parallel cases where a word shows formal 
or semantic influence from each language, suggests that the best course 
is generally to assume borrowing partly from the one language and partly 
from the other. This accords well with a linguistic environment where many 
speakers of English had a good knowledge of both French and Latin and 
made use of both languages (either actively or passively) at one time or 
another for various different technical functions. I t  i s  hardly surprising 
that words which were identical or near-identical in form and meaning in 
both Latin and French should have affected English partly through the one 
route of transmission and partly through the other. It is likely that we are 
seeing the results of multiple acts of interlinguistic borrowing, some from 
French, some 1'1'0111 Latin. In some cases even the initial adopter may have 
had little notion which of the two languages she or he was accessing. What 
subsequently becomes generalized in the lexis of English is a composite of 
these various acts of borrowing, open to further ongoing influence (in form 
or meaning) from either or both of the donors. 

6.6 Continuing semantic influence and semantic interference 

A borrowed word may continue to show semantic influence from its donor 
for centuries after the date of the original borrowing. For instance: 

• English presence is a Middle English borrowing from French and Latin, 
but its use with reference to the external appearance or the impressive 
or handsome bearing of a person (from 1 570) appears to follow slightly 
earlier use in this sense in French in the sixteenth century. 

1 3  Sce Durkin (2002a, 2002b, 2006a, 2008) for more detail on these and similar words. 
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• presel/t in the sense 'to stage or put on (a play)' appears to follow 
French use in the sixteenth century, although the word was borro'wed 
in a number of other senses over the preceding three centuries. 

We may also I1nd semantic influence from a related word in another lan­
guage. English popular is on morphological grounds clearly to be identified 
as a borrowing of Latin popll/liris 'of or belonging to the people as a whole, 
belonging to or used by ordinary people, available to the whole community, 
of the common people, supporting or professing to support the interests of 
the common people, liked or admired by many people', and it largely cor­
responds to the Latin word in its earliest meanings in English. However, it 
also seems to show semantic influence from the morphologically distinct but 
transparently related French word populaire 'of, relating to, or consisting of 
ordinary people, current among the general public, seeking the IllVOur of the 
populace, known and liked among the people, vulgar, coarse, democratic, 
(of a disease) epidemic'. 14 

If wc were to classify these cases in terms of our typology in section 5. 1 ,  
we might postulate a particular kind of semantic loan, where the foreign­
language model happens to be either identical to the original donor form or 
related to it. Wc cannot assume that all of the senses shown by a borrowed 
word and shared with its donor were borrowed at the time of the original 
borrowing. 

It is also interesting to consider such cases in the light of the phenomenon 
of code-alternation identified in research on contact linguistics, where inter­
ference from a source language on a target language has been identified as a 
result of speakers alternating between the use of one language and another. 
Thomason (200 I :  1 38-9) summarizes several such instances, including that 
of a native speaker of Italian who spent the majority of her education 
in the United States and found subsequently that there were interference 
features from English in her use of Italian, such as using Italian lihreria 

'bookshop' in the sense 'library' (Italian hiblioteea) as a result of association 
with English Iibrmy. In the case of library and libreria there are no senses 
actually in common, just equivalent word forms with meanings which both 
have to do with books. We can see how much more readily interference 
phenomena may come into play with a word like popular, where English 
already shared many senses with the French word. 

14  For fuller discussion of i11l of these eXilmplcs sce Durkin (2008). 
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6.7 Multiple borrowings from the same source 

Sometimes we I1nd what are commonly referred to as etymological doublets, 
where two borrowings occur which arc ultimately from the same source. 
For instance, the English verb {(fleet shows a late Middle English borrowing 
from French ((fleeter, but earlier in Middle English we find (now obsolete) 
{({(lite < French ((/tliter. Both French verbs, ((Ileeter and a/aiter, have the 
same etymon, Latin ((fleetcire: ({{aiter shows regular development of the 
Latin word, while lifleeter shows a later learned borrowing from Latin. In 
English we see a similar phenomenon with the verbs provide and purvey: the 
Ilrst of these is borrowed directly from Latin priividere, while pllrvey is from 
Freneh plll"l'eier, which shows the French development of the Latin word. In 
cases like these the distinct forms of the donor words lead in the borrowing 
language to formally distinct words which show partial synonymy. We also 
Hnd cases where the identical donor form is borrowed in two different 
periods, giving rise to two distinct words in the borrowing language. For 
instance, French artiste is borrowed into English in the sixteenth century, 
giving rise to modern English artist. However, in the late eighteenth century 
the same French word was borrowed again, this time giving English artiste, 

a word form distinct from artist in both spelling and pronunciation, and at 
least sometimes employed with a semantic distinction: an artist typically 
being someone practising the Hne arts, especially painting, whereas an 
artiste is  typically a performing artist. 

The occurrence of such repeated borrowings from the same ultimate 
source should alert us to the likelihood of multiple inputs also having 
existed in cases like those discussed in sections 6 .S  and 6.6, where there is 
no signil1cant change in word form in the donor language(s). 15 

6.8 How can we tell that borrowing has occurred'! 

If wc are to be sure that a borrowing has occurred, ideally we will 
Hnd an exact correspondence in word form, meaning, and date. Our 
supposed donor form will precisely explain the word form of the supposed 
borrowing, it will be recorded in a meaning or meanings which give 

1. 1  For further examples compare: allack and allach, cadel/ce and chal/ce, lIla/"chpclI1e 

and nwrzipall, 1Haster and l11l1gister, 111t111gre and J1111lgre, nIinioll and ,,,igl1ol1, peasant and 
pay.wlll, rll1lS()111 and retie111ptiol1. 
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an adequate explanation of the meaning or meanings of  the  supposed 
borrowing, and it will be attested at an earlier date. Obviously, it our 
supposed donor also has a well-established further etymology, that will 
help eliminate the possibility that the relationships between the donor and 
borrower might in faet have been the other way around. Similarly, if one 
language shows only a figurative or narrowed sense development from 
what is demonstrably a more basic sense in another language, as in the case 
of English borrowing of friar in chapter I ,  we may feel confident about 
the direction of borrowing, although many cases are much less clear-cut 
than this one, and it is often advisable to take a cautious approach to 
assumptions about the direction of semantic change. 

However, very often we will be working in situations where we have less 
data, or where there is more uncertainty of other kinds. For instance, when 
wc are looking at two closely related languages, it can often be hard to 
tell which language a word may have originated in. Norse borrowings into 
English present such a problem, and here the method usually applied is 
to look for either formal or semantic innovations in either language: if a 
word shows a sound change found in Norse but not in English, it is a near 
certainty that it  shows Norse influence of some sort; if it shows a semantic 
innovation known to occur in Norse but not known to occur in Old English, 
it  is also probable (although much less certain) that wc have a borrowing. 1 6  

Sometimes the intralinguistic and extralinguistie data simply are not 
conclusive: pack 'bundle, package' is first recorded in English in an occupa­
tional surname PakbYlldere 'packbinder' at the end of the twelfth century. It 
first occurs only eight years later in Middle Dutch, a difference so slight 
as to be entirely trivial in this period. I t  subsequently occurs in Middle 
Low German, and thence in a number of other Germanic languages and 
in several of the Romance languages. The word has no further etymology, 
and its origin is a mystery. Similar mystery surrounds a number of words in 
Germanic languages with initial lpl, since it is normally thought that initial 
Ibl, which would give Ipl by Gril11m's Law, was either very rare or perhaps 
did not occur at all in proto-lndo-European. 17  The connection of pack with 
trade doubtless explains. its almost simultaneous appearance on both sides 
of the English Channel. It has normally been assumed that the word was 

16 See Bj6rkman ( 1 900) and Dance (2003) for discllssion of the methodology; compare 
also Lass ( 1 997) 203-5. 

17 Compare also discussion ol' p!ollg;' in section 8. 1 0. Other notoriously dillicult ety­
mologies involving words with initial p- in Germanic languages include park, pot, and 
pat;'. 
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borrowed into English from Dutch, which is not unreasonable given that 
there are very few Dutch documentary records earlier than this date, but 
it is also perhaps possible that Dutch borrowed the word from English, or 
both languages from a third source. 

In some cases it can be very hard to tell whether a borrowing has 
occurred at all, particularly with words which are not the base word in a 
morphologically related group. English raville is recorded from the seven­
teenth century onwards, and is a borrowing from French ravine. From the 
mid nineteenth century we also find in English a verb r(lJIine ' to score (earth 
etc.) with ravines', earliest in 1 858. This could easily be a conversion from 
the English noun ravine, and the existence of a verb raviner in the same 
meaning in French could be purely coincidental. Alternatively, particularly 
since the earliest example of the English verb is in a book about the geology 
of central France, we might think that a borrowing from French is likely: 
either the English word is a loanword from French ravineI', or it is a conver­
sion of the English noun but on the model of the French verb. However, the 
earlier existence of J'(lvined and ravillement in English, which could both be 

explained as formations from the noun }'(Ivine but which could alternatively 
be analysed as formations from the verb, might help shift the balance back 
towards a derivation within English. Certainty is likely to continue to elude 

us. Such doubtful cases are very common, and can probably be found in any 
family of words in which the base word has originally been borrowed from 
a foreign language and there has been a subsequent history of contact with 
that language. 

We may see just how finely balanced decisions can be in this area from an 
example where new information has led to a change in assumptions about 
whether a loan has occurred. 1 will take an example from the new edition of 
the QED. Modern English ravenous 'very hungry' shows a broadened use 
of the (still current) sense '(of an animal) given to seizing other animals as 
prey'. In early modern English it  also shows a sense 'given to plundering', 
and is part of a small family of words together with the verb raven (also 
in the forms }'(lViII, raville, etc.) and the noun ravin (also in the forms 
ravell, ravine, etc.) in  similar senses. In the first edition of the QED (in a 
fascicle first issued in 1 903) all three were given as borrowings from (Old) 
French, thus: 

ravill, noun < French ravine (ultimately < Latin rapfnCl 'rapine') 
raven, verb < French raviner 

ravenous, adjective < French }'(Ivinellx 



.• j 

1 72 THE MECHANISMS OF BORROWING 

These etymologies were based largely on information from the main source 
of information on Old and Middle French then available, Godefroy's Die-

1 ionnaire de l'ancienne /angue jiYlI1{:clise ( 1 880-1 902). However, of these three 
etymologies, only that given for the noun ravin seems entirely satisfactory 
today. So far as the verb raven is concerned, an Old French verb rapiner is 
indeed recorded in the sense 'to take off by force' ,  but only in the twelfth 
century, several hundred years before the first appearance of the English 
word. In later use the French verb has only the meanings 'to stream, rush' 
and 'to furrow (the earth etc.) with gullies or ravines', ultimately giving rise 
to the English noun rapine 'deep narrow gorge or eleft' encountered in the 
previous paragraph. The adjective ravenolls is Ilrst recorded in English in 
the late fourteenth century in the sense '(of an animal) given to seizing other 
animals as prey'. There is a corresponding Old French adjective ravine/IX, 

ravinos, rabinos, recorded from the twelfth to the fourteenth centuries, but 
with the meanings 'rapid, impetuous' (although the related word rapineux is  
recorded with a meaning much closer to that of the English word). Thus in 
the case of the verb and the adjective the supposed French etymons do not 
provide a very good fit with regard to date or meaning, and it is advisable 
to look for another etymology if possible. One is ready to hand, since both 
words can be explained as formations within English from the noun ravin. 

Thus instead of the picture given above we now have: 

rapin, noun < French ravine (ultimately < Latin rapina 'rapine') 
raven (also ravill, ravine, etc.), verb < ravill (also raven, ravine, etc.), noun 
ravenous, adjective < ravin (also raven, ravine, etc.), noun + -011.1' 

It is important to note that this picture could change again if new 
information on usage in French comes to light: it  is very possible that 
this might emerge from the new edition of the Ang!o-Norl/1an Dictionary 

currently in preparation. Such etymologies are highly dependent on the 
nature and quality of the available data. The assumptions made in the first 
edition of the OED seemed sensible on the basis of the much sketchier 
information on Old French and Middle French lexis then available, and it 
is possible that some new lexicographical Ilnds might come to light in the 
future that challenge our assumptions once again - although obviously the 
better and fuller our lexicographical resources become, the less likely it  is 
that we will have quite so many such surprises. 

The importance of cultural and historical background was shown earlier 
by the example of 10l1/alo in section 5 .5 .  We know that the Nahuatl word 
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was probably borrowed Ilrst into Spanish, because Spanish speakers were 
the first speakers of a European language to be in contact with speak­
ers of Nahuatl. Hence it is very satisfactory to Ilnd Spanish is the first 
European language in which the word is recorded, and that the forms 
in other European languages also support the hypothesis of t ransmission 
originally via Spanish. 

6.9 Lexical borrowing and code-switching 

In section 2.2:2 we looked at nonce borrowing of foreign-language words, 
and at how the early history of a borrowing may be l ike that of jbcaccia in 
English, showing a number of separate introductions of the word, followed 
eventually by more general adoption. We have also seen that this sort of 
more general adoption will not happen for all words, and that most will not 
progress beyond the stage of nonce borrowing. In section 5. 1 . 5 we looked 
at the difficulty of trying to distinguish between Fremd1l'iirter and Le11l1-

1I'iirler. Morphological and phonological adaptation are only tendencies. 
Phonological adaptation in particular operates on a c1ine which makes it  
very diH1cult to say that adaptation has or has not occurred in a particular 
instance. If phonological adaptation consists of no more than pronouncing 
a foreign word with an accent, then this sort of adaptation will surely 
be shown also by many instances of the nonce use of a foreign word. If 
an early lIser of the word ./bcaccia in an English sentence pronounces it 
with I1nal /'Jl rather than lal, this certainly reflects adaptation to the usual 
phonological structure of English words, but it  does not necessarily show 
a naturalized borrowing: the speaker may simply be accommodating to the 
speech of interlocutors (perhaps in order to appear less pretentious), or may 
have a poor knowledge of Italian phonology. I S  It is perfectly possible for 
such a pronunciation to occur in a sentence of the type 'In Italian they 
call this type of bread jiJcaccia', where the word is explicitly identilled as 
belonging to Italian rather than English. We may find a similar situation 
with morphology, e.g. 'In Poland they eat stufTed dumplings resembling 
ravioli, which they call pierogis', where the Polish plural form pierogi is 
suH1xed with the English plural ending -s, but where the established Italian 
borrowing ral'io/i retains the Italian plural form. It is likely that there is a 

18 See Haugcn ( 1 950) 2 1 5--1 7  for some further discussion and examples. 

, . 
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c1ine here, from explieit identification of a word as belonging to a foreign 
language, e.g.: 

(i) 'I had some of a type of bread which they call in Italian ./ocaccia' 

(even though the form in such a sentence may show intentional or 
unintentional phonological or morphological adaptation) 

to lIse of a word with reference to a foreign culture but without explicit 
identification of its foreign-language identity: 

(ii) 'On our holidays we had sandwiches made with focaccia every day' 
(where italics may well be used in print) 

to uses where there is no nagging of foreign status: 

(iii) ' 1  always think that /ocaccia is the best type of bread to have with 
salad' 

We may decide on a pragmatic basis that the first type of sentence does 
not show borrowing, even if the quoted loreign-language word may show 
some phonological or morphological adaptation, whereas the other two 
types of sentence do show borrowing. Many historical dictionarics adopt 
this approach. However, any systematic distinction between more and less 
naturalized borrowings is very difficult to apply with any consistency. Also, 
if we are working solely from the evidence of historical spelling forms, many 
of the finer details are likely to be irrecoverable. 

A rather dillicult complication is found in determining the relationship 
between lexical borrowing and the phenomenon known as code-switching, 
where bilingual speakers switch between use of one language and use of 
another, in  the knowledge that they are addressing others who also have 
some knowledge of each language, and who are hence to at least a very 
limited extent bilingual. Code-switching may occur at sentence boundaries, 
i .e. intersententially, or at the level of the word, phrase, or clause, i.e. 
intrasententially. (In fact, some linguists reserve the term code-switching 
for switches which occur intersententially, and refer to those which occur 
intrasententially as code-mixing, but I will not adopt this distinction here.) 
The relationship between code-switching and lexical borrowing is much 
disputed, but it  seems a reasonable assumption that code-switching within 
a bilingual community at least sometimes results in  lexical borrowing. 1 9  

1 9  For a useful overview and references t o  the relevant literature sec Thomasoll (2001 )  
1 3 1 -6, and compare also Mahootian (2006). For accounts broadly i n  favour o f  the 
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For instance, a word from language A may be used within sentences of 
language B by bilingual speakers as a code-switch. This may happen for any 
of various reasons, such as cultural associations, group identity, or because 
it expresses a concept not so easily expressed within the existing resources 
of language B. Subsequently this word may become adopted into the wider 
speech community of monolingual speakers of language B. 

Such issues can often lead to practical difficulties in assessing written 
evidence from the past. As we noted in section 5.6, in  the multilingual 
culture of later medieval England, English was the language of everyday 
life for all or nearly all speakers, but Latin and Anglo-French had impor­
tant roles in m

'
any areas of professional and cultural life. In this context 

we often encounter situations where it  is very difficult to tell whether a 
word ultimately of foreign origin occurring in a given document shows a 
borrowing or a code-switch. Many documents have a basic grammatical 
framework which is Latin, or at least they show Latin grammatical endings 
and concord, but they also contain many words of vernacular (English or 
Anglo-French) origin. Some of these vernacular words show Latin gram­
matical endings, and hence could be regarded as loan words into Latin. 
Others do not, and hence we could argue that they show code-switches, 
from Latin to one of the vernacular languages. In other documents the 
basic framing language may be English or Anglo-French, but we find many 
words which belonged originally to the other vernacular language. In this 
situation the general similarity of inflectional endings, especially in nouns, 
often makes it impossible to identify words as belonging on morphological 
grounds to either Middle English or Anglo-French. In such a case, do we 
have a text which shows an extremely high incidence of lexical borrowing, 
or do we have a text which shows a great deal of code-switching? Some of 
the implications of this sort of text (of which my sketch represents only the 
crudest summary) are picked out by Hunt, Cl scholar who has done a great 
deal to draw attention to material of this kind: 2o 

If language acquisition . . .  takes place in a context of competing codes in a multilin­
gual situation in which individuals accommodate their linguistic behaviour to that 
of groups with which they wish to be identified, or contrariwise, then the situation 

proposition that single-word code-switching often leads to lexical borrowing see Myers­
Scollon (2002) or Thomason (2003). For the alternative view that most singly occurring 
foreign-language words should be regarded not as code-switches but as borrowings, see 
Poplack, Sankon: and Miller ( 1 988), Poplaek and Mcechan ( 1 998), Poplack (2004). 

20 For a summary of other recent work in this area see Pahta and Nurmi (2006). 
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is inevitably onc of great complexity, which will n o t  surprise anyone familiar with 
contact linguistics and the world of bi-dialectalisl11, bilingualism, diglossia, borrow'ing, 
transfers, interference, shift, relexicalisation, pidginisation, and creolisation. Linguists 
have frequently sought to identify borrowings in the languages of medieval Britain, but 
in the context of multilingual societies it can bc unrealistic to attempt to distinguish 
code-switching from borrowing. 

(Hunt (2000) 1 3 1) 

Such issues as these pose problems for anyone who wishes to establish 
what the earliest example is of a particular borrowing. Historical dictio­
naries tend generally to take a pragmatic approach: if a word subsequently 
becomes frequent enough to merit inclusion, early examples lound within 
the context of an utterance in the borrowing language will generally be 
taken as showing the borrowing, rather than an independent code-switch. 
More problematic can be cases where the word is found in a foreign­
language or multilingual context. For instance, plane meaning either a 
bricklayer's or a carpenter's tool, is a M iddle English borrowing from 
(Anglo-)French. In the evidence presented for this word in the new edition 
of the OED, a first example in an English context is lound from a little 
before 1 425 in a Latin-English glossary: 

a 1 425 Medulla Gram. (Stonyhurst) f. 37v, Leuiga: a leuor or a plane. 

An example from 1404 in a Latin context with the English plural morpheme 
-ys probably shows an earlier example of the English borrowing (on the 
grounds that -ys is not normally found as a plural morpheme in Anglo­
French): 

1 404 in J. T. Fowler Extracts A ect. Rolls Abbey oI Dur/wlIl ( 1 899) n. 397 In custodia 
PIlImbarii, 2 planys. 

Earlier still a vernacular word is found in other Latin documents, but in 
these cases there is nothing to tell us whether it is the English word or its 
French etymon: 

1 350 in .r. T. Fowler Extracts A cet. Rolls Abbey (d' Dur/UlI1l ( 1 899) IT.  550 Uno Plane 
et aliis instrumentis pro ofiicio plumbar', emptis, 2 s. 5 d. 1 399 in J. Raine Fabric Rolls 
York j\linsler ( 1 859) 1 8  Instrumenta carpentariOr1l l11 . . .  Item, .i plane de ere. 

Here the approach of different dictionaries in fact dilfers: the OED places 
these ambiguous examples in its etymology section, but the .Middle English 

Dictio/lary places them in its main documentation for the Middle English 
word, without comment, in line with its general policy in dealing with 
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vernacular words occurring in Latin documents. On a purely practical level, 
examples sllch as this remind us of the importance of looking closely at 
what the ear'liest examples presented in a dictionary arc, and they should be 
a salutary reminder to any etymologist that dates alone, unsupported by a 
reference, arc often not very helpful. 21 

Foreign-language phrases can also be ambiguous as to whether they arc 
lexical borrowings or code-switches. They may show grammatical charac­
teristics of the donor or source language which are alien to the borrowing or 
receiving language, such as agreement features or word order, although such 
features arc not always reproduced faithfully, in which case we can probably 
safely assume that borrowing has occurred. This is typical of borrowing of 
French food terms in English. In French mOllles lIlarinieres the adjective 
marinier 'marine' is postposed after mOllle 'mussel', and shows feminine 
plural concord. The OED's evidence suggests that the written form 11100des 

mariniere is more common in modern use in English than mOllles marinieres; 

this probably results simply from the final -.I' being silent, but it could also 
reflect inlluence from either French 11100des cl la mariniere 'mussels in the 
marine style' or the rare French blended lorm mOllles marilliere. Substitu­
tion of onc or more native elements is often found, as in beef bourguignoll 

beside earlier bOel!lbollrguignon: we could say that the borrowed phrase has 
been remodelled with substitution of beef for French IJOel!(, or wc could 
say that beside the original borrowing we have a subsequent loan blend. 
Extensive naturalization in form is often found in borrowed phrases, such 
as English billy duo 'love letter' < French billet dOl/X. Such naturalization 
shows that wc have a borrowing rather than a code-switch, but it does not 
tell us whether this was via an initial code-switch. Interestingly, QED's first 
quotation for billet-doux suggests at the very least an imitation of code­
switching: 'He sings and dances en Franyois, and writes the billets doux to 
a miracle' (1 673: John Dryden Marriage cl la A10de II. i .  26 1) .  

6.]0 Some conclusions from chapters 5 and 6 

Some generalizations about etymologies which involve borrowing can be 
drawn from the topics wc have examined in the last two chapters: 

• Borrowed words arc often subject to processes of accommodation to 
the phonology or morphology of the borrowing language, either at the 

21 On the source of' the dates used in this book sce chapter I, footnote 6. 
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time of borrowing or subsequently. They may also form compounds or 
derivatives in the borrowing language. 

• Not all components of the meaning of a word need be borrowed. 
• Borrowed words are subject to change (semantically, phonologic'aIly, or 

morphologically), just like any other words. 
• Borrowing between languages (interlinguistic borrowing) is not neces­

sarily a once-and-for-all process, just as borrowing within languages 
(intralinguistic borrowing) is not either. 

• Initial interlinguistic borrowing is typically followed by intralinguistic 
borrowing, as a word spreads to different registers or varieties of a 
language and to the usage of different speech communities. 

• After the date of initial borrowing, borrowed items frequently show 
further inlluence from the donor language, through the borrowing of 
additional senses, or through formal remodelling after the donor form. 
Loanwords may in time become either less like the corresponding 
form in the donor language (through internal processes of change in 
either the borrowing language or the donor language), or more like it 
(through remodelling of a previously naturalized form after the form in 
the donor language). 

• A good etymology which involves borrowing will have a working 
hypothesis as to how and why (as well as when and where) borrowing 
occurred, and also as to how and why the borrowed word, sense, etc. 
has subsequently spread within the borrowing language. 

Of course, wc will not always have sufficient data to address all of these 
issues, but we should not assume, simply because wc have only limited data 
av[tilable to us, that the reality is likely to have been any less complex than 
in instances where we do have abundant data. 
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Nearly a l l  etymological research involves analysis of change in  word form. 
This analysis also raises some of the most theoretieally complex areas which 
wc will encounter in this book. In the first part of this chapter wc will 
examine examples of: 

• regular sound changes, both isolative ones, occurring irrespective of 
any particular phonetic environment, and conditioned ones, triggered 
by a particular conditioning environment 

• sporadic sound changes 
• analogy, folk etymology, and other types of associative change in word 

lorm 

After this, wc will turn to onc of the key issues in historical linguistics, 
namely just how much regularity is in fact shown by what arc called regular 
sound changes, and what the implications arc for various different types of 
etymological research. 
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Finally, we will look at some detailed examples of etymologies in which 
changes in word form play a key role, including some successes of etyn10-
logical research and some unresolved diHiculties. 

7. 1 Two Germanic sound changes 

7. 1 . 1  Grimm's Law 

As we saw in seetion 1 .2.4, Grimm'� Law describes a series of sound shifts 
by which the proto-Indo-European voiceless stops (*p, * 1 ,  'k, *kUl), voiced 
stops (*b, *d, * g, * gW), and breathy-voiced stops (*!i , *£1" , *g" , *g"W) became 
in proto-Germanic respectively voiceless fricatives (�f; *0, *It, *'nv), voiceless 
stops C'p, * 1 ,  'k, 'kw), and voiced fricatives (*�, *6, *y, *yw), with provisos 
as noted in chapter I .  

Why is it  assumed that the operation of Grimm's Law was e.g. pro to­
Indo-European *p > proto-Germanic ':I; rather than that Latin, Greek, etc. 
show a change */ > 'p ? Firstly, it should be understood that the reasoning 
has nothing at all to do with the relative antiquity of the earliest documents 
in Latin, Greek, ete. in comparison with the Germanie languages. As dis­
cussed in chapter 1 ,  the split of the various branches of Indo-European 
occurred much earlier than the date of our earliest documentary evidence 
for any of the Indo-European languages. So the relative antiquity of our 
documentary evidence gives no particular authority for determining what 
the direction of change was in a case like this. 

In this particular instance, perhaps the most important piece of evidence 
is that we know from prior research on well-documented stages in the 
history of many languages that a change from *p > */ is typologically very 
common (i.e. it happens in lots of different languages) whereas '/ > *]1 is 
not. It can also be observed that a change of this type, from stop to fricative, 
can be seen as part of a broader process of lenition of consonants observable 
in many languages of the world, which can be explained to some extent in 
terms of increasing ease of articulation for the speaker, since the degree of 
obstruction of airflow in the mouth is reduced. 

Additionally, we can see that this set of regular correspondences distin­
guishes Germanic from all of the other branches of Indo-European. This 
would seem less significant if we were free to hypothesize that Germanic 
branched off partieularly early from the rest of Indo-European, as it is 
generally held that Hittite and the other Anatolian languages probably did. 
Then we could be looking at a shared innovation in all of the other branches 
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after Germanic had split oIT from them, but in fact other linguistic evidence 
suggests that Germanic did not branch off particularly early. Grimm's Law 
as a shared innovation among the Germanic languages is therefore a much 
more economical explanation. None orthis of course oITers any explanation 
at all for why the Grimm's Law changes occurred, but simply suggests why 
one direction of change seems much more likely than the other. I 

7. 1.2 Verncr's Law 

Grimm's Law describes a set of classic 'regular' sound changes of the type 
which form the 'main foundation of comparative linguistics. Each and every 
eligible consonant is assumed to have shifted in every word in which it 
occurred. Thus, if proto-Indo-European " I does not correspond to pro to­
Germanic *(), we must find some way of accounting for this: our method 
does not permit us to say 'perhaps * 1 simply became a different sound in 
this word history' or 'perhaps the sOllnd change simply did not occur in this 
word history' . 

However, there were some environments in which the shifts did not occur. 
For instance, the voiceless stops inherited from proto-Indo-European did 
not shift if they were immediately preceded by another obstruent (often 
*.1'). Thus corresponding to Latin spernere we have Old English spurnan 

(English spum), and corresponding to ancient Greek aster we have Old 
English steorra (English star). This does not indicate irregularity, but simply 
a need to define Grimm's Law more precisely: the voiceless stops shifted to 
voiceless fricatives except when immediately preceded by another obstruent. 

In the etymology of English sad in section 1 .2.4 we encountered a dif­
ferent sort of situation: the reflex of proto-Indo-European *Sf}IO- in proto­
Germanic did indeed show the Grimm's Law shift " 1 > *0 (and hence a 
stage *sa'Oa), but then the voiceless fricative ' O  was voiced by the operation 
of Verner's Law, because the main stress did not fall on the immediately 
preceding syllable, giving *sa'oa. 

Verner's paper explaining this voicing marked an epoch in the study of 
historical linguistics and in the development of etymological methodology 
(Verner 1 875). It was entitled (in German) 'Eine Ausnahme del' ersten 
Lautverschiebung' ('An exception to the first [Germanic] sound shift') 
and its importance was that it gave a rational explanation for what had 

I For discussion of a daring but controversia l  explanation based on language contact 
sce Smith (2007) 75-87. For detailed bibliography on many other suggested explanations 
scc Collingc ( 1 985) 63-76. 
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previously seemed the most troubling set of exceptions to Grimm's Law. 
I t  thus opened the way for the most important claim of the group of 
historical linguists known as the Junggrammatiker or Neogrammarians: 
sound changes operate without exceptions (or at least those of the sys­
tematic type illustrated by Gimm's Law and Verner's Law do: comparc 
scction 7.3) .  Where apparent exceptions were found, these could be shown 
to be susceptible to rational explanation by various means: 

• Perhaps the conditioning environments in which the sound change did 
and did not operate had not been fully understood, and thus the reso­
lution of the apparent exceptions might lie in a more precise definition 
of the sound change. 

• Perhaps the sound change had occurred in onc dialect but not in  
another, or  perhaps it  had occurred in both but in  a slightly different 
set of conditioning environments. Subsequent mixing of forms from 
the different dialects may have occurred, giving the f�llsc appearance of 
irregularity of operation of the sound changc. 

• Perhaps apparent exceptions were caused by words entering a language 
or dialect by borrowing after the period in which the sound change 
operated. 

• Perhaps the appearance of irregularity was created by the subsequent 
occurrence of another sound change. 

• Perhaps apparent exceptions had been created by the subsequent oper­
ation of various analogical processes within grammatical paradigms or 
through association between words of similar form or meaning. (We 
saw examples of analogical levelling within a paradigm in the cases of 
heaven and slave in section 3 . 1 ,  and we will look at many other types of 
analogical or associative processes in section 7 .4.) 

This framework provided the key to enormous advances in etymological 
research in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, espe­
cially on families of related languages. With certain qualifications (which wc 
will consider in section 7.6), it remains key to a great deal of etymological 
work today. 

7.2 Examples of English sOllnd ch:lI1ges 

The sets of sound changes described by Grimm's Law and Verner's Law 
both occurred considerably before the date of our earliest records for any of 
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the Germanic languages. As we saw in section 1 .2.4, another very important 
development which had an enormous impact on word forms in  all of the 
Germanic languages, namely the shift of stress to the initial syllable of every 
word, occurred later than Verner's Law. Indeed, this projection back into 
a much earlier stage in the development of the Germanic languages was 
one of the most ingenious aspects of Verner's formulation. To a certain 
extent there is therefore a danger that our assertion of the regularity of 
Grimm's Law and Verner's Law could depend on some circular reasoning, 
and that we might be rejecting valid etymologies because they do not fit 
the hypothesis. We will look at this issue further in section 7.6, but much of 
the supporting evidence, and also many of the doubts and uncertainties, 
come from what we can observe about the operation of sound changes 
in documented linguistic history. We will therefore look in this section at 
several representative changes from the history of English, selected for the 
variety of different considerations relevant to etymological work which they 
raise, and because they figure in a number of the etymologies presented 
elsewhere in this book. 

7.2.1 Early Middle English 10:1 > 13:1 in southern dialects 

In early M iddle English the long vowel In:1 (the reflex of Old English a) 
rounded in southern dialects to h:/, but did not do so in northern dialects. 
Hence Old English S/(II1 gives M iddle English (southern) S/OI1 (modern 
standard English s/olle), (northern) stan (modern Scots or northern English 
s/clIIe) . This is a classic example of an isolative (or spontaneous, or uncon­
ditioned) sound change, not determined by any particular phonetic context 
in the word. In this instance we have enough evidence to be able to observe 
something of the way that the sound change spread dialectally, as well as to 
be able to see that its results were ultimately regular: 

Despite its variable implementation in dilTerent texts and dilTerCllt areas, we can date 
i t  as coming to fruition in the late twelfth to early thirteenth century, beginning in the 
south-cast and spreading northwards and constituting from that time on onc of the 
major north/south isoglosses. 

(Lass ( 1 992) 46-7) 

7.2.2 Early Middle English lengthening in open syllables in disyllabic words 

A conditioned sound change which occulTed slightly later in the early M id­
dle English period was the lengthening (and in most cases lowering) of short 
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vowels in open syllables in disyllabic words (or more precisely, in disyllabic 
words where there was only onc medial consonant). Wc encountered this 
change in section 3 . 1 with the change poke Ipobl > poke Ip::>:b/, modern 
English poke. Similarly wc find: 

Imalwn/ > Ima:k::ll1/, modern English make 

Imet::>/ > Ime:t'dl, modern English meat 

/flot'dn/ > If13:t'dn/, modern Englishfloat 
Iwibl > Iwe:k/, modern English week 

Iwud'JI > Iwo:cb/, modern English wood 

These examples (and many others like them) enable us to state the effects of 
the change more precisely: lengthening of each of these five vowels occurred, 
and in all cases except that of la/ lowering also occurred. 

The evidence of M iddle English texts and of later dialect developments 
enables us to discern some more details: ( 1 )  the changes appear to have 
taken place earlier in northern varieties than in southern ones; (2) the 
lengthening (and lowering) of lil and lul generally occurred slightly later 
than that of the other vowels, and was more common in northern varieties 
than in southern ones. The very few examples of the results of lengthening 
of!il or lul which arc rel1ected in forms in modern standard English include 
several very controversial and difficult examples. For a case-by-case discus­
sion on etymological grounds sce Smith (2007) 1 74-6. In my example wood, 

only the spelling of the modern word rel1ects the form with lengthening. 
The usual pronunciation Iwudl reflects either a form without lengthening 
(as argued by Dobson ( 1 968) §36 note 2), or a form with lengthening to 
Iwo:d'dl which showed subsequent shortening in early modern English. For 
this shortening compare good Igudl (Old English g6d) and foot Ifutl (Old 
English/Ol), which both show the result of sporadic shortening of the Great 
Vowel Shift output of Middle English 10:1 (compare section 7.2.3). 

Additionally, as we saw in section 3 . 1 ,  levelling in grammatical para­
digms has often obscured the results of the change, so that instead of 
slafflslaves wc find stafllstaflS or stavelslaves, and similarly the spoken 
form of heaven has the short vowel levelled from the (trisyllabic) inl1ected 
forms (although the written form still reflects the lengthened vowel). As 
noted in section 7. 1 .2, this is the sort of 'apparent exception' which is easily 
accounted for in the neogrammarian framework. The same would apply 
to modern English Iwudl if it shows late sporadic shortening, but not if" 

I 
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it failed ever to show lengthening. Dialect mixing might just about be a 
plausible explanation within the neogrammarian framework for the uneven 
distribution of lengthening of lif and lul which wc find in southern varieties. 
More troubling arc cases like poke which wc encountered in section 3 . 1 ,  
where the lengthening of 101 appears sometimes t o  have failed i n  northern 
varieties (especially before velars), even though it is precisely in northern 
varieties that the change generally appears to have occurred earliest. Wc 
might be able to find a satisfactory neogrammarian explanation for this if 
wc hypothesize that in some varieties loss of final I'JI may have occurred 
earlier, hence removing the environment for open syllable lengthening; vari­
ants of ]Joke with a short vowel could hence have resulted from dialect 
mixing from such varieties. However, recent research on M iddle English 
open syllable lengthening has increased the impression that its results were 
patchy and unevenly distributed across the lexicon. Additionally, it  has been 
suggested with some plausibility that the traditional account of how the 
change operated may not be correct. Lengthening seems generally to have 
been more likely to take place when the second syllable ended with l'dl, and 
there arc numerous exceptions to the lengthening among words with a final 
consonant in the unstressed syllable, e.g. gal1ot, gUllet 'gannet' or otor, oter 

'otter'. Further, it has been suggested very plausibly that loss of Jlnal l'dl may 
in some cases actually have preceded the lengthening, and that the length­
ening was a compensatory process resulting from the loss of the unstressed 
vowel in the following syllable. 2 If this analysis is correct, then wc cannot 
explain variants of poke with a short vowel as being the result of these sound 
changes occurring in a different order in some varieties, although a much 
more plausible explanation would be offered by the mechanism of lexical 
diITusion which wc will look at in section 7.6 .3  However, this change is still 
the subject of much debate, as is its relationship with similar developments 
in other West Germanic languages which may or may not show the same 
process as in M iddle English.4 (Wc encountered an example of open syllable 

2 For summary of this proposal (advanced originally by Donka Minkova) sce 
Lass ( 1 992) 73-4. and compare also Smith (2007) 1 1 3-26. 

3 In the particular case of poke an alternative explanation might be borrowing from 
Anglo-French of a variant which already showed loss of the final vowel (compare 
Short (2007) § 1 9.7-8 on such loss). but this is less likely in view of the early borrowing 
into English. and the same explanation would not hold for some of the other words 
which appear to show failure of open syllable lengthening. 

<1 For a detailed defence of the traditional account, and for comparison with develop­
ments in Middle Dutch and Middle High German. sce Lahiri and Dresher ( 1 999). 

; ! 
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lengthening in  Middle Dutch with poke in section 3 . 1 .) For the time being . 
we can take note of this change as an example of where close engagell1ent 
with the actual historical data reveals a situation of some complexity, which 
is open to a variety of diJferent interpretations. 

7.2.3 The Great Vowel Shift 

A very important series of isolative changes in the history of English gen­
erally go under the name of the Great Vowel Shift. This is the conventional 
name given to a very complex series of raisings and/or diphthongizations of 
the front and back long vowels which occurred in the late Middle English 
and early modern English periods. Crucially, slightly dilTerent develop­
ments occurred in diJferent dialects (or in some cases, the same develop­
ments occurred but at diJferent times). As this was a time of considerable 
social mobility, there was very considerable mixing of forms from diJferent 
dialects. Many of the changes can be traced in considerable detail, espe­
cially bccause wc possess large amounts of information from early modern 
writers on pronunciation, who are known as orthoepists. Other important 
evidence comes from the diJTerent outputs in diJferent modern dialects, from 
contemporary spellings, and from rhymes and puns. Individual etymologies, 
i .e. what we can reconstruct of the earlier history of each lexical item, have 
a crucial role to play in the process. 

As well as being very complex, many aspects of the Great Vowel Shift 
arc extremely controversial, and have been so since the phenomenon first 
began to be examined closely by historians of English in  the late n ineteenth 
century. There is fairly widespread acceptance that the general shape of 
the changes as they alTeeted southern English dialects can be represented 
as in figure 7. 1 ,  with the changes being divided into two phases. 'Phase 
I' extended from late Middle English (or possibly slightly earlier) to the 
beginning of the early modern period (being complete soon after 1 500), but 
'Phase I1' was rather later, and was not complete until the middle of the 
seventeenth century. (This diagram follows Lass ( 1 999a) 80, as does much 
of my discussion here.) 

This book is not the place to do any sort of justice to the problems 
and complexities of the Great Vowel Shift, but if we look for a moment 
at some of the developments shown by the front vowels during the Great 
Vowel Shift and afterwards, we may be able to make some useful general 
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Fig 7.1 The Great Vowel Shift 

observations about processes of phonological merger and their implications 
for etymological work. 5 

Middle English had distinct vowel phonemes in words such as mile, meet, 

meat, malle, and main (,strength'), respectively li:/, le:/, IE:/, la:/, and the 
diphthong lai/. These sounds each had distinct etymological origins. In fact, 
each had multiple diJferent origins, but these five example words illustrate 
perhaps the most typical origins of each: 

• Middle English li:1 in mile (modern English mile) shows the reflex of 
Old English li:1 (Old English ml/) 

• Middle English le:1 in mete (modern English meet) shows the reflex of 
Old English le:! (Old English mi!tclII) 

• Middle English h:: 1  in mete (modern English meat) developed [i'om 
lel by early Middle English lengthening in  open syllables (Old English 
mete) 

• Middle English la:1 in lIu/ne (modern English mane) developed from 
lal by early Middle English lengthening in  open syllables (Old English 
manu) 

• Middle English lail in main ('strength'; modern English main) devel­
oped as a result of vocalization of the semi-vowel Ij!, which itself 

5 For readers completely new to the Great Vowel Shift, a very llseful and readable 
short summary is provided by Barber ( 1 996), although this is dated in some respects, and 
should be followed up by more detailed accounts sllch as Lass (I 999a). For an overview 
of controversies sce McMahon (2006), and sce also Smith (2007). The fullest account 
remains Dobson ( 1 968), which also provides a useful guide to tile principal works of the 
contemporary orthoepists. 
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resulted from palatalization of the reflex of Germanic ' Igl (Old English 
II/(/!gen) 

Orthese five, Middle English li:1 was diphthongized early in  the Great Vowel 
Shift (Phase J), giving ultimately modern English mile ImaIl/. Middle Eng-

, 
lish le:1 was also raised early (Phase I) ,  giving modern English meet Imi:t/, 
but its historical relationship with the other sounds is rather more complex. 
In modern standard English (but not in all modern dialects) meet and meat 

are homophones, and so are Inane and main. Ultimately, we therefore have 
two sets of mergers: the reflexes of Middle English le:1 and le:1 have merged 
(as li:/), and so have the reflexes of Middle English la:1 an9 fail (as lel/). 
However, the Great Vowel Shift maintained the contrasts between Middle 
English le:/, Id, and la:/, as we saw in the figure above. The explanation 
for the modern system lies in some rather complex developments in the six­
teenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, which illustrate some general 
issues to do with phonological mergers. 

The M iddle English diphthong lail showed a complicated history in the 
sixteenth century, even if we look only at types of pronunciation current 
in London at the time. In some varieties it monophthongized to le:/, but 
in others it remained a diphthong lai/. In some of those varieties in which 
lail monophthongized to le:/, the reflex of Middle English la:1 had already 
been raised to le:/, and hence these two sounds merged, and main would 
have been homophonous with mane just as it is today. In others the reflex 
of Middle English Id was still Id (and the rellex of M iddle English la:1 was 
perhaps he:/), and main hence showed the same sound as meat (and so main 

was homophonous with mean). We thus have three possible outcomes lor 
Middle English lail words like main in this period: 

(i) lail mOl1ophthongized to Id, and merged with the reflex of Middle 
English la:/, hence main and mane are homophonous 

(ii) lail monophthongized to Id, and merged with the rellex of Middle 
English le:/, hence main and mean are homophonous 

(iii) lail remained a diphthong, hence mail! is not homophonous with 
either mane or mean 

If we turn now to the rel1exes of Middle English le:1 (in meet) and Id (in 
meat), in  some varieties these had merged as li:1 belore the end of the six­
teenth century, thus Shakespeare can rhyme these (Middle English le:!) with 
seas (Middle English h::/). H owever, Shakespeare also rhymes sea with play 
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(Middle English lai/), rel1ecting varieties in which lail was monophthon­
gized and merged with the rel1ex of M iddle English Id. In other varieties we 
also find merger of the rel1exes of M iddle English le:1 and la:/, hence mean 

and mane are homophonous. Even in the eighteenth century we still find 
considerable variation where the rel1ex of Middle English le:1 is concerned: 
Pope has rhymes on the modern pattern with Middle English le:1 words (as 
flealsee, easel these), but also with Middle English la:1 words (as weakltake, 

eat/gate), and with Middle English lail words (as tealobey). 6 ]n a very few 
Middle English Id words (e.g. great, break) the merger with the reflex of 
Middle English/i:1 did not occur in standard English, and instead merger 
with the reflexes of Middle English la:1 and lail is found. 

Mergers are not particularly rare occurrences, and they invariably throw 
up problems for etymologists. In section 1 .2.4 we encountered the proto­
Germanic merger of *a and '0 as 'a,  reconstructed on the basis of the 
comparative evidence of other Inelo-European languages. This means that 
whenever a Germanic word shows *a and does not have secure cognates in 
other Germanic languages, we will have to consider the possibility that an 
Indo-European precursor may have shown *() or 'a, or indeed *i( (ultimately 
representing, as we saw in section 4.4. 1 ,  vocalic realization of a laryngeal 
consonant), although in many cases what we know of the morphophonol­
ogy of Indo-European enables us to narrow down the possibilities. In 
section 7.7 we will look at some other etymologies where mergers create 
considerable uncertainty. 

7.2.4 i-muhltioll 

i-mutation (sometimes also called by the German name i-umlaut) is a 
process in the early history of Old English which caused raising andlor 
frOtHing of vowels when an lil or Ijl lollowed in the next syllable. It occurred 
slightly before the date of our earliest documentary records. 7 It was proba­
bly a vowel-harmony process: the vowel was raised andlor frotHed in antic­
ipation of the following high front sound. Since lil or Ij/ occurred in a great 
many derivative su/TIxes and morphological inllections in Old English this 
sOllnd change had an enormous elTect on its word lorms (as also in many 

6 For all of this data sce Lass ( 1 999a). 
7 On the possibility that some of the very earliest documcnts may still show the change 

in progress sec c,g. Lass ( 1 994) 62-3, although this is controvcrsial. 
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of the other early Germanic languages in which parallel changes occurred). 
Often, the lil or Ij/ which caused the change was subsequently lost (or in 
many other cases lowered to le/). 

Wc will look at this change as it a1rected the high back rounded vowel lu/, 
giving rise to the fronted sound Iy/, which was a new sound in the sound 
system of Old English. The contrast that wc see in modern English between 
singular mouse and plural mice results from exactly this process. Before the 
operation of i-mutation, the contrast would have been singular */mu:s/, 
plural */mu:sil (earlier */mu:sizl). i-mutation gave singular * [mu:s], plural 
" [my:si], with fronting of the vowel, although at this stage the variation 
between [u:] and [y:] was purely allophonie. Loss of the lil from' the plural 
stem form gave singular Imu:s/, plural Imy:s/, which is the stage reflected by 
the recorded Old English forms miis, plural lll);s. 

before i-mutation: singular */mu:s/, plural */mu:sil 
after i-mutation: singular " [mu:s], plural *[my:si] 
after loss of li/: singular Imu:s/, plurai Imy:sl 

At this last stage we have a new phonemic contrast between lu:1 and ly:/, 
which bears the functional load of distinguishing the singular from the 
plural after the final lil has been lost. 

Wc can get from the Old English forms to the modern English ones by a 
few easy steps. The singular form Imu:sl shows diphthongization as a result 
of the Great Vowel Shift, eventually giving modern English Imaus/. So far 
as the plural form is concerned, Old English ly:1 had different reflexes in 
di1ferent dialectal varieties of early Middle English. The onc that is relevant 
to the modern English form of this word is the (originally northern and east­
ern) form li:/, which again showed diphthongization as a result of the Great 
Vowel Shift, hence modern English Imms/. However, in many other cases 
plural contrasts based on variation in the stem vowel have subsequently 
been eliminated: see section 7.4. 1 on book. 

The presence or absence of i-mutation can give useful evidence in dating 
borrowings from Latin in Old English. yntse 'ounce' « a variant of Latin 
uncia) shows i-mutation, whereas tUllece ' tunic' « Latin tunica) does not, 
presumably because i t  was borrowed later, after the change had ceased 
to be operative. However, there arc some counterexamples. In section 5 .6 
we encountered English proud (late Old English pn7d) < Old French. The 
derivative noun, Old English pr)7do (modern English pride), gives every 
appearance of showing i-mutation, but this surely cannot be the case. Not 
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only i s  the word first recorded much later than the period of i-mutation, but 
the etymology ofpri1d also argues very strongly against the possibility that 
the word was borrowed much earlier, since the stem vowel of the Old French 
word reHects a sOllnd change which probably did not take place before the 
ninth century. Probably what we have here is a case of analogy: Old English 
had pairs such as jidl, adjective (modern English jid!) and jjJllu, noun 
(with i-mutation, resulting from a proto-Germanic stem-forming suffix 
*-111-; modern Englishjill); on the analogy of these we find priid, adjective 
and pr)7do, noun. So: 

jitll : fyllu = pnid : prpdo 

7.2.5 A sound change with messy results 

In late Middle English, short lel shows lowering to lal before /rl in final 
position in a word or before another consonant (C), hence err C) > ar{ C) . 

This change is recorded earliest in the north, and spreads only gradually 
to the south. In his classic account of English pronunciation in the early 
modern period, Dobson, before presenting his own much more detailed and 
nuanced analysis, reHects on earlier attempts to explain the observed data as 
the result of the operation of a classic neogrammarian exceptionless sound 
change within a single dialect: 

Though this classical doctrine [that 'we arc to regard all  sound-changes as being 
without exccptions'] may be true of an  individual dialect (provided it is rigidly enough 
defined), it is dcmonstrably untrue of modcrn St[andard] E[nglish], which is not a pure 
dialect but a mixed language and in consequence shows great variety of pronunciation 
in words which are clearly of the same class. It would be a fair guess in the present 
instance that the lowering was not at all typical of educated London English but was 
regular in more vulgar speech, and that the lowered forms made their way into edu­
cated speech gradually and inconsistently from this dialect which had regular lowering. 
The lowered pronunciation is less freely accepted in words of Latin origin, obviously 
owing to the int1ucnce of Latin orthography and probably also pronunciation. 

(Dobson ( 1 968) 11 §64) 

We thus appear to have a situation where both regional and social variation 
may be at play in determining whether or not we find this sound change in  
a particular word in a particular speaker's idiolect. We may decide to  leave 
our analysis at this point, but it is possible to look in more detail at other 
determining factors which may be at play in particular instances. Onc factor 
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is noted by nearly all writers on this subject: very often comparison with the 
Latin or French etymons of borrowed words led to either restoration 'of lel 
or the selection of variants without the lowering, as summarized for exam­
ple by Lass ( 1 999a: 1 09): 'The general tendency is to keep reflexes of lal in 
Germanic words (heart, star) and to reintroduce lel in loans (mercy, serve). 

Early sources show variation. '  In a few cases, e.g. clerk, the pronunciation 
(at least in British English) reflects the lowering, but the spelling does not. 
Samucls ( 1 972) attempts a much more elaborate analysis of the exceptions 
to this lowering, which is worth close examination as an example both of 
the role of etymology in this kind of work, and of the limits to what can 
be established even when we have a good deal of available historical data. 
Samuels categorizes the exceptions as follows: 

(i) learned channels of transmission: the bulk of the examples with French and 
Latin counterparts, c.g. universal, certain, service, concerll . . .  ; 

(ii) avoidance of homonymy: pert (cC part), yeai'll (cC yam), herd, heard (cf. hard); 
possibly earth (cC hearth), perch (cC parch); 

(iii) avoidance of polyscmy: person (er. parson), vermin (er. varmint); 
(iv) phonaesthetic influcncc: Sll'erve (cr. swirl); 
(v) derivation: dearth (er. dear); 

(vi) prevalence of long variants in the spokcn chain, especially when initial andlor 
preceding n or I :  earl, carly, ea/'/1, earnest, earth (cC (ii) above), leam, .I'tel'll,j'el'll, 
yeam (er. (ii) above), kel'llel. 

(Samuels ( 1 972) 1 43)  

Samuels's category (i) is thus one with which nearly all scholars would agree. 
A very interesting case is presented by merchant. This word was borrowed 
into English in the early Middle English period from French, in which i t  
shows forms of the types merchant, merchand and also marclwnt, marclumd, 

in  the latter case showing the parallel tendency to lowering of -er- > -{Ir­
found in French (see Pope ( 1934) 1 87-8; Short (2007) 5 1 ). The French word 
is ultimately from classical Latin merciir/ 'to buy, trade', via an unattested 
derivative formation. Its etymology can be presented as follows: 

(Anglo-)French merchant, marchant < the present participial stem *lI1crcatallt- 0(' an 
unattested post-classical Latin (frcquentative) derivative */Ilercatarc < classical Latin 
lI1erctiri 'to buy, trade' < lI1erc-, lI1erx 'commodity' 

The -ar- forms predominate in French and give rise to the modern French 
form l11arc/umd. In English, pronunciations with lal also predominate in our 
main sources of evidence for the early modern period (see Dobson ( 1 968) 
II §66). However, the spelling history tells a rather different story: spellings 
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with -er- become increasingly common during the sixteenth century and 
predominate in the seventeenth century (this story can now be traced in 
detail using the resources of Early English Books Onlille). At the end of 
the early modern period the pronunciation eventually follows suit (compare 
section 7.4.7 on spelling pronunciations). The spread of the -er- spellings 
seems to be due to learned association with Latin rnerciirfand its derivative 
merultiir, even though these stand at some remove from either the English 
or the French word. In turn, the authority of the written form apparently 
led to a change also in the pronunciation of the word. 

Samuels's categories (ii)-(iv) all involve functional pressures of one sort 
or another, and our approach to them will depend to some extent on how 
prepared we are to accept functionalist arguments. 

We have already encountered category (ii) in section 3 .8 ,  where we saw 
that the elTects of this sort of 'dangerous homonymy' are sporadic, unpre­
dictable, and controversial, and certainly not all scholars would accept 
that the examples listed here are other than coincidental. As we sec from 
Samuels's inclusion of earth and yea/'ll also in category (vi), the interplay 
of more than one I�lctor in a given example is not excluded in this sort of 
analysis. 

As regards Samuels's category (iii), person and parSO/l both show bor­
rowings (partly via French) of Latin persiillt/, which in the classical period 
showed Cl variety of senses including 'mask used by a player, dramatic 
role, part played by a person in life, character, role, position, individual 
personality, human being in general, grammatical person'. Among the sense 
developments shown by the Latin word in the medieval period was 'ecclesi­
astical dignitary, curate', recorded earliest in the eleventh century. In French 
we find broadly the same range of senses, as also in M iddle English. In 
Anglo-French we find forms with par- (e.g. parSOIl, parsone, parsollne) as 
well as with per-, probably again rel1ecting the parallel tendency to lowering 
of -er- > -ar- found in French. In Middle English we finc� similar variation 
in form, probably partly reflecting the variation found in Anglo-French, 
and partly showing the lowering of -er- > -ar- in English. (In all medieval 
documents, whether in Latin, French, or English, there is an added com­
plication, because in the heavily abbreviated writing used in many medieval 
manuscripts the abbreviations used for per- and par- were identical, hence 
the choice of per- or par- in modern edited texts will often rel1ect choices 
made by modern editors.) The general retention in French of the forms with 
per- in this word (French persolllle) probably results from the inl1uence of 
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Latin persolla (as wc saw in the case of English lIIercliant, but not of French . 
marc//(/lId). In early modern English wc find a more complex developll1ent, 
with increasing specialization of forms, parson becoming usual in the eccle­
siastical sense, normally 'holder of a parochial benefice' ,  and person b.ccom­
ing usual in all other senses. After the end of the seventeenth century, at least 
in the standard language, the separation of two heteronyms with distinct 
forms and meanings is complete, although contemporary evidence suggests 
that the systematic distinction in the written form probably preceded that 
in the spoken form (sce Dobson ( 1 968) 11 §66). A similar process led to the 
dilferentiation of arrant in the pejorated sense 'notorious, downright' from 
errant ' travelling' (sce also section 8 .6.3). These splits are simililr to those 
examined in chapter 3, and clearly show the differentiation of variants in 
distinct senses. The question here is whether, as suggested by Samuels, this 
was motivated by 'avoidance of polyscmy', or whether (as I have assumed 
implicitly in chapter 3) the process could have been largely accidental, rather 
than the result of functional pressures. 

The particular example of ph on aesthetic influence o ffered by Samuels for 
category (iv) does not seem strong. The vowels in swerve and swirl may 
have become homophonous in some varieties of English in the course of 
the sixteenth century, but the semantic connection does not seem especially 
close, in comparison with for instance sweep (or the related slvope) with 
different stem vowel. Additionally, the historical record indicates that slvirl 

is only found in Scots until the eighteenth century. 
Category (v) apparcntly shows the operation of analogy and iconicity, 

in maintaining or restoring the transparent relationship between the root 
word and derivative. However, it should be noted that in all varieties dear 

would have had a long vowel, and in many varieties this would not have been 
identical in quality to the short vowel in dearth. Interestingly, in the case of 
darling, another derivative of dear, the form with lowering did become the 
usual one in standard English, although dereiillg, dearlil/g are still found 
sporadically until the eighteenth century. 

The words listed in category (vi) all showed variants with either a long 
or a short vowel in Middle English and early modern English, as a result 
of the variable operation of various other sound changes in Old English 
and early M iddle English. It is possible that the frequent occurrence of the 
forms with long vowels created an associative pressure in favour of variants 
with unlowered short vowel rather than the forms with lowered short vowel, 
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although, as in the case of dear and dearth, this would generally have been 
a matter of greater phonetic similarity rather than exact identity. 

I have olTered this detailed example because of what i t  shows about the 
importance of close etymological examination of particular examples in 
cases where the results of a sound change appear irregular or inconsistent. 
It also brings to light how our theoretical assumptions, 101' instance about 
'harmful homophony' or 'avoidance of poly se my', will have a major impact 
on our analysis of the data. Differences of opinion on such topics, and hence 
differences of approach, are inevitable and perfectly healthy in any disci­
pline, so long as we are clear about which areas of research are controversial 
and what the arguments are for and against each type of approach. 

7.3 Slloradic sound changes 

Wc will look at some dilIkult and controversial issues concerning the regu­
larity of sound changes in section 7.6. However, some sound changes occur 
as isolated events, alTccting only a single lexical item at any one time, and 
typically only ever alfecting a small proportion of the eligible word forms 
in a piecemeal manner over a very extended time period. These changes 
are usually known as sporadic sound changes (as opposed to regular sound 
changes, the regularity or otherwise of which we will return to later). 

Precisely the same change in word form can occur as a regular sound 
change at onc period in the history of onc language, but in another language 
or in another period it can be sporadic (sce for example below on assimila­
tion and dissimilation). Additionally, most linguists would accept that there 
is no absolute division between sporadic sound changes and regular sound 
changes: the dilference is one of degree (numbers of items affected, length of 
the period over whieh this occurs, etc.). Not all scholars accept that sporadic 
sound changes should be recognized as a distinct category (see 101' instance 
I-Ioenigswald ( 1 978) . HO'il'ever, some types of change are very li'equently 
sporadic in their incidence in the historical record. A particularly good 
example of this is metathesis, where a particular sound changes its position 
in the sequence of sounds in a word. Instances of metathesis involving a 
liquid consonant arc very common: 

• English pal/em originated as a metathesized variant of patroll (the two 
words subsequently becoming distinguished in sense) 
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• Dutch regional pertig 'cunning, quick, lively' originated as a variant 
of prettig 'pleasant, nice, .agreeable, comfortable' (formed similarly to 
English prelty) 

• Neldare, Neldere occur as variants of the medieval English surname 
Needier « needier 'person who niakes needles') 

• Older Scots pedral oceurs as a variant of pedlar 

With non-liquids we can consider lor example: 

• French l110llstique 'mosquito' beside the earlier forms mousqllitte, 

mousquile « Spanish IIwsqllilo, as is also English mosquilo)� although 
in this instance there may also have been semantic association with 
tique 'tick' (probably < English lick) 

• Old English max (where x represents Iks/) is 11 variant of ml/SC 'mash'. 
This type of metathesis is relatively common in Old English, further 
examples being fixa.l', variant offiseas, plural offl.l'e 'fish', or lixian, 

variant of cI.I'ciall 'to ask' . It provides valuable evidence 101' the distri­
bution of the sound change of Iskl to If I (see Campbell ( 1 959) §440, 
Hogg ( l 992b) 7.96). However, it is still not a regular sound change, 
applying to all instances of Iskl in all words. 

I n  all of these instances the metathesized forms originated as variants, 
coexisting for a while with the original word form, even though some 
(such as French /Hollstique) have eventually come to be the usual form of 
the word, and others (such as pattern or Dutch pertig) have come to be 
distinguished in  meaning. ask provides a particularly interesting example: 
in southern Middle English the usual rellexes of Old English clsciCIII were 
either axell « the form clxicm with metathesis) or ashen ( < (Iscian, with the 
change Iskl > IJI), before the spread of the modern type asken (the northern 
development of liscia/l, with failure of the change Iskl > If I) from the north. 

Metathesis is often cited as an example of a sound change which has to 
be phonetically abrupt, not gradual, since it would be hard to imagine any 
intermediate step between for instance II/ousqllile and mOllstique. However, 
its spread can be gradual, as a metathesized variant gains in currel1l:y or 
shows increasing semantic specialization. 

Assimilation is a change by which two consonants become more sim­
ilar or identical in articulation, while dissimilation is a change by which 
two consonants become less similar in articulation. We have encountered 
examples of assimilation already: Old English el1711eS 'equality' < e.files 
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(see section 4. 1 . 1 .), or across word boundaries in Ihaftu:1 have to (see sec­
tion 2. 1 . 1 .3). Dissimilation is shown by for instance marble < earlier marbre 

« French marbre), or by purple < earlier plll1Jure. 

Assimilation is, typologically, much more frequent than dissimilation, 
and shows the benefit of ease of articulation for speakers. Conversely, dis­
similation may produce lorms which are more easily apprehended by the 
hearer. Both processes are normally sporadic in the recorded history of 
English, but certain assimilatory and dissimilatory processes are perfectly 
regular in some other languages. For instance, Grassmann's Law is the 
name usually &iven to the regular dissimilation in the first of a series of 
two aspirated stops which happened (independently) in both Sanskrit and 
Greek, hence ancient Greek lilhemi from earlier * Ihithelni. 8 

The term assimilation is also sometimes used for a quite dillerent type of 
associative change in word lorm, which we will look at in section 7.4.4. 

7.4 Associative change in word form 

Sound change, of both the regular and the sporadic type, frequently 
obscures or erases previously transparent meaning relationships between 
words. However, various processes work in the opposite direction, creating 
fresh associations between words either on a semantic basis or within mor­
phological paradigms, and thus increasing the degree of iconicity within 
the linguistic system. Sometimes these processes 'repair' relationships which 
have been obscured by sound change, although more frequently they estab­
lish new relationships which may in fact run counter to the historical rela­
tionships between words. Like sporadic sound changes, their operation is 
generally sporadic or piecemeal, although over the course of time all items 
in a particular class may be affected, and hence the ultimate result may be a 
new set of regular relationships among a group of words: They diller from 
all sound changes in that the processes involved are not phonetic but (in the 
broadest sense) grammatical, involving substitution, alteration, or creation 
on the basis of perceived parallels elsewhere in the linguistic system. 

Some people group all such changes together under the very broad 
heading of analogy, but others reserve the name analogy for just a subset 
of such changes (especially proportional analogy), and distinguish other 

H Compare Forlson (2004) 1 88, 227; Collinge ( 1 985) 47-6 1 .  

J .. �.,,�· . . . . l' � ' ¥  " 
,< . " 



1 98 CHANGE IN  WORD FORM 

types of changes under the names levelling, contamination (or assimilation), 
and folk etymology. In this book I will use the term associative change in 
word lorm as a general term for all of these processes, including also folk 
etymology. However, i t  is not  my intention to present a detailed typology 
of the difl'erent types of associative change in word form, but j ust some 
illustrations oftypieal types of change. The analysis and identification of the 
mechanisms of associative change in word form is a complex and frequently 
controversial area, but these issues do not generally impinge very much 
on the separate question of establishing whether some sort of associative 
change in word form has occurred in a particular word history. Since this 
latter question is of much more central concern in practical etymological 
research, it will be my main locus in what follows. 9 

7.4.1 Proportional analogy 

So far in this book I have presented various examples of analogical change 
in the form of proportions. lo Thus in section 4.2 wc saw that coolth is 
formed as an abstract noun corresponding to cool on the model of the 
relationship between war/ll and war111th: 

warnl : lvarmlh = cool : coo/th 

Similarly in section 4. 1 . 3  we saw that proportional analogy provides one 
possible explanation for the formation of palaeogeographical as the adjec­
tive corresponding to pa/aeogeography: 

geography : geographical = pa/aeogeography : pa/aeogeographieal 

Some changes in inflectional patterns can also usefully be presented as 
proportional analogies. strive is a borrowing from French, and is therefore 
expected to be a weak verb, with past tense strived (which is in fact found in 
early use). Its strong past tense and past participle arc probably by analogy 
with those of drive: 

drive : drove = strive : strove 

drive : driven = strive : strivell 

9 For an overview of dilTerent approaches to analogy and other types of associative 
change in word form see for example Anttila ( 1 989), Anttila (2003), Hock (2003), 
Kiparsky (2005). 

10 On the history of analogical proportions in linguistics see Morpurgo Davies ( 1 978). 
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When a word's morphology is remodelled after a more common or domi­
nant pattern, as for instance when originally strong verbs in  English change 
to the weak inflection, we need to modify the proportional model, since 
there is less l ikely to be a single word acting as the model, but rather a large 
group. Wc can present the process as follows: 

X :  Xed = bake : baked (originally past singular bok, past plural bakell) 

A similar situation applies in noun morphology when the plural morphol­

ogy of a word is changed on the model of a more common or dominant 

pattern. book originally showed a mutation plural, just like mice beside 

mouse. The i-mutation of 10:1 was le:/, and hence we find singular boc, 

plural bee (in this instance the final consonant was also affected by the 

original -i of the stem, hence the spoken forms were Ibo:kl and Ibe:tJl). 

In Middle English we Ilnd analogical alteration 'lftcr the much more fre­

quent type with unchanged stem and an inflection -esl-s in the plural, 

hence: 

X : XS = book : books 

It is important to note that in such cases of analogical change in a word's 
morphology the change takes the lorm of replacement of an earlier form. 
The plural lorm books is not the formal reflex of earlier .bec, i t  is a com­
pletely new plural form which replaces the earlier one. Analogy has thus 
eliminated some irregularity in the system by removing a plural formed on 
a pattern which was of dwindling frequency, and replacing i t  with one that 
conforms to the majority pattern. However, in doing so it has destroyed 
historical continuity: the olel plural bec has simply been lost. 1 1  This is true 
of analogical change, but not of analogical creation, as shown by coo/Ill and 
(perhaps) pa/aeogeographical above. 1 2  

1 1  I t  has long been held that book is ultimately cognate with the tree name beech, 
which may show a formation from the same base with a stem-forming sufi1x causing 
i-mutation (the connection being explained by the assumption that early runic inscrip­
tions were made on beech tablets). However, this etymology has in recent decades been 
challenged by some, and in turn defended by others. For a summary of the controversy 
see Pierce (2006). 

12 On this distinction sec Hoenigswald ( 1 960) §4.6.4, Hoenigswalcl ( 1 978). 
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7.4.2 Levelling 

Associative remodelling of forms within a paradigm (rather than on the 
basis of comparison with the paradigms shown by other words) is generally 
referred to as levelling. We encountered examples in section 3 . 1 ,  where the 
variation in vowel quantity in the paradigm of heaven, with lengthening in 
the

. 
d i

.
syllabic uninllected form hevell but absence of lengthening in trisyl­

lablc l ll11ected forms such as genitive hevel1es, was undone by levelling of 
the form with short vowel to all parts of the paradigm. In the case of stall 
the alternation between uninl1ected stq( and inl1ected staves led to levelling 
in both directions, with subsequent semantic differentiation between stalJ; 
plural slqlJ.i·, and slave, plural staves. Differentiation of this sort i� possible 
because of the crucial intermediate period in  which both the levelled and 
the non-levelled torms occur. Like many other types of linguistic change, 
changes or this sort generally follow the pattern :  

where 'N. i s  one language state, ' B '  i s  another state ultimately resulting from 
the change, and 'A � B' is an intermediate state in  which variation occurs. 13 
Thus the singular of heaven has shown this trajectory: 

heven > heven � he veil > heaven (with short vowel, although the spelling 
re!1ects the variant with long vowel) 

rn the case of slajl and slave, semantic differentiation has occurred at the 
point at which the variation 'A � B' was present in both the uninl1ected and 
the inl1ected forms, i.e. when levelling was proceeding for some speakers in 
the one direction, and tor others in the opposite direction. 

(In modern Received Pronunciation stair shows a long vowel as a result 
of a relatively recent sound change. Because it occurred much later than the 
Great Vowel Shift, the sound is unshifted, hence the vowel in stalf remains 
distinct from the diphthong in stave even for RP speakers.) 

. .  

7.4.3 RClI/Jalysis followed by analogous formations 

Analogy frequently builds on the results of prior reanalysis. We saw in 
section 4. 1 . 1  that this is frequently the mechanism at work in the formation 
of new anixes: -l1ess arises from reanalysis of earlier formations in which 

I J  On the general implications of this pattern of variation in change see especially 
Lass (2007) §8.3. 1 .  
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-11- is historically part of the stem (e.g. ejl1es, related to e./il) , fol lowed by 
analogous use of -lIess as a suffix on other stems (e.g. wodnes from wod). 

Similarly in section 1 .3 .2 we saw that handy probably arose as a result 
of prior reanalysis of handiwork (historically from halld and geJlleorc) as 
showing halld, -y, and work. In such cases it is normally only through the 
subsequent emergence of analogous formations that we can be sure that 
reanalysis has taken place. 

7.4.4 Contamination or formal assimilation 

Semantic association between two words can lead to the change in word 
form known as contamination. (This is sometimes also called formal assim­
ilation or just assimilation, but should be distinguished carefully fr0111 the 
phonological assimilation discussed in section 7.3 .)  

1110.l"t shows the regular development of Old English miisl, corresponding 
to Old Frisian masl, Middle Dutch meest, Old High German Ineist, etc. 
However, in Old English this [orm is recorded only in the poorly attested 
Northumbrian dialect, and the form found in the much better-attested West 
Saxon dialect is l11iesl. The vowel in this form cannot easily be explained on 
phonological grounds, and is probably due to association with the semanti­
cally related word liesl 'least'. 

French rel11parl 'rampart' is a derivative of relllparer 'to fortify', but it 
shows flual -I as a result of association with bOlllevart, variant of boulevard. 

This was originally the name of a type of defensive fortification, and was 
probably borrowed from M iddle Dutch bohverc, which is related to English 
bulwark; in French the ending was altered as a result of association with 
words ending in the sumx -ard. The flnal consonant of remparl is silent in 
French, but not in the English borrowing /"{Imparl which shows flnal /tl as a 
result o[ a spelling pronunciation. 

Viewed historically, ooze 'wet mud or slimc' and ooze 'juice or sap from a 
plant' are two quite separate words: in Old English the first is wc/se and the 
second is w6.1', and the regular development of each word in modern English 
would give oaze (or woaze) and ooze (or lI'ooze) respectively. The unexpected 
development of the first word to ooze may simply show raising influence of 
the initial w- (which was subsequently assimilated), but i t  may equally be 
due to semantic association with ooze 'juice or sap from a plant'. 14 

14 Sce further Durkin (2006a) 63-5. 
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Mutual formal inlluence is probably shown by the words citizen and 
denizeJl . citizen is a borrowing from Anglo-French, in  which it is ultimatCIy a 
derivative of cite 'city'. The earliest forms in Old French are citeain, citeiain 
(from which the modern French form citoyen is ultimately develoried); in 
Anglo-French forms of the type citezeill, citizeill are found, with -z- proba­
bly as a result of association with dellzein 'denizen'. Conversely, the variant 
dellizeill of dellzeill (a derivative formation from deillz, modern French dalls 
'within') is probably the result of association with citizeiJl. 

Contamination across a large series of words can sometimes provide a 
plausible explanation for the relationships found among groups of words 
with expressive meanings, sueh as the group piddle, paddle, pinle, tiddle, 

widdle, etc. eneountered in section 4.5 .3 .  
Sometimes we find suggested cases of contamination with no evident 

semantic motivation. The plant name /IIillt is a borrowing ultimately fi·om 
Latin mellta. Cognates (or perhaps just parallcl instances of borrowing) 
are shown by Middle Dutch millte, Old Saxon millta, and , with a sound 
change known as the High German Consonant Shift, Old High German 
millza (modern German Millze). However, there arc also forms in Dutch 
and German with an unexpected stem vowel: Middle Dutch munte, l1luyllte, 

l11uellte (Dutch /IIunt), Old High German mUllza (German regional A1iillze). 

These forms arc very difficult to explain. The explanation usually offered 
is that they show some sort of formal association with the word for 'coin' 
borrowed ultimately from classical Latin mOlleta which h as the forms M id­
dle Dutch munte, I/luynte, mOllte, moellte (Dutch nil/lit), Old High Ger­
man muniz (masculine), lIIullizza, IIllllliza (feminine; Middle High German 
miillze, German kfiillze) . This has the virtue of explaining the forms, but has 
no obvious semantic motivation. (In both cases the modern English cognate 
has the identical word form millt, but this is for the dilTerent reason that 
phonological merger has led to Old English lIlillte the plant name and mYllet 

'coin', 'place where money is coined', having identical rellexes in modern 
English.) 

7.4.5 li'olk etymology 

Where the remodelling of a word involves the replacement of one or more 
of its syllables by another word with whieh it is associated semantically this 
is normally referred to not as contamination but as folk etymology. 
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sparroll'grass shows a folk-etymological alteration of the word asparagus. 

]\I10re accurately, it shows an alteration of sparagus, a variant of aspara­

gus which shows aphesis or loss of an unstressed initial vowel. In this 
case, a loanword (ultimately from Greek) which was monomorphemic, 
unanalysable, and had no obvious link with any other word in English, 
has been remodelled as a compound of two familiar English words. It 
even makes a sort of semantic sense: asparagus stalks have at least formal 
resemblance to grass (in being upright, green, and growing in fields), and it 
might just about be imagined that sparrows might perch on asparagus stalks 
or cat them. This sort of very approximate semantic plausibility is often 
found in folk-etymological alterations which gain a wide currency. However, 
in the seventeenth century when the rorm sparrowgrass is first recorded 
we also find a form sparagrass, in which the ending has been remodelled 
after grass but where the first two syllables of sparaglls remain unchanged. 
(Although it should be noted that while * spa/"{/ is not among the recorded 
rorms of the word sparrow it is phonologically plausible as a seventeenth­
century spelling of that word. Compare e.g. pillel for pillow in the same 
period. It is possible that spara- in sparagus or sparagrass was identified 
with a homophone • spara, variant of sparrow with reduced second syllable, 
leading to substitution of the form sparrow. 1 5)  Compare also oke-corn and 
acorn in section 2.4, where it  is the form with only partial remodelling which 
is current in modern English. 

In some eases of folk etymology partial remodelling is the most that is 
ever found. In section 2.6 we eneountered llaseberry, borrowed rrom either 
Spanish nespera or Portuguese lIespera, but with t.he ending remodelled 
as a result of association with words ending in -ben), such as blackberry, 

blueberry, etc. The last two syllables or the word are thus remodelled in a 
way that makes very good sense semantically (a naseberry or sapodilla is a 
type of fruit which grows on a tree), but the first part of the word remains an 
unanalysable unique morph (or cranberry morph). Similarly, parsnip shows 
a borrowing from either Latin pastillaca or its rel1ex French pasnaie, but by 
the time of ollr earliest examples of the word in Middle English the ending 
has been remodelled as a result of association with neep 'turnip', and so we 
Hnd the rorms paslleep, pasllepe, etc, and subsequently pasnip,  parsnip with 
shortening of the vowel in the last syllable (as also in turnip). (However, the 
change in the first syllable from pasnip to parsnip is unexplained.) 

1 5 For disclIssion of this etymology along similar lincs comparc Knappc (2004a) 1 25-6. 
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As we saw in the case of .1]Hl1Towgrass and sparagrass, some instances of 
folk-etymological alteration show interesting variation before a canonic�ll 
form becomes established. mangrove 'any of various trees and shrubs which 
form dense thickets in muddy coastal swamps, tidal estuaries, etc., in tt:Qpi­
cal and subtropical regions' is probably a borrowing from Spanish mangue 

or mallgle, which is in turn probably borrowed from a Cariban or Arawakan 
language. mangle is in fact found in English as a borrowing of the Spanish 
word from the beginning of the seventeenth century. H owever, much more 
common is the form mangrove, alongside which the forms m{lngrowe and 
lIIangravc are also found. Of these, mangrove apparently shows substitu­
tion or English grove 'small wood' for the ending of the Spanish word, 
while mangroll'e apparently shows the verb grow. This associatioil is made 
punningly in the earliest example of the word in English, in  S. 10urdan, 
Plaille Description (!/ the Barmudas ( 1 6 1 3) sig. F2v: 'Amongst all the rest 
there growes a kinde of tree called Mangrowes, they grow very strangely, & 
would make a man wonder to see the manner of their growing: The form 
mangrave is less readily explained, unless it  simply resuits lrom confusion of 
the form mangrove, or shows semantically unmotivated substitution of the 
word grave. 

It is important to note that there is nothing intrinsically 'folksy' about the 
results of folk etymology: parsnip is the usual modern English name for this 
vegetable, mangrove is the usual name for this type of tree, and even .Ipar­

rowgrass was the usual term for asparagus during the eighteenth century 
(although a.lparagus continued in use among botanists). Alternative names 
have been suggested, such as 'associative etymology' by Ullmann ( 1 962: 

10 I ) .  I would suggest that a drawback of this would be that the same name 
could equally apply to most of the changes described in sections 7.4. 1-4. 

Arguably etymology is not really involved in the process at all :  speakers are, 
unconsciously, altering word forms in order to create iconic connections 
with other words, rather than in an eJTort to explain their origins. H owever, 
'folk etymology' is the lIsual term, and in spite of the misnomer this seems 
unlikely to change. 1 6  

1 6 Further interesting cases or folk etymology arc shown by cl"{t;:jl:vh, penthouse, pllr­

blind, pllr/iell, sandblind, shI1I11I!Ji/{:ed, and perhaps IIlllshroOIll. A fine discussion of the 
phenomenon is given by Ullmann ( 1 962: 1 0 1 -5). For a very useful recent overview see 
Knappe (2004b). 
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Folk etymology is sometimes described as showing anti-Iexicalization, 
since it runs counter to the tendency towards greater opacity shown by 
lexicalization, although of course it is not a reversal of lexicalization, since 
although it increases transparency it does not restore the transparent rela­
tionships which existed before a process of lexicalization took place. 1 7  

The term 'folk etymology' is not  normally used to describe changes which 
involve substitution in a phrase or compound of one word for another 
which has otherwise become rare or obsolete, although the processes are 
in fact similar, especially where the word substituted does not provide an 
exact semantic . match. For instance, in Old Icelandic ragllu rQk, literally 
'destiny of the gods', was remodelled as ragl/a rokkr, literally ' twilight of the 
gods', with substitution of rokkr 'twilight' for the rarer word rQk 'destiny'. 
If we choose not to call this folk etymology, it  is certainly a very closely 
related process of alteration resulting from reanalysis. (See section 7 .7.4 

for detailed analysis of a dilTIcult example.) The term is also not normally 
used to refer to deliberate playful alterations of words, such as micll"/zipmite 

for midshipmate or lI1onkeyrony for macaroni (in the sense 'dandy or fop'), 
although there is clearly some overlap, and it is not always clear whether a 
particular alteration has arisen out of playfulness or as a response to the 
unfamiliarity of a particular word form. Such playful or punning alteration 
in word form is sometimes referred to as paronomasia. Similar to this, but 
usually less ambiguous to identify, is the euphemistic remodelling of oaths, 
exclamations, etc., e.g. damn it > dash it (with which compare arbitrary 
alteration of word forms for similar reasons, e.g. hell > heck, etc.). Taboo 
can lead to remodelling of this sort, as well as to complete replacement of 
certain lexical items. I S  

7.4.5 . 1  Popular explallatiolls (!lword histories The term 'folk etymology' is 
also sometimes used much more loosely, especially in non-technical usage, 
to denote any popular explanations of word histories. SUC!l popular theories 
about word histories abound, for instance the (groundless and completely 
unsubstantiated) idea that posh originates in an acronym ' p .o.s.h . suppos­
edly standing for 'port Ollt starboard home. The story given in support of 
this is that when people travelled by ship from Britain to India and back 
again in colonial times a port cabin on the outward journey and a starboard 

1 7 On anti-Icxiealization sce Brinton and Traugott (2005) 1 02-3. 
1 8 On this topie compare e.g. Burridge (2006), Merlan (2006). 
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cabin on the return journey would give a traveller the best protection from 
the bright midday sun, and hence tickets providing such aecommodation 
were stamped * p.o.s.h . Many other popular stories about the origins of 
words similarly assume that words are acronyms, although in this particular 
instance there is at least a plausible-sounding scenario. In fact, if  conclusive 
evidence were ever to be found for the use of the expression ·port out 

starboard home in this context (especially if earlier than the first recorded 
use of posh in c 1 9 1 5) ,  and especially i f  documentary evidence were to be 
published proving the existence of tickets with * p .o.s ./l . stamped on them, 
then this story might need to bc taken rather more seriously. As it stands, i t  
is simply something of a popular myth; unsubstantiated by any evidence. It 
i s  a ' folk etymology' in the sense that i t  is an explanation of an etymology 
which is in circulation among 'the folk' but which is taken seriously by very 
few experts, but it has nothing in common with the associativc changes 
in word form exemplified in section 7.2.5. However, if this story had an 
i mpact on the usage of the word posh, lor instance if people began to spell it 
p.o .s .h . ,  or began to use the word to designate lor example seating shaded 
fi'om the sun, then this piece of popular etymologizing might indeed have 
led to folk-etymological influence, albeit of a rather artificial kind. 19 

7.4.6 Changes affecting only the written form of a word 

As already noted in the case of French rel1lpart, associative changes in 
word form sometimes affect only the spelling form. delight is a bor­
rowing from Old French delit, and until the sixteenth century its usual 
spellings are delit or defite, but in the sixteenth century a new spelling 
delight is found, by analogy with the spelling of rhyming words such as 
light,  flight, bright, etc. (in which the <gh> spelling historically repre­
sents a fricative which had been lost, with compensatory lengthening of 
the vowel, before this date, hence Ilixtl > Ili :tI, eventually > !lmt/ ). By 
the end of the sixteenth century, this spelling had completely ousted the 

1 '1 There arc groundless stories in circulation about the origins of many other words 
and phrases, particularly slang and colloquial expressions, such as codl'lllallop or the 
flll/ //lOllty. For an entertaining and useful survey of such material see Quinion (2005), 
although it should be noted that this considers examples of popular explanations of word 
histories side by side with genuine examples of associative change in word form. On pos/z 
see also Chowdharay-l3cst ( 1 97 1 ). 
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spellings without <gh>.  We could present this development as a ease 
of proportional analogy (although with flight, bright,  etc. substitutable 
for light): 

11,11(1 : light = Ichlmtl : delight 

7.4.7 Spelling pronunciation 

Such changes in spelling may ultimately also affect the pronunciation of 
words, as a result of spelling pronunciations, as already seen above in the 
cases of mercha/lt (section 7.2.5) and rampart (section 7.4.4). To take a 
slightly more complex example,fintlt originally had the formfhllt « French 
FlUte), but -1- was introduced in the spelling as a result of (learned) associ­
ation with its ultimate etymon Latin fallere 'to fail ' ;  subsequently, III was 
introduced into the pronunciation as well. The same process a/rects some 
words with no -1- in thcir etymon: moult originally had the form l11ollt, and 
is ultimately from Latin m17tiire 'to change'. By analogy with the change 
in spelling shown by falllt, -1- was introduced in the spelling of this word 
also, and subsequently III was also introduced into the pronunciation, as a 
spelling pronunciation. 

7.5 Metanalysis 

Metanalvsis is the redistribution of material across word or morpheme 

boundar
-
ies. It thus alfects the form of words, but is neither a sound change 

nor an instance of associative change in word form. In the history of English 

examples of met analysis are frequently found involving the indefinite article 

a, all. Both adder and apron show the result of the reanalysis of earlier forms 

/welder and naproll in the combinations a nadder, a napron, while other 

words have gained an initial 1nl from the article, such as newt (earlier ewt; 

compare eft which remains in some modern dialects): 

a /welder > an adder (hence also the adder, etc.) 
all ewt > a newt (hence also the nelvt, etc.) 

The same process is sometimes found with the possessive adjectives mylmine 

and thylthine (as for instance my /llmcle < mine IIllcle). Widespread l iteracy 
and an orthographic standard present a block to this sort of reanalysis 
across word boundaries, but it is frequent in periods with less widespread 
l iteracy and more varied spelling systems. Similar examples are found in 
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medieval French involving the definite article le, la before a word beginning 
with a vowel. A complex history . involving metanalysis, associative chang� 
in wore! form, ane! metathesis is presented by French omelette (> English 
omelette): 

Middle French (la) lelllclle, (la) larl/eUe, l iterally 'blade, thin plate' (the 
application to an omelette shows a metaphorical sense development) 
> (with metanalysis) 

(l') alllll1elle, alllmele, alemele 

> (with suffix substitution) 
alllmecte, probably also -alemette 

> (with metathesis) 
amelette 

> (with initial /0/ probably as a result of semantic association with 
words derived from Latin ovum 'egg') 

omelette 

7.6 How regular are regular sound changes? 

In section 7. 1 .2 I drew attention to the importance of Verner's Law in 
explaining apparent exceptions to sound changes, and in the establishment 
of the 'regularity principle'. This fundamental tenet of neogrammarian 
work on historical linguistics has been much misunderstood. Essentially, 
none of the processes that we have encountered so far in this chapter would 
have been completely alien to the thinking of the Neogrammarians in  
the late nineteenth century. The Neogrammarians recognized the existence 
of sporadic sound changes alongside regular sound changes. They also 
recognized that a sound change which was regular in one dialect might be 
sporadic in another dialect, or might not occur at all. They saw that dialect­
mixing in such a situation would lead to the appearance of irregularity (as 
we saw in our examination of the Great Vowel Shift and some subsequent 
developments in section 7.2.3). They observed the importance of analogy 
and other associative changes in word form in altering the output from 
sound changes. The 'regularity principle' takes account of a l l  these factors. 
It assumes that, if none of these factors can be seen to apply, we should 
not permit reconstructions invoking exceptions to sound changes which 
otherwise apply in all instances of the qualifying environment. 
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Since the late nineteenth century, there have been two major develop­
ments which to some extent challenge the neogrammarian view of regular 
sound change. 

One arose from some of the earliest work on dialect geography from the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Studies showed that sound 
changes may sometimes be observed spreading out fi'om one or more focal 
points, and that this spread may affect some words earlier than it does 
others. This observation led to the famous slogan c/wljlle mot a SOli histoire 

'each word has its own history'. 20 This may at fIrst glance seem something to 
gladden any etymologist: surely the etymologies in any dictionary are a set 
of unique word histories, resulting from the interplay of manifold factors. 
However, if the variability extends to the application of sound changes, 
then there may be serious implications for our methodology. In particular, 
there may be a complex interplay between the operation of different sound 
changes: if change A radiated from place X, and change B from place Y, 
then they may apply in a difTerent chronological order in  different words in  
different geographical locations, hence giving different output forms. 

The second challenge is more recent, and comes from the concept of lexi­
cal difTusion developed in the work of Wang and his collaborators from the 
late 1 960s onwards (see especially Wang ( 1 969), Chen ( 1972)). According to 
this theory, even within a particular dialect sound changes may come into 
efTect only gradually, affecting some lexical items earlier than others. Most 
problematically for etymological reconstruction, i t  is suggested that some 
sound changes may cease to be operative before they have affected all items 
in which they may be expected to apply: they may as i t  were run out of 
steam. Alternatively they may have failed to afTect all eligible items before 
the commencement of a further sound change which acts upon the outputs 
of the fIrst change. 2 1  Modern work on sociolinguistics has greatly rein­
forced the impression that at least some sound changes operate in this way. 
The eminent American linguist William Labov has suggested that sound 
changes can be divided into two basic types, lexically c\i fTusing ones and 
regular ones (see especially Labov ( 1 98 1 ), Labov ( 1 994) , although this idea 
remains very controversial (see for instance Bybee (2002)). Furthermore, 
most scholars now accept that sound changes spread through variation in a 

20 The slogan was probably coined by Hugo Schuchardt in the late nineteenth century, 
although it is often associated most closely with the work of Jules Gillieron in  the early 
twentieth century: see further Campbell (2004) 2 1 2- 1 3 . 

21 For useful overview of this topic see McMahon ( 1 994) 46-68. 



2 1 0  CHANGE IN  WORD FORM 

system. A given sound in Cl particular word will not change abruptly from a 
stage where realization A occurs in all instances to a stage where realizati�n 
B occurs in all instances, but rather wc will find an intervening period of 
variation in  which both A and B are found: , 

Some changes will stay at the stage '1\ � 13' for a long time, perhaps indefi­
nitely. 

In spite of these considerations, most comparative linguists continue 
to apply the regularity principle in etymological research. Various argu­
ments have been advanced in support of this position. Onc emine;lt lndo­
Europeanist comments: 

Another attack on thc principle of regularity has come from the field of dialectology. 
I t  was observed that sound changes spread, as it were, from word to word, and i t  
seemed that they coul�1 s top at  any given moment so that a sound might change in 
some words but remam the same in others. The answer to this  problem is that the 
process of

.
cha�lge ,:"i l,l uitimately allcct all words which the rule marks out for change. 

Comparative hngllJst�es does
, 
not deal with languages still in the process of change, but 

rather, almost exclUSively, With languages in which all change that could have taken 
place is now 'finalized' and 'at rest'. 

(Beekes ( 1 995) 55) 

I must confess that I do not find this line of argument entircly satisfactory: 
there do seem to be well-documented cases of sound changes which have 
ceased to operate before all words showing the relevant environment have 
�een a/rected. Uniformitarian principles, i.e. the assumption that languages 
111 the past generally behaved in the same way as languages generally do in 
the present, make it impossible to rule out the existence of similar situations 
in earlier periods. In my view a much stronger case for applying the regu­
larity principle in etymological reconstruction is that it olTers us much safer 
results than a model in which we assume the occurrence of irregularities for 
which we are unable to find specific motivated explanations. The case is well 
put by Fox :  

�ny method, and any model, in l inguistic reconstruction a s  in any other activity, 
lIlvolves a degree of abstraction and idealization if it is to provide solutions to the 
problems i t  addresses. We could argue, therefore, that both the uniformity oflhe proto­
language and the regularity principle, in spite of being apparently implausible or even 
counterfactual, are not, in fact, illegitimate assumptions, but necessary idealizations. 

(Fox ( 1 995) 140) 
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A further point which Fox makes serves as a useful reminder of  the most 
basic function of etymologies in comparative grammars: 

In order to determine the nature of linguistic relationships, and to reconstruct curlier 
forms, i t  is necessary to proceed as (j' the pro to-language were entirely homogeneous, 
and as if sound changes were totally without exceptions, even though wc know that 
this is not necessarily the case. 

(Fox ( 1 995) 1 40) 

If onc's interest is primarily in establishing the relationships between lan­
guages, and not in establishing with certainty the pre-histories of particular 
linguistic items, then the possibility that application of the regularity prin­
ciple is leading one to discard some correct etymologies wil l be of relatively 
little concern, provided that there remains a sufficiently substantial body of 
data to make the alTiliation of the languages indisputable. However, as soon 
as we move to the level of individual reconstructions it is as well to bear in 
mind that in  some instances the available data and the application of  the 
available method of reconstruction may well lead to false conclusions. The 
case is well put by Clackson: 

Most Indo-Europeanists would place greater confidence in the reconstructed phone­
mic system than in many of the reconstructions of individual lexcmes or morphologi­
cal or syntactic phenomena. 

(Clackson (2007) 27) 

The regularity of sound-change is not an essential factor to ensure the success of 
the C[omparative]M[ethod], although it has been championed as such since the late 
nineteenth century. Since the method operates on a majority rule basis, it is possible 
to reconstruct sounds as long as 1II0.l't (if not all) of the sounds in a language change 
in the same way. 

(ClaeksOll (2007) 32) 

7.7 Exallll)lcs of  argulllcnts bascd Oil word form 

Some examples of etymologies where formal difficulties can or cannot be 

resolved may offer a practical illustration of some of the main points dis­

cussed in this chapter. (At the end of chapter 8 we will look at some similar 

examples involving issues of change in meaning, and draw some contrasts 

between the two groups of examples.) 
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7.7.1 Unexlllained irregularity: three words with unexpected initial Ipl in 

English 

purse first occurs late in the Old English period, and seems manifestly to 
be a borrowing from post-classical Latin bllrsa, which has exactly the same 
meaning, and which is in turn borrowed from ancient Greek /Jllrsa 'hide' 
(a word of unknown origin). The Latin word also gives rise to borrowings 
in the Romance and other western Germanic languages, but in all of these 
the expected initial /b/ is found. The initial /p/ in English is perplexing. In 
Middle English the word shows the following spellings: 

pilI'S, purse, pllrsse, p llree, pors, porse, porese, porce, also (rare and late) 
pours, pourse 

Thesc arc very similar to the forms shown by Anglo-French burse (from 
Latin bursa), except for the difTerence of the initial consonant: 

blll'se, burs, borce, borse, bource, bOllrs, bourse 

The formal variation shown by the Anglo-French word is entirely what 
would be expccted in the reflex of Latin bursa (compare Pope ( 1 934) 
§632, Short (2007) §6). The Middle English and Anglo-French words also 
show some very similar semantic developments (e.g. 'scrotum', 'financial 
exchange', 'allowance', 'moncy', 'funds'), and it seems clear that the English 
word at least shows some semantic influence from French; the derivative 
purser similarly seems to show semantic influence from Latin bursarills and 
(Anglo-)French burser, borser, bourser (modern French bOllrsier). There 
may also have been some formal influence of Anglo-French blll'se on Middle 
English purse, although the spellings with <0> and <ou> could simply 
show the result of general French influence on the spelling system of Middle 
English. For instance curse, a word first found in late Old English and of 
unknown origin, also appears in Middle English with spellings such as COl'S, 

ClIrs, and (very occasionally) kOlll:\,. The initial /p/ in English is, howevel; 
very difficult to explain. Troublingly, there are no examples at all with initial 
<b> in English, except for one instance of coutte bllrse for cllt-purse in the 
mid fifteenth century. (In French one form with unvoiced /p/ is recorded 
from a modern Belgian dialect,22 but there is no reason to suspect that this 
shows any connection with the English word .) bllrse, bourse is  not found 
in English until the early fifteenth century, and almost certainly shows a 

22 Scc J'hlllZiisisciIes etynlOlogiscltes J¥iirteriJlIch vol. I 669a at byrsa. 
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later borrowing from (Anglo-)French, chiefly i n  specialized senses (such 
as 'scrotum' or, later, 'financial exchange' or 'bursary'). Similarly bursar is 
found only from the early modern English period, much later than purser, 

even though it has since become the usual word in many of the key senses. 
One possible explanation for the initial /p/ of English purse might be 

that it is the result of contamination from the etymologically unrelated but 
semantically close Old English pllsa, po.\"a 'bag' or its Old Norse cognate 
posi, or alternatively from Old English pUllg 'purse'. However, if so it is 
surprising that no forms at all are recorded which show the initial /b/ of the 
Latin word preserved in English, and also that semantic association with 
(Anglo-)French IJlIr.l'e did not also lead to at least occasional <b> spellings 
in Middle English. The situation thus remains unexplained. 

In such a situation wc must always look for any possible parallels. Dictio­
naries record extremely rare <b> spellings for words with initial /p/ in the 
Middle English period, and likewise extremely rare <p> spellings for words 
with initial /b/, probably showing very rare instances of either voicing or 
devoicing of the initial consonant, but in no word history are they anything 
other than very occasional variants. A more promising parallel is perhaps 
shown by Plldding. This word is first recorded in English in the thirteenth 
century, earliest denoting a kind of boiled sausage. (The semantic develop­
ment to a type of sweet dish is not found until the early modern period, 
and probably arose from the fact that sweet puddings were originally boiled 
in a cloth or bag, and hence resembled a sausage in its skin.) The recorded 
spellings in Middle English are jJoddillg, poddyng, jJoddynge, poding, podyng, 

poodyng, pudding, jJuddYllg, puddynge, pllding, pllndillg. The word is perhaps 
a borrowing of Anglo-French bodeYI/, bodin (continental French botulin) 

'sausage'. The ending in -ing, which is found in all of the recorded Middle 
English forms of the word, could show alteration by analogy with other 
English words with this ending. This could have been I�lcilitated by the 
variation between /m/ and /ll.lg/ as realizations of -illg that is found in some 
varieties of M iddle English, and becomes much more C0l11lTIOn later in the 
history of English. The initial /p/ is, however, very difficult to explain. There 
could perhaps be contamination from various words cienoting things of 
more or less rounded appearance, such as Old English jJudllc 'wen, swelling' 
(which has alternatively but rather implausibly been suggested as the ety­
mological basis for the word) or pod, podge, or pm/ge, but most of these are 
first attested much later, and the semantic correspondence is hardly close, 
basically depending on the idea that a mixture boiled in a cloth or bag may 
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have been associated with almost anything else with a rounded or swollen 
appearance. We may thus have a parallel for the oddity shown by 1JUi'se, 

albeit one from several centuries later. However, in the case of plldding we 
should also note that no Middle English forms are recorded with -ill j'ather 
than -ing, -yllg, etc. ill the second syllable: this consistency in the spelling 
forms may perhaps lead us to think that, although there is unlikely to be 
no link at all between English pudding and Anglo-French bodeYIl, hodill ,  

the explanation of the English word as a borrowing from Anglo-French 
with remodelling orthe ending may not be entirely watertight. Additionally, 
the French word itself has no further etymology, and is also first recorded 
only in the thirteenth century. Also, unlike purse, there is no evidence for 
subsequent semantic influence of the Freneh word on the English one. 

A third English word which shows an initial Ipl but which appears l ikely 
to have been borrowed from a word with initial Ibl is the now obsolete word 
purrel/ ' transverse stripe or bar made by one or a number of coloured weft 
threads in  a web of cloth', which is first attested in the middle of the fi fteenth 
century, and which it is tempting to see as a borrowing of Anglo-French 
burel, bUrI'elle 'kind of coarse cloth', (in heraldry) 'barrulet', continental 
French burrelle 'horizontal stripe on a shield'. However, in this instance the 
semantic correspondence is not exact, and it is perhaps possible that the 
resemblance is purely coincidental. 

We thus have one case, purse, where everything except the initial conso­
nant argues very strongly for borrowing from a word with initial Ib/. puddillg 

provides a less secure seeond example, and purrell may just be a third. Apart 
from these words, devoicing of initial Ibl seems extremely rare in English (or 
Latin or French). We certainly do not seem to have sufficient evidence to 
posit an occasional sound change in Cl historical grammar of English. Per­
haps the etymologies proposed in all three cases are simply wrong, although 
in the case of purse at least such a conelusion seems counterintuitive. Unless 
and until a better explanation is found, a responsible etymologist can do 
little more than take note of the difficulty, and ensure that it is flagged 
prominently in any etymological dictionary entry or other discussion of the 
etymology of these words. 

All three of these words are first recorded in periods of the history of 
English for which we have reasonably good documentation, and appear 
to be borrowings from languages for which we also have reasonably good 
documentation in the relevant periods. Such anomalies are relatively rare in  
well-documented periods of linguistic history, but this particular puzzle is 
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hardly unique. I t  is hardly surprising that we also find many unexplained 
anomalies in periods for whidl we have very poor documentation, or when 
we are attempting to reconstruct developments in linguistic prehistory. 

7.7.2 Foruml difficulties lellding to rejection of onc etymology lInd lid option 

of ll/lother 

The word orchard is found in some of the earliest Old English records, 
with the forms ortgeard, orcerd, orcyrd, ordceard, ordcyrd, orceard, and with 
the meaning 'a  garden (frequently enclosed), especially for herbs and fruit 
trees'; in modern English the meaning has narrowed considerably. If a word 
is found in early Old English, then the obvious first place to look for a 
possible etymology is as an inherited deVelopment from proto-Germanic. 
An initial search seems promising, since we find the following words in other 
Germanic languages all with similar meanings and at least superficially 
similar forms: 

Middle Low German wortegarde, Middle High German wlIrzgarte, wlIrzegarte, Old 
lcelandicjllrta-garor, Old Swedish yrtagarjJer (Swedish iir/ag{lrd), Old Danish lIr/egard 
(early modern Danish urtegard), Gothic allrti-gardr 

However, careful inspection of the forms of the word in  Old English and 
in the other Germanic languages shows that the hypothesis of a single 
origin for all of these is untenable. The M iddle Low German, Middle High 
German, Old Icelandic, Old Swedish, and Old Danish words are readily 
explained as showing a compound from the Germanic word for 'plant' 
which is represented by Old English wyr' (modern English wort, as in  plant 
names such as Sf. John's Il'0rt, etc.) and the Germanic word for 'enclosure' 
which is represented by Old English geard (modern English yard). This thus 
gives us a starting point in proto-Germanic as *lVurtigard-. 

The forms in Old English and Gothic, however, wiII not readily support 
such an analysis: the second element of the word in these two languages 
certainly seems to be yard, but the first element cannot easily be explained 
as a development from pro to-Germanic * wurti- (modern English wort). The 
Gothic form is aurti-gards, with unexplained loss of initial Iwl if  ' wurti- is 
the starting point. In Old English + ,vurti- gives wyrt (with regular devel­
opment of 11I1 > Iyl by i-mutation), but the Old English forms of orchard 

all indicate 101 as the vowel in the first syllable: ortgeard, on'erd, orcyrd, 

ordceard, ordcyrd, orceard. This is a good example of how misleading i t  
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can be to work only rrom the later forms or words: in M iddle English 
and modern English WOl't does indeed show 0 spellings, but these are only 
round rrom the early Middle English period onwards. Such spellings are 
rather di ll1cult to explain, and it is not altogether certain whethei·, they 
re{1ect a change in pronunciation, or simply a spelling convention for lu/; 
certainly the modern pronunciation IW'd:tl is not developed rrom 101 (the 
pronunciation Iw':J:t1 shows a modern spelling pronunciation); compare 
similarly WOI'/1l (Old English WYI'I11). What is certain is that these forms are 
not an Old English phenomenon, and therefore cannot explain Old English 
ortgeal'd etc. 

A compound from IVyrt and geal'd is indeed attested in Old Eliglish, and 
has the expected form wyrtgeal'd, and the meaning 'a kitchen garden'. This 
is therefore the formal correspondent to Middle Low German H'ol'tegul'de, 

M iddle High German IVurzgal'te, wurzegal'te, Old lcelandicjlll'w-gal'ol', Old 
Swedish Yl'tagwjJer, and Old Danish urtegard. As we have seen, Old English 
ortgeard, orcerd, orcyrd, ordceard, ordcyrd, orceard and Gothic aurti-gards 

cannot easily be traced back to the same origin as the other Germanic 
words, and therefore another explanation should be sought ror the English 
and Gothic words. Two approaches have been attempted: (i) to see the 
Old English word as reflecting a variant of the Germanic base of wort 

with a different root vowel (although not all of the problems involved 
with such an explanation have been satisfactorily resolved); (ii) to see the 
Old English and Gothic words as showing a separate origin from the 
other Germanic words, namely a borrowing of Latin hortus 'garden' (either 
independently in each language, or perhaps reHecting an early borrowing 
in Germanic). 

7.7.3 An early distinction in form and meaning pointing to word merger 

An adjective queer occurs in criminals' slang in the sense 'bad, contemptible, 
worthless, untrustworthy, disreputable' and later (of coins or banknotes) 
'counterfeit, forged'; henceforth I will refer to this as queer 'bad'. This 
appears at first sight to be an obvious semantic development from queer 

'strange, odd, peculiar, eccentric; of questionable character, suspicious, 
dubious'; henceforth queer 'strange'. This supposition makes good sense 
chronologically: queer 'strange' is first recorded in 1 5 1 3, and queer 'bad' 
in 1 567. However, this easy supposition is dealt a serious blow by the 
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early form history: queer 'strange' occurs i n  the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries only in the expected spellings qlleere, quere, quer, queer, but queer 

'bad' occurs in the first century of its history only in the spellings quyer, 

quyere, quire, ifuyre, quier, which suggest a quite different stem vowel (which 
would give modern English IkwaI;)/), ancl it does not occur in the forms 
queere, queer until the end of the seventeenth century. We arc thus faced 
with a serious dill1culty. A phonological explanation is possible but not 
overwhelmingly probable: the efrects of a following /rl in either causing 
vowel lowering or inhibiting vowel raising are well documented for this 
period (sec e.g, Dobson ( 1 968) II 726-60), and we could just be seeing 
here the selection of a particular variant in the usage of a particular social 
group (i,e. criminals). However, there are no clear parallels in early modern 
English for either the raising of the reflex of Middle English le:! or the 
lowering of the reflex of Middle English li:1 which would be required if we 
were to explain queer 'bad' as a variant of queer 'strange' or vice versa. 
(We encountered what could be interpreted as just such a raising in the case 
of Fiar in section 1 .2. 1 ,  but this change occurred several centuries earlier 
than the period in question here,) When this lack of parallels is placed 
alongside the consistent distinction in form and meaning which we find 
up to the late seventeenth century, a conclusion similar to that which we 
reached in the case of orchard begins to appear rather attractive: we possibly 
have here two difrerent words of separate origin, queer 'strange' and not 
queer but quire 'bad'. However, we would still have to explain the fact that 
in modern English both words have the same spelling and pronunciation. 
Possibly what has occurred here is associative change in word lorm, leading 
to merger in a pathway similar to some of thosc encountered in section 3 .5  
(see figure 7 ,2). The dilrerence from the cases considered in  section 3 .5  is 
that we have no conclusive evidence from the prior etymology of either 
10rm, and this history is hypothesized purely on the basis or analysis of the 
recorded lorm and meaning evidence, queer 'strange' may. be connected ety­
mologically with German quer ' transverse, oblique, obstructive, (or things) 
going wrong (now rare), (of a person) peculiar, etc. ' ,  but chronological and 
semantic di lliculties make this f�'lr from certain. quire 'bad' has no available 
etymology. 

The steps in the argument can be summarized as follows: 

• queer 'strange' and queer 'bad' are close semantically, and have the 
same lorm in modern English. 
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queer 'strange' 
quire 'bad' 

association in form and meaning with queer 'strange' 

queer 'strange', also 'bad' 

Fig 7.2 Possible merger of two distinct words in the history of  queer 

• But the earliest recorded forms of each show a clear distinction in form: 
queer 'strange' is spelt queere, quere, queI', queer, but queer 'bad' is spelt 
quyer, (jllyere, quire, quyre, quier. 

• There is no obvious phonological explanation of this difference in form, 
paralleled by many other words, which would make us happy to see 
the apparent distinction in form as purely an accident of the historical 
record. 

• It therefore seems possible that there were originally two distinct words, 
which have mergcd in modern English as a result of associative change 
in word form. 

7.7.4 A contamination hypothesis 

English maple and maple tree have as their ancestor Old English maplllder. 

The modern form maple tree (Old English //lapel treOH') probably results 
from substitution of tree for the Germanic tree-name suffix -del'. In fact, 
this probably occurred as a result of analogy with apple tree. In Old English 
apulder 'apple tree' was the only other word which showed the suffix -del'. 

It existed alongside (I!ppel tremp (modern English apple tree), a compound 
of the words {/!ppel 'apple' and treow 'tree'. An apple tree is a tree which 
bears apples, but a maple tree is not a trec which bears 'maples: the word 
apple is polysemous, denoting both the tree and its fruit, whereas //Iaple is 
not. Nonetheless, the similarity of the word forms, and the fact that only 
the similar sounding words mapulder and aplllder preserved the sulIix -del', 
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appears to have led to analogical creation: 

apulder : (cppel tremv (>apple tree) = mapulder : mapel treoll' (>maple tree) 

maple then arose either by a similar process of analogy, or by ellipsis from 
l/1aple tree. 

A very similar process very possibly occurred earlier in the history of 
this word. Old English mapulder has an obvious cognate in Old Saxon 
,jwpulder, but the corresponding word in Old High German is mazaltra, 

mazzaltra. Further connections are very unclear, but very slightly fllVour 
the assumption that the Old High German form is original. The z, zz in 
the Old H igh German form should correspond to proto-Germanic • t, as 
a result of a sound change known as the High German Consonant Shift, 
but the Old English and Old Saxon words suggest pro to-Germanic • p .  We 
thus have a situation where some sort of connection seems pretty certain on 
semantic grounds, but the phonology cannot be reconciled on the basis of 
regular development of sounds from a common base form. A very plausible 
resolution of this difficulty was suggested by Bierbaumer, in the course of 
a detailed study of Old English plant names ( 1 975: I . I OO-I ): as wc have 
already seen, in Old English (as also in Old Saxon) the -del' tree-name sulIix 
is otherwise found only in apuMer 'apple tree', so perhaps the word mapulder 

in these two languages shows a substitution of -p- for -t- by association with 
apulder, the only other word with the same doubtless rather opaque ending, 
and which happens to have an otherwise almost identical phonological 
shape. We might even speculate that there has been confusion about the 
morpheme boundary, apul-der and *matul-der being perceived as a-pulder 

and 'ma-tulder, hence > mapulder. 

7.7.5 Unresolved formal difficulties: polecat 

A mUltiplicity of form types which have not been satisfactorily reconciled 
with onc another can bedevil attempts at etymological analysis. For exam­
ple, polecat, the name of a small mammal which is probably the ancestor 
of the domestic ferret, occurs first in the Middle English period (earliest in 
1 320) with two spelling types, polcat and pulcat; in the sixteenth century 
two more types appear, polecat and poulcat. Middle English jJolcat could be 
interpreted as a spelling for a form with a long vowel in the first syllable, 
hence the precursor of later jJolecat, although the existence of a later form 

j 
I " 
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pol/cal suggests that there was also at some point a variant with a short 
vowel; hence wc seem to have evidence for both Ip31katl and Ip3:ikat/. 
These forms are very dimcult to reconcile with either pulcat or pOlllcat, 

which would imply Ipu:lkatl and perhaps also Ipulkatl. There is no obvious 
common starting point which would explain all of these forms. 

There seems no reason to doubt that in all of these forms the second 
clement or the word is cat, the animal presumably being regarded as roughly 
similar to a cat in its carnivorous habits and size. (As wc will sce below, 
French chat putois offers at least a parallel in support of this hypothesis.) 

One etymological hypothesis might be that the word shows a compound 
of the same type as sparrow-flawk, where the I1rst clement denotes a type of 
food characteristically eaten by the animal denoted by the second clement. 
On this assumption, at least some of the forms might be explained by a 
borrowing of Old French pOllle, po lie, Middle French pOllle ' hen', but this 
runs into dilficulties because a compound of this pattern is unlikely to have 
been formed in French (especially in view of the premodil1cation of the head 
of the compound), and borrowing of poule, polle into English is not found 
until the I1fteenth century, and is very rare. 

Somewhat tantalizingly, chat pUlois, literally 'stinking cat', is found in Old 
Frcnch and Middle French as a name for the polecat, but this can hardly 
lie immediately behind our English word, although it at least reinforces 
the assumption that the second clement is likely to be cat. If we try to 
explain polecat as a compound with a literal meaning 'stinking cat', we 
might consider as etymon for its I1rst element (Anglo-) French pulellt, pullent 

'stinking, disgusting, dirty', which is at least a little closer formally, but the 
loss of the second syllable of the French word would be hard to account for. 

Crucially, neither of these etymological attempts could explain the ful l  
range of forms shown by the word, nor  does either of them provide a fully 
satis{�lctory explanation for even one of the forms. We can thus summarize 
a very unsatisfactory state of affairs as follows: 

• polcat,  pulcat, polecat, and poulcat all denote the same animal 
• These forms are all very similar, ditfering only in the vowel of the I1rst 

syllable, but there is no obvious explanation for this variation 
• We have no satisfactory etymology for any of these forms 

Further than this we cannot really say. It is very tempting to assume that 
polcat, pulcat, polecat, and pOlllcat all show variants of the same word, and 
that a solution to the etymological puzzle would also lead to a satisf�lctory 
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explanation of  the relationships between the various {arms. However, it  
is unclear whether that explanation would involve phonological develop­
ments, or associative changes in word rorm; perhaps folk etymology has 
had a part to play here, but without any clear starting point and with no 
obvious motivation for any of the forms we are essentially left guessing, 
and the sarest course is simply to regard this as an unsolved puzzle. 

To take another rather simpler example, nape 'back of the neck' (or 
unknown origin) shows two distinct groups of forms: on the one hand 
nape (and in Middle English also nl/ape), and on the other lw/pe, naupe, 

nWl'pe (all in the sixteenth century; the -(111-, -(/)I'- spellings probably show a 
diphthong resulting fr0111 vocalization of Ill, but this is not certain). The two 
are normally assumed to show the same word, but the relationship between 
them has not been explained satisraetorily. 
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In the last chapter we looked in detail at change i n  word form, and we 
saw how a �ystematic approach to this area gives a very solid basis to 
etymological researeh. I n  the present chapter we will turn our attention 
to change in meaning. As we explored in the early chapters of this book, 
words have meaning as well as form, and both can and do change over 
the course of time. However, change in word meaning is generally much 
less amenable to systematic analysis than change in word form. Semantic 
changes are notoriously difficult to classify or systematize, and we have 
no tool comparable to the historieal grammar to help us judge what is or 
is not l ikely or plausible. Further, although some semantic changes occur 
in clusters, with a change in onc word triggering a change in another, we 
do not find anything comparable to a regular sound change, affecting all 
comparable environments within a single historical period. In this respect 
semantic changes arc more similar to sporadic sound changes, but with the 
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major dilTerence that they are much more varied, and show the influence 
of a much wider set of motivating factors. Additionally, semantic change 
is much more closely connected with change in the external, non-linguistic 
world, especially with developments in the spheres of culture and technol­
ogy. In studying semantic change we must therefore cast our net much wider, 
although when we come to consider change in the remoter past wc will be 
confronted all too often by problems arising from lack of knowledge about 
the timefhune and the cultural circumstances within which a particular 
change occurred. 

In this chapter we will look at some of the traditional methods of classify­
ing semantic change, as well as at some more recent approaches, particularly 
from the standpoint of cognitive linguistics. We will also look at some 
insights from recent work on grammaticalization, where some of the most 
i mpressive advances have been made in identifying major trends. In a recent 
survey of work on semantic change in comparative linguistics, Sheldon 
Harrison acknowledges the importance of such work, but comments on the 
general situation as follows: 

While it may not be entirely fai r  to say that comparativists have done nothing to clarify 
the notion 'similar meanings,' we haven't done much . . .  We are still very much at the 
data-collection stage in  this endeavour, and are informed in  i t  only by vague senses of 
what are possible metaphors or metonymies. Sadly, we don't really pay much attention 
to the meaning sidc of things. In gcneral, unless a particular meaning comparison 
grossly offends some very general sense of  metaphor, i t 's 'anything goes' with regard 
to meaning. 

(I-Iarrison (2003) 2 1 9) 

I n  the final section of this chapter we will look at some cases from both 
historical and reconstructed periods of linguistic history where lack of cer­
tainty about the likely course of semantic development poses considerable 
dilliculties for etymological research. 

8.1  lVlellning change is a common phenomenon 

Even the most casual inspection of any historical or etymological dictionary 
will show that words change in meaning over time. We saw some striking 
examples in chapter I in the histories of sad, deer, and treacle. 

Even very basic words can and do show change in meaning. I n  Old 
English, as in the earliest stages of other Germanic languages, the word mall 

1 1  
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had the senses ' human being' and 'adult male human being', the two only 
being distinguished by context. Additionally, the words wer and wiepliwlll1 

were available with the meaning 'adult male human being', as d istinguished 
fl"Om \Vf/ (modern English wife) and wifmallll (modern English wO;l1an) in 
the meaning 'adult [em ale human being'. Neither wer nor wiePI11C1lll1 survives 
beyond the early Middle English period, and we find that during the eourse 
of the Middle English period man becomes the usual word in the sense 
'adult male human being' (and thus the opposite of woman), and becomes 
much less common in the wider sense ' human being'. It becomes obsolete 
in this sense in the early modern period (last attested in 1 597 in Bishop John 
King 'The Lord had but one paire of men in Pamdise'), except 'in general, 
abstract, or indefinite uses, as in e.g. 'All men are born equal'. Even this use 
is now avoided by many people in the light of modern feminist perspectives: 
it is perceived as excluding women, either implicitly or explicitly, and hence 
it is avoided and replaced by other constructions which are less ambiguous. 
This first illustration brings to the foreground three m ajor concerns in the 
study of meaning change. We need to pay close attention to: 

(i) the relationships between the various meanings shown by a word 
(ii) the relationships between dilferent words and their meanings 

(iii) the relationships between linguistic meaning and cultural, extralin .. 
guistic history 

As already noted, a major strand in historical linguistic work over the 
past several decades has been the study of grammaticalization, the process 
by which words develop increasingly grammatical meanings and func­
tions over time. may has developed from a pro to-Germanic verb with the 
meaning 'to be strong or able, to have power'. From this there developed 
the (dynamic, or root, modal) sense 'to be able (to do something)', from 
which in turn developed the (epistemic modal) use describing possibility, 
e.g. ' i t  may be the case that', ' this may happen'. We will look at some 
important generalizations which have been drawn from such processes in 
section 8.7.2. 1 ;  we can state at this point: 

(iv) (a) Grammaticalization typically involves increasing internalization 
or subjectification of meaning 

(b) Such a pathway is characteristic of many other semantic changes 

Words denoting material objects in everyday use have also o/len shown 
quite dramatic shins in meaning. toilet was borrowed into English from 
French in the sixteenth century. It earliest denoted various dilferent items 
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made of cloth used for specific purposes, including a cloth cover for a 
dressing table. From this sense (by metonymy) it also came to denote: all 
of the items used in dressing; the dressing table itself; the act of dressing 
or, more recently, of washing and grooming. 1 From the early nineteenth 
century the word is found denoting a dressing room, or (at first euphemisti­
cally) the room in which a lavatory is found, and hence the lavatory itself: 
Once this sense became established in general use, the senses 'dressing', 
'washing', or 'grooming' became very much less frequent, in part because 
of genuine ambiguity, but in part because of polite avoidance of a word 
with lavatorial connotations. (Collocations which were frequent in earlier 
use such as 'a Hne toilet table', 'a set of toilet brushes', or 'she is presently 
at her toilet' would today in most contexts be considered either comical or 
embarrassing or both. Similarly eau de toilette is now normally preferred 
to the loan translation toilet water.) Similar developments can be observed 
in the development also of the word lavatory. We can thus add two further 
gcneral observations: 

(v) The connotations of one meaning of a word can have a dramatic 
elTect on its other uses 

(vi) Meaning development can show an intricate connection with tech­
nological developments in the material, extralinguistic world 

8.2 Polyscmy and meaning change 

In sections 2. 1 .4, 3 .3 ,  and 3.4 we looked at polysemy, the situation where 

a single word shows two or more meanings concurrently. The existencc of 

such situations is essential to many of the types of developments in meaning 

change which we touched on in section 8 . 1 , The interaction between the 

senses of a word demands the same model ('or variation in linguistic change 

which wc encountered at various points in our examination of change in 
word form in chapter 7:  

That is lo say, in the context of change in meaning, a situation where a word 
has only mcaning 'IV is not typically followed by a situation where it has only 
meaning '13', but by an intermediate period in which it has both meanings 
'A' and '13' .  lnvestigation ofmcaning change involvcs an important corollary 

I For a slightly difrerent interpretation of the early stages of the meaning history of 
toilet sce Traugotl and Dashcr (2005) 58··,<), 

i . .  
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to this model, which we already saw in outlinc in chapter 3 :  although it is 
possible for both formal and semantic divergence to give rise to two sep,irate 
words where historically only a single word existed, a much more typical 
pattern is for semantic change to result in words becoming polysemous, 
with a set of senses showing often very complex inter-relationships and 
interconnections which can change and dcvelop over time. 

It is likely that most semantic changes are gradual in the samc way as 
those alfecting lIIan and lIIay, that is to say that they proceed little by 
little chronologically, even when their effects may appear abrupt. We may 
hypothesize a (metonymic) change by which a word x in  period A has 
the meaning 'nose' (meaning a), but in period B it has the meaning 'chin' 
(meaning b). In one sense the process must be abrupt in a case like this, 
sinee any given use must have either one sense or the other, even if it may 
be used punningly or with other allusion to the other sense. However, it  is 
l ikely that, even if each individual use of the word is categorically either the 
one sense or the other, there will be a period in which polysemy occurs, and 
some uses arc in sense a, others in sense b. Thus while our historical records 
may only give us evidence for period A (when all examples are in sense a) 

and for period B (when all  examples are in sense b), there is nonetheless 
likely to have intcrvened a pcriod X in which both a and b wcrc found. 2 

A powerful model for cxamining many changes in meaning is provided 
by prototype semantics, and cspecially thc 'diachronic prototypc scmantics' 
presented by Geeraerts ( 1 997) . 3  Many traditional models of meaning have 
looked for invariable components which must be fulfilled by any usc of a 
word in a particular mcaning. The difIiculties of this traditional approach 
emerge if we consider a (much-studied) case: the word/hlit and the semantic 
category it denotes. We can nlirly easily draw up a list of features which 
most fruits have in common, but we can just as easily find cxceptions: a 
strawberry is unlike many other fruits in that it does not have seeds which 
are (a) incdible and (b) located centrally, and it also lacks a thick outer 
skin; similarly, a banana docs not have clearly demarcated seeds which 
are inedible. Prototype semantics resolves these dilTiculties: having seeds 
which are inedible and located centrally, and having a thick outer skin, are 
among thc prototypical qualities of a fruit, but this does not mean that 
every fruit will show all of these qualities. Thus, strawberries and bananas 
remain very good examples of fruit, because thcy have many of the other 

2 For detailcd discussion of such processes see Tl'augot! and Dasher (2005). 
3 Sec also the essays collected in Geeraerts (2006), and for an overvicw see also 

Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk (2007). 
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qualities typical of the members of this class.4 The various types of berry 

which we encountered in section 2.6 provide a similar example; see also 
petal in section 5 .4. Diachronically, what was peripheral or marginal in 
one period may become part of the prototypical core of the meaning of 
a word. If we return to the example of mall, we could analyse what has 
happened here diachronically as a case of prototype shift. Formerly, the 
prototypical meaning was 'human being', with 'adult male human being' as 
a contextually determined specific meaning. In the M iddle English period, 
the prototype shifted: 'adult male human being' became the prototypical 
meaning, and gcneric llses to denote any person irrespective of gender arc 
now understood as showing extended uses of this (and are as such now 
avoided by many people). 

Historical dictionaries normally group together examples on the basis 
of semantic similarity, but this may mean that a sense has earlier 'outIier' 
examples, showing uses which were, viewed synchronically, unprototypical, 
followed by later examples from a period in which this sense has become 
part of the prototypical use of the word. 5 

A good deal of important recent work on historical meaning change 
has focused on the relationship between semantics and pragmatics, and 
on how new word meanings can arise from implicatures which are made 
when a speaker addresses a hearer, or a writer addresses a reader. Traugott 
and Dashcr (2005) distinguish between: (i) 'utterance-token meanings', i.e. 
invited inferences which are used innovatively by speakers or writers; (ii) 
'utterance-type meanings', i.e. invited inferences or implicatures which have 
become firmly established in the language (e.g. the causal implicature of 
((Iier in sentences such as After the trip to JvIillllesota she/el! very tired); and 
(iii) 'coded mcanings (semantics)" i.e. the conventional meanings of words 
(Traugott and Dasher (2005) 1 6-1 7). In the ' invited inferencing theory of 
semantic change', new meanings can be seen as developing from 'utterance­
token meanings' to 'utterance-type meanings' to 'coded meanings'. 6 It is 
important to bear in mind the pragmatic contexts of langt;age lIse whenever 
considering diachronic semantic change. 

4 For a detailed discussion of this example see Geeraerts ( 1 997) 1 2-23. 
5 The identification of senses is a controversial subject, and has been approached 

from a variety of different perspectives. For two views from the standpoint of synchronic 
lexieography see Hanks (2000) and KiIgarrilf ( 1 997). For an overview of the approach of 
OED and many other historical dictionaries sec Silva (2000). On the different approaches 
often taken by semanticists and lexicographers, and the opportunities for fruitful com­
mon ground, see Kay (2000), Geeracrts (2007). 

(, On the processes involved see Traugot! and Dasher (2005) 35, 38. 
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8.3 Semantic polygellesis 

One consequence of such models of meaning development is that the same 
meaning may easily arise independently in two difTerent historical periQds, a 
process which Geeraerts c:alls semantic polygenesis (Geeraerts ( 1 997) 62-8). 
However, it can be difficult to tell such cases apart from cases where a 
particular sense was actually in continuous use but there is simply a gap 
in the historical record. Indeed, even a continuous historical record may 
conceal a number of separate innovative uses, in the same way that we saw 
with nonce formation of word forms in sections 2 .3  and 3.2.  

In assessing such situations we often have to take into accoU11t various 
idiosyncrasies of the historical record of a particular language. For instance, 
in English there can often be particular problems in deciding whether a 
sense shows continuity of use when there is a gap in the record between 
the early modern period and modern regional use, since we know that 
documentation for most regional varieties of English is almost completely 
absent between the Middle English period and the nineteenth century. OED 

records make in the sense '(of a father) to beget' with a gap between use in 
a 1 6 1 6  in Shakespeare and 1 924 in a work of dialect literature. Similarly it  
records rnanllered in the sense ' having good manners; well-behaved, polite; 
refined, gracious, sophisticated' with a gap between 1 575 and 1 829, after 
which date the sense is found in regional use. In such cases, has the meaning 
fallen out of use in other varieties but been retained in regional varieties, or 
has it  been created anew in modern regional use'! 

In other cases polygenesis of the type posited by Geeraerts seems more 
likely. For instance, mass)' shows the sense 'dense in texture or consistency; 
compact, substantial' with a gap between 1 580 and 1 805.  Use is found in 
a variety of dilTerent text types in each period, and there is no particular 
indication either of restricted regional distribution or of revival from the 
literary record. Therefore in this case the likeliest explanation seems to be 
that we have independent development of the same meaning in two dilTerent  
periods, although an accidental I�lilure in the historical record cannot be 
completely ruled out. 

8.4 lVleaning change ill a semantically complex word: qUllillt 

In his analysis of the history or the word quaint, Samuels ( 1 972: 76) provides 
a classic account of how the senses of a polysemous word interact with one 
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another diachronically. The following are the main senses which Samuels 
distinguishes, drawn from the ilrst edition or the OED, but collapsing some 
minor senses together, plus the dates he gives far Hrst and last attestation 
1'01' each, drawn again from the On]) (I have added the dates 101' the cor­
responding senses from the new edition of the OED, so that we can see 
to what extent Samuels's detailed arguments are still borne out by revised 
docllmentation for the word's history): 

Wise, knowing, skilled, clever: 1 250-1 728 (now (/ 1 250- 1 8 34) 
2 Cunning, crafty, given to scheming: 1 225-1 680 (now c l 230- 1 8 1 4) 
3 Cunningly or skilfully made (of things), elaborate: 1 290- 163 1  (now 

c I 300-1 8 1 4) 
4 Beautiful, pretty, dainty, handsome, fashionable, elegant: 1 300-1 784 

(now c I 300-1 785) 
5 (Rarer meanings) proud, haughty: 1 225-1430 (now c l 230- 1 6 1 0) 

fastidious, prim: 1 483-1 678 (now 1 483-1 849) 
6 Ingeniously elaborated, refined, smart, full of conceits, alTected: 1 4th 

cent.-1 783 (now c I 395-1 847) 
7 Strange, unusual, odd, curious: 1 4th cent.-1 808 (now c l 325 to present 

day, but only in regional use after 1 8(8) 
8 Unusual but attractive in an old-fashioned way: 1 795 to present day 

(now 1 762 to present day) 

Sall1uels's analysis is worth tracing through in detail. He observes that: 
'Senses ( I ), (2), (3) and (5) were all obsolete or obsolescent by the seven­
teenth century. (2) had been ousted by the developments of (3), which, 
when transferred from things to persons, resulted in (4), (6) and (7).' If 
we look at the first dates of each or these senses, Samuels's observations 
look at first rather odd, since all of the first seven senses are first attested 
in very roughly the same period. However, quaint is a borrowing from 
French, and comparison with the senses which appear to have been inher­
ited from (Anglo-)French does point rather more to senses 6 and 7 at 
least being innovations in English, but probably not 4. The corresponding 
French senses are (as summarized in OED3): 'clever, astute, quick-witted, 
experienced, expert, crafty, cunning, brave, gracious, elegant, pleasant, 
smart, fashionable, devious, underhand, arrogant, (of a thing) ingenious'. 
What stands out most from the chronology of the English senses is that, 
after a long period of stability, sense 8 appears in the mid eighteenth century 
as the first major new sense in nearly five hundred years, and then between 

j�ti ,\ : : ;Ii , '  

' I : '  
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the late eighteenth century and the mid nineteenth century all of the other 
senses of the word disappear. Samuels's analysis is as follows: '(4) ,i.nd 
(7) . . .  combined in (8), and then, as soon as this had happened, (4), (6) and 
(7) vanished' .  The revised documentation of the new edition of the OED 

makes Samuels's analysis here even more convincing: the first appearance of 
sense 8 now antedates rather than postdates the last attestations for senses 4 
and 6, thus making it more plausible that the development of sense 8 could 
have led to the loss of senses 4 and 6 . 7 Most important of all is Sa111ue!s's 
analysis of the reason for this development: 

Until the late eighteenth century, wide polysemy had been tolerated in this word, but 
as soon as it was extended to a complex meaning with an individual twist, all the other 
meanings had to come to an cnd. The development is pejorative only by comparison 
with meaning (4), and the reasons for the peculiar twist in sense for this word arc 
probably extralinguistic, e.g. the younger generation might hear the word applied in  
meaning (4) by  their elders to objects, qualities or persons still admired by  the  older, 
but not by the younger generation, who would thus come to interpret it in meaning (8). 

This explanation surely retains validity, even if the revised dating might 
make us wonder whether sense 8 might not also have been the immediate 
eause of the loss of sense I as well. So far at least, no explanation has been 
found as to why this last sense should have arisen in the mid eighteenth 
century and not before, but once it did it  led to a radical adjustment in the 
range of senses of a word which had shown a high degree of polysemy with 
relative stability for hundreds of years, with the end result that the word is 
now practically monosemous, outside certain restricted registers. 

8.5 Influence from other words 

Our examination of quaint has exemplified the relationships among the 
meanings of a semantically complex word. H owever, as noted in section 8 . 1 ,  

7 Senses 2 and 3 both also now have last dates later than the first date for sense 8, 
although i t  should be noted that in both cascs the later evidence is  scarce and clearly 
archaizing in tone. Samucls does omit onc other sense, 'Of an action, scheme, device, 
etc.: characterized or marked by cleverness, ingenuity, or cunning', for which DED3 now 
shows currency from (/ 1 225 up to the present day. However, DED3 labels this as 'now 
rarc and arch[aic]" and its post- 1 800 attestations arc all in literary sources, and arc also 
largely in collocations which may to some extent be lexicalizecl, such as quaint design and 
quailll device, suggesting that the assumption remains correct that sense 8 remains the 
only sense with any genuine currency in  everyday language. 
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the inter-relationships and interaction between the meanings of di fferent 
words can also be of considerable importance in semantic change. We will 
considcr thesc in two separate groups: semantic relationships with othcr 
words of related meaning, and semantic relationships with other words of 
similar form. 

8.5.1 Relationships with words of related meaning 

A good example of how dangerous it  can be to try to consider a word's 
semantic developmcnt in isolation from other words in the same semantic 
field is provided by the word board. This is an inherited Germanic word, Old 
English bard, M iddle English bord. (Old English bord originally showed a 
merger of two distinct words, and the Middle English word probably also 
showed some semantic influence from (Anglo-)French bard and from Old 
Norse boriJ, but that need not concern us herc.) 

Middle English bard could denote: 

a plank or board; an objcct made of boards (such as a woodcn tablet for inscriptions 
or a wooden tray); a ship; the side of' a ship; a shield; a table, including various specific 
kinds of table for working on or for dining at; hcnce a meltl; (in late Middle English) a 
board for playing a game on 

This summary would be an oversimplification i f  we wanted to study the 
meanings of Middle English bard in  detail, but it  suffices to indicatc some 
significant dilTerenccs {i'om the mcanings of modern English board. Some 
specilic senses, such as 'a ship' or 'a shicld', have become obsolete, and can 
be regarded as dead offshoots in the word's history: so far as the relationship 
with other English words is concerned, board has simply ceased to bc a 
synonym of ship or shield. However, thc sense 'side of a ship', although 
itself now obsolete, gave rise to thc expressions on board and overboard, now 
found in a widc variety of different contexts, including metaphorical uses, 
e.g. of someone taking (/// idea on board or throwing something overboard. 

Other changes are rather more complex, and can only be explained 
adequately whcn we consider the semantic relationships of board with 
sevcral other English words. (In doing this we adopt an onomasiologieal 
approach, as typified by a thesaurus, rather than the semasiological 
approach typified by a dictionary; although in practice historical 
dictionaries eombine aspects of both approaches.) To take the first of 
the Middle English meanings listcd above, 'a  plank or board' would not 
be a good definition of modern English board when it denotes a flat 
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piece of wood used by a builder, precisely because board is now usually 
distinguished in meaning from plank, a Middle English borrowing froin 
(Anglo-)French. In modern English a board is something which is typically 
wider and often also thinner than a plank, although a floorboard may. be 
much closer to lhe dimensions of a plank. In Middle English the two words 
had much more semantic overlap, although Middle English plallke is less 
likely to denote a particularly wide piece of wood than bord is. Both words 
also showed more semantic overlap with timber (another word inherited 
from Old English) than they do in modern English. 

Much more complex differentiation has taken place between board and 
another (Anglo-)French loanword, table. The complexity of the semantic 
diITerentiation whieh has occurred between these two words can be seen if 
we also summarize some of the main senses of Middle English table: 

a plank or board (or various other sorts of pieces of wood, such as posts, splints, etc.); 
a slab or tablet of stone, wood, or other material, especially one used for writing or 
painting on; a board for playing a game on; a cleared piece of land for planting crops 
on; a plate forming pat:t of an instrument; (in building) a floor; a tabular arrangement 
of words, symbols, etc.; a table (i.e. a piece of furniture consisting ora board supported 
on lour legs); hence a meal, regular daily meals, supply of lood in a household 

In modern English there is much less overlap between the two words seman­
tically, and some senses which in Middle English could be expressed by 
either table or board are now expressed only by table, others only by board 

(or by plank, or by other words whieh we have not considered here such as 
tablet). The piece of furniture is in modern English almost always denoted 
by table, but the provision of meals by board, especially in collocations such 
as board and lodging orfidl board. 

A further important development in the meaning of board from the sense 
'table' only occurred slightly after the end of the M iddle English period, and 
is still found today, in spite of the loss of the basic sense 'table': 

table > (specifically) council table > meeting of a council (at a council table) > the 
members of a council collectively > the body of people responsible lor the governance 
or administration of a business, institution, etc. 

Thus, in the case of board, the senses of the word have become rather 
fragmented. The sense 'table', which forms the link between the senses 'piece 
of wood', 'regular meals', and 'governing or administrative body' has been 
lost, except as a deliberate archaism. Similarly, the sense 'side of a ship' is 
obscured in the now clearly lexicalized expression on board, which now has 
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the basic sense 'on the ship' rather than 'onto the ship' . We can thus see a 

process by which the sort of homonymy which we considered in section 3 .3  

can arise. (For similar examples compare (�Uice or the adjectiveJi'lir. See von 

Wartburg ( 1 969) 1 1 2-22 for extended discussion of some further examples, 

chiefly from French.) 

8.5.2 Relationships with words of similar form 

We sometimes find that one word's semantic development is aflected by 
association with another word of the same or similar sound which is 
historically unrelated. This is the mirror image of the process of contamina­
tion which we looked at in section 7.4.4, where semantic association aITects 
word form. 

The verb moulder is a derivative of //lould 'earth', a word of Germanic 
desccnt with cognates of similar meaning in most of the other Germanic 
languages. Its usual meaning is 'to crumble to dust', but it also shows uses 
with the meaning ' to rot', as in the following quotation from the OED: 

1 9S0 T. S. ELIOT Cocktail Party 1 1 .  1 29 What have they to go baek to? To the stale food 

mouldering in the larder, the stale thoughts mouldering in their minds. 

In sllch uses it is likely that the word shows semantic association with 

the etymologically unrelated word mould 'woolly or furry growth on food, 

textiles, etc.' 
The meanings of the verb meall can be analysed as showing six main 

branches of development: 

to intend, lo signify, to mention, to have an opinion, to remember, to go towards 

The word is an inherited Germanic verb, and the first four of these sense 
branches have good parallels among the other Germanic languages. H ow­
ever, 'to remember' and 'to go towards' do not. It is conceivable that they 
simply show sense developments which happen to have occllrred only in 
English, with no influence from any other word. However, it is also possible 
that these senses arose through association respectively with the following 
two words: 

• min 'to remember' (a borrowing from Norse of a word ultimately 
related to mil/d ) 

• Inin 'to intend, to direct one's course, go' (a derivative of Old English 
lIlyne 'mind, intention, remembrance, memory') 
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These words were not homophones of meal/, but it  is  possible that the 
resemblance in sound led to association or confusion of their meanirigs. 
This hypothesis is supported in the case of mill ' to remember' by the fact 
that mea/l and min with this meaning are often found as variant readings in 
medieval texts, suggcsting that confusion existed between them. 

To take another example, Old French porsllir (> English pursue) is the 
formal reflex of classical Latin prosequI, which has among its meanings: 

to follow, pursue, follow up, continue with, to pursue a claim for, to attend, accom­
pany, to honour or present (someone) with 

But the range of meanings shown by Old French porsuir is rather wider than 
would be suggested by the meanings of its Latin etymon: 

to follow with intent to overtake and capture, to persecute, to strive for (a circum­
stance, event, condition, etc.), to besiege, to accompany, escort, to carry on to the 
cnd, to accomplish, to pester (someone) in order to obtain something, (of misfortune, 
etc.) to assail persistently, to follow up (a cOllrse of action begun), to seck to obtain 
(something) through a court of law, (in law) to bring an action against, to proceed 
afong (a path, etc.), to investigate, study 

A number of these senses show the likely semantic inl1uence of the formally 
distinct Old French verb parslIir or its etymon classical Latin persequI. 

Among the meanings of perseqUI are: 

to seek out, to pursue, to follow with hostility or malignity, to harass, to chase, hunt, 
to examine, follow up, to go through with or persist in 

Among the meanings of Old French parslIir are: 

to follow with intent to overtake and capture, to search out, to persecute, to complete, 
to carry out, accomplish, to carry on, continue, to conform to, to comply with 

In this instance, the two Latin verbs ultimately show different prefixed 
forms, in pro- and per- respectivc\y, of the same verb, seqlll ' lo follow'. In 
Old French the formal reflex of the one, porslIir, appears to have borrowed 
senses from the other, parsuir (which ultimately became obsolete). The sit­
uation is thus very similar to a merger in word form (compare section 3 . 5), 
but what appears to have happened here is that instead of the two words 
becoming indistinguishable in form, the onc word acquired additional 
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meanings from the other, which subsequently became obsolete. (The formal 
association of thc two words may have been aided by the fact that in 
the hcavily abbreviated writing typical of many medieval manuscripts the 
abbreviations for pe/'- and pro- were very similar. Compare scction 7 .2 .5 on 
the identical abbreviations used for per- and par-.) 

8.6 Some basic types of change 

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, one of the main concerns in his­
torical semantics has traditionally been the classification of di fferent types 
of scmantic change. This is obviously of great importance for etymological 
research: if we want to know whether a particular semantic change is likely 
to have occurred in onc word history, it  will be crucially important to know 
whether similar changes have occurred in other word histories. However, 
identifying similarity is a far from simple malleI'. Ifwe compare the situation 
with sporadic sound changes, it  is usually relatively simple to identify cases 
of metathesis, for example. However, in the case of semantic change it can 
be much more difTIcult to identify the exact circumstances of change in any 
given instance, or to pinpoint when a change has occurred. As we have seen 
from the examples already considered, a great many different factors can bc 
at play in the semantic development of a word. 

In this section we will look at some of the typical processes of seman­
tic change which are most commonly identified in the scholarly literature: 
broadening, narrowing, pejoration, amelioration, metaphor, and meto­
nymy.8 It is important to note that these are not hard and fast categories. 
Some scholars identify additional distinct categories, while others would 
collapse some of those presented here.9 Additionally, there is often ambigu­
ity as to which category a particular example belongs to. 

As a final but important proviso, we should note that these are strictly 
only the outcomes of semantic change, rather than the mechanisms them­
selves, which we have already touched on in section 8.2. 10 

H For an overview of the history of scholarship in this area see Traugoll and 
Dashcr (2005) 5 1 - 1 04. 

9 For a very useful analysis of some of the key issues sec Traugott (2006). 
10  For a slightly diflcrent perspective on this question compare also Fortson (2003) 

650. 



4 1 .. I 

236 SEMANTIC CHANGE 

8.6.1 Broadening 

Broadening is the process by which a word comes to have wider semantic 
application. We could put this another way, and say that a restriction on the 
meailing of a word is lost, or that meaning becomes less specific. Sometimes 
the term generalization is used instead. 

French arriver (> English arrive) has the same basic meaning in modern 
Freneh as in English. However, when it is first attested in Old French in the 
eleventh century it has the sense 'to disembark, to reach the river bank, to 
land'. Tt is either the reflex of or is formed on the model of post-classical 
Latin arripare, which is found in the same sense from the ninth century, and 
is formed from elassical Latin ad 'to, at' and rTpa 'river bank' .  Subsequently 
the meaning was broadened to reaching any sort of destination, or to put it 
another way, the restriction to 'river bank' or to 'travel by water' was lost. 
(This broader sense is attested in French from the second half of the twelfth 
century, but the evidence of some of the other Romance languages suggests 
that it actually developed earlier in Latin.) 

German Limollade is a seventeenth-century borrowing from French 
lilllollade 'lemonade'. However, in the nineteenth century the sense became 
broadened to any kind of soft drink. Thus in modern German one finds 
compounds such as Orangelllill1ollade 'orange soft drink', and lemonade 
itself is now often distinguished as Zitronelllimollade, a new compound 
with Zitrone 'lemon' as its first element. In this instance the broadening 
of the meaning of Limonade was probably facilitated by the semantic shift 
of German Lill/olle, which is a fourteenth-century borrowing from French 
lin/On 'lemon', but which now has the sense 'lime' in standard German. 

Similarly, in some varieties of modern Scottish English, ginger, originally 
by ellipsis li'om ginger beer, is found in broadened use denoting any fizzy 
soft drink. (See Scottish National Dictiollmy Supplement, and compare 
Smith ( 1 996) 1 1 7.)  In other varieties or Scottish English,jllice has the broad­
ened sense 'soft drink', with the result that for instance a drink made from 
the juice of oranges, rather than simply having an orange taste, is typically 
distinguished asjj'esh orange rather than orange juice. (For examples see the 
SCOTS corpus at http://www.scottishcorplls.ac.uk/.) 

Related to broadening is bleaching, where the semantic content of a word 
becomes reduced as the grammatical content increases, for instance in the 
development of intensillers such as all�/itl�J', terribly, horribly (e.g. all:/iilly 

late, all�/iill)' big, (lll'jitlly smal/ ) or prelly (prelly good, pretty bad, pretty 
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Sl11al/, etc.), or earlier in the history of English very: this originally meant 
'truly', and was a conversion during the Middle English period from I'errai 

'true', which was borrowed from (Anglo-)French I'errai (modern French 
I'rai). (Compare also section 8 .7 .2 . 1  on very.) 

8.6.2 Narrowing 

Conversely, narrowing is the process by which a word comes to have more 

restricted application . Or we could put this another way, and say that a 

restriction has been added to the meaning, or that meaning becomes more 

specific. Sometimes the term specialization is used instead. 

We encountered in section 1 .3 .3  the narrowing of deer from 'animal' to 

'deer', a particular type of animal. Similarly, lIlellt shows a slow process of 

change in its history within English from 'Iood in general' to 'flesh of an 

animal (as food)', replacingjlesh in general use in this sense. In section 3 . 1  

we saw narrowing i n  the case of poke from 'bag, small sack' to 'small bag or 

pouch worn on the person' to 'purse, wallet'. . 
herh is an early Middle English borrowing from French. In early use It  

has two main senses: 

• any plant whose stem is not woody or persistent (i.e. anything not a tree 
or a shrub) 

• any plant whose leaves, or stem and leaves, are used for food or medi-
cine, or in some way tor their scent or flavour 

The nrst of these has been lost, except lor very restricted technical use in 
botanical registers, and the core meaning today is the narrower second one, 
which has narrowed further to exclude e.g. green vegetables. In this instance 
a full investigation of the meaning development would need to look also at 
the meanings of other terms in the same semantic field, such as plant, wort, 

Iveed, or indeed tree, shrub, as we did in the case of board in section 8 .5 .  I .  

8.6.3 Pejoratioll and amelioration 

Pejoration and amelioration (or sometimes melioration) describe the acqui­
sition respectively of less positive or more positive meanings. The main 
importance of these processes is the elTect that they tend to have on the 
other senses of a word. This is particularly the case with pejoration. 

We saw in section 8.4 how the development of the meaning 'unusual but 
attractive in an old-fashioned way' had a dramatic eJTect on the use of quaint 
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in such senses as 'beautiful, pretty, dainty, handsome, fashionable, elegant'. 
A similar pressure is likely to have occurred in the history of the word siily 

in English, which has developed in meaning as follows: 

happy, blessed, pious 
> innocent, harmless, helpless, weak, deserving of pity 
> feeble-minded, foolish, stupid 

We do not know the circumstances of the extensions of meaning which 
occurred or their motivation, but it is likely that at each stage in this 
development the establishment of the new senses led to the loss of the older 
ones. (For the classic account of this word history, and an often rel;roduced 
diagram illustrating it, sce Samuels ( 1972) 65-7.) 

Pejoration and amelioration arc both frequent in words denoting social 
ranks, positions, etc. The sense development of English knave can be sum­
marized as follows: 

boy 
> (with narrowing) 
young male servant 
> (with broadening) 
any (low status) male servant 
> (with pejoration) 
base and crafty rogue 

Similarly churl shows a development from 'male human being' to ' freeman 
of the third and lowest rank' to 'serf� bondman' to 'peasant, countryman' 
to 'impolite and mean-spirited person'. A semantic history such as this 
one shows the close connection between meaning change and social and 
cultural history. The development from 'peasant, countryman' to 'impolite 
and mean-spirited person' reJlects the low esteem in which the working 
people of the countryside have often been held. Similarly the meaning of 
villa ill has developed from the general meaning 'serf' to denoting someone 
whose behaviour is criminal or reprehensible. 1 1  

Amelioration i s  sometimes found i n  the names o f  military ranks. For 
instance marshal originally denoted 'a person in charge of the upkeep of 
horses' (the first element is cognate with mare), gradually coming to be the 

1 1  Another interesting group of words to investigate arc forms of address such as 1\1[1' 

lV[I�V, French monsieur, madame, German Herl', Frau. 
' 

SOME BASIC TYPES OF CHANGE 239 

title of high olIices in the royal household and in the army because of the 
importance of the horse in the medieval state, and particularly of cavalry in 
mcdieval warfare. As we saw in section 4.4.3, mqjor was originally a clipped 
form of sergeallt-1I1ajor, but II/C(jor now denotes a rather higher ranking 
oJlicer than it did in early use, while sergeant-major denotes a considerably 
lower ranking one. 

A very interesting example is provided by comparison of English kllight 

with German Knee/It .  The two words are cognate, and both earliest have the 
meaning 'boy'. However, the semantic development shown in each language 
in the course of the medieval period is radically different: 

Gcrmnn KlIec/tt 
boy, lad 

> boy or lad employed as a servant or attendant 
> servant, farm labourer, menial 

English Imight 
boy, lad 

> boy or lad employed as a servant or attendant 
> high-ranking (originally military) attendant or follower of the monarch 

or of another person of very high status 

Examples like this onc show the severe limits on predictability in semantic 
change. In each case the semantic development is easily understood in terms 
of the social and cultural history of the Middle Ages, but in the two lan­
guages the outcomes arc radically dilTerent, even though the two societies 
concerned were identical in all of the respects which are relevant here, and 
English kllight could have developed the meaning 'servant, farm labourer, 
menial' just as German Kllee/1f could have developed the meaning 'high­
ranking attendant or follower'. See further section 8 .7 . 1 on this topic. (In 
fact in modern German the word for a knight is RUter, showing semantic 
specialization, at first in  Low German or Dutch, of a word which originally 
had the broader meaning 'rider'.) 

A word often develops a pejorated sense through generalization of the 
connotative meaning of a collocation in which it frequently occurs. In sec­
tion 7.2.5 we encountered arrant 'notorious, downright', which originated 
as a variant of el'rclllt 'wandering'. This pejorated narrowed sense developed 
from the connotative meaning of the frequent collocation errant rogue or 
arrant roglle, originally 'an outlawed roving robber', hence 'a common or 
out-and-out thief'. As a result of reanalysis the word came to be used 
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analogously in other collocations with Cl depreciative sense, e.g. arrant trai­
tor, arrant knave, arranl ass. 

8.6.4 Metaphor and metonymy 

TI�e ten
,
n

.
s 'm��aphor' Ul�d 'metonymy' both date back to antiquity as 

tCI
. 
ms of 

.
1 �letOl lcal analysIs, the names of traditional 'figures of speech'. In 

t�lIS
. 
tradItIon,

. 
a
. 

metaphor is an implicit comparison, as contrasted with a 
S1l11l�e or �x�hclt 

,
comparison. In a metaphor one thing, sometimes called �he 

. 
ten

,
or , IS referred to by the name of another, sometimes called the 

v�hlcle .
. 
A n

.
letonymy shows the extended use of a term to denote some­

thll1g which IS conceptually contiguous with the thing which it n�rmally 
denotes. 

In lil�guistics, the same terms arc used to denote two typical processes of 
semantIc change. (For examples sec the following two sections ) TI ' 
I f ' . . . le sdme 

c e 1I11tJons as �lVen in the last paragraph remain valid, but the conception of 
t
.
he pr�cesses I� �'ather difI"erent. Crucially, they are not perceived, as in the 

I hetoncal trachtlOn, as conscious stylistic devices belonging to heightened �angl�age, but a
.
s hugely unconscious processes in meaning development, 

Just hke narrowll1g, broadening, pejoration, or amelioration. 
In the �ognitive linguistics tradition which emerged in the last decades of 

the t,:entlCt�l
.
century, metaphor and metonymy have a very important role. 

In tlus trac\JtlOn, the metaphors and metonymies seen in actual linguistic 
us

.
age �lre regarde�! aR reflections of more fundamental mappings in the 

mll1d, I.e. as rellectlOns of the ways in which people conceptualize the world 
an�1 I�r�c�ss �lbstract

. 
thought. In the very inlluential conceptual metaphor 

theOl Y associated With GeOl'ge LakofI" and advanced especially in Lakoff 
aI1(� .lohnson ( 1 980; �nd edn. 2003), the particular metaphorical expressions 
whIch we can trace 111 language are grouped and analysed as reflections of 
deeper conceptual metaphors. For instance, the conceptual metaphor 'THE 
MIND

. 
IS A CONTAINER' gives rise to expressions such as 'why can't you get 

tlll�t �nto YOl�r head?' In a good deal of more recent work in cognitive lin-
gUIStics, the focus has shifted to metonymy 'IS 'm even more b . I ' . .  

. , � " , 

' , aSlc II1gUlStJC 
pl

.
ocess, and s�me have sought to analyse metaphor in terms of under-

lymg metonymlcal processes. 1 2  However, whichever theoretical position is 
adopted, 

.
the crucia

.
1 point is that it  is assumed that the metaphorical and 

metonYl11lcal meanll1g developments found in the histories of particular 

12 For discussion and references scc Traugoll and Dashcr (2005) 27-9. 
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words are not accidental, one-ofl' affairs, but instead reflect characteristic 

patterns of thought. This is potentially of very great importance for work in 

etymology, because identification of such typical patterns would in theory 

provide a means of assessing the plausibility of the meaning development 

assumed in a particular word history. However, it  should be stressed that 

such work is still in its infancy. 

8 .6.4. 1 ft;[elapllOr Some examples will show how the three approaches 
sketched in the preceding section can in practice overlap. 

I n  classical Latin qlladriviul11 meant a crossroads, a place where four  roads 
meet, and Irivi;,m meant a place where three roads meet. In the early Middle 
Ages, we find metaphorical use of these two words to denote the two great 
divisions of the Seven Liberal Arts in the neld of education: the advanced 
quac!riviwn, consisting of four subjects, and the more elementary Iriviu111, 

consisting of three subjects. We can see how this metaphor can easily be 
analysed in terms of the traditional rhetorical figure of metaphor: a term 
is taken from one sphere, usually a more concrete one, and applied in a 
new one, usually a more abstract one; hearers recognize that this is a novel 
usage but also understand its meaning relatively easily. qlladrivium in this 
use is first found in the works of the philosopher Boethius in the early sixth 
century, and may even have been coined by him. However, if wc look at this 
metaphor from the perspective of cognitive linguistics, it  is tempting to sce 
motivation for it in the widespread conceptual metaphor 'KNOWLEDGE IS A 

JUURNEY ' . From such a perspective, these metaphorical uses of ljlladriviul/1 

and Iril'iul11 readily arise and are readily understood precisely because they 
are motivated by an underlying conceptual metaphor. 

M any other metaphors express much more fundamental meaning rela-
tions. For instance, the expression I see II'lIal YOIl meall depends upon the 
association between the physical sense of sight and mental cognition which 
is retlected also in the traditional saying seeing is b"e!ieving. I nvestigation o[ 
the etymologies of verbs meaning ' to know' or 'to understand' shows this 
same association repeated over and over again, in  different languages and 
in diflcrent cultures. (See further section 8 .7.2.2 below.) 

What were originally metaphorical uses often come to be apprehended as 
primary meanings of words, so that their metaphorical origin can only be 
recovered through etymological research. Wc l ooked at cases such as crane 

' type of bird' and crane ' type o[machine' in section 3 .4, and also cases where 
there is a formal split, as between.flower and.flollr in section 3 .6 .  The names 



242 SEMANTIC CHANGE 

of many abstract concepts are metaphorical in ongl11, and concrete to 
abstract is a very common pathway for metaphorical change: [or instance; 
line 'long straight mark or band' is originally a metaphorical development 
of line 'piece of cord or string'. 

8 .6 .4.2 JY!etonymy Meaning change through contiguity, whether physical 
or conceptual, is extremely coml11on. Classical Latin triviul1l 'place where 
three roads meet' also has the meaning 'public square or meeting place' :  a 
public square is typically located at the meeting place of several roads, and 
hence is physically contiguous; unlike the metaphorical meaning develop­
ment examined in the preceding section, both concepts belong to the same 
semantic field. If we now take a less obvious example, the adjective formed 
from classical Latin triviulIl is trivicllis 'of the cross-roads, of the public 
square or meeting place' hence 'everyday, commonplace, vulgar, trivial' (> 
English trivial). We could see this meaning devclopment also as metonymic, 
since there is contiguity in the conception of the public square as a place 
where one encounters the commonplace, and also the vulgar (from certain 
social standpoints). Alternatively, we could interpret the change shown by 
this word as broadening: 'met with in the public square and hence common­
place' broadening to 'commonplace (in any context)'. 

In some cases of metonymic change a part 01' an attribute can refer to 
the whole, for instance bigl1lig 'important person', or the idiom he hadn't a 

stitch on 'he was naked'. Such changes are sometimes elassified as showing 
a distinct category, synecdoche. French bureau shows two such changes in 
its historical sense development: 

type of baize eloth > desk > ollice 

Another classic example of this type of change is provided by Japanese 
lI1ikado 'emperor', a metonymic use of a word literally meaning 'exalted 
gate', hence specifically the gate of the imperial palace. This has a strik­
ing parallel in Ottoman Turkish bab-i 'all, literally 'h igh or exalted 
gate', applied specifically to the residence of the Grand Vizier and hence 
metonymically to the Grand Vizier's government. (A loan translation in 
French gave rise to similar use of porte 'gate' or more fully la Sublime Porte 

to refer to the court of the Ottoman sultanate, and hence the Sublime Porte 

also in English.) A slightly less close parallel is provided by ancient Egyptian 
pr- '0 'pharaoh' ,  literally 'great house'. 
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In another frequent type an activity or product is named metonymically 
from a tool or instrument. For instance, tOllgue ' language' has many par­
allels cross-linguistically. 13 Another typical pattern is use of the name of a 
container for its typical contents, as in the development from ' purse, wallet' 
to 'roll of banknotes, money' in the case of poke (see seetion 3 . 1 ) .  

Metonymic changes, like other meaning changes, are often most usefully 
examined in relation to other changes affecting a group of words. A classic 
example is provided by names for the hip, thigh, and lower leg in Latin 
and the western Romance languages. Latin crus 'lower leg' was replaced 
in the various Romance languages by forms developed from two different 
words which both originally denoted parts of the legs of animals: compare 
on the one hand Frenchjmnbe and Italian gall1ba (both from post-classical 
Latin gall1ba or call1ba 'pastern of a horse') and on the other Spanish pierna 

and Portuguese perna (both from Latin penl{[ 'leg of mutton, ham'); we 
could perhaps analyse this as either metonymic change or broadening. 
Latin felllur ' thigh' was replaced by the reflexes of Latin coxa 'hip' giving 
French cuisse, Italian coscia, Portuguese COX(I, all 'thigh'; this is thus a 
clear example of metonymic change (unless we assume an unattested 
intermediate stage where the word meant both 'hip' and 'thigh', in which 
case we would have broadening followed by narrowing). This change may 
perhaps have been motivated by embarrassing homonymy between the 
reflexes of femur and the reflexes of fimus 'dung' (compare section 3 . 8). 
(Latin coxa 'hip' was in turn replaced in this meaning by a borrowing from 
a West Germanic form *hanka giving French !wlldze, Italian (I/1C(l, Spanish 
anca, Portuguese anca.) 14 

8.7 Is semantic e1mnge predictable? 

8.7.1 Semantic divergence in difrerent langnages 

Two words with the same origin often develop semantically"in different ways 
in different languages. In section 8 .6 .3  we contrasted the amelioration of 
English knight with the pejoration of its German cognate Knecht.  

The English adjective rank is cognate with Middle Dutch mllc and 
Middle Low German rank, and is probably ultimately from a variant of 
the same Indo-European base as right, with a basic sense 'upright' in 

1 3 Compare UIlmann ( 1 962) 226 and further references there. 
14 For further discussion of this group of examples sec von Wartburg ( 1 969) 1 1 8.  

I 
I' , " , , 
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pro to-Germanic. Dutch and Low German both show the basic sense 'slim, 
slender', with the additional connotative meaning 'lank, weedy' in  Dutch 
and the technical meaning '(of a ship) heeling, listing' in Low German. 
In English the word has shown radically difTerent semantic development, 
showing a group of senses (now mostly obsolete) developed from the mean­
ing 'strong, vigorous', such as 'proud', 'showy', 'impetuous', 'brave', and 
other senses which refer to full or large size, such as 'vigorous or luxuri­
ant in growth',  'copious', 'excessively large', 'gross', 'luxuriant', 'of coarse 
quality'. 

We also find many cases where a borrowed word and its donor develop in 
very different ways. English qual(/jl is borrowed from French qualifier and 
its etymon post-classical Latin qual(ficare (compare section 6.5) .  In English 
the word has two main branches of semantic development: 

• to invest with a quality or qualities (hence to become eligible for some­
thing etc.) 

• to modify or mod crate in somc respect (hence to mitigate etc.) 

French lacks anything similar to the second branch, and in Latin the sensc 
'to modify' appears to be restricted to British sourccs. From the available 
evidencc, it appears that one of the major components of the word's mean­
ing in English, 'to modify or moderate', can be traced back to Latin as used 
in Britain, but has no parallel outside Britain. 

magazine is a borrowing ultimately from Arabic ma!s.zClIl ,  ma!s.zin 'store­
house'; the word entered English directly from French magasill, and it 
probably came to French from Italian magazzil1o, thus: 

Arabic /I1a/izwl, /I1a/izin > Italian II/agazzillo > French lIIagasin > English lIIagazine 

The word shows numerous sense developments in both English and French. 
In each language thcre is one major strand of semantic development which 
is not shared by the other language. In French the word shows the semantic 
development: 

storehouse > place where merchandise is sold > shop 

In English it  shows the development: 

storehouse 
> book providing information on a specified subject or for Cl specified 

group of people 
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> periodical pUblication containing articles by various writers; 
especially one with stories, articles on general subjects, etc., and 
illustrated with pictures, or a similar publication prepared for a 
special-interest readership 

This latter sense was borrowed back into French, usually distinguished in 
form as magazine, while the French sense 'shop' is not found in English. 

Semantic divergence of this sort can thus be observed even in etymolog­
ically related groups of words, in very similar societies, even when there is 
frequent and intimate contact bctween the societies concerned. (Compare 
section 6 .6  on the frequent continuing scmantic intlucnce of French words 
on the developmcnt of English words long after an initial borrowing.) This 
is of course in many ways similar to the situation with sound change and 
other changes in word form, which can lead to radical d ivergence in form 
betwcen rclated words in differcnt languages, or indeed in difTerent varieties 
of a singlc language. However, the greater unpredictability of semantic 
change can result in much greater challenges for etymological research. 
The case is wcll put by Trask in a discussion of the very different semantic 
histories of the cognate words English clean and German kleill : 

English and German are fairly closely related, and, by the usual correspondences, 
these words ought to be cognate - and yet the German word means 'small'. Is it really 
possible that two such dissimilar meanings could arise from a single source'? Could 
we jllst be looking at two unrelated words whose resemblance is  the result of chance? 
As it happens, we have abundant textual evidence for earlier German, and the earliest 
attested sense of the German word is 'bright, shining'. With some assistance from 
the texts, therefore, scholars have concluded that the German word has undergone 
an extraordinary sequence of semantic shirts, roughly 'shining' > 'clean' > 'fine' > 
'delicate' > 'small'. Everyone is therefore satisfied that the words really are cognate -
but, if there had been no textual evidence to consult, possibly very few linguists would 
have been happy to accept such a seemingly bizarre shift in meaning, and wc would 
remain uncertain whether the two words were actually cognate at all. 

(Trask ( 1 996) 229; reprinted MilIar (2007) 28 1 )  

8.7.2 Some regular patterns 

The situation presented so far in this chapter poses somc serious challenges 
for etymological research. As we have seen, two words which are of iden­
tical etymology can develop in c1i1Ierent ways in dilIcrent languages, cven 
when cultural and historical circumstances are very similar. Extralinguistic 
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historical and cultural factors can have an enormous impact on the seman­
tic development of words. Within the linguistic system, semantic develop­
ment is affected by the relationships between the senses of an individual 
word, and also by the relationships between the meanings of different 
words. Semantic development may even be affected by association with 
other words of similar form. 

In our classification of different types of semantic change, we have looked 
at six different categories, but we have noted that it  is sometimes difficult to 
assign a particular change to onc category or another. Also, four of the 
typical types of change, narrowing and broadening, and pejoration and 
amelioration, are essentially opposites, preventing any simple generaliza­
tions about the typical direction of change. 

More fundamentally, when wc attempt to evaluate whether a particular 
etymology is semantically plausible, we need to establish the likely pathway 
of semantic change. For this purpose, these categories are too broad to serve 
as useful tools. 

More promising are some of the ideas from conceptual metaphor theory 
which we touched on in section 8 .6.4. If some examples of metaphorical 
change, from different periods and in different languages, can plausibly be 
grouped together as showing manifestations of a more widespread underly­
ing conceptual metaphor, then this may help us to make hypotheses about 
other semantic changes which may have occurred in less well-documented 
cases. We will look at an extended example in section 8 .7.2.2. First, though, 
we will look at some perspectives which have developed in recent decades 
from another major field of linguistic research: grammaticalization studies. 

8 .7.2. 1 Increasing subject[ficatioll (I/meaning In important work originally 
grounded in the study of meaning development in grammaticalization, 
Elizabeth Traugott has drawn attention to some important tendencies in 
semantic change which are of much wider application. The following is the 
formulation set out in Traugott ( 1 989): 

Tendency I: Meanings based in the external described situation > meanings based 
in the internal (evaluative/perceptual/cognitive) described situation. 

This subsumes most of the familiar meaning changes known as pejoration and 
amelioration . . .  
Tendency I I :  Meanings based in the external or internal described situation > mean­
ings based in the textual and metaIinguistie situation. 

By 'textual situation' I mean the situation of text-construction. Examplcs include 
thc development oflexical and morphological forms into connectives coding cohesion, 
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as in the shift from j)(l IlIvite jJe 'the timc that' (coding an external described situation) 
> 'during' (eoding the textual situation). By 'metalinguistie situation' I mean the 
situation of performing a linguistic act. Examples include the shift from �l mental­
state to a specch-act verb meaning; for instance, in the early 1 500's observe had the 
mental-verb meaning 'perccive (that)' (coding an internal deseribed situation), and by 
1 605 it had come to be used as a speech-act verb in  the sense 'state that' (coding the 
mctalinguistic situation). 
Tcndency III: Meanings tend to bccome increasingly based in the speaker's SUbjective 
belief state/attitude toward the proposition. 

This tendency subsumes the shift of temporal to eoncessive while and a large 
number of other changes. Among them is the deVelopment of scalar particles such as 
vel)': borrowcd in Middle English from Old French l'erai 'true' (a cognitive evaluation), 
in Early Modern English i t  becamc a sealar particle as in  the very height of her career 
(a subjective evaluation) 

(Traugott ( 1 989) 34-5) 

Traugott identifies what these three tendencies have in common as the 
increasing 'subjectification' of meaning, a process in which speakers or 
writers 'come over time to develop meanings for L[exemes] that encode 
or externalize their perspectives and attitudes as constrained by the com­
municative world of the speech event, rather than by the so-called "real­
world" characteristics of the event or situation referred to' (Traugott and 
Dasher (2005) 30). Wc saw an example in section 8 . 1  in the meaning devel­
opment shown by the modal verb may: 

'to be strong or able, to have power' 
> the (dynamic, or root, modal) meaning ' to be able (to do something), 

> the (epistemic modal) meaning 'it may be the case that', 'this may 
happen' 

Compare also the development of IIIlIst from (deontic modal) 'you must do 
this' to (epistemic modal) ' this must surely happen soon'. 

An example of the usefulness of this sort of framework in etymological 
research is provided by the etymology of English merry. 'This is an inher­
ited Germanic word . The same proto-Germanic base gives rise to Middle 
Dutch merge/Uc 'pleasant, agreeable', and also the English derivative noun 
mirth which similarly has a parallel in  Middle Dutch merchte, merechte 'joy, 
pleasure' .  A good formal match is provided by Old High German Inurg 

'short' , and Gothic gamaurgjan 'to shorten', which have Indo-European 
cognates with similar meanings, including Sanskrit mU/lllr 'suddenly', Aves­
tan l/1Qr�zu- 'short', Sogdian mwrzk 'short' , and ancient Greek braclllls 

I '  
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'short'. The problem is how to connect the English and Dutch words 
with the others semantically. A hypothetical semantic development froill 
'short' to 'that shortens or whiles away time' to 'entertaining, pleasant' 
is made much more convincing by an extensive set of parallels in English 
and in other Germanic languages: English pastime; use of English short 'to 
shorten' in the sense 'to make to appear short, to beguile (the time, the way) 
with sport or stories' (and similar uses of the related shorten and obsolete 
sllllrt); Middle H igh German kurzwile (from kurz short and wile period) 
'short while, whiling away of time, pastime, pleasure'; Old Icelandic skelllta 

'to amuse, entertain' (from skal/1l11ur 'short'). We can also see that this 
works wel1 in terms of the subjectification of meaning: all of these meaning 
changes show a shift from 'objectively short in duration' to 'apparently 
short, in a way which is pleasant for the speaker'. 

However, this sort of framework rather conspicuously excludes a good 
many of those semantic changes which depend upon extralinguistic factors, 
as Traugott and Dasher acknowledge: 

Irregular meaning changes seem to occur primarily in the nominal domain, which is 
particularly susceptible to extralinguistic factors such as change in the nature or the 
social construction of the referent. For example, the referents of towns, annor, rockets, 
vehicles, pens, communication devices, etc., have changed considerably over time, as 
have concepts of disease, hence the meanings attached to the words referring to them 
have changed in ways not subject to linguistic generalization. 

(Traugott and Dasher (2005) 3-4) 

Scientific and technological advances of the kind exemplilled here have an 
enormous impact on the semantic development of many words, especial1y 
nouns (numerically by far the largest class in the lexicon of any language). 
As we have already seen, this is by no means the only area where cultural 
and historical factors are crucial to explaining semantic change. 

Additionally, problems arise for etymological research from just how 
broadly applicable the p rocess of subjectification is. If it is indeed common 
to many instances of semantic change this is a major insight in linguistic 
research. However, this is less of a virtue for the particular requirements of 
etymological research. Where we find respectively less and more subjective 
meanings, Traugott's research helps us to see the likelihood that the more 
subjective meaning has developed from the less subjective one. H owever, 
many of the most perplexing problems can arise in trying to identify the 
specific pathway by which such change has occurred. 
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An example or this is provided by the word pagan. It has not been seri­
ously doubted that post-classical Latin pagan liS 'pagan' (> English pagan) 

ultimately shows a semantic development of classical Latin piigiillll.I' 'of or 
belonging to a country community, civilian', also (as noun) 'inhabitant of 
a country community, civilian (opposed to lIli/es soldier), . This probably 
occurred in the rourth century AD. The meaning development was almost 
certainly from less to more evaluative: 'of or belonging to a country com­
munity' is a relatively neutral term in comparison with 'pagan', the defining 
characteristic of the non-Christian other from the perspective of the early 
Christian Church. However, the precise path or the semantic change is much 
less certain. OED summarizes three main possibilities (1 omit supporting 
examples for the Ilrst and third theories from the ancient historian Orosius 
in the early fifth century): 

(i) The older sense of classical Latin p{igiilllls is 'of the country, rustic' (also as 
noun). It has been argued that the transferred use reflects the fact that the 
ancient idolatry lingered on in the rural villages and hamlets after Christianity 
had been generally accepted in the towns and cities of the Roman Empire. 

(ii) The more common meaning of classical Latin piigiillllS is 'civilian, non­
militant' (adjective and noun). Christians called themselves l11ililes 'enrolled 
soldiers' of Christ, members of his militant church, and applied to non­
Christians the term applied by soldiers to all who were 'not enrolled in the 
arnly'. 

(iii) The sense 'heathen' arose from an interpretation of p{ig{iIlIlS as denoting a 
person who was outside a particular group or community, hence 'not of the 
city' or 'rural'. 

(OED3 at pagall n .  and adj . ,  etymology section) 

Here the main problem is a gap in our evidence: we simply do not have 
the crucial early examples of the use of the word in its new sense that 
would enable us to see the exact circumstances of its development. We 
have a good knowledge of what the word meant in classical Latin, and 
we have some knowledge of the cultural circumstances '01' the period, but 
this is not sufficient to categorical\y conllrm or deny any of these three 
possibilities. Further close study of the documentary evidence concerning 
Christian culture in this period could perhaps help to resolve the issue, but 
as the question was already debated by the time of Orosius in the early 
firth century it is perhaps unlikely that we will ever reach any definitive 
answer. 

, I , i 
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8 .7.2.2 !'vIetap/lOr ill cogllitive linguistics In a now elassic study in a chapter 
of her 1 990 book From Etymology to Pragmatics, Eve Sweetser examiries 
'English perception-verbs in an Indo-European context' (Sweetser ( 1990) 

23-48). This study is grounded in the assumption from cognitive linguistics 
(common to much other l inguistic work as well) that the way the human 
mind structures perceptions of the external world is rel1ected to some extent 
in linguistic structures: 

Linguistic categorization depends not just on our naming of distinctions that exist in 
the world, but also on our metaphorical and metonymic structuring of our perceptions 
of  the world. 

(Sweetser ( 1 990) 9) 

Very interestingly for our purposes, Sweetser looks at both bidirectional and 
unidirectional relationships. 1-<01' instance, two common semantic sourecs 
for vision verbs are identified as: 

(a) metaphors of physical touching or manipulation, such as English to 

catch sight of or Latin percipere (> English to perceive), which is 
formed < per- 'thoroughly' and capere 'to take, seize, lay hold of' 

(b) metaphors of control; e.g. English wake, watch, and (via French and 
Latin) surveillallce and vigil arc all derived from an Indo-European 
root with the probable sense 'to be strong, to be lively', as shown for 
example by Latin vegere 'to rouse, excite, to be lively or active' ,  vigere 

'to be vigorous' (sce Sweetser ( 1990) 32-3) 

Of these, source (a) appears to be unidirectional, words for physical touch­
ing or manipulation giving rise to vision verbs but not vice versa, whereas 
the relationship in (b) appears to be bidirectional, as shown e.g. by English 
to keep all eye Oil someolle which shows development from 'sight' to 'over­
sight, control' .  

Similarly, words for physical sight give rise to words for k nowledge or 
intellection, arising from the role of vision as a primary source of data, 
hence I see what YOII meall or again perceive. Howcver, the reverse does 
not appear to be the case, and so this relationship may be seen 1.0 be (as a 
general rule) unidirectional. A rare exception is perhaps shown by English 
recognize, which shows the development: 

' to acknowledge' 
> 'to identify (something which has been known before), 
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> 'to identify (a person from their physical appearance)' 

In the case of meaning developments from 'to hear' to 'to listen to, to 
heed' (and thence to 'to obey'), there is a rather stronger counterexample 
in French elltendre 'to hear', a development from the earlier sense 'to take 
heed oC to understand ', ultimately from Latin intendere 'to stretch out, to 
direct one's attention to' (sce Sweetser ( 1 990) 34-5). 

Traditionally minded etymologists may find much that is reassuringly 
familiar in Sweetser's approach. Clearly a fundamental factor is the col­
lecting and classifying of examples, in order to establish which changes 
in meaning are COl11mon and thus likely to be found also in other, less 
well-evidenced, cases. Many of her observations arc based on the analysis 
of changes occurring during the documented histories of words (as with 
French elltenclre) 01' which can be inferred reasonably confidently from the 
composition of complex words (as with Latin percipere, formed from per­

and capere). In such cases the analysis is generally uncontroversial, and the 
desiderata 101' further research seem clear: 

(i) analysis of meaning developments which cross other semantic fields 
(or domains, as the underlying relationships between meanings arc 
normally called in the cognitive linguistics tradition) 

(ii) analysis of further cross-linguistic data, in  the areas studied by 
Sweetser (since the set of data on which her observations are based is 
relatively small) 

In the almost two decades since the publication of Sweetser's 1 990 study, 
there has been relatively little work i n  this direction, either inside or outside 
the cognitive linguistics tradition. 1 5  This is regrettable, since the identi­
fication of pathways of semantic change which occur frequently cross­
linguistically would provide a powerful aid to further etymological research. 

Much of Sweets er's work focuses on meaning change in the reconstructed 
past, often at the level of reconstructed Indo-European roots. This is rather 
more controversial, and wc will consider this in the following section. 

8.7.2.3 Recollstmcting meanings and changes in meaning I n  etymological 
reconstruction at the level of pro to-languages, it is customary to recon­
struct roots, which arc assigned glosses, reflecting what is taken to be the 
common meaning shown by the words derived from this root. Thus in 

1 5 For a rccent contribution sce Allan (2008). 
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Pokorny ( 1 959-69), which remains the standard comparative dictionary of 

Indo-European etymology, a reconstructed root with a gloss stands at the 

head of each entry. 16  The same is found in smaller comparative dictionaries 

such as Watkins (2000). It is worth looking in a little detail at what sorts of 

entities these roots are and what the glosses assigned to them are intended 

to convey. Hence for a moment we will turn aside from semantics and take 

up some topics in morphology which we touched on in chapter 4. 

In some cases, a complete word has parallels in several branches of Indo­

European, and can be reconstructed with some confidence for the parent 

language. This is the case with the kinship terms mother, father, brother 

which we looked at in section 1 .2.4. Each word has cognates iil a number 

of other branches of Indo-European, and we can reconstruct the pro to­

Indo-European words */lu/ter, *pfJter, *hlm/ter. We can recognize -ter- as a 

termination eommon to all of these words, although we cannot establish any 

further etymology for the roots to which it is attached with any eonHdenee. 
In the majority of cases, the situation is rather different, and what we find 

reflected among the 'cognates' are in fact the scattered remains of a mor­
phological family, showing various different suffixes and various dilTerent 
modiHcations of the root; that is, the words that survive are cognates only 
at one or more removes. The typical morphology of a word in proto-Indo­
European can be represented as follows: 

a root, with a certain ablaut grade; 
perhaps + an extension (which did not usually alter meaning); 
usually + a sutlix (which conveyed information about word class and 

often also about meaning, and which could also show ablaut 
variation); 

+ inflectional endings 

The root is common to all words in the same morphological family, but var­
ious differences of meaning and/or grammatical function are conveyed by 
dilTerences of ablaut grade and sulIixation. The words belonging to any such 
family which survive in the various documented lnclo-El\I'opean languages 
will typically reHect only a small fragment of the original family. Often we 
will Hnd that one derivative formation survives in one language, a second 
in another language, a third in another language, and so on. In each case 
there will probably also have been subsequent morphological and semantic 

1 6 Compare note 1 8  below on the urgent need for revision of this dictionary. 
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change, between the proto-Indo-European stage and the stage reflected by 
our documented words. By comparative analysis of the morphological and 
phonological histories of many other words, we may be able to establish that 
this set of words can plausibly be referred to the same I ndo-European root, 
showing suf1lxes whose function we may or may not be able to reconstruct 
with some conHdence. However, this is not necessarily the same thing as 
being certain of exactly what the historical sequence of derivational rela­
tionships was in a group of related words, nor exactly how their meaning 
development unfolded. 1 7  As we saw in chapter 4, study of the recorded 
history of languages shows that there are many possible permutations for 
the relationships among a group of morphologically related words. The 
'meaning' that can be reconstructed for a proto-l ndo-European root is 
typically no more than the semantic common denominator for a set of 
words which we can plausibly refer to a single root. The case is well put 
by Watkins: 

A word of caution should be entered about the semantics of the roots. It is perhaps 
more hazardous to attempt to reconstruct meaning than to reconstruct linguistic 
form, and the meaning of a root can only be extrapolated from the meanings of its 
descendants. Often these diverge sharply from onc another, and the scholar is reduced 
in practice to inferring only what seems a reasonable, or even merely possible, semantic 
common denominator. The result is that reconstructed words, and particularly roots, 
arc often assigned hazy, vague, or unspecific meanings. This is doubtless quite i l lusory; 
a portmanteau meaning {or a root should not be confused with the specific meaning 
of a derivative of that root at a particular time and place. The apparent haziness 
in meaning of a given Indo-European root often simply reflects the fact that with 
the passage of several thousand years the di l1'crent words derived from this root in 
divergent languages have undergone semantic changes that arc no longer recoverable 
in detai l .  

(Watkins (2000) xxi) 

I t  is in this context that work such as Sweetser's (see section 8.7.2.2) can 
encounter some dilIiculties, if cognitive motivations are sOl.lght for meaning 
changes reconstructed for the remote linguistic past. At the very least, we 
must exercise caution if much of the support for thinking that a particular 
meaning change is natural or is frequent cross-linguistically depends upon 
reconstructed stages of linguistic history. 1 8 

17 For a useful discussion of this topic see Clackson (2007) 1 90- 1 .  
18  Sweetser ( 1 990) i s  very critical o f  the semantic side o f  much work i n  Indo-European 

etymology, and exemplifies this by commenting on material taken from Pokorny ( 1 959-
69). However, it should be noted thal those entries from Pokorny on which she comments 
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8.8 Some Ilfllctical examples 

Just as we looked in section 7.7 at practical examples of etymological argu­
li1ents based on word form, we will look in this section at some practical 
examples of arguments based on word meaning. 

8.8.1 Parallel selllantic developments lending support to an etymology 

We have already noted that an important step in establishing support for a 
particular etymology can be finding another word history which appears to 
show a similar semantic development. 

Italian marrolle 'a chestnut' (from which French lI1arron was borrowed, 
and thence ultimately the English colour term maroon) is of uncertain 
etymology. One suggestion is that it comes from a common Romance base 
with the meaning 'stone, rock', and this can perhaps be supported by a 
semantic comparison with the Spanish dialect word berrueca 'a large kind 
of chestnut' which is related to Spanish berrueco 'rocky reef'. 

Modern English has numerous words meaning 'drunk, intoxicated with 
alcohol' which result from metaphorical uses of past participles of verbs 
referring to various types of physical harm, such as smashed, stalled (now 
more commonly used with reference to drugs), wrecked, etc. These parallels 
lend weight to the hypothesis that recent British slang lI1ullered ' intoxicated' 
(recorded from 1 995) is derived from lIluller 'to ruin, wreck, or destroy' 
(recorded li'om 1 990, and very probably of Romani origin, from a verb 
ultimately related to Sanskrit 1111"- 'to die'). 

The Caribbean English word meJple, denoting the sapodilla, a type of 
evergreen tropical American tree with edible li"tlit, probably ultimately 
shows a borrowing of Dutch mispel denoting the medIal; a small bushy 
tree related to the rose which bears apple-like fruits. This supposition is 
supported by the fact that Caribbean English also has the name I/aseberry 

for the sapodilJa (as already touched on in sections 2.6 and 7.4.5), show­
ing a borrowing of Spanish /l(!spera and Portuguese nespera 'medlar' with 

critically (Sweetser ( 1 990) 24-5), ' 1 .  kCII-' and 'kwe/p-', involve etymologies which arc 
accepted by very few other researchers, partly on the basis of semantic implausibility. 
On this difTIcult area of research compare also the useful discussion in Fox ( 1 995) 201-6. 
On Pokorny's dictionary compare Ringe (2006) 65: 'Pokorny 1 959 is badly out of date; 
moreover, it  errs extravagantly on the side of inclusion, listing every word known to 
the author that might conceivably rellect a PIE [proto-Inclo-EuropcanJ lcxcl11e if onc's 
etymological standards arc not too strict.' 
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rcmodelling of the ending of the word as a result of association with words 
ending in -berry. In this instance, lIlesple and nasebeny both arose in the 
same geographical area, but in dilferent historical periods, /lClseberry being 
first found in 1 679, while lIIesple is not found until 1 979, and probably 
entered English through Dutch Creole. It is therefore likely that the two 
cases are genuinc parallels, rather than that the one has provided a model 
for the other. 

8.8.2 Formal similarity, but 110 plausible semantic cOllnection 

English /lick 'to make a notch or cut in (something), corresponds exactly 
in form to Middle Dutch nicke/l 'to bow, to bend', Middle Low German 
nicken 'to bend over, sink down', Middle High German nicken 'to bend, 
press down', but 110 convincing semantic connection can be made. 

prank 'a malicious trick; a wicked deed; a deception or scheme intended 
to harm, a hoax; a magical trick or feat, a conj uring trick, a practical 
joke, a lark, a capriciously foolish act' is of unknown origin. The obvious 
etymology on a formal basis would be to attempt to connect the word with 
the verb prank 'to dress or dcck in a smart, bright, or ostentatious manner, 
to decorate, to dress up, to give a particular (misleading) appearance to, to 
embellish, to make an ostentatious display (with), to show oIf, to behave 
ostentatiously', but it is hard to establish any semantic connection, unless it 
is perhaps via the meanings 'deception' and 'to dress up, to give a particular 
(misleading) appearance to'. 

It is useful to contrast the situation in  both of these cases with the sorts 
of arguments on the basis of word lorm that we encountered in chapter 7. 
If there were a formal diJTIcuIty, there would at least be a clear procedure 
lor identifying the diJTIculty, and Ior trying to resolve it. We would look for 
possible explanations from what is known about the phonological history 
of other words in the same period, or from formal developments which are 
typologically common. Even if this did not lead to a soluti0n, i t  would allow 
us to clarify the diJIiculty, e.g. 'perhaps related, but the difference in the stem 
vowel is di llicult to explain'. Our present state of knowledge about what is 
and is not likely in semantic change seldom allows us even to formulate the 
difficulties as precisely as this. 

In section 2.4 we looked at words which originated as lexicalized com­
pounds, although this fact may be entirely opaque £i'om the modern form 
and meaning of the word. In some instances we may suspect such a history, 
but be unable to provide any semantic explanation for the compound. pried 
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'three of a kind (especially in cards)' occurs earliest in  the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries in the following forms: 
ptlrria/l, paire roya/l, paro)'al, I'aroya/l, parreia/l, par-ro)'a/l, pCI'I)Jal, pel'l)Ja/l, pair royal 

Comparison with the recorded form history of pair and royal 'points 
strongly to the word being a lexicalized compound of these two words, 
but if so the semantic motivation is unclear. There seems no reason why 
a ' royal pair' should number three; perhaps we might speculate that it is 
because 'royal' is good, and three cards are better than a pair, but this seems 
tenuous, and is unsupported by other similar uses of royal. Perhaps it could 
be connected with the fact that there are three court cards, i .e. king, queen, 
and jack, in each suit (compare much later terms such as royal fll1sh), but 
this does not really explain why three of a kind should be called a royal 
pair. (The term royal pontoon occurs in the card game pontoon, denoting 
a hand of three sevens which beats all pairs totalling twenty-one which 
would otherwise win the game, but is Ilrst recorded very much later.) The 
post position of the adjective, i.e. the fact that the compound appears to be 
pair royal, not */'Oyal pair, would perhaps suggest that it is modelled on a 
compound or phrase in a language in which adjectives normally follow the 
nouns they modify (perhaps French, given the date and cultural context), 
but no such model has been identil1ed. Of course, it is always possible that 
there may be no historical connection with pair and royal at all, and this 
form may simply show a folk-etymological alteration. 

We can also encounter similar difficulties with apparent derivative for­
mations. potty appears to be a derivative of the noun pot 'vessel (of earth­
enware, etc.)' in the adjective-forming suffix -y, and this readily explains 
the word in its (rare) sense 'of tea: that tastes of the pot; strong, stewed' 
(recorded in 1 90 1  in an isolated example). However, the semantic connec­
tion is harder to trace in the case of two groups of depreciative senses shown 
by potty: 

(a) feeble, indifferent; petty, insignil1cant, unimpressive; easy to manage, 
accomplish, or deal with; easy, simple. (Recorded from the mid nine­
teenth century; now rare.) 

(b) crazy, mad; out of one's mind; eccentric; madly in love; madly enthu­
siastic (about), madly keen (on). (Recorded from the early twentieth 
century.) 

Group (a) senses, which are recorded from the mid nineteenth century 
onwards, were perhaps suggested by till-pot in its metaphorical sense 'of 
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little worth' (recorded from the early nineteenth century), although there is 
perhaps also some semantic association with pelty on the basis of similarity 
of word form (compare section 8 .5 .2): crucially, though, there is little to help 
us decide the likelihood of this, other than the researcher's own intuitions 
about what is or is not plausible, and that is not a very satisfactory basis for 
etymological decision making. potty in these meanings could conceivably 
be a different word of different origin, perhaps a variant of pelty, maybe as 
a result of some association with pot or (as seems more likely on semantic 
grounds) tin-pot. 

Group (b) senses, recorded from the early twentieth century onwards, 
were perhaps suggested by earlier metaphorical formations such as c/'{fcked­

pot or crack-pot, and by proverbial expressions which similarly conceptu­
alize the head of a foolish person as a cracked pot. Here we may perhaps 
feel on rather more promising ground in assuming that these senses of potty 

do show a derivative of the word pot, since not only do we have a group of 
potential models, but we can also make a link with the broader conceptual 
metaphor 'THE MIND IS A CONTAINER' which has been suggested in research 
on conceptual metaphor theory. 

8.8.3 Onc word or two'! 

In some cases a historical or etymological dictionary may group material 
together as probably showing a single word history, but at the same time 
nag uncertainty about whether this is in f�lct the case. The verb pillk: shows 
various senses which the DED groups under the heading 'senses related 
to cutting or piercing', plus a further sense 'to adorn, beautify; to deck, 
trick (out)' (earliest recorded in 1 558) which it is difficult to relate to the 
other uses. It is possible that it may show a development from the earliest 
recorded sense of the word, ' to ornament (cloth or leather) by cutting or 
punching eyelet holes, slits, etc., especially to display a contrasting lining 
or undergarment; to perforate' (earliest recorded in 1 486; compare the 
use of modern pin king shears partly for decoration and partly to prevent 
material from fraying). Alternatively it is quite possible that it may show an 
independent and unrelated word. 

Similarly, pickle meaning (in baseball) 'to hit (the ball) very hard' seems 
to be a specific sense of pickle 'to preserve in pickle', but if so the semantic 
motivation is rather unclear. Cases like these really differ from prallk or Ilick 

in section 8.8 .2 only in the respect that lexicographers have felt the balance 

, .  't , 
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of probabilities more in favour of a eOl11mon origin, but a completely ' 
satisfactory explanation remains elusive. 

English (/.1' thill (/.1' Cl rake (earliest recorded in late Middle English in 
Chaucer) is usually assumed to show a metaphorical application of the tool 
name rake, the spokes or teeth at the end of the long handle presumably . 
suggesting a skeletal appearance. However, this interpretation has been 
challenged by (among others) Lockwood, who suggests that the metaphor 
is unlikely: 

Perhaps i t  was on a summer's day as we were raking together the cuttings on the lawn, 
or perhaps we were just watching some one else perform this laudable service, when 
quite suddenly the familiar phrase 'thin as a rake' crossed our minds. How often has 
onc heard that expression! How naturally it comes! But, on this particular occasion, 
why we cannot say, wc paused to wonder what on earth was thin about a rake. True, 
it has a long slcnder handle, but one doesn't associate even the most slender handle 
with thinness. Furthermore otiler implements, such as a hoc, have similar handles, but 
nobody says 'thin as a hoc'. The really distinctive things about a rake are its teeth. It is 
on these that attention is concentrated. They may be strong, sharp, they may be worn, 
bent or broken, but arc they ever thin? However onc looks at it, thinness is definitely 
not a property of a rake. 

(Lockwood ( 1 995) 1 69) 

Loekwood ( 1 973, also 1 995) instead suggests that as thill as a rake rel1ects 
a borrowing from a Scandinavian language of a word related to Norwegian 
(Nynorsk) ruk 'skeleton, dead body, emaciated animal' and probably also 
to Old Icelandic hrak-, recorded in the derivatives lirakligr 'wretched' and 
hraklllagr 'wretchedly thin' (sec summary in Lockwood ( 1995) 1 69-7 1 ); this 
is probably ultimately related to Old Icelandic hrekja 'to worry, vex'. A 
similar borrowing could perhaps be rel1ected by English regional racklillg, 

recklillg, or riddillg 'small or weak animal, runt', with i-mutation call sed 
by the suffix. If this etymology is adopted, a formal problem remains, since 
such a borrowing would show a short vowel, but rake in as thin ([.I' a rake 

shows a long onc. Lockwood explains the long vowel as resulting from folk­
etymological association with rake (the tool); this is plausible, since as wc 
have seen in section 7.4.5 folk-etymological associations often show little 
or no semantic component, and substitution of rake for 'mlc may have 
been motivated simply by the fact that 'ralc did not survive outside this 
expression in English and hence the expression was opaque. However, the 
fundamental dilficulty is in deciding whether the metaphor as thill as a rake 

(i.e. as the tool) is in f�lct inherently implausible: some researchers have 
found it plausible, others not. There arc no very exact semantic parallels: 

ARG UMENTS BASED ON FORM AND MEANING CONTRASTED 259 

perhaps compare as thill liS a rail/toothpick/lath, although these objects 
are obviously all thin for their whole length. Study of medieval images of 
rakes shows that they typically were more similar to a modern soil rake 
than to a modern lawn rake, i.e. they generally had a straight cross-beam 
at the cnd with stout teeth attached, rather than the fan-shaped pattern of 
slender spokes shown by a modern lawn rake. They were typically used by 
peasants who could not afford the larger and heavier harrow which was 
pulled by a beast of burden. Lightness and slenderness of construction 
would have been essential, so that the tool could be conveniently drawn 
across the earth. (Wc will look further at this sort of approach based on 
study of the material culture of the past in section 8 . 1 0.) The .Middle English 

Dictiollary also includes 'hoe' among the meanings it  records for Middle 
English rake. We might note that a hoe is characteristically thin for its whole 
length, having only a small blade at onc cnd. However, we have already 
seen that Lockwood comments (correctly) 'nobody says "thin as a hoc" ' .  
Unless convincing parallels can be found, it is hard to see what evidence 
can convince the doubters that the metaphor is plausible after all. It  is even 
harder to see what could convince those who find the metaphor plausible 
that Lockwood is correct and an alternative etymology should be sought. 

8.9 Arguments based on form and meaning contrasted 

As we have seen from the practical examples in section 8 .8 ,  semantic change 
often presents problems for etymological research of a quite different nature 
from those presented by change in word form. Work in semantics lacks 
any tool comparable to the historical grammar, enabling us to assess any 
hypothesized change against the background of the known phonologieal 
and morphological history of a particular language. This is largely because 
semantic change does not alTect groups of words simultaneously or within a 
defined historical period. Instead it affects words individually. In this respect 
it is more like sporadic sound changes, such as metathesis in English. How­
ever, it is unlike these in its complexity, and in the extent to which semantic 
change in one word may be shaped by the meaning relationships with a large 
group of other words. In this respect probably every instance of semantic 
change is unique, even though we may be able to identify general tendencies, 
and also Hnd specillc parallels in other periods or in other languages which 
at least show a reasonable degree of similarity. A diagram can be useful in 
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historica1 grammar 

� � 
change in word meaning change in word form 

� 
etymology 

I 
data = examples of use 

Fig 8.1 A framework for etymological research 

summarizing the basic differences between change in word form and change 
in word meaning as they affect etymological research - see figure 8 . 1 .  

We employ etymological reasoning as a tool i n  interpreting data of actual 
linguistic usage, in order to establish a coherent word history. This will 
necessarily involve analysis of both change in word form and change in 
word meaning. So far as change in word form is concerned, this analysis will 
involve interaction with historical grammar. The term historical grammar 
has two related meanings: it is the name of a methodology, and it is also the 
name of" an artefact of" linguistic historiography, whether that exists in the 
form of a single book, or more realistically in the form of many separate 
books, plus contributions to the literature in articles etc. Etymological 
hypotheses can be assessed against the existing body of data in the historical 
grammar (in this second sense), employing the methodology of historical 
grammar (in the IIrst sense); new discoveries or reassessments can then 
be incorporated in the body of knowledge in the historical grammar (in 
the second sense). If we turn now to meaning change, the methodology 
of historical semantics exists, and has been the main topic of this chapter, 
but there is no corresponding artefact of linguistic historiography to which 
we can refer. There is no 'historical semantics' of English or any other 
language analogous to the historical grammar. We can look for cases of 
parallel developments in the scholarly literature or in historical dictionaries. 
Here tools such as the Historical Thesallrus (�lEl1glish now available for the 
English language are an invaluable aid, in allowing us to explore how similar 
meanings have developed in other word histories at di!Terent times. How­
ever, there is no systematic classification of changes to which we can refer, 
for the simple reason that no theoretical approach has been found which 
makes this possible, and the number of variables at play in any semantic 
change makes it  very unlikely that such an approach could ever succeed. 
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8.10  Etymology and cxtrnlingllistic factors 

As wc noted in section 8 .7.2. 1 and at various other points in the course of 
this book, one of the most significant factors influencing many instances of 
meaning change, and reducing the extent to which we can identify regular 
patterns of change, is interaction with external, non-linguistic cultural and 
material history. 

An important trend in etymological research in the early twentieth cen­
tury was what is known by the German name J.fI6rter 1I11d Sachen, 'words 
and things'. This was the name of a journal founded in 1 909. The scholarly 
tradition associated with this journal stressed the importance of looking at 
connections between word histories and the history of material culture, and 
also of looking at what linguistic history can reveal about the material (and 
intellectual) culture of the past. 19 We saw in section 8 . 1  how the semantic 
development of the word toilet is closely correlated with the development of 
dressing and bathing habits in Western culture, and subsequently with the 
development of sanitary arrangements. If we were trying to trace the history 
of the word toilet from scratch, we would have to piece together all of this 
information about cultural history in order to be able to trace the semantic 
history of the word in its proper cultural context. In investigating as thin 

as (/ rake in section 8 .8 . 3  we touched on how an examination of medieval 
tool shapes and functions can be helpful in examining a ditIlcult etymology. 
However, when we are studying earlier or less well-documented stages in 
linguistic history, we often Hnd that ditIlculties in specifying precisely when 
and where a particular linguistic development occurred make it very ditIl­
cult to correlate linguistic and material culture in the way that we would 
ideally like to clo. 

English plough provides a good illustration. It is helpful to look in a little 
detail at some of the documentation oflcred in OED3 {or this etymology. 
Late Old English p16h, p/6g is related to words in other G?rmanic languages, 
summarized in OED as follows: 

Old Frisian pliich, plug (West Frisian p/oege, p/oecli, North Frisian p/lIlVge), Middle 
Duteh p/oech (Dutch p/oeg), Middle Low German p/iich, pllich, Old High German 
ph/llOg (8th cent.; Middle High German ph/llOC, German J�f/llg), Old Icelandic p/ngr 
(in the poem Rigs/m/a, which was perhaps composed in the I Dth cent., but shows 
probable reworking, perhaps in England, in the 1 1 th cent.; also in Skaldie poetry of 

19  On the history of this movement from the perspective of etymological research see 
especially Malkicl ( 1 993). 

. 
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the mid 1 1 th cenL), Norn (Shetland) plug, Old Swedish plogher (Swedish plog), Old 
Danish ploglz (Danish plol') , all in sense 'plough'. 

OblJ goes on to comment on possible further relationships: 

The Germanic words arc apparently related also to post-classical Latin plol'ull1 (mid 
7th cenL), Italian regional (northern) ph), and perhaps also to classical Latin plau­
lIlorati (in an isolated attestation in Pliny, where it is apparently a loanword, and refers 
to a new type of plough with two wheels in use in Gaul; the word is sometimes regarded 
as plural (or genitive singular) and a (nominative) singular plallllloratulIl constructed, 
but the context is unclear). 

In the surviving Old English records the word is not lound at all denoting 
the implement, although currency in this sense may be implied by the (rare 
and only late Old English) compounds p/6gesland, p/6galand 'ploughland' 
and p16gagallg 'plough-gang'. The word is found (again rarely and only 
in late Old English) in the senses 'name given to a unit of land capable 
of being tilled by a team of oxen in a year' and ' team of horses or oxen 
used lor ploughing'. The usual Old English word for a plough is slI/h, which 
survived in western and south-western English dialects as sulloH'. These were 
the geographical areas generally least inl1uenced by Norse settlers, and this, 
combined with the late date of attestation, and the fact that apparently 
secondary senses occur earlier than the apparently basic sense denoting 
the implement, has led to a frequent supposition that the English word 
is a borrowing from Norse. HoweveI� early evidence for t he word in the 
Seandinavian languages is also scarce, hence the philological details about 
the early occurrences of the word given in the OED listing of forms quoted 
above, although the situation is complicated by the general scarcity of very 
early documentation for these languages. The OED comments as follows: 

The word also does not appear to be early in the Seandinavian languages, where the 
earlier name appears to have been anJr . . .  which survives in Norwegian as ar a small 
plough ( . . .  hence perhaps originally denoting an earlier and simpler implement than 
the plugr), and i t  has been suggested by some scholars that the early Seandinavian 
word was in fact a borrowing from Old English. The word is also not found in Gothic, 
which has llOha. I t  is perhaps most likely that the word occurred earliest in continental 
West Germanic (but not English, and not originally in either East Germanic or North 
Germanic), and was borrowed thence, either directly or indirectly, into both Old 
English and early Scandinavian. However, evell this much is far from certain. 

The connections between the Germanic words, post-classical Latin p!OVUIn, 

and classical Latin p/aumorati arc also much disputed, as are the possible 
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connections between these and various words in Slavonic languages and 
Albanian which OED summarizes as follows: 

Compare Old Russian plug" (Russian plug), Polish plug, Czech plulz, Lithuanian 
plit7gas, plz7gas (probably all < German or other Germanic languages, although some 
have argued that these show an inherited Slavonic word ultimately of Indo-European 
origin); compare also Albanian plug plough. Perhaps compare also Albanian plo,., 
Albanian regional (Tosk) piliar, (Gheg) pit/er ploughshare, tip of a wooden plough, of 
ullcertain origin. 

On the possibilities of establishing a secure further etymology OED com­
ments: 

As regards the further etymology, attempts have been made (in spite of the diHieulties 
posed by the initial p and by the restricted distribution among Germanic languages) 
to regard the word as an inherited item in Germanic, and hence to l ink it with either 
of two dilTerent Indo-European bases, or alternatively with the Germanic base of 
German l?flegclI . . .  ; alternatively, i t  has been explained as a loan either from another 
Indo-European language (perhaps Gaulish in view of Pliny's plaulllorali) or from a 
non-Indo-European language. It seems unlikely that a consensus view will be reached. 

(On the problems posed by Germanic words with initial p- compare section 
6.8.) 

lf we now consider the possibilities for a W(jrter und Sachen approach, we 
can see that assumptions about changes in ploughing technology, or about 
naming of different types of ploughs, occur at various points in this etymol­
ogy. Pliny identifies plaul110rati as the name of a particular type of plough 
which is new and is used in Gau!. Old English and Old Norse both appear 
to have had earlier names for the plough, and it is tempting to imagine that 
the borrowing of a new word reflects a technological distinction, although 
as we have seen from examples in chapters 5 and 6 this is not necessarily 
the case. The absence of the word in Gothic as well suggests that the word 
may well have been a borrowing into continental West Germanic, probably 
after the date when English was already established in England, and this in 
turn could rel1ect a technological distinction of some SOl:t. It is possible that 
collaboration with archaeologists or ancient or medieval historians might 
provide further leads in this case, but this is perhaps unlikely, since at each 
of the important junctures in the history of this word we arc looking at 
really rather broad historical periods, and there arc also basic uncertainties 
about the chain of events and their causation. At each of these j unctures, 
borrowing may or may not have occurred; if it did, it may or may not have 
been because of a difference in technology, or because the word was useful in 
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marking an existing technological distinction, and it could have happened 
at any point in a period of several centuries or more. 

Such uncertainties plague attempts to apply a JYiirter ul/d Sac/wl/ 

approach at a considerable time depth, especially when one is dealing with 
early history or pre-history, although they do not mean that the endeavour 
is not worthwhile. Celebrated achievements have been made in the study 
of I ndo-Eui'opean kinship terms, for instance, and in the exploration of 
the wider vocabulary of social relations within the household. It is no 
coincidence that (as noted in section 8 .7.2.3) this is a semantic fiek! where 
we are able 1.0 reconstruet a number of Indo-European word forms (rather 
than simply root forms) and their associated meanings with I'easonable 
confidence. For reeent summaries and further references to work on recon­
structing I ndo-European culture and society through linguistic reconstruc­
tion see Mallory and Adams (2006), or l'iort.son (2004) 1 6-47. Partieular 
problems arise when one tries to assess the significance of the absence of a 
reconstructable word with a particular meaning, as noted by Ringe: 

The most dif1icult problem is assessing the gaps that we inevitably find. For instance, 
it  comes as no surprise that there was no PIE [proto-Indo-European] word for 'iron', 
since there are numerous indications that PIE was spoken before the Iron Age. But 
what about the fact that there is also no reconstructable word for 'finger'? Obviously 
speakers of the language had fingers, and they must have had a word for them; 
the fact that we cannot reconstruct it can only be the result. of its loss in all the 
major subgroups (or all but one). The hard fact is that linguistic evidence relentlessly 
degrades and sell�destructs over time, and that imposes an inexorable limit on what 
can be reconstructed. 

CRinge (2006) 65-6) 

An area of etymological research where the consideration of external, 
non-linguistic factors is unavoidable is the study of the etymology of names. 
These in turn arc often inter-related with the etymologies of other words. A 
good example of this interaction is found in the etymology of the English 
word penguin, which is first attested in 1 577 denoting a penguin, and in 
1 578 denoting the great auk, a now-extinct bird of the northern hemisphere 
which in its appearance and habits closely resembled penguins (which are 
found only in the southern hemisphere). The word is found in several 
other European languages within a few decades of its first appearance in 
English, but in all of these it probably shows a borrowing fi'om English, 
either directly or indirectly. Welsh pengll'in 'great auk' is probably also 
from English, although in fact the likeliest etymon of the English word 
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is Welsh pen glV)'n 'white head'. In spite of the chronology of the earliest 

attcstations, it is likely that the English word earliest denoted the great auk, 

and was subsequently transferred to the penguin. However, this explanation 

encounters a difliculty, since thc great auk did not have a white head. 

A possible solution to this problem lies in a place name, Penguin Island 

in Newfoundland. This is first recorded in 1 589 (as Island (�l Penguin), 

although in a reported narrative of events which took place fifty years 

earlier. The immediate assumption seems simply to be that the place was 

so called because many great auks were encountered there. Thus if the 

place name did date from the early sixtcenth century that might help us 

to antedate the word penguin and demonstrate that its earliest meaning 

was indeed 'great auk' and not 'penguin', but it would not help solve thc 

etymological difficulty. However, another meaning of Welsh pen is 'head­

land', and it is thus possible that Penguin Island may reflect a Welsh name 

meaning 'white headland', a supposition which is supported by a 1 584 

reference (in an account of a mythical medieval voyage) to 'the white rocke 

of Pengwyn'. Welsh speakers were certainly present in the European voyages 

of exploration to this area, as also were Breton speakers in large numbers. In 

Breton a place name 'white headland' would have differed from the Welsh 

only in spelling; hence the place may plausibly have been given either a 

Welsh or a Breton name, which was subsequently adopted in English as 

well. 20 penguin 'great auk' would therefore dcrive from the place name, 

rather than vice versa. This etymology illustrates somc fundamental points 

about name etymologies: Penguin Island refers to an entity, in this instance 

a particular place in N orth America; when the name was originally given, it 

was probably a descriptive name of some sort, but we cannot infer from the 

name's subsequent use what the original basis for the name may have been, 

nor even which language the name was originally given in. 

In the next chapter we will look in more detail at the ctymologies of 

names, and in particular at the connections they of'ten entail between 

intralinguistic and extralinguistic raelors. 

20 For all or the documentation drawn upon here see 01"])3 at penguin n., and for 
rurther discussion or the underlying research see Thier (2007). For other recent studies 
very much in the W(jr!l'I' 1II1l1 Saciwn tradition by the same author see (on paddle) 

Thier (200S) and (on ,l'ail and related issues) Thier (2003a, 2003b). 
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In chapter 8 wc examined various aspects of the interaction between etymol­
ogy, semantic change, and extralinguistic cultural and historical factors. In  
this final chapter wc  will look in a little detail a t  the etymologies of names, 
and at how these interact in interesting ways both with the etymologies 
of other words in a language, and with external, extralinguistic historical 
data. As wc will sce, the study of name etymologies depends to an unusual 
degree on close consideration of extralinguistic f�letors, but conversely also 
has an unusually large and direct contribution to makc to the study of non­
linguistic history. 

9.1 How and why arc IUIIIlCS diflcrcnt'! 

Names differ from other items in the vocabulary of a language in various 
significant ways: I 

. 
I The grammatical analysis of names is a difncult and contentious area, which has an 

Impact on many aspects of terminology, such as whether to distinguish (as I have here) 
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(i) A name denotes a place or an individual (or another entity, such as a 
people, an organization, etc.). 

There is a clear one-to-one relationship between a place name and the 
place which it denotes, although of course a place may have more than 
onc name, and the same name form may occur as the name of more than 
onc place. Almost all studies of place names treat the names of different 
places as distinct and different names, even if they arc identical in form. 
From a diachronic perspective, there arc very strong reasons for doing 
this, since homonymous place names often have quite different origins (sce 
section 9.2 for an example). Even when the etymology of two place names is 
identical, they will normally have been named at different times by different 
people, in response to a different set of social, historical, and geographical 
circumstances. 

The same considerations apply in theory to personal names, although 
there arc complicating I�lctors. Most important is the sheer weight of num­
bers: there arc ordinarily far more people in a community than there arc 
named places, even in a single historical period, and this becomes exponen­
tially more so whcn we look across a number of generations. Additionally, 
in many societies there is an inherited aspect to names, as is most clearly 
shown by modern surnames. Many studies of personal names, including 
the majority of dictionaries, focus on distinct name forms rather than on the 
names of individual people, although in doing so they lose a very important 
level of detail. Studies of personal names thus generally focus on the types 
rather than the tokens. 

(ii) Names arc often referred to as having 'meanings', but it is important 
to be clear about what this means. 

The basic function of a name is to refer to the particular place, person, 
etc. which it names. Many (but not all) scholars call this property of a 
name its reference, as distinct from the denotation of a word such as lI/al1: 

put very briefly, mall denotes any of a whole class of individuals showing 
certain defining characteristics (compare section 8 .2  on the complexities of 
this in practice), whereas LOlldon or Eric refer only to particular places or 
individuals who bear this name. This question involves a number of difTIcult 
isslles, but fortunately need not concern us further here.2 

between 'names' and 'other words', or between 'proper nouns' and 'common nouns'. For 
two important rcccnt studies sce Anderson (2007) ancl Coates (2006b). 

2 For starting points on this topic see again Anderson (2007) or Coatcs (2006b). 
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When the 'meaning' of a name is referred to in philological or etymolog­
ical work, normally something rather dilrerent is meant. We can observe, 
entirely uncontroversially, that the vast majority or names are not arbi­
trary in origin. A place name usually refers to some attribute of the pl�lce 
denoted, or of its inhabitants/launders/rulers etc. ,  even if the connection 
may be as remote as that it takes its name from that of another place in 
the colonizers' home country, e.g. New South J'Vales or New Jersey. Some 
personal names originally refer to some attribute of a person so named, 
although they may then be transferred to many other people who do not 
have this attribute. Alternatively they may be chosen because they refer 
to qualities which are particularly esteemed, or simply because they are 
deemed to have an impressive or pleasant 'ring' to them. The identification 
of the component parts of a name, and or their meaning or function as 
common words, is often referred to as giving the 'meaning' of a name. Such 
'meanings' of names are strictly 'etymological meanings'. Access to such 
meanings often depends upon knowledge about the circumstances under 
which a name was first given. In the case of a nickname, for i nstance, these 
circumstances may become opaque very rapidly, and easily within an indi­
vidual's lifetime. 3 Additionally, while the reasons lying behind a particular 
name may be transparent to some speakers, they may be completely opaque 
to others: thus, in a single historical period, Lt name may be 'meaningful '  to 
some speakers, but not to others. Crucially, it does not hinder the efficient 
functioning of a name in referring to a particular place, person, etc. if its 
original 'meaning' has become con fused, forgotten, or otherwise misinter­
preted . However, names may also be 'meaningful'  in the connotations that 
they convey: for instance, in England in the centuries after the Norman 
Conquest given names of continental origin (including a number of names 
ultimately of Germanic or classical origin alongside many biblical names) 
become much more frequent than names inherited from the Old English 
naming tradition, reflecting complex patterns of social prestige, but not 
implying any knowledge or awareness of the etymological 'meanings' of 
these names. 4 

(iii) Related to point (ii), because names are so easily dissociated from 
their original 'meaning', and hence from any connection with other 

J For an entertaining and inl(>rIllative account of some modern nicknamcs from a 
philologist's perspective see Clark ( 1 98 1 ). 

" Compare Clark ( 1 992b) and, for examples of more detailed examination of the 
records from particular localities, Clark ( 1 976, 1 982). 
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etymologically related words, they are particularly prone to sound 
change and to folk etymology and other types of associative change 
in word form. 

This is well put by the medievalist and philologist Cecily Clark: 

Names . . .  , although ultimately derived from ordinary meaningful elements of lan­
guage, have by deflnition ceased to carry any 'sense' as normally understood. This 
obviates maintenance of formal links or analogies with the related lexical items and 
so . . .  allows free rein to tendencics, elsewhere curbed, towards assimilation or dissim­
ilation, elision and syncope, procliticizatioll, folk-etymology . . .  and so on. 

(Clark 1 99 1 ,  reprinted 1 995: 1 50) 

This factor makes it particularly important that work on names should 
always take very careful note of the earliest forms of a name that we can lind 
recorded, and that the names researcher has a good grasp of the philology 
(i.e. the historical and linguistic peculiarities) of the documents in which the 
name is recorded. A good deal of extra linguistic historical knowledge and 
expertise is also very often required. Conversely, when names from the past 
are preserved in oral or literary traditions, they may sometimes preserve 
earlier linguistic {arms (e.g. they may fail to show the effects of subsequent 
otherwise entirely regular sound changes), but this is an area where one 
must always proceed with caution. 

9.2 Two villages called f/m·.';lIgtoll 

English place names with the ending -ington are very common. The -tOil ele­
ment represents the Old English word tiin, modern English tOlVn, although 
in Old English the word normally denotes a much smaller settlement than a 
town. It is an inherited word, found in West and North Germanic languages, 
and probably originally had the sense 'fence', as does its modern German 
reflex Zaun. In Old English the meaning 'enclosure' is 'also recorded, but 
the sense 'fence' is not. The sense dcvelopment was probably from 'fence' to 
'enclosure' to '(small) settlement'. 

The -illg- clement in English place names ultimately reflects a Germanic 
suffix which normally has the senses 'belonging to', 'of the kind of', 'pos­
sessed of the quality of', 'desccnded from, son of'. We might therelore guess 
from the modern lorm of the name that a place called Harvingtoll would 
originally have had the meaning 'settlement connected with or named after' 
or 'settlement connected with the lollowers of' someone whose name might 
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ultimately have given rise to the first syllable of the place name. 5 Compare 
Paddingtoll 'settlement connected with or named after Padda'. 

There are in fact two villages which today have the name Harvington in 
Worcestershire. One is in the north of the county between the towns of 
Kidderminster and Bromsgrove, and the other is in  the south-eastern corner 
of the county, between the towns of Evesham and Stratford-upon-Avon. 
Neither of them is in ract a name of the type which I have just described. The 
crucial information is given in the Worcestershire volume (Mawer, Stenton, 
and Houghton 1 927) of the English Place-Name Soeiety's monumental (and 
as yet unfinished) survey of English place names. The Harvingtoll near to 
Kiddenninster is recorded in the following forms in the EPNS voltime: 

HCrlvYllloll ( 1 275, 1 3 1 1 ,  1 327), lIerewill/oll ( 1 275, 1 326, 1 342), /Jorillloll 

( 1 323), HcnvYllg/oll ( 1 325), l!arlvynloll ( 1 545) 

The balance or these early forms points to the -g- not being original; it 
probablY arose as a inverse spelling as a result or the frequent occurrence or 
-in as a variant of -illg (compare section 7.7. 1) .  We can thererore probablY 
discard the hypothesis that this is an -illgtOIl type name. I nstead, the early 
forms suggest that this is from a woman's name, HerelVYIIIl, so 'settlement 
of Herewynn' (or flmll, manor, village, or whatever else may be denoted by 
-(on in this particular instance). However, no likely historical person of this 
name who might have given her name to the village has been identified. This 
is a very typical situation in name studies. The personal name Herewynll is 
itself of a very ancient type, common in the Germanic languages, which is 
made up of two components, and hence is called dithematic (sce rurther 
section 9.3);  in this instance the two elements are probably Old English here 

'army' and \II)ll1n 'joy' .  The modern form of the place name shows the effects 
of two sound changes, in addition to association with names of the -ing(o/1 

type: (i) the late Middle English lowering of lel to lal berore Irl which we 
encountered in section 7 .2.5;  and (ii) a change of Iwl to Ivl which is less easy 
to explain, but which is paralleled by some other place names. 

The name or the village called Harving(oll near to Evesham has an even 
more surprising history. In this case the early forms, as given in the EPNS 

vol ume, are: 

Herverloll (709, in  a late copy; 1 275), Hcre/brel (799, 804 in late copies), 
Hereford/till juxta Al'cllc (964 in a late copy), Hel/im/lllll ( 1 086), Herl'er/oll{l 

5 On the distinction between the two types 'settlement connectcd with or named after' 
and 'settlement connected with the followers of' sec Camcron ( 1996) 148. 
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(c l 086), Herll'crloll ( 1227), Hcrl'lmlittlll ( 1 240), HClfcr/un ( 1 240), HCI:/CJr/UlI 

( 1 249), lfcl'I'ingloll (1 508), Hal'l'ing/o/l (sixteenth century) 

The early rorms show us immediately that this is not an original -illgtoll 

name; in this case, the common place-name element -ing- has been substi­
tuted for -er- or -or- in a position of low stress. The earliest rorms point 
to an etymology rrom Old English here 'army' and ford 'rord', and in this 
case the etymology is supported very strongly by archaeological evidence: 
ir one descends the hill on which the oldest part or the village stands and 
rollows a minor road ror some haIr a mile there is indeed a very substantial 
ford crossing the river Avon. The name of this village is thus etymologically 
identical with that or the county town of Here/ord in the neighbouring 
county or Herefordshire. This is probably the reason for the distinguishing 
use ofthe name of the river in the longer rorm ofthe name Here/ordtunjuxta 

Avene, in which the Latin prepositionjuxt(l 'beside' is used in the same way 
as English Up 011 is used in the name or nearby Strat/ord-upon-Avoll (which is 
thus distinguished from the numerous other English places with the name 
Stra(/ord, all rrom Old English stnet 'street, Roman road' plusJorc! 'rord' :  
sce rurther section 9.6). 

We can thus see that in neither case arc the initial assumptions that we 
might make rrom the modern form Harvingtoll borne out by the historical 
data. The two names have different origins, and different forms in their 
earlier histories, although none of this information would be recoverable 
if we had only the modern name forms to work rrom.  

9 . 3  Changc i n  word form shown b y  nlllllCS 

Names, as linguistic units, naturally show many of the same processes of 
phonological change as any other linguistic unit; in  fact they very often give 
crucial inrormation about dialect developments that is inaccessible by other 
means. However, as with all other aspects of name studies, caution must 
often be exercised. 

In section 7 .3 we encountered the surname Neldare < Needier as an 
example of metathesis. If a similar metathetie change occurred in the agent 
noun needier it is likely that the form needier would be restored by analogy 
with the base word lleed/e. However, in a surname, which is hereditary and 
is probably no longer borne by someone with the occupation to which its 

I " � 

i 



272 ETYMOLOGY AND NAMES 

etymological 'meaning' refers, there is no such block on the operation of 
sOllnd change. 

Many English place names originated as a topographic phrase with the 
basic structure ' [somewhere] at the something', thus containing the prqJo­
sition at (Old English li?r) followed by the dative case of either the mas­
culine/neuter or the feminine of the definite article rhe, hence Old English 
wt j)tcll1 or mt jJ{cre. 6 As a result of low stress on the definite article, Old 
English wt j)(cm or wt jxcre become reduced in Middle English to alten 

and atter respectively, which both later become atle (compare Slra(/lJ/"t1 alte 

Bowe in section 9 .6  and the personal name Peler atle Peal in section 9.5). 
In a number of place names metanalysis (see section 7.5) occurred at the 
stage alien or otter. Hence Nash (as the name of three different places in 
Buckinghamshire, Herefordshire, and Shropshire) arises from alien ashe 'at 
the ash tree'. Ricknield Street, a Roman road, takes its name from that of 
the ancient trackway Ic!mield Way, but with transfer of -r from the inflected 
definite article: atter Icknie!d > atle Ric!mield. 7 

Name studies may also give evidence for sound changes and other devel­
opments which have little or no parallel elsewhere in a language. A num­
ber of English place names show endings which have developed from Old 
English -ceasl£!/", ultimately reflecting Latin castrll/I/ ' fort'. Some of these, 
e.g. Chester, "PVinchesler, 1l1anchesler, Rochesler, show the pronunciation/­
tJest:)1 which would be expected for the modern rel1ex of an Old English 
word of this form. Others show the pronunciation l-st:)/, e.g. Gloucester 

/'gbst:)/, Bicester, Leicester, H/orcester, Alcester, Frocester, and Towcester. 

(Cirencester shows /'saI�)r;:lI1sest:)/, but this is usually taken to show the 
result of a modern spelling pronunciation; the same explanation probably 
applies to /'o:lsl:st:)1 sometimes heard for Alcester.) Explaining the differ­
ence between names in l-tJesbl and in l-st:)1 has long been a problem. 
One theory previously favoured was that l-sest'JI in Glollcester etc. reflected 
sporadic substitution of Isl lor ItJI by native speakers of French but not 
of English, who lacked this sound in their own speech. In an important 
paper, Cecily Clark demonstrated not only that ItJI was certainly current 
in Anglo-Norman (and in continental French) in the period in question, 
but also that the distribution of the names with l-tJl:st'JI and l-st:)1 makes 

6 For discussion of the dilliculties of analysis posed by such names, i.e. whether in 
a given instance they should be interpreted as names or as descriptive phrases, sce 
Coates (2006b) 367, 370. 

7 For these, and further, examples see Cameron ( 1 996) 95-6, 1 56. 
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little sense in terms of the socio-eultural history of the towns and cities 
concerned: 'socially, it is hardly obvious why Bicester or Towcester should 
seem to have been more of a hotbed of "Anglo-Norman influence" than, 
of all places, Winchester' (Clark 1 99 1 ,  reprinted 1 995: 1 52). What makes 
much more sense is an explanation of these namc forms as showing a sound 
change which sometimes occurred in a position of low stress, an observation 
supported also by the fact that a number of these names vary between forms 
with -chester and forms with -cester until late in the Middle English period. 

It thus appears that Cirellcester, Glollcester, etc. show a sporadic sound 
change which happens to be exemplified in the surviving documentation 
only by proper names. However, there are also instances of developments 
which appear to have been conHned to proper names, and did not occur else­
where in the linguistic system. The personal names scholar Peter McClure, 
in a paper on hypocoristic or pet-forms of personal names in the Middle 
English period, discusses the processes of abbreviation, extension, and sub­
stitution often shown by sllch forms. Some of the processes grouped by 
McClure under the cover term of 'abbreviation' will be surprising to those 
who are not personal names specialists: 

The most characteristic aspect of abbreviation is that deletion can affect segments of 
any length, from the loss of a single phoneme to the elision of any sequence of weakly 
stressed phonemes, syllables or morphemes, and that it can occur in any position, 
whether initial (aphesis, as in Col for Nicol and Nalld for ReY/lalld), medial (.I:Vllcope, 

as in Alm·et for k[argarct and Phip for Philip), final (apocope, very common as in Bet 

for Be (a) trice, Gel for Ge(!f!i·ey, Tcb for Tcbald and Mal for MaId), or multi-positional 
(as in Til for Matilde, 1" for 1st/bel and Heb for Herbat). 

(McClurc ( 1 998) 1 08-9) 

Some of these developments arc not very uncommon typologically but are 
rare outside names in Middle English (compare section 4.4.3 on clippings). 
Others, lor instance Ih < 1st/bel, would be very surprising developments in 
any language in any period; lor parallels we might luive to look perhaps 
to child language, or to cases of conscious remodelling of words, as for 
instance in the coining of the names oC drugs or other products in contel11-
ponny English. Clearly, an etymologist will often need to approach these 
sorts of hypocoristic personal names with a ditrerent set of assumptions 
from those macle when etymologizing general vocabulary items. The same 
is true of some of the vowel and consonant alternations which MeClure 
exemplifies under the heading of 'substitution', sllch as l'vfog for lvfag or 
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Gep for Ge./; or rhyming forms such as Dick for Rick or Pog for Mog 

(McClure ( 1 998) 1 09). 8 
Under 'extension', McClure exemplilles how personal names can also 

have extended forms with endings which constitute a system distinct from 
the regular derivational lllorphology of Middle English: 

Extension is typically morphemic, by the addition of vocalic sullixes such as -y, -ill, 

-on, -1111, -el, -el and -01, double vocalic sufJixes such as -del, -dol, -dill, -onel, -illel 

and -iIlOI, and k sufJixes such as -k, -kill, -eok, -eol and -ells. These diminutivising 
suffixes arc sometimcs added to a full name (e.g. Plrilipol) but more often to a short 
form, including abbreviated forms of existing pet-names (e.g. Polkill). Most sufJixes 
arc found added to namcs of either gender. 

(McClurc ( 1 998) 1 09) 

While some (although not all) of these endings can be etymologized as aris­
ing from productive sulIixes forming diminutive nouns in Middle English, 
they nonetheless constitute a system of their own, often owing as much or 
more to foreign naming patterns as to the noun morphology of English. If 
wc turn to an earlier historical period, another system distinct from that of 
the general vocabulary is shown by the system of name 'themes' found in 
early Germanic personal names. These arc generally derived from general 
vocabulary items, but in their typical combination in 'dithematic' names 
(like Herell'ynll in section 9.2) they arc often used with little regard for 
the semantics of the 'compound' thus formed, with the choice of 'themes' 
being determined instead by onomastic factors such as kinship, etc. III a 
particularly clear example, St. WU(j.".;tclll, l iterally 'wolf stone', was the son of 
a man called /Eoe/stcin, l iterally 'noble stone', and a woman called Wlli/gijil, 

l iterally 'wolf gift'. (Sce Clarl< ( I  992a) 456-62.) 
However, names do not exist entirely in isolation from the rest of the 

linguistic system, and wc sometimes encounter instances of the influence of 
name morphology on non-name morphology. For instance, the etymology 
of German Quarz is probably best explained by a hypoeoristic sufIix which 
is mostly found in pet-forms of personal names. It is presented in OED as 
follows: 

German Quarz (earlier also Qllerz; first half of the 1 4th cent. in Middle H igh German 
(Bohemia) as quarz), of uncertain origin: perhaps a pet-Iorm (with -z, hypocoristic 
sumx) of Middle High German quere/I, variant of Iwere dwarf (sce DWARF n. and 
adj.); compare Frilz, pet-Iorm of FriedrielI, Heillz, pet-form of HeinrielI, etc. For the 

8 For a wealth of similar medieval Sllrname data, approached primarily from the 
perspective of a genealogist, sec Rcdmonds (2002) 1 2 1 -68 and 205-1 4. 
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association of dwarfs with German l11inerai names sec discussions at KUPFERNICKEL n. 
and COBAL!" n. ;  compare also Norwegian dvergsleill qllartz, lit. 'dwarl�stone'. 

The etymologies of hypocoristic forms can be very dilIicult to establish. 
It can also be dif

i
icuIt to establish which full name forms hypocoristics 

corresponded to in synchronic use. An essential tool in the latter task 
is prosopography, identifying individuals in the historical record and, if 
possible, finding individllals who have been identified at different times by 
both a full 10rm and a hypoeoristic. However, even this is not necessarily 
conclusive for the etymology of the hypocoristic, since it is possible that a 
form which was originally a formation from one name may have come to 
function as a hypocoristie corresponding to another. A notoriously diHicult 
case is Jack, in recent times the most popular male forename in Britain. 
From the Middle English period onwards this occurs in fi'equent use as a 
hypocoristic form for people nameCI JOhll, but scholars have differed over 
whether it originated as a development from the name John or from James. 

McClure (2003) argues, on the basis of prosopographical and linguistic 
evidence, that Jack did originate ultimately from John, although probably 
not within English: it probably shows borrowing from northern Old French 
.fakke, which is probably from an unattested form • .fanke (compare attested 
Hanke) < .kill < Jehan < Latin .folIaflnes. 

9.4 'Which language docs :1 mllnc bclong to'! 

It is something of an open question whether names can truly be said to 
belong to any language. Wc can adduce certain pieces of evidence which 
appear to suggest quite strongly that they do. For instance, the same place 
or the same person may be referred to by different names in different 
languages: the German city of Miinchen is  called Nlullic/z in English, the 
English capital LOlldon is Londres in French, while numerous medieval 
monarchs and other figures known as Louis in French are known as LudlVig 

in German. However, in most cases a more-or-Iess settled modern practice 
is only the outcome of a process of standardization; for instance, English 
minikin, the name of a type of lute string which Munich was famous for 
producing in the sixteenth century, is from NIilliken, an older form of the 
name of the city in English, which itself reflects German Nliinicllen, an older 
trisyllabic form of the place name. Naturalized name tonus of the Nll/nich 

type also often undergo a process of 'dc-naturalization' by association 



276 E TYMOLOGY AND NAMES 

with the form in the majority language of the place named: Rome, the 
English name of the Italian capital city, formerly showed the elTects of the 
Great Vowel Shirt, with a pronunciation lru:m/, but now invariably has kml 
restored by analogy with the pronunciation of Italian Rom(l and with the 
pronunciation of other English words of similar spelling, such as home or 
dome. The English name of Alilan (Italian Milal/o) now very rarely has 
stress on the f1rst syllable, although this was formerly very common (and 
is rel1ected by the derivative /IIi!!iner: see section 9.7) .  English LegllOrIl for 
Italian LivOnIO (formerly Legorno) is now almost completely obsolete, being 
replaced by the Italian name. English Florence, however, shows no signs of 
replacement by Italian Firel/ze, nor does English Vel/ice by Italian Venezia. 

Much more commonly, names will diner only in small ways in pronunci­
ation, showing assimilation to the sound system of another language, and 
crucially this degree of naturalization may diner from speaker to speaker, 
and from period to period. If we look at realizations of the same name in 
different dialects or varieties within a language, the dil1erences will in many 
instances be as great or greater, as for instance in pronunciations of place 
names such as DOl/caster with or without pre-fricative lengthening (hence 
with either lal or la:1 in the seeond syllable) or with or without f1nal /rI. 

In languages which show a greater degree of nominal inflection, each 
name will generally be assigned to a particular morphological class, and 
hence is more elearly identif1ed as belonging to the grammatical system 
of the language. However, grammars of highly inflected languages such as 
Latin indicate that names are frequently assigned to minor morphological 
classes either reflecting the morphology of foreign languages or showing a 
restricted set of inl1ections. (Compare e.g. Leumann ( 1 963) on names i n  the 
grammatical system of Latin.) 

Such issues can sometimes pose practical problems if we attempt to use 
names as evidence for the currency of words. For instance, in medieval 
England we find numerous surnames such as lvfariner or lvlessenger which 
could rel1ect either Middle English or Anglo-French occupational terms. 
Such names may be encountered in documents which are in Middle English, 
Anglo-French, or (more typically) Latin, but this does nothing to identify 
which language the name originated in. Additionally, an instance of such 
a name could show a by-name, describing the occupation of the person 
bearing it, or it  could be an inherited surname. In some cases it could 
be an inherited surname but also be the same as its bearer's occupation, 
since the same occupation was often followed by successive generations of 
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a family. Normally all we can be certain about with such names is that they 
imply the currency of the corresponding occupational term in one of the 
vernacular languages of medieval England, but we cannot be certain which. 
(For further discussion of these and other examples see Simpson, Weiner, 
and Durkin (2004); on the difficulties of Middle English surname and by­
name evidence in general see Clark (I 992b).) 

9.5 Names as evidence for lexis 

Often a name or a group of names will provide the earliest evidence for the 
existence of a word, or of a sense of a word. The etymologizing of names 
can thus provide crucial primary evidence, on which new etymologies can 
be constructed or against which existing etymologies can be tested. 

peat, a word of very uncertain etymology, is Hrst attested contextually 
in 1 333, but earlier currency is implied by place names such as Petepottes 

(c 1 200 in Cumberland, probably showing peat pot 'a hole from which peat 
has been dug') and surnames such as Peter atte Peat ( 1 326; it prepositional 
surname 'at the peat'). Here both Petepottes and alle Peal give some impor­
tant linguistic context, which helps make the identilication of these names 
as showing the word pe(/{ much more secure: Petepottes appears to show a 
compound word, apparently with the plural of pot as its second element, 
thus narrowing down considerably the possibilities for the identity of the 
first clement; atte Peat is a prepositional surname, and so Peal in this name 
must refer to some place descriptively. 

The verb pave is recorded in contextual use from c l 325 (and is a bor­
rowing from (Anglo-)French), but its derivative paved has been identilled in 
1 3 1 3  in a Cheshire field name Le palledelake (showing the probable meaning 
'stream with a gravelly bed': see further I-l ough (2001 ». Again, the linguistic 
context provided by the name Le palledelake is essential: paved is almost 
certainly an adjective, formed with the sufTIx -ed, and modifies lake in  one 
of its Middle English meanings, hence the possibilities for the identity of 
pave are narrowed considerably. 

pad 'toad', which is now found only in regional use, has cognates in 
various other Germanic languages (such as Middle Dutch pm/de or Old 
Icelandic pack/a), but is Hrst recorded in contextual use only in the twelfth 
century (in the Peterborough continuations of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle). 

The supposition that it existed in aiel English, rather than being borrowed 
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li'om one of the other Germanic languages, is supported by the existence of . 
an Anglo-Saxon personal name Padda, which probably originated from' this 
word. As such, it would lit into a naming pattern which was productive in 
this period. 9 

In some cases such examples may ' also show lormal variation which is 
not documented for the word in contextual use. For instance qlleach 'a 
dense growth of bushes, a thicket' is lirst recorded in contextual use in 
1 486, but is probably attested earlier in place names such as Thirsqllec/Je 

(Northamptonshire, 1 292), La quec/Je (Worcestershire, 1 307), QllcclJejcn 

(Northamptonshire, 1 330), and earliest of all, in a form apparently showing 
rounding of the vowel and assimilatory loss of Iw/, CochclVorth (Sussex, 
1 265). 

In other cases matters may be much less clear. For instance, big is 
first recorded c 1 300. I t  probably earliest had the meaning 'strong, sturdy, 
mighty', from which the meaning 'large' subsequently developed, although 
this is not certain since the earliest senses of the word are close in date 
and various dilTerent directions of semantic change would be plausible. The 
earliest examples of the word are all from northern texts. The date and early 
localization of the word suggest borrowing from Old Norse as a possible 
origin. There is no obvious etymon recorded in the early stages of any of the 
Scandinavian languages, but in modern Norwegian regional use we do lind 
buggc (noun) 'mighty man' and bugga (adjective) 'rich, wealthy, powerful'. 
I t  is possible that the Middle English word could show Cl borrowing from 
an Old Norse precursor of this word, or more l ikely li'om a morphological 
variant of this word showing a suITIx causing i-mutation, which would 
explain the forms shown by the English word very well (although we should 
note that there is no secure etymology 101' Norwegian buggc and bugga). 

However, there is some evidence from personal names which rather com­
plicates the picture. From the lirst half of the eleventh century onwards we 
find a by-name or sllrname of the form Bigga, Biggc, earliest in southern 
counties, especially Kent. It is tempting to see this as reflecting a name on 
the same pattern as Pack/a above, and if so a formation from big would be 
very plausible semantically; that is, we can conceive of a person being called 
'strong, sturdy, mighty', or for that matter 'big'. The localization of the 

9 It would be possible to list many hundreds of other examples where names provide 
crucial early evidence for a word. For other interesting examples, just from among words 
with initial p-, see the OED entries for pike n. 1  , pike n.3 , pick v.1 , pierce v., poll n. l , polled 

adj. ,  pOlllllwly adj. ,  pOllf n. l , or pritclze/ n. 

NAMES A S  EVIDENCE FOR WORD M E A N I N G  279 

names and the stem vowel which they show do, however, raise difficulties for 
the assumption of any connection with an Old Norse cognate of Norwegian 
bllggc and bllgga: wc would expect an Old English borrowing to show the 
stem vowel y (later developed to i in some dialects of M iddle English), and 
we would expect a localization in the areas of heaviest Norse settlement in 
the northern and eastern counties, rather than in the south. We thus arrive 
at a dil1lculty which is not uncommon when we attempt to use names as 
lexical evidence: we cannot be certain that Bigga, Bigge as a name has any 
connection with big; from the point of view of the English evidence, it is 
plausible both Jormally and semantically, but there is no positive support 
for this assumption. The suggested etymological connection between big 

and Norwegian buggc and bllgga is similarly plausible but not of an over­
whelming probability. We are thus left with a rather unsatisfactory concltl­
sion: we may have a (slightly tenuous) etymology for big, or we may have 
some personal name evidence which pushes the word big back to slightly 
before the Norman Conquest, but we cannot very easily reconcile the two 
(and of course, both may in fact be wrong). 

9.6 Names as evidence for word meaning 

Middle English bowe 'bow' shows a number of specialized senses denoting 
various things with a curved shape. One of these is 'arch of Cl bridge'. I n  
place names we may also fi n d  evidence for a further metonymic extended 
sense 'arched bridge', as in the name of Bow in East London, which was 
earlier callcd Stra{(ord atle BOlVC. In this particular instance the bridge 
referred to by the name was probably built during the reign of Henry I 
( 1 1 00-35). As in the name of Strc/{!brd-upon-Avoll (see section 9.2), we 
have here an extended form of a place name which was originally simply 
Stratfbrd, with the addition of atte Bowe 'at the arched bridge' in order to 
distinguish this name from the many other Stratfords in  Ell gland (especially 
in this instance another place of the same namc on the opposite bank of the 
River Lea in Essex, formerly distinguished as Stratjbrd Langtho1'1l and now 
simply Stra{(ord). 

More controversially, analysis of the places denoted by descriptive topo­
graphical place names may perhaps yield information about the precise 
meanings of topographical vocabulary at the time when the name was given. 
Pioneering work on the semantics of English topographical place names has 
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from one of the other Germanic languages, is supported by the existence of 
an Anglo-Saxon personal name Pade/a, which probably originated from this 
word. As such, it would fit into a naming pattern which was productive in 
this period. 9  

I n  some cases such examples may also show formal variation whieh is 
not documented lor the word in contextual use. For instance queach 'a 
dense growth of bushes, a thicket' is first recorded in contextual use in 
1 486, but is probably attested earlier in place names such as Thirsqlleclle 

(Northamptonshire, 1292), La qlleclie (Worcestershire, 1 307), QlIechefen 

(Northamptonshire, 1 3 30), and em'liest of all, in a form apparently showing 
rounding of the vowel and assimilatory loss of Iwl, Coclzeworth (Sussex, 
1 265). 

In other eases matters may be much less clear. For instance, big is 
first reeorded c l 300. Tt probably earliest had the meaning 'strong, sturdy, 
mighty', from which the meaning 'large' subsequently developed, although 
this is not certain since the earliest senses of the word are close in date 
and various different directions of semantic change would be plausible. The 
earliest examples of the word are all from northern texts. The date and early 
localization of the word suggest borrowing from Old Norse as a possible 
origin. There is no obvious etymon recorded in the early stages of any of the 
Scandinavian languages, but in modern Norwegian regional use we do find 
bllgge (noun) 'mighty man' and bugga (adjective) 'rich, wealthy, powerful' .  
I t  is possible that the Middle English word eould show a borrowing from 
an Old Norse precursor of this word, or more l ikely from a morphological 
variant of this word showing a suffix causing i-mutation, which would 
explain the forms shown by the English word very well (although we should 
note that there is no secure etymology lor Norwegian bugge and bugga). 

However, there is some evidence from personal names which rather com­
plicates the picture. From the first half of the eleventh century onwards we 
find a by-name or surname of the form Bigga, Bigge, earliest in southern 
counties, especially Kent. Tt is tempting to see this as reflecting a name on 
the same pattern as Padda above, and if so a formation from big would be 
very plausible semantically; that is, we can conceive of a person being called 
'strong, sturdy, mighty', or for that matter 'big'. The localization of the 

9 It would be possible to list many hundreds of other examples where names provide 
crucial early evidence for a word. For other interesting examples, just from among words 
with initial p-, see the OED entries for pike n. l ,  pike n.3, pick v. l ,  pierce v., poll n. l ,  polled 

adj. ,  pO/ll/llely adj. ,  pOll I n. l ,  or pritchei n. 
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names and the stem vowel which they show do, however, raise difficulties for 
the assumption of any connection with an Old Norse cognate of Norwegian 
bllgge and bugga: we would expect an Old English borrowing to show the 
stem vowel y (later developed to i in some dialects of Middle English), and 
we would expect a localization in the areas of heaviest Norse settlement in 
the northern and eastern counties, rather than in the south. We thus arrive 
at a difficulty which is not uncommon when we attempt to use names as 
lexical evidence: we cannot be certain that Bigga, Bigge as a name has any 
connection with big; from the point of view of the English evidence, it is 
plausible both formally and semantieally, but there is no positive support 
lor this assumption. The suggested etymological connection between big 

and Norwegian bugge and bllgga is similarly plausible but not of an over­
whelming probability. We are thus left with a rather unsatisfactory conclu­
sion: we may have a (slightly tenuous) etymology for big, or we may have 
some personal name evidence which pushes the word big back to slightly 
before the Norman Conquest, but we cannot very easily reconcile the two 
(and of course, both may in fact be wrong). 

9.6 Numes us evidence for word meuning 

Middle English bOll'e 'bow' shows a number of specialized senses denoting 
various things with a curved shape. One of these is 'arch of a bridge'. In 
place names we may also find evidence lor a further metonymic extended 
sense 'arched bridge', as in the name of Bow in East London, which was 
earlier called Stra(fiml atle Bowe. In this particular instance the bridge 
referred to by the name was probably built during the reign of Henry I 
( 1 1 00-35). As in the name of Stra({ord-lIpon-Al'on (see section 9.2), we 
have here an extended form of a place name which was originally simply 
Stratford, with the addition of atle Bowe 'at the arched bridge' in order to 
distinguish this name from the many other Stra(/(;rds in England (especially 
in this instance another place of the same name on the opposite bank of the 
River Lea in Essex, formerly distinguished as Stratj(;rd Lallgtlwr/l and now 
simply Stratford) .  

More eontroversially, analysis of the places denoted by descriptive topo­
graphical place names may perhaps yield information about the precise 
meanings of topographical vocabulary at the time when the name was given. 
Pioneering work on the semantics of English topographical place names has 
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been done by Margaret Gelling, latterly in collaboration with Ann Cole, as 
exemplified in Gelling and Cole (2000). For instance, in a section on 'hills, 
slopes and ridges' analysis of place names in Old English heorg (modern 
English harrow) gives rise to the following observation: 

It  cannot be claimed that every beorg name in the country has been matched to its 
visual setting, but this has been done in a sulliciently large number of instances for 
it to be asserted confidently that the defining characteristic of a bcorg is a continu­
ously rounded profile. This probably explains the use of the word for tumuli in the 
southern half of England, whieh led to the adoption of barrow as a technical term by 
archaeologists. Many tumuli would be bcorg-shaped. 

(Gelling and Cole (2000) 145) 

Gelling acknowledges, however, that this contradicts the likely recon­
structable meaning for the Germanic word from which this is derived, 
which is 'mountain'. Therefore, if the observation about the use in place 
names is correct, it is nonetheless uncertain how far this should apply 
to the general use of the Old English word. On the basis of the literary 
records the Dictionary of Old English records the much wider range of 
senses 'mountain, hill; mountain range; mountain (with name specified); 
cliff, headland, promontory; barrow, tumulus, burial mound (both Saxon 
and pre-Saxon, frequent in charters); heap, pile, mound'. However, for the 
Middle English period the Middle English Dictionary records a narrowed 
range of senses (,hill , mound, barrow') mllch closer to that suggested by 
Gelling's analysis of place names (although in the M iddle English period 
the semantic inlluence of the cognate Old Norse berg must also be taken 
into account). 

9.7 Nmnes �IS etYlllolls 

Some etymologies from names are very well known. For instance, the 
company name Hoover has come to be used not just as a generic word 
for a vacuum cleaner, but has also given rise (by conversion) to a verb lor 
the associated activity. The second element of tannacadalll is the surname 
of John Loudon !v[cAdam, the Scottish surveyor who invented this type 
of road surface. The margherita pizza takes its name from !v[argherita 

Teresa Giovanna of Savoy, Queen of Italy, having been created and named 
in her honour in June 1 889 by RalTaeIe Esposito, a Neapolitan pizza 
maker. jJajJaf{/ZZO 'freelance photographer who pursues celebrities to take 
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photographs o f  them' i s  from the name o f  a character who i s  a society 
photographer in Federico Fellini's 1 960 film La Dolce Vi/a. 

Words are often formed from names in combination with derivative suf­
fixes, or as an element in a compound. Thus very many names of plants, 
minerals, etc. are named after their discoverers, or in honour of important 
Jlgures in a particular field of study, or for reasons of political prestige, as 
poinsettia (Ji'om the name of Poinsetl, a US minister to Mexico) orfuchsia 

(from the name of the German botanist FIIChs), or from the names of the 
places where they were discovered, as ma/donite (from the name of Aifaldon 

in Australia, where this alloy was discovered) or jJandaite (similarly from 
the name of Panda Hill in Mbeya, Tanzania). nessbenJ', denoting a North 
American soft fruit similar to a loganberry, shows a late nineteenth-century 
addition to the -berry words which we encountered in section 2.6. The first 
element is from the name of Helge Ness, the horticulturist who first raised 
this type of fruit. Similarly we find loganberry, veitcllbenJ', YOllngbeny, 

boysenberlJ' (all fi'om surnames), and (from place names) tayherry, tUII1-

melbenJ', mariollberry, worcesterherlJ'. We encountered sadism and related 
words in section 4.3 . 1 ;  masochism is similarly from a personal name, that of 
the Austrian writer Lcopold von Sacher-.!vIasoch . malapropism is from the 
name of the character M rs Malaprop in Sheridan's 1 775 play The Rivals, 

who is characterized by her confusion in the use of long words; in this 
instance the name was itself created by Shericlan from the word malapropos 

'inopportune, inappropriate'. 
milliner shows semantic specialization of a derivative of a place name. 

Middle English milener means simply 'person from Milan' (with the stress 
on the first syllable, noted in section 9.4). In early modern English it shows 
a sense development summarized as follows by OED: 'Originally: 11 seller of 
fancy wares, accessories, and articles of (female) apparel, esp. such as were 
originally made in Milan. Subsequently: spec. a person who designs, makes, 
or sells women's hats.' The sense 'person from Milan' (,«hi ch usually shows 
the form milancr in later use) becomes obsolete at the end of the nineteenth 
century, being replaced by Aifilanese. 

9 .8 Names and non-linguistic history 

We can see some of the potential lor interaction between the study of name 
etymologies and the study of external, non-linguistic history if  we take a 

. i j .H 
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brief look at some material from the introduction to the English Place­
Name Society survey volume for the former English county of Rutfand. 
Here BalTie Cox, onc of the scholars who have done most to establish the 
relative chronology of various types of names in the early period of the 
Anglo-Saxon settlement of England, puts this research to daring use. He 
sets out first the relevant methodology: 

An analysis of place-names appearing in  Old English records to 730 AD indicates 
that of those surviving in Rutland, the following may be considered to be very early: 
habitation names in iu'illl 'a village, an estate' and nature names in ,iz71l 'a large hill ' .  
Place-names in  which -illga-, the genitive plural of the folk-name-forming sumx -illgas, 
is compounded (especially in -illgahiilll) may be only slightly later than these. 

(Cox (J 994) xxiv) 

With the methodology thus clearly established, it can be deployed in com­
bination with other, non-linguistic evidence to give a composite picture, as 
in the following paragraph where names showing these elements are related 
to the pattern of Roman roads and to the Romano-British and early Anglo­
Saxon archaeology of the county: 

In the cast on Ermine Street and Sewstern Lane are Clipsham and Greetham, while 
LufTenham . . .  lies on the postulated Roman road running south to Turtle Bridge. Two 
names with -illga-, Empingham (from -illgalu/lI1) and Tinwell (from -ingall'ella) also lie 
on these roads. Uppingham (again from -illgal/{/III) seems isolated, but an original large 
estate with a name in -hiill1, i.e. Thornhalll, appears to have lain to its north and east. 
The Glaston pagan Anglo-Saxon cemetery may have related to this lost estate. Clip­
sham, Empingham and Tinwell are also villa locations, while Greetham has a Roman 
kiln which probably represents an as yet undiscovered Romano-British habitation site. 
The three Rutland names in clan, I-Iambleton, Lyndon and Barrowden, march with 
parishes with names in  I/{/m. Hambleton . . .  may well have been the location of the 
Anglian capu/ of the entire territory. Ketton is  also early. With its name probably 
based on a pre-Anglian root, this parish lies astride the Great Casterton to Tixover 
Roman road and is surrounded by names in I/{/m, ,liill and -illga-. 

(Cox ( 1 994) xxiv-xxv) 

This sort of synthesis of etymological data with historical and archaeo­
logical data is exciting. Equally exciting are the conclusions that Cox is 
able to draw from the early Scandinavian settlement names in the county. 
Work on Scandinavian place names in England, particularly by Kenneth 
Cameron, has shown that among the very earliest are so-called Grimstoll­
hybrid names. These show a Scandinavian personal name as the first ele­
ment, and Old English tan as the second element. From careful examination 
of the sites of these villages, it has been established that they were existing 
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Anglo-Saxon villages which came under the overlordship of the bearers of 
the Viking personal names which are reflected in their modern names. 10 
A slightly later layer of Scandinavian place names is shown by names in 
Old Norse bp 'farm, village'. These are frequently found in less favourable 
sites alongside villages with English names in slightly better locations, 
hence probably reflecting subsequent settlement by Scandinavian incomers, ' 
as opposed to the initial phase of appropriation of existing settlements 
shown by the Grimstoll-hybrid names. Cox draws some important historical 
conclusions from the scarcity of both types in Rutland in comparison with 
other parts of the Danelaw (the area of Scandinavian control): 

The place-name evidence as a whole indicates that Scandinavians were excluded polit­
ically from Rutland at the time of the disbanding of the Danish army in the East 
Midlands in  877, the indicator of whose settlement is the Grimston-hybrid name­
type, and excluded also during the subsequent colonization phase which is  recorded by 
place-names in b)" There are no Grimston-hybrids in the real sense in Rutland and no 
names in  /1.1' compounded with Scandinavian personal names, a remarkable contrast 
with the surrounding territories. 

(Cox ( 1 994) xli) 

10 In Cameron's more recent work these are in fact referred to instead as TtJ/ol1-hybrids, 
because it was realized that some of the places called Grilll.l'/Oll did not show the same 
origin: see Cameron ( 1 996) 74-5. For important work on the evidence for the nature and 
extent of linguistic contact between English and Norse speakers which is yielded by place 
names see Townend (2002). 
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Conclusion 

Wc have defined etymology as the tracing of word histories. It focuses 
especially (but not exclusively) on those areas where there is a doubt about 
a stage in a word's history, or where the documentary record fails us, e.g.: 

• wc have reached the extreme limit of thc documentary record of a 
word's history, and are attempting to reconstruct its pre-history 

• there is a gap in the documentary record of a word's history, and we are 
attempting to reconstruct what occurred in that gap 

• there is no gap at all in the documentary record, but the nature of the 
historical development is not clear, and we must find an explanation for 
how a set of forms or meanings are related to one another 

We solve difficult cases largely by comparison with what has happened in 
simpler and better-documented cases. Therefore little in the field of word 
histories will be outside the interests of an etymologist. 

Words arc the units studied by etymologists, and this raises some dimcult 
issues. The problems in deciding whether some particular items are words 
or phrases are of little practical importance for etymologists, since many 
phrases also have unpredictable meanings which wc will need to account for. 
A more dilIicult problem is posed by the fact that the lexis of any language 
is almost limitless, with new words formed according to productive word­
forming processes constantly occurring in actual language use. Etymolo­
gists need to be aware of the word-forming processes which arc productive 
in a given language in a given period, but (except when the surviving corpus 
is very small) they will not be able to pay attention to every word which 
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is produced by those productive processes. We arrived at  a priority list of 
words for etymological attention :  

• any monomorphemic words 
• any word containing a cranberry morph 
• any word with a form not explicable by currently productive word­

formation processes 
• any word in which the semantic relations between its elements is opaque 

It is often desir,able also to add to this list other words or phrases which 
have a non-predictable, institutionalized mcaning. 

Some words can show enormous variation in farm andlor meaning. Ety­
mological research will not be successful if we do not pay careful attention 
to the full  range of formal and sema'ntic variation shown by each word . Not 
all words show a simple linear history. Some words split and others merge. 
Polygenesis, of both words and meanings, is probably very widespread. 
Some words show large discontinuities in the historical record. In some 
cases this is almost certainly accidental, in others it  probably points to two 
separate word histories. Distinguishing between such cases is often very 
d iflicul t. 

It is very important to understand the range of word-forming processes 
found in a language in a given period. In many cases more than one analysis 
is possible of how a word was formed, and keepilig an open mind on such 
questions can often lead to new and more satisfactory etymological expla­
nations of the histories of particular words or groups of words. Some words 
are onomatopoeic, and show a non-arbitrary connection between word 
form and sounds in the external, non-linguistic world. The identification of 
such items presents considerable challenges for etymological research, since 
the connection between word l'orm and non-linguistic sounds is often rather 
tenuous, and is sometimes made more opaque by subsequ.ent phonological 
change. Tracing the histories of onomatopoeic words is further complicated 
by the fact that they sometimes fail to show sound changes which are 
otherwise regular, because of the strength of the association with non­
linguistic sounds. Some words arc commonly perceived as expressive or 
onomatopoeic, but in fact show no obvious connection with sounds in the 
non-linguistic world. Many such words derive their perceived expressive 
quality from sound combinations which they share with other words of 
similar meaning, although they are not related to them in any way which can 
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be explained by regular word-formation processes. Many scholars invoke 
the controversial concept of the phonaestheme to explain some such c·ases. 

Borrowing is a frequent origin of new words in most languages. It is easy 
to understate its potential complications. We will usually need to distinguish 
between loanwords, loan translations, semantic loans, and loan blends, 
although it is often difficult to determine which process has occurred, or 
indeed whether borrowing has occurred at all. We will also often need 
to distinguish the immediate donor language from the language in which 
a word ultimately originates. Borrowings occur in a particular historical 
and cultural context, and the better we can understand this, the fuller 
our understanding of a linguistic borrowing will be. Some borrowed words 
show subsequent semantic or formal influence from the donor, while other 
words are borrowed twice in two different historical periods. Borrowing is 
often a very complex process, in which an initial interlinguistic borrow­
ing between languages is normally followed by intralinguistic borrowing 
as a word spreads within a language. The motivation and other circum­
stances may vary considerably in each stage of this process. It can also at 
times be d ifficult to distinguish borrowing from lexical transfer (when a 
group of speakers abandon one language for another), and also from code­
switching. 

The histories of particular words are often closely interlinked. This may 
be semantic, as with board and table, or it may be formal, as happens in 
associative change in word form. 

However complex and controversial its mechanisms may be, sound 
change provides the most important tool available to any etymologist. 
Whether we adhere to the regularity principle, or adopt a lexical diffusionist 
model, or any of various other theoretical positions, it  remains the case that 
we can often group together sets of words which all show the same change 
in broadly the same chronological period. These can be analysed and 
conclusions can be drawn from them in a historical grammar. Individual 
word histories may indicate the chronological sequence in which particular 
sound changes occurred, and hence provide the historical grammar with the 
evidence for a relative chronology, albeit in  many cases only a very tentative 
one. The incidence of some sound changes is sporadic or isolated, but such 
cases gcnerally belong to types for which we can flnd parallels in other 
periods or in other languages. Sometimes we find unaccountable develop­
ments, such as the initial lpl of purse, but these are relatively few. Associative 
changes in word form can be more idiosyncratic and more difficult to trace, 
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but normally they arise through some association in meaning between two 
or more words, and this usually provides the key to identification. 

Words havc meaning as well as form, and etymological research cannot 
be pursued without close attention to both. 

If we took the view that homonymy was a very unlikely state in earlier 
stages orIanguage history, then we might reasonably conclude that if tracing 
two separate word histories leads to an identical word form, our task is then 
simply to find the semantic common denominator and explain how the two 
words are likely to have diverged from a common point of origin. However, 
since we have concluded that homonymy appears to have been common 
in the past just as in the present, then we must also ask ourselves whether 
two identical word forms are connected at all, rather than just how they are 
connected. 

Change in meaning presents many problems not presented by change in 
word form. It affects words individually, but in ways which often result 
from complex inter-relationships with the meanings of other words, often 
including aspects of both referential and non-referential meaning (such as 
register or stylistic level), and also often showing a close connection with 
developments in non-linguistic social and cultural history. There is no tool 
comparable to the historical grammar enabling us to group and categorize 
semantic changes, and it is hard to imagine how one could be conceived. 
Nonetheless, our best measure of whether a particular hypothesized mean­
ing change is plausible is whether we can find cases of similar changes in 
well-documented word histories. 

Etymology can be a very demanding area of research, drawing on many 
different aspects of linguistics. It also draws at times on a good deal of 
non-linguistic information, about the transmission of texts or other sources 
of data, or about developments in social or cultural history. For this very 
reason it can also be extremely rewarding. Few areas of study offer points of 
contact with so many other flelds. A discovery in etymology often depends 
upon insights drawn from many different areas of research, and often has 
the potential to illuminate questions in many linguistic sub-disciplines or 
beyond. Etymology is a crucial tool for investigating the language and 
thought of the past. It opens lip a Held of research where a very great deal 
remains to be discovered. And like all the best intellectual pursuits, once the 
bug is caught, it  is l ikely to remain with one for life. 



Glossary 

The following is a very selective list, chiel1y of terms which occur frequently 
in the text, espeeially those whose meaning could be confused. See also in 
the index for other terms which are discussed and defined in the main text of 
the book. The words which are included here are defined narrowly from the 
point of view of their usage in etymological research. For geneniJ dictionar­
ies of linguistics, which olfer definitions which reflect the full  range of use in 
linguistic writing, see Matthews (2007) or Crystal (2008), or (expressly from 
the perspective of historical and comparative linguistics) Trask (2000). 

< Developed from,  comcs from. Used in this book to link forms which are 
related by direct phonctic descent, by borrowing, or by word formation 
processes, as well as to represent the stages in the semantic deVelopment 
of a word . By some scholars used only to link forms related by direct 
phonetic descent: see 1 .2 . l . 

> Develops to, gives. See further under ' < ' above. 
ablaut Realization of grammatical or derivational relationships through 

vowel alternation in the root (i.e. a type of root allomorphy); used espe­
cially as the name of Lt process of this type which was highly productive 
in proto-lndo-European: see 4.4. 1 .  

affix see afIixation 

affixation Addition of bOllnd forms or affixes to words (or other morpho­
logical bases) in order to form derivative words (i.e. as a word formation 
process) or in order to realize grammatical distinctions (i.e. inflection). 

An aHix added to the beginning of a word or stem is called a prefix, 
and one added to the end of a word or stem is called a suffix. Inlixes, 
which interrupt a morphological base, arc also sometimes found, as are 
circumfixes, which involve addition simultaneously of material at the 
beginning and the end of a base. See 2.2.3,  4. 1 .  

after In etymologies = 'on the model of'. 
llmeliomtion Acquisition of more positive meaning. See 8 .6 .3 .  
analogy Alteration of existing forms or meanings (analogical change) or 

creation of new forms or meanings (analogical creation) on thc basis of 
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parallels elsewhere in the linguistic system. Proportiomll llllalogy shows 
the pattern A : B = X : Y, where Y is the altered or newly creatcd form. 
See 7.4, 7.4. 1 .  

analysable (Or a word) capable o f  being analysed (by speakers) into its con­
stituent morphcmes. See 2. 1 . 1 .2, 2.2. 1 ,  2.2.4, 2.3,  2.4, 2.6, 2.7. Compare 
mono morphemic, transparent. 

assimilation (In sound change) a change by which two consonants become 
more similar or identical in articulation: see 7.3 .  Compare dissimilation. 

Sometimes also used in etymology to denote the type of associative 
change in word rorm also known as contamination (see 7.4.4). 

associative change in word form Change in word rorm resulting from anal­

ogy, levelling, contamination, or folk etymology. See 7.4. 
back formation A word-formation process in which reanalysis of an exist­

ing word as showing a particular allix leads to the creation of a new 
word which is taken to be its morphological base; e.g. peddle < pedlar. 

See 4.4.5.  
base (In morphology) the word rorm or stem rorm on which llffixation 

opcrates. See 4. 1 .  
bleaching A typc o f  meaning change i n  which thc semantic content o f  a 

word becomes reduced as the grammatical content increascs: see 8 .6 . 1 .  
blend A type o f  word formation i n  which two truncated word stems combine 

to 10rm a new word, e.g. smog < smoke and jog. Sec 4.4.4. 
blocking (In word 10nnation) prevention of the general adoption of a ncw 

word by the prior existence of a synonym. See 4.2. 
borrowing Process by which a language takes a word, meaning, phrase, 

construction, etc. from another languagc. Types of borrowing include 
loanword, loan translation, semantic loan, 10:1n blend. See 5 . 1 .  Compare 
tnlllsfer. 

bound form A morpheme which can only occur as a component or other 
words, rather than on its own as an independent word form. Sce 4 .3 . 1 .  

broadening Process by which Cl word comes to have wider �cmantic applica-
tion. See 8 .6. 1 .  Compare narrowing. 

call1ue = 10:1n translation 

circumfix See aflixll tion 

cIilllling A process or shortening or a word rorm without change of meaning 
or word class, usually leaving a form which is morphologically incomplctc 
or unanalysable. See 4.4.3. Compare ellipsis. 
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code-switching Phenomenon where bilingual speakers switch between use of 
one language and use of another, in the knowledge that they are address­
ing others who also have some knowledge of each language. See 6.9. 

cognate Developed from a common ancestor. Among the cognates of Old 
English seed are Old Dutch .I'at, Old Saxon sad, Old High German sat, 
Old Icelandic sadr, Gothic sa/).I'; these words are all cognate. See 1 .2 .3 .  

combining form A type of bound form which occurs only in compounds, 
typically combined either with an independent word or with another 
combining form; used especially of such elements ultimately derived from 
Latin and Greek occurring in modern European languages, which are 
sometimes called nco-classical combining forms. See 4.3 . 1 .  

complex (Of a word) consisting of more than one morpheme. See 2.2. 1 .  
Compare monomorphemic. 

compounding The combination of two words to form a new word, especially 
when this preserves all of the phonetic substance of each word or its 
morphological stem. See 2.2.3,  4.3.  

conditioned (Or a sound change) only occurring in Cl particular phonetic 
context in a word. See 7.2.2. Compare isolative. 

contamination A type of associative change in word form resulting from 
semantic association between two words, e.g. Old English rnii;sl 'most' 
occurring in place of the expected form miist as a result of semantic 
association with lirst 'least'. See 7 .4.4. Compare analogy, folk etymology. 

conventional (Of meaning) established, not inferred afresh from context 
each time Cl word is encountered; = institutionalized. 

conversion The process by which a word in one e1ass gives rise to an identical 
word form in another word e1ass. See 4.4.2. 

cranberry morph,An unanalysable element occurring in a word which other­
wise has the appearance of being an analysable compound or derivative. 
See 2.6. 

denoilltum The thing, eoncept, etc. which a word denotes or refers to. 
derivation Word formation by affixation. (Sometimes used much more 

broadly as a synonym of etymology.) 

derivative A word formed by affixation (i.e. derivation) . (Sometimes used 
much more broadly to denote any word form developed historically from 
another word form.) 

diagrammatic iconicity A type of iconicity which involves associations and 
connections entirely within the world of linguistic signs. See 4.5. Compare 
imagic iconicity. 
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diphthollg A vowel which changes in quality perceptibly within a sin­
gle syllable, as opposed to a monophthong (or pure vowel). Thus pine 
/pmn/ shows a diphthong, while pill /pm/ and preen /pri :n/ both show 
1110nophthongs, 

dissimilatioll (In sound change) a change by which two consonants become 
less similar in articulation: see 7.3 .  

donor In a borrowing situation, the language from which another language 
borrows. See 5. 1 .  

doublet Each word in a group of two or more words which all show the same 
ultimate etymology. See 6.7.  

ellipsis The shortening of an existing compound or phrase so that one 
element comes to take on the previous meaning of the whole compound 
or phrase. See 4.4.3. Compare clipping. 

etymology The tracing of the form and meaning history of a word, where 
there is a doubt about a stage in a word's history, or where the docu­
mentary record fails; (an account of or hypothesized explanation for) the 
form and meaning history of a word. See 1 . 1 ,  and chapter 1 0. 

etymon The antecedent form of a word. Frequently a distinction is made 
between an immediate etymon, i.e. the direct parent of a particular word, 
and one or more remote etymons. Thus Old FrenchFere is the immediate 
etymon of Middle English Fere (modern English Fiar); Latin F(ller, 
ji-[IIr- is a remote etymon of Middle English Fere, but the immediate 
etymon of Old Frenchji·ere. 

folk etymology A type of associative change in word form in which one or 
more syllables of a word are replaced by another word, especially where 
some semantic association is perceived or felt to exist. See 7.4.5. Compare 
contamination, analogy. 

gnlInnmticalization The process by which words develop meanings and 
functions which are more grammatical. See 3 .4, 8 . 1 ,  8 .7.2. 1 .  

harmful homonymy = homonymic clash 

homograph A word which is identical in written form to another unrelated 
word, but is not necessarily identical in pronunciation. 

homonym A word which is identical in form to another unrelated word. 
(Sometimes used of words whieh are identical only in spoken form = 

homophone.) See 2. 1 .4, 3 .8 .  
homonymic clash A situation where homonyms exist, especially where this 

results in ambiguity. Hence a (contested) mechanism which tends to 
reduce the incidence of such clashes. See 3 .8 .  
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homonymiphobia = homonymic clash 

homonymy Thc state of being a homonym of another word. A situation 
where two or more homonyms exist. 

homophonc A word whieh is identical in pronunciation to anothcr unrelated 
word, but is not necessarily identical in written lorm. 

iconic That shows iconicity. 

iconicity The property of a linguistic form (or construction etc.) whose form 
reflects a scmantic connection cither with the external, non-linguistic 
world (imllgic iconicity) or within the linguistic system (dhlgnumnatic 

iconicity). See 4.5 ;  also 1 .3.2. 
imllgic iconicity A type of iconicity which involves a connection between 

linguistic form and the external, non-linguistic world. Onomatopoeic 
words show this type of iconicity. See 4.5. Compare diagr:unllllltic 

iconicity. 

imposition = transfcr 

i-mutation (In Old English and most of the other early Germanic languages) 
raising and/or fronting of a vowel which occurred when an /il or Ij/ 
followed in the next syJIable See 7.2.4; also 4.4. 1 .  

infix See lIfIixation 

inflcction A change in word form (especially an ending) which realizes a 
grammatical distinction. See 2. 1 .4. 

institutionlllizcd (Of a word) being the usual or conventional word occurring 
in a given meaning in a given context; (of a meaning) bcing the usual or 
conventional meClning of a givcn word in a given context. Compare 2. 1 .4, 
2.3.  

intcrnlll borrowing Borrowing which occurs within a language; spread of a 
word, meaning, construction, etc. See 6.4. 

i-umlaut = i-mutation 

isolativc (Of a sound change) not determined by any particular phonetic 
context in the word. See 7.2. 1 .  Comparc conditioncd. 

IcvcUing Generalization of a single (stem or inJ1ectional) 10rm to differcnt  
parts ora paradigm, by analogy. See 3 . 1 ,  7.4.2. 

Icxcmc A unit comprising one or more word forms which realize di fferent 
grammatical forms of a single word; often represented in small capitals. 
E.g. girqlj"e and giraffes are word forms of the lexeme GIRAFFE; mall and 
men are word forms of the lexeme MAN; be, was, is, and ({re are word forms 
of the lexeme BE. See 2 . 1 .4. 
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Icxiclll difl"usion The spread of a sound change gradually from one lexical 
item to another, rather than affecting all items showing the same phonetic 
environment simultaneously. See 7.6. 

lcxical gap A situation where a particular slot in  the set of possible (or 
expected) meaning relations in a language is  not filled by any word 
form, thus (hypothetically) creating a gap which (from a functionalist 
perspective) requires to be filled .  See 1 .2. 1 ,  5 .3 .  

Icxical i tcm = lcxcmc. Sometimes also used to denote a broader class includ­
ing idioms and other multi-word expressions: see 2. 1 .5 .  

Icxicalizlltion Process by which words become 0Pl\(IUC in  form or meaning, 
or both. See 2.3 .  

Icxicalizcd That has undergone Icxiclllization. 

Icxis Vocabulary, words collectively. The lexis of a language is those words in 
use in that language, usually in a specified time period and in a specified 
place. 

loan blcnd A borrowing of a complex word with substitution of one or more 
native morphs for morphs in the borrowed word. See 5. 1 .4. 

loau tnlllsllltion A borrowing which shows replication of thc structure of a 
foreign-language word or expression by use of synonymous word forms 
in the borrowing language. See 5 . 1 .2 .  

loauwoJ"(1 A borrowing of a word form and its associated word meaning, or 
a component of its meaning. See 5 . 1 . 1 .  

mcrgcr (As a type of sound change) loss of a distinctive contrast between 
two phonemes. See 7.2.3. Also (in lexicology) collapse of two distinct 
Icxcmcs as a single Icxcmc. See 3 .5 .  

mct:U1alysis The redistribution of material across word or morpheme 
boundaries, e.g. a /ladder > ClIl adder. See 7.5.  

mctllthcsis A type of sound change i n  which a particular sound changes its 
position in the sequence of sounds in  a word. See 7.3 .  

mouolllorphcmic Consisting of only one morphcmc or m.eaningful unit ,  e.g. 
Fiar, sad, deer. See 2.2. 1 .  Compare lIulIlysablc. 

mouophthoug see diphthong 

morphcmc A minimal meaningful unit within a complex word. Compare 
l\Iouol\loqJhcmic, complcx, lInlllyslIblc. 

narrowiug Process by which a word comes to have more restricted semantic 
application. See 8 .6.2. Compare brolldcning. 

naturalizcd (Of a word, in a borrowing situation) showing adaptation to the 
borrowing language (usually phonological adaptation). See 5. 1 .  
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nco-classical combining form see combining form 
nonce (Of a word form, etc.) 'one-off', used on one occaslOn only. 

See 2 . 1 .3 ,  2 .3 .  
obstruent Any consonant which is formed with an obstruction of the airflow, 

i . e. a stop (in English lp, b, t, d, k, g,!), an afTricate (in English ItJ, d3/), or 
a fricative (in English If, v, s, J, z, 31). 

onomatopoeia A form of imagic iconicity in which the form of a linguistic 
sign echoes a sound in  the external, non-linguistic world with which i t  i s  
associated in  meaning. See 4.5. 

oplHllIe (Of the meaning relation between the component parts of a 
word) not readily understood, not transparent. See 1 .3 .2, 2 .3: Compare 
tranSI)arent. 

paradigm The set of grammatical forms shown by a word. See 2 . 1 .4. 
pejoration Acquisition of less positive meaning. See 8 .6 .3 .  
phonaestheme (In the analysis adopted in  this book) a sequence of sounds 

(not constituting a morpheme) found in  a group of semantically similar 
words and which speakers identify as reflecting the perceived semantic 
similarity between these words, even though the words in the group often 
have no historical relationship with one another. See 4.5 .3 .  

polygenesis Independent development of the same form or meaning i n  two 
ditTerent times andlor places. See 3.2,  8 .3 .  

polysemolls Showing more than one (conventional, established) meaning. 
See 2 . 1 .4, 8 .2.  

pragmatics (The study of) the specific meanings shown by words, con­
structions, etc. in the context of a particular instance of language use, 
including implicatures as well as l iteral meanings. See 8.2.  

prefix see affixation 

productive (Of an affix, or a word formation process, etc.) that enters freely 
into the production of new words. (The term is not used in the same way 
by all scholars.) See 2 . 1 .3 ,  2.2.4. 

proportional analogy see analogy 

reanalysis An analysis of the meaning or composition of a word or other 
l inguistic unit which runs counter to its actual historical development. 
Reanalysis is often fol lowed by new analogical formations, and can be 
identified most easily through these: e.g. Middle English handiwork < Old 
English handgeweorc < hand + geweorc was re analysed as showing hand, 

-y, and work, hence giving rise (by analogy) to handy 'done by hand'. 
See 1 .3 .2, 4. 1 . 1 , 4.4.5, 7.4.3. 
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reflex The linear historical development o[ an earlier form, e.g. modern 
English sad is the reflex of Old English sted. See 1 .2 .2. 

register A set of distinctive linguistic usages employed by a particular social 
group, the members of a particular trade or profession, etc., or within a 
particular Held of study etc. 

regular (Of a sound change) occurring systematically in all or nearly all 
words which show the qualifying environment. See 7. 1 ,  7.6. 

root A basic, unanalysable form from which other word forms have been 
derived. In proto-Indo-European, roots typically have the structure CVC, 
and words derived from them typically show a variety of different root 
extensions and derivative suffixes. See 1 .2.4, 4.4. 1 , 8 .7 .3 .  

semantic field A set of related meanings in a particular subject field, area of 
human experience, etc. See 8 .5 . 1 .  

semantic loan An instance of extension o[ the meaning of a word as a result 
of association with the meaning of a partly synonymous word in another 
language. See 5 . 1 . 3 .  

specialization (as a type of meaning change) = narrowing 

spelling pronunciation A pronunciation which arises from the written form 
of a word, rather than by regular historical phonetic development. 
See 7.4.7. 

sporadic (Of a sound change) not occurring with regularity or in a pattern 
typical of lexical di ffusion; afrecting particular words individually or 
sporaoically at widely separated times. See 7 .3 .  

stem The [or m in a pamdigm to which ldlixes are added. 
stylistic level A set of distinctive linguistic usages employed in a particular 

social situation, e.g. formal language, informal language, slang, l iterary 
language, etc. 

suffix see affixation 

synonym A word which shares a meaning with another word, i .e. the two 
words show synonymy. See 4.2. 

synonymy The situation where two words share a meaning. See 4.2. 
token Each of the units in a sample of data. Opposed to type, each o[ the 

distinct varieties of unit in a sample o[ data. In the cat sat 011 the mat there 
are six tokens, but only Hve types (because the occurs twice). 

transfer Process by which words enter a language during a process of lan­
guage shift, when a group of speakers are abandoning one language for 
another. See 6 .3 .  Compare borrowing. 

;' t , . 

; i 



, , ' I ' 
1 
1 

Xi I ' , 

296 GLOSSARY 

tr:mSI)arcnt (Of thc meaning relation between the component parts of a 
word) readily understood; (of a complex word) showing a clear form 
and meaning relationship between i ts  component parts. See 1 . 3 .2,  2 .3 .  
Contrasted with opaquc. Compare llllalysablc. 

uUlmalysablc That is not analysablc. 

uniquc Illorph = cranbcrry Illorph 

word (As used in this book) normally = Icxclllc; see 2. 1 .4, and also 2. 1 . 1 ,  
2 . 1 .2, 2. 1 .3 .  

Suggestions for further 
reading 

This book has largely looked at etymological research in the context of 
those areas of the much broader field of historical linguistics which bear 
most directly on etymology. The best approach to further reading is henee 
to pursue the references given to fuller discussions of each topie, although 
the reader who is specifically interested in etymology will often need to 
ask questions for herself about what the impact of particular issues is on 
etymological research, since this is seldom a major focus in the general 
historical linguistic literature. 

Some useful introductory aecounts of issues in historical linguistics are 
listed in the introduction. Solid introductions to many topics can also be 
found in the fourteen volumes of Brown (2006). At a slightly more advanced 
level, some very illuminating discussion of many of the topics featured in 
this book can be found in Anttila ( 1 989), I-lock ( 1 99 1 ), McMahon ( 1994), 
Lass ( 1997), or the essays in Joseph and Janda (2003). 

On issues to do with morphology and word formation, Bauer (2003) 
is extremely informative. With a focus on English, Bauer ( 1 983), Adams 
(2001) ,  Plag (2003), and Booij (2007) are all valuable, especially for 
the contrasting perspectives that they bring to bear on some topics. 
Marchand (I 969) remains an invaluable treasure trove of examples of Eng­
lish word formation, with many very insightful analyses. 

There are few studies dedicated to issues to do with lexical borrowing 
which are not tied to consideration or a particular language or language 
group, although Thomason (200 I) is  a very userul general introduction 
to the wider field of contact linguistics. The somewha� dated surveys in 
Seljeantson (1 96 1 )  and Sheard (I 954) give userul overviews of the history of 
borrowing in English, but should be supplemented by the various volumes 
of the Call/bridge History (�ltlze English Language (Hogg 1 992a, Blake 1 992, 
Lass 1 999b, Romaine 1 998), and by more specialist discussions referenced 
in chapters 5 and 6. (For very valuable theoretical perspectives, albeit focus­
ing on a relatively narrow set of data, see Danee 2003). 

On issues of change in word form see the general books on isslles in 
historical linguist.ics listed above. Hoenigswald ( 1 960), Anttila ( 1 989), and 
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I-lock ( 1 99 1 )  are very useful for detailed (if at times demanding) accounts 
of some of the core methodology, and McMahon ( 1 994), Lass ( 1 997), 
and Joseph and Janda (2003) for some illuminating perspectives. As in all 
areas, reading of material written from a variety of different theoretical 
perspectives is to be warmly recommended for the broader understanding. 
that it  brings. Specifically on English, the various volumes of the Cambridge 

History (�l the English Language again provide an ideal starting point for 
the more advanced student. Fortson (2004) and Mallory and Adams (2006) 
olrer excellent starting points for comparative Indo-European studies. 

On semantic change, Traugott and Dasher (2005) has already proven 
hugely influential, and also provides an invaluable overview of important 
earlier work in the field. Howevel� it is a demanding book for beginners, 
who will want to begin with some of the accounts in more general books 
on historical linguistics and language change such as Campbell (2004) or 
McMahon ( 1994). Although older, Ullmann ( 1962) is highly reeommend­
able, especially for its wealth of examples (largely from Romance languages 
and English). 

On names, useful pointers for reading and research are found in the 
following articles from Brown (2006): I-lough (2006), Hanks (2006a), 
Hanks (2006b); see also Anderson (2007). 

There are relatively few books specifically about etymology, and few 
recent books which examine etymological questions extensively. Malkiel 
( 1 975) and Malkiel ( 1 993) are very good on different approaches, and on 
the nineteenth- and twentieth-century history of the field. A general book 
about historical linguistics written by a very eminent etymologist is von 
Wartburg ( 1 962; English translation 1 9 69). Another study by a linguist who 
has spent much of a distinguished career examining questions of word form 
and word meaning is Samuels ( 1 972), which I have cited at numerous points 
in the course of this book. Both books offer a host of highly stimulating 
examples (von Wartburg hugely from the Romance languages, and Samuels 
largely from English), and can be very warmly recommended. Both are 
also written from a standpoint which is rather more accepting of what 
can be broadly classed as functionalist approaches to linguistic questions 
than the standpoint that I have adopted at some points in this book (com­
pare e.g. section 3 .8  and the references to von Wartburg's and Samuels's 
contributions given there). Readers may find the dillerence of perspective 
informative. On etymology more generally see also further discussion and 
references in Durkin (2006d). 
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Introductory accounts of issues in the history of English geared 
particularly towards work on English etymology are offered by 
Bammesberger ( 1 984) and Lockwood ( 1 995), which both end with useful 
selections of etymologies presented in a little detail. 

Finally, one of the best places to learn more about etymology, and even to 
make discoveries and establish new connections, is in the pages (physical or 
electronic) of historical and etymological dictionaries. To even begin giving 
a listing of recommended dictionaries for each language would stretch 
the size of this book beyond all reasonable bounds, but any reader who 
has completed this book will easily be able to navigate among the many 
dictionaries in any good library and find some fruitful places for further 
invcstigation. (For some help with interpreting the conventions employed 
in etymologies in the new edition of the DED see Durkin ( \ 999, 2004).) 

, ' 
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e-grade: see full ab1aut grade 
Egyptian, ancient 1 42 

Eliot, T. S. 233 

ellipsis 1 1 5- 1 1 6, 2 1 9, 29 1 

embarrassing homonymy 90, 243 

endoeentric compounds 107 

English passilll ;  see listing of individual 
word forms 

English ill Europe 1 40 

English Place-Name Society 270, 282 

Esposito, Rafl'aele 280 

etymological dietionaries 34, 44, 46, 

1 38,  1 39, 2 1 4, 257, 299 

etymological fallacy 27 

euphemism 205, 225 

exeeptionless sound changes: see 
regularity 

exocentric compounds 1 07 

expletive insertion 37 

expressive formations 95, 1 20, 1 24, 

1 25, 1 26, 1 28-1 3 1 , 202, 285 

extralinguistic factors, non-linguistic 
history 3,  7, 25, 33, 43, 1 37, 223, 224, 

225, 238, 239, 245-246, 248, 26 1 , 265, 

266, 269, 28 1 , 282, 285, 287 

Fellini, Federico 28 1 

feminism 224 

Finnish 1 1 1 , 1 60 

Fischer, Andreas 1 3 1 ,  1 34 

Fischer, Olga 1 25 

folk etymology 56, 1 1 5, 1 2 1 , 1 27, 

1 79, 1 98,  202-206, 22 1 ,  256, 258, 

269, 29 1 

form history I ,  2 1  

Fortson, Benjamin W. 1 2 ,  1 97 , 235, 

264, 298 

Fox, Anthony 24, 2 1 0, 2 1 1 ,  254 

Franciscans 6 

Franks 4 

Frmlzii.l'isc/ze.l' etYlnologisches 

I+'ijrterhuch 90, 2 1 2  

Fremdwiirter 1 39- 140, 1 73 

French 4, 5, 6, 1 0, 1 1 , 25, 28, 30, 39, 40, 

73, 74, 75, 88, 106, 1 07, 1 09, 1 1 0, 1 43,  

1 49, 1 58, 1 65, 1 85, 1 90, 1 93, 225, 229, 

232, 233, 250, 256, 272, 275; sec also 
listing of word forms 

' I  

French-Italian border I 1  

frequency 1 52 

frequentative formations 1 25, 1 29, 1 92 

Frisian 9, 1 28, 26 1 ;  see also Old Frisian 
fronting of vowels 1 5, 1 1 3 ,  1 89 

full ablaut grade 1 1 2, 1 1 3 

functionalism, functional pressures 92, 

1 94, 298 

functional shift: sce conversion 

Gascon 89 

Geeraerts, Dirk 68, 89, 226, 227, 228 

Gelling, Margaret 280 

generalization: sec levelling, also 
semantic broadening 

German (including Old High German 
and Middle H igh German) 4, 8, 9, 

1 1 , 1 5, 24, 26, 30, 36, 47, 55, 57, 72, 

77, 8 1 , 83, 1 00, 1 09, 1 1 0, 1 1 7, 1 1 9, 

1 26, 1 35, 1 43, 1 44, 1 45, 1 46, 1 47 ,  

1 48, 1 53, 20 1 , 202, 2 1 5, 2 1 6, 2 1 7, 

2 1 9, 236, 238, 239, 243, 245, 247, 

248, 255, 26 1 , 263, 269, 236, 248, 

274, 275, 290 

Germanic Consonant Shift 1 8  

Germanic languages 4, 8, 9, 1 0, 1 2, 1 5, 

1 9, 40, 57, 74, 77, 78, 79, 96, 99, 1 26, 

1 36, 1 60, 1 70, 1 90, 1 92, 2 1 8, 223, 26 1 ,  

262, 268, 270, 278 

Giegerich, Heinz 38 

Gillicron, Jules 209 

Godefroy, Fredcric 1 72 

Google 36 

Giirlach, Manfred 28, 1 40, 1 53 

Gothic 8, 9, 1 5, 1 6, 1 8, 55, 77, 95, 96, 

2 1 5 , 2 1 6, 247, 262, 290 

gradability 38 

gradual sound change 1 96 

grammars: see comparative grammaI; 
historical grammar 

grammaticalization 76, 92, 96, 97, 223, 

224, 246, 291  

graphic abbreviations 1 1 6 

GENERAL INDEX 3 1 7  

Grassmann's Law 1 97 

Great Vowel Shift (in English) 52, 63, 

65, 1 27 , 1 65, 1 84, 1 86-1 89, 1 90, 200, 

208, 276 

Greek 1 , 1 3 , 1 5, 1 8 , 19 , 23, 28, 70, 7 1 ,  

1 08, 1 09, 1 1 0, 1 1 2, 1 1 3 , 1 36, 1 37, 1 43,  

1 44, 1 80, 1 8 1 , 1 97, 203, 2 1 2, 247 

Grimm, lakob 1 7  

Grimm's Law 1 7, 1 8 , 1 9, 23, 78, 1 1 2, 

1 1 3, 1 70, 1 80-1 83 

Grimm, Wilhelm 1 7  

Grilll.l'tol1-hybrid names 282, 283 

Hanks, Pat rick 227, 298 

harmful homonymy: scc homonymic 
clash 

harmful homophony: sce homonymic 
clash 

Harrison, Sheldon P. 223 

Haugcn, Einar 1 34, 1 7 3  

Hebrew 1 37 

Heidermanns, Frank 1 993 

H ickey, Raymond 1 14 

High German Consonant Shift 2 1 9  

Hindi 1 3  

historical dictionaries 1 8, 22, 25, 1 39, 

1 76, 227, 23 1 , 257, 260, 299 

historical grammar 22, 25, 2 1 4, 222, 

259-260, 286, 287 

historical morphology 2 

historical phonology 2 

historical semantics 2 

historical syntax 2 

Historical TfICS(lIlI'llS (�lEllg!ish, A 

260 

Hillitc 1 3 , 24, 1 80 

I-load, Terry F. 1 36 

I-lock, Hans Hcinrich 24, 1 27, 1 29, 

1 98, 297, 298 

Hoenigswald, Henry M. 1 95, 297 

Hogg, Richard M. 1 1 , 1 3 1 , 1 96, 297 

homographs 85, 86, 29 1 

homonymic clash 88-93, 1 93,  195 , 291  

I ,  
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homollymiphobia: see homonymic 
clash 

homonymy 40, 74-79, 82, 83, 88-93, 

98, 233, 267, 287, 29 1 , 292 

homophonic clash: see homonymic 
clash 

homophony 30, 43, 83, 85, 1 88,  1 94, 

234 

Hopper, Paul 1. 92, 97 

I-lough, Carole 277, 298 

Houghton, F. T. S. 270 

H unt, Tony 1 75 

hybridity 1 1 8 ,  1 1 9, 1 5 1  

hypocoristic forms o f  names 273, 275 

Icelandic 9, 88, 1 4 1  

iconicity 26, 47, 56, 1 1 8 ,  1 1 9 , 1 24 ,  

1 25, 1 27, 1 28 , 1 3 1 , 1 94, 197, 204, 

292 

idioms 42-43 

imagic iconicity 1 25, 1 28 , 292 

imitative words 70, 1 28, 1 30 ;  see also 
onomatopoeia 

implicature 227, 294 

imposition (in language shift): see 
lexical transfer 

i-mutation 37, 53, 95, I l l , 1 1 2, 1 14, 

1 89-1 9 1 , 2 1 5, 258, 278, 292 

Ipomoea batatas 147 

i -umlaut: see i-mutation 
Indic languages 1 3  

Indo-Iranian languages 1 3  

Indo-European languages 1 2, 1 5, 1 6, 

17 ;  see also proto-Indo-European 
infixes, infixation: 46-47, 288; see also 

alTlxation 
inflections 39, 47, 1 1 2, 252, 292 

initial isms 1 22-1 23 

institutionalization 40, 42, 50, 5 1 , 57, 

59, 60, 104, 1 06, 1 54 , 292 

intensifiers 236-237 

i nterference: see semantic interference 
internal borrowing 1 4 1 , 1 64-1 65 , 1 78, 

1 82, 286, 292 

internal reconstruction 24 

internalization of meaning 224 

intralinguistic borrowing: see internal 
borrowing 

introspection 1 22 

inverse spellings 65, 270 

invited inferences 227 

Iranian languages 1 3  

Irish 13; see also Old Irish 
isolative sound change 1 79, 1 83,  1 86, 

292 

isomorphism 88 

Italian 4, 10, 1 1 , 45, 84, 96, 1 26, 145, 

1 46, 1 47, 148, 1 68, 1 73, 243, 244, 262, 

276 

Italic languages 1 3 ,  23 

.fabbenvocky 73 

Jamaiean Creole 1 65 

lames, William 29 

Janda, R ichard D. 297, 298 

Japancsc 1 1 0-1 1 1 , 1 1 7, 1 26, 1 3 3, 1 54, 

242 

Johnson, Mark 240 

Johnson, Samuel 84 

loseph, Brian D. 297, 298 

Jourdan, Sylvester 204 

Junggrall1matiker: see Neogramll1arians 

Kastovsky, Dieter 1 1 4, 1 49 

Katamba, Francis xi 
Kaufll1an, Terrence 149, 1 57, 1 58,  1 62 

Kaunisto, Mark 1 0 1  

Kay, Christian 227 

Kilgarrilf, Adam 227 

King, John 224 

kinship terms 252, 264 

Kiparsky, Paul 1 98 

Knappe, Gabriele 203, 204 

labelling (in dictionaries) 67 

Labov, William 209 

La Dolcc Vita 28 1 

Lahiri, Aditi 1 8 5  

Laing, Margaret 1 4, 65, 1 63 

Lakolf, George 240 

language contact 1 3, 1 32, 1 55-1 57, 

1 68, 297; see also borrowing, 
code-switching 

language families 4, 8 

language maintenance 1 57 

language shift 1 57, 1 6 1 - 1 64 

laryngeals 1 5 , 20, 24, 1 12-1 1 3 

Lass, Roger 1 2, 14, 28, 37, 65, 90, 9 1 ,  

92, 1 1 3 , 1 60, 1 66, 1 70, 1 83 , 1 8 5, 1 86, 

1 87, 1 89, 1 92; 200, 297, 298 

Latin 1 , 3 , 4 , 5, 6, 8 , 9, 1 0, 1 1 , 1 3 ,  

1 5, 1 6, 1 8 ,  19 , 20, 23, 25, 26, 28,  

29, 44, 62, 70, 7 1 , 77, 78, 79, 80, 8 1 ,  

82, 83, 86, 87, 89, 90, 96, 97, 98, 99, 

1 0 1 , 1 06, 108,  1 09, 1 1 0, 1 1 2, 1 1 3 ,  

1 1 5, 1 2 1 , 1 25, 1 28, 1 3 1 , 1 36, 1 37,  

1 38, 1 39, 143,  144, 1 48,  1 49, 1 53,  

1 65, 1 66, 1 68, 1 69, 1 7 1 , 1 72, 1 75, 

1 80, 1 8 1 ,  1 90, 1 92, 1 93,  1 94, 202, 

203, 207, 208, 2 1 2, 2 1 6, 234, 236, 

24 1 , 242, 243, 244, 249, 250, 2 5 1 ,  

262-263, 266, 2 7 1 , 291 

Latvian 1 3  

Lavoisier, Antoine-Laurent d e  1 43 

learned borrowing 1 67 

lengthening: see vowcl lengthening 
Lehnworter 1 39-140, 1 73 

Lepschy, Giulio 28 

Leumann, Manu 276 

levelling 66, 1 82, 1 84, 1 98, 200, 292 

Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, 
Barbara 76, 226 

'Lewis Carroll' 73 

lexemes 40, 4 1 , 292 

lexical ditfusion 209, 286, 293 

lexical gaps 6, 1 45 , 293 

lexicalization 39, 49-56, 59, 60, 1 24, 

205, 255, 256, 293 

lexical transfer 1 6 1 , 286, 292, 295 

lexicon 46 

Linguistic Atla,l' of Early .Middle 

English, A 65 

GENERAL INDEX 3 1 9  

literaey 35, 84 

Lithuanian 1 3, 1 5, 1 8 , 1 9, 23, 263 

loan blends 1 34, 1 35, 1 37-1 39, 1 77, 

286, 293 

loan translation 26, 1 33,  1 34, 135-136, 

1 37, 1 38,  1 39, 1 42, 143, 1 53, 286, 

293 

loanwords (definition ot) 1 34-1 35, 

1 39-140, 286, 293; see also 
borrowing 

Lockwood, William B. 258-259, 299 

London 1 88,  1 9 1  

long grade 1 1 2  

long ii grade 1 1 2 

Louis the German 4 

Low German 9, 57, 72, 73, 77, 1 28, 

1 29 , 1 59 , 1 70, 2 1 5 , 2 1 6, 239, 243, 

255, 261 

lowering: see vowel lowerin g  

Macafee, Caroline 65 

Maehan, Tim W. 1 50 

Mahootian, Shahrzad 1 42 ,  1 74 

Mair, Christian 1 5 1  

Malkiel, Yakov 28, 89, 90, 9 1 , 261 ,  

298 

Malaprop, Mrs 2 8 1  

Mallory, lames P. 8 8 ,  264, 298 

Marchand, Hans 1 08,  1 1 6, 1 30, 

297 

Margherita Teresa Giovanna of 
Savoy 280 

Martinet, Andre 1 3 1  

Matthews, Peter H .  288 

Mawel� A. 270 

McAdam, John Loudon 280 

McClure, Peter 273 

McIntosh, Angus 1 55, 1 63 

McMahon, April M .  S. 1 2, 1 57, 1 58,  

1 6 1 , 1 87, 209, 297, 298 

McMahon, Robert 1 2, 1 57, 1 58, 1 6 1  

Meade, Andrew 1 59 

meaning history, meaning change: see 
semantic change 

I '  

I : . 
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meaning of names 267-268 
Meeehan, Mal:jory 175 
Meier, I-fans Heinrieh 1 30 
Meillet, Antoine 32 
melioration: see amelioration 
mendieant friars 6 
Mengden, Ferdinand von 1 49 
mental lexicon 48 
merger (lexical) 68, 79-83, 2 1 6-2 1 8, 

234, 293 
merger (phonological) 1 6, 1 87, 1 88,  

1 89, 202, 293 
Merlan, F. 205 
IIferr), Wives of Willdsor, The 43 
metanalysis 207-208, 293 
metaphony: see vowel harmony 
metaphor 8 , 7 1 , 76, 83, 90, 1 34, 235, 

240-242, 250-25 1 , 254, 258 
metathesis 1 95-1 96, 208, 235, 259, 27 1 ,  

293 
metonymy 89, 225, 226, 235, 240-243,  

279 
Middle English (periodization of) 5 
lvfiddle English Dictionary, The 87, 1 5 1 ,  

1 58, 1 76, 280 
Middle English open syllable 

lengthening 63, 65, 66, 1 83-186 
Middle periods of languages: sce under 

language name 
MiliaI', Robert McColI xi, 1 2, 24, 1 57, 

245 
Miller, Chris 175 
Minkova, Donka 1 30, 1 59, 1 85 
modality 224, 247 
monomorphemic words 43-44, 55,  60, 

1 21 , 1 24, 1 29, 203, 285, 293 
monophthongization 1 8 8  
monophthongs 293 
morphophonology 1 89 
MOI-purgo Davies, Anna 28, 1 9 8  
multilingualism 46, 1 75, 1 76 
mutual intelligibility 1 56, 1 64 
Myers-Seotton, Carol 1 75 

Nahuatl 1 45, 146, 1 56, 1 72, 1 73 
names 1 4 1 , 264-265, 266-283, 298 
Niinny, Max 1 25 
narrowing in meaning: see semantic 

narrowing 
naturalization of loanwords 1 33, 

1 34- 1 35, 1 39-140, 1 73, 1 74, 1 77, 
275-276, 293 

near-merger (lexical) 80 
necessary borrowing 142 
need (borrowing because of) 1 42, 

143-148, 1 60, 1 6 1  
nco-classical combining 

forms 1 08- 1 1 0, 1 38, 290 
Neogrammarians, neogrammarian 

framework 1 82, 1 84, 1 85, 1 9 1 , 208, 
209 

Ness, Beige 2 8 1  
Nevalainen, Terttu 1 06, 1 1 6,  1 53 
nieknames 268 
nonce borrowings 1 54, 1 73 
nonce formations 39, 49, 53, 1 03-1 06, 

228, 294 
non-linguistic history: see 

extralinguistic factors 
Norman Conquest 5 , 1 07, 1 49, 1 65, 

1 66, 268 
Norn (Shetland) 262 
North American English 1 0, 1 20 
North Germanic, North Germanic 

languages 9, 262, 269 
North-West Germanic 9 
Norwegian 9, 258, 275, 278, 279 
Nurmi, Alja 1 75 

obstruents 294 
Occitan 1 0  
occupational surnames 276-277 
o-grade 1 1 2, 1 1 3 , 1 1 4 
Old Dutch 63 
Old English (pcriodization of) 5, 1 0  
Old Frisian 9 ,  72, 77, 20 I ,  261 
Old Icelandic 1 4 1 ;  see also Old Norse 

Old Irish 1 8 , 77, 1 1 2 
Old Norse 8, 1 5, 5 1 ,  55,  62, 63, 73,  

75, 77, 1 4 1 . 1 58, 1 59, 1 6 1 , 1 70, 205, 
2 1 3, 2 1 5, 2 1 6, 23 1 , 233, 248, 258, 
26 1 , 262, 263, 277, 278, 280, 283, 
290; on terminology see especially 
1 4 1  

Older Scots: see Scots 
Old Saxon 8, 1 5, 77, 202, 290; see also 

Low German 
Old periods of other languages: see 

under language name 
one meaning one form: see 

isomorphism 
onomasiology 23 1 
onomatopoeia 95, 1 23--128, 1 29, 1 3 1 ,  

285, 294 
opacity 26, 27, 43, 49, 50, 5 1 , 53, 54, 

59, 98, 205, 255, 258, 294 
Orosius 249 
orthoepists 1 86, 1 87 
orthography 35-36, 84 
'Orwell, GeOl-ge' 1 02 
Oscan 1 3  
Ottoman Turkish 242 
Oxford DictiO/wl)' {!{Ellglish, The 7, 

54, 76, 77 
Oxjbrd Dictionary ofEllglish 

Etymology, The 62, 63, 1 58 
Oxjiml Ellglish Dictionary, The xii, 7, 

29, 45, 49, 52, 55, 62, 64, 66, 70, 73, 
82, 84, 87, 1 03,  1 05, 1 06, 1 09, 144, 
1 47, 1 56, 1 58, 1 7 1 , 1 72, 1 76, 227, 228, 
229, 233, 257, 261 -263, 265, 274, 28 1 ,  
299 

Page!, Mark 1 59 
Pahta, Piiivi 1 75 
palatalization 1 88 
paradigmatic levelling: see levelling 
paradigms 4 1 ,  294 
paranomasia 205 
parasynthetic formations 47 

GENERAL INDEX 32 1 

Pascual, Jose A_ 1 56 
pejoration 1 49, 235, 237-240, 243, 246, 

294 
Persian 1 3  
pet-Ionus o f  names: see hypocoristic 

{arms of names 
phonaesthemes 1 25, 1 28- 1 3 1 , 1 94, 286, 

294 
phonemes, phonemic contrasts 1 4, 1 6, 

1 90 
phrascs 37, 38, 39, 1 77, 284 
plaee names: see names 
Plag, Ingo 35, 38, 47, 1 1 7, l l 8 ,  1 22, 

297 
Pokorny, Julius 252, 253, 254 
Polish 1 3 , 1 73, 263 
polygenesis (of word forms) 68, 285, 

294 
polygenesis (of meanings): see semantic 

polygenesis 
polysemy 40, 74-79, 82-83, 88, 89, 1 94, 

225-227, 228-230 
Pope, Alexander 1 89 
Pope, Mildred K_ 1 92, 2 1 2  
Poplack, Shana 1 7 5  
popular etymologies 205-206 
Portuguese 4, 1 0, 58, 143,  1 45,  1 46, 

203, 243, 255 
pragmatics 227, 294 
predictability in semantic change 239, 

243-253 
predictable meanings 38 
prc-cmption: see blocking 
prescription 28 
prefixes, prefixation: sce affixes 
prestige 26, 1 33, 142, 1 60, 1 6 1 , 268 
productivity 39, 47-49, 68, 97, 1 08,  

1 1 0, 1 1 2, 1 1 9, 1 5 1 , 284, 285, 294 
pronouncing dictionaries 86 
pronouns, borrowing of 1 59 
proportional analogy 79, 1 0 1 ,  1 05, 1 1 9, 

1 9 1 , 1 97, 1 98-199, 207, 2 1 9  
prosopography 275 
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proto-Germanic 5, 8, 9, 1 2, 14, 1 5, 1 6, 

17 , 1 8 , 1 9, 20, 2 1 , 23 , 36, 79, 95, 96, 

97, 1 00, 1 1 2, 1 1 3 ,  1 1 4, 1 58, 1 80, 1 8 1 ,  

1 89, 1 9 1 , 2 1 5, 2 1 9, 224, 23 1 ,  233, 243, 

244, 247, 269, 280; see also Germanic 
languages 

proto-Indo-European 12 ,  1 3, 14, 1 5, 

1 6, 1 7, 1 8, 1 9, 20, 2 1 , 23, 24, 47, 77, 

82, 88, 1 1 1-1 14 , 1 3 1 , 1 70, 1 80, 1 8 1 ,  

1 89, 243, 247, 250-253, 264, 288, 298 

prototype semantics 58, 1 44, 226-227 

punning 205 

purism 1 53 

Quechua 147, 148 

Quinion, Michael 206 

raising: see vowel raising 
reanalysis 27, 86, 96, 1 20, 1 2 1 ,  

200-20 1 , 205, 239-240, 294 

re-borrowing 68 

Received Pronunciation (of British 
English) 200 

reeonstruction 1 4, 1 9, 22, 23, 24, 32, 

2 10 , 2 1 1 , 2 1 5, 25 1 -253, 264 

Redmonds, George 274 

reduction of vowels: see vowel 
reduction 

reduplication 1 30 

reference (of a name) 267 

reflexes 295 

register 33, 46, 90, 1 03,  1 04, 1 1 9, 1 30, 

1 52, 287, 295 

regularity 1 3 , 1 5, 1 9, 2 1 , 22, 127, 128, 

1 79, 1 82, 1 84, 1 9 1 , 1 95, 208-2 1 1 ,  

2 1 2-2 1 5 , 222, 285, 286, 295 

regular polysemy 89 

remodelling 27, 203, 2 1 4  

Renaissance 1 50 

Renouf, Antoinette 48 

reso nan ts 1 12 

reverse spellings: see inverse spellings 
rhetoric 240 

rhyming slang 1 1 5 

rime 129 

Ringe, Donald A. 9, 1 7 , 24, 254, 264
' 

Rh'als, The 28 1 

Rix, Helmut 23 

Robinson, Orrin W. 9 

Romaine, Suzanne 297 

Roman Britain 282 

Romance languages 4, 8 , 9, 10, 1 2, 1 3 ,  

30, 1 53, 1 70, 236, 243, 254 

Roman Empire 1 1  

Romani 254 

Romanian 4, 1 0  

root allomorphy 1 1 1 - 1 1 4, 288 

root extensions 252 

roots 1 6, 1 8, 1 1 1 - 1 14, 25 1-253, 295 

Roques, Mario 89 

Ross, Alan S. C. 148 

Ross, Malcolm 1 42 

Rothwell, William 5, 1 50, 1 52 

rounding of vowels 1 83 

Russian 13 , 263 

Rutland 282 

Sacher-Masoch, Leopold von 281 

Sade, Donatien Alphonse Fran<;:ois, 
Marquis de 1 09 

Samuels, Michael L. 30, 89, 9 1 , 1 60,  

1 64, 1 92-1 94, 228-230, 238, 298 

sand hi 37 

SankolT, David 1 7 5  

Sanskrit 1 3, 1 8, 20, 37, 1 97, 247, 254 

Sapir, Edward 35 

Saussure, Ferdinand de 24, 1 23 

Scandinavian languages 9, 1 4 1 , 1 50,  

262, 278 

Scandinavian settlement in 
Britain 282-283 

Sehendl, I-Ierbert xi 
Schuehardt, Hugo 209 

Scots, Scottish English 1 1 , 28, 1 50, 

1 83 , 1 94, 236 

SCOTS corpus 236 

Scottish National Dictionary, The 236 

Second World War 1 54 

semantic bleaching 236-237, 289 

semantic borrowing: see semantic loans 
semantic broadening 6, 8, 96, 235, 

236-237, 238, 240, 242, 246, 289 

semantic change 1 , 2 1 ,  22, 30, 34, 1 1 5, 

1 36, 1 70, 222-260, 278, 287, 298 

semantic fields 89, 90, 23 1 , 237, 25 1 ,  

295 

semantic interference 1 67-1 68 

scmantic loans 133 ,  1 34, 1 36-1 37, 1 42, 

1 66, 1 68, 286, 295 

semantic narrowing 6, 7, 8 , 28, 30, 52, 

1 33, 235, 237, 238, 240, 243, 246, 

293 

semantic polygenesis 68, 228, 285, 

294 

semasiology 231  

semi-naturalized loan words 1 33 

Serjeantson, Mary S. 297 

Seven Liberal Arts 24 1 

Shakespeare, William 43, 1 8R 

shared innovations 1 80, 1 8 1  

Sheard, J. A .  297 

Sheridan, Richard Brinsley 281 

Shibatani, Masayoshi 1 1 1 , 1 54 

shift of accent 1 9; see also stress 
Short, Ian 1 85,  1 92, 2 1 2  

shortening: see vowel shortening 
shortening of word forms: see 

elipping 
Silva, Penny 227 

Simpson, John 277 

Sino-Japanese compounds 1 1 0, 1 1 7 

Slavonic languages 1 3 ,  263 

Smith, Jeremy 1. 1 3 1 ,  1 8 1 ,  1 84, 1 85, 

1 87, 236 

Smithers, G. V 1 30, 1 3 1 ,  1 53 

Sogdian 247 

Solanum tuberosum 1 48 

sound change 14, 1 5, 1 6, 17 , 1 8, 20, 2 1 ,  

22, 24, 27, 5 1 , 95, 97, 1 1 3 , 1 27, 1 28, 

1 79- 1 97, 207, 208-2 1 1 , 259, 269, 272, 

285, 286 

sound correspondences 1 5 , 2 1 , 22 

GENERAL INDEX 323 

sound shift 1 7, 1 8  

sound symbolism 95, 1 26, 1 30 

South African English 1 0, 1 3 9  

Spanish 4 ,  10 , 58, 96, 1 35,  1 45,  1 46, 

147, 1 48, 1 56, 1 73,  1 96, 203, 204, 243, 

254, 255 

specialist vocabularies 1 52; see also 
register 

specialization: sec semantic narrowing 
spelling: see orthography 
spclling pronunciations 20 1 , 207, 2 1 6, 

295 

split (lexical) 68, 83-86, 1 94 , 1 95-196 

spontaneous sound change: see 
isolative sound change 

sporadic sound change 1 79, 1 95-197, 

208, 222, 235, 272, 273, 286, 295 

spread 1 32, 1 52, 1 59, 1 63, 1 65, 178,  

1 96, 286; see also internal borrowing 
Stanley, Erie G. 100 

stems 295 

Stenton, F. M. 270 

S tewart, William 28 

Stoekwell, Robert 1 59 

Strasbourg Oaths 4 

stress, position or degree of 38, 92, 98, 

1 83 

strong verbs (in Germanic 
languages) 79, 96, 1 1 3 ,  1 14, 1 3 1 ,  

1 99 

stylistic ievel 33, 90, 1 03 ,  1 04, 1 1 6, 

1 30, 287, 295 

subjectifieation of meaning 224, 

246-248 

substrata 1 62 

suffixes, suffixation: see affixes 
superstrata 1 62 

suppletion 4 1  

surnames: see names 
Swadesh lists 1 57-1 6 1  

Swadesh, Morris 1 57 

Swedish 9, 2 15, 2 1 6, 262 

Sweetsel; Eve E. 250, 253 

syncope 1 1 8, 1 66 
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synccdoche 242 
synonymy 23, 26, 72, 93, 1 03-106, 

1 30, 1 33, 1 36, 1 37, 1 42, 1 54, 1 59, 
1 69, 295 

Szemcrcnyi, Oswa Id .T. L. 1 6, 1 1 3  

taboo 90, 205 
Taino 146, 1 47 
tenor (in a metaphor) 240 
thematie vowel 1 08 
thesauri 2 3 1  
Thier, Katrin 265 
Thomason, Sarah G. 149, 1 57, 1 58,  

1 59, 1 62, 1 68, 1 74, 1 75, 297 
Times, Tire 48 
Total/-hybrid names 283 
Townend, Matthew 1 6 1 ,  283 
transfer: see lexical transfer 

transitivity 79, 80, 9 1  
transparency 26, 27, 39, 44, 48, 49, 5 1 ,  

52, 53, 59, 143, 205, 296 
Trask, R. L. xi, 1 2, 1 57, 245, 288 
Traugott, Elizabeth Closs 49, 5 1 , 56, 

76, 92, 97, 205, 225, 226, 227, 235, 
240, 246-248, 298 

tree diagrams 1 2  
tree model 1 2  
Trudgill, Peter 1 2  
Turkish I I I  

Twill-City News 73 
types and tokens 267, 295 

Ulhnann, Stephen 78, 89, 1 5 1 , 204, 
243, 298 

Umbrian 1 3  
umlaut I l l ; see also i-mutation 

unconditioned sound change: see 

isolative sound change 

unifonnitarian principles 2 1 0  
uninterruptability 37 
unique morphs: see cranberry 

morphs 

univerbation 39 

unnaturalized loanwords 1 33 
unnecessary borrowing 142 
US English 1 0, 1 06 

Van lair, C. 1 38 
Van Langendonck, Willy 1 2 5  
variation 6 1 , 66, 1 9 1 , 209-2 1 0  
vehicle (in a metaphor) 240 
Verner, Karl 1 9, 1 8 1  
Verncr's Law 1 7, 1 8 , 1 9 , 20, 2 1 , 32, 

1 8 1 - 1 83, 208 
variation 10, 1 5, 85,  1 52, 225, 234, 

285 
vocalization of semi-vowels 1 87 
voicing 1 9, 20, 2 1 3  
vowel alternation I I I  

vowel harmony I l l , 1 89 
vowel lengthening 63, 1 83-1 86, 276 
vowel lowering 1 83-1 86, 1 9 1-- 1 95, 2 17,  

270 
vowel raising 1 86-1 89, 2 1 7  
vowel reduction 53 
vowcl shortening 52, 1 84 

Wales, Katie 1 30 
Wang, William S.-Y 209 
Warren, Nicholas I I I  

Wartburg, Walther von 33, 46, 79, 90, 
233, 243, 298 

Watergate scandal 1 34 
Watkins, Calvert 252, 253 
wave model 1 2  
weak nouns (in Germanic 

languages) 96 
weak verbs (in Germanic 

languages) 1 14, 199 
Webster's Dictionary ofEl/glislr 

Usage 28, 29 
Weiner, Edmund 277 
Weinreich, Uriel 99 
Wells, John C. 1 2  
Welsh 1 3 ,  264-265 
Wescott, Roger W. 1 3 1  

West Germanic, West Germanic 

languages 9, 1 5, 7 1 , 95, 262, 263, 269 
West Saxon 79 
Wilkie, John R. 140 
Williamson, Keith 1 63 
word class 95 
word, definitions of 34-37, 296 
word families 1 6  
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word formation 68, 94-1 3 1 , 284, 285, 
286, 288, 297; see also derivation, 

compounding 

WiMer UI/c! Saclren 26 1 , 263, 265 
Wulfstan, Saint 274 

zero-derivation: sce conversion 

zero grade 1 1 2, 1 1 3 



Index of word forms 

Afrikaans 

moderatuur 1 39 
-uur 1 39 

Albanian 

plug, plor, pillar, plllCr 263 

Arabic 

makza n, makzin 244 

Armenian 

otn 1 , 1 8  

Avestan 

I11;)WZU- 247 

Bengali 

-i 1 33 
pansui, pansi 1 3 3  

Chinese 

miao miao 1 26 
l11ieh mieh 1 26 
wang wang 1 26 

Czech 

pluh 263 

Danish 

plov 262 

Old Danish, early modern Danish 

plogh 262 
urtegard 2 1 5, 2 1 6  

D utch 

<Jar 77 

aardappel 1 48 
aker 5 5  
bataat 146, 147 
dier 30 
land, landschap 97 
marlinc, marling, l11arlen 1 2 1  
mispel 254 
mommelen, mommen, 

mUl11melen 126 
munt 202 
ore 77 
pertig, prettig 85, 1 96 
ploeg 261  
-schap 97 
woordenboek, woordboek 1 5 3  
zuurstof 1 43 

Middle Dutch 

aar, aer 77 
bolwerc 20 1 
meest 201 
merchte, merechte, mergelijc 

247 
minte, munte, l11uynte, muente, 

monte, moente 202 
nicken 255 
oore, ore 77 
padde 277 
ploech 261 
poke 62, 63, 1 86 
ranc 243 
rasch 73 
slijc 1 28 
vrldom, vrlheid 72 

Old Dutch 

sat 8, 1 5, 290 

Egyptian, ancicnt 

pr-'o 242 

English 

a 40, 92, 207 
-able 70 
absobloominglutely 47 
accomplishment 98 
acknowledgement 99 
acorn 55, 59, 203 
acre 55 
activist 1 1 8  
adder 207 
-ade, -ad a, -ado 1 47 
admonish 1 1 7 
aerify, aerate 1 03, 1 04 
aerodynamic, aerodynamics, 

aerodynamicist 1 03 
affect 1 69 
after 227 
against 1 1 7 
air kiss 68 
-al 1 0 1 , 1 09 
amazemen t 99 
an 92, 207 
animal 1 58 
ankle 40 
appendix 1 39 
apple 1 23, 2 1 8  
appled 69 
apple-moyse 69 
apple of love 146 
appley 69 
applicatively 69 
appliedly 69 
apron 208 
archdukely 48 
arrant 1 94, 239-240 
arrive 236 
artificiously 69 
artist 10 1 ,  1 69 
artiste 1 69 
artistic, artistical 1 0  1 
ask 1 96 
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asparagus 203, 204 
as thin as a rake 258-259, 261  
at 272 
-ate 47 
-ated 1 05 
atom, atomic, atomical 1 0 1  
atone 3 9  
atonement 39, 99 
atrament 98 
attach, attack 1 69 
aubergine 1 48 
aware 1 0 1  
awfully 236 
baah 1 26 
bad, badly 4 1  
bake 1 99 
ballad, ballade 85 
ballading 69 
ballistier 69 
bang 1 25 
banjo, banjolin 1 1 8 
bank 75, 76 
bm"bie, barbecue 1 1 7 
bark 1 58 
barrow 280 
batata 146 
be 4 1  
beast 30 
beef bourguignon, beef 1 77 
beefburger 1 20 
beer 89 
behind 1 1 7  
belongingness 95 
berry, -berry 57, 58, 203 , 227, 255, 

28 1 
best, better 4 1  
big 1 02, 1 3 1 ,  1 58, 278-279 
big brother, big brotherly 1 02 
bigwig 242 
billy doe 1 77 
biology 1 08 
bird 1 24, 1 58 
bitter 94 
bitterness 94, 95 
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black 1 24 

blackberry 57, 58, 203 

blackbird 37, 38, 1 07, 1 24 

blackcurrant 38 

blackguard 56 

blog 1 1 6 

blucbcrry 57, 58, 203 

board 40, 75, 23 1 -233, 237, 286 

boatswain 56 

Bob's your u ncle 43 

boeuf bourguignon 1 77 

bogmire 1 30 

book 1 90, 1 99 

bother, bothering, bothersome 53 

bow-wow 1 26 

boyly 69, 70 

boysen berry 2 8 1  

break 1 89 

breakfast 56 

breakout 97 

briar 6, 22 

bright 206, 207 

brinjal 1 48 

brother 1 , 4, 5, 7, 1 9 , 20, 252 

brotherly 1 02, 1 5 1  

bulwark 20 1 

-burger, burger 1 1 9- 1 20 

burgle, burglar 1 2 1  

bourse, burse 2 1 2-2 1 3  

bursar 2 1 3  

cadence 1 69 

caffeine 47 

canter, canterbury, Canterbury pace, 

Canterbury gallop 1 1 6 

canvas, canvass 84 

card 89 

caper 43 

carcinogen 69 

care 1 , 23 

caring1y 69 

cat 220 

catch up on 42 

celestial 1 5 1  

chance 1 69 

channel, chunncl 1 1 9 

cheeseburger, chicken burger 1 20 

chiff-chaff 1 27 

chit-chat 1 30 

choir 6, 22 

churl 238 

citizen 202 

cityscape 98 

clean 245 

cleave 9 1  

clerk 1 92 

close, closeness 44 

cock, cockerel 90 

codswallop 206 

coign, coin 84 

cold 1 6  

collect 86 

composerly, conductorly 48 

coolness 1 04-1 06 

coolth, cool 1 04-1 06, 1 98 

corn 56, 78 

council, counsel 86-88 

count 1 58 

coverchief 1 1 8 

coz, cousin 1 1 6 

crab burger 1 20 

cracked-pot, crack-pot 257 

cranberry 57, 58 

crane 57, 76, 77, 83, 24 1 

crayfish 204 

cumbersome 53 

curse 2 1 2  

curtsy, courtesy 1 1 8 

cut a caper 43, 59 

cut-purse 2 1 2  

damn it, dash i t  205 

dark, darkness 94, 95 

darling 1 94 

de- 47 

dear, dearth, dearling 1 94, 1 95 

decaf: decaffeinated 1 1 6 

decalfeinate 47 

deer 6, 30, 44, 223, 237 

delight 206--207 

demean 1 65 

denizen 202 

diddle 1 29 

die 1 58 

difl1cult 1 06 

difficulty, diffieultness 1 04, 1 06 

dirty 1 58 

documentary, docudrama, 

docutainment 1 1 8, 1 1 9, 1 20 

dodder, doddle 1 29 

dog 1 58 

dome 276 

dough 53 

drama 1 1 9 

draw 1 00 

drive 1 98 

dull 1 59 

DVD 1 22 

car 77, 78 

earth 1 93 

ease 189 

eastern 1 02 

eat 1 89 

eau de toilette 225 

ecology, ecologic, ecological 1 0 1  

-cd 79, 277 

education, edutainment 1 1 9 

-CCI' 1 38 

eflcctable, effectivate 69 

egg 1 58 

eggburger 1 20 

electromobile 73 

engage in, engage with 42 

entertainment 1 1 9 

-Cl' 99, 1 02, 1 2 1 , 1 38 

-ern 1 02 

errant 1 94, 239-240 

etymology 27 

evil 4 1  

exercise, exert 1 9  

extension 74, 75 

fact, faction 1 1 8  

fair 233 
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fancy, fantasy I 1 8  

father 19 ,  20, 252 

fault 207 

fearsome 53 

fiction 1 1 8 

fiddle 1 29 

file 40, 74 

fill 1 9 1  

fish 40 

l1ea 1 89 

flesh 237 

l1ight 206, 207 

110at 1 84 

l1oorboard 232 

110ur 84, 92, 24 1 

110wer 84, 92, 1 58, 24 1 

110wer-Ieaf 1 44 

focaccia 45, 1 73,  1 74 

fog 1 1 8, 1 58, 289 

foot 1 , 1 8, 1 84 

forehead 56 

fragment 98 

fraternal 1 5 1  

freedom 72, 97 

fresh, freshness 44 

fresh orange 236 

friar I ,  3,  4, 6, 20, 2 1 ,  22, 44, 46, 1 70, 

2 1 7, 29 1 

fruit 1 58, 226-227 

fuchsia 28 1 

full 40, 1 9 1  

gainst 1 1 7 

garment 98 

garrulous 23 

gate 1 89 

gent, gentleman 1 1 6 

geographical 1 02, J 98 

geography 1 98 

ginger 1 48, 236 

ginger beer 236 

giraffe 40 

give 1 58 

give up 42 

God be with you 39 
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gogmire 1 30 
good 1 84 
goodbye 39 
good day 39 
good night 39 
gooseberry 58 
grain 78 
-graphy 1 08 
grave 204 
great 1 89 
grove 204 
grow 204 
guest 1 6  
hack, haektivist 1 1 8 
haddock 40 
Hades 1 37 
hamburgel� Hamburger 

steak 1 1 9- 1 20 
hand 25, 42, 53, 54, 201 
handbag 39 
handbook 26 
handcraft, handicraft 27 
handiwork 25, 26, 27, 5 1 ,  20 I ,  294 
handly, handmade 26 
handsaw, handshake, hands-on, 

hands-olT 54 
handsome 53, 54, 59 
handstand 54 
handy 25, 26, 27, 59, 201  
happy, happiness 44 
hardness 94, 9 5  
hardship 9 7  
hart 30 
have to 1 97 
hc 1 60 
heart 1 8, 1 92 
heaven 1 84, 200 
heaven ish 69 
heavenly 1 5 1  
heck 205 
I-Ieine, heinie 1 1 7 
hell 1 12, 1 37, 205 

hellebore 1 66 
herb 237 
here 6 
high, highness 44 
historic, historical 1 0 1  
hit 1 58 
home 276 
horn 78 
horribly 236 
hotel 1 1 8 
hound 1 58 
husband 5 1 , 1 58 
-ic 1 0  1 ,  1 03,  1 09 
-ieal 1 0 1 , 1 03 
-ic 1 1 7 
ill 4 1  
in- 46, 48 
inconsolable 36 
ineptitude 36 
inflation 1 1 9 
information, infotainment 1 1 9 
-ing 1 2/ , 2 1 3  
is 4 1  
-ise 1 3 8  
-ish 1 02 
-ism 48 
-istor 1 1 9 
-ity 44, 48 
-ize 1 38 
jammies 1 1 7 
juice 236 
kerch ief, kevcrchief 1 1 8 
kindness 36 
knave 238 
knife 54, 1 1 4 
knight 239, 243 
ladied 69 
lady 53, 59 
ladyly 69 
lake 1 58, 277 
landscape, land 97-98 
large 1 3 1  
laser 1 2 1 , 1 22 

lavatory 225 
lay 9 1  
-le 1 25,  1 29 
lcader 99 
leave olf 42 
leg 1 58 
library 1 68 
lie 9 1  
light 206, 207 
line 1 2 1 , 242 
l itmus-test 1 22 
l ittle 1 3 1 ,  1 58 
loaf 53 
loathsome 53 
loganberry 2 8 1  
-Iogy 1 38 
look 1 1 4 
lord 53, 59, 1 37 
lordship 98 
love-apple 1 46 
lovesomeness 69 
lunchbox 35, 38, 49 
-Iy 46, 48, 1 02 
ma 1 1 6 
macaroni 205 
magazine 244-245 
magister 1 69 
main 1 87, 1 88 
major 1 1 5, 239 
make 1 07, 1 84, 228 
makepeace 107 
malapropism, malapropos 28 1 
maldonite 28 1 
malgre 1 69 
mama, mama-san 1 33 
mam ble, mammer, mammock 1 25 
man 40, 1 1 1 ,  223-224, 267 
manage, management 1 3 6  
mandolin 1 1 8 
mane 1 87, 1 88,  1 89 
mangrove 204 
manifest 1 66 
manly 70 

INDEX OF WORD FORMS 

manner 1 36 
mannered 228 
manscape 98 
mantel, mantle 83-84, 92 
manual 25, 26 
maple, maple tree 2 1 8  
marble, marbre 1 97 
marchpane 1 69 
margheri ta 280 
marc 238 
mariner 99, 1 04, 276 
marineseape 98 
marionberry 2 8 1  
marl, marling, marline 1 2 1  
maroon 254 
marry 1 04 
marshal 238-239 
martyr, martyrize 1 38 
marzipan 1 69 
maser, m<lse 1 2 1 ,  1 22 
masochism 2 8 1  
massy 228 
master 1 1 6, 1 69 
masterfulness 69 
mastery 8 1  
maugre 1 69 
may 224, 247 
mayo, mayonnaise 1 1 6 
meadow 1 47 
mean 8 1 -83, 1 89, 233-234 
mea ne 1 65 
meat 1 84, 1 87, 1 88, 237 
meet 1 00, 1 87, 1 88 
melt 79-80 
-ment 46, 99 
melchant 1 92, 1 94, 207 
mercy 1 92 
merry 247 
mesple 254-255 
metal 84 
mete 1 00 
meticulous 28, 29 
mettle 84 

3 3 1  
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miaow 1 26 

mice 24 

micro-, micrography, microbiology, 

microskirt, micro, microdress, 

microcomputer, microwave 

ovcn 1 08-1 09 

microfilm, microlilmer 1 02 

Middle Eastern 1 02 

Middle Europe 1 35 

midshipmate, midshipmite 205 

mien 1 65 

mignon 1 69 

Milanese, milaner 28 1 

mile 1 87, 1 8 8  

milk o f  human kindness 43 

milliner 276, 28 1 

milord, my lord 1 33,  1 37 

mindseape 98 

minikin 275 

minion 1 69 

mimsy 73 

min 233-234 

mind 1 00, 233 

ministry 80, 8 1  

mint 202 

minter 99 

mirth 247 

miss, mistress 1 1 6 

mister 80, 8 1  

mockumentary 1 1 8, 1 20 

moderate, moderature 1 3 9  

molten 8 0  

monish 1 1 7 

monkeyrony 205 

monumentary 69 

moonscape 98 

moot 1 00 

moralize 1 38 

morepork 1 27 

mosquito 1 96 

most 20 I 

motel 1 1 8 

mother 1 9, 20, 252 

motor 1 1 8 

mould, moulder 233 

moules marinicre, moules 

marinieres 1 77 

moult 207 

mountain 1 58 

mouse 24, 1 90, 1 99 

mouth 1 5 1  

Mr. 8 1 , 238 

M rs. 238 

muller, mullered 254 

mum, mumble 1 25 

municipal, municipality 44 

murmur 1 25 

mushroom 204 

must 247 

myoneural 1 03 

mystery 80, 8 1  

nape 221  

nappy, napkin 1 1 7 

narco, narcotic 1 1 6 

naseberry 58, 203, 254-255 

naturalize 1 38 

near 1 58 

needle 271 

needier 1 96, 27 1 

neep 203 

negotiation 1 67 

-ness 39, 44, 46, 48, 94, 95, 1 09, 

200 -20 1 

newt 207 

neuristor 1 1 9 

neuromuscular 1 03 

neurotize 1 38,  143 

neutralize 1 38 

New Christian 1 35 

niek 255, 257 

niddle 1 29 

nightscape 98 

Nile green 1 35 

nonsensicalness 69 

northern 1 02 

noso-, nosology 1 38,  1 43 

noxious 29 

nuncle 207 

nutburger 1 20 

-0- 1 08-1 09 

oak 56 

obey 1 89 

obol 7 1  

obnoxious 29 

ofTice 40, 233 

ofTicer 99 

old 1 6  

omelette 208 

ommatin, ommatophore, ommin, 

ommochrome, omphacite, 

oncosine, onofrite, onomasiology, 

onomatopoesis, ontogenesis, 

ooblast, ooid, ombrophilous, 

ombrophily, 1 43 

on board 23 1 ,  232-233 

on the onc hand . . .  on the other 

hand 42 

one 92 

ooze 20 1 

open 4 1  

openness 69 

operable, operate, operation 70 

opposition 1 67 

opulent 1 67 

oral 1 5 1  

orange juice 236 

orchard 2 1 5-2 1 6, 2 1 7 

ordain 85 

ordeal 7 1  

ordinance, ordnance 85, 1 1 8 

organize 1 38 

ornament 98 

ortho-, orthic 1 09 

ou 70 

-ous 1 72 

out-, -out, outdo, outbreak, 

outgrowth 97 

over-, -over, overcome, overeat, 

overwinter 97 

overboard 23 1 

oxygen 1 43 

INDEX OF WORD FORMS 

pack 1 70 

pad 277 

paddle 1 29, 1 30, 202, 265 

pagan 249 

pah 1 25 

pair 256 

pa1aeo- 102 

palaeogeograpby, 

333 

palaeogeographica1 1 0 1 - 1 02, 1 98 

pan ch way 1 33 

pandaite 28 1 

paparazzo 280 

paperclip 1 07 

Parasceve 70 

parsnip 203, 204 

parson 1 93- 1 94 

particle, particle physics, particle 

physicist 102- 1 03 

passion 1 66 

pastime 248 

patata 1 47 

path 1 70 

patron, pattern 85,  1 95, 1 96 

pave, paved 277 

pawn 1 3 8  

paysan 1 69 

pea, pease 1 66 

peasant 1 69 

peat 277 

pedagogy 1 67 

pedant, pedantic, pedantica1 1 0 1  

peddle, peddler, pedder 1 2 1 , 289 

pediculate, pediculated 1 03, 1 04, 1 05 

pedlar 1 2 1 , 1 96, 289 

pedral 1 96 

peep 1 27 

peesweep, peetweet, peewee, 

peewit 1 27 

pelican 1 66 

pen, penknife 54, 55, 59 

penguin 264-265 

penthouse 204 

penultimate, penultimatum 1 1 9 

per- 97 
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perceive 250 

periwig 1 1 6 

person 1 58, 1 93-1 94 

petal 144, 227 

petalum 1 44 

petchary 1 2 7  

petty 257 

phase 1 33,  1 34, 1 36 

phew 1 25 

physics, physicist 1 02 

pick 1 07, 278 

pickpocket, pickpurse, pick thank, 

pickharness, pickpenny, 

pickbrain 1 07 

pickle 257-258 

piddle 1 29, 202 

pierce 278 

pierogi 1 7 3  

pig in  a poke 62 

pigeon 1 28 

pike 278 

pillow 1 47, 203 

pink, pinking shears 257 

pinnace 1 33 

pion 1 3 8  

pioneer 1 34, 1 38 

pioner 1 38 

pipe 1 27 

pish 1 25 

piquantness 69 

pitlle 1 29, 202 

plane 1 76 

planetography 69 

plank 232 

plant 237 

platform 1 1 7 

play 1 8 8  

plough 1 70, 26 1 -264 

plumber 1 34, 1 36 

pod, podge 2 1 3  

poinsettia 28 1 

poke 62--68 , 1 52, 1 84, 1 85 , 237, 243 

polecat 2 1 9-22 1 

poll, polled 278 

pommely 278 

pont 278 

pooh 1 2 5  

poorwill 1 27 

pop 1 25 

popular 1 68 

porkburger 1 20 

porky, porky pie 1 1 5 

posh 205-206 

pot 1 70, 256 

potato 1 45, 1 46-148 

pot rack 1 27 

potty 256-257 

prank 255 , 257 

pre- 39, 46 

prefab, prefabricated 1 1 6 

presence 1 67 

present 1 68 

prct-,\-porter 1 33,  1 3 5  

pretty 72, 1 96, 236 

prial 256 

pride 1 49, 1 90-1 9 1  

prisonscape 98 

pritchel 278 

pro- 97 

processor 1 22 

prole, proletarian 1 1 6 

prototypically 69 

proud 1 49, 1 90- 1 9 1  

provide 1 69 

pudding 2 1 3-2 1 4  

pudge 2 1 3  

purblind 204 

purification, purifaction 1 03, 1 04 

purl 1 27 

purlieu 204 

purple 1 97 

purpure 1 66, 1 97 

purse 2 1 2-21 4, 286 

purser 2 1 2-2 1 3  

pursue 234 

purvey 1 69 

push 1 58 

pyjamas 1 1 7 

quagmire quallmire, quamire, 

quavemire, quawmire, quabmire, 

quadmire, quakemire 1 30 

quaint 228-230, 237-238 

quake 1 30 

qualify 244 

quave 1 30 

quarrel, quarrelling, quarrelsome 53 

quart 89 

qlleaeh 278 

queer 2 1 6-21 8  

quiddle 1 29 

quoin 84 

radio- 1 09 

rackling, reek ling, rickling 258 

rake 258-259 

rampart 20 I ,  207 

rank 243-244 

ransom 1 69 

rarebit 1 1 5 

rash 72 

rasp, raspberry 58 

raven,  ravin, ravenOllS, ravine 1 7 1 ,  

1 72 

ravined, ravinement 1 7 1  

ravioli 1 73 

re- 70, 86 

reabridge 69, 70 

ready-to-wear 1 33, 1 3 5  

recognize 8 6 ,  250 

recollect 85 

reconcile 86 

red admiral 3 8  

redemption 1 69 

renew 1 5 1  

resistor 1 1 9 

right 243 

river 1 58 

riverscape, root:�cape 98 

rooster 90 

INDEX OF WORD FORMS 

root 1 58 

rose leaf 144 

rotten 1 58 

round 1 58 

royal 256 

rub 1 59 

run out of steam 42 

run (someone) to ground 42 

335 

sad 1 , 7, 1 2, 1 3 ,  1 4, 1 8 , 20, 2 1 , 22, 23, 

3 1 , 44,  1 8 1 , 223 

sado-, sadomasochism, sadism, 

sadistic 1 09, 2 8 1  

sail 265 

sailor 1 04 

sand blind 204 

-scape 97 

sea 1 88 

seascape 98 

see 1 89, 241 

sequel 1 1 8 

sergean t  major 1 1 5, 239 

serve 1 92 

sextuplication 69 

shamefaced 204 

shield 23 1 

ship 2 3 1  

-ship 97 

shootout 97 

short, shorten 248 

shrub 237 

silly 238 

sing I l l , 1 1 2 

singer 99 

skin 1 58 

skirt 1 0 8  

sky 1 58 

slabber, slake, slat, slaughter, slaver, 

slay 1 29 

sleech 1 28 

sleepover 97 

slender 1 29 

slidder 1 28, 1 29 

slide 1 25, 1 28 
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slike 1 28 

slime, slip 1 25,  1 28 

slipper, slippery 1 28 

slit 1 29 

slitch 1 28 

slither 1 28,  1 29 

slithy 73 

slobber, sloe 1 29 

slosh 1 28, 1 29 

slough 1 28 

slubber 1 29 

sludge 1 28,  1 29 

slumscape 98 

slush 1 28, 1 29 

slutch 1 28 

small 1 3 1 , 1 58 

smashed 254 

smog 1 1 8 ,  1 20, 289 

smoke 1 1 8 ,  289 

snap, snap-tin 50 

snowberry 57, 60 

sober up 42 

-some 53 

song 1 1 3 

spacistor 1 1 9 

spalTowgrass, sparagrass, sparagus, 

sparrow 203, 204 

sparrow-hawk 220 

split 1 59 

spurn 1 8 1  

stafi' 1 84, 200 

stagnation, stagnation 1 1 9 

Stalinism 48 

stand 47 

star 1 8 1 , 1 92 

stave 1 84 

steady, steadiness 44 

still 77 

Sl. John's wort 2 1 5  

stone, stane 1 8 3  

stoned 254 

strawberry, straw, straws 57, 58, 59 

streetlet 69 

strive 1 98 

sullow 262 

surveillance 250 

sweep 1 94 

sweet potato 1 46, 147 

swerve, swirl, swope 1 94 

table, tablet 232, 286 

table-boarder 69 

-tainl11ent 1 1 9 

take 1 89 

take someone's name in vain 43 

tarmacadal11 280 

tayberry 28 1 

tea 1 89 

teeny 1 3 1  

terribly 236 

thatch 1 1 3 

Thatcherisl11 48 

the 40, 272 

the full monty 43, 206 

thermistor 1 1 9 

these 1 3 1 , 1 88, 1 89 

the Sublime Porte 242 

the world's your oyster 43 

they 1 58,  1 59 

thingly, thingliness 69 

those 1 3 1  

thou 1 8, 1 59 

thousand 1 1 8 

three, threequel 1 1 8 

thyristor 1 1 9 

tick 1 96 

tiddle 1 29, 202 

timber 232 

tinker, tinkler 1 2 1  

tin-pot 257 

tittle-tattle 1 30 

to catch sight of 250 

toddle 1 29 

to have another thing coming, to 

have another think coming 43 

to have shot onc's bolt 43 

toilet 224-225, 261  

toilet water 225 

tongue 243 

to make peace 1 07 

tomato 145- 1 47, 1 72 

tooth 41 

to pick someone's purse 1 07 

totter, toWe 1 29 

town 1 5 1 , 269 

township 98 

transfer 1 1 9 

transistor 1 1 9, 1 20 

treacle I ,  30, 223 

tree 2 1 8, 237 

treescape 98 

trip-trap 1 30 

trivial 242 

tummelberry 28 1 

tunnel 1 1 9 

turn 1 58, 1 66 

turnip 203 

turn the other cheek 43 

twiddle 1 29 

typewrite 1 22 

ultimate, ultimatum 1 1 8 

un- 39, 46, 48, 95 

uncle 207 

unkind 95 

unreasonable 95 

upon 39, 27 1 

urban 1 5 1  

-ure 1 39 

varistor 1 1 9 

vast 1 3 1  

veitchberry 28 1 

very 237 

vigil 250 

villain 238 

vinaccolls 36 

vinaceously 36 

vinaceousness 36 

voiceover 97 

vomit 1 58 

waistcoat 56 

wake 250 

ward 53 

INDEX OF WORD FORMS 

warm, warmth 1 05, 1 98 

was 4 1  

watch 250 

weak 1 89 

weblog 1 1 6 

wed 1 04 

wee 1 3 1  

weed 237 

weeds l OO 

week 1 84 
Welsh rarebit, Welsh rabbit 1 1 5 

whippoorwill 1 27 

whoosh 1 25 

widdle 1 29, 202 

winsome 54 

whatness 95 

who 1 8  

wholesome 53 

wife 224 

wig 1 1 6 

wing 1 58 

woman 224 

womanly 70 

wonderment 99 

wood 95, 1 84 

woof-woof 1 26 

worcesterberry 28 1 

word processor, word process, 

word 1 2 1 - 1 22 

work 25, 201 

worm 2 1 6  

worse, worst 4 1  

wort 2 1 5, 237 

wrecked 254 

-y 25, 1 1 7, 1 38, 20 1 ; 256 

yam 1 47 

yard 1 6, 2 1 5  

yclept 1 0 1  

yearn 1 93 

you 1 59 

youngberry 28 1 

Middle English 

afaitcn 1 69 
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Middle English (collt.) 

asken, axen, ashcn 1 96 

aUe 277 

atten, alter 272 

bord 23 1 

bowe 279 

eonseil, conceil, concile, console, 

eounseil, counsel 87 

ellebre 1 66 

flure, lloure, Jlowre, llowur, flower 84 

frere 3, 4, 5, 6, 22, 29 1 

ganot, ganct 1 85 

hi, heo, hi 1 60 

ill 4 1  

i - 1 00 

i-mene 8 1  

main, mane, mete, mile 1 8 7  

ll1ilener 28 1 

ordal, ordale 7 1  

ordenanee, ordinance, ordnance 85 

otor, oter 1 85 

passioun, passiun 1 66 

peise 1 66 

pipen 1 27 

sad 7 

ston, stan 1 83 

thei 1 60 

vcn'ai 237 

y- 1 00 

Old English 

aplllder 2 1 8-2 1 9  

ascian, axian 1 96 

a:cer 55 

fI:ppel, [cppel trcow 2 1 8-2 1 9  

lCrIlan 1 00 

lct 272 

bedd 1 00 

beorg 280 

betm, betst 4 1  

bonda 52 

bord 2 3 1  

br60er, broOor 20, 2 1  

bro50rlic 1 02 

c1cofan,  c1eolian, c1ifian 9 1  

-del' 2 1 8-2 1 9  

car, care 77 

efn 96, 20 1 

efnes 95, 96, 1 96, 20 I 

emnes 1 96 

emnettan 96 

faran 1 00 

f[cder 20, 2 1  

fisc, fiscas, Ilxas 1 96 

ford 27 1 

fot 1 84 

frcodom 72 

full, fyllu 1 9 1  

ge- 25, 5 1 , 99- 1 0 1  

gcard 2 1 5, 2 1 6  

ge[crnan, geblCcu, gebedda, gebroOor, 

geclncg, geetan, gelCra, 

gefrlend 1 00 

gemlcne 8 1  

gcmet, gem[cte, gemot, gemynd, 

gesljJ, gesweostor, gejJcodan, 

gew<i!dc 1 00 

geweorc 25, 26, 1 00 

god 1 84 

handgeweorc 26 

helan 1 1 2 

here 270, 271  

hIat; hlaford, hIafweard, hl<Hdige 

53 

huml 1 58 

hiisbonda 5 1 -52 

hest 20 I ,  290 

manu 1 87 

mapc! trcow, maplllder 2 1 8-2 1 9  

mast, m[est 20 I ,  290 

max, masc 1 96 

m[cgen 1 88 

nllcne 8 1  

meltan 79-80, 1 1 4 

ll1etan 1 00 

mctan, mete, mll 1 87 

minte 202 

model', modor 20, 2 1  

ll1iis 1 90 

myne 233 

mynte 202 

-nes 95 

ordal 7 1  

ortgeard 2 1 5-2 1 6  

ploh, plog 26 1 

plogesland, plogaland, 

plogagang 262 

pncttig 72 

priid, prydo 1 90 

puduc, puslr, posa, pung 2 1 3  

slcd 7 , 8, 1 5 , 290 

sIP 1 00 

spurn an 1 8 1  

stan 1 83 

steorra 1 8 1  

stnct 27 1 

sulh 262 

trcow 2 1 8-2 1 9  

tflll 269, 282 

tuncce 1 90 

P[CC 1 1 3 

i)cah 1 60 

wase 201 

Wlepmann 224 

weard 53 

wer 224 

weorc 25 

wIf, wIfmann 224 

wod, wodnes 95, 20 1 

wos 20 1 

wyn, wynn 270 

wyrm 2 1 6  

wyrsa, wyrst 4 1  

wyrt 2 1 5, 2 1 6  

yfcl 4 1  

yntsc 1 90 

French 

it 1 33 

accomplir, accom plissement 98 

afailer 1 69 

a[feeter 1 69 

INDEX OF WORD FORMS 

-ard 201 

arriver 236 

artiste 1 69 

beee 126 

billet d o u x  1 77 

boeuf bourguignon, boeuf 1 77 

boudin 2 1 3  

boulevard, boulevart 201 

bOllrsicr 2 1 2  

bureau 242 

carte 89 

citoyen 202 

concile, conseil 86, 87 

cuisse 243 

dans 202 

electromobile 74 

entendre 251  

faute 207 

frere 3 

garnement, garner 98 

geologiquement 96 

hanche 243 

-ier 1 38 

-iser 1 38 

-ite 44 

jambe 243 

le, la 208 

la Sublime Porte 242 

limon, limonade 236 

madame 238 

magasin 244-245 

manifeste 1 67 

marbre 197 

marchand 1 92, 1 94 

marinier 1 77 . 

marron 254 

martyriser 1 38 

menager, menagement 1 36 

-ment 96 

merle 1 24 

met eo, meteorologique 1 1 7  

metier 80 

miaOlI 1 26 

milord, milourt 1 33,  1 37 
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French (COl/t.) 

mine 1 65 

monsieur 238 

moules marinicres, moufe, moules it 
la mai-inicre, moules marinicre 1 77 

moustique, mousquitte, 
mousquite 1 96 

moyen 82 

municipalite 44 

neurotiser 1 3 8  

nevrotique 1 38 

occasionellement 96 

omelette 208 

ouah ouah 1 26 

operable 70 

oxygene 1 43 

pas 92 

pasnaie 203 

personne 1 93 

phase 1 33, 1 34, 1 36 

pigeon 1 28 

pion 1 38 

pionnier 1 34, 1 3 8  

pi om bier 1 34, 1 36 

poml11e 1 24 

pomme de terre 148 

poml11e doree, pomme d'or, pOl11me 
d'amour 1 46 

populaire 1 68 

porter, pret, preHl-porter 1 33,  1 3 5  

purveier 1 69 

qualifier 244 

quarte, quatricme 89, 92 

quinte 89 

rapineux 1 72 

ravine, raviner 1 7 1 ,  1 72 

ravineux 1 7 1  

remparer, rempart 20 1 , 206 

sac .1 main 39 

synthetiquement 96 

tierce 89 

tique 1 96 

tomate 145, 146 

tu 1 59 

vert du Nile 1 36 

vous 1 59 

vrai 237 

French (regional) 
aze 79 

l�lisan 89 

saul110 79 

vicairc 89 

Old French, M iddle French, 
Anglo-French 

ballade 85 

bodeyn, bodin 2 1 3-2 1 4  

bord 23 1 

burel, burrelle 2 1 4  

burse, burser 2 1 2  

chat putois 220 

cite, citeain, citeiain, citezein, 
citizein 202 

corn 78 

dei nz, denzein, denizein 202 

delit 206 

ellebrc 1 66 

-er 99 

flur, flour, flor 84 

fradre 4 

frere I ,  3, 4, 5, 20, 2 9 1  

main 26 

mantel 83 

manual 26 

mene, meen 82 

-ment 98 

merchant, merchand, l11al'chant, 
march and 1 92 

mcster, mister 80, 8 1  

ordenance, ordinance 85 

ordener 85 

parson, parsone, parsoune 1 93 

parsuir 234 

patate 1 47 

pionnier 1 34 

plummer, plomner, plommier, 
plombier 1 34 

poche 62, 1 52 

poke, poque 63, 1 52 

porpre, pourpre, purpure 1 66 

porsuir 234 

porte 242 

poule, polle 220 

puJcnt, pullent 220 

ravineux, ravinos, rabinos 1 72 

verrai 237 

Frisian 
ploege, ploech, pluwge 261 

slyk 1 28 

Old Frisian 
ar, arc 77 

frIdom, frIhcd 72 

mast 20 1 

ploch, plog 261 

German 
Ahre 77 

Art 1 53 

biihh 1 26 

Batate 1 46, 147 

Dialect, Dialekt 1 53 

Erdapfc1 148 

fragen 47 

Frau 238 

gemein 8 1  

Hamburger 1 1 9 

Handbuch 26 

Herr 238 

KartolTel 1 48 

klein 245 

Knecht 239, 243 

Kranbecre 57 

Lexikon 1 53 

Limonc, Limonade 236 

maml11eln 1 26 

Mantel 83 

memmeln, mummeln, mummen 1 26 

miau 1 26 

Minze 202 

INDEX OF WORD FORMS 

Mitteleuropa 1 35 

Mund, Mundart 1 53 

Mlinze 202 

NomencIator 1 53 

Ohr 77 

Ommatin, Ommatophor, 
Onunin 1 43 

Ommochrom 1 44 

Orangenlimonade 236 

Paradeiser, Paradiesapfel 1 46 

pflegen 263 

Pllug 26 1 

Quarz 274 

qucr 2 1 7  

Rad 24, 36 

Rat 36 

Riller 239 

SauerstolT 1 43 

Tier 30 

Tomate 145, 1 46 

Uni, U niversitiil 1 1 7 

wau wau 1 26 

Worterbuch, Wortbuch 1 53 

wulT wulT 1 26 

Zaun 269 

Zitrone, Zitronenlimonade 236 

Middle High German 
kurz, kurzwTle 248 

mlinze 202 

nicken 255 

phluoc 26 1 

querch, twerc 274 

wIle 248 
wurzgarte, wurzegarte 2 1 5, 2 1 6  

Old High German 
ackeran 55 

ahir, chiI' 77 

ora 77 

frIheit, frItuom 72 

mazaltra, mazzaltra 2 1 9  

meist 20 1 

minza 202 
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Old High German (COllt.) 

muniz, munizza, muniza 202 

munza 202 

murg 247 

phluog 261 

sat 8 ,  1 5, 290 

Gothic 

ahs 77 

akran 55 

-ass us 96 

aurti-gards 2 1 5 ,  2 I 6 

auso 77 

fotus 1 8  

frauja, fraujinon, fraujinassus 96 

gamaurgjan 247 

gards, gasts 1 6  

hair to 1 8  

hoha 262 

hwas 1 8  

ibns, ibnassus, -inassus 96 

salJs 8 ,  1 5, 290 

pu 1 8  

ufarassus 95, 96 

wans, waninassus 96 

Greek, ancient or Hellenistic 

{latos 1 5 ,  1 9  

aster 1 8 1  

brachtls 247 

btu'sa 2 1 2  

etumologia 2 8  

etumos 2 8  

kardia 1 8  

logos 2 8 ,  1 36 

mikros, mikro-, mikropsuehia 108 

orthos 1 09 

paraskeue 70 

pcithomen 1 1 2, 1 1 3 

petalon 144 

pOllS, pod- 1 8  

theos 1 , 23 

tithemi 1 97 

Hebrew 

se '01 1 37 

Old Irish 

cc/im I 1 2  

0 77 

tii 1 8  

Italian 

anca 243 

bau bau, bcccc 1 26 

bibliotcca 1 68 

coscia 243 

focaccia 45 

gamba 243 

libreria 168 

magazzino 244 

marronc 254 

-mcntc 96 

miao 1 26 

patata 1 47 

pio 262 

pomodoro 1 45, 146 

ravioli 1 73 

tartufolo 1 48 

Japancse 

hoomu 1 1 7 

kyankyan 1 26 

mama-san 1 33 

mce 1 26 

mikado 242 

nyaa 1 26 

purattohoomu 1 1 7 

san 1 33 

tokkyuu, tokubctukyuukoo 1 1 7 

wanwan 1 26 

Latin (classical) 

acinus 79 

ad 236 

alTcctarc 1 69 

-alis 25, 1 0 1  

-arius 99 

asinus 79 

ater, atramentum 98 

auris 77 

calere 86 

capere 250, 251 

cattus 89 

clam 1 1 2 

communis 82 

eon- 86 

concilium, consilium 86, 87 

coram 1 1 2 

cord, cord- 1 8  

cornu 78 

coxa 243 

crus 243 

clira 1 , 23 

deus 1 , 23 

elleborus 1 66 

fallere 207 

femur, fimus 243 

folium 1 44 

fragmentum, frangere 98 

frater I ,  3, 4, 5, 20, 29 I 
gallus 89 

garrTre 23, 1 3 1  

gelidus 1 6  

granum 78 

historicus 1 0 1  

hortus 1 6, 2 1 6  

hostis 1 6  

-ia 1 38 

-ieus 1 0 1  

infer, inferna 1 37 

intenderc 25 1 

-itas 44 

-ium 7 1  

juxta 27 1 

+koisa 23 

magica, ars magica 1 1 5 

manifcstus 1 66 

mantcllum 83 

manuale 26 

INDEX OF WORD FORMS 

manuiilis 25 

manus 25, 26 

mater 20 

medianus 82 

mens, men t - 96 

menta 202 

-mcntum 98 

mercari 1 92, 193 

mcrcator 1 93 

merx, mcrc- 1 92 

metus 28 

miles 249 

millc, millc passuum 1 1 5 

minister 80 

ministerium 80, 8 1  

minus 80 

modus 1 36 

moneta 202 

monetarius 99 

mos 1 36 

murmurare 1 25 

mutare 207 

mysterium 80, 8 1  

noxa 29 

ob, obnoxius 29 

obolus 7 1  

Orcus 1 37 

ornamcntum, ornare 98 

ovum 208 

paganus 249 

palam 1 1 2 

pastinaca 203 

pater 20 

pes, ped- 1 ,  1 8, 1 08 

pcdi-, pedisequus 108 

per 97 

per- 234, 250, 25 1 

pcram bulftre 97 

pereipcre 250, 25 1 

pcrficerc 97 

perna 243 

perscqui 234 

pcrsicum, persicum malum I 1 5  
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Latin (classical) (COIII.) 
persona 1 93 , 1 94 

pipio 1 28 

plaumorati 262-263 

populiiris 1 68 

pro 97 

pro- 234 

procliimiire 97 

prode 1 49 

prosequi 234 

protrudere 97 

providere 1 69 

purpura 1 66 

quadrivium 24 1 

radius 1 09 

rapina 1 7 1 , 1 72 

ratio 1 36 

recolligere 8 5  

ripa 236 

sat 1 5, 1 9  

satis 1 5, 1 9, 23 

satur 1 5 , 1 9  

sequl 234 

spernere 1 8 1  

tegere, toga 1 1 3 

*territuberum 1 48 

trivifilis 242 

trivium 241 , 242 

lu 1 8  

tunica 1 90 

uncia 1 90 

vegere, vigere 250 

medieval or post-classical Latin 

arripare 236 

burgator 1 2 1  

bursa 2 1 2  

bursarius 2 1 2  

camba 243 

clericus, clerical is 1 0  1 

comedere 90 

edere 90 

esse 90 

frater 5 

gamba 243 

gehenna 1 37 

manducare 90 

• mercatare 1 92 

misterium 80, 8 1  

nosologia 1 3 8  

operabilis 70 

ordalium, ordela, ordelum 7 1  

paganus 249 

pappare 90 

pellicanus 1 66 

petalum 1 44 

pisum, pisa 1 66 

plovum 262 

qualificare 244 

Lithuanian 

bis 1 8  

pliugas, pliigas 263 

sotus 1 5, 1 9, 23 

Low German 

kranebere 57 

Middle Low German 

fir 77 

nicken 255 

ploch, pliich 26 1 

rank 243 

rasch 73 

silk 1 28 

vridom, vrihct, vriheit 72 

wortegarde 2 1 5, 2 1 6  

Nahuatl 

octli 1 56 

puliuhki 1 56 

tomau 145 

lomatl 1 45, 1 46 

Norwegian 

bugge, bugga 278, 279 

dvergstein 275 

mk 258 

Norn (Shetland) 

plug 262 

'Old Norse', Old Icelandic 

akarn 55 

aror 262 

ax 77 

berg 280 

boro 23 1 

by 283 

eyra 77 

hrak-, hrakligr; hrakmagr 258 

hrekja 258 

husbondi 5 1  

jurta-garor 2 1 5, 2 1 6  

padda 277 

pl6gr 261  

poki 62, 63 

posi 2 1 3  

ragna rQk, rQk 205 

ragna rokkr, rokkr 205 

rQskr 73 

saor 8, 1 5, 290 

skammur, skemta 248 

Old Saxon 

ahar 77 

minta 202 

ora, ore 77 

sat 8, 1 5 , 290 

Ottoman Turkish 

biib-i 'fill 242 

personal names 

&:oelstan 274 

Andy, Andrew 1 1 7 

Bigga, Bigge 278, 279 

Charlie, Charles 1 1 7 

Dick 274 

Eric 267 

Fritz, Friedrich 274 

Fuchs 28 1 

Gef, Gep 274 

INDEX OF WORD FORMS 

Hanke 275 

haripoke 62 

I-Ieinz, I-Ieinrich 274 

I-Ierewynn 270 

Hoover 280 

345 

Jack, James, John, Johannes, Jakke, 

Jan, Jchan 275 

Louis, Ludwig 275 

Mag, Mog 273-274 

Mariner, Messenger 276 

Needier, Neldare, Neldere 1 96, 27 1 

Padda 278 

Pakbyndere 1 70 

Patty, Patricia 1 1 7 

Peter atte Peat 272, 277 

Pog 274 

Poinsett 28 1 

Rick 274 

Wulfgifu, Wulfstan 274 

place names 

Alcester, Bicester 272 

Bow 279 

Canterbury 1 1 6 

Cemetery Road 38 

Chester, Cirencester 272 

Cocheworth 278 

Coronation Street 38 

Doneaster 276 

Downing Street 38 

Firenze, Florence 276 

Frocester, Gloucester 272 

Grims ton 282 

Harvington 269-27 1 

Hereford 27 1 

Icknield Way 272 

La queche 278 

Leghorn 276 

Leicester 272 

Le pauedelake 277 

Livorno 276 

London 267, 275 

Londres 275 

Maldon 28 1 
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pcrsonal namcs (colll.) 

Manchcstcr 272 
Milan, Milano 276 
Munich, M iinchcn 275 
Nash 272 
Ncw Jerscy 268 
Ncw South Walcs 268 
Panda Hill 28 1 
Park Lane 38 
Pcnguin Island 265 
Pctcpottes 277 
Qucchcfcn 278 
Ricknicld Strcet 272 
Rochcstcr 272 
Rome, Roma 276 
Shaftesbury Avenue, Ship Street, 

Station Road 38 
Stratford aite Bowe 272, 279 
Stratford Langthorn 279 
Stratford-upon-Avon 27 1 , 279 
Thirsqueehc 278 
Towecster 272 
Venezia, Vcnice 276 
Winchester, Worcester 272 

. place-name elements 
-chester 272-273 
-ing-, -ington, -ton 269-270 

. Polish 
pierogi 1 73 
plug 263 

, Portuguese 
anca 143 

. coxa 243 
ncspera 58, 203, 255 
perna 243 
tomate 1 45 , 1 46 

proto-Germanic 
"a1da- 1 6  
"-assu- 95, 96 
' br5per 20, 2 1  

* t�locr 20, 2 1  
'hank a 243 
*-In- 1 9 1  
*-issu- 95 
'-j5- 95 
*kalda- 16 
*kar5- 23 
'maltjan 79, 1 14 
*m50cr 20, 2 1  
• -n- 96 
'saoa- 1 4, 1 5 , 1 6 , 1 8 , 1 9, 26, 1 8 1  
*-ussu- 95 
'wurti- 2 1 5  
'wurtigard- 2 1 5  

proto-Indo-European 
" bhrater 20, 21 , 252 
*deiw6s 23 
"dhesos 23 
*gar- 23, 1 3 1  
" kel- 1 1 2 
"kerd-, *k"'6s 1 8  
"mater 20, 2 1 ,  252 
'-n- 47 
* ped-, " pod-, *p5d- 1 8  
"Pi?ter 20, 2 1 , 252 
*sa- 1 6, 1 8, 1 1 2, 1 1 3  
's\1- (or "seH-) 1 6, 1 8 ,  1 1 2 
"si?to- 1 5, 1 6, 1 8, 1 9, 1 8 1  
* -ter- 20, 252 
"-to-, * -ti-, "-tu- 1 6  
" m  1 8  

Qucchua 
papa 148 

Russian 
plug 263 

Sanskrit 
bhratar- 20 
kilS 1 8  
mr- 254 
ll1uhur 247 

Sogdian 
mwrzk 247 

Spanish 
anca 243 
batata 1 46, 1 47 
berrueco, berrucca 254 
cristiano nuevo 1 35 
mangue, mangle 204 
-mcnte 96 

mosquito 196 
ncspera 58, 203, 255 
papa 1 47, 1 48 
patata 146, 147, 1 48 

INDEX OF WORD FORMS 

pierna 243 
pulque 1 56 
tomate 1 45, 1 46 

Swedish 
plog 262 
ortaglird 2 1 5  

Old Swedish 
plogher 262 
yrtagarjJer 2 1 5, 2 1 6  

Welsh 
pengwin, pen gwyn 264-265 
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