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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 first 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
field, 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 ficld 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, Millar (2007, which is a revised
edition of Trask 1996) or Campbell (2004); for an excellent introduction to
a wide variety of linguistic topics focussing on the vocabulary 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 are prepared to follow up references to fuller
discussions of any topics which may be new or unfamiliar.




. X. ABOUT THIS BOOK

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 knowledge
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 English Dictionary
with which I have been involved personally.

There are no exercises, but at various points in the text I have listcd
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 rcading this book.
In particular, access to the full Oxford English Dictionary, especially in its
online version (www.ocd.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 accessed online via most institutional libraries and many

public libraries.)
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Introduction

1.1 What is etymology? 1 1.3 Why study etymology? 22

1.2 Some basic concepts: two 1.4 What an etymologist does 31

example etymologies 3

1.1 What is etymology?

As we will sce in this chapter, ctymology can tell us that English friar
was borrowed {rom Old French frere ‘brother’, which in turn developed
from Latin frater ‘brother’. It can also tell us, perhaps rather more sur-
prisingly, that Latin frater is ultimately related to English brother, and
that English foot is related to Latin pés ‘foot’ and Armenian o¢n ‘foot’.
Just as surprisingly, it can tell us that, in spite of the resemblance in
form, English care and Latin cfira ‘care’ arc definitely not related to
one another, nor are Latin deus ‘god’ and Greek theds ‘god’. Etymology
can also trace dramatic changes in meaning: for instance, English trea-
cle originally had the meaning ‘medicine’, and comes ultimately from a
Greck word which originally meant ‘antidote against a venomous bite’; sad
originally had the meaning ‘satisficd’. How we trace such developments,
and what they tell us about linguistic history, will be the topic of - this
book.

Etymology is the investigation of word histories. It has traditionally been
concerncd most especially with those word histories in which the facts 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 sprcad rom




2 INTRODUCTION

one language to another or from one group of'speakers to another. The 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
carlier 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 an 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 anindividual 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 dectailed 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

" 'SOME BASIC CONCEPTS: TWO EXAMPLE ETYMOLOGIES 3

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

As well as using the word erymology as an abstract noun, we can also
talk about an etymology, 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:

e tracing the linear history of a word

e change in word form

e change in word meaning

e borrowing

e genetic relationships between languages
® cognales

e comparative reconstruction

e sound change

1.2 Some basic concepts: two example etymologies

1.2.1 Example one: friar

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

Latin frater ‘brother’
develops into .
Old French frere (modern French fiere) ‘brother’, also ‘member of a religious
order of “brothers”’
which is borrowed as
Middle English frere ‘friar’
which develops into
modern English friar

' For a short survey of previous definitions of the term ‘etymology’, accompa-
nicd by an adventurous attempt to formulate a fully adequate formal definition,
sce Alinei (1995).

g




4 INTRODUCTION

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

Latin fréater brother > Old French fiere brother, also member of a religious
order of ‘brothers’ > Middle English frere friar > modern English friar

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 friar < Middle English frere friar < Old French frere brother,
also member of a religious order of ‘brothers’ < Latin fi@ter brother?
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, ctc.), developed from
Latin, albeit probably from a form of the language rather different 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 varietics
which eventually developed into French, the Latin word for ‘brother’, fi-drer
(or more accurately its oblique case forms, such as the accusative singular
Sratrem) underwent a number of (perfectly regular) changes in word form,
resulting in Old French frere. Old French is the term used to decnote the
carlicst recorded stage of the French language, up to the carly fourtecenth
century.? Thus we have our first step:

Latin frater > Old French frere

2 Some scholars use the symbols ‘<’ and ‘>’ only to link forms related by direct pho-
netic descent, and use diflerent 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 intermediate step in the formal development of
the Old French word is recorded in the very carly Old French form fradre preserved in the

Strasbourg Oaths, a unique (and very short) document from the year 842 which records’

(partly in Latin, partly in French, and partly in German) the oaths taken by Louis the
German, Charles the Bald, and their followers during a time of conflict.

SOME BASIC CONCEPTS: TWO EXAMPLE ETYMOLOGIES 5

frere 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 frater
in medieval Latin.* 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 1150 to 1500. More accurately, the word was borrowed
from the Anglo-French varicty of Old French which was used in England
in the centuries after the Norman Conquest.’> The usual form in Middle
English, frere, 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 sccond step:

Old French frere brother, also member of-a religious order of ‘brothers’ >
Middle English frere friar

It is very common for 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 casy to sce why
(Anglo-)French fiere 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) alrcady
had that meaning and was in common usc, and cven in. the Middle English
period, when very many words were borrowed from French into English,
it is relatively uncommon for 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 The macrons which indicate vowel length in forms like classical Latin fidter arc not
normally given when citing Latin forms from later than the clgssical period, although
this does not necessarily indicate any change in the vowel length in particular words.

> In this book I usc the term ‘Anglo-French’ to denote French as used in England
(and clsewhere in Britain) in the centuries following the Norman Conquest. Scholarly
practice is divided in this arca: ‘Anglo-Norman’ is often used to denote this varicty
(as in the title of the Anglo-Norman Dictionary), but increasingly the broader term
‘Anglo-Frenclt’ is used instead, in order to reflect better the varied inputs from different
varietics of Continental French which occurred both immediately after the Norman
Conquest and in the subsequent centurics: for a useful discussion and further references
sce Rothwell (2005). For convenience, where a form or meaning belonged to both Insular
and Continental French I use the style (Anglo-)French.

4
!




6 INTRODUCTION

‘(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 frere 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, ctc.)’. By
the end of the Middle English period a process of semantic specialization
took place, with brother used in the gencral 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 unlfilled by any single
word in French, even though the two languages were being used in very
similar socicties. Indeed, Anglo-French and Middle English were being used
in preciscly the same socicty. (Sce section 5.6 for discussion of the diflerent
functions of cach 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 frere would be /fria/ (compare
here, deer) but instead we find /fraia/. 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 /r/.

Summary so far We can tracc the history of a word’s sound and form. In
doing so we arc looking for regularity, i.c. developments which are the same
as those which happened to the same sounds or combinations of sounds
in other words. Where something uncxpected or irregular has happened,
as with the development of /fraro/ rather than /fri:a/, we will want to find
parallels, such as briar, ctc. Ideally we will want to find an explanation for
this as well.

The meaning of the word can also be traced historically. We can sece
how the mcaning 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 we would have considerable difliculty
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 lincar
historical deveclopment of Old English swd. The symbol @ which occurs
in the written form of this word and of many other Old English words
(and some carly Middle English ones) represents a front vowel phoneme /a/
(perhaps in fact [@] rather than [a]) which in Old English was distinct from
the back vowel /a/, represented by «. (Itsitalic form ce is unfortunately very
similar to that of the ligature ce, 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 definition of
the word sad as typically used in modern English is:
Of a person, or his or her feelings, disposition, ctc.: fecling sorrow; sorrowful,
mournful.

This meaning is first recorded «1300 (which stands for ‘ante 1300°, that is
‘1300 or a little carlier’).® A similar basic dictionary definition for the word’s
carlier meanings would be:

6 Some scholars usc ‘ante’ in the more literal sensc ‘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 dictionarics of cach language. Glosses
and delinitions of English words are normally based on thosc in cither the OED or
The Oxford Dictionary of English cxcept where otherwise noted, although I have fre-
quently shortened or otherwise adjusted them.
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Having had one’s fill; satislied, sated; weary or tired (of something).

If we consider the likely 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 of something or to be fed up with something
for similar developments. Subsequently the sense ‘weary or tired (of some-
thing)’ broadened again (but still with an exclusively negative scnsc) to
‘sorrowful, mournful’ in general. Hence we can hypothesize that a meaning
development occurred with two main steps:

satisfied, having had onc’s fill (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 his;tory of sad can be expressed as follows:

Old English seed is cognate with Old Dutch sat, Old Saxon sad, Old High German sat,
Old Icelandic sadr, Gothic saps, all of which have meanings broadly corresponding
to the Old English one, ‘having had one’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 Cognates and Iangnage families

What does it mean to say that Old English sed (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 (sce 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 dcal
of information about it from the evidence of the languages that developed

proto-Germanic

proto-North-West Germanic N .
proto-East Germanic

proto-West Germanic proto-North Germanic
Gothic
English High German Icelandic Swedish
Frisian \Low German Norwegian = Danish

Dutch

Fig 1.1 The major Germanic languages

from it. The other Germanic languages include Dutch (and hence
Afrikaans), German (and hence Yiddish), Danish, Norwegian, Swedish,
and Icelandic, as well as others such as Frisian (the closest relative of
English, but with very few specakers today) and the extinct language Gothic
(which is the Germanic language for which we have the carliest extensive
documentary records, in the form of a bible translation dating from the
fourth century AD). The cognates of an English word arc the words in thesc
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
cdges) 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.” 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 difference that in this instance the common ancestor, Latin, is of
course attested (figure 1.2).

7 See for example Ringe (2006) 213. For a useful introduction to the carly Germanic
languages, sce Robinson (1992).
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Latin :
Portuguese Spanish ~ Catalan  Occitan  French Italian  Romanian

Fig 1.2 The major Romance languages

It is as well to pause for a moment and consider in a little more detail
what this concept of a reconstructed antecedent language implics, 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 carlier
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 different local varieties of the language, showing
many divergent developments. Some of these are reflected in different vari-
eties of English today, such 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
Alrican English. Alternatively we may subdivide them further, by looking
for instance at dilTerent geographical or administrative arcas of London,
or at the language of dilTerent social classes within the city, or of different
age groups, etc. 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 very limited picture.
Modern US English and British English have developed as distinct vari-
cties in different geographical locations from roughly the same antecedent,
English as spoken in Britain in the early modern period (usually defined as
approximately 1500-1750), 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 there is no reason to doubt, and every
reason to suspect, that Germanic already showed internal variation. (Even
though our surviving records for classical Latin arec mostly literary and
reflect a highly homogencous literary language, there is indeed some varia-
tion in our surviving Latin evidence, and the later evidence of the Romance
languages suggests the existence of a good deal of further variation in Latin
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which is not reflected in the surviving documentary cvidence).® Over the
course of time, groups of Germanic-speaking peoples developed distinct
communities in diflerent 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 differences would have
become more pronounced, as different variants from among the existing
variation in Germanic came to predominate in different speech communi-
ties, and as new variation arosc in each specch community.

At the time of our carliest substantial records for English, from several
centuries after the Anglo-Saxons arrived in England, there are alrcady
important diflerences between English and its continental relatives, but
these clearly took time to develop. We can also trace significant difTer-
ences between different regional varieties of English in this early period,
although the surviving documents leave very many questions unanswered.’
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 stan-
dard, ‘oflicial’ form, distinct from the English of England, but subsequent
political developments led to the adoption in official functions of a highly
anglicized varicty 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 once again
as an officially recognized variety in some functions). Today Dutch and
German are well-defined national languages, sufliciently diflerent from one
another that monolingual speakers of cither standard language have only
an cxtremely 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: such speakers can with a little effort
understand the speech of their neighbours on the other side of the national
border, even though one person is specaking somclhiﬁg 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

¥ On the degree of regional variation shown by surviving Latin documents from
antiquity sce Adams (2008).
Y For an introduction to the various issucs involved sce Hogg (20006).
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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 adjacent

territories.'®

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 arc 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 appcar
artificially simple and neat. When two speech communities diverge, as
represented by the branching on a tree, cach 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 dialects 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.!?

1.2.4 Example two revisited: sad from proto-Germanic
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 which historical
linguists call Indo-European, which has numerous other branches, ‘sub-
branches, and isolate languages including for example: 2

1 For an introductory account of these issucs see Chambers and Trudgill (1998) 3—12.
On the concept of a traditional dialect sce especially Wells (1982) 4-8.

" For discussions of this issuc with reference to the Germanic languages scc
Trask (1996) 181-7 (also Millar (2007) 225-31) and, at a rather more advanced level,
Lass (1997) 139-59. On more general issues to do with language trees sce McMahon and
McMahon (2005).

12 For an overview of the Indo-European languages see Fortson (2004).
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e the Celtic languages: Welsh, Irish, etc.

e the Italic languages: Latin (and hence the Romance languages), Oscan,
Umbrian, ctc.

e Greek

the Balto-Slavonic languages, comprising the Slavonic languages

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

ctc.)

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 effects 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 dectail below, and also upon systematic grammatical
similaritics, which are largely outside the scope of this book. _

Many pcople have attempted to link Indo-Europcan with other language
families, but all such attempts remain extremely controversial, and the
gencral view is that no genctic 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 much carlier than the
date of our carliest documentary records for those languagcs. It is therelore
unsurprising that many of the cognate forms bear little if any superficial
resemblance to one another, since we are working at such a great time depth,
and centurics of linguistic change lic between proto-Indo-European and
cven our carliest documentary cvidence.

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 etymologics can be established at this time depth.
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In doing so, we will encounter some principles and procedures which are
cqually applicable to much more recent linguistic history, and which we

will investigate mostly {rom the standpoint of rather more recent linguistic’

- evidence in the remainder of this book. However, rcconstructionloflinguis-
tic data at a very considerable time depth is one of the big attractions of
ctymological 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 proto-Indo-Europcan in the second half
of the nincteenth century. We will therefore begin our investigation of the
relationship between sound change and ctymology 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 one

another and also with forms in other Indo-European languages, we can

reconstruct the proto-Germanic ancestor of sad as *sada-.'* An asterisk
conventionally marks reconstructed forms, i.e. forms which are not actually
recorded. *sada- ends with a hyphen because it is a reconstructed word
stem, i.c. the morphological stem to which inflectional endings were then
added. In this book I will usually give reconstructions using IPA symbols,
but without using squarc brackets [] implying that they arc hypothetical
phonetic transcriptions, nor // slashes implying that they necessarily have
phonemic status. This is a traditional philological practice, which is usel'ul
for threc main recasons: (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 surc whether certain distributions of sounds were
phonemic or allophonic in a given historical period.!* We will look at issues

13 The exact phonetic quality and phonemic status of the consonant I have represented
here as *d is in fact very uncertain. Many scholars choose to usec *d in reconstructions
of proto-Germanic forms to represent any sound which may have been cither a voiced
plosive /d/ or a voiced fricative /8/. In many modern ctymological dictionaries the proto-
Germanic form of this particular word is hence represented as *sada-. However, since the
sound in this instance was almost certainly a voiced fricative at an carly stage in proto-
Germanic, I have used the reconstruction *sada-, which has the advantiage of making the
changes from proto-Indo-Europcan to proto-Germanic casicr to follow.

4 For a recent detailed argument for this position sce 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 *sada- 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 irregularitics

To get from proto-Germanic *sada- to the recorded words Old English sed,
Old Dutch sat, Old Saxon sad, Old High German sat, Old Icelandic sadr,
Gothic saps requires just a couple of small steps:

e In West Germanic, proto-Germanic *J regularly became the voiced
plosive /d/, as in our Old English form sed /sad/ or Old Saxon sad.
Old Dutch sat and Old High German sat show subsequent devoicing
of this plosive (compare section 2.1.1.3).

e Old English sed additionally shows Old English (and Old Frisian)
fronting of West Germanic *a to /a/.

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

This reconstructed proto-Germanic form *sada- itself shows the reflex of
an carlier Indo-European form *sato-. (The symbol *2 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 arc hypothesized for proto-
Indo-European. They are called laryngeals for historical reasons, although
no oncin fact knows exactly what their phonetic quality was. This particular
laryngeal is sometimes represented as a, or as /i, or as H,, depending on
which transcription conventions are being followed. We will return to this
topicin sections 1.3.1 and 4.4.1.)

Related words in other Indo-European languages include:

classical Latin sat, satis ‘enough’, satur ‘satisfied, full’
Lithuanian sotus ‘filling, full, satisfied, substantial’
ancient Greek datos ‘insatiate’ (showing a negative prefix)
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We can scc that the meanings of these words help support our hypothesis
about the meaning development in the Germanic languages from ‘satisficd,

having had one’s fill (of something)’ to ‘weary or tired (of something)’.’

- It is difficult to be certain about the precise relationships between these
words. They probably reflect two different variants, *s9- and *s@-, 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, *-to-, *-ti-, and *-tu-, 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.!”> The Germanic words probably show what was
originally a suffix which formed verbal adjectives, proto-Indo-Europcan
*-to-. 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 sce further
scctions 4.4.1 and 8.7.3.)

The assumption madein the last paragraph that proto-Germanic *sada-
is likely to have developed from proto-Indo-European *spfo- may scem
rather startling to anyonc who does not have a prior acquaintance with
Indo-Europcan linguistics. On the face of it only the initial consonant *s
is common to both forms. However, the development of the vowels is casily
dealt with, by the principle of regular sound correspondences. Proto-Indo-
European *g (with the caveats given above) and (short) *o both regularly
develop to *a in proto-Germanic, thus *sgfo- > *sada-. A sound change of
this sort is called a merger: the phonetic development of *g, *o, 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 *« in
proto-Germanic. Compare Latin /iostis ‘stranger, cnemy’ with its cognate
Gothic gasts ‘guest’, or Latin hortus ‘garden’ with its cognate Gothic gards
‘garden’. (Latin # and Gothic g in these words show the regular develop-
ment in Latin and in proto-Germanic of proto-Indo-European *g’; we will
look further at the Germanicside of this in the next paragraph. The modern
English cognates of these words are respectively guest and yard, showing
the result of a number of sound changes during the history of English.)

15 For a specialist readership, the best recent detailed account of the Germanic com-
ponent of this ctymology is provided (in German) by Heidermanns (1993) 458-9; on the
Indo-European component sce especially Szemerényi (1979).
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Probably, on the basis of the evidence of other Indo-European languages,
in proto-Germanic the reflexes of proto-Indo-Europcan *9 and *a merged
a, with which *o then also merged. Conversely, the proto-Indo-
Europcan long vowels *6 and *a merge as *0 in proto-Germanic.

first as *

The explanation for the medial consonant in proto-Germanic *sada- is
a little more complicated, and involves two reconstructed sound changes.
Comparison among the Indo-European languages excluding Germanic
lcads to the reconstruction of three sets of stop consonants: voiceless stops
(*p,*t, *k, * k"), voiced stops (*b, *d, *g, *¢g"), and breathy-voiced stops b,
xdh, *gh, *g) Comparison with the forms in the Germanic languages
leads to the conclusion that a series of sound shifts occurred in proto-
Germanic:

*p> o .

*t > @ (represented in traditional philological notation as * b)
*k>"*h

*kY > *hw

*h>*

p
*d> "t

*g>*k

» gw > * k\v

*b" > *B (in some environments > *b)
*d > *§ (in some environments > * d)
*gb > *y (in some environments > * )

*ph 5 *yw (in some environments > * gw)

Thus the voiceless stops became voiceless fricatives, the voiced stops became -

voiccless stops, and the breathy-voiced 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, especially as
regards the proto-Indo-European breathy-voiced stops and also the proto-
Indo-European voiced stop *b (which was very rare, and some argue did
not exist at all), but this is not of importance for our present purposes.'6
This sound change (or serics of changes) is known as Grimm’s Law, after
the German philologist Jakob Grimm (1785-1863), who compiled with
his brother Wilhelm both the celebrated fairy tale collection and the carly

16 The literature on Grimm'’s Lzlw, and Verner’s Law,”is vast. For a recent detailed
account of the changes sce Ringe (2006) 93-116; for particularly uscful analyses sce also
Bynon (1977) 83-6, Collinge (1985) 63-76. Scc also the discussion in section 7.1 below.
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fascicles ol the major historical dictionary of the German language. Grimm
produced an important early [ormulation ol this sound change, allhough it

had in fact been described carlier by other scholars. An alternative name for

this sound change is the Germanic Consonant Shift. :
We can illustrate the changes in the proto-Indo-European voiceless stops
with the following examples:

P>y

I-E root *ped- ‘loot’: ancient Greek potrs (stem pod-), Latin pés (stem
ped-); Gothic ftus, English foot

*t > "9

I-E *tii ‘you (singular)’: Latin 47, Old Irish #7; Gothic ji, English thou

*le>*h

I-E root *kerd- ‘heart’: ancient Greek kardia, Latin cor (stem cord-),
Gotbhic hairto, English heart

W > *hw

I-E*k"6s ‘who’: Sanskrit kas ‘who’, Lithuanian kas ‘who, what’; Gothic
Invas ‘who’, English who

In the first example here, ‘foot’, Grimm’s Law explains not only the shift ol
theinitial consonant from * p to * / but also the shift of the final consonant
of the stem [rom *d to *¢. However, it will be obvious at a glance that there
arc other differences between the cognates apart from those explained by
Grimm’s Law, even though I have attempted to select forms which have an
unusually close mutual resemblance (another of the cognates of English foot
is in fact Armenian oti). In the casc of ‘foot’, the Greek, Latin, and Ger-
manic words all have different stem:vowels. In this instance the difference is
not due to sound changes which have occurred in the daughter languages,
but to slightly diflerent etymons in proto-Indo-European: the Greek stem
form pod- is from proto-Indo-European *pod-, the Latin stem form ped- is
from proto-Indo-European *ped-, and the Germanic forms are from proto-
Indo-European *pad-. These different etymons arc 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 *s9- and *s@- which we encountered
above in the etymology of sad.

The operation of Grimm’s Law thus explains why proto-Germanic *sada-
< proto-Indo-European *sgto- does not show medial *¢, but it does not
cxplain why it shows *d rather than the expected *¢. This is explained by
another sound change known as Verner’s Law, after the Danish philologist
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Karl Verner (1846-96), by which the proto-Germanic voiceless fricatives
became voiced whenever the accent did not [all on the immediately pre-
ceding syllable. (For an analogous situation in modern English, compare
ex'ert leg'zot/ with ‘exercise /'eksosaiz/.) In the ancestor of sad the suflix,
not the root, was stressed, and hence Verner’s Law applied, giving voiced
*d. Later, the accent shifted to the first syllable in all words in proto-
Germanic, thus giving the pattern which we find reflected in all of the
recorded Germanic-languages. Hence, finally, we can explain how proto-
Indo-Europcan *s3'to would give risc to proto-Germanic *'sada, via the
following stages: *s9'f0 > *sa'ta > *sa'0a > *sa'da >*'sada. We will not do
so here, but pre-histories can similarly be reconstructed for classical Latin
sat,satis,satur, Lithuanian sotus, and also ancient Greek datos, and it is this
(rather than vagueresemblance in form and meaning) which gives substance
to the hypothesis that all of these forms arc ultimately cognate.

We will return to Grimm’s Law and Verner’s Law in a little more detail at
the beginning of chapter 7, but [or the time being there are one or two very
important general observations which. arise [rom this example. Note that in
the preceding paragraph I'said that proto-Indo-Europcan *sgto- ‘would give
rise to’ proto-Germanic *sada-, and not ‘could give rise to’. The merger of
*9, *0, and *a as *a in proto-Germanic, and the Grimm’s Law and Verner’s
Law changes, arc all regular processes, which apply in all cases (where
not cxcluded 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 *d to *m
occurred’. As I have formulated it here, this is an oversimplification, but not
a huge one. In chapter 7 we will look at the reasoning behind this in much
more detail, and at some important qualifications, but for present purposcs
it is suflicient to be awarc that comparative reconstruction 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 uscful illustration of this principle is shown by the histories of the
words mother, father, and brother. All three words show a voiced frica-
tive /0/ in modern English. However, in Old English the situation was
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rather different: brédor ‘brother’ showed a voiced fricative /&/, but modor
‘mother’ and feder ‘father’ both showed a voiced plosive /d/. In proto-

Indo-European all threec words in fact showed the same termination,

*-t&r- (in the nominative case), which scems typical of terms for family
kinship: *mdtér ‘mother’, *patér ‘father’, and *bhrdtér ‘brother’;!” com-
parc Latin mdter ‘mother’, pater ‘father’, fidter ‘brother’ (proto-Indo-
European *b" > f in word-initial position in Latin; compare also Sanskrit
bhrdtar-). The explanation for the different outcomes in Old English is the
regular operation of Verner’s Law. In the casc of mother and father the stress
in proto-Germanic fell on the second syllable, while in the case of brother it
fell on the first syllable. Thus Verner’s Law applied in the case of mother and
Jather, but not in the case of brother, and so we find that proto-Germanic
*broper, with voiceless fricative *6, corresponds to Latin frater, but that
proto-Germanic *maodeér and *fadér, with voiced fricative *d, correspond to
Latin mater and pater. In mother and father the proto-Germanic voiced
fricative subscquently became a plosive in West Germanic, just as in the
casc of sad, hence Old English méder (or in fact more commonly médor,
showing variation in the unstressed vowel of the second syllable) and feeder.
In the case of brother, the medial voiceless fricative of proto-Germanic
*broper became voiced in intervocalic position in Old English, hence Old
English bréder (again in fact more commonly brédor). Subsequently, in late
Middle English, by another sound change, the voiced plosive of moder and
Sfader developed into a fricative before either /or/ or syllabic /r/, 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
sce that mother, father, and brother provide a very rarc example of how
subsequent sound changes can, very occasionally and entirely fortuitously,
restore a formal resemblance which had been obscured by a much carlier
sound change (figure 1.3). We have also now seen how brother and fiiar,
discussed in section 1.2.1, arc in fact cognate, both being ultimately from
proto-Indo-Europcan *bhratér. In thelattercase the development was: fiiar
< Old French fiere < Latin fi-dter < proto-Indo-European *bhrateér.

7 In the reconstructions *matér and *bhratér the *a in the first syllable shows what
is now gencerally considered to have been the output of carlier *e/iz, i.e. the vowel *e¢
followed by a laryngeal which caused colouring and lengthening of the vowel. For a
fuller explanation of this sce section 4.4.1.
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Indo-European *matér *patér *bhriiter

cemedememmnee e Grimm’s Law -----ceefemeeen

|

Germanic (i) *mo'pér *fa'ber *bropér

-e--y-Verner's Law | --- <.

Germanic (ii) *moder *fader “bro]rer
Old English intervocalic voicing

|

Old English modor - freder brodor

| |
/d/ > 18/ before syllabic /r/
! |

modern English mother father brother

Fig 1.3 mother, father, and brother from proto-Indo-Europcan to modern English

1.2.5 Summary

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
clsewhere in Indo-Europcan.

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 fiiar 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
arc also cases where form history and meaning history arec 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 etymology?

1.3.1 Etymology, historical and comparative grammars, and dictionarics

Etymology is an essential tool in reconstructing the history of a language,
since a corpus of word historics provides a necessary basis for many other
aspects of historical linguistic work. Conversely, cach individual word his-
tory depends for its plausibility on the work that has been done in various
subficlds of historical linguistics. For instance, somcone interested in his-
torical semantics will want to look at the meaning histories of individual
words which have been traced through the application of ectymology, just
as an ctymologist will want to draw on the gencral observations about a
whole body of mecaning changes and their likely motivations which have
been identified by specialists 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 are found in the history of a
language, often also extending into its 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 friar an example of how ctymology interacts
with the functions of a historical grammar:

e Etymological investigation suggests that fiiar shows the continuation
of Middle English frere.

e A historical grammar identifics parallels such as briar and choir (them-
sclves the result of other ctymological investigations). Idecally, 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
ctymology 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 new explanation
to account for them.
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The best illustration of this may be to look at an cxample of how a
sound method may enable us to identify a case of chance resemblance. If
we start out, from an entirely uninformed perspective, by looking simply
for words which arc similar in form and meaning, English care and Latin
citra ‘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 sotus ‘filling,
full, satisfied, substantial’. However, English care is an inherited Germanic
word, with a good set of cognates from all branches of Germanic which
cnable us to reconstruct a proto-Germanic form *karg-. If we remember
Grimm’ Law, we will sec that proto-Germanic /k/ is not going to corre-
spond to Latin /k/, and in fact proto-Germanic *kard- is usually referred
to a proto-Indo-Europcan root *gar- with the meaning ‘to call, cry’. This
same root is probably reflected also by Latin garrire ‘to chatter’ (ultimately
the basc of English garrulous). Latin ciira shows the regular development
of an carlier form *koisa, 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
proto-Germanic *kard-. In fact some doubts have been raised about the
conncction of proto-Germanic *kardg- with proto-Indo-European *gar-.'8
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 citra remains impossible, even if we have no viable ctymology for
*karéd-: we do not need to have an alternative explanation in order to reject
an impossible ctymology.

Latin deus ‘god’ and Grecek theds ‘god’ are another pair of words which
arc synonymous and have a superficial resemblance in form, but which the
mecthodology 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-Europcan *dhesos. We can thus make
an important generalization: comparativereconstruction provides an essen-
tial tool for quickly eliminating very many cases of chance resemblance
in form and mecaning, just as it identifies many cognates which have little
or no superficial resemblance in form or meaning.!? It also leaves us with

8 See for instance (in German) Rix (2001) 161.
¥ For an excellent and much more detailed account of these and related issues sce
Campbell (2003).
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very many rather doubtful cases, some examples of which we will examine
later. . ' '

Sometimes ‘ectymology’ has been seen as almost synonymous with ‘com-
parative reconstruction’, or at least it has been assumed that everything
clse 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 gencrally 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
cven in arcas such as Indo-European linguistics where the comparative
data is rclatively rich and plentiful. It tends to be most eflective in tracing
the origins of morphophonemic relationships, as between English mouse
and mice (sce scction 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.?? One very important and
justly famous success of internal reconstruction was Ferdinand dec Saus-
surc’s identification in the late nineteenth century of a series of hypothetical
sounds in proto-Indo-Europecan which he termed (in French) ‘coefficients
sonantiques’. These arc now gencrally recognized as a serics 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 studicd in detail in the carly twenticth century, long after Saussure’s
initial hypothesis based on internal reconstruction, provided crucial data
which confirmed the reconstruction.?! We will return to this topic, and to
its implications for the sound represented by *2 in the proto-Indo-Europcan
reconstructed forms given here, in section 4.4.1.

20 For thorough accounts of internal reconstruction see Fox (1995) or Ringe (2003).

2! For short accounts of this sec for example Fortson (2004) 75-6; also IHock (1991)
545--9, Clackson (2007) 53-61, or Millar (2007) 322--7.

!

WHY STUDY ETYMOLOGY? 25

Aside from historical and comparative grammars, etymology is also
a crucial scholarly tool in historical lexicography. Historical dictionarics
present in lincar form the word histories which are treated thematically in
grammars: in grammars wc can scc the connections between the develop-
ments shown by individual words, while in historical dictionaries we can
scc 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 Historical 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 arca 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 scen a good deal of
borrowing, and where the semantic relationship between for example hand
and manual ‘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 manual is ultimately a derivative formation from a word
meaning ‘hand’, but the word in question is Latin manus ‘hand’ (plus a
Latin suflix - alis which forms adjectives with the meaning ‘conncected with’)
rather than English hand. Latin manuéilis was borrowed into English (via
French) as manual in the fifteenth century. For a time it competed with a
word with the same meaning which did have a transparent formal 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 suffix -y (which has a function
similar to Latin -alis), although this is not the full stoi‘y: handy probably
originally arosc as a result of reanalysis of the word handiwork, which was
itself formed much carlier. handiwork is not (as we may at first assumc)
formed from handy and work but from hand and the obsolete noun geweorc
‘work’, which is a derivative of Old English weore ‘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 /jeweark/. In
course of time phonetic reduction occurred in the unstressed medial syllable
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of landgeweorc, giving the form handiwork, 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 semanticconnection with
one another. Thus, a word which means ‘performed by hand’ will very likely
be related in form to a word meaning ‘hand’: in English we can imagine
compound formations such as *hand-done (compare handmade) or deriva-
tive formations such as *landish, handly, or indeed handy. The asterisk here
indicates entirely hypothetical word forms, rather than reconstructed word
forms as we saw before with *sada- in section 1.2.4. The word handly has
no asterisk because it is in fact recorded several times in Middle English,
and with precisely the meaning ‘manual’. It was thus another synonym in
competition with manual and handy.

This sort of relationship is called an iconic one: 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-mecaning relationship between the complex word and its
component parts. (We 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 /iund has not been replaced by a parallel borrowing
of (Anglo-)French main or Latin manus. We will look at different 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 nanual
and handbook in modern English. Both denote a book containing con-
cise information readily to hand. manual shows borrowing from (Anglo-)
French manual, which is itself from Latin manudle. handbook was formed
as a calque or loan translation (see section 5.1.2) on the model of Latin
manuale, although in modern use it owesits currency mostly to the influence
of German Handbuch in the ninceteenth century (which was also formed on
the model of Latin manuale).

handiwork shows another typical process, where the composition of a
word has become obscured or opaque with the passage of time. Had Old
English geweorc survived into Middle English it would have had the form
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*iworlk (or more properly *iwerfk), and so it 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 liand, -y, and
work. This reanalysis leads to the appearance of the adjective randy, and
probably also to the remodelling of the word handcraft as handicraft. Thus,
loss of other words in the linguistic system can lcad to what were originally
transparent relationships becoming opaque. Opacity can also result from
many other factors, such as sound change. The great counter-force is anal-
ogy, in this casc leading to reanalysis of handiwork and the formation of new
words on the same pattern, thus sctting up a new sct of correspondences
between form and meaning, albeit ones quite different from those found
carlier in the word’s history. (We will look at the workings of analogy in
detail in chapter 7.)

We sce 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 fascinating aspects
of etymology: we can move quite swiftly from interesting information which
helps inform our understanding of the historical relationships between
words in cveryday 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 fallacy

It may seem odd to spend part of this chapter discussing what etymology
is not for, but the misconceptions arc very widespread, and colour many
popular ideas about word histories. Additionally, of course, in examining
whatetymology is not about, we will uncover a good deal of what it 1'call‘y is
about, and we will also see some further illustrations 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 frequently, 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 ‘unctymo-
logical’ and hence ‘invalid’ (or at least ‘less valid’). This attitude certainly
has a vencrable history: the word etymology is itsclf ultimatcly from ancient

O
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Greck etumologia, which is formed from étumos ‘true’ and logos ‘word,
speech’, hence denoting ‘the study of true meanings or forms’. 22 '

Perhaps the casiest way to illustrate the assumptions lying behind tlic
ctymological fallacy is to look at some verbal controversies of the relatively
recent past. Today use of the word meticulous in the sense ‘painstakingly
careful’ is perfectly normal and does not invite any negative reaction, but
in the late nineteenth and carly twenticth 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 first occurs in English
(as also in French) in the sixteenth and seventeenth centurics 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 darc scc blood
drawn’).?* The word resurfaces in French in the carly nincteenth century
in the sense ‘overscrupulous’, with the connotation ‘fearful of making a
mistake’, and it swiftly enters English in this sense, being found in 1827
in Blaclkwood's Magazine: ‘He does many things which we oursclves, 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 OLD: ‘Subsequently usually in
more positive sense: carcful, punctilious, scrupulous, precise’. As we will sce
in chapter 8, this is a very [ar from unusual process of semantic change: the
word’s meaning has first narrowed, and then it has developed more positive
connotations or ameliorated — or in this particular instance, it 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 ecarly twenticth
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 of English Usage (1989) 634.)

22 On thecarly history of the word and the concept see the short sketch in Lass (2007)
§8.1.1 and further references there, and also the discussion in the four chronological
volumes of Lepschy (1994a), (1994b), (1998), and Morpurgo Davics (1998). On the
study of the ctymology of English words up to 1882, when the first fascicle of the
OFED appeared, sce Gorlach (2002b) 71-136. On ctymology in the twenticth century
sec especially Malkiel (1993).

23 Sce OED3 at meticulous adj., as also for the quotation from Blackwood’s Magazine
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’ (comparec modern English noxious, 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

nincteenth century. As late as 1902 we find in William James Varieties of

Religious Experience: “The impulse...is...far too immediate and sponta-
ncous an expression of self-despair and anxicty to be obnoxious to any such
reproach.’?* However, from the late seventeenth century onwards we find a
sense which the OED defines as: ‘Offensive, objectionable, odious, highly
disagreeable. Now esp. (of a person): giving offence, acting objectionably;
extremely unpleasant, highly dislikeable.” This results from association with
noxious, and has become the usual sense in modern English (indeed it is
the only one for which the OE D records any examples later than 1902), but
in the nineteenth century use in this sense was a matter of contention, and
again the focus of debatc was the word’s ctymology. (For a summary sce
again Webster's Dictionary of English Usage (1989) 676.)

These are both complex words, and their original meaning is to some
cxtent guessable for people who know some Latin because the composi-
tion of each word 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 closc in form
to their Latin etymons, so that the historical connection between the two
is fairly obvious, as in the cases of meticulous or obnoxious. 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 different language some two thousand years later. However, so far
as the scientific study of language is concerned, such assertions about the
authority of ‘etymological meanings’ arc quite irrelevant; or rather, if they
are relevant to anyone, it is to people studying attitudes towards language
use, rather than to etymologists. It is one 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

24 Seec OED3 at obnoxious adj.
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describing and explaining changes which have occurred in the past is a much
morec achicvable goal, and forms the main focus of this book. '

The changes in meaning shown by meticulous or obnoxious 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 pcople reading texts from,
carlier 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.
However, in the course of the Middle English period the word came to be
applicd more and more often specifically to the deer, and in carly 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 difficult, and in spite of the popularity of this
example in the literature, there is no generally accepted explanation.?

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 eflects. 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 praisc).

We will look in more detail at the mechanisms of meaning change in
chapter 8, but we should alrcady be able to put the etymological fallacy
to onc side if we consider how foolish it would be to asscrt 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 Greck in
fact means an antidote against a venomous bite). Earlier in this chapter we

25 For onc attempt scc Samuels (1972) 734, who cxamines the relationships between
the terms beast, hart, and deer in Middle English, and suggests that the homophony
between ftart and heart may have blocked adoption of hart as a general term for the deer,
while partial homophony between deer and the adjective dear may have been a pressurce
against continued 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, genuine ambiguity must rarely if cver have occurred.
Sce further discussion of arguments of this type in section 3.8.
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saw a similarly dramatic semantic development in the word sad: it would be
absurd to suggest today that sad should be used only in the sensc ‘satisfied’
becausc of its ctymology.

1.4 What an etymologist does

Our initial investigation of the comparative method has given a firstillustra-
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 arc almost certain to
be true: there will be few, if any, blinding flashes of insight, and any that do
occur will be the result of a good deal of painstaking work. Gathering data
together (from important source texts, from corpora, from dictionarics,
or from the work of previous rescarchers) is likely to figure 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 onc hypothesis after another, and probably discarding most of
them as they run aground in insuperable diflicultics. 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 (yct) 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
onc puts the hypothesis to one side for a little while and comes back to it
another day, to sece whether onc had overlooked an obvious difliculty. Only
then may one begin to fecl that perhaps some real progr;::ss 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 varicty of diflerent
perspectives. Is there any difficulty semantically? Can we find parallels for
any changes in meaning that we assume? Is the connection acceptable
phonologically? If phonological changes arc posited, arc they plausible, and
do we have parallels for them? Are any morphological relationships which
arc posited plausible, and are they supported by parallels? Finally, :is this




32 INTRODUCTION

hypothesis demonstrably preferable to any others which have been proposed
or which we can formulate? ' ‘

More often than not, the word history which emerges from this process
will reflect the work of more than one rescarcher. A lot of ctymological
rescarch involves taking up the threads of past investigations, carclully
going through the work of previous researchers (who perhaps worked gener-
ations ago), and secing whether new data or new insights help reinforce and
conlirm a hypothesis suggested by carlicr research, or instead challenge this
hypothesis, or even suggest a new one. Fortunately, a lot of ectymological
work ages rather well. Of course, we must always be very carcful 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 excrcised,
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 discussing
Verner’s Law, many of the most important advances in the development
of linguistic reconstruction and the comparative method belong to the late
nincteenth 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 a language, with numer-
ous links to its grammar also. Any change in our understanding of onc
part of that system may have cchoes 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 sct of new solutions to old
problems. One should bear in mind the adage of the great French compara-
tive linguist and ctymologist Antoine Meillet that a language is ‘un systéme
...ou tout se tient’, ‘a system where everything is connected’ (Meillet (1921)
16; also cited in similar form at many other points in Meillet’s work: see
Koerner (1999)). 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 conncctions 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 spccialist
vocabularies of diflerent groups and communities. When we take account of
such issucs, we are likely to produce much better ctymologics, and we may
also make some important discoverics about social and cultural history.

As we have seen, a lot of argumentation in etymology, whether it concerns
form history or meaning history, works on the basis of establishing parallels,
in order to identify regular patterns of language change which lend support
to individual ctymologies. 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 linguistics 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. It was described with
characteristic boldness by one of the great ctymologists of the twenticth
century, Walther von Wartburg:

Today the task of ctymology is no longer solely to look for the root of a word or
group of words. It must follow the group in question throughout the whole period
during which it belongs to the language, in all its ramifications and all its relations to
other groups, constantly asking the questions appropriate to etymology in the strict
sense of the word.

(von Wartburg, tr. Reid (1969) 121)2

We may not always be able to answer all of the questions that such an
investigation poses, and sometimes therc 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.

% Dic Erforschung des Radix cines Wortes oder eciner Wortgruppe ist heute nicht mehr
dic einzige Aufgabe der Etymologie. Sic hat die zu betrachtende Wortgruppe in ihrer
Veriistelung und mit all ihren Bezichungen zu anderen Gruppen withrend der ganzen
Zcit, da sic ciner Sprache angehért, zu verfolgen, ohne jemals die ctymologisicrende
Fragestellung aufzugeben.

(von Wartburg (1962) 120-1)
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In chapter 1 we encountered some of the main characteristica of etymology,
its aims, and some important features of its methodology. We considered
some cxamples of change in word meaning and change in word form, and
began to look at some of the mechanisms by which both of thesc occur.
We will return to these topics in more detail later. In this chapter 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
cach dictionary entry, and the status and selection of these words can scem
to be a given. However, the identification of words as coherent entitics for
study raiscs a number of quite complex questions. Additionally, sclection of
which words to concentrate on is a far from trivial matter.

2.1 What are words?

2.1.1 Problems of definition

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 lamiliar 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, cte. In literate societies lay conceptions of
word boundaries (i.e. where one word ends and another begins) arc 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 socicties.! However,
it is also notoriously difficult to definc a ‘word’ in a way which makes scnsc
consistently at all levels of linguistic 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 affect etymological research.?

2.1.1.1 Spelling A non-specialist from most modern literate socictics who
is asked what a word is will probably say that the words in a sentence are the
things written with a space on cither 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 [rom any analysis of
linguistic structure: by this criterion, words are the things that people write
as separate words (i.c. with spaces between them) because they perccive
them as scparate words (whatever that may mean).

Written language also tends to be rather inconsistent in its treatment of
certain kinds of units. Any survey cven of published written English will
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 clements. Thus /unchbox can also appear as cither /unch box or
lunch-box, and cven dictionaries do not agrec on which to list as a preferred
spelling. We would have to resort to some very odd rcasoning to argue that
lunchbox is one word but /unch box is two: both have the same meaning and
behave the same way syntactically, as does /unch-box, and in the spoken
language the pronunciation is the same for all three. This leads to the

I Sce further Bauer (2003) 57, Sapir (1921) 34-5.

2 For detailed discussion of most of the points in this section sce e.g. Bauer (2003),
which I have largely followed here, or (with some slightly different perspectives)
Adams (2001: 2--5), Booij (2007: 281-94), 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 Meaning One uscful and conventional way of think‘ing about

words as linguistic units is that a word is a linguistic sign which has both
form 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 of & word: words are minimal units of meaning
in a sentence. However, a little reflection will present us with some major
problems. It is not always possible to infer the established, conventional or
institutionalized meaning of phrases from their constituent words: consider
idioms like it’s raining cats and dogs (and sce 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 somecone
knows the word vinaceous ‘of the colour of red wine’ they are unlikely to
have any more difliculty in understanding the derivative formations vina-
ceousness or vinaceously than the phrasc very vinaceous, although they will
probably never have encountered these particular derivative words before.
(Both words arc extremely rare, and even a Google scarch shows only a
couple of examples of eaci.)

2.1.1.3 Phonological criteria  Phonological criteria can provide very usclul
cvidence 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 proto-Germanic more accurately on the first syllable
of a lexical root, rather than on prefixes.) In some other languages, such
as modern English, cach word has a particular syllable on which the main
stress will normally fall if that word is stressed in a sentence (e.g. 'kindness,
in'eptitude, incon'solable); but this is not true of all languages.

Some phonological processes apply only at particular positions in a word.
In the history of German a sound change occurred by which obstrucents
were devoiced when they occurred word-finally, but not when they occurred
medially or initially, giving rise to a situation in modern German where c.g.
Rat ‘counsel’ and Rad ‘wheel’ are homophonous in the nominative singular
(both /ra:t/) but not in inflected case forms in which an inflectional ending
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follows the obstruent (c.g. genitive singular Rates /ra:tos/ ‘of counsel’ beside
Rades /ra:das/ ‘of a wheel’).* 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
boundarics, such as the assimilatory devoicing in English /haftu:/ as a
realization of /ave to. This is usually called external sand hi, following the
terminology of the ancient Sanskrit grammarians.

2.1.1.4 Morphological criteria A commonly cited morphological criterion
is that words arc uninterruptible units, although there are cxceptions, as for
instance when expletives are inserted in the middle of a word in English, c.g.
absobloominglutel y.

2.1.2 Problems of analysis

In addition to there being no gencrally 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.c. syntactic combinations of more than
onc word. In English it is notoriously diflicult 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 «
blucic bird is a noun phrase. blackbird has reference to a particular varicty of
bird, and if someone calls a crow a blackbird they will be using the English
languagein anidiosyncratic way that is unlikely to be understood by anyone
clse. However, if somcone 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. Converscly, female and younger male blackbirds
arc mostly brown. Even white blackbirds sometimes 6ccur, and they are
still blackbirds, albeit uncharacteristic ones, although they arc not black
birds. 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:

¥ Fordiscussion of this particular phenomenon from a number of different theoretical
standpoints see Lass (1984).
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e 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 lunchbox, lunch-box, lunch 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.

o blackbird shows stress on the first clement, while black bird shows stress
on bird, the head of the phrase. But consider blackcurrant, in American
English typically ‘blackcurrant, but in British English typically black
‘currant (cxcept sometimes as the first element in a compound, when
the stress may be shifted, c.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, ctc. (e.g. Station '‘Road, Cemetery 'Road, Park 'Lane,

Shaftesbury 'Avenue).*

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

e We may talk about a very black bird, or indeed a very black blackbird,
but not *a very blackbird.

However, this criterion often conflicts with what we might predict from the
position of the stress. red admiral, the name of a type of butterfly, has stress
on the second element, suggesting phrasal status, but we cannot speak of
a very red admiral or the reddest admiral (at least, not if we are speaking
about the butter(ly; cither phrase would be perfectly plausible if referring to
the left-wing politics or the flushed face of a naval officer).

4 For a useful discussion of these sce Plag (2005).
> For a recent summary sce Bauer (2006a), and also Bauer (1998a); for a sample of
rather different views sce Booij (2007) or Gicgerich (2004).
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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
rcalize that the simple 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, ctymologists cannot
avoid interesting themselves very closely in many units much larger than
the word. Very many phraseshave complex meanings and complex histories
which require etymological cxplanation. 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.:

e upon < up andon

e goodbye shows a contraction of God be with you, with remodeclling of
the first element after good day, good night, ctc.

e the phrase at one > the adverb arone, on which the 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 a main beside English handbag. We can also
cxamine the ctymologies of units smaller than the word, for cxample
derivational aflixes such as pre-, un-, -ness, ctc., and even morphological
inflections, although these do raise some rather different 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 cvidence, then we cannot
possibly pay attention to the etymology of every word ever uttered, or even
cvery 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 arc immediately transparent in
meaning (when heard in the appropriate context) to other speakers of that
language. Additionally, ncarly all such words fail to enter more cxtensive
usage, and remain ‘one-off's’ or nonce formations (although the same word
may well be formed again, quite scparately, by other speakers on other

occasions).
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2.1.4 Word forms and word meanings

If we return to the expression of meaning by words, we can observe that
some words, like ¢ or the, have grammatical content but no other meaning
content. Other words, like haddock or ankle, have clear meaning content.
Many words have multiple established meanings, i.c. they are 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 office (an abstract social role),
or we can say that a container is fu/l (there is no room left in it) or that the
moon is full (none of the side turned towards the carth is in shade). In fact,
meanings are often stretched or extended in particular contexts. It is only
when particular new or extended mecanings of words in particular contexts
become institutionalized, i.c. used fairly frequently by different speakers of
a language, and perhaps cxtended to other contexts, that they begin to be
recorded in dictionarics. We will return to this point and its importance for
ctymological rescarch in chapter 8.

Additionally, we need to distinguish between different homonyms, i.c.
quite separate words which happen to be identical in form. For instance,
distinct homonyms arec 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 different historics.
However, these two criteria do not always coincide, as we will explore in
detail in section 3.3.

Mecaning is also expressed by the inflections of a word, e.g. in the sin-
gular/plural distinction between giraffelgiraffes, boardlboards, fishifishes,
manlmen, ctc. Technically, these inflected forms are distinct word forms,
which belong to a single unit called a lexeme. In order to identify the lexeme
to which the word forms giraffe and giraffes both correspond, we normally
usc what is called the citation form, i.c. the form that we can look up in a
dictionary. So giraffe is the citation form of the lexeme which has the word
forms giraffe and giraffes (also giraffe’s, giraffes’). Sometimes small capitals
arc used to identify lexemes, e.g. GIRAFFE, MAN. Note. that in the case of
manl/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 find 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 onc another. Thus, was and is arc not inflected 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, worse 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) arec word
forms of the lexeme BE, and that worse and worst arc word forms of the
lexeme BAD (and also of the lexeme BADLY). Interestingly, in the case of
worse and worst this pattern is relatively modern. Both forms go back to
the Old English period (Old English wyrsa and wyrst), and they have been
the antonyms of better and best (Old English betra 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 yfe/ (modern English evil). In early Middle English we find a new
adjective /// in many of the same senses as evil, and worse and worst arc also
found as its comparative and superlative. Finally, bad becomes increasingly
common in senses formerly expressed by evil and ill, and gradually worse
and worst become established as its comparative and superlative forms.
However, there is a long transitional period in which worse and worst arc
found in paradigmatic relationships with all of these three words, c.g. we
find examples of fiom evil to worse, firom ill to worse, and from 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 diflerent vari-
ants realize the same grammatical [orm of a single lexical item. Modern
standardized written languages do much to disguise this sort of variation,
but consider the regional dilferences in pronunciation between for example
/tu0/ tooth in the English West Midlands as against /tu:0/ elsewhere, or the
variation in the pronunciation of either as / i:0a/ or / a105/ in the speech of
different individuals in both Britain and the US. This is an issue that we will
look at in muchmore detail in chapter 3.

In this book, I will normally use ‘word’ rather loosely in the sense ‘lex-
cme’, and I will refer to words by their citation forms. This is not normally
a problem in ctymological work, so long as we have a more sophisticated
terminology available for instances where we need to teasc the various
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distinctions apart more carcfully, and so long as we remain awarc of the
bundle of different 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 are stored
in one’s memory and form part of one’s competence in speaking a particular
language, even if this only involves sclection of the correct preposition or
adverb in verbal constructions such as to sober up, or sclection between for
cxample to engage in ‘to participate in’ and to engage with ‘to cstablish a
meaningful contact or conncction with’. In these particular cases it might
be possible to interpret the meaning of the expression correctly cven if
onc has not encountered it before, i.c. to apprehend it passively even if it
lies outside one’s active competence, but it is questionable how far most
speakers cver stop to analyse idiomatic expressions such as to catch up on,
to give (something ) up, to leave off (doing something ), on the one hand . . . on
the other hand, to run (someone) to ground.

There is thus a very strong case for listing idiomatic expressions in dic-
tionarics, so long as they are in sufliciently common usc. They are often
denoted lcchnica]l‘y by the broader term lexical item, as distinct from incli-
vidual words or lexemes. However, not cvery lexical item that is listed in a
dictionary automatically requires ctymological investigation. We may feel
that constructions such as to engage in and to engage with will normally be
outside the scope of etymological rescarch. 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 carlicr
usc had the senses ‘side of the body’ and more generally ‘side, direction’
(e.g. in an example from 1548 ‘on the other hand or side of the gate’®).
The origin of to run (someone) to ground is understandable only when one
realizes it originated in the specialist language of fox-hunting, referring to
hounds running a fox to its burrow or carth. 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 run out of steam ‘to lose
impetus or enthusiasm’ (which originated in the age of the stcam engine) or

S Sce OED at hand n.! sensc B.4.
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to have shot one’s bolt ‘to have done all that onc could do’ (which originated
in the age of the crossbow), whilc others reflect otherwisc obsolete or ncar-
obsolete senses of words, c.g. to cut a caper ‘to make a playful, skipping
movement, to act ridiculously’ (showing cut in the sense ‘to perform or
cxecute’ and caper ‘a frolicsome leap, especially in dancing’). Some originate
in quotations, e.g. biblical quotations or paraphrase such as to turn the other
cheek or to take someone’s name in vain, or quotations from Shakespeare
such as the mill of human kindness or the world’s your oyster. (This last
cxample becomes rather less opaque when the metaphor is heard in its
original fuller context: The Merry Wives of Windsor I1. ii. Falstall: I will
not lend thee a penny. Pistol: Why then, the world’s mine oyster Which I with
sword will open.) We will take up the difficult issues that such cases raise
about the role of non-linguistic, encyclopedic knowledge in etymological
rescarch in chapters 8 and 9. Some idioms remain stubbornly resistant to
all attempts to explain their origin, c.g. Bob’s your uncle ‘therc you arc’ (said
in a situation where a task becomes casy to complete) or the full monty
‘everything which is necessary, appropriate, or possible, the works’.

Sometimes idioms arise from remodelling of ecarlier expressions. For
instance, the rather opaque expression to have another thing coming (as
in, If you think you can get away with that, you have another thing coming)
becomes much more readily explicable when a little etymological research
reveals that it is an alteration of carlier to have another think coming, in
which think ‘action of thinking’ has been replaced by the commoner word
thing (perhaps as a result of homophony in casual speech), even though the
outcome is an idiom which is semantically much more opaque.

2.2 How new words arisc

As well as looking at word lorms and how they realize meaning, we can
look at structure within the word, and in a book on ctymology 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 Monomorphemic words and complex words

An important initial distinction is between monomorphemic words and
complex words. As the name implies, monomorphemic words arc com-
posed of only a single morpheme or meaningful unit. Examples which we
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encountered in chapter 1 include friar, sad, and deer: at lcast in modern
English, these words are unanalysable units, and if we understand 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
obvious. Other words are clearly anilysable, such as happiness, steadiness,
Jreshness, or closeness, although compare highness, which is analysable but
not transparent, at lcast not in its use as an honorific title. It is important to
note that it is not necessarily the case that these words are not also stored
in our memory; but we can analyse all of them from their component parts
(happy, steadly, fresh, close, high, and the suffix -ness), and all except highness
arc 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 dictio-
nary?
(i1) " 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
ctymologists: from the point of view of the contemporary language they
arc stand-alonc items which must have an origin and history which we will
want to trace. A good case can also be made for including all alTixes which
arc found in analysable words. (We will return to the ctymologics of affixes
in chapter 4.) The situation is much less clear-cut with words which arc
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 as friar in chapter 1. However, some are analysable,
usually because ecach of the elements of which they are composed have
also been borrowed. For instance, English imunicipality is a borrowing from
French nmumicipalité, 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 French nouns in -ité (and/or Latin nouns in
-itdas) 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
becomes much more diflicult 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 cxtent in all lan-
guages, although the extent varies greatly (sec chapter 5). We may fairly
safely conclude that all words which have been borrowed will be of some
interest to an ctymologist, since we will want to find out how, when, and
from which other language they have been borrowed. As we will sce in
chapters 5 and 0, these are very often diflicult questions to answer, because
of lack of evidence and/or difliculties 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.

It may thus scem 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 arc borrowed, just as they arc
uscd, by individuals, not by ‘languages’, and we may find that very different
sclections of borrowed words belong to the vocabularies ofparliculélr social
groups, geographical areas, etc., and even to the vocabularies of individuals
within those groups, arcas, ctc.

Lexical borrowing is one of the many arcas in which we can observe the
open-cnded naturc of the lexicon of a language. Even if we restrict our focus
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 different enthusiasms
for different cuisines, and accordingly they will have slightly different (active
or passive) vocabularics of food terms. The Italian bread name focaccia
has reasonable currency in contemporary British English, and also in many
other varieties of English. The OED has an entry for this word as an English
borrowing from Italian, with illustrative quotations dating back to 1881.
However, the carly quotations given in 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 find examples reflecting more
general currency of the word.

This particular example of a food term imported from another culture
may scem an obvious symptom of modern cosmopolitanism and hence not
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encountered in chapter 1 include friar, sad, and deer: at least in modern -

English, thesc words arc unanalysable units, and if we understand them it
must cither be because they are stored as meaningful units in our memory
or because a given context in which they appear makes their meaning
obvious. Other words are clearly andlysable, such as happiness, steadiness,
Sreshuess, or closeness, although compare /ighness, 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 case that these words arc not also stored
in our memory; but we can analysc all of them {rom their component parts
(happy, steady, fresh, close, high, and the sullix -ness), and all except highness
arc 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 dictio-
nary?
(ii) Arcwords of this type interesting to etymologists?

We can immediately conclude that any monomorphemic words in a lan-
guage will nced to be included in any etymological dictionary which claims
to be at all comprehensive, and that they will be of obvious interest to
ctymologists: from the point of view of the contemporary language they
arc stand-alone items which must have an origin and history which we will
want to trace. A good casc can also be made for including all affixes which
are found in analysable words. (We will return to the ctymologics of aflixes
in chapter 4.) The situation is much less clear-cut with words which arc
analysable, and we will need (o 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 arc typically
monomorphemic, such as friar in chapter 1. However, some are analysable,
usually because cach of the clements of which they are composed have
also been borrowed. For instance, English municipality is a borrowing from
French municipalité, but it is analysable, because municipal has also been
borrowed, and the ending -itp is familiar as the ending of a great many
abstract nouns borrowed {rom French nouns in -i¢é (and/or Latin nouns in
-itas) and has also become productive within English. Often it is difTicult
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 gencrally
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 cxtent in all lan-
guages, although the extent varies greatly (sec chapter 5). We may fairly
safely conclude that all words which have been borrowed will be of some
interest to an etymologist, since 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 arc very often difficult questions to answer, because
of lack of evidence and/or diflicultics of analysis. If we arc even rcasonably
inquisitive about the ulterior historics of words, we will also want to dclve
further than this, and discover whether the word in the donor language is
itself analysable and what its history is.

It may thus scem 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 arc borrowed, just as they arc
used, by individuals, not by ‘languages’, and we may find that very different
selections of borrowed words belong to the vocabularies of particular social
groups, gecographical areas, etc., and even to the vocabularies of individuals
within those groups, arcas, ctc.

Lexical borrowing is onc of the many arcas in which we can obscrve the
open-ended naturc of thelexicon of a language. Even if werestrict our focus
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 different enthusiasms
for diferent cuisines, and accordingly they will have slightly different (active
or passive) vocabularies of food terms. The Italian bread name focaccia
has reasonable currency in contemporary British English, and also in many
other varieties of English. The OED has an entry for this word as an English
borrowing from Italian, with illustrative quotations dating back to 1881.
However, the carly quotations given in the OED present the word as an
unusual item which authors fecl the need to explain to their readers, and
it is not until relatively recent years that we find examples reflecting more
general currency of the word.

This particular example of a food term imported from another culture
may secm an obvious symptom of modern cosmopolitanism and hence not
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applicable to carlicr historical periods, but in fact we find that imported
items (foodstuffs, items of manufacture, etc.) are a very frequent source
of new borrowings in almost all cultures and almost all historical periods.
Incvitably, whenever we have a reasonably large body of historical data,
we can ask, but nol 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.”

Additionally, we should remember that mobility of individuals or groups
between different speech communitics is hardly a modern innovation, and
much recent work in linguistics has highlighted just how typical (and indced
normal) bilingualism and multilingualism 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 specakers actually show borrowing at all, and if not how great the
connection between the processes is. However, as soon as we are dcaling
with a situation where people speak more than one language, it is fairly cer-
tain that there will be some interchange of lexis between the two languages,
cven if this is restricted to technical or specialist registers.

We can thus see that in any language a core of 'well-cstablished borrowings
is likely to be surrounded by a periphery of much less well-cstablished ones.
Wherever there is a language contact situation, any large sample of actual
usage is likely 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 yct more
apparent if we now consider new words which are formed within a language
rather than borrowed from another language.

2.2.3 New formations: aspects of affixation and compounding

One very common method of forming new words is by aflixation (or deriva-
tion). Both prefixes (which involve addition of material at the beginning of a
base, c.g. uit-, in-, pre-) and suffixes (which involve addition of material at the
end of a basc, e.g. -ness, -ment, -1y) are common in very many languages. We
will look at both in detail in chapter 4. Much more rarely infixes arc [ound,

7 For a detailed discussion of the general importance in etymological rescarch of
paying attention to how words can shift between specialist vocabularies and general
usage scc von Wartburg (1969) 107-14.
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which interrupt a morphological base; in its inflectional morphology (rather
than its derivational morphology) proto-Indo-Europcan probably had an
infix *-n- which formed present stems as part ol its verbal system, reflected
in for instance English stand.® We sometimes also find circumfixes, which
involve addition simultancously of material at the beginning and the end of
a basc; by some analyscs a circumfix is shown by the ge- -¢ which is added to
the stem of weak verbs in modern German to form the past participle, ase.g.
gefragt ‘asked’, past participle of fragen ‘to ask’ (stem frag-), 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).? In
scction 4.4.1 we will look at ablaut, the systematic employment of variation
in a stem vowel to mark diflerent 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 basc word plus something elsc (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 form and word meaning is termed iconic.
(See further section 4.5.)

2.2.4 Productivity

If an affix is productive, i.c. capable of [orming new words, it can some-
times gencrate an cnormous number of new word forms.!® The process
may be open-ended; this is particularly clearly illustrated by alfixes which

8 Sce Plag (2003) 101-4 for an argument that derivational infixation is shown in
modern English in expletive insertion of the sort shown by absobloominglutely (see also
scction 2.1.1.4). On the distinction between derivation and inflection see Plag (2003)
14-16.

9 Circumfixation should be distinguished from the simultancous addition of both a
prefix and a suflix in cases like decaffeinate < de- + caffein + -ate, where de- and -ate
remain distinct aflixes with distinct meaning and function. Such formations arc normally
called parasynthetic, .

' For a detailed analysis of morphological productivity see Bauer (2001); 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 cxactly the same way by all scholars.
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can attach to names to form new lexical items, like -ism in Thatcherism,
Stalinism, ctc. New derivational formations may be formed at almost'zmy
time within the context of a particular utterance, and be understood within
the context of that utterance. An influential study in this areca is Baaycn
and Renouf (1996), in which the authors looked at frequencies of word
forms with the aflixes -Iy, -ness, -ity, un-, and in- in the British newspaper
The Times over a period between 1989 and 1993. They found very large
numbers of forms which occurred only once in this corpus, and which were
not recorded in any dictionaries.!! Their lindings point strongly to very
many of these formations being genuinely onc-ofl nonce uses (examples
include archdulcely, composerly, conductorly), which readers of the news-
paper process clTon‘llcsSly by means of their knowledge of the productive
word-forming patterns of the language. These words arc not stored in the
reader’s memory, and yet they pose no problems for interpretation. Baayen
and Renouf concentrated on words formed with derivational suffixes, but
we can find just as great 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 are 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 hearer/reader’s knowledge of the syntactic pat-
terns of a language. Other words arc stored in our memory, including some
which are perfectly transparent and analysable. Some pcople will encounter
and/or use some words regularly which some other people never encounter:
Baayen and Renouf’s composerly, conductorly, and even archdulcely 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
cach 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

I Additionally, they found that formations with the native, non-borrowed affixes -/y,
-ness, and un- appeared to be much more frequent than would be suggested if one worked
simply from the wordlists of dictionaries.

12 For an overview of this topic sce Aitchison (2003).
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an impossible endecavour if new words are continually arising in the speech
or writing of diftferent individual speakers and writers on a daily basis,
and if different individuals will have diflerent 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 unanalysable) meanings and word forms which we have
already encountered, and by the diachronic processes of institutionalization
and lexicalization by which these commonly come about.

2.3 Lexicalization

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

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 we looked
at in the preceding section. Institutionalized words, while they remain (at
least relatively) transparent, arc 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.

lunchbox is, compositionally, a transparent compound of /unch and box,
and we arc 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 packed lunch (or othermeal). Formerly, any of various

types and sizes of receptacle, sometimes also carrying crockery, ctc., but now usually
a smalllidded 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

13 Sce for example Bauer (1983) 45-50. For a thorough overview of this ficld sce
Brinton and Traugott (2005).
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transporting lunch to a workplace or, especially, to school. This suggests
that it is an institutionalized word for this item. If someone called the same
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 formation which we would interpret from the context in
which it occurred, and we would soon conclude that it was intended as a
synonym of the institutionalized word Junchbox. Te 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 snap-tin. Snap was a word for a light meal, and hence the compound
was transparent, if institutionalized. However, today snap-tins (i.c. the
physical objects) tend to be encountered only as collectables or museum
picces, and the word itself is encountered cither as the name associated with
these artefacts or in recollections of a bygone world. Internet discussions
sometimes speculate on the meaning of suap 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 snap ‘quick or sudden closing of the
jaws or tecth in biting’ (compare «a bite to eat), which is in turn related to
the verb snap. We 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 we can intuit from the modern use of
the word. Hence we sce that for some speakers at least the term is not just
institutionalized but lexicalized: they call this sort of box a snap-tin, but at
least some of them arc not surc why.

Lexicalization is an important process in any study of etymology, because
it is key to explaining many word histories. In the casc of snap-tin it is both
the meaning and the composition of the word that have become not just
institutionalized but opaque: somcone encountering the word lunchbox for
the first time will have a good idea of what a lunchbox is simply from the
composition of the word (even though they may miss some of the nuances
of the institutionalized meaning), but somcone encountering the word snap-
tin for the first time is going to need to make carcful usc 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.

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

(1) Semantic change occurs, cither in the lexicalized word or in onc or
more of its constituent elements (i.c. the words, aflixes, ctc. from which
it is composed)

(2) The word may become ‘orphaned’ as a result of one or more of its
constituent clements becoming obsolete

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

Of'ten, more than one of these processes is [ound in a single word history,
and it is sometimes hard to tell in what order they occurred. It is also
often difficult to tell when a word became opaque, and a word may well
remain transparent {or some speakers when it is alrcady opaque for others.
Any change which results in the original morphological composition of
a word becoming opaque is sometimes referred to as demorphemization
or demorphologization (sec e.g. Brinton and Traugott (2005) 52-4): for
instance, in the case of handiwork which we 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 lexicalization

So far we have looked at /unchbox, a word which has an institutionalized
meaning but is of transparent composition, and snap-tin, which is opaque
for some speakers, but is also now a rather rare word. However, very many
perlectly common words have shown a historical development from being
analysable and transparent to being completely unanalysable 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 /idsbonda, in the cleventh century, in the sense
‘the master of a house, the male hecad of a houschold’. It is a borrowing
from Old Norse /uisbondi (with assimilation to the class of weak masculine
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nouns, hence theending -a in the nominative case in Old English). However,
the composition of /uishonda would have been transparent to speakers of
Old English, since the first element /iis is identical in form and meaning to
its Old English cognate /uis ‘house’, and the second clement bondi ‘peasant
owning his own house and land, frecholder, franklin, yeoman’ was also
borrowed into late Old English as bonda (i.c. again with assimilation to
the class of weak nouns). Indeed, as with many borrowed compounds, it
could alternatively be argued that hitsbonda was formed in Old English
from /uts and bonda on the model of Old Norse /iutshbondi (sce section 5.1
for discussion of this topic, and also 5.2 for terminological complications to
do with the term ‘Old Norsc’). In the Middle English period the vowel in the
first 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 affecting long vowels, as house did, with the result
that the first clement of the word became opaque, since hus- /huz/ (later
/haz/ or /hoz/) showed no obvious relation to house /havs/. (We will return
to the Great Vowel Shift in section 7.2.3.) Old English bonda is continued
by Middle English and early modern English honde, bond, but the word is
now obsolete. /usband has thus become opaque as a result of’:

e semantic specialization

e formal change in its first syllable (and diflerent formal change in the
parent word /ouse)

e obsolescence of the word which forms its second element

As is typical in such cases, it would be very dilTicult to identify exactly
when the word ceased to be transparent. If we consider that a language
is something spoken by large numbers of individuals, we 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 spcakers at the same time. In fact, the evidence of spelling
forms and recorded mecanings in the OED suggests considerable overlap
both between diflerent meanings and between different forms in the history
of this word, just as we find in a great many other cascs as well. Additionally,
if we are trying to assess whether people in the past perceived a word as a
transparent compound, we will always be engaging in guesswork to some
degree: we can show that in such and such a period the language contained
relevant word forms, so that someonc so minded could make the connection
between simplex word and compound word, but we 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 we cannot show when it ceased to
be analysed. (It can be dilficult to gauge whether a word is perceived as a
transparent compound even by contemporary speakers.)

To take another example, English /ord was also originally a compound,
cven though in modern English it is both monomorphemic and monosyl-
labic. It is recorded in Old English most commonly in the form /iaford,
but also once in the form /idfiveard. 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, ildfiveard is almost certainly the
carlier form of the word, showing a compound of A/df (modern English
loaf’) and weard ‘keeper’ (modern English ward); the original meaning was
thus metaphorical, referring to the role of the head of a houschold as owner
and provider of the food caten by his servants and dependants. In the more
usual Old English form /laford with reduced sccond syllable the connection
with weard is already obscured, and very possibly no connection with /ilif
was felt cither. Certainly, all formal connection with /oaf is lost in the
reduced monosyllabic form /lord which becomes the usual form from the
middle of the Middle English period. lady (Old English hlifdige) probably
shows a similar origin, < /laf + an otherwise unrecorded word with the
meaning ‘kneader’ ultimately related to dough. (In this instance e/ in the
Old English word form shows the sound change known as /-mutation: sce
scction 7.2.4.)

In cach of these cases changes in word form have played a major part
in making the etymologics and carly meanings of the words opaque, i.c.
demorphologization has occurred. In other cases change in mecaning is
much more important than change in word form. The word handsome is
formed from hand and the suflix -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 diflerent relationships with the base word, e.g. quarrelsome,
bothersome, loathsome, fearsome, 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’, ctc. In some




54 WHAT IS A WORD? WHICH WORDS NEED ETYMOLOGIES?

other cases the parent word has simply become obsolete, as in the case
of winsome (from Old English wynn ‘joy’); viewed synchronically, it has
become unanalysable and so a unique morph (moré commonly called a
cranberry morph, for reasons we will see in section 2.6). In the case of
handsome the situation is rather different. The first clement is hand, and
this is still very clear from the written form of the word. There is often no
/d/ in the spoken form, but careful listening shows that the same applics
to handshalke, hanclsaw, hands-off, hands-on, handstand, and other words
with a similar sequence of sounds, as pronouncing dictionaries will confirm,
and yet in all of these cases the relationship with hand remains perfectly
obvious. The crucial difference in the case of hand some is the development in
meaning that the word has shown. When first found in the fifteenth century
the word meant ‘casy to handle or manipulate, or to wield, deal with, or
use in any way’, and in the early sixteenth century also ‘handy, rcady at
hand, convenient, suitable’ (we may compare the semantic history of handy
alrcady investigated in chapter 1). But these senses are now obsolete in most
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, ctc.) 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 transparcntly
denotes a type of knife. However, to the vast majority of modern speakers, it
docs not have any obvious or transparent connection with pens. The Oxford
Dictionary of English (revised edition, 2005), a dictionary which takes a syn-
chronic (i.c. non-historical) approach bascd on a corpus of contemporary
usage, boldly defines penknife as ‘a small knife with a blade which folds into
the handle’. It also offers 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-doors function),
or they might assume that this kind of folding pocket knife was invented
by someone with the surname Pen or Penn. 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 coursc of cvents they will give the matter no thought at
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all, and regard penknife as the specific but inherently uninformative name
of a type of knife. The historically based definition in the O£D (third
cdition, entry published 2005) 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 bricf formal ctymology
is provided, identifying that the word is indecd 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 cascit is the changing usc of the denotatum, i.c. technological change
in the non-linguistic world, which has been the driving force leading to
lexicalization.

A final example will introduce some further themes which we will explore
more fully later in this book. The word acorn is clearly monomorphemic and
unanalysable in modern English. Furthermore it has a satisfying meaning
relationship with an casily identified and very tangible entity in the real
world. If somcone asks us what the word acorn mecans (or more likely, what
an acorn is) we can point to an acorn and say ‘it means onc of these’.
(Although a botanist may note that different types of oak tree in fact have
different types of acorns.) However, etymologically the word acorn is almost
certainly related ultimately to the word acre, the modern reflex of Old
English cecer ‘ficld’. It probably originally had the mecaning ‘fruit of the
unenclosed land, natural produce of the forest’, although by the date of
its carliest recorded appearance in English (in the form wceren) 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
form, mast’ (that is to say, the fruit of woodland trees, such as acorns,
beech mast, cte.). The meaning development, and the relationship between
acorn and acre, become clearer when we look at some of acori’s cognates
in other Germanic languages: Dutch aker ‘acorn’, Old Norse akarn ‘acorn’,
Old High German ackeran ‘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-ctymological alterations during its history in English, indicating a
desire on the part of language users to establish iconic relationships with
other words in the language. (Sce further section 7.4.5, and also 4.5 on
iconicity.) In the seventeenth century we find the form oke-corn, in which
the word has been remodeclled after oke, a variant of oak, and corn. Thus
the word’s form has been altered in such a way as to make transparent a
perceived basic meaning ‘corn (or fruit) of the oak’, which certainly reflects
what an acorn is, but this does not coincide with the word’s historical
composition. The modern form acorn (rather than *akern) results from this
same folk-ctymological association with corn.

2.5 Apparent reversals of the process

Very occasionally the interaction between the written language and the
spoken language may lead to apparent reversal of the lexicalization process.
This typically happens in languages which have a standard and long-
scttled written form. The written language may therefore not reflect changes
in word form which have occurred since. Thus breakfast, blackguard, or
boatswain all reflect their composition transparently in the written form,
but not in the spoken form (/brekfast/, /blagad/, /bauson/), although since
blackguard and boatswain arc both now relatively rare words ‘spelling pro-
nunciations’ arec sometimes heard for cach of these, hence /blakga:d/ or
/boutswem/ (but /boutswemn/ would never occur as the spoken realization
of the adapted spelling bosun). Such spelling pronunciations can sometimes
completely oust an older pronunciation which shows demorphologization,
hence /weistkout/ rather than /weskit/ is now usual for waistcoat, and
/fa:hed/ is becoming more common than /farid/ tor forehead. We will look
in scection 7.4 at various other processes such as [olk 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. !4

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 being compounds or derivatives but

4 Scefor example Brinton and Traugott (2005) 102-3.
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in which one of the clements is not analysable. The first clement of the
word cranberry is totally opaque 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)."> In fact, the
word cranberry has been opaque for all of its history in English. It shows
a seventeenth-century. North American English borrowing from another
Germanic language, 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 kranebere, High German Kranbeere. In English,
the second element 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 formations as blackberry and blueberry which both have
fairly clear reference to the characteristic appearance of the fruit, although
both are clearly institutionalized names. (Somcone might hypothetically
perceive blueberries as being more black than blue in colour, but that person
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 linguistic usage.) Various shrubs
of the genus Symphoricar pus (most of them originally native to North
America) arc normally called snowberry in English. Many of these have
white berries, and this might seem the obvious rcason for the name, but
sonic others have red berries. The name may simply have been transferred
from the white-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, regardless of colour, bear their berries in winter, and this
might suggest a quite different motivation for the name, or alternatively
explain how the name could casily be 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 being so called is far
{rom obvious; it is normally considered by etymologists that it shows the
word straw ‘stem(s) or stalk(s) of various cercal plants’, but various expla-
nations have been suggested to account for this, such as the appearance
of the plant’s runners, or the appearance of the small seeds on the surface
of the fruit, or perhaps the name reflects the cultivation of strawberrics

15 Seee.g. Bauer (2003) 48, 50; Booij (2007) 30-1.
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on beds of straw to keep the berries off the ground. Raspberry is almost
certainly a compound of the carlier word rasp denoting a raspberry, but
without a knowledge of linguistic history we may just as well think that rasp
is a clipping (or shortening; sce section 4.4.3) of raspberry; compare some
fruiterers’ use of straws for strawberries. Thus we sce that within this group
of words we have a cline of dilTerent degrees of analysability: blackberry and
blueberry arc obvious descriptive names; snowberry may be a less certain
case; strawberry may be analysable if we stop to think about it, but is hardly
likely to be apprehended as a descriptive name in everyday use; raspberry
may be a longer alternative name for rasp, but in synchronic terms the two
words arc merely synonyms and rasp is of no aid in explaining raspberry
since we do not know the origin of rasp; cranberry, so far as its existence
in English is concerned, is evidently a type of berry, but has a first clement
with no connections elsewhere in the language, unless we happen to know
its {urther etymology in Low German and work backwards from that to
the English cognate crane, but that is purcly extralinguistic knowledge. If
we consider the different types of fruit which these various plants have, it
also becomes clear that the concept denoted by berry in these formations
is not a very precisc one; we will return to this point when we consider
prototype semantics in section 8.2. Nonctheless, the group of words ending
in -berry has acquired new members through folk ctymology: naseberry
denoting the sapodilla (a type of fruit which grows on a tree) in fact shows
a borrowing from ecither Spanish néspera or Portuguese néspera, with the
ending remodelled by folk-ctymological association with words ending in
-berry. (On this etymology compare scctions 7.4.5 and 8.8.1. For some
further berry names sce section 9.7. A further interesting example to pursue
is gooseberry.)

2.7 Which words need etymologics?

We have seen that the lexicon of any language will be extended by speakers
in an ad hoc way, as new words arc formed by productive word-forming
processes such as derivation or compounding. These will normally be
understood very casily by other users of the language from their transparent
composition and from clues in the context of the utterance which help to
cxplain the meaning. Only a tiny percentage of such introductions are likely
to be adopted more widely. If we are working on a dead language or an car-
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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 ctymological dictionary or corpus of etymologics,
on the not unrcasonable assumption that not enough evidence survives to
cnable us to sce which formations are completely trivial and transparent
and which are not, and it is therefore 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
aloncetymologize all of them. But this poscs a problem for etymologists: as
we will see in SLIbschlclll chapters, investigating almost any word history
involves ecither 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 ctymology.

A uscful framework for deciding which words to concentrate our energics
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 idcal
ctymological coverage of a language will include:

e any monomorphemic words (although we may need to reconsider this
in the casc of languages where variation of the stem vowel is a produc-
tive method of realizing derivational relationships: see section 4.4.1)

e any word containing a cranberry morph

e any word which has a form which is not explicable by the productive
word-formation processes of the language

e any word which is formally analysable but semantically opaque, c.g.
handsome, handy, or for some speakers penknife; also idioms such as to

cut a caper

The last category is particularly diflicult to define, since what is opaque for

one specaker may not be for another. In cach of these categories, our ctymo-

logical investigations will in many cases show that the current status of a

word results from carlier lexicalization, as c.g. lord, lady, acorn, strawberry.
We may also decide to add:

e all remaining words with a non-predictable, institutionalized meaning
e all phrases and constructions with institutionalized meanings not read-
ily predictable from the meanings of the words of which they consist
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These last two categories pose some difliculties, since it is not always casy -

to determine which meanings are readily predictable (or to put it another
way, which meanings arc institutionalized or even lexicalized). However,
ideally we will want to cnsurc that problematic cases such as snowberry
do not escape our notice. We will always have to assess our resources very
carcfully: if limited time is available, we may want to concentrate on just
the monomorphemic words, or even just on monomorphemic words which
havea certainlevel of currency. But if we do so, there will be losses. If we arc
working with a system where cverything 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.

Are words coherent entities?

3.1 Variety in form and 3.5 Merger (or near-merger)

meaning: poke ‘bag, sack’ 62 in form and meaning 79

3.2 Do we know precisely when 3.6 Splitsin word form 83

a word’s history begins? 68 3.7 A case of merger followed
3.3 Homonymy and polysemy 74 by a split 86
3.4 How polysemy-homonymy 3.8 Homonymic clash 88

relations can change 76

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 different historical periods
(diachronic variation) or different geographical arcas (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 process 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 exactly when a particular word originated. We will
cxamine 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 issucs in etymological rescarch.
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3.1 Variety in form and meaning: poke ‘bag, sack’

The noun poke ‘bag, small sack’ is probably familiar to most speakers of
modern English only as part of the idiom a pig in 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
cither obsolete or ncar-obsolcte except foritsuscin thisidiom. At least, this
word is obsolete or near-obsolete in modern standard varicties, but it retains
much more currency in many regional varicties. Because of its obsoletencss
or obsolescence in standard varieties, it provides a fairly unusual example in
modern English of the sort of divergence in form and meaning in different
regional varietics of a language which is typical when comparison with a
supra-regional standard varicty 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 mickle and southern English much (< muchel), a large
part of the modern history of the form miickle 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
cxpansions of its abbreviations):

poke. .. bag, small sack (now dialectal except in ‘to buy a pig in a poke’). 13th century.
~ Old Northern French poque, poke (compare Anglo-Latin poca), 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 pole 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 recorded
in the Middle English period, at the beginning of the fourteenth century,
or perhaps a little carlier in Latin documents, which could show cither
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
poke and Old Icclandic poki, which both mecan ‘bag’. In Anglo-French
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and some northern varicties 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
poche clsewhere. 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 pdke (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 arcas of northern and eastern
England, the word could have been cither borrowed from Old Norse poki
or reinforced by association with this word (compare scction 6.5 on this
process).

All of these input forms would have given the same result, early Middle
English poke /poka/, 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 scrves us well.
However, 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 /aus/ in modern English poke is a relatively recent (ninetecenth-century)
development from the close mid long vowel /o:/, which itself developed
from the open mid long vowel /2:/ as a result of the early modern English
Great Vowel Shift (see 7.2.3). This open mid long vowel /o:/ itself resulted
from another carlier sound change, carly 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 operation of this sound
change. Subsequently, as a result of another Middle English sound change,
the final vowel was lost, and the -¢ 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. We
will look at a different 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 Ipokal > poke Ipokol (by open syllable lengthening) |

> polke Ipak/ (with loss of the final -¢, which remains in spelling)

> carly modern English /po:k/ (with vowel raising as a result oflh(_: Great
Vowel Shift)

> modern English poke Ipouk/

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

If we look now at the documentation on spelling history provided by
the OED, we sce a large number of different forms in different varictics
of English, all of which developed [rom Middle English forms with a long
vowel as a result of open syllable lengthening:’

ME pook, ME-16 (17 Irish English (Wexford)) pooke, M E- poke, 15 poeck, 15-16 (18
Irish English (Wexford)) poake, 16 poak, 19- polk (U.S. regional); Eng. regional (chiefly
north.) 17- poak, 17- poake, 18- pooak, 18- pook, 18- pwoak, 18- pwok, 18- pwoke;
Sec. pre-17 poike, pre-17 poilk, pre-17 pook, pre-17 pooke, pre-17 poolke, pre-17 poyk,
pre-17 poyke, pre-17 17- poke, pre-17 18 poak, pre-17 18 poik, 18 puock (south.), 18-
pyock (north-east.), 18- pyoke (north-east.), 19- peock (north-cast.); N.E.D. (1907) also
records a form 18 puok (regional).

(OED3 at poken.')

O[ course, what we arc in [act looking at here is a collection of spelling
forms, which represent spoken forms with varying degrees ol [aithlulness,
within the constraints and conventions ol a number of different spelling
systems. In spite of this limitation on our data, we can trace a number
of divergent historices, which we can picce together by looking at what is
known of both the historical phonology and the spelling conventions of
cach variety of English. We will not do this here, but theoretically we could
trace a diflerent formal ectymology [or each of these word forms; indeed, in
some cases the same spelling form in different documents might represent
different spoken forms, or might represent the same spoken form but with a
slightly different history. This approach of offering a distinct ctymology [or
cach distinct word form is currently being adopted on a large scale [or the

! “ME’ here stands for ‘Middle English’, and the numbers represent the first two digits
of cach century, hence ‘17 means ‘found from the cighteenth century onwards’. Early
Scots forms are all dated ‘pre-17’ because of the diflicultics of assigning precise dates to
many of the carly Scots sources.
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historical atlas project A Linguistic Atlas of Early Middle English: see Laing
and Lass (2008).

What we have seen so far is not the [ull form history of poke. The OED
entry for this word also presents a [urther set of forms which indicatc the
cxistence of a variant with a short vowel:

ME poc, ME pok, ME puc, 15 pokke, 15-16 pocke, 15- pock, 19- pok (Ceanad.
regional); Sc. pre-17 pocke, pre-17 17- pock, pre-17 (19- Shetland) pok; N.E.D. (1907)
alsorecords a form ME pokke.

These [orms seem to show [ailure of Middle English open syllable length-
cning, and hence a Middle English form pok with preserved short vowel.
Most of the evidence [or these [ormsis [rom northern sources, and when we
check the historical grammars we find that there are some parallels in Older
Scots and northern Middle English also showing [ailure ol open syllable
lengthening in disyllabic words which historically had final /o/, especially
when the intervening consonant was a velar (see Macalee (2002) §6.6.1).
We will look at some possible explanations [or this in section 7.2.2. In [act,
some ol the examples of spellings of the type pok could reflect a spoken form
with a long vowel, and likewise some cxamples of spellings ol the type poke
could reflect a spoken form with a short vowel, but overall the evidence
is sufliciently clear that both lorms with a long vowel and [orms with a
short vowel have existed in the past, and still do in at least some varicties of
English today.

The OED has a third group of spellings for poke, also originating [rom
the forms with a short vowel. These reflect a further sound change in Scots
which caused diphthongization belore a velar plosive:

Sc. pre-17 polk, pre-17 18 pouk, 18 powk.

In the case of the form polk we sce what is called an inverse spelling, a
spelling convention resulting [rom carlier vocalization of /l/ in words like

Jolk which thus came to rhyme with pouk. Interestingly, among the first

group of forms we also had US regional pollc, showing a similar generaliza-
tion of the spelling conventions for rhyming words such as folk 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 sec that the development [rom Middle English poke 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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varietics of English. Most of the variation displayed by poke is regionally
based, showing different formal developments of the same input form in
different regional varicties. However, we also find formal variation that is
not regionally based in origin. Open syllable lengthening often produced
diflerences in vowel quantity in different parts of the paradigm of a single
word, for instance in nouns which were monosyllabic in uninflected forms
but disyllabic in inflected forms (c.g. uninflected staf* ‘stafl” beside plural
staves), or which were disyllabic in uninflected forms but trisyllabic in
inflected forms (e.g. héven ‘heaven’ beside hevenes). We typically find that
onc form or the other is generalized (or levelled) to all parts of the paradigm
by a process of analogy, but sometimes traces of the carlier variation are
preserved. For instance, the modern spelling of heaven with -ea- probably
reflects the disyllabic form with lengthening (héven), while the pronuncia-
tion reflects the trisyllabic form without lengthening. In some cases forms
with and without lengthening have survived, for example staff (< staf’),
showing absence of lengthening in uninflected monosyllabic forms, beside
stave, a new form arising by levelling from the inflected disyllabic forms
(staves, ctc.). In this case the two forms arc now largely differentiated in
meaning: staff ‘stick used as a support, group of employces, ctc.” 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
varicties of English, different varicties of modern Scots (as well 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
OED’s definitions, omitting the illustrative quotations, but giving the yecar
of the first quotation for cach sense, and also of the last quotation for senses
marked obsolcte:?

1. a. A bag,now esp. a paper bag; a small sack; (Se¢.) ta beggar’s bundle (0bs.).
Also: a bagful. Now regional exclept] in pig in a poke (sec PG n.' Phrascs 4),
¢1300
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: | a small bag or pouch worn on the person (0bs.). Later: a pocket
in a person’s clothing (now rare). al 616
¢. N. Amer. Criminals’ slang. A purse, a wallet; a pocketbook. 1859
d. slang. A roll of banknotes; money; a supply or stash of money. 1926
2. 1 a. The funnel-shaped opening of a fish-trap. Obs. a1325 - ¢1350
b. Chiefly Sc. A bag-shaped lishing net, a purse-net. Cf. poke-net n. at Com-
pounds. 1579
3. A long full sleeve. Cf. poke sleeve n. at Compounds. Now hist. 1402
4. The stomach, esp. of a fish; (also) the swim bladder of a fish. Now regional. ¢1450
5.1 a. More fully Bavarian poke. A goitre. Obs. 1621 — 1819
b. Sc. and Eng regional (north.). An oedematous swelling on the neck of a
sheep,. caused by infection with liver flukes (fascioliasis); the disease fascio-
liasis. Now rare. 1793
6. N. Amer. Chiclly Whaling. A bag or bladder filled with air, used as a buoy or
float. Now hist. 1883

We can discover a great deal from looking at the labelling of cach of these
senses. For instance, sense 6 is labelled N. Amer. ‘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 usc among those in North America involved with the whaling industry.
Tt is also labelled ‘now hist.’, i.c. today it is found only with reference to the
past. Sense lc 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 rarc even there. Sense
4 appears carly on to have been in fairly general use, but is now restricted
to a number of different varictics of regional English. Senses 2a and 5a, and
parts of the senses defined at 1a and 1b, 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 standard English word
form with its earliest precursor in English, and then provides an ulterior
ctymology, may well be all that there is space for in most standard
single-volume etymological dictionaries, but such an account tends to
lecave out a great deal of information about form and meaning history.

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

e If we arc attempting to ctymologize any word it is a practical necessity
to gather as much information as we can about form and meaning in
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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 casc 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, ctc.). However, in many word historics we find that
such differentiation does occur, and can lead eventually to a split into two
scparate words, distinct in both form and meaning. We will look at examples
of this (and of merger of distinct words) later in this chapter.

3.2 Do we knovw precisely when a word’s history begins?
Can we assume continuity of use?

We saw in chapter 2 that words arc typically formed according to the
productive word-forming patterns of a language, or clse 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 casc 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 mecaning, then the original
word and the re-formation or re-borrowing will be indistinguishable, and
will merge. It is very likely (although rarely demonstrable) 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 development of most new senses, as
we will explore in scction 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 scparate cpisodes of use.

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

air kiss ~ attested once in 1887, then from 1986
appled ‘resembling apples, bearing apples’ ~ gap between OE and 1729

3 The term polygenesis was in fact introduced in this context by Dirk Geeracrts to
refer to the emergence of the same meaning on two separate occasions: sce section 8.3.
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appley ‘resembling apples’ — attested once in 7w 1425, then from 1854
applicatively — gap between 1792 and 1966

appliedly — attested in the 17th century, then from 1901
artificiously — gap between 1710 and 1938

ballading — gap between 1630 and 1959

boyly ‘boyish’ — gap between 1615 and 1902

carcinogen — attested once in 1853, then from 1936

caringly — attested in 1606, 1797, then from 1961

effectable — attested in the 17th century, then from 1897 (but rare)
effectivate — attested in 1717, then from 1935 (but rarc)
heavenish — gap between 1577 and 1884

laclied — apparently isolated examples from 1628 and 1999
ladyly (adjective) — gap between ¢ 1500 and 1840 (now rare)
ladyly (adverb) — gap between « 1450 and 1829 (now rare)
lovesomeness — gap between al 568 and 1869

masterfulness — attested once in ¢ 1586, then from 1880
monumentary — attested once in 1592, then from 1810
nonsensicalness — attested once in 1674, then from 1882
openness — gap between Old English and 1530

piquantness — gap between 1733 and 1918

planetography — attested in 1735 and 1736, then from 1936
prototypically — attested once in 1642, then from 1860
reabridge — attested once in a1631, then from 1950
sextuplication — attested once in ¢ 1690, then from 1935
streetlet — attested once in @1552, then from 1885

table-boarder — attested once in 1647, then from 1845 (but rarc)
thingliness — attested twice in 1662, then from 1913

thingly — attested once in ?7¢ 1450, then from 1860

In all of these cases we find gaps in the historical record in periods for which
English more commonly presents a reasonably continuous documentary
record. (I have excluded examples where revival of words as historical terms
denoting things or concepts from the past scems clear, such as ballistier
‘person who operates a ballista, a type of military engine’ or apple-moyse
‘any of various dishes made from stewed apples’.) Some words are rarc cven
in the periods for which we do have examples (e.g. effectable, effectivate,
lad yly, table-boarder above), perhaps leading us to suspect that the gaps
in the documentation may be purcly 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 in the
seventeenth century in the sermons of John Donne, and then examples
can be found again from the mid twenticth century onwards. Prefixation
in re- is productive in both periods, and there is no reason to assume any
continuity between the seventeenth century and the twenticth, although
there is also no linguistic argument against continuity, cxcept for the failure
of any documentary record. In other cascs there are further complex factors
at play: for instance, the contexts of the later uses of boyly 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 cxamine
these also in much more depth in the next chapter.) These are particularly
likely to be formed ancw in different times and places. The OED has an
entry for an exclamation ou /u:/ expressing surprise, excitement, or some
similar emotion, and has examples showing three distinct pockets of use, in
the Middle English period, in the seventeenth to mid cighteenth centurics,
and in Scots from the nincteenth century onwards. The cxclamation is
probably imitative in origin (representing a shocked or surprised expelling
of air through the mouth), and very likely the threc 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 on two or more

separate occasions.

e gperable, a borrowing from post-classical Latin operabilis, occurs in
the seventeenth century, and then again in the carly twentieth cen-
tury, when it may be influenced also by French opérable, which inter-
estingly also occurs in two distinct periods, in the fifteenth century,
and then again from the mid nincteenth century. (Alternatively, the
modern word could show a new formation from operate or operation
on the model of other words in -able: compare sections 4.1, 7.4. This
could have happened in cither English or French, or separately in
both.)

e Parasceve ‘the day of preparation for the Jewish Sabbath’, is another
borrowing from post-classical Latin (and in turn from ancient Greek
paraskeué). It occurs in the Old English period, and then from the
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fifteenth to the seventcenth centuries, and then again (in the usage of
Roman Catholics) from the twenticth century onwards, although it is
rarc in modern use. In fact, since the word occurred in the English Bible
uscd by Catholics in the cightcenth and nineteenth centuries it was still
arguably current in this period, cven though no new uses of the word
are recorded.

e obol ‘a silver coin of ancient Greece’ (< classical Latin obolus, 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 clucs 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 carly use refers only to trial by ordeal, rather than in its modern
metaphorical use) occurs in the Old English period as ordél, orddl, and
ordol, and has cognates in the other West Germanic languages. It is barcly
found at all between the Old English period and the carly fifteenth century:
there is only one recorded example, in the thirteenth century, and in that
single example the word’s meaning is completely misunderstood. In the
late Middle English and early modern periods we find, beside the cxpected
forms ordlel and ordele, the forms ordal and ordale in parts of the country
where these forms arce extremely unlikely as developments 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 appcars as
ordalium (and also ordela, ordelum) as a borrowing {rom Old English. Thus
one explanation of this part of this word history would be as follows:

Old English ordal > post-classical Latin ordalium (showing the Latin
abstract-noun-forming suffix -ium) > Middle English or carly modern
English ordal, 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
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coalescence of a scrics of separate borrowings by diflerent individuals,
rather than a single occasion of borrowing. '

It is of ten diflicult to tell whether we have a casc of a single or multiple
word histories when a morphologically identical word occurs in several
cognate languages. For instance, Old English fréodom (modern English
Sreedom) is paralleled by Old Frisian fridém, Middle Dutch wvridom, Mid-
dle Low German widom, and Old High German frituom. These words
could all show reflexes of a proto-West Germanic derivative formation;
or they could all be independent derivative formations in cach of the
separate languages, since the suflix is productive at an early stage in each
of them; or, theoretically, some of the forms could be from a common
origin, others not. There is really no way of being certain in such cases.
In this instancc many of the languages also show a parallel formation
with a different suflix: Old Frisian frihéd, Middle Dutch wiheid, Middle
Low German wihét, vriheit, Old High German (fi7heit. We could thus
assume that proto-West Germanic possessed two abstract nouns with the
sense ‘freedom’ formed with different suffixes, or we could assume that
these words have been formed independently in the different languages,
or some combination of the two scenarios. In cither case, there is appar-
ently redundancy in the existence of synonyms, but this is commonplace
among groups of derivatives. (Sec further discussion of synonymy in
scction 4.2.)

However, there arc other words where there arc good grounds for assum-
ing that a gap in the dictionary record is purcly a matter of accident, and
docs not reflect any actual discontinuity of use. pretty is recorded in the
Old English period (as prettig) with the meaning ‘cunning, crafty’ and
then from the mid fifteenth century in a wide variety of senses, including:
clever, skilful, able, cleverly or elegantly made or done, ingenious, artful,
well-conceived, attractive and pleasing in appcarance, pleasing to the senses,
acsthetically pleasing, attractive or charming, considerable, sizeable. There
are some probable uses in surnames in the fourteenth century, but no carlier
Middle English evidence. The form history and the meaning development of
the word present some difficulties, but these would become yet more difficult
to explain if we did not assume that Old English preettig 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 it has clear cognates in other Germanic languages, and
it seems likeliest that it did in fact exist in Old English and carly 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 Irom cither Middle
Dutch rasch or Middle Low German rasch. Borrowing from Scandinavian
languages can be ruled out on phonological grounds, since the forms in
these languages show a velar plosive — compare Old Icelandic reskr — and
hence would give English *rask.)

3.2.1 Coinages

It may scem that we are on much surer ground when we have cvidence
for the coinage of a word. For instance, we know that the blend words
mimsy and slithy were coined by Lewis Carroll in his poem Jabberwocky,
first published in 1855. Similarly, we often have documentary cvidence for
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 incorrect, cither 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 clsc’s
prior claim. More {requently, carliest examples which look like coinages can
be misleading. electromobile ‘a motor vehicle powered by an clectric motor
rather than an internal-combustion engine; an clectric car’ has an earliest
example in the OED from 1899, from the Tivin-City News (Uhrichsville and
Dennison, Ohio), 27 July:

An clectrical journal has opened its columns to a competition for a good word to
describe clectric carriages, and ‘clectromobile’ has been selected, but it 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
subscquently chosen as the winner. Thus we would have a satisfying and
rather entertaining account of the origin of the word. However, if we stop to
investigate our assumptions here a little more closely, maybe this is not the
only possible explanation. Could the word electromobile not alrcady have
been in circulation, and been picked up on by entrants to the competition?
It may even have been known to the organizers of the competition, but not
been felt by them to have become institutionalized as the obvious word
to denote such a vehicle. This hypothesis scems more plausible when we
check the lexicographical record for French in the same period, and find
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that électromobile is recorded one year carlier, in 1898, and in an example

where there is no indication that it is a newly coined word: '

Pour la premicre fois les électromobiles occupent une large place dans ’Exposition.
For the first time clectromobiles occupy a large space in the Exhibition’

(La Nature 11.55; scc Datations et documents lexicographiques: Matériaux pour
Ihistoire du vocabulaire frangcais 10 (1976) 74)

3.3 Homonymy and polysemy

In scction 2.1.4 we touched bricfly on the topic of homonymy, with the
cxample of file ‘type of metal tool’ and file ‘set of documents’. We estab-
lished that these two words arc 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 cach have a
very different basis: the first is based on the historical record, and is thus
cmpirical, and as long as we have lots of data we will normally not have
too much difficulty in tracing the historical development. (We will look in
chapter 8 at the difficultics which can arise when we do not have very much
historical data.) The second observation, that there is no semantic common
ground between file ‘type of mctal tool’ and file “sct of documents’, concerns
the connections which contemporary speakers perceive between words, and
is much more diflicult to be certain of, and brings us to an arca of some
controversy. It is fairly uncontroversial that the kinds of mcanings we find
in dictionaries are typical or core meanings, which will reflect 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:
e an increase in length of time (to hold oflice, complete a project, ctc.)
e an application of an existing idea in a new arca
e ancw 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
determined conventional uses of a single main sense, but nonctheless we
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will expect any good dictionary to list them all as established meanings
of this word. Even a simple casc like this raises some further questions:
perhaps it is rcasonable to assume that no onc who knows all of these
senses will doubt that they arc all meanings of a single word, but it is very
possible that some spcakers will know some but not all of these senscs.
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
suffix to a file name’. For different people the word will thus have a different
range of meanings, according to their interests, experiences, membership of
different professional or leisure groups, ctc. Perhaps this will not worry us
unduly, since all of thesc senses can reasonably casily be related to a simple
meaning ‘part that is added to something’, 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
cxtended example of just such a word history see board in scction 8.5.1.)

The difficulties will become much more apparent if we now look at a case
where, historically, we have two separatc 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 bank ‘land at the side of
a river’ shows other meanings which have developed historically from the
same source, including:

e clevation in the seabed or a river bed (as in nmudbanic or sandbank)
e sct or scries of similar things (as in baniks of lights)
e 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 is thus a rather difficult concept:
very close meanings may simply show diflerent conventional contextual uses
of a single core meaning, while it is difficult to be surc that more distant
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meanings arc perceived by speakers as having anything more in common
than the meanings of unrelated. 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 time.
Additionally, we will look at how historically unrelated words can become
associated in meaning, and the further cflects that this can have on both
word meaning and word form.

3.4 How polysemy-~homonymy relations can 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 bank, crane ‘a type of tall, long-legged, long-
necked bird’ and crane ‘machine for raising and lowering heavy weights’
show developments of what is historically a single word: the machinc was
originally so called (by metaphor) on account of its resemblance to the bird
in shape. However, it is debatable whether any connection is felt between
the bird and the machine by contemporary speakers of English, and these
arc treated as distinct words by many dictionaries which have a synchronic
perspective (such as the Oxford Dictionary of English). Nonctheless, it is
difficult to prove that no connection is felt between the words, at least
without claborate ficldwork, although in this particular instance it might
be casier to prove that a good many speakers know what a building-site
crane is but have no knowledge at all of what sort of bird a crane is, hence
demonstrating at least that a building-site crane is for these speakers a self-
sufficient lexeme, and not a metaphorical extension of crane ‘type of bird’.’

The dissociation between carlicr and newer meanings is often particu-
larly great when a word has acquired a more grammatical meaning (i.c. it
has moved along the cline of grammaticalization) in addition to retaining

4 For a uscful discussion of polysemy from the perspective of cognitive linguistics
sce Croft and Cruse (2004) 109-40. For a discussion of some of the types of tests
for polysemy which arc commonly applicd, ancl their limitations, sec Lewandowska-
Tomaszczyk (2007).

5 For discussion of this issuc compare Traugott and Dasher (2005) 15.
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silently, motionlessly
> continuously, continually
_L > now as well as in the past

Fig 3.1 The meaning development of still

an carlier, more transparent mecaning. The adverb still originally had the
meanings ‘silently’, ‘motionlessly’; it is derived {rom the adjective still. In the
Middle English period it developed additionally the meaning (now obso-
lete) ‘continuously, continually’, and from this in the carly modern period
it developed the meaning ‘now as well as in the past’. Today the mean-
ing ‘motionlessly’ survives in such expressions as fo 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 spcakers 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 difference’ (although in
this instance the two are placed under a single headword by the Oxford
Dictionary of English). We can represent this as in figure 3.1.

In ncither of these cascs, crane or still, has divergence in meaning been
accompanied by divergence in word form, which usually gives the clearest
cvidence 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 arca of semantic conver-
gence of originally unrclated words.

ear ‘organ of hearing’ has the Old English form éare, and a sct of cognates
which correspond in meaning and arc fully explicable in form, e.g. Old
Frisian dre, Middle Dutch ére, oore (Dutch ore), Old Saxon are, ora, Old
High German ora (German Ohr), Old Norse eyra, Gothic auso, and (in
other branches of Indo-European) Latin auris, Old Irish 3, ctc. Themodern
English homonym ear ‘spike or head of corn’ has the Old English form
ear (that is to say, it belongs to a different declensional class from éare
‘organ of hearing’), and it has a quitc different set of cognates, which again
correspond in meaning and arc fully explicable in form, c.g. Old Frisian
ar, Middle Dutch aar, aer (Dutch aar), Old Saxon ahar (Middle Low
German ar), Old High German ehir, ahir (German Ahre), Old Norsc ax,
Gothic ahs, and (outside Germanic) Latin acus. The two words thus have
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completely different origins, but as a result of perfectly regular phonological
and morphological processes they have come to be homonyms. ’

Similarly, corn ‘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 cormit ‘horn’
(the English word /orn is ultimately a cognate of the Latin word, showing
the regular operation of Grimm’s Law). corn ‘cercal crop’ is of quite dif-
ferent origin, being an inherited English word of Germanic descent (it is
ultimately cognate with Latin gramun > English grain). There is thus no
historical connection, although the two words have always been homoinyms
in English.

Rather more controversially, Bloomfield (1933: 436) suggested that cach
ol these pairs of words is identified by spcakers 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 Bloomficld’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
arca of thickened skin on the foot’ is perceived as a metaphorical application
of corn ‘cercal crop’ (presumably on the basis that the thickened arca of
skin is likened to a grain of corn). Bloomficld acknowledges the difficulty of
proving this assumption concerning speakers’ perceptions about the mean-
ing relationships between these words, although it is clear that he belicves
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 mercly a marginal meaning of ‘corn’ grain.

(Bloomficld (1933) 436)

This discussion was taken up also by Ullmann (1962: 104, 164), and treat-
ment in two such distinguished works has led to frequent occurrence of the
same cxamples clsewhere. As both writers acknowlcdgb, this perception of
a relationship between the two words is difficult to prove; some ficldwork
might perhaps be framed, but to the best of my knowledge, no such field-
work has been carried out on these examples.® Personally, I do not find
these particular examples entircly convincing, but they do illustrate well

% On the types of tests which are commonly applicd in such 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 ectymologically unrelated
homonyms.

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

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

The modern English verb mielt is the reflex of two different Old English
verbs. One was a strong verb, meltan, and was intransitive, with the mean-
ing ‘to melt, become liquid’ (c.g. ‘the butter melted’). In what are called
strong verbs in Germanic, different parts of the verbal paradigm show
different stem vowels (on the origins of this variation sec section 4.4.1).
Thus meltan had, beside the present stem melt-, the forms: past tense (first
and third person singular) mealt, past tense (plural) nudton, and past par-
ticiple geniolten. The other verb was a weak verb, also with the infinitive
meltan (or in the West Saxon dialect mieltan), and it was transitive, with the
meaning ‘to melt (something), to make (something) liquid’ (c.g. ‘the heat
of the sun melted the butter’). Germanic weak verbs form the past tense
by means of a dental suflix, usually represented by -ed in modern English,
although in the case of meltan this is somewhat obscured by regular syncope
of the vowel in the second syllable and simplification of the consonant
cluster; giving (in the West Saxon dialect, in which Old English forms
arc normally cited) past tense (first and third person singular) mielte and
past participle miielt (compare the non-West Saxon form gemelted, with-
out syncope). Germanic weak verbs are mostly derivative formations from
other stems. The weak verb meltan was originally a derivative formation,
Germanic *maltjan, from the basc *malt- of the past tense of thestrong verb
meltan plus a causative suffix, hence ‘to cause to melt’ (sce further scction
4.4.1).

7 Occasionally there can be different sorts of evidence for speakers assuming that
words which have become homophonous show a single word. Compare for example von
Wartburg (1969) on the homophony in some southern French dialects of aze ‘blackberry’
(< Latin acinus) and aze ‘donkey’ (< Latin asinus) leading to use also of saumo ‘donkey’
in the sense ‘blackberry’. We can present this as a proportional analogy, aze ‘donkey’:
aze ‘blackberry’ = saumo ‘donkey’: saumo ‘blackberry’
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Old English meltan (meltan, mealt, multon, gemolten) meltan (mielte, mielt)

‘to melt’ (intrans.) ‘to melt (something)’ (trans.)

modern English melt (melted, melted) ‘to melt’ (intrans. and trans.)

Fig 3.2 Merger of Old English meltan (strong verb) and meltan, mieltan (weak verb)

Gradually in the course of the Middle English period (if not carlier) the
strong verbmelten (Old English meltan) ‘to become 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 melten thus became formally
indistinguishable from the weak verb melten ‘to make liquid’, which in
Middle English normally shows past tense melted, past participle melted.
Alternatively, we could interpret the same data as showing the weak verb
displaying a change in mecaning, from transitive ‘to melt (something)’ to
intransitive ‘to melt’, a development that again would have many parallels
among originally causative 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 (sce figure 3.2), although the
originally participial adjective molten is still found in specialized semantic
usc designating liqueficd 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 sys-
tery. In classical Latin there are two distinct words of quite diflerent origins,
mystérium ‘secret’ (in the plural, ‘sccret rites’; this word is a borrowing from
Grecek) and ministerium ‘office, service, agency, instrumentality’ (a deriv-
ative of minister ‘servant, subordinate’, which is itself ultimately < minus
‘less’). As a learned loanword, Latin ministerium gives English ministry,
quite unproblematically. However, in their application to the Christian faith
in the early medieval period, the Latin words mysteritm and ministerium
became more closcly associated in sense, and both came to be used in the
sense ‘ccclesiastical service’. This in turn led to confusion in word form,
and a variant misterium emerged for the word ministerium. The form mis-
terium gave, by regular development, (Anglo-)French mester, mister (mod-
ern French métier), and, as a borrowing of this, English mister ‘occupation’
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(not the same word as the title mister or Mr.). misterium was also bor-
rowed into English directly as miystery (in carly use also mistery), with
the meanings ‘ministry, oflice; service, occupation’ and (probably partly by
association with mastery) ‘cralt, trade, profession, skill’ and ‘trade guild or
company’. Mcanwhile, Latin mysterium was also borrowed into English as
mystery (in carly use also mistery), this has a wide range of senscs including
‘mystical presence or nature’, ‘religious truth known or understood only
by divine revelation’, ‘incident in the life of Christ’, ‘ordinance, rite, or
sacrament of the Christian Church’, ‘hidden or secret thing’, ‘mystery play’,
‘an action or practice about which thereis or is reputed to be some secrecy’,
‘a highly skilful or technical operation in a trade or art’ ~ or at least, all of
thesc 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 cach can be summarized as follows:

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

B. English mister < (Anglo-)French mester, mister < post-classical
Latin misterium, variant (by association with mysterium) of minis-
terium

C. English mpstery, fmistery < post-classical Latin misterium, variant
(by association with mysterium) of ministerium

D. English miystery, Tmistery < classical (and post-classical) Latin rmys-

terium

C and D arc formally identical in English, and the assignment of particu-
lar senses to one word or the other is at best somewhat tentative. Historical
or ctymological dictionaries will endcavour to trace the development of
cach 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 spcaker of
contemporary English is concerned, it is surely the casc that the word form
mystery corresponds to a whole varicty of meanings, some very familiar
and some rather abstruse, some of which may strike some spcakers as
transparently related to one another, but on the whole rather disparate, and
certainly not identifiable as showing two clecarly differentiated words.

A very interesting casc of partial semantic merger is shown by English
mean. In the meaning ‘common’, English mean is the reflex of Old Eng-
lish ruene, a variant of Old English gem@ne (Middle English i-mene),
which is cognate with German gemein and is ultimately from the same
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Indo-Europecan base as Latin commuinis ‘common’. The OED distinguishes
three separate main branches of sense development in this word (OED méan
adj.'):

1. Held commonly or jointly
II. Inferior in rank or quality; unpleasant
[II. With approbative connotation

In the meaning ‘intermediatc’, English mean shows a quite diflerent origin,
as a borrowing from (Anglo-)French mene, meen (modern French moyen;
ultimately < Latin medidnus ‘that is in the middle’). The OED distinguishes
two main branches of sense development for this word (OED mean adj.?):

I. Intermediate, intermediary
I1. 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.c. ‘only middling’, hence ‘not good’. The OL D describes
this convergence in sense as [ollows, in the entry for mean adj.! (Old English
gemdane):
In Old English (and in the carlier stages of other Germanic languages) substantially
the only sense of I-MENE adj. and its cognates was ‘possessed jointly’, ‘belonging
cqually to a number of persons’; however, alrcady in Old English there existed a
specfific] sense ‘of ecclesiastical orders: minor, inferior in degree’, which, although it
did not survive into Middle English, may have informed the development of nmiean.
The semantic development shown by the Old English spec[ific] sense of -MENE
adj. was carried further with Middle English mene, mean (as with Dutch gemeen and
German gemein; cf. COMMON adj.), so that the word acquired the gencral senses of
‘ordinary’, ‘not exceptionally good’,‘inferior’. In English this development was aided
by the fact that the native word coincided in form with MEAN adj.?, which was of'ten
used in a disparaging or reproachful sense. The uses in branch II might be referred
almost equally well to the native or to the foreign adjective; the truth is probably that
the meanings of two originally quite distinct words have merged.

It is rclatively casy to explain what has happened here in historical terms.
Two words which are etymologically quitc unrelated happen to have the
same form 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 Old English gemeene or from
(Anglo-)French mene. In synchronic terms, it is more difficult to explain
the situation here in terms of cither homonymy or polysemy. If therc arc
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meanings which overlap, perhaps we have a 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 accompanicd by a split in word form. We will look
presently at some cases where a split occurs in the spoken language, and
the result is indisputably two separate words with diflerent word forms. In
some other cascs a split occurs only in the written language. Such cases arc
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 cventually to homonymy.

mantle ‘loose sleeveless cloak’ and mantel ‘ornamental structure of wood,
marble, ctc., above and around a fircplace’ are in origin a single word. In
the Old English period Latin mantellum was borrowed in the sense ‘long
sleeveless cloak’. In the Middle English period this was reinforced by bor-
rowing of Anglo-French mantel, itsclf from the Latin word. In the medieval
period the Latin word also developed the (originally metaphorical) meaning
‘picce of timber or stone supporting the masonry above a fireplace’, and
this is reflected also in English. In Middle English mantel and mantle arc
both expected word forms for a word of this ctymology, and both arc
found, as indeed they are also in Anglo-French. However, in the subsequent
centuries we find a gradual process of differentiation of the two word [orms
in different meanings. mantle shows the meaning ‘long slecveless cloak’ (and
subscquent metaphorical developments from this, such as ‘the region of the
carth’s interior between the crust and the core’, which is in fact modelled

on carlier use of the equivalent word Afantel/ in German at the end of

the nineteenth century). mantel shows only the senses connected with fire-
places, ‘picce of timber or stone supporting the masonry above a fireplace’
(now obsolcte), ‘ornamental structure of wood, marble, ctc., above and
around a fireplace’, ‘manteltrec of a fireplace together with its supports’,
‘shelf formed by the projecting surface of a mantelpicce’ (figure 3.3). Both
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Middle English mantle, mantel
‘long sleeveless cloak’, ‘picce of timber or stone supporting the
masonry above a fireplace’, cte.

T

modern English mantle mantel
‘long sleeveless cloak’, cte. ‘manteltree of a fireplace’, cte.

Fig 3.3 Split of mantle and mantel

word forms thus show semantic specialization, although the process is very
gradual, and occasional instances of the ‘incorrect’ spelling are still found
for cach word. In this instance, a split has occurred, but only aflecting the
written form, since the pronunciation of cach is the same, /'mantl/.®

Similarly, flour is in origin the same word as flower. flower was borrowed
from Anglo-French flur, flour, flor in the thirteenth century. Among its
carly spellings in English arc flure, floure, flowre, flowur, flower. The mean-
ing ‘lour’ is found from the thirteenth century onwards, originally being
a metaphorical usc, denoting the ‘flower’ or finer portion of flour meal.
The graphic split does not occur until much later than this: in the carly
modern period, flour or floure arc just spelling variants of the word flower.
In Johnson’s great Dictionary of 1755 only the form flower is found and both
senses are listed under the same entry. However, seventeen years carlicr in
Cruden’s Bible concordance of 1738 the modern distinction in form and
meaning is made between flower and flour, and this usage, not Johnson’s,
was rapidly becoming the standard one during the cighteenth century, with
the result that (at least in print) flour is very rarcly found as a spelling of
Slower 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 arc likely to have any inkling that they arc of the same origin. (On the
pronunciation of the two words sce further section 3.8.) Some other similar
cxamples arc canvas and canvass, metal and mettle, and (showing split into
three different spelling forms) coin, coign, and quoin.

The splits that we have encountered so [ar are purely graphic. They arc
thus an oddity of the languages of modern highly literate societics where
cach word has a settled orthographic form. They are also very unlikely to
arise in languages such as Dutch or Italian where spelling reflects pronun-
ciation much more closely. Nonetheless, in a language like modern English

8 For the somewhat mixed evidence of pronouncing dictionarics, and for a detailed
account of how this material is treated in the new edition ofthe OF D, see Durkin (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 is 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 affected. ordinance and ordnance were
originally variants of a single word, Middle English ordenance, ordinance,
ordnance, ctc., 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 ordain 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-
cernment 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 ncar-complete differentiation has
occurred, with the form ordinance very rarcly occurring in the military
senscs, and the form ordnance only occurring in these senses. In this casc
it scems clear that the differentiation occurred because of sclection of the
disyllabic variant in a particular group language, that of the military.

ballad and ballade show difTerentiation of respectively more and less natu-
ralized borrowings of French ballade, in the less specific sense ‘light, simple
song of any kind’ (ballad /'balod/) and the more specific sense ‘poem or
song written in any of several similar metres typically consisting of stanzas
of seven or cight lines of equal length’ (ballade /ba'lad/ or /ba'la:d/). The
documentary record shows that in this casc we do have diflerentiation rather
than reborrowing of the French word in a more specific meaning, although
in many similar cases the data is rather fincly balanced.

We will sce further examples of formal variation bcing cxploited to dis-
tinguish between mecanings with pattern and patron, and with Dutch pertig
and prettig, in scction 7.3.

Some splits afTect 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 carly usc all senses of the English word were pronounced alike, with

!
[
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/el in the first syllable, as is usual in borrowings from Latin showing the
prefix re- (e.g. reconcile, recognize). However, from the nineteenth centiiry
onwards we find evidence for the modern pattern, with a pronunciation
with /iz/ in the first syllable in the sense ‘to gather together (again)’ and
/¢l in ‘to recall, remember’ and related senses. Interestingly, 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 /i:/
result from reanalysis (sce section 7.4.3) of the existing word as showing a
native formation from re- and colleci, and hence a pronunciation in accord
with the usual pattern for English formations in re-. The senscs relating
to mental activity show a less transparent semantic relationship with the
clements re- and collect, and thus retain the pronunciation typical of Latin
borrowings. In such cascs it can be hard to be certain that we arc dealing
with a split, rather than a new formation from re-and collect which happens
to be a homograph of the carlier word. In this particular instance the
identification of a split is supported by the evidence of cighteenth-century
pronouncing dictionaries, which record the pronunciation with /¢/ for both
groups of senses.

3.7 A casc of merger followed by a split

council and counsel show a rather complicated and entwined history as [‘ar
back as classical antiquity. The ultimate origin of thesc two English words
lies in two distinct Latin words, concilium and consilium. Latin concilium
(< the prefix con- ‘together’ + the verb calere ‘to call’) has the senscs ‘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 sensc the word overlapped in meaning with con-
silium ‘consultation, plan decided on as the result of consultation, advice,
counsel, advising faculty, prudence; a deliberating body, a council of state,
war, ctc.; a counscllor’ (< the verb consulere ‘to consult, deliberate’ < the
same prefix con- + an clement of uncertain origin). The two words were
perhaps confused in antiquity; they certainly are in medieval manuscript
copics of classical texts. In French consilivm gave rise by regular phonologi-
cal development to conseil, which has roughly the same range of senses as in
Latin, while concilium gave as a lcarned borrowing French concile, denoting
only a type of ecclesiastical assembly. (See further section 6.7 on learned
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classical Latin concilium classical Latin consilium
in the post-classical Latin period, we sometimes find the one word
form in senses which belong historically to the other
French concile French conseil
(a borrowing < concilium) (regular development of consilium)

\/

Middle English conseil, conceil, concile, consile, counseil, later counsel

/\

English council English counsel

Fig 3.4 Merger followed by split: council and counsel

borrowings of this type.) Both French words were borrowed into English in
the Middle English period. The OED provides a succinct summary of the
subscquent developments:

In English, the two words were, from the beginning, completely confused: conseil was
frequently spelt conceil; concile was spelt consile and conceil; and the two words were
treated as one, under a varicty of forms, of which counscil, later counsel, was the
central type. In the 16th c[entury] diflerentiation again began: councel, later council,
was established for the ecclesiastical concilium, Flrench] concile; and this spelling has
been extended to all casesin which the word means a deliberative assembly oradvisory
body (where L[atin] has consilivm, Fr{ench] conseil), leaving counsel 1o the action of
counselling and kindred senses. The practical distinction thus established between
council and counsel does not correspond to Latin or French usage.

We can summarize this history graphically as in figure 3.4.

As wecan sce, we do not have two separate word historics, the onc linking
English council with Latin concilivm and the other linking English counsel
with Latin consilium. Crucially, the distinction between two distinct Frenich
words was lost in Middle English. The Middle English Dictionary treats all
of this material in a single entry, edunseil n. Subsequently, in carly modern
English the available word forms were cxploited to realize differentiations of
meaning, partly under the influence of the original etymons, cspecially as a
result of classicizing influence in the ecarly modern period, but with a result
which is ultimately different from that in either the donor language (French)
or its donor (Latin): English council shows senses which belonged originally
to Latin consilium rather than to concilium, while English counsel rcalizes
only a subset of the senses realized by Latin consilivm. 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 which is informed by knowledge of the classical
Latin words but which does not restore the carlier semantic distinction
preciscly.

3.8 Homonymic clash

As alrcady exemplified, I take both homonymy and polysemy to be very
widespread - phenomena and part of the natural statc of languages. This
point is in itself fairly uncontroversial, although a lot hinges on the word
‘natural’, and on the extent to which various mechanisms may work to
climinate homonymy.

It is somctimes observed that the high degrec of homonymy in modern
English results in part from very large-scale borrowing from- a language
which is not very closely related, French. However, homonymy is also quite
common in Old English, and also in Icelandic, which has shown relatively
little borrowing from other languages over the past millennium and also
very little of the kind of reductive change in word shape that of ten produces
homonymy. (On the degree of homonymy in what can be reconstructed of
the lexicon of proto-Indo-Europcan sce Mallory and Adams (2006) 115-6.)

If we accept that homonymy is a common phenomenon in the languages
of the world today, this gives us a good typologically based rcason for
assuming that it was also common in languages in carlicer times. This has
important implications for some arguments that we will look at in detail
in chapters 7 and 8: put very 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, it is usually much safer to
assume that we have two unrelated homonyms. Defining semantic plausibil-
ity is the real challenge here, and will form a major topic of chapter 8.

However, running counter to my assumption that homonymy and poly-
semy arc common and natural phenomena is the assumption often made
that the most desirable state for languages, as systems of communication,
is onc where there is a state of ‘onc mcaning one form’, or isomorphism. If
such an assumption is valid, one consecquence might be that homonymy
is undesirable, since it involves the same form realizing two meanings,
which brings no communicational advantage, and could conceivably lead
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to ambiguity. Some scholars would conclude from this that homonymy is
therefore likely to be eliminated over time.

It is less clearly the case that polysemy brings no communicational
advantage, since it can be argued that some types of polysemy enable links
to be made simply and cffectively between contiguous senscs without any
semantic ambiguity. An extreme casc 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 dranik some beer).

Many scholars have identified a mechanism tending to climinate
homonyms, under a variety of names such as homonymic clash (or
homophonic clash), harmful homonymy (or harmful homophony),
homonymiphobia, ctc.” Pioneering work was done in this area by Gilliéron
in the carly twenticth century (sece Gilliéron and Roques (1912)). In one
now famous cxample, Gilliéron looked at the words for ‘cat’ and ‘cockerel’
in Gascon, a Romance variety of south-western France. The Latin names
cattus and gallus would have been expected, by normal phonological
development, both to show the same reflex in Gascon, /gat/. However, while
this is the form found for ‘cat’, for ‘cockerel’ we find instead substitution
of alternative names such as faisan, which normally has the mecaning
‘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 casy
to imagine actual ambiguity arising, for example if someone were stating
that one animal or the other was standing in the farmyard.

A rather interesting example of avoidance of a homonymic clash within
a particular semantic ficld is provided by the French term for a sequence
of four consccutive cards of the same suit in various card games. In the
seventeenth century this is quarte, literally ‘fourth’, forming part of a group
of terms with tierce, literally ‘third’, quinte ‘fifth’, etc., but subsequently
the synonym quatriéme ‘fourth’ replaced it in this use. This was probably
because of the homophony with carte ‘card’, a supposﬁion which is sup-
ported by the fact that tierce and quinte do not show similar replacement,
and also by the fact that in English the borrowing quart, which is not
homophonous with English card, remained in use much longer, and still is
used with reference to historic card games such as piquet. In this particular

% For important accounts scc Ullmann (1962), Samucls (1972), Malkicl (1979),
Gecracrts (1997).
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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. '

A particular pressure restricting use of words, at lcast in some social
contexts, appears to arisc from homonymy, or in some cascs poséibly
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 varictics 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
cuphemism.!! However, cases of words becoming obsolete for such reasons,
rather than just restricted to coarse slang registers, etc., are less common,
and counterexamples, where such homonymy has not motivated avoidance
or replacement, are also not hard to find. 12

Within the literature on homonymic clash, four diflerent types of
responses to homonymy arc 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 ficlds, or to
different registers or stylistic levels);

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

(iii) the two homonyms merge;
(iv) the two homonyms diverge in form (often in 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 cxception are extremely

0 For the details sec Franzisisches etymologisches Werterbuch (FEW) 11. 1423/1.
Assumptions of homophonic clash are frequent in von Wartburg’s work, in FEW and
clsewhere. Compare c.g. von Wartburg (1969) 119 on near-homophony between inflected
forms of edere ‘to cat’ and esse ‘to be’ in post-classical Latin leading to adoption in place
of edere of the originally more emphatic or expressive formations comedere, manducare,
or pappare.

1t See Cooper (2008). 12 See Lass (1997: 355 note 25) for some examples.
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broad. A particular difficulty is that many of 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. 13
As Malkiel (1979: 4) notes, in standard English the homonymy of /ie ‘to be
in a reclining position’ and /ie ‘to tell an untruth’ has long been tolerated,
although the phrasal verb lie down is also common in the sensc ‘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 /e
was laying on the ground. Malkicl suggests that adoption of both lie down
and intransitive /ay possibly results from avoidance of the homonymy of
lie with lie ‘to tell an untruth’.'¥ 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, Malkicl sug-
gests that cleave ‘to hew asunder, split’ (< Old English c/éofan) has reduced
cleave ‘to stick fast, adhere’ (< Old English clifian, cleofian) ‘to a precarious
status’ (1979: 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 *¢/ive. This word history thercfore scems
actually to show that a variant form can become generalized cven 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 cases of avoidance of
homonymy, but the casc here is far from proven.

B Anttila (1989: 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 scems that a word is guaranteed for the protolanguage, its
(alleged) absence in any of the daughter languages requires an explanation.” However, in
practice explanations for lexical non-survival arc often clusive, even when we are looking
atvery well documented periods of linguistic history.

¥ Compare also Samuels (1972: 67-8) on /ie, and criticism of this in Lass (1980: 78).
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Splits which afTect only the written form of a word, as with mantle and
mantel, flower and flour (see section 3.6), pose a further problem from a
functionalist point of view, since any ambiguity obviously remains in the
spoken form. In the case of flower, there was considerable variation in
pronunciation in the early modern period (compare Dobson (1969) §§165,
218), and it is hard to sec why a semantic differentiation was not established
between the available pronunciation variants /[lu:r/ (without diphthon-
gization) and /flaur/ (with diphthongization; ultimately > /flava/).!> 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 factors other than the avoidance of homonymy. The English
indefinite article a, an arosc historically from the numeral one, 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 which it modifies, in
contrast to the fuller stress of the numeral in most functions. In many other
classiccascs of grammaticalization, such as the development of the French
negator pas from the noun pas ‘pace’, no such differentiation in form has
occurred. '

One response to these difliculties 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, sce Lass (1980) 75-80, and also Lass (1997) 355, note
25. Scc also Lass (1997) for rcjection of the ideca of ‘onec 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 ecxplanation for some word
histories, where the selection of one variant over another avoids genuine
ambiguity or homonymy with a taboo word. Certainly, cxamples such as
quarte/quatriéme offer very tempting explanations for what would otherwise
seem random events of lexical replacement. However, there are far more
exceptions than positive examples, and this leads to a very important con-
clusion for etymological rescarch: there are no grounds for thinking that
the existence of homonyms was not tolerated in carlicr language states just

15 There is no difTerence in pronunciation between flour and flower in modern British
English, but most US pronouncing dictionaries record at least an optional distinction
between flowr Mav(o)r/ and flower Mavor/.

16 For much more detail on both of these examples see Hopper and Traugott (2003).
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as it is today, and we can very conlfidently reject any assertion that a par-
ticular ctymology 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 [irst 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 processes is crucial to ctymological rescarch.
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 bitterness in a scrap of surviving writing, and the word bitter is
not attested in the surviving rccords, 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 bitter-ness (not *bit-terness),
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 arc found will have their own characteristic patterns and
peculiarities. In this chapter we will look in more detail at aflixation and
compounding, two very major sources of new words in English and in
many other languages, and then we will look more bricfly 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 ctymological
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rescarch, and on how knowledge of the word-formation processes operative
in a particular language in a particular historical period can shape and
inform ctymological judgements. The final part of this chapter is devoted
to the diflicult and often controversial arca of onomatopocic, expressive,
and sound-symbolic [ormations, some acquaintance with which is essential
for ctymological rescarch.

4.1 Issues concerning affixation

4.1.1 Development of new affixes; borrowing of affixes

As we saw in section 2.2.3, affixation normally forms new words which,
at least at [irst, have a transparent semantic relationship with the bases on
which they arc formed. Frequently they also cause a change in word class,
c.g. an aflix may form abstract nouns from adjectives, or verbs from nouns,
ctc. Thus, in English, -ness is normally added to an adjective to form an
abstract noun denoting the state or condition designated by the adjective:
hardness, darkness, bitterness, etc. Many other aflixes do not cause a change
in word class, e.g. the negative prefix un- in unkind, unreasonable, ctc.
Aflixes present two arcas of interest for an etymologist: (a) the word-
forming patterns which they show, and how these change over time; and
(b) their own origins, or in other words the ctymologies of aflixes. A brief
investigation of -ness will illustrate both. In most of the recorded history
of English, -ness is gencrally added to adjectival bases, although there are
cxceptions, e.g. the rare words belongingness or whatness. In the early history
of the West Germanic languages the suflix is found with a much wider
varicty of bases, and in East Germanic (i.c. in Gothic) it is found mostly
with verbal bases. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, it is not found at all in
North Germanic. This suflix originated from reanalysis of [ormations in an
carlier suflix, proto-Germanic *-assu- (also *-issu-, *-ussu-), shown by for
instance Gothic ufarassus ‘abundance’. Old English -nes (modern English
-ness) has /e/ rather than /a/ because of a sound change (i-mutation: scc
section 7.2.4, and compare 4.4.1) caused by further suflixation in a stem-
forming suflix *-jo- which was subscquently lost. The /n/ is of rather more
interesting origin. If we compare Old English waodnes ‘madness’ with Old
English efires ‘equality’, it is obvious that both words end in -nes. The word
wodnes shows suffixation of wad ‘mad’ (archaic modern English wood) with
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the suflix -nes. However, in the casc of ¢fies the /n/ is actually part of the .

word stem; the word is related to emmnetran ‘to make even’ and efn ‘even’,
and has a parallel in Gothic ibnassus ‘equality’ (formed on ibrs ‘even’).
Stems ending in *-n- were very {requent in proto-Germanic and in lhé,carly
Germanic languages: the large class of weak nouns all had stems ending
with *-r-, as did the past participles of strong verbs. The frequency with
which *-assu- was found suflixed to a stem with final *-n- led to reanalysis
of such words as instcad showing an ending *-nassu-. This in turn led to
analogical usc of *-nassu- as a suffix on stems without a final *-n-. (On
reanalysis and analogy see furthersection 7.4.) Forms from Gothic illustrate
this particularly well, although in Gothic the suflix usually has the rather
different form -inassus.' In fact, it is possible that Gothic shows a separate
development, parallel to the one found in West Germanic languages. We
can divide the forms found in Gothic into three groups:

e Forms without /n/, e.g. ufarassus ‘abundance’.

e Forms in which /n/ is part of the stem, e.g. fraujinassus ‘mastery’ or
ibnassus ‘equality’ (fraujinassus is formed on the verb fraujinon ‘to rule
over’, which is in turn formed on the noun fiawja ‘lord’).

e Forms in which /n/ is part of the suflix, ¢.g. waninassus ‘shortage’ <
wans ‘lacking’ (in which -inassus is by reanalysis of formations such as
Srawjinassus).

The first and sccond groups of forms show the same suflix, -assus, but
rcanalysis of the second group leads by analogy to new {formations where
/n/ has become part of the suflix.

Aside from reanalysis, allixes often result from grammaticalization of
adverbs or prepositions. For instance, the adverb-forming suffix -ment in
French (and likewise Spanish -mente, Italian -mente, ctc.) originates in
uses of Latin méns, ment- in the ablative casc in collocations such as clard
mente ‘with a clear mind’. Such collocations showed semantic broadening,
c.g. ‘clear manner of being or behaving’ rather than simply ‘with a clear
mind’, and the pattern became cxtended to adjectival bases which had no
connection with mental activity, ultimately giving rise to a very productive
adverb-forming suffix (compare modern French formations such as occa-
sionellement ‘occasionally’, synthétiquement ‘synthetically’, géologiquement

! For more detail, and a number of complexitics which I have omitted here, see (in
German) Krahe (1969) 159-62.
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‘geologically’, ctc.).? Similarly, aflixes often result from grammaticalization
ol adverbs or prepositions, as in the casc of over- or out-, or the borrowed
prefixes per- and pro- (< Latin formations in per- and prd-, which arc
ultimately < per ‘through, by means of” and pré ‘in front of, on behalf of, on
account of” respectively, as e.g. in perambulare ‘to walk through’, perficere
‘to do thoroughly, complete’, proclamare ‘to cry out, declare’, pratritdere ‘to
thrust or push forward or forth’). In fact, there is some hesitation about
whether English formations with over- and out-, such as overcome, overeat,
overwinter, outdo, outbreak, outgrowth (or indeed with -over and -out, such
as voiceover, sleepover, breakout, shootout) should be regarded as showing
prefixation (or suffixation) at all, or as compounds, or as a separate class of
formations with particles.> In such debated arcas the most essential thing
for 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 ectymological hypotheses.

If we arc looking at the carliest recorded stage of a language, we may find
that we arc able to cstablish quite a lot about which aflixes arc found in
what appear to have been analysable formations, but relatively little about
how old thosc formations are. In some cases there may be information on
dating [rom datable sound changes which would have aflected an aflixed
form difTerently from the unaflixed base, or we may be able to identify a basc
borrowed [rom a foreign language during a particular historical period.
By and large, we will not be able to judge the age of formations, and so
we will be unable to establish very clearly which aflixes were productive
in a particular period. Thus, we can cstablish quite a good picturc of the
range of affixes [ound in Old English, but often we have no real way of
telling whether the words containing those aflixes were formed in Old Eng-
lish or in proto-Germanic. (Compare the example of freedom discussed in
scction 3.2.)

We can sometimes trace the development of new affixes in historical
times. To take a simple example, -scape has become a (vcry minor) pro-
ductive suflix in modern English. It originates [rom the second clement of
the noun /andscape, which is a seventeenth-century borrowing [rom Dutch
landschap. The Dutch word is a derivative of the noun /and ‘land’ with the
suflix -schap, which is related ultimately to English -ship in c.g. hardship,

2 For lurther discussion see Hopper and Traugott (2003) 140-1.
3 For the latter view sec Adams (2001) 71-7.
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lordship, township, etc. In English the ending of the word landscape was
opaque, but the meaning of the word made it clear that the first clement was
land, and by analogy we find the new formations seascape and prisonscape at
the end of the eighteenth century, denoting a sea view and, somewhat idio-
syncratically, a view dominated by prisons. Subsequently we find cityscape,
treescape, riverscape, moonscape, nightscape, manscape, marinescape, roof-
scape, mindscape, shunscape, ctc., which begin to suggest that we are no
longer encountering analogous formations on the model of /and scape, but
instead a productive suflix -scape which forms nouns denoting panoramic
or comprchensive views, including figurative ones such as rnindscape. (Since
there is usually secondary stress on the final syllable of words in -scape,
which is not normally a characteristic of suflixed words in English, we
could alternatively argue that -scape is a bound element in compounds,
rather than a true suflix.) It is very hard to draw any dividing line between
analogous formations and formations in a productive aflix, and indeed in
some theoretical models even the most productive affixes arc regarded as
functioning largely by analogy, while in other models productive affixes are
regarded as part of the grammar of a language, not of its lexis.* 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 aflixes from onc
language to another. Indeed, it is a rather loose use of terminology to say
that an allix is ‘borrowed’ at all. For example, in the Middle English period
English borrowed many words from (Anglo-)French and Latin which
showed the endings -ment and -mentum respectively. In Latin -mentum
forms nouns from verbs, denoting cither the result or product of the action
of the verb, e.g. fragmentum “fragment’ < frangere ‘to break’, or the means
or instrument of the action, c.g. érnamentum ‘ornament’ < érnare ‘to
adorn’. It also forms nouns from adjectives, c.g. éitramentum < dater ‘black’.
The same patterns are continued in French, as in garnement (< garner ‘to lit
out, cquip’) or accomplissement (< accomplir ‘to accomplish’). (This -ment
is thus different in origin and function from the French adverb-forming
-ment discussed above. The two are simply homonymous suflixes.) All of
these words were borrowed into English, as fragment, ornament, garment,
accomplishment, (rare) atrament, along with many others. On the model of
these borrowings, analogous formations began to appecar in English from

4 For a very uscful introductory discussion of these issues sece Adams (2001) 7--10.
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bases of native (i.c. non-Latin, non-Romance) origin, ¢.g. acknowledgement,
amazement, wonderment, atonement (sce section 2.1.3), and from the seven-
teenth century onwards the suflix -ment is very productive in English. How-
cver, it is ratherartificial, although a uscful 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 suflix were borrowed
into English, and on the model of these a new suffix developed in English.?

The rather complex way in which new aflixes become established in a
language can often result in uncertainty about whether a particular aflix
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 suflix
-arius. Fowever, there is some doubt and dispute as to whether the two
arc cognate, or whether the English suffix ultimately results from carly
Germanic borrowing of Latin words ending in -arius, c.g. monetarius ‘per-
son who makes coins’ (which ultimately gives English minter).® The etymo-
logical situation with the suflix -er in English becomes yet more complicated
in the Middle English period, when many Anglo-French words were bor-
rowed showing an agent-noun suflix -e¢r (which is definitely developed from
Latin -éirius); thus, beside very many English formations in -er (c.g. singer,
leader), English also shows a fairly large number of Romance borrowings
in -er (e.g. mariner, officer), which are distinguishable only by their etymol-
ogy. It is likely that carlier linguistic history contains many similar cases
which we lack sufficient 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 functions

Some aflixes show a range of diflerent senses and uscs, which can be difficult
to picce together in detail. Analysis of Old English words showing the prefix
ge-reveals a wide varicty of different meanings and uscs:

e ‘with’, ‘together’ (probably the carliest meaning in the Germanic
languages), reflected in a relatively small number of Old English words,

5 Compare Adams (2001) 134, Borrowing of inflectional affixes also sometimes
occurs: see for example Weinreich (1953) 2.32.
% For the argument in favour of borrowing sce c.g. Bammesberger (1984) 71-2.
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c.g. gepéodan ‘to join together, connect’ or gedreeg ‘band, multitude’ (<
the same base as draw, hence literally ‘people drawn together’)
® association, as in:

o words for people holding a particular relationship with others, c.g.
gebedda ‘bedfellow, consort’ (< bedl ‘bed’), or geféra and gesip, both
‘companion’ (the first related to faran to go, and the second < sip
journcy)

‘o adjectives and nouns expressing appropriateness, convenience, or
similarity, c.g. gemet ‘measure, proper measure, proportion, modera-
tion’, gemcete ‘of suitable measure, fit, proper’ (modern English meet,
adjective), both ultimately related to metan ‘to measure’ (modern
English to mete out)

e mutual relationship, c.g. gesweostor ‘sisters’, gebrador ‘brothers’, or
gefriend ‘friends’

e collective formations, e.g. gewéde ‘clothing’ (related to archaic modern

English weeds), gebacu ‘back parts’, or geweorc ‘work’ (sce section

1.3.2)

usc in forming generalizing or indefinite pronouns, as gefiwa or gelwilce,

both (roughly) ‘cach or every onc’

perfective or intensive meaning, as c.g. in gemdt ‘meeting’ (> modern
English nmoot) or gemynd ‘memory, remembrance’ (> modern English
mind) and numerous verbs such as geetan ‘to eat up, consume’, gecernan
‘to gain by running’ (beside unprefixed ewrnan ‘to run’)

o Related to this last category is the use in forming the past par-
ticiple of verbs, which will be familiar to anyone who has some
knowledge of modern German (although the use in modern German
itself represents the outcome of a number of complex historical
developments).

Not all of the uses of the prefix in Old English are fully understood, and
some aspects of the summary above touch on areas of controversy. It is a
safc assumption that if we had only the data of carly Middle English to go
on, in which some words preserve the prefix (as /- or y-), some do not, and
many others show substitution of other prefixes (see Stanley (1982)), then
we would have little idea of the complexity of the picturcin Old English (and
in proto-Germanic). This prefix 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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in occasional archaizing past participle forms such as yclept or in [urther
reduced and obscured form as the first syllable of aware (Old English geweer)
or afford (Old English gefordian).

4.1.3 Cascs which could show cither affixation or compounding

Apparently simple, readily analysable compound and derivative formations
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, palacogeographical ‘relating to (the study of)
the geographical features of an areca at some point in the past’ stands
in a transparent semantic relationship with palacogeography, but we may
hesitate in deciding whether it shows a compound or a derivative formation.
Therc arc certainly English formations in the suflix -ical. The stages in the
development of this suflix can be traced as follows:

e In Latin the adjective-forming suflix -@lis is suflixed to lormations,
probably originally nouns, in the suflix -icus, which forms both nouns
and adjectives; hence post-classical Latin clericalis ‘clerical’ < clericus
‘clergyman, cleric’ (occasionally also as adjective, ‘clerical’).

e On the model of such words, borrowed Latin adjectives ending in -icus
arc often suflixed with -a/ in English, e.g. listorical < Latin historicus
+ -al, beside historic < Latin historicus; in this case, as in some others,
the two words /iistoric 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.”

e By analogy with such formations, noun bases, most but not all ulti-
mately of Latin origin, arc suffixed with -ical within English, often
giving rise to further pairs of adjectives in -ic and -ical, e.g. artistical
and artistic (< artist), atomical and atomic (< ur()'m), ecological and
ecologic (< ecology), pedantical and pedantic (< pedant).

In the case of palacogeography and palacogeographical, suflixation in -ical
would be cxplained very casily by analogy with the pair geography,
geographical. We could present this as a case of proportional analogy (see
section 7.4.1):

geography : geographical = palacogeography : palacogeographical

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 instecad compounding. palaeo- is a (marginally)
productive neo-classical combining form in English (see section 4.3.1), and
we could take palacogeographical to be simply a compound formation

< palaeo- + geographical, on the model of palacogeography. There is really |

no very casy way of deciding which analysis is preferable in such cases,
particularly since there arc apparently parallel cases in favour of cach
analysis.

In some cases both semantic and morphological arguments point
strongly towards analysis as a derivative. For instance, a microfilmer is
somecone who microfilms 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 < micro- + filmer would be
awkward semantically: microfiliner does not mean ‘a very small maker of
films’. Similar considerations apply in some cascs which it is probably best
toregard as nonce-formations in an unproductive or barely productive aflix
on the model of an cxisting word. Thus, although the adjective-forming
suflix -/y 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.c. an clder 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 sensc semantically. However, the sclection of the sullix
-ly (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 -/y were fairly common. (The cquivalent form brodorlic 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 Middle Eastern, showing the suflix -esn that is only found
in the adjectives northern, eastern, etc., which designate points of the
compass.

Sometimes scmantic analysis and morphological analysis scem 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 of truncation
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and remodeclling of the stem by analogy with the relationship between
physics and physicist (and other word groups such as aerodynamic, aero-
dynamics, aerodynamicist, ctc.). The much simpler and morc economical
morphological explanation would be compounding of particle and physicist,
but this is much less satisfactory semantically. M orphologists often describe
such difficult cases as showing a bracketing paradox.®

The more theoretical aspects of such questions are fundamentally matters
for specialists in morphology, who, incvitably, will not all agrec 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 possiblc analyses of derivational relationships can often lcad to
a new and more satisfactory solution to an ctymological problem.

4.2 Synonyms, nonce formations, and blocking

This section will deal with two rather different topics, because each appears
to raisc some rather similar issucs for etymology work, and I belicve that in
cach 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. 1f we took the view that true
synonyms do not occur, this might secem to have important implications for
the practice of etymologists: if we have 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 casily demonstrate empirically that this is an incorrect inference.
Dictionaries abound with words or senses which are defined in the same
way as onc another, and which can be shown to cxist in the same historical
period, and which dictionaries do not mark as bclongin‘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 neuromuscular, or (in related
word groups) pediculate and pediculated, purification and purifaction, aerify
and aerate (or comparc the pairs of words in -ic and -ical in section 4.1.3).

8 Sce for example Bauer (2003) 325, from which 1 have taken this example.
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Thesc examples all belong tomoreor less technical registers, and it is in such
registers that synonyms with no diflerentiation at all in stylistic level are

commonly found. However, if we disregard the constraint that there should-

be no differentiation in stylistic level, we can add pairs of much commoner

words which show at least one meaning which overlaps, such as mariner and

sailor, marry and wed, or (historically related) oldest and eldest. 1t would be
casy (i tedious) to produce extremely long lists illustrating each category. It
may be the case that nonc of these words were ever [ull 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. However, we
should bear in mind that our information about the meanings ol 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: we may sometimes
be able to recover some information about these in past language states, but
our information will always be very limited, and often we will have none at
all. We should therefore not be at all surprised if we find that we very often
encounter words which appear to be [ull synonyms in the historical record:
there may have been very obvious differences [or 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 we think that full synonyms are possible, or
likely, or adopt any intermediate theoretical position, we will often have to
accept that the available historical data presents us with two or more words
which we simply cannot distinguish in meaning or use.

This becomes a very important factor il we now consider the phenom-
cnon known as blocking (or pre-emption), by which new formations are
blocked (or pre-empted) by the prior existence of a synonym. There arc
good reasons [or thinking that blocking is an important [actor in restricting
word lormation. Thus we expect that the prior existence of difficulty will
block difficultness [rom being formed, and similarly that coolness will block
coolth. (The recasons why T have not marked difficultness or coolth with
asterisks will become clear from the following paragraphs.) But, as we have
scen in the preceding paragraph, we do find pediculate beside pediculated,
purification beside purifaction, aerify beside aerate, and so on, even though
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theoretically the existence of the onc [ormation should have blocked the
coining of the other. Wecan casily see how such a situation can arise in prac-
tice: in a developing areca of discourse, field of study, etc., one group of peo-
ple may begin using the onc formation, and another group may begin using
the other, before cither 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 we can-
not be certain whether we are sceing a history of continuous use, or a serics
of re-coinings of the same word form in the same (or very similar) meaning,.
Or to follow another possibility, pediculated could reflect simply a faulty
recollection of pediculate, or an alteration on the model of other words
ending in -ated, 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’ thealteration in word form.
Thus itis unsurprising thatblocking often seems a rather weak force in parts
of the lexicon which belong only to technical discourse, where a particular
word is likely to be known and used by only a small number of people.’

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

warm . warmth = cool . coolth

(On analogy sce further scction 7.4.) The OED shows a rather patchy record
for coolth from the mid sixteenth century to the present day. A number of
the recorded uscs are sclf-consciously humorous, cspecially [rom the late
nincteenth century onwards, but others are not. There is probably not a
continuous history of use, but rather a succession ol separate formations of
the word. The existence of coolth beside coolness appears on at least two
separate occasions to have been exploited to realize a semantic distinction:

¥ For a detailed cxploration of issues of this typesce Bauer (2006b).
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in regional dialect use in the cighteenth and nincteenth centuries we find

coolth in the specialized sense ‘a commoncold’, and from the 1960s onwards

in US English we find some evidence for semantic specialization in the sense
‘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 and/or (Anglo-)French, we do not expect also to find
difficultness, even though the derivational morphology of modern English
would suggest difficultess as by far the likeliest abstract noun to be formed
from the adjective difficult. However, difficultness is indeed recorded in the
OL D, with examples from 1560 to the present day. The historical record for
this word is patchy, and it is likely that the word has not shown a continuous
cxistence in English. The presence of examples in the OE D from 1560, 1580,
and 1644 suggests that there was some continuity of use in the early modern
period, and indeed searching the Early English Books Online database of
carly modern English texts provides a cluster of further examples, although
there are many, many more examples of difficu/ty in this same period.'?
The later picture is rather diflerent, since the OED records no examples
of difficultness from the cighteenth or nineteenth centuries, and its two
twenticth-century examples seem to show a clear semantic 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 aflixes may have coexisted, perhaps with a difference of meaning, or
register, or stylistic level which is now unrecoverable; or perhaps onc word
of a pair was institutionalized, and the other cxisted 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,
we can almost never rule out the existence of one word in the past simply
because we have very strong indications that another existed.

10 On the frequency with which parallel formations from the same base arc found in
carly modern English sce e.g. Nevalainen (1999) 358, and cvaluation in Bauer (2001)
183-4.

' Sce Adams (2001) 13 on this particular obscrvation.
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4.3 Issues concerning compounding

In ctymological research we 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 of 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
find compounds in English where the first clement is a verb and the second
element 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 cither of the clements 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 influence in the centuries after the Norman Conquest. pickpocket
belongs to a small [amily of similar formations with pick, and we can trace
the historical development of this word family:

e In later Middle English (or slightly earlicr as surnames) we find pick-
purse, pickthank ‘person who curries favour with another’, pickharness
‘person who strips the slain of their armour’, and pickpenny.

e In the early modern period we find pickpocket itsell and a few other
formations.

e We find occasional later (rather self-conscious) formations, e.g. pick-
brain in the carly twenticth 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 malke peace, to pick someone's purse, ctc. Thus, il we have formulated
an ctymological hypothesis which involves assuming .the existence of an
cxocentric 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 cither strengthen or weaken our hypothesis:

e Since such formations often appear in small clusters, can we find other
similar formations from the same verb?

e [s there a similar phrasal construction with the same verb in the same
period?
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* Are there many other compounds of the same type found in the same

period, geographical arca, register, ctc.?

If we arc very fortunate, a reference work will provide a catalogue
of such formations. In the case of English, this exists in the form of

Marchand (1969), in which section 5.8 catalogues and discusses formations -

of just this type.

4.3.1 Neo-classical combining forms, and other compounding patterns

Sometimes extensive borrowing can lead to new patterns 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 Greek the adjective mikrés ‘small’
occurs as miikro- as the first clement in compounds, c.g. mikropsuchia ‘lit-
tleness of soul’. In Latin, where an internal -o- was replaced by -i- in
certain environments, pés (stem ped-) appears as pecli- in compounds, c.g.
pedisequus ‘attendant’. In English, as in many other European languages,
new formations are found on the same pattern, with the result that we find
clements, usually called (neo-classical) combining forms, which exist only
as bound forms in compounds but which arc productive in forming new
compounds:

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

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

e (sometimes) with English nouns not ultimately of classical origin, c.g.
microsikirt < micro- + skirt

It is the formations with other bound forms, such as micrography, which
serve as the main criterion for distinguishing combining forms from affixes
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 are formed within
English (and in other modern languages) from elements ultimately of Latin
or Greck origin plus a connecting vowel -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 find English radio- (< Latin radius + -0-), which
is found in English forming compounds to do with radiation and radio
communications from the late nincteenth 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 sadomasochisin, ctc.),
formed on the name of the Marquis de Sade, albeit on the model of car-
lier formations with derivative suflixes such as sadisn, sadistic, ctc. (There
would perhaps be a case for saying that, in spite of its having the connecting
vowel -0-, sado- is actually a prefix, not a true combining form, since it
is found only in formations with an independent word as second clement,
not another bound form, although this would conflict with the fact that it
clearly has lexical content in formations such as sadomasoclisim.)

The status of micro- ctc. as bound [orms is not aflected by use of the same
word form as an adjective or noun. Thus when micro occurs as an adjective,
c.g. in strictly micro, something so very micro, or of a more micro nature (all
recorded in OED), it shows conversion (seesection 4.4.2) to a different word
class. The same is true of uses as a noun in senses such as ‘micro dress or
skirt’, ‘microcomputer’, ‘microwave oven’, unless we take these simply to
show clipped forms (sce section 4.4.3) of the nouns microdress, microskirt,
microcomputer, microwave oven, etc.

Somewhat more problematic are the cases we sometimes find where a nco-
classical combining form appears to be combined with a derivational allix.
The theoretical model usually adopted tells us that neo-classical combining
forms can be found forming compounds cither with other neo-classical
combining forms or with independent words (c.g. micrography or microbiol-
ogy, as above), but that, as bound forms, they should not be found as bascs
for derivational suflixation.'? Thus we should not expect to find *micral (<
micro- + -al, adjective-forming suffix) or *microness (< micro- + -ness). We
do in fact very occasionally find formations such as orthic (which has var-
ious technical meanings in mineralogy, gcometry, and soil sciences), which
has the appecarance of being a derivative formation from the combining
form ortho- (< ancient Greek orthds ‘straight’) with the adjective-forming
suflix -ic. Here there is the alternative analysis of regarding the English word
as a formation directly from the ancient Greck adjective plus the English
derivative suflix (i.c. < ancient Greek orthés + English -i¢), a pattern which

12 Scce.g. Bauer (1983) 213-16.
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would certainly not be without parallels among modern vocabulary in
technical registers, even in cascs where there is no corresponding combihing
form in English usc. In other cascs an analysis as a blend (scescction 4.4.4)
or-as a formation on a clipping (scc scction 4.4.3) may resolve the. diffi-
culty. However, Bauer (1998b: 409) sounds an important note of caution:
‘Rather than having a clearly defined set of neoclassical compounds, it
scems that neoclassical compounding acts as some kind of prototype, from
which actual formations may diverge in unpredictable ways’. This sort of
casc illustrates well the importance of interaction between detailed analysis
of individual word historics (i.c. ctymology) and morc general theoretical
approaches. '
Formations with nco-classical combining forms are mostly restricted to
scientific and other technical registers, and they may scem a rather mar-
ginal part of the lexis of English, French, German, ctc., although they
arc certainly extremely numerous. It might be tempting to dismiss the
unusual compounding patterns shown by neo-classical combining forms
as something of a historical accident resulting from the unusual status of
Latin- and Greek-derived elements as part of the ‘intcrnational language’
of science in the modern world. However, there arc 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 from the
usual ones in the borrowing language. For instance, during the last two
millennia Japancse has borrowed huge numbers of words [rom Chinese,
totalling over 50 per cent of the vocabulary in a modern Japanese dictionary.
These arc 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-
nesc bound forms, as have hybrid words showing onc element ultimately
of Japanecse origin and onc ultimately of Chinese origin. Collectively all
of these types arc usually referred to as Sino-Japanese compounds. Such
compounds tend, like nco-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.c. of the tokens) as
well as of the distinct word forms (i.e. of the types). Most intcrestingly
for our present purposes, the formation of new Sino-Japancse compounds
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also shows some differences from regular word formation in Japancsc:
compounds consisting of a verb and its object reflect Japanese word order
when they are formed from clements of Japanese origin, but generally
reflect Chinese word order when they are formed from borrowed Chinese
clements. '3

4.4 Some other important processes

4.4.1 Root allomorphy and ablaut

As noted in section 2.2.3, one thing that affixation and compounding have
in common is that the result of the word-forming process is a longer word
form. However, morphological relationships can also be indicated by varia-
tion in the root vowel in a word or group of words, and such variation can
form the basis for productive word-forming processcs.

In the inflectional morphology of modern English, the plural of man is
indicated not by the regular plural inflection -s, but by a change in the
root vowel: mien. Synchronically this can be described as a casc of root
allomorphy. Historically, in this particular instance it results from a sz?'u'nd
change called i-mutation (or sometimes i-umlaut) which involved raismg
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
/mani/ > [meni] > /men/; we will look at the details of this in scction 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 vowel harmony arc more commonly used today (and leS.O
refer to influence of a vowel in a preceding syllable, as found for instance 1n
Finnish or Turkish).

Root allomorphy is also found in many irregular verbs in modern Eng-
lish, c.g. present stem sing, past tense sang, past participle sung. In this
instance the variation results from & process in proto-Indo-Europcan mor-
phology called ablaut, by which morphological relationships arc indicated
by vowel alternation (also called apophony). Indo-Europecan ablaut very

13 For the data drawn on here see Shibatani (1990) 145-7, 237-41; compare also c.g.
Backhouse (1993) 75-6; Cannon and Warren (1996) 82--3.
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possibly had its origin in variation in the position of the accent, although
this is a very uncertain matler, involving assumptions about a prior stage
in the history of a reconstructed proto-language which is already at a
considerable remove from our oldest linguistic evidence. By the stage in the
history of proto-Indo-European 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. Most proto-Indo-European roots which can
be reconstructed show the pattern CeC, showing a consonant (or consonant
cluster), the vowel ¢, and another consonant (or consonant cluster). In
many cases a resonant (/, r, m, 12 or the glides i or j) was found cither
before orafter the vowel, 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 peithomen or English sing below). The initial or
final consonant could also be a resonant, hence ReC and CeR arc included
when we write CeC.

The form of a root with the vowel ¢ (i.e. CeC, CReC, ctc.) is called
the full ablaut grade. The full grade of the reconstructed root *kel- ‘to
conceal’ is reflected by Old Irish celim ‘to conceal’ and Old English helan
‘to conceal’ (showing *k > */i by Grimm’s Law). This root also shows an
o-grade, in which o takes the place of e. This is reflected by Gothic Aalja
‘to conceal’ (with *k& > */i by Grimm’s Law again, and with the Germanic
change of short *o to *cz; 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 ¢/am ‘secretly’ (in which -arm shows an adverbial termination
also shown by coram ‘face to face’ and palam ‘openly, publicy’). Finally, a
long grade with long ¢ is reflected by Latin célare ‘to conceal’. Some roots
also show a long 4 grade in the same scries.

In traditional accounts of proto-Indo-European other ablaut serics have
also been identified, although today interpretations of these differ. In 1.2.4
we encountered ablaut variation between *so- and *sa-, and we noted that
*o represents the realization as a vowel of one of a series of hypothesized so-
called laryngeal sounds (the phonetic quality of which is in fact unknown).
In this analysis, *so- shows the zero grade of a root *se/- 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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*sd- shows the full grade, with the laryngeal consonant having a lengthening
and colouring cfTect on the full-grade vowel *¢. 14

The morphological functions of ablaut in proto-Indo-European arc not
perfectly understood, but certainly there are some regularitics 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 o grade,
c.g. Latin toga ‘garment’ (literally ‘a covering’) beside tegére ‘to cover’; Old
English pe ‘roof’, modern English thatch, is also from the o grade of the
same root, showing the subsequent cffects of Grimm’s Law and the change
of short *o to *a in proto-Germanic, followed by fronting of @ to ¢z in Old
English. On the typical morphological structure of words in proto-Indo-
European sec further section 8.7.3.

In a number of ancient Greck verbs which reflect Indo-European patterns
the present shows the full grade with e, the perfect shows the o grade,
and the verbal adjective and the aorist show the zero grade: e.g. peithomen
‘we persuade’, pepoithamen ‘we are persuaded, we have been persuaded’,
epithomen ‘we persuaded’, showing the full grade, o grade, and zero grade
of a root which has the gradation pattern ¢i, oi, i, that is to say CeiC in the
full grade, CoiC in the o grade, CiC in the zero grade. In the inflectional
morphology of the Germanic languages, ablaut is most obviously .prcscnl
in the morphology of the strong verbs. In the case of sing, sang, sung:

e the present stem sing shows the full grade with ¢ (with raising of *e to
*i before a nasal in proto-Germanic)

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

e the past participle sung shows the zero grade (showing a syllabic *2 in
Indo-Europecan, giving *un in proto-Germanic)

This root thus shows the gradation pattern CenC, ConC, CnC. 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
cxplore in section 7.4.1.

1 For a fuller introduction to these issues from the viewpoint particularly of the
history and pre-history of English, sec Lass (1994) 105-19. For an overview of the history
of this question sce also Szemerényi (1996) §§4.1.11, 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 suffixation of the o grade of strong vérbul
roots. For example, in section 3.5 we encountered the Old English weak
verb meltan ‘to melt (something)’ (< Germanic “maltjan), formed fr.om the
o grade (Germanic *malt-) of the root of the strong verb meltan ‘to melt’
plus a suflix. The change in vowel from Germanic *maltjan to Old English
meltan results from /-mutation, caused by the *-j- in the Germanic suffix.

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

4.4.2 Conversion

Onc 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, c.g.:

® 10 knife < the noun knife
e a look < the verb to look

Depending on the theoretical position adopted, this is sometimes called
instead cither zero-derivation or functional shift. The linguistic analysis of
this process is the topic of much debate, but this debate need not concern
ctymologists 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 suilixes as a result of the reduction or loss of
unstressed vowels in late Old English and carly 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 For discussion of the carly period sce Kastovsky (1992: 382~3, 392—6); for some usc-
[ul statistics sce Algeo (1998: 67--8). For an analysis of the types found in contemporary
English sec Hickey (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 arc arguably not word-
formation processes. '

A type of change which sits uneasily between word formation, change in
word form, and semantic change is ellipsis. This is the shortening of an
cxisting compound or phrase so that one clement comes to take on the
previous meaning of the whole compound or phrase. It is probably shown
by the names of many military ranks in English, e.g. imajor which arose {rom
sergeant-majorin the same meaning (even though the two terms are distin-
guished in meaning in present-day English: see further scction 8.6.3). This
could be explained as a change in word form, with the longer form sergeant-
major being clipped at the boundary between its two constituent clements
to give /major. Alternatively, we could explain it as semantic change, with
major (which existed carlier in other uses as a noun) taking on the meaning
denoting a military officer as a result of association with sergeant-major.
Compare similarly private or general. In other cases there is no antecedent
usc in the same word class, and thus analysis as a change in word form
scems more certain, c.g.:

e porky (1985; < porky pie, itself rhyming slang for ‘lic’)
o rarebit (1848; < Welsh rarebit, itself a folk-etymological alteration of
Welsh rabbit)

Similarly in Latin onc finds:

e persicum ‘peacl’ (< persicum malum, literally ‘Persian apple’)
® magica ‘magic’ (< ars magica ‘magical art’)
e mille ‘mile’ (< mille passuum, literally ‘thousand paces’)

In the case of mille we could perhaps analyse this as showing a specific sense
development of mille ‘thousand’ on the model of the longer phrase, but
this seems less likely with magica (formally the feminine of the adjective
magicus) or persicum (formally the neuter of the adjective persicus). When
we are examining past stages in a language’s history, we will often have no
direct evidence for the longer compound or phrase which has been subject
to ellipsis, and we will have to reconstruct on the basis of known patterns
in the language concerned: for instance, in the case of magica, if we had no
cvidence for ars magica we would have to work backwards from the fact
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that we have what is formally a feminine adjective used as a noun, and try -

to work out whether this could rcasonably be explained as an ellipsis for
some longer phrasc. ‘
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 gencrally quite unpredictable, although there 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 been 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 forms are often familiar or slang
formations. Clipping is common in contemporary English, usually forming
colloquial synonyms of the clipped word, but it is not at all common in most
carlier periods of the language’s history. ' Some recent examples include:

e prole (< proletarian; first recorded in 1887)
e prefab (< prefubricated; 1937)

e mayo (< mayonnaise; 1940)

® narco (< narcotic, 1954)

decaf (< decaffeinated; 1956)

blog (< weblog; 1999)

Earlier examples include:

e coz (1559; < cousin)
® wig (1675; < periwig)
e canter ‘(of a horse) to move at a moderate gallop’ (1706; < canterbury
‘to canter’ < Canterbury ‘an casy galloping pacc’, clliptical for Canter-
bury pace, Canterbury gallop, ctc. < the place name Canterbury, with

allusion to the pace taken to be characteristic of Canterbury pilgrims
on horscback)

Some carly examples, such as gent < gentleman, miss < mistress, or ma <
master, may have originated as graphic abbreviations in the written lan-
guage, at first read as the full word and only later coming to be realized by
a clipped spoken form, but we can seldom be sure of this.

16 Sce for instance the discussion in Marchand (1969) 441-50. For some cxamples

from the carly modern period sec also Nevalainen (1999) 432-3. For cighteenth-century
comment on clipping sce Baugh and Cable (2002) 259-60.
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In English clipping is often accompanicd by some rcmodclling‘ of the
ending of the clipped form: e.g. nappy < napkin, barbie < l)arl)ecu%), 1.11 bc?th
of which the ending is probably modelled after words with the diminutive
suflix -ie/-y. Similarly heinie ‘the buttocks’ < behind with remodelling after
-iel-y, but probably also with some influence from Heine, a slang term for
a German soldier; or jammies < pyjamas, where the clipped form has also
retained the plural ending. The same phenomienon is frequent in pcrls70nal
names, c.g. Andy (< Andrew), Charlie (< Charles), Patty (< Patricia).

Clipping is alsocommon in several other modern European languages, as
for instance French météo < météorologique ‘metcorological’, or German
Uni < Universitdt ‘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 sounc! system
of Japanese, for example roomu ‘platform’ < purattohoomu < English plat-
form. Clipping is also common in Japanesc in the dimorphemic compounc.ls

Aborrowcd 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 tolcl yuu ‘special cxpress (train)’ < tokubetulc yuukcoo. ' Clipping
has much less frequently been identified in ancient or medicval languages,
although this may to some extent be a result of the type of vocabulary 'which
is recorded in our surviving documentation. The cxception to this is per-
sonal names, where clipping is quite common in carlicr periods, especially
when accompaniced by morphological remodelling or suffixation (as in Andy
ctc. above): sce discussion in section 9.2.3.

There arc also phonetic processes involving loss of 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 dic'lionari.cs

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:

e aphacresis, loss of an unstressed initial syllable, e.g. monish < admonish.
When only an unstressed initial vowel is lost, this is sometimes distin-
guished as aphesis, c.g. gainst < against.

'7 For a detailed discussion sce Plag (2603) 116-21.
18 For the Japanese examples scec Backhouse (1993) 85-6.
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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 /0avszan/ for thousand, or in
the characteristic loss of unstressed final vowels in Middle English.

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

or coverchief, curtsy < courtesy, fancy < fantasy, in the last two cases
with subsequent differentiation in meaning,.

In well-documented periods of linguistic history we may have the luxury of
observing a period in which the parent form and the variant cocxist in the
same meaning, followed by a period in which diflerentiation occurs. In less
well-documented periods all that we may have is evidence for forms which
arc alrcady differentiated in meaning, and we may have to hypothesize that
the one originated as a variant of the other, in a process similar to that scen

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 form a new word,
c.g. smog < smoke and fog. Several categories of such formations can be
distinguished.!” In one common type, the two truncated word stems are
combined at a point in each word where the same sound occurs, or where
there is at lecast some similarity of sound, as in smog or the following
examples:

® mockumentary (< mock and documentary)

e motel (< motor and hotel)

o banjolin (< banjo and mandolin)

e threequel (< three and sequel, denoting a second sequel)
* hacktivist (< hack and activist, denoting a politically motivated com-
puter hacker)

o fuction (< fact and fiction)

Often the formations denote things which are themselves hybrid, or clse
which are regarded as being hybrid (as mockumentary banjolin, faction),
and thus the formations arc at least partly iconic, embodying hybridity in

Y For a more detailed analysis of blends in modern English based on prosodic
morphology sce Plag (2003) 121-6.

:
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their own hybrid form. Another formal characteristic shown by all of these
cxamples is that the resulting blend word has the same number of syllables
as onc of the parent words, and the same stressed syllable. However, some
other blends do not show this characteristic, c.g.:

o penultimatum (< penultimate and wltimatuny, although this could
instcad be explained as an analogous formation, u/timate : ultimatum =

penultimate : penultimatun)

In other examples there is shared phonctic material, but not at preciscly
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, arc met:

o chunnel (< channel and tunnel)
o stagflation (< stagnation and inflation)

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

* docudrama (< documentary and drama, denoting a type of hybrid tcle-
vision programme)

o edutainment (< education and entertainment)

o infotaimment (< information and entertainment)

These formations clearly also convey hybridity iconically, and do not
show meaningful segments of the words from which they are formed.
However, -taimment could also be analysed as a new aflix with very
low-level productivity within a particular specialist register; interest-
ingly, docutainment 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 transistor (a blend of transfer and resis-
tor) and then subsequently in neuristor, spacistor, thermistor, thyristor,
varistor, ctc.

A slightly more complex case is presented by -burger. English hamburger
originally showed a borrowing from German Hamburger ‘person {rom
Hamburg’, which was also its carliest meaning in English. In the late r1ine-
teenth century Hamburger steak is found denoting a beef patty, and shortly
afterwards hamburger is found in the same meaning, and also denoting a
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type of sandwich containing such a patty. This last meaning gave rise to
blend formations which we can divide into two groups semantically: ‘

(1) cheeseburger, a hamburger sandwich with the addition of cheese, egg-
burger, a hamburger sandwich with the addition of cgg, ctc.

(2) chickenburger, a hamburger sandwich with chicken substituted for the
beef patty, crab burger, a hamburger sandwich with crab substituted
for the beef patty, ctc.

In British English (but not generally in North American English) hamburger
and the clipped form burger also remained in frequent usc denoting the beef
patty, rather than the sandwich as a whole, giving rise to the new formation
beefburger in the same meaning, which we could analyse as showing cither
a compound of beef and burger or a blend of beef” and hamburger. In
British English we similarly {ind chickenburger, porkburger, nutburger, ctc.,
denoting patties made out of chicken, pork, nuts, etc. (This chickenburger
is hence distinct semantically from the chickenburger noted above.) On
semantic grounds, it seems more reasonable to analyse these as showing
cither blends or formations in a suffix -burger, rather than compounds in
the clipped form burger, although this is complicated by the fact that burger
is itself sometimes found in the broader sense ‘patty (made out of a foodstulf
identified contextually)’ in British English.

Blends of the type shown by smog or mockumentary arc found in English
with some frequency from the late nineteenth century onwards. This is thus
a process whichanyone 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 typeshown by docudrama, edutainment, ctc. (and by
transistor, cheeseburger, ctc.) 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 scction 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 Back formation

Back formation is a process in which rcanalysis of an existing word as
showing a particular aflix lcads to the creation of a new word which is
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taken to be its morphological base. The verb peddle (first recorded in the
scventeenth century) is probably a back formation from pedlar, peddler
(fourteenth century), which is in turn probably an alteration of pedder
(twelfth century) by analogy with the variation found between tinkler and
tinker. However, 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
altcration of burgator.

To take an example where the further etymology is known with more
certainty, rmase ‘to function or act as a maser’ (1962) has been formed as a
result of reanalysis of maser (1955), which is in fact in origin an acronym
from the initial letters of microwave amplification 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 /aser.)

marl (1617), a nautical term meaning ‘to fasten with marline or small
line’, was formed by reanalysis of marling ‘marline’, as though it showed a
verb stem /marl and the noun-forming suffix -ing. Historically, both marling
and marline arc borrowings from Dutch marline, in the case of marling
showing assimilation to the -ing ending of verbal nouns, and in the case
of marline showing folk-etymological alteration as a result of semantic
association with /ine. An unfamiliar, monomorphemic borrowed word has
thus been reanalysed in two different ways, resulting in at lecast partially
analysable forms, and in the casc of imarling this has led to further reanalysis
of the first syllable of the word as a verb stem, and hence the back formation
mari. 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 scction 7.4.

In some cases the arguments in support of an analysis as a back formation
arc rather more complex. word processor (1968) considerably antedates the
verb word process (1982), and in the well-documented world of office activity
in the late twenticth century there are no reasonable grounds for suspecting
that word process in fact existed for fourtcen years without leaving any
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trace in documents available to lexicographers. It therefore seems certain
that word processor must have preceded word process chronologically, and
word processor is casily explicable as a compound in which word stands in
an objective relationship to processor (i.e. this is a device which processes
words). However, we arc then faced with a difficulty: does word process
show a back formation < word processor, or does it show a verb-headed
comlpound < word 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 formations, or cases like litmus-
test, which can alternatively be explained as showing conversion from a
noun compound.?® On this basis, many scholars identify cases such as word

process as back [ormations.?!

4.4.6 Acronyms and initialisms

Some types of formation belong very characteristically to the languages
of modern literate societies, because they are based upon the (regular,
standardized) spellings of longer phrases. Both acronyms and initialisms
arc formed {rom the initial letters of phrases, although there is often some
licence regarding which letters are actually included in the formation, par-
ticularly in the casc of acronyms. Acronyms arc pronounced as the ‘word’
spelt by the resulting string of letters, such as maser in the preceding scction,
or the slightly later formation /aser (1960) which was modelled on it (< the
initial letters of /ight amplification by the stimulated emission of radiation,
although with the express mtention of providing a name for an ‘optical
mascr’). Initialisms are pronounced simply as a series of letter names, such
as DVD < the initial letters of digital video disk (although a group of
companies later agreed to reinterpret the initialism as in fact standing for
digital versatile disk, to better reflect the uses of the disks so denoted for
c.g. storage of computer data as well as for storing video).

Both acronyms and initialisms are far removed from more naturaf modes
of word formation, whose products can emerge l[or the first time with
little or no introspection {rom speakers in the context of natural language

20" Compare discussion in Adams (2001) 100-9, Plag (2003) 154-5.
2 For discussion of some other types which present difficultics of analysis sce
Barnhart (1989), Adams (2001) 136-8.

il
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usc. Acronyms and initialisms arc by their nature thought-out, conscious
coinages, and sometimes arc indeed decided on by committees, sclecting
names for new products, organizations, ctc. from a varicty of possibilitics.
However, this is also truc of many particular examples of other types of
word formation, and thereis only a cline separating entirely natural forma-
tions from entirely contrived ones.

Rather oddly, acronyms are very frequently invoked as explanations of
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 truc of borrowing, wherce
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, [or instance through onomatopocia, and we will look
at these in this final section.

The default state of affairs in linguistics was characterized by the great
Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussurc as reflecting the ‘arbitrariness of
the linguistic sign’.?2 To take a very simple illustration from the world of
ctymology, 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
of apples for 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 pcople 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. Thereis no internal connexion, for example, between
the idea “sister” and the French sequence of sounds s-6-r which acts as its signal.” (de
Saussure, translated Harris (1983) 67): ‘Le signe linguistique est arbitraire. Ainsi I'idée
de “seeur” n’est liée par aucun rapport intéricur avec la suite des sons s-6-r qui lui sert de
signifiant.” (de Saussure (1972) 100).
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apple and other words which denote related things or concepts. However,
this will be essentially a language-internal investigation, in which real-world
knowledge has simply cnabled us to identify a sct of potentially related
words 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 propertics that
could give us any clue that apple was the name for this object.

We have encountered many words which arc analysable, such as blackbird.
As we noted in scction 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
blackehird and its rcal-world referent than there is between a monomor-
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 for 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 morc than therce is between apple
and a rcal-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 for
‘apple’ and ‘blackbird’ are respectively pormme and merle, both of which
have equally arbitrary relationships with their real-world referents. (The
situation would become rapidly much more complex if we were to look at
some abstract words, and at how theranges of sensesrcalized by a particular
word form differ 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 facct of the recal world onomatopocically
or cxpressively. Without doubt such factors do actually play a part in
the formation of some words. However, beyond this almost everything is
very much disputed. Certainly there arc some true cases of onomatopocia,
i.e. words which through their sound represent some non-linguistic sound
iconically, albeit often only very approximately. However, there are also
certainly cases which many speakers perceive as onomatopocic which in fact
belong entircly to the conventions of the language-internal realm. We can
also term such relationships iconic, but if so we must make an important
distinction in our use of the term. Truly onomatopocic 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 conncctions entirely within the world of linguistic signs. We can term
this sort of iconicity diagrammatic iconicity.2® It is this sort of iconicity that
is shown by expressive formations which depend for their expressive quality
on sounds which they have in common with other words of similar meaning,
such as [or instance the /sl/ of words such as slip, slide, or slime. Expressive
formations, and what arc called phonaesthemes, open up some very difficult
theoretical areas, but we must give them some consideration here, because
they arc often invoked in etymological arguments, and arc almost as often
cxtremely controversial.

4.5.1 Words representing sounds in the natural world, and related
phenomena

Some cases of onomatopocia arc fairly uncontroversial, such as words
which represent certain sounds in the natural world, e.g. bang, pop, whoosh.
In sentences such as ¢ went bang the onomatopocic aspect can be empha-
sized in the pronunciation of the onomatopocic word, for instance bang
might be pronounced more loudly and/or rapidly than the other words in
the utterance, although it need not be, and all onomatopocic words are
to a large extent conventionalized iconic representations of sounds in the
rcal world. A similar group of words compriscs interjections such as pafi,
pish, phew, pool, showing verbal recalizations of various non-verbal means
of expressing one’s feelings by blowing, expressing air through pursed lips,
with or without puflTed-out cheeks, etc. This is an arca 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 murimurdre (> Eng-
lish murnun) or English mumble or mamble. However, in the case of the
latter two words we also appear to have some more familiar derivational
morphology in the shape of the frequentative suffix -/e. A little comparative
work also brings to light smum, mammer, mammock in related meanings, and

2 For an introduction to these concepts sce Fischer and Niinny (1999) or Van
Langendonck (2007).
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forms in other Germanic languages such as German manuneln, memme{n,
munumeln, mummen or Dutch mommelen, mummelen, mommen. This brings
us immediately 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 processesfrom 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, c.g. substitution of
a different stem vowel because it better satisfies some speakers’ perceptions
of the sound denoted. We will look at some more extreme examples of this
type in section 4.5.3.

4.5.2 Animal sonnds and animal names

We find onomatopocia in many of the names of diflerent animals’ dis-
tinctive cries, such as the miaow of a cat, the bow-wow or woof-woof of a
dog, the baa of a sheep, and so on. However, these are not necessarily the
same in all languages, and cven within a language we can find variation,
as between bow-wow and woof~woof in modern English. The miaow. of
a cat has plenty of parallels clsewhere. We may be slightly suspicious of
French miaou, Italian miao, or German miau, since these could perhaps
result from borrowing in one direction or another, but we can be fairly
confident that this is not the case with Japanese nyaa or Chinese miao miao.
In other words, there is no reason to suspect that this particular word shows
widespread carly 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 onomatopocic formation
has arisen independently in different languages. However, if we turn to the
dog’s cry, alongside English bow-wow (or woof-woof’) we find French ouah
ouah, Italian bau bau, German war wau (or wuff wuff’), Japanese wamwan (or
leyankeyan), and Chinese wang wang. For sheep, beside English baa we find
French beee, Italian beeee, German beihhi, but Japanese mee and Chinese
mieh mieh. (Some of these forms show very approximate orthographic tran-
scriptions of words which are commonly perceived as having only an un-
oflicial or casual status.) It seems clear that cach of these words was formed
with the plain intention of representing the animal’s cry transparently, and
yet the results are different, 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 onc of
these words and a spectrogram of an animal actually making its sound are,
unsurprisingly, quite different from one another. Humans are only imitating
the sounds of animals in a very loose sense, and can of ten make much better
imitations when not operating within the constraints of language. However,
we can see that the onomatopoceic quality of such words is definitely felt by
speakers when, as frequently happens, onomatopocic words arc excluded
from the operation of otherwisc regular sound changes. Thus, in an often
cited example, in Middle English there is a verb pipen /pi:pon/ denoting the
sound made by a small bird (and also the sound made by a piper, ctc.),
which should give /paip/ in modern English as a result of the Great Vowel
Shift, yet from the carly 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 Shift
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 Shilt output /paip/. We could explain this
situation in various different ways, but it is clear that there are competing
pressures at work here, which may result cither in the iconic, onomzilopocic
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 change.?*

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 chiff-chaff, petchary, peewee, peesweep,
peetweet, peewit, morepork, poorwill, potrack, purl, whippoorwill, ctc. But
cven names of this kind are to some extent conventionalized, conforming to
the phonological and phonotactic rules of the language in question, rather
than realistic representations of the bird’s cry. Several of these cxamples
almost certainly also show some degree of folk-ctymological association
with other words: hence an iconic pressure for relationships between linguis-
tic signs can be seen to be competing with the iconic motivation of a link
between the linguisticsign and asound in the real world. Additionally, some
of these names arcapplied to morethan one different type of bird,cach with
a rather different cry, and in the peewee, peesweep, peenveet, peewit group

24 Compare on this example also Hock (1991) 50.
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we also find some cases of a single bird being denoted by more than onc
different name. .

In time the conventional nature of such names tends to gain at the
expense of the onomatopocic clement. A frequently cited example is French
pigeon (> English pigeon) which is separated by a number of regular sound
changes from its etymon Latin pipio, pipion-, hence losing its original ono-
matopocic connection with the call of a young bird; an indirect effect of the
increasing conventionalization of this word can be seen in the semantic shilt
from ‘nestling, young bird’ to ‘pigeon (irrespective of age)’, even though
adult pigeons coo rather than peep.

4.5.3 Phonacsthesia and expressive formations

Some other words which are often identified as onomatopoeic in everyday
speech or in literary 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.) For instance, since the
Old English period English has had (carlier forms of) the nouns s/irne and
slough and the verbs slide (plus a related word slidder, which in turn gave
risc to slither) and slip (or at least the related adjective sfipper which gave
risc to later slippery). These words have no historical relationship with one
another, but all have the initial consonant cluster /sl/, and some semantic
common ground. It is very debatable whether the /sl/ of these words has
any intrinsic connection with slime or slipperiness for somcone 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 stull all of which begin
with the same consonant cluster: (in very roughly chronological order)
slike, sliteh, sleech, sludge, slutch, slush, and slosh. Of these, slike and slitch
probably show reflexes of an unrecorded Old English word, since there arc
likely cognates such as Frisian slyk, Middle Dutch s/ije, and Middle Low
German slikc. The other words haveno firmly established formal etymology.
They probably show alterations or remodecllings of s/itch, probably with
an cxpressive motivation. The /sl/ 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 one another. We
should perhaps also draw into this word group slaver and slobber (both first
recorded in Middle English), and regional slabber and slubber, which have
probable connections with similar words in Dutch and Low German. If /sl/
docs have any sort of coherent identity across this group of words, it must
be at a submorphemic level, since the words arc clearly all monomorphemic
(except for the frequentative derivative formations slideler and slither).?® In
the later members of this group of words with initial /sl/, such as sludge,
slush, or slosh, the initial phonaestheme appears to be a constant, followed
by a variety of different expressive word endings. Of course, if we do think
that /sl/ has any coherent identity across this group of words, we must
acknowledge that there are many other English words with initial/sl/ which
have no semantic connection with mud, slime, slipperiness, ctc., e.g. slender,
slight, slale, sloe, slay, slaughter, slat, slit, etc.

Quite often words for which we may suspect an expressive or ono-
matopocic origin arc cncountered in groups of apparently related items
for which no coherent formal ctymology can casily be constructed. For
instance, we can compare piddle, paddle, pittle, tiddle, widdle, twiddle, diddle,
niddle, fiddle, quiddle, toddle, doddle, tottle, all with mecanings denoting
repeated movement, often of an ineffectual or desultory sort. Much of
this may be attributed to the shared suflix -/e, which forms verbs with a
frequentative meaning (i.c. describing repeated actions), often also with
diminutive mecaning or connotation. However, the presence of a dental
preceding the suffix, preceded in turn by a short vowel, in this large group
of words may not be accidental. How this should be explained, whether
as showing a phonacstheme, or as showing the result of analogy in the
formation of this group of words, is a much more diflicult question. Some
of thesc words arc formed from fairly reliably identified bascs, but many arc
of quite unknown ctymology. However, it should be noted that there arc
other similar formations with other frequentative suﬂig(cs, such as rotter,
dodcder, ctc., and we should hesitate to assert too confidently that English
has a dental + syllabic/l/ phonacstheme. Blending could also explain some
instances (compare section 4.4.4).%6

25 Following a distinction introduced in Bolinger (1950), such a proposed phonacs-
thetic clement at the beginning of a word is sometimes referred to as an assonance, and
a similar clement at the end of a word is referred to as a rime. E

26 For a uscful discussion of the diflicultics encountered in the analysis of such
cxtended word groups sec Hock (1991) 177-9. For overviews of phonacsthetic
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quagmire occurs {irst in the sixteenth century. It has no established cty-
mology, but does have a lot of synonyms or near-synonyms, which are all
first recorded in the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries, and which show a
striking similarity of form: quallinire, quamire, quavemire, quawmire, quab-
mire, quadmire, quakemire, and more remotely bogmire and gogmire. Of
these, qualkemire appears transparently related to the verb quake, which is
recorded from the Old English period onwards, although it has no further
known etymology. quavemire can plausibly be connected with guave ‘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 thesec words, perhaps as rcxﬁodcllings
of what was alrcady felt to be an expressive word in order to achicve what
scemed to various spcakers more expressive forms. However, this must
remain pure speculation, especially since neither quake nor guave has any
further etymology, except for the suggestion that both may be expressive
formations themsclves. They are recorded much carlier than any of the
words of the quagmire type, but with expressive words chronology is often
no surc guide, since such words may be rare in the sorts of registers and styl-
istic levels reflected by the majority of our documentary cvidence. However,
such doubt about the relationships among a group of word forms and their
ulterior ctymology 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
cxample of a word cluster of unascertained ctymology.

There is perhaps less doubt that there is some imitative motivation for the
sorts of reduplicated formations we find in English expressing some sort of
repeated or alternating action or sound, such as trip-trap, chit-chat, tittle-
tatile, cte.?’, although it is less clear that the characteristic patterns of vowel
variation found in such formations owe anything to sound symbolism.?

formations in English secc Adams (2001) 121-32, Marchand (1969) 397-428, and scc
also the analysis in Wales (1990). For an attempt to link paddle with a different group of
possibly expressively motivated words sec Smithers (1954) 88-91. 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
different methodological and terminological approaches to material of this nature sec
also Mcicer (1999).

T For further examples sce Marchand (1969: 429--39).

28 Sec 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 dircctly onomatopocic. A fairly
uncontroversial example is the occurrence of consonant doubling in expres-
sive derivative formations in many languages, such as Latin garrire ‘to chat-
ter’ (probably < Indo-European *gar-; scc section 1.3.1).% A rather more
controversial but very frequently cited example is the tendency for words
with diminutive meanings to have high front vowels, c.g. wee, teeny, litile,
and for words denoting large size to have low back vowels, e.g. vast, large, 0
although there arc obvious exceptions, c.g. English big and small. This
example is discussed in detail in Wescott (1971), where many other possible
examples of iconic features of this sort are collected together. However, 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 one 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 awarc 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 possibilitics very carcfully.

2 On such consonant gemination in English and in other Germanic languages com-
parc Martinet (1937), and also Smithers (1954), I'logg (1982).

30 Compare also Smith (2006) on proximal these and distal those. Sce -also
Fischer (1999) 126-9, and further references given there.
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5.1 Basic concepts and terminology

Borrowing is the usual term for the process by which a language (or varicty)
takes new linguistic material from another language (or varicty), 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 ecven syntactic features, may also be borrowed.
Borrowing occurs in situations of language contact, and is indecd an almost
inevitableconsequence of it, although the levels and the types of borrowing
which arc found difler greatly in different 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 from the ‘donor’ language as
a result of the ‘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 different
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ways in the donor language and in the borrowing language, or it may very
possibly dic out in cither or both.

Perhaps the casiest way to illustrate this is by looking at some of the
relatively rarc instances when a word or phrase which has been borrowed
from onc language into another is cither borrowed back subsequently into
the original donor language, or affects the meaning of the donor:

e French prér-a-porter ‘designer clothing sold ready to wear’ (1951) is
formed < prér ‘ready’ + a ‘for, to’ + porter ‘to carry, to wear’ on
the model of (or as a loan translation of) English read y-to-wear. The
French expression is then borrowed into English (in unnaturalized or
semi-naturalized form) as prét-a-porter (in 1957), hence as a synonym
or near-synonym of the existing expression read y-to-wear, but with the
advantage of the perceived prestige of French terminology in the world
of fashion.

English milord ‘an English nobleman in Europe, an Englishman travell-
ing in Europe in aristocratic style’ (1607) is a borrowing < French
milord (carlicr milourt), 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 spcakers adopting French milord in
its restricted sense were probably aware of its origin, and were making
something of an ironic joke.

English panclway ‘light rowing boat used on rivers in Bengal’ (1737)

is < Bengali pansui, variant of pansi ‘pinnace’ < English pinnace +
Bengali -/, suflix forming adjectives. (The form of the word in Bengali is
perhapsinfluenced by various words in local vernaculars with meanings
connected with water and sailing which have initial pan-.)

English mama-san (1904) is < Japanese mama-san ‘honoured mother,
madam, proprietress, manageress of a bar, etc.’, which is itself < mama
‘mother’ (an carly-twenticth-century borrowing < English mama) +
-san, an honorific title. (We might perhaps wonder how far such a word,
which is used only when referring to Japanese cultural contexts, can be
said to have been borrowed into English at all: this is a topic which we
will turn to in detail in chapter 6.)

e phase was borrowed into English from French in the seventeenth cen-
tury. In English, it developed specific senses in the ficlds of physics
and chemistry, which were then borrowed back into French as seman-
tic loans. In other words, the French word retained the same word
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form, including its distinct pronunciation, but adopted new senses from
English. '

English pioneer is < Middle French piomnier (French pionnier) ‘labourer
employed in digging’ («1230; earlier in senses ‘foot soldier’, kpcdcs—
trian’), ‘soldicr employed to dig trenches and mines’ (¢1380); but sub-
sequently in the nineteenth century the French word shows the senses
‘an carly colonist’, ‘an innovator’ as semantic loans from English.

English plumber is < Anglo-French plummer, plomner and Middle
French plomimier, plombier. In the 1970s, English plumber comes to
have a specific metaphorical meaning (originally in the context of
the Watergate scandal) ‘a person cmployed 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 carly as 1973.

In these examples we have already seen several different types of lexical bor-
rowing, and it is clcar that we need some sort of typology and terminology
to distinguish between them. A typology which is often employed makes the

following main divisions:'

e Loanwords

e Loan translations
e Semantic loans

e Loan blends

5.1.1 Loanwords

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
/feiz/ (or when borrowed in the late seventeenth century /fe:z/ or /fe:z/) <
French phase /faz/. Loanwords may show adaptation to the inflectional
morphology of the borrowing language; for instance, many nouns bor-
rowed into English show a regular plural in -s or -es in place of whatever
plural morpheme is found in the donor language. However, many scholars
draw a distinction between loanwords and words which show complete

! For an important, and more detailed, analysis secc Haugen (1950). Scc also
Fischer (2003) for an overview of diflerent approaches.
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replacement of a morph in the stem of the borrowed word with a morph
from the borrowing language: for such cases sce below on loan blends.

5.1.2 Loan translations

Loan translations (or calques) show replication of the structure of a foreign-
language word or expression by use of synonymous word forms in the
borrowing language, e.g. French prét-ci-porter is a calque on English read y-
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 precisc one-to-one correspondence between
any part of the lexicon of two languages. Even in the example of prét-a-
porter it is not completely certain that the French expression is modelled on
English read y-to-wear rather than being a less exact loan translation of the
synonymous recad y-for-wear.

We cannot always be sure whether a particular formation is a loan trans-
lation, or simply a coincidental parallel in another language. For instance,
English Middle Europe ‘a loosely delined 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 Mitteleuropa. The
German term is recorded carlier with the same meaning, and in the cultur-
ally dominant language in the relevant geographical arca, but we lack any
cvidence 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 cristiano
nuevo in the same meaning and attested considerably earlier. Sometimes the
historical record indicates the existence of a parallel in another language
which is unlikely, on grounds of semantic probability, to be the result of
coincidence, but one may have no clecar way of telling which dircction the
influence has taken. However, if both languages have a well-documented
historical record for the period in question, then dates of first attestation
alonc may sometimes be suflicient to create reasonable certainty about the
direction of borrowing. For instance, Nile green ‘a pale bluish green colour
supposedly resembling that of the Nile’ probably shows a calque on French
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vert du Nile. There is nothing in the contexts of the carlicst examples in
English or French which would preclude the reverse being the case, but
the relative dates of first attestation, 1871 in English, 1830 in French, arc
probably enough for rcasonable certainty that the French usage came first.
In such cases, exhaustive scarching 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 Scmantic loans

These show cxtension 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 related, as in the cases above of French phase
and English phase or French plombier and English plumber. They may
have a formal resemblance to onc another, but in fact not be related at
all historically: for instance English manage and management were influ-
enced semantically by French (unrelated but similar-sounding) ménager and
ménagement. In other cases, the words involved may be unrelated and also
bear no significant formal resemblance to one another: for instance, English
manner shows considerable semantic influence from both Latin modus and
Latin mos; it occurs as a conventional translation equivalent of both of
these from an carly date. Similarly, classical Latin ratié probably meant
originally ‘count, account’, but acquired numerous other senses (such as
‘recason’) by association with ancient Greek /dgos, which also had the mean-
ings ‘count, account’.

As with loan translations, it can often be diflicult to diflerentiate cases
of semantic borrowing from coincidental semantic development in two
languages.? An additional concern is that it may sometimes be hard to tell
apart (a) cases where the meaning of a word has been influenced directly by
association with the range of mecanings of a forcign-language word with
which it shows some semantic overlap, and (b) cases of (not specifically
linguistic) cultural influence 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 influenced by
contact both with Christian culture and with the paganism of Roman and

2 For discussion and excimplification of this issuc sce Hoad (1993).
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Greck antiquity, but it is of ten difTicult to tell whether this shows a linguistic
process of influence ol Latin and Greck words on the meaning development
of partial synonyms in English, or whether the influence is an extralinguistic
onc on the development of the concepts which these words denote. The
development of the meaning ol the word /ell in Old English and Middle
English was greatly influenced by both Christian and pagan Roman and
Grecek conceptions of 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, Orcus, mnfert, and inferna all
denote the abode of the dead (or Hades in the Greek tradition, in biblical
use corresponding to Hebrew $¢é 0/, literally ‘grave’), while hell as a place or
condition ol punishment for sin is denoted by ge/hienna (a word ultimately
of Hebrew origin via Greek). Is the influence that we have in this instance
primarily lexical, or cultural? And how viable is it to make a distinction
between the two?

In some cascs we may wonder whether there is any continuity at all
with the existing word, or whether we do not in fact have an independent
borrowing, hence a new loanword, which happens to be homonymous with
an existing word. English milord presents just such a difficult case: is it a
borrowing of French milord (with a naturalized pronunciation, with final
/d/ based cither on the spelling or on association with /ord), or does it show
the existing reduced form of the form of address iy lord (as in You rang,
milord?), in (semantically narrowed) use as a noun on the model of the
French word?

In cases of semantic loan, and perhaps also in cases of loan translation,
we may prefer to say that we do not have borrowings at all but (in the casc
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.
We might indeed choose to explain the process in terms of analogy (scc
scction 7.4), and say that what all three categorics have in common is that
they show the influence of one language on the lexis of another.

5.1.4 Loan blends

The three categories alrcady 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 difliculty in
assigning a particular example to a particular category: some cxamples
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may seem to sit rather awkwardly between categories. Many scholars in fact
identify an intermediate category between loanwords and loan translations:
loan blends. These show borrowing of a complex word with substitution
of one or more native morphs for morphs in the borrowed word. English
neurotize ‘to provide with new nerve fibres or nerves’ shows a borrowing
of French neurotiser with substitution of English -ize or -ise for (ultimatcly
related) French -iser. 1 have chosen a very rare word, becausc it has the
advantage of being a very clear example of this phenomenon: neurotiser is a
coinage by the French scientist Vanlair from 1882; its -¢- is unexplained (it
is perhaps after French névrotique ‘neurotic’) and is carried over faithfully
into the English word. Another fairly clear case is shown by the example of
pioneer which we encountered in section 5.1. The recorded French forms
all show the ending -ier, and the English forms all show morphological
substitution of cither -eer or (in carly forms such as pioner) -er. The French
word is a derivative of pion ‘foot soldicr’, 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 uscs.)

In very many other possible instances of loan blends (in English, certainly
the majority) therec 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 climinate the
possibility that they may not be loan blends but loan translations, from
a previously borrowed or otherwise related root word with the English
sullix -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 it as a formation < martyr +
-ize on the model of French martyriser. In particular instances etymological
dictionaries may make decisions in favour of], or have a policy of opting for,
one possibility or the other, but this is a different matter from demonstrating
without doubt that a particular word shows cither a loan blend or a loan
translation.

To take a couple of further examples, English nosology ‘treatise dealing
with discases, classification of discases’ (1721) could readily be interpreted
cither as a lormation from the nco-classical combining forms noso- and
-logy (both of which are productive in English at this datc) on the model
of Latin nosologia (i.c. as a loan translation), or as a borrowing of the Latin
word with substitution of -y for final -ia (i.c. as a loan blend). Similarly,
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South African English moderature ‘the executive council of a synod of
the Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa’ clearly shows some sort of
influence from Afrikaans moderatimr in the same sense, but it is less clear
whether the English word shows a loan blend with substitution of -ure for
Afrikaans -uur, or a formation < moderate (verb) + -ure, on the model of
the Afrikaans word (i.e. a loan translation).

5.1.5 Lehnworter and Fremdworter

An important and influential tradition in linguistics in the German-
speaking world makes a further distinction within the category of loanword,
distinguishing Le/inwdrter ‘loanwords’ from Fremdwdérter ‘foreign words’.
In this tradition, a Le/mwort shows accommodation (where appropriate)
to native phonology and morphology and may give rise to new deriva-
tives within the borrowing language, while a Fremdiwort 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
distinction 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 of ten excluded from
historical or etymological dictionaries of German, and find their place
instead in separate dictionaries of Fremdwiirter. However, in practice the
distinction is hard to maintain consistently. Where different 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
Lehnworter and Fremdwdrter cannot casily be used as a criterion for deter-
mining how words will be treated lexicographically. For instance, in English
the plural of appendix is sometimes appendixes, following the usual pattern
of English plurals, and sometimes appendices, as in Latin (although with
different pronunciation from in Latin). It would be very dilTicult to distin-
guish on that basis between a Lehnwort appendix with a plural appendixes
and a Fremdwort appendix with a plural appendices, and if appendix was
encountered in the singular, how could one tell which of the two it was? The
distinction between Le/imvérter and Fremdwdirter will not be used in this
book, althoughit is interesting to note that it has some points of connection
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with current debates about code-switching which we will consider at theend -

of chapter 6.3

5.2 What constitutes a borrowing from language X into language Y?

In this book whenever I say that a word (or phrase ctc.) was borrowed
from onec language to another, this means that, so far as we arc 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 scparate acts of borrowing, from the first language into the
intermediary, 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 diflicult 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
(sce 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 Gallicism are {requently used
to denote such lexis. The large collaborative project hecaded by Manfred
Gorlach which gave rise to the Dictionary of European Anglicisms and the
accompanying sct of studics English in Europe (Gorlach 2001, 2002a) is a
good illustration of this approach. Gorlach and his collaborators looked
at words ultimately of English origin in sixteen different contemporary
European languages. They did not pay particular attention to the immediate
mode of transmission. In many cases suitable information would anyway
not have been available for them to identify this, at least not for a large
and consistent wordlist across 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 inclusion’ (Gorlach (2001)
xix). Additionally, ‘words not known to the general educated rcader’ were
omitted. (We will return to this problematic arca at several points in this

3 Chambers and Wilkic (1970: 70-1) make the point that these terms Lelumvort and
Fremdwort arc to a large cxtent 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 oflers the reader an interesting 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 do, is to give an
accurate impression of the extent of borrowing directly from English into
each of these sixteen languages.* The two research questions concerned are
different, and cach demands a different approach.

To take another perspective, Dance (2003) makes a detailed study of lexis
of Norsc origin occurring in carly Middle English texts from the south-west
Midlands. This is an arca 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 {rom Norse
into English in arcas where speakers of the two languages were in direct con-
tact, and subscquent internal borrowing into the dialect of the south-west
Midlands. This is a point that Dance is carcful to observe, describing such
lexis as ‘Norse-derived’.5 (There is a [urther terminological problem when-
cver we speak about borrowing into English from ‘Norsc’, since the forms
commonly cited as ‘Old Norse’ arc in [act predominantly Old Icelandic,
because that is the carliest Scandinavian varicty to have extensive written
records, but these records arc later than the period of greatest influence
of Scandinavian languages on English, and also show significant dialectal
diflerences [rom the varicties which were in contact with English. For a
uscful 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 [act
that a word ultimately appears to originate in a particular language need
not mean that it was borrowed immediately from that lz{nguzlgc. Similarly,
borrowing is not a simple, once-and-for-all process. We will look in detail
at somc morc complex cases later on, but it is as well to be aware that

4 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 arce very few carly linguistic records on which to
bascan analysis.

5 We will return to this study in scction 6.3.
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any model is naive which assumes that we can pick out a point at which
borroWing into ‘a language’ occurs: the process of adoption and slﬁrcad
shown by borrowings tends to be just as gradual and incremental as that
shown by any other new lexis.

5.3 Motivation for borrowing: traditional explanations

The commonest motivations for lexical borrowing have traditionally been
identified as neced 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 onc 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 ncar-synonym of the carlicr French loan prestige.) Another way of
putting the same distinction would be to say that borrowing for need is
necessary borrowing, because there is a lexical gap, and borrowing for pres-
tige is unnecessary borrowing, because an adequate means of expressing the
same concept already cxists.® Unnccessary borrowing is often an important
source of stylistic variants in a language.

There are some diflicultics with both concepts. Need is probably the
less problematic of the two. As we will see, newly imported traded items,
newly encountered products or features of the natural world, new scientific
discoveries or intellectual concepts, will all have an effect on the lexis of
a language: put simply, they all require names. When a new thing is first
cncountered through the agency of speakers of another language, or in or
near an arca in which they live, they will very likely already have a name
for it, and this name is likely to have an influence on the name adopted in
the language of the people encountering this thing for the first time. The
foreign-language name is likely cither 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 scction, this is far from incvitable.)

Borrowing for prestige is a more difficult concept, and can sometimes
lead to oversimplification of complex sociolinguistic situations. Typically

6 Sec for cxample Mahootian (2006) 513. For some further perspectives on this issuc
sec also Ross and Durie (1996) 21.
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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 onc language
in a particular function, ficld of discourse, ctc. may seecm 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
scctions 6.3, 6.4.)

5.4 Examples of borrowing because 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 scction 5.1.4 we encoun-
tered neuwrotize and nosology, which cither entered English from or were
modelled on words in French and Latin, although in both cases the cle-
ments from which the words arc formed are 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 scientific
register, the boundaries between individual languages as regards lexis may
be particularly fluid, and the composition of new words isoften transparent
as the result of the use of a shared sct of word-forming clements which
are for the most part ultimately of Latin and Greck origin (sce section
4.3.1). Some languages may show slightly more resistance to the adoption
of such vocabulary, or may have done so in carlicr historical periods: com-
pare for instance oxygen, French oxygéne, ctc. (from elements ultimately
of Greek origin) with the loan translations German Sauerstoff and Dutch
zuurstof (the names all ultimately reflect Lavoisier’s conception of the
nature of the substance). However, in a relatively small alphabetical samplc
of English words we can find orumnatin, ommatophore, ommin, ommochrome,
omphacite, oncosine, onofrite, onomasiology, onomatopoesis, ontogenesis,
ooblast, ooid, ombrophilous, ombrophily, all of which are cither borrowed
from or modelled on German words (Omumnatin, Onmmatophor, Ommin,
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Onunochrom, ctc.), which in turn were formed from elements ultimately of
Latin or Greek origin which arc common to the technical vocabularies of
many modern languages.” Such items would almost certainly be omitted
from a study of ‘Germanisms’ in English of the sort we looked at in section
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 petal is first recorded in English
in 1712, denoting what the OED defines as ‘cach of the modified lcaves,
typically distinctly coloured, which form the segments of the corolla of a
flower’. Its prior history can be summarized as follows: '

Grecek pétalon ‘leaf’

> post-classical Latin petalum (mid 17th cent.), in various technical
senses (alongside the usual Latin word for a leaf, folium)

> English petalum (1687), petal (1712)

Before the word petal was borrowed into English, petals were not dis-
tinguished from other kinds of leaf by any special name. Even the spec-
ifying compound flower-leaf is only recorded from the carly cighteenth
century, although it is cvident that some particular collocations with leaf
referred conventionally to the petals of particular plants: c.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 the child or layman as a petal will be
difTerently classificd by a botanist. (In section 8.2 we will look at prototype
semantics, a framework which explains this sort of situation very well.) Yet
both the word and (it scems) the concept were borrowed into English from
Latin as used by carly scientists, and then within English we 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, we might say that this borrowing of the word petal helped

7 See Durkin (2006a) for full details of this sample, and for discussion of why an
English historical dictionary can sometimes be the casicst place to find information
about such words cven 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 flower, but
we 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 filling a gap in the lexicon.

5.5 Borrowing of a new word when a new product of the natural
world is encountered

The word tomato shows a relatively simple case of borrowing a new word
to denote a newly encountered thing. The Spanish word rornate is first
recorded in 1532, soon alter the Spanish conquest of the Aztec empire. The
word is a borrowing of Nahuatl tomat! 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 tomat! may ultimately be
a derivative from tormau ‘to grow’. The English word tomato first appears
in the form tomate in 1604, and is a borrowing from Spanish tomate.
Similarly, French tomate occurs in the late sixteenth century in an isolated
carly example in a translation from Spanish, although it does not become
frequent until the ecighteenth century; German Zomate is first recorded in
the seventeenth century, and Portuguese tomate in the carly cighteenth cen-
tury. We so far have a very simple picture: Spanish has borrowed the word
from Nahuatl, almost certainly closc 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 morec familiar combination
of consonant plus vowel /te/. English, French, German, and Portugucsc all
borrow the Spanish word, cither directly or via one 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 cighlccnlh century,
poses the only slight difficulty in the story presented so far: it probably arose
as an alteration of carlier tomate by association with the name of a diflerent
plant which also happened to have originated in the Americas, potato.

However, this pattern of borrowing was far from inevitable, as becomes
clear when we consider for a moment the modern Italian word for the
tomato, pomodoro, a (rather fanciful) descriptive name compounded from
[talian clements, and mecaning literally ‘apple of gold’ (1544). Likewisc
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French carlier had pomime dorée and pomme d’or, and also pomme d’amour,
literally ‘apple of love’ (1549; still found in the south of France), which
gave risc to English Jove-apple as a loan translation of the French word.
English love-apple is recorded as a name of the tomato in 1578, a quarter
of a century before the occurrence of any form of the word tomato in
English. Similarly apple of love is found from 1597. However, the evidence of
corpora of historical texts suggests that neither term was ever very common
in English. In modern-day Austrian German the usual name is Paradeiser,
reflecting carlier Paradiesapfel, literally ‘apple of paradise’, a word found
in the fourteenth century denoting the pomegranate and alluding to the
fruit in the biblical story of the Garden of Eden, subsequently transferred
in meaning alfter the arrival of tomatoes [rom the Americas. Thus even
in a small sclection of the major languages of western Europe we have
several different strategies for naming the tomato, and a varicty of different
outputs.

A. Nahuatl tomat! > Spanish tomate (1532) > French tomate (late 16th
cent.), German Zomate (17th cent.), Portuguese tomate (18th cent.),
English tomate (1604), later (with remodelling after potate) tomato
(18th cent.)

B. Italian pomodoro (1544), French ponune dorée (16th cent.), pomme d’or
(17th cent.)

C. French pomme d'amour (16th cent.), model for English /ove apple
(1578), apple of love (1597)

D. Austrian German Paradeiser, carlier Paradiesapfel

We have already touched on the word potato. This shows some similaritics
to the history of tomato, but also some further complexities, involving the
word’s meaning as well as its form. The word is first recorded in English
in 1565, denoting the edible root of the plant Ipomoea batatas, a plant of
tropical American origin (in fact 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 alter
his voyage of 1492, 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
from Spanish is shown by Dutch bataar and German Batate, and also by
obsolete English ‘tbatata. In the carly sixteenth century a variant patata
occurs in Spanish, probably arising from association with the name of a

BORROWING OF A NEW WORD FOR A NEW PRODUCT 147

quite different plant papa, which we 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 the sixteenth century as patata but also in a varicty of
other forms, including potato, which gradually became the form in general
usc. The o in the first syllable of this form probably arosc from confusion
over the value of an unstressed vowel in an unfamiliar borrowed word; the
final -e in English potato lacks any obvious explanation.® (For simplicity of
presentation, I have not mentioned carly variation in word form in Dutch,
German, French, Italian, or related forms in other languages.) Thus:

‘sweet potato’ (Ipomoea batatas)

Spanish batata (< Taino?), later (probably after papa ‘potato’) patata
> Dutch bataat, German Batate, French patate, Italian patata, English
tbatata, Tpatata, potato

In English the word potato was also used to denote many other edible
tubers, especially those originally imported {rom the Americas. In particu-
lar, it was used from the end of the sixteenth century as the name of the plant
Solanum tuberosum and its cdible tubers. This was another cultivated plant
species, this time of South American origin, which was lirst encountered
by Europcans during Spanish exploration of the Andes in the 1530s. In
Spanish this plant was called papa, a borrowing from Quechua, and that
remains its usual name in the Spanish-speaking Americas. In Britain, as
clsewhere in temperate parts of Europe, it became a major food source.
As such it came to secem 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, Ipomoea batatas, came to be distinguished
as the sweet potato or sometimes as yamn (more usually the name of yet
another plant [rom the Americas with edible tubers, Dioscorea). However,
there was nothing inevitable about the transfer of the name from the one

8 Onc possibility is perhaps that the word was identified with words of the type
meadow, pillow, which had variants with both reduced and unreduced final syllable, and
hence the form porato arose by analogy with these, although if so it is surprising that
spellings with -ow or -0t are not morecommon. On the small number of (mostly learned)
words in English in this period with final /a/ sce Britton (2007) 527. Another possibility
is that final -0 was perceived as typically Spanish, which would be supported by the
frequent alteration of the ending of words in -ade or -ada as -ado in this period (secc OED
at -ado suflix). :
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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, in both cascs
a compound from the words for ‘carth’ and ‘apple’, found much ecarlicr
denoting various other edible products of plants which arc found cither on
orin the earth, and transferred in meaning to denote the newly encountered
South American plant. French pomime de terre, literally ‘apple of the carth’,
is again found denoting other plants from an carly date, long before the
period of European contact with the Americas, although its use denoting
Solanum tuberosum is probably modeclled on cither Dutch aardappel or
German LErdapfel, since the cultivation of this plant in France probably
spread from Holland or Germany. The standard German term is Kartoffel,
a word of complex history borrowed originally from Italian rartufolo, itself
from an unattested Latin *territiiherum, literally ‘earth tuber’, originally
denoting a truflle. Mcanwhile, in Spain, perhaps under the influence of
English, patata has in fact been found in the sense Solanum tuberosum (rom
the beginning of the nineteenth century or carlier. Thus:

‘potato’ (Solanum tuberosum)

A. Quechua papa > Spanish papa

B. Dutch aardappel, Austrian German ELrdapfel, models for French
pomme de terre

C. German Kartoffel, originally < Italian tartufolo (< an unattested
Latin *territitberum, literally ‘carth tuber’, originally denoting a
trufllc)

D. English potato, a transferréd use of the name of the swect potato;
hence also Spanish patata

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 for this plant in non-standard and regional varietics of thesc
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 brinjal in a good ctymological dictionary. For a very
complex example, and a classic etymological tour de force, sece Ross (1952)
and (1958) 146-8 on ginger.
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5.6 Patterns of borrowing in the history of a language

We have touched on cultural considerations 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-
lish Channel between the Anglo-Saxons and the French, there arc barely
any borrowings from French into English which can be dated reliably to
before the Norman Conquest in 1066.? proud is one of the very few secure
cxamples: phonélogy and semantics both point clearly to borrowing from
Old French rather than Latin, and the phonology points more precisely to
borrowing from a western varicty of Old French, and to a date of borrowing
probably not carlier 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 ctymon prode ‘profitable, advantageous, useful’
supports the originally positive meaning. (We will return to proud and its
derivative pride in scction 7.2.4.)

In the post-Conquest period, large numbers of borrowings are found,
including some items of basic vocabulary (on this difficult concept sce
further scction 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. '© 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 usc in many branches of professional and intellectual life, including
the law and parliamentary business, alongside Latin, which had enormous
importance, especially as the language of the church and much sccular

¥ On carly borrowing from French compare Kastovsky (1992) 337--8, Burnley (1992)
429, von Mecngden (1999), Dictz (2003); for a view of proud slightly different from the
once from OED3 presented here, sce von Mengden (2001).

10" Compare for example Thomason and Kaufman (1988) 68, but sce further scction
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 literary status in the second half of the Middle English
period. English wasclearly the dominant vernacular in everyday usec, at lcast
if we ignore for the moment arcas where there may have been competition
from Celtic languages or in the carly Middle English period from Scan-
dinavian languages, but both French and Latin had well-cstablished roles
in the life of society, particularly in written usc and in the performance of
various official, technical, and economic functions. The varicty of French
in question was Anglo-French, the lexis of which showed numerous for-
mal and semantic dilferences from the French of the continent. The situa-
tion is well summarized by William Rothwell, cditor of the Anglo-Norman
Dictionary:

Anglo-French. .. was for centurics onc of the two languages of record as used in
government, the law, commerce and cducation in medieval England as well as-of a
wide-ranging literature. Insular French cvolved in parallel and in constant contact
with Middlc English on the soil of England; it was not some sort of forcign decoration
lightly supcrimposcd on the native idiom. The oflicials of all ranks and their clerks
who drafted and copied records all day in Latin and French were in large measurc
English and moved freely from one language to another according to the nature of
their work and the company in which they found themselves.

(Rothwell (1998) 159-60)

In the late Middle English period, and especially in the early fifteenth
century, the use of (Anglo-)French in these technical and economic func-
tions within England showed considerable decline,!! but in this same period
French culture was gaining in importance and dominance throughout the
rest of Europe. French first 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 carly modern period
French began to outshine Italian as the leading vernacular language of
culture and learning even in more southerly parts of Europe as well. Con-
scquently, the level of borrowing {from French remains high throughout the

I Sce the detailed sketch in Rothwell (2005). Compare also Machari (2003).
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late Middle English and carly modern English periods, although its relative
importance declines in comparison with increasing numbers of new words
of all origins, and particularly borrowings dircctly from Latin. > The actual
numbers of borrowings from French do not show a significant decline until
the cighteenth century, with a further steep drop in the twenticth century. '
Much of 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. !4

The influences 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
arce not the regular rellexes of Latin words via proto-Romance, but are
instecad 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 aflixes
became productive in English (compare section 4.1.1), although there is
scant evidence that thishad happened before the end of the Middle English
period. '’

This process of borrowing of aflixes ultimately facilitated further borrow-
ing of more French and Latin lexis, since in many cases the composition
of a newly encountered French or Latin word would be transparent to an

12 For numerical analysis sec Durkin (2008), and references to further literature given
there; sce also Dekeyser (1986), based on data from the Middle English Dictionary.

¥ For a preliminary discussion scc Durkin (2006b); scc also Mair (2006) 54, and
further references given there.

4 For a classic account of some of the results of this process in the lexis of modern
English, where (ncar) synonyms of native and French/Latin origin often coexist (c.g.
brotherly and fraternal, heavenly and celestial), and where a noun of native origin often
has a corresponding adjective of Latin/Romance origin (c.g. oral beside mouth, urban
beside town) see Ullmann (1962) 106-10, 145-51, who also ofTers a stimulating compar-
ison with German and French. For an examination of the usc of vocabulary of different
origins in different literary styles in the carly modern period sce Adamson (1999).

5 Dalton-Puffer (1996) finds very little evidence within the Middle English period
for hybrid formations with native bascs and Romance suftixes; there is also very little
cvidence for English formations from Romance clements which arc not paralleled in
French. Prefixes, which arc excluded from Dalton-PufTer’s study, might acdd a few further
cxamples of hybrids, such as renew.
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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. (Sece
examples in section 5.1.4, and sec further section 6.5 on words borrowed
partly from French and partly from Latin.)

Many questions remain unanswered about even such a relatively well-
investigated arca as French borrowing in Middle English. Rothwell has
donc an enormous amount to demonstrate the continuing uses of Anglo-
French in later medieval England, and to illustrate Middle English bor-
rowing of distinctively Anglo-French lexis (compare poke in section 3.1
< Anglo-French poke as opposed to continental French poc/ie). What we
lack is any detailed study of just how frequently Middle English borrowing
from French shows forms or meanings which arc unique to cither Anglo-
French or continental French. Such a study would nced to be backed up
by an analysis of such factors as date of first occurrence, linguistic register,
subject ficld, ctc., in order to determine whether we can identify trends in
borrowing from either Anglo-French or continental French in particular
sub-periods or arcas of social or intellectual activity. The new cdition of the
Anglo-Norman Dictionary now in preparation will make this much casier,
although it may be that ultimately our surviving records of Anglo-French
arc not suflicient to allow 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, c.g.
through literary contact.

Leaving aside the specific issuc of borrowing from ecither 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:

e frequency (rather than just absolutedates of first attestation)

e later borrowing of specific senses (compare section 6.6)

e gcographical variation and sprecad within English (compare scction 6.4)

e linguistic register of the items borrowed

e how far we can estimate whether borrowings belonged to the ‘general’
vocabulary or only to more specialist vocabularics
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Questions of the register and degree of currency of borrowings arc cru-
cial. As noted in Smithers’s short essay ‘Early Middle English’ in Bennett
and Smithers (1968) lii:

It was probably not only an author’s audicence, but also his own background, endow-
ments, and tastes that determined the number of adoptions from Ofld] 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 nccessarily be assumed (as is commonly done) to imply that it
was, or even soon became, generally current in the ‘language’. In fact, so long as we
are dealing with any one M[iddlc] E[nglish] work, the influence of French vocabulary
on the ‘language’ is an abstraction: such a notion applies only to words which arc
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 extent of borrowing provoked some negative
comment in the early modern period, although the overall picture is some-
what mixed.!® There were also calls for linguistic purism in carly 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 becausc 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:

o Worterbuch (1631; in carly use also Wortbuch) ‘dictionary’ (literally
‘book of words’) was adopted by linguistic purists as an alternative to
borrowed Lexicon or Nomenclator'?

o Mundart (1641) ‘dialect’ (< Mund ‘mouth’ and A ‘manner, type’) was
adopted as an alternative to borrowed Dialect (1634; now Dialekt)

Both Wérterbuch and Mundart 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 Nevalainen (1999) 358-60, Gorlach (1999) 479-80.

17" German Worterbuch 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 are cognate
with (and casily recognizable as being cquivalent to) those in the German word: Dutch
woordboek (1599; now woordenboek (1648)).
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with synonyms of different origin: the difference in the receptivity of various
languages to loans of various origins may often be a question of avoidaice
of the institutionalization of loans rather than avoidance of initial, nonce
borrowing. 18 '

18 A very interesting comparison could be made with the complex history of the
reception of English loanwords in Japanese, particularly the massive borrowing of Eng-
lish words since the end of the Sccond World War. For a very useful recent account
of this topic (albeit largely from the standpoint of second language learning) sec
Daulton (2008), and compare also Shibatani (1990).
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6.1 Perspectives from contact linguistics

In the preceding chapter we looked at some of the circumstances 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. We 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 rellects a major focus in the ficld of
contact linguistics, well characterized by the Middle English dialectologist
Angus Mclntosh (1994: 137):
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Fundamentally, what we mecan by ‘languages in contact’ is ‘users of language in
contact’ and to insist upon this is much more 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 fecatures,
and lexical borrowing has been investigated more for the light it can throw
on such phenomena than for its own sake. A good dcal of attention has
rightly been given to bilingualism. Only extremely limited borrowing is
possible in a contact situation if neither the spcaker of the donor language
nor the speaker of the borrowing language knows anything of the other’s
language: someonc 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 spcaker 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 reccive in reply a word
from the donor language, but again confusion may very casily result.! For
any more extensive borrowing to occur we must have either a situation in
which two dialects or languages arc at least in part mutually intelligible,
or one in which at least onc 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 cither mutual intelligibility or bilingualism. (In
linguistic use the term ‘bilingual’ is often used in a very much broader sense
than its everyday mecaning ‘having fluency approaching that of a native
speaker in morce than onc language’.) A distinction is often made between
basic and non-basic vocabulary, basic vocabulary being taken to be much

! For an example of confusion which probably arose in such a situation sce the cty-
mology in OE D or in Corominas and Pascual (1981) 690-1 of the Spanish word pulque,
the name of a kind of drink made from the fermented sap of the agave or maguey. This
is probably borrowed from a Nahuatl word puliuhki which in fact means ‘decomposcd,
spoiled’. The drink is called oct/i in Nahuatl, and the Spanish name probably results {from
misapprehension of the phrase octli puliuhki ‘spoiled pulque’, which would have been
heard frequently since pulque spoils casily if not drunk within twenty-four to thirty-six
hours.

‘,WT
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more resistant to borrowing in normal borrowing situations than non-basic
vocabulary.?

6.2 What is basic vocabulary?

Any assessment of borrowing on the basis of a distinction between basic
and non-basic vocabulary begs the question of how thesc terms arc defined.
Here there is a good dcal of opacity in much of the scholarly literature. A
useful sketch of what is usually meant by basic vocabulary is provided by
Trask:

There isclear ecvidence that certain semantic classes of words are much less likely to be
borrowed than other words. Thesc are chiefly the items of very high frequency which
we would expect to find in every language: pronouns, lower numerals, kinship terms,
names of body parts, simple verbs like go, be, have, want, see, eat, and die, widespread
colour terms like black, white, and red, simple adjectives like big, small, good, bad, and
old, names of natural phenomena like sun, moon, star, fire, rain, river, snow, day, and
night, grammatical words like when, here, and, if, and this, and a few others.

(Trask (1996) 23; reprinted Millar (2007) 27)

The classic codilication of this approach is in the lists of basic items devised
by the linguist Morris Swadesh in the 1950s, especially a short list consisting
of 100 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 excellent introduction to this field), and also in Millar (2007) 483--4.
To give an indication of the sorts of items that are included, the first ten
items in alphabetical order in the 100-meaning list arc ‘all’, ‘ashes’, ‘bark’,
‘belly’, ‘big’, ‘bird’, ‘bite’, ‘black’, ‘blood’, ‘bone’; in the 200-mcaning list
‘and’, ‘animal’, ‘at’, ‘back’, ‘bad’, ‘because’, ‘blow’ are added in the same
section of the alphabet. I have given these items in quotation marks, because
as items on the list they represent meanings, not words. However, if the lan-
guagcthat wearc considering is modern (standard) English, then the words

2 A very influential set of generalizations about what happens when onclanguage is in
contact with another in a maintenance situation (i.c. where language A shows borrowing
from language B, but where neither language is being abandoned by its speakers) is found
in Thomason and Kaufman (1988: 74-6) in the form of a ‘borrowing scale’, which is
revised considerably in Thomason (2001). On language maintenance and language shift
see further section 6.3.
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which denote these meanings arc the same as those that occur in thelist.?
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
found in the most basic levels of the vocabulary of modern Englisli.. If we
consider the origins of the 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-mcaning list we find additionally
only count, flower, fi-uit, mountain, 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 imountain, person,
and round occur in the shorter 100-meaning list. Interestingly, the first dates
recorded for thesc words in English (excluding turn) range between the
carly thirteenth and late fourteenth centuries, with the largest concentration
being in the fourtcenth century.® The vast majority of the words in both
lists arc part of the lexical inheritance of Old English, although not all have
sccure Germanic ctymologies, an extreme instance being bird, which has
no known cognates outside English. One item in the 100-mcaning list, dog,
stands out as an English word of quitec unknown and much disputed origin
which is first recorded in the cleventh century; the usual word for a dog in
Old English is /i, modern English hound. There arc a number of words of
Norsc origin in the 100-meaning list, bark (of a tree), egg, root, skin, (partly)
give, (perhaps) big, die, and additionally in the 200-mcaning list dirty, hit,
husband, leg, near, rotten, sky, they, wing, (perhaps) fog.® There are also a

3 Although scc McMahon and McMahon (2005) 41 on the problems that can arisc
where more than one lexical item could fill the same slot in the list: such as /little or small
in English, for example.

“ For convenience I use here simply the ctymologics olfered in the Oxford Dictionary
of English Etymology. Among these basic vocabulary items there are many words of
uncertain ctymology, and some of very hotly disputed ctymology, and any more detailed
analysis would need to take account of some of the major arcas of uncertainty.

> The first edition of the OED lists unambiguous cvidence for animal only from the
sixteenth century onwards, but the Aiddle English Dictionary offers convincing cvidence
from the end of the fourteenth century.

6 Thomason and Kaufman (1988: 365 note 22) also usc the Swadesh 200-item list to
assess borrowing of basic vocabulary from Norsc and French, but with slightly difterent
resulting totals from minc. As they do not list the items taken to be 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 Swadesh list, or from assuming different
ctymologics, or from some other cause.
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few words probably borrowed {rom Middle Dutch or Middle Low German:
dull, split, and (perhaps) rub. (For a slightly different approach based not
on Swadesh lists but on lists of the highest-frequency items in corpora of
contemporary English see Minkova and Stockwell (20006).)

What this very sketchy survey does not tell us is some very crucial infor-
mation about cach of these borrowings:

e When did the initial borrowing occur?

e How long did cach item compete with an ecarlier synonym, and what
estimates can we arrive at for the frequency levels of each?

e When did each item become the usual term for this meaning in everyday
use?

e What factors, if any, can be identified which favoured its adoption?

e [sit the usual term in all stylisticlevels, registers, and regional varictics
cven today?

Such questions are not all readily answered cven for such common words
as these in such a comparatively well-documented and thoroughly studied
language as English.”

In 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 morc susceptible to borrowing
than others, and it is generally held that personal pronouns arec among
those grammatical closed-class items which are least likely to be borrowed.
Thomason (2001: 83-4, quoting work by Christopher Court posted on an
clectronic list) draws an intercsting 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 different social
relationships; compare the use of distinct second person pronoun forms
for intimacy/informality and distance/respect/formality in many European
languages [rom the Middle Ages onwards, as English thouw and you, French
tu and vous, ctc. The English adoption of they from Norse is interesting in
that the native formis simply replaced by a borrowed form. (Although it 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 interesting recent discussion of frequency of occurrence as a factor influenc-
ing rates of lexical replacement sce Pagel, Atkinson, and Mcade (2007).
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from arcas in which there was direct contact between speakers of Norse and
English to arcas in which there would have been little or no direct contact
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 usc 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 t/hey provided
a much clearer contrast with the singular form /e than did the inherited
forms /i, hieo, he, ctc. 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.?

Prestige is often offered as the explanation for the borrowing of basic
vocabulary, but in some cases onc may suspect that this is simply because it
is clear that need will not work as an explanation, and prestige is the most
rcadily available alternative. Lass (1997: 186-8) offers some very interesting
cxamples 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 carly 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 weeck. 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
cvidence for carlier stages in the histories of these languages), but it is
probably unwisec 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 the very most basic vocabulary, compiled explicitly in order
to focus on those words thought lcast likely 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 arc basic
in a particular arca, we will still only be looking at a fragment of the lexis

8 See Samuels (1972) 71-2 for a daring but controversial account of the subsequent
competition between the borrowed pronoun thei and thei, the southern reflex of Old
English péah ‘although’.
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of any language. If we are interested in the impact of borrowing on 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 ncighbours’ 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 conlined to the competence of certain groups within society. We
may also suspect that very many words which now form part of the passive
competence of most speakers appeared lirst in one of the specialist vocabu-
laries within a speech community, and only gradually spread more widely,
although there has been surprisingly little rescarch on this topic.

In the following section we will look at a rather different process which
may also have a major impact on basic vocabulary, and which often cannot
casily 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 continuc to speak the
same language. However, lexis (as well as other [eatures) can also enter a
language through the distinct process of language shift. Here, the spcakers
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-gencrational, 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 investigation 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 Norsc 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 are bor-
rowed from one language to another on account of cither need or prestige. .. The
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Norse loans in English have posed problems for linguists, as it is not clear which-

of thesc two causations is operative, or whether there arc diachronic and diatopic
variations in causation. .. The Norsc loans in Old English tend to be need-based bor-
rowings, denoting new objects (particularly nautical and legal terminology), whercas
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 Norsc enjoyed greater prestige in the Middle English period than it did in the Old
English, but this scems impossible, since it was in the Viking Age (if cver, and only in
certain arcas) that the Norse-speaking population was in authority over the English-
speaking. To regard the Norse core vocabulary items appcaring in Middle English
as the result of imposition through shift rather than of borrowing would appcar 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 nced and prestige. However, it can be
diflicult to identif'y transfer of lexis resulting {rom 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 cause
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 ficlds such as legal language.” (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 claim would be greatly
reinforced if one could first pinpoint the likely period in which French
spcakers 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,
onc would want to demonstrate some difference between this period and
those preceding and following it, c.g. in total numbers of words cntering
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

Y Sce especially Thomason and Kaufman (1988) 116.
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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 casec of Anglo-French speakers in medicval
England, the language-shifting population made up only a small propor-
tion of the total population, or when, as in the casc of Norsc speakers,
they were largely confined to particular geographical arcas of scttlement.
Whether lexis initially entered a language through contact-induced borrow-
ing or shift-induced transfer, we must still account for its subscquent spread
and competition with any pre-existing native synonyms. In the case of the
Norse-derived element in Middle English, this issuc has been addressed very
carefully by Dance (2003) 311, 313:10

Full acceptance of a lexical item as the dominant expression within its ficld can take
centurices to occur, if it ever does. Some lexical redundancy, or variant ways of cxpress-
ing the same concept within the same lexical ficld, is natural within a system. .. just
as is variation in terms of pronunciation and morphology. And, while it 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 cxists, and is available to be conditioned by
factors such as social/stylistic level, perccived dialectal flavour;, or, put more gencrally,
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 scen simply as adding to variation in the first instance, a
predictable consequence of the increase in weak social tics that results from a contact
situation, and not as a drastic imposition on the core of a language’s vocabulary that
neceds to beaccounted for by tremendous pressures of ‘prestige’ attaching to the source
tonguec.

Ideally, etymologies of borrowed items will account for such factors,
cxplaining not only the initial adoption of a word, but its subscquent sprecad
within the lexical system. In many cases we may lack suflicient evidence
to trace this process, and cven where the evidence is available such an
investigation will be outside the scope of all but the most adventurous

19 Sce also in this connection the important discussion in Mclntosh (1978) and the
essays on Middle English word geography in Laing and Williamson (1994).
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ctymological projects. However, the example of rescarch such as Dance’s
should at least caution us against drawing over-hasty conclusions about the
causation of borrowing in any particular instance, and whether this applics
to initial adoption or subscquent spread, or to both.

6.4 Borrowing 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 similaritics
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 cven prevent it from
happening at all. If we consider also borrowing between different dialects
of a language, as well as borrowing between closely related languages,
cspecially those with at least some degree of mutual intelligibility, we can
place different types of borrowing on a rough cline, indicating difTiculty of
borrowing:

Less difficulty

® Between individuals who speak the same dialect of the same language, and have
similar social status, profession, interests, ctc.

® Bcetween different specialist registers

® Between dialects, especially where there are significant differences in the phonol-
ogy and/or grammar of the two dialects

® Between languages with some degree of mutual intelligibility

e Between languages with a long history of contact

® Between closcly related languages

® Between unrelated languages

More difficulty

As Samuels points out, in both interlinguistic and intralinguistic borrowing
the communicative needs arc the same (1972: 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 diflerent
languages. This is because the dispositions and attitudes of thosc who have something
to communicate are parallel; in both, there is a common tendency for spcakers to
adjust their speech to bring it ncarer 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 for 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, cither through subscquent directcontact 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 scction. 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 one language

Borrowing may play a part in the type of composite word origin that we
encountered in chapter 3. For instance, English mien ‘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 scction
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 identification with meane
(from demean) was crucial in blocking development to /mam/, although
the modecrn spelling mien reflects consciousness of the (partial) origin from
French mine. !

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 cither identical or very similar in form) in another
language. A good test casc is provided by words borrowed into English
originally from Latin before the Norman Conquest, and subsequently cither

" For somc very interesting similar cxamples from Jamaican Creole sce
Cassidy (1966).




166 THE MECHANISMS OF BORROWING

reborrowed {rom or reinforced by the corresponding (Anglo-)French words’

in the centuries after the Norman Conquest:

e Jiellebore was borrowed in the Old English period from Latin elleborus,
but Middle English forms of the type ellebre point very strongly to
Sccondary borrowing from (Anglo-)French forms of the type ellebre.

e purpure was borrowed in the Old English period from Latin purpura;
disyllabic forms partly result [rom Old English inflected forms with
syncope of the medial vowel, but it is likely that their later {requency
owes a good deal to the variation in (Anglo-)French between forms of
the type purpure and forms of the type porpre, pourpre.

e pease (of which modern pea is an inferred singular form) shows Old
English borrowing {rom post-classical Latin pisa (variant of pisunt), but
(Anglo-)French influence in the Middle English periodis demonstrated
by forms with a diphthong (c.g. peise).

In other cases such as passion there is no very conclusive formal or semantic
cvidence pointing to reborrowing, although the frequency of Middle Eng-
lish forms such as passioun or passiun would be most casily cxplained as
resulting from direct Anglo-French influence. pelican shows no distinctive
formal or semantic influence from Frenchin 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 carly modern period we find the Middle French
word used in metaphorical senses denoting an alembic and a type of device
for extracting teeth carlier than we find the corresponding senses in English,
suggesting secondary semantic borrowing. '2 furnis another similar example
which we encountered among the Latin and/or French items in the Swadesh
lists in scction 6.2.

In the period immediately after the Norman Conquest, and beyond into
the carly modern period, we canlind examples where clear evidence of word
form, or mecaning, or date of first attestation points to borrowing {rom
French and others wherc it 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 pellican only occurs in glosses to Latin pellicanus in Psalm 101
in the Vulgate, where (as also in many later examples in English) it refers to some sort
of bird of uncertain identity found in the wilderness. For a very instructive account
of the diflicultics encountered by Old English glossators in glossing this line, and of
the difficultics posed for modern philologists attempting to interpret this material, sce
Lass (1997: 83-8).
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in English in the fourteenth century) could cqually well be from ecither
French manifeste or Latin manifestus; similar cases are presented by for
instance negotiation, opposition, opulent, or pedagogy.® These arc mostly
words which appear in French ecither as learned or semi-learned borrow-
ings from Latin, or as remodecllings of words which had carlicr undergone
phonological or morphological change during the transition from Latin to
French (see examples in section 6.7). In ecither 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 ctymon of the corresponding
English word. Should such words be regarded as borrowings from French,
or from Latin, or from both? Close attention to the particular circumstances
of many such examples, and to parallel cases wherc a word shows formal
or semantic influence from cach language, suggests that the best course
is generally to assume borrowing partly from the onc 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 usc of both languages (cither actively or passively) at one time or
another for various diflerent technical functions. It is hardly surprising
that words which were identical or near-identical in form and meaning in
both Latin and French should have alfected 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 from 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 inlluence from its donor
for centuries after the date of the original borrowing. For instance:

e 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 1570) appears to follow slightly
carlier use in this sense in French in the sixteenth century.

13 See Durkin (2002a, 2002b, 20064, 2008) for more detail on these and similar words.
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e present in the sense ‘to stage or put on (a play)’ appcars to follow
French use in the sixteenth century, although the word was borrowed
in a number of other senses over the preceding three centuries.

We may also find 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 popularis ‘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 carlicst meanings in English. However, it
also secems 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 gencral public, seeking the favour of the
populace, known and liked among the people, vulgar, coarse, democratic,
(of a discase) epidemic’. 14

If we were to classify thesc 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 cither identical to the original donor form or
related to it. We 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 spcakers alternating between the usc of onc language and another.
Thomason (2001: 138-9) 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 subscquently that there were interference
features from English in her use of Italian, such as using Italian /libreria
‘bookshop’ in the sense ‘library’ (Italian biblioteca) as a result of association
with English /ibrary. In the case of library and libreria there are no scnses
actually in common, just equivalent word forms with mecanings which both
have to do with books. We can sec how much more readily interference
phenomena may come into play with a word like popildar, where English
alrcady shared many senses with the French word.

' For fuller discussion of all of these examples sce Durkin (2008).
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6.7 Multiple borrowings from the same source

Sometimes we find what are commonly referred to as etymological doublets,
where two borrowings occur which are ultimately from the same source.
For instance, the English verb affect shows a latc Middle English borrowing
from French affecter, but earlier in Middle English we find (now obsolete)
afaite < French afaiter. Both French verbs, affecter and afaiter, have the
same ctymon, Latin affectare: afaiter shows regular development of the
Latin word, while affecter shows a later learned borrowing from Latin. In
English wesec a similar phenomenon with the verbs provide and purvey: the
first of these is borrowed directly from Latin pravidére, while purvey is from
French purveier, which shows the French development of the Latin word. In
cascs like these the distinct forms of the donor words lcad in the borrowing
language to formally distinct words which show partial synonymy. We also
find cases where the identical donor form is borrowed in two different
periods, giving risc 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
lecast sometimes ecmployed with a semantic distinction: an artist typically
being someone practising the fine 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 6.5 and 6.6, where there is
no significant change in word form in the donor language(s). '

6.8 How can we tell that borrowing has occurred?

If we arc to be surc that a borrowing has occurred, idcally we will
find an exact correspondence in word form, mecaning, 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

15 For further examples compare: attack and attach, cadence and chance, marchpane
and marzipan, master and magister, maugre and malgré, minion and mignon, peasant and
paysan, ransom and redemption.
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an adequate explanation of the meaning or meanings of the supposed -

borrowing, and it will be attested at an carlier date. Obviously, if our
supposed donor also has a well-established further etymology, that will
help climinate the possibility that the relationships between the donor and
borrower might in fact have been the other way around. Similarly, if one
language shows only a figurative or narrowed sense development from
whatis demonstrably a more basic sense in another language, as in the case
of English borrowing of friar in chapter 1, we may fecl 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 dircction 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
we arc 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 appliced 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 ncar
certainty that it shows Norse influence of some sort; if it shows a semantic
innovation known to occur in Norsc but not known to occur in Old English,
it is also probable (although much less certain) that we have a borrowing. 6

Sometimes the intralinguistic and cxtralinguistic data simply arc not
conclusive: pack ‘bundle, package’ is first recorded in English in an occupa-
tional surname Palkbyndere ‘packbinder’ at the end of the twellth century. It
first occurs only cight years later in Middle Dutch, a difference so slight
as to be entirely trivial in this period. It subscquently 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 /p/, since it is normally thought that initial
/b/, which would give/p/ by Grimm’s Law, was cither very rare or perhaps
did not occur at all in proto-Indo-European.!” The connection of pack with
trade doubtless cxplains.its almost simultancous appcarance on both sides
of the English Channel. It has normally been assumed that the word was

16 See Bjdrkman (1900) and Dance (2003) for discussion of the methodology; compare

also Lass (1997) 203--5.
17" Compare also discussion of plough in scction 8.10. Other notoriously diflicult cty-

mologies involving words with initial p- in Germanic languages include park, pot, and

path,
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borrowed into English from Dutch, which is not unrcasonable given that
there arc very few Dutch documentary records carlicr than this date, but
it is also perhaps possible that Dutch borrowed the word from English, or
both languages from a third sourcc.

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 ravine 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 ravine ‘to score (carth
ctc.) with ravines’, earliest in 1858. This could casily be a conversion [rom
the English nbun ravine, and the cxistence of a verb raviner in the same
meaning in French could be purely coincidental. Alternatively, particularly
since the carliest example of the English verb is in a book about the geology
of central France, we might think that a borrowing {rom French is likely:
cither the English word is a loanword from French raviner, or it is a conver-
sion of the English noun but on the model of the French verb. However, the
carlier existence of ravined and ravinement in English, which could both be
explained as formations from the noun ravine but which could alternatively
be analysed as formations from the verb, might help shift the balan_cc back
towards a derivation within English. Certainty is likely to continuc to clude
us. Such doubtful cases arc very common, and can probably be [ound in any
family of words in which the basc word has originally been borrowed from
a foreign language and there has been a subsequent history of contact with
that language.

We may sce just how [inely balanced decisions can be in this area from an
cxample where new information has led to a change in assumptions about
whether a loan has occurred. I will take an example from the new edition of
the OED. Modern English ravenous ‘very hungry’ shows a broadened usc
of the (still current) sense ‘(of an animal) given to scizing other animals as
prey’. In carly 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 ravin, ravine, ctc.) and the noun ravin (also in the forms
raven, ravine, ctc.) in similar senses. In the first edition of the OED (in a
fascicle first issued in 1903) all three were given as borrowings from (Old)
French, thus:

ravin, noun < French ravine (ultimately < Latin rapina ‘rapine’)
raven, verb < French raviner
ravenous, adjective < French ravineux
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Thesc etymologics were based largely on information from the main source
of information on Old and Middle French then available, Godefroy’s Dic-
tionnaire de I'ancienne langue frangaise (1880-1902). However, of these three
ctymologies, only that given for the noun ravin scems entircly satisfactory
today. So far as the verb raven is concerned, an Old French verb raviner is
indeed recorded in the sense ‘to take off by force’, but only in the twellth
century, several hundred years before the lirst appearance of the English
word. In later use the French verb has only the meanings ‘to stream, rush’
and ‘to furrow (the earth ctc.) with gullies or ravines’, ultimately giving risc
to the English noun ravine ‘decp narrow gorge or cleft’ encountered in the
previous paragraph. The adjective ravenous is first recorded in English in
thelate fourteenth century in the sense ‘(of an animal) given to seizing other
animals as prey’. There is a corresponding Old French adjective ravineux,
ravinos, rabinos, recorded {rom the twelfth to the fourteenth centuries, but
with the meanings ‘rapid, impectuous’ (although the related word rapineux is
recorded with a meaning much closer to that of the English word). Thusin
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:

ravin, noun < French ravine (ultimately < Latin rapina ‘rapine’)
raven (also ravin, ravine, ctc.), verb < ravin (also raven, ravine, ctc.), noun
ravenous, adjective < ravin (also raven, ravine, ctc.), noun + -ous

It is important to note that this picturc 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 Anglo-Norman Dictionary
currently in preparation. Such ctymologics arc highly dependent on the
naturc and quality of the available data. The assumptions made in the first
cdition 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 finds might come to light in the
future that challenge our assumptions once again — although obviously the
better and [uller 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 carlicr
by the example of romato in scction 5.5. We know that the Nahuatl word
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was probably borrowed first into Spanish, because Spanish speakers were
the first speakers of a European language to be in contact with speak-
crs of Nahuatl. Hence it is very satisfactory to find 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 transmission
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 carly history of a borrowing may be like that of focaccia in
English, showing a number of separate introductions of the word, followed
cventually 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 Fremdwdérter and Leln-
wdrter. Morphological and phonological adaptation arc only tendencies.
Phonological adaptation in particular operates on a cline which makes it
very diflicult 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 [oreign word. I
an early user of the word focaccia in an English sentence pronounces it
with final /o/ rather than /a/, 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.'® It is perfectly possible. for
such a pronunciation to occur in a sentence of the type ‘In Italian they
call this type of bread focaccia’, where the word is explicitly identificd as
belonging to Italian rather than English. We may find a similar situation
with morphology, c.g. ‘In Poland they cat stuffed dumplings resecmbling
ravioli, which they call pierogis’, where the Polish plural form pierogi is
suffixed with the English plural ending -s, but where the established Italian
borrowing ravioli retains the Italian plural form. It is likely that there is a

8 See Haugen (1950) 215-17 for some further discussion and examples.
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cline here, from explicit identification of a word as belonging to a foreign
language, c.g.: '

(i) ‘I had some of a type of bread which they call in Italian focaccia’
(even though the form in such a sentence may show intentional or
unintentional phonological or morphological adaptation)

to usc of a word with reference to a foreign culture but without explicit
identification of its forecign-language identity:

(ii) ‘On our holidays we had sandwiches made with focaccia cvery day’
(whereitalics may well be used in print)

to uses where there is no flagging of foreign status:

(iii) ‘I always think that focaccia 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 foreign-language word may show
some phonological or morphological adaptation, wherecas the other two
types of sentence do show borrowing. Many historical dictionaries 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 diflicult 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 cach language, and who arc hence to at lcast a very
limited extent bilingual. Code-switching may occur at sentence boundaries,
i.c. intersententially, or at the level of the word, phrase, or clause, i.c.
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 scems a rcasonable assumption that code-switching within
a bilingual community at lcast sometimes results in lexical borrowing.!?

19" For a uscful overview and references to the relevant literature see Thomason (2001)
131-6, and compare also Mahootian (2006). For accounts broadly in favour of the
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For instance, a word from language A may be used within sentences of
language B by bilingual spcakers 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 casily 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 difTiculties in assessing written
cvidence 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 ncarly all speakers, but Latin and Anglo-French had impor-
tant roles in many arcas 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 loanwords into Latin.
Others do not, and hence we could arguc 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 cither 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, a scholar who has donc a great
deal to draw attention to material of this kind:?’

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 identificd, or contrariwise, then the situation

proposition that single-word code-switching often Ieads to lexical borrowing sce Myers-
Scotton (2002) or Thomason (2003). For the alternative view that most singly occurring
forcign-language words should be regarded not as code-switches but as borrowings, sce
Poplack, Sankofl, and Miller (1988), Poplack and Mecchan (1998), Poplack (2004).

20 For a summary of other recent work in this arca sce Palita and Nurmi (2006).
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is inevitably onc of great complexity, which will not surprise anyone familiar with
contactlinguistics and the world of bi-dialectalismy, bilingualism, diglossia, borrowing,
transfers, interference, shif't, relexicalisation, pidginisation, and creolisation. Linguists
have frequently sought to identify borrowings in the languages of medieval Britain, but
in the context of multilingual socictics it can be unrealistic to attempt to distinguish
code-switching from borrowing. ’

(Hunt (2000) 131)

Such issucs as these pose problems for anyonc who wishes to establish
what the carliest example is of a particular borrowing. Historical dictio-
narics tend generally to take a pragmatic approach: if a word subsequently
becomes frequent enough to merit inclusion, carly examples found 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 forcign-
language or multilingual context. For instance, p/lane meaning cither a
bricklayer’s or a carpenter’s tool, is a Middle 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 found from a little
before 1425 in a Latin-English glossary:

1425 Medulla Gram. (Stonyhurst) f. 37v, Leuiga: a lcuor or a plane.

An cxample from 1404 in a Latin context with the English plural morpheme
-ps probably shows an carlier example of the English borrowing (on the
grounds that -ps is not normally found as a plural morpheme in Anglo-
French):

1404 in J. T. Fowler Extracts Acct. Rolls Abbey of Durham (1899) 11. 397 In custodia
Plumbarii, 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:

1350 in L T. Fowler Extracts Acct. Rolls Abbey of Durham (1899) I1. 550 Uno Planc
ct aliis instrumentis pro oflicio plumbar’, emptis, 2 s. 5 d. 1399 in X Raine Fabric Rolls
York Minster (1859) 18 Instrumenta carpentariorum. .. Item, j plane de cre.

Here the approach of different dictionaries in fact differs: the OED places
these ambiguous examples in its etymology section, but the Middle English
Dictionary places them in its main documentation for the Middle English
word, without comment, in line with its general policy in decaling with
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vernacular words occurring in Latin documents. On a purely practical level,
cxamples such as this remind us of the importance of looking closely at
what the earliest examples presented in a dictionary are, and they should be
a salutary reminder to any etymologist that dates alone, unsupported by a
reference, are often not very helpful. 2!

Foreign-language phrases can also be ambiguous as to whether they are
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 are 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 moules mariniéres the adjective
marinier ‘marine’ is postposed after moule ‘mussel’, and shows feminine
plural concord. The OED’s evidence suggests that the written form moules
mariniére is more common in modern usc in English than moules mariniéres;,
this probably results simply from the final -s being silent, but it could also
reflect influence from ecither French moules a la mariniére ‘musscls in the
marine style’ or the rare French blended form moules mariniére. Substitu-
tion of one or more native elements is often found, as in beef bourguignon
beside carlicr boeu/ bourguignon: we could say that the borrowed phrzisc has
been remodelled with substitution of beef" for French hoeuf, or we could
say that beside the original borrowing we have a subscquent loan blend.
Extensive naturalization in form is often found in borrowed phrases, such
as English billy doo ‘love letter’ < French billet doux. Such naturalization
shows that we have a borrowing rather than a code-switch, but it does not
tell us whether this was via an initial code-switch. Interestingly, OEDs first
quotation for billet-doux suggests at the very least an imitation of code-
switching: ‘He sings and dances en Frangois, and writes the billets doux to
a miracle’ (1673: John Dryden Marriage a la Mode 11. i. 261).

6.10 Some conclusions from chapters 5 and 6

Some gencralizations about ctymologics which involve borrowing can be
drawn from the topics we have examined in the last two chapters:

e Borrowed words are often subject to processes of accommodation to
the phonology or morphology of the borrowing language, either at the

2l On the source of the dates used in this book sce chapter 1, footnote 6.
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time of borrowing or subscquently. They may also form compounds or -

derivatives in the borrowing language.
e Not all components of the meaning of a word nced be borrowed.
e Borrowed words are subject to change (semantically, phonologicﬁllly, or
morphologically), just like any other words.
e Borrowing between languages (interlinguistic borrowing) is not ncces-
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 dillerent spcech communities.
After the date of initial borrowing, borrowed items frequently show

further influence from the donor language, through the borrowing of
additional senses, or through formal remodelling after the donor form.
Loanwords may in time become cither less like the corresponding
form in the donor language (through internal processes of change in
cither 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 ctymology which involves borrowing will have a working
hypothesis as to how and why (as well as whent and where) borrowing
occurred, and also as to how and why the borrowed word, sense, ctc.
has subsequently spread within the borrowing language.

Of course, we will not always have suflicient data to address all of these
issues, but we should not assume, simply because we have only limited data
available 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 all etymological research involves analysis of change in word form.
Thisanalysis also raises some of the most theoretically complex arcas which
we will encounter in this book. In the first part of this chapter we will
cxaminc examples of’:

e regular sound changes, both isolative ones, occurring irrespective of
any particular phonetic environment, and conditioned ones, triggered
by a particular conditioning environment

e sporadic sound changes

e analogy, folk ctymology, and other types ol associative change in word
form

After this, we will turn to one of the key issues in historical linguistics,
namely just how much regularity is in fact shown by what are called regular
sound changes, and what the implications are for various different types of
ctymological rescarch.
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Finally, we will look at some dctailed examples of ctymologics in which
changes in word form play a key role, including some successes of etynio-
logical rescarch and some unresolved difficultices.

7.1 Two Germanic sound changes

7.1.1 Grimm’s Law

As we saw in scction 1.2.4, Grimm’s Law describes a series of sound shifts
by which the proto-Indo-European voiceless stops (*p, *1, *k, *k"), voiced
stops (*b, *d, *g, *g"), and breathy-voiced stops (*b", *d", *g", *g"*) became
in proto-Germanic respectively voiceless fricatives (*f, *0, *h, */1w), voiccless
stops (*p, *t, *k, *kw), and voiced fricatives (*8, *d, *y, *yw), with provisos
as noted in chapter 1.

Why is it assumed that the operation of Grimm’s Law was c.g. proto-
Indo-European *p > proto-Germanic *f, rather than that Latin, Greek, ctc.
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, etc. in comparison with the Germanic languages. As dis-
cussed in chapter 1, the split of the various branches of Indo-Europcan
occurred much carlier than the date of our carliest 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 cvidence
is that we know from prior rescarch on well-documented stages in the
history of many languages that a change from *p > *f istypologically very
common (i.e. it happens in lots of different languages) whereas*f > *p 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 case of articulation for the speaker, since the degree of
obstruction of airflow in the mouth is reduced.

Additionally, we can sce that this sct of regular correspondences distin-
guishes Germanic from all of the other branches of Indo-Europcan. This
would scem less significant if we were free to hypothesize that Germanic
branched off particularly carly from the rest of Indo-European, as it is
generally held that Hittite and the other Anatolian languages probably did.
Thenwecould belooking at a shared innovation in all of the other branches
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after Germanic had split off from them, but in fact other linguistic evidence
suggests that Germanic did not branch off particularly carly. Grimm’s Law
as a shared innovation among the Germanic languages is therefore a much
more economical explanation. None of this of course offers any explanation
at all for why the Grimm’s Law changes occurred, but simply suggests why
one direction of change secems much more likely than the other. !

7.1.2 Verner’s Law

Grimm’s Law describes a sct of classic ‘regular’ sound changes of the type
which form the main foundation of comparative linguistics. Each and every
cligible consonant is assumed to have shifted in cvery word in which it
occurred. Thus, if proto-Indo-European *¢ does not correspond to proto-
Germanic *), we must find some way of accounting for this: our method
does not permit us to say ‘perhaps *# simply became a difTerent sound in
this word history’ or ‘perhaps the sound 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-Europecan did
not shift if they were immediately preceded by another obstruent (often
*¢). Thus corresponding to Latin spernere we have Old English spurnan
(English spurn), and corresponding to ancient Greek astér 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 ctymology of English sad in scction 1.2.4 we encountered a dif-
ferent sort of situation: the reflex of proto-Indo-European *sgto- in proto-
Germanic did indeed show the Grimm’s Law shift *# > *0 (and hence a
stage *sa'fa), but then the voiceless fricative *# was voiced by the operation
of Verner’s Law, because the main stress did not fall on the immediately
preceding syllable, giving *sa'da. '

Verner’s paper explaining this voicing marked an epoch in the study of
historical linguistics and in the development of etymological methodology
(Verner 1875). It was entitled (in German) ‘Eine Ausnahme der crsten
Lautverschiecbung® (‘An exception to the first [Germanic] sound shift’)
and its importance was that it gave a rational explanation for what had

! For discussion of a daring but controversial explanation based on language contact
sce Smith (2007) 75~-87. For detailed bibliography on many other suggested explanations

scc Collinge (1985) 63-76.
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previously scemed the most troubling sct of exceptions to Grimm’s Law.
It 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 lcast those of the sys-
tematic type illustrated by Gimm’s Law and Verner’s Law do: compare
scction 7.3). Where apparent exceptions were found, these could be shown
to be susceptible to rational explanation by various means:

e Pcrhaps 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 lic in a more precise definition
of the sound change.

Perhaps the sound change had occurred in one 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 {rom
the different dialects may have occurred, giving the [alsc appearance of
irrcgularity of operation of the sound change.

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 subscquent 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 stave in scction 3.1, and we will look at many other types of
analogical or associative processes in scction 7.4.)

This framework provided the key to enormous advances in etymological
rescarch in the late nineteenth century and carly twenticth century, espe-
cially on familics of related languages. With certain qualifications (which we
will consider in section 7.6), it remains key to a great deal of etymological
work today.

7.2 Examples of English sound changes

The sets of sound changes described by Grimm’s Law and Verner’s Law

both occurred considerably before the date of our carliest 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 carlicr 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 asscrtion 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 'cvidcncc, 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
varicty of different considerations relevant to etymological work which they
raise, and because they figure in a number of the ctymologics presented
clsewherein this book.

7.2.1 Early Middle English /a:/ > /2:/ in southern dialects

In carly Middle English the long vowel /a:/ (the reflex of Old English &)
rounded in southern dialects to /o:/, but did not do so in northern dialects.
Hence OId English sta@n gives Middle English (southern) ston (modern
standard English stone), (northern) stan (modern Scots or northern English
stane). This is a classic example of an isolative (or spontancous, or uncon-
ditioned) sound change, not determined by any particular phonetic context
in the word. In this instance we have enough cvidence 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 different texts and difTerent arcas, we can date
it as coming to fruition in the late twelfth to carly thirteenth century, beginning in the

south-cast and spreading northwards — and constituting from that time on onc of the
ma jor north/south isoglosscs.

(Lass (1992) 46-7)
7.2.2 Early Middle English lengthening in open syllables in disyllabic words

A conditioned sound change which occurred slightly later in the carly Mid-
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). We encountered this
change in section 3.1 with the change poke /poka/ > poke Ipoka/, modern
English pofke. Similarly we find: '

/makon/ > /ma:kon/, modern English make
/meto/ > /me:ta/, modern English meat
/flotan/ > /flo:tan/, modern English float
/wika/ > /we:k/, modern English week
/wudo/ > /wo:da/, modern English wood

These examples (and many others like them) cnable us to state the effects of
the change more preciscly: lengthening of each of these five vowels occurred,
and in all cases except that of /a/ lowering also occurred.

The cvidence of Middle English texts and of later dialect developments
cnables us to discern some more details: (1) the changes appear to have
taken place carlier in northern varieties than in southern onecs; (2) the
lengthening (and lowering) of /i/ and /u/ generally occurred slightly later
than that of the other vowels, and was more common in northern varictics
than in southern ones. The very few examples of the results of lengthening
of /i/ or /u/ which are reflected in forms in modern standard English include
several very controversial and difficult examples. For a case-by-case discus-
sion on etymological grounds sec Smith (2007) 174-6. In my example wood,
only the spelling of the modern word reflects the form with lengthening,.
The usual pronunciation /wud/ reflects cither a form without lengthening
(as argued by Dobson (1968) §36 note 2), or a form with lengthening to
/wo:da/ which showed subscquent shortening in carly modern English. For
this shortening compare good /gud/ (Old English gad) and foot /fut/ (Old
English for), which both show the result of sporadic shortening of the Great
Vowel Shift output of Middle English /o:/ (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
staffIstaves we find staff'/staffs or stavelstaves, and similarly the spoken
form of /eaven has the short vowel levelled from the (trisyllabic) inflected
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 casily
accounted for in the ncogrammarian framework. The same would apply
to modern English /wud/ if it shows late sporadic shortening, but not if’
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it failed ever to show lengthening. Dialect mixing might just about be a
plausible explanation within the necogrammarian ramework for the uneven
distribution of lengthening of /i/ and /u/ which we find in southern varietics.
More troubling are cases like poke which we encountered in section 3.1,
where the lengthening of /o/ appears sometimes to have failed in northern
varictics (cspecially before velars), even though it is precisely in northern
varieties that the change generally appears to have occurred carliest. We
might be able to find a satisfactory neogrammarian explanation for this if
we hypothesize that in some varietics loss of final /o/ may have occurred
carlicr, hence removing the environment for open syllable lengthening; vari-
ants of poke with a short vowel could hence have resulted from dialect
mixing {rom such varicties. However, recent rescarch on Middle 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 opcerated may not be correct. Lengthening scems generally to have
been more likely to take place when the second syllable ended with /a/, and
there are numerous cxceptions to the lengthening among words with a final
consonant in the unstressed syllable, e.g. ganot, ganet ‘gannct’ or otor, oter
‘otter’. Further, it has been suggested very plausibly that loss of final Il may
in some cases actually have preceded the lengthening, and that the length-
cning was a compensatory process resulting from the loss of the unstressed
vowel in the following syllable.? If this analysis is correct, then we cannot
cxplain 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
diffusion which we will look at in section 7.6.% 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 Middle English.* (Weencountered an cxamplc of open syllable

2 For summary of this proposal (advanced originally by Donka Minkova) scc
Lass (1992) 73-4, and compare also Smith (2007) 113-26.

3 In the particular case of poke an alternative explanation might be borrowing from
Anglo-French of a variant which alrecady showed loss of the final vowel (compare
Short (2007) §19.7-8 on such loss), but this is less likely in view of the carly 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.

4 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 (1999).
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lengthening in Middle Dutch with péke in section 3.1.) For the time being .

we can take note of this change as an example of where close engagement
with the actual historical data reveals a situation of some complexity, which
is open to a variety of different interpretations.

7.2.3 The Great Yowel Shift

A very important serics of isolative changes in the history of English gen-
crally 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 carly modern English periods. Crucially, slightly different develop-
ments occurred in different dialects (or in some cases, the same develop-
ments occurred but at different times). As this was a time of considerable
social mobility, there was very considerable mixing of forms from different
dialects. Many of the changes can be traced in considerable detail, espe-
cially because we possess large amounts of information from early modern
writers on pronunciation, who are known as orthoepists. Other important
cvidence comes from the different outputs in different modern dialects, from
contemporary spellings, and from rhymes and puns. Individual etymologics,
i.c. what we can reconstruct of the earlier history of cach 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 closcly by historians of English in the late nineteenth
century. There is fairly widespread acceptance that the general shape of
the changes as they affected southern English dialects can be represented
as in figurc 7.1, with the changes being divided into two phases. ‘Phasc
I’ extended from late Middle English (or possibly slightly carlier) to the
beginning of the carly modern period (being complete soon after 1500), but
‘Phase II’ was rather later, and was not complete until the middle of the
seventeenth century. (This diagram follows Lass (1999a) 80, as does much
of my discussion here.)

This book is not the place to do any sort of justice to the problems
and complexitics 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 uscful gencral
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Fig 7.1 The Great Vowel Shift

observations about processes of phonological merger and their implications
for ctymological work.?

Middle English had distinct vowel phonemes in words such as mile, meet,
meat, mane, and main (‘strength’), respectively /i:/, /e:/, le:/, la:/, and the
diphthong /ai/. These sounds cach had distinct etymological origins. In fact,
cach had multiple different origins, but these five example words illustrate
perhaps the most typical origins of each: :

e Middle English /i:/ in mile (modern English mile) shows the reflex of
Old English /i:/ (Old English m1l)

Middle English /e:/ in méte (modern English meet) shows the reflex of
Old English /e:/ (Old English métcur)

Middle English /e:/ in méte (modern English meat) developed from
/el by carly Middle English lengthening in open syllables (Old English

mete)
Middle English /a:/ in méne (modern English mane) developed from
/al by carly Middle English lengthening in open syllables (Old English

manu) .
Middle English /ai/ in main (‘strength’; modern English main) devel-
oped as a result of vocalization of the semi-vowel /j/, which itself

> For rcaders completely new to the Great Vowel Shift, a very useful and readable
short summary is provided by Barber (1996), although this is dated in some respects, and
should be followed up by more detailed accounts such as Lass (1999a). For an overview
of controversics secc McMahon (2006), and sec also Smith (2007). The fullest account
remains Dobson (1968), which also provides a usef'ul guide to the principal works of the
contemporary orthocpists.
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resulted from palatalization of the reflex of Germanic */g/ (Old English

megen)

Of these five, Middle English /i:/ was diphthongized carly in the Great Vowel |

Shift (Phase I), giving ultimately modern English mile /mail/. Middle Eng-

lish /e:/ was also raised carly (Phase 1), giving modern English nicet /mi: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
arc homophones, and so arc mare and main. Ultimately, we therefore have
two scts of mergers: the reflexes of Middle English /e:/ and /¢:/ have merged
(as /i:/), and so have the reflexes of Middle English /a:/ and /ai/ (as /c1/).
However, the Great Vowel Shift maintained the contrasts between Middle
English /e:/, /e:/, and /a:/, as we saw in the figure above. The explanation
for the modern system lics in some rather complex developments in the six-
teenth, seventeenth, and cighteenth centuries, which illustrate some general
issues to do with phonological mergers.

The Middle English diphthong /ai/ 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 varicties it monophthongized to /e:/, but
in others it remained a diphthong /ai/. In some of those varicties in which
/ai/ monophthongized to /e:/, the reflex of Middle English /a:/ had alrcady
been raised to /¢:/, 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 /e:/ was still /e:/ (and the reflex of Middle English /a:/ was
perhaps /we:/); and main hence showed the same sound as meat (and so main
was homophonous with mean). We thus have three possible outcomes for
Middle English /ai/ words like main in this period:

(i) /ai/ monophthongized to /e:/, and merged with the reflex of Middle
English /a:/, hence main and mane are homophonous
(ii) /ai/ monophthongized to /¢:/, and merged with the reflex of Middle
English /e:/, hence main and mean arec homophonous
(iii) /ai/ remained a diphthong, hence main is not homophonous with
cither mane or mean

If we turn now to the reflexes of Middle English /e:/ (in meet) and /e:/ (in
meat), in some varietics these had merged as /i:/ belore the end of the six-
teenth century, thus Shakespeare can rhyme these (Middle English /c:/) with
seas (Middle English /e:/). However, Shakespeare also rhymes sea with play
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(Middle English /ai/), reflecting varicties in which /ai/ was monophthon-
gized and merged with the reflex of Middle English /¢:/. In other varieticswe
also find merger of the reflexes of Middle English /¢:/ and /a:/, hence mean
and mane arc homophonous. Even in the cightcenth century we still find
considerable variation where the reflex of Middle English /¢:/ is concerned:
Pope has rhymes on the modern pattern with Middle English /e:/ words (as

Slealsee, easelthese), but also with Middle English /a:/ words (as wealk/take,

eatlgate), and with Middle English /ai/ words (as tealobey).® In a very few
Middle English /e:/ words (e.g. great, break) the merger with the reflex of
Middle English /i:/ did not occur in standard English, and instead merger
with the reflexes of Middle English /a:/ and /ai/ is found.

Mergers are not particularly rare occurrences, and they invariably throw
up problems for ctymologists. In scction 1.2.4 we encountered the proto-
Germanic merger of *a and *o as *a, reconstructed on the basis of the
comparative evidence of other Indo-European languages. This means that
whenever a Germanic word shows *« and doces not have securc cognates in
other Germanic languages, we will have to consider the possibility that an
Indo-European precursor may have shown *o or *a, or indeed *p (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 cnables us to narrow down the possibilitics. In
section 7.7 we will look at some other ctymologies where mergers create
considerable uncertainty.

7.2.4 i-mutation

/-mutation (sometimes also called by the German name j-umlaut) is a
process in the carly history of Old English which caused raising and/or
fronting of vowels when an /i/ or /j/ followed in the next syllable. It occurred
slightly before the date of our carliest documentary records.” It was proba-
bly a vowel-harmony process: the vowel was raised and/or fronted in antic-
ipation of the following high {ront sound. Since /i/ or /j/ occurred in a great
many derivative suffixes and morphological inflections in Old English this
sound change had an enormous cffect on its word forms (as also in many

6 Forall of this datasce Lass (1999a).
7 On the possibility that some of the very carliest documents may still show the change
in progress sce c.g. Lass (1994) 62-3, although this is controversial.
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of the other early Germanic languages in which parallel changes occurred). -
Often, the /i/ or /j/ which caused the change was subsequently lost (61‘ in
many other cases lowered to /e/). .

We will look at this change as it affected the high back rounded vowel /u/,
giving risc to the fronted sound /y/, which was a new sound in the sound
system of Old English. The contrast that we see in modern English between
singular mouse and plural mice results from exactly this process. Before the
operation of /-mutation, the contrast would have been singular */mu:s/,
plural */musi/ (carlier */mu:siz/). 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 allophonic. Loss of the /i/ from the plural
stem form gave singular /mu:s/, plural /my:s/, which is the stage reflected by
the recorded Old English forms miis, plural myps.

before i-mutation: singular */mu:s/, plural */mu:si/
after i-mutation: singular *[mu:s], plural *[my:si]
alter loss of /i/: singular /mu:s/, plural /my:s/

At this last stage we have a new phonemic contrast between /u:/ and /y:/,
which bears the functional load of distinguishing the singular from the
plural after the final /i/ has been lost.

We can get from the Old English forms to the modern English ones by a
few casy steps. The singular form /mu:s/ shows diphthongization as a result
of the Great Vowel Shift, eventually giving modern English /maus/. So far
as the plural form is concerned, Old English /y:/ had different reflexes in
different dialectal varieties of early Middle English. The one that is relevant
to the modern English form of this word is the (originally northern and cast-
crn) form /it/, which again showed diphthongization as a result of the Great
Vowel Shift, hence modern English /mais/. However, in many other cases
plural contrasts based on variation in the stem vowel have subsequently
been climinated: sce section 7.4.1 on book.

The presence or absence of /-mutation can give useful evidence in dating
borrowings from Latin in Old English. yntse ‘ounce’ (< a variant of Latin
uncia) shows i-mutation, whereas tunece ‘tunic’ (< Latin tunica) does not,
presumably because it was borrowed later, after the change had ceased
to be operative. However, there are some counterexamples. In section 5.6
we encountered English proud (late Old English priid) < Old French. The
derivative noun, Old English prjido (modern English pride), gives cvery
appearance of showing i-mutation, but this surely cannot be the case. Not
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onlyis the word first recorded much later than the period of /-mutation, but
the etymology of pritd also argues very strongly against the possibility that
the word was borrowed much carlier, since the stem vowel of the Old French
word reflects a sound change which probably did not take place before the
ninth century. Probably what we have hereis a case of analogy: Old English
had pairs such as full, adjective (modern English full) and fyllu, noun
(with /-mutation, resulting from a proto-Germanic stem-forming suflix
*-m-; modern English fifl); on the analogy of these we find prid, adjective
and prjido, noun. So:

SJull : fyllu = prid : pryido

7.2.5 A sound change with messy results

In late Middle English, short /e/ shows lowering to /a/ before /r/ in final
position in a word or beforc anotherconsonant (C), hence er(C) > ar(C).
This change is recorded carlicst in the north, and spreads only gradually
to the south. In his classic account of English pronunciation in the carly
modern period, Dobson, belore presenting his own much more detailed and
nuanced analysis, reflects on carlier 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 exceptions’] may be truc of an individual dialect (provided it is rigidly enough
defined), it is demonstrably untrue of modern 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 specch, and that the lowered forms made their way into edu-
catedspeech gradually and inconsistently from this dialect which had regularlowering.
The lowered pronunciation is less frecly accepted in words of Latin origin, obviously
owing to the influence of Latin orthography and probably also pronunciation.

(Dobson (1968) 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. One factor
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is noted by nearly all writers on this subject: very often comparison with the
Latin or French ctymons of borrowed words led to cither restoration of /¢/
or the sclection of variants without the lowering, as summarized for exam-
ple by Lass (1999a: 109): ‘The gencral tendency is to keep reflexes of/a/ in

Germanic words (freart, star) and to reintroduce /e/ in loans (mercy, serve). .

Early sources show variation.” In a few cases, c.g. clerk, the pronunciation
(at least in British English) reflects the lowering, but the spelling does not.
Samuels (1972) attempts a much more claborate 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.
Samuecls categorizes the exceptions as follows: ‘

€

=

learned channels of transmission: the bulk of the examples with French and

Latin counterparts, e.g. universal, certain, service, concern. . .;

(i) avoidance of homonymy: pert (cf. part), yearn (ct. yarn), herd, heard (cf. hard),
possibly earth (ct. hearth), perch (cf. parch);

(iii) avoidance of polysemy: person (cf. parson), vermin (cf. varmint);

(iv) phonaecsthetic influence: swerve (cf. swirl),

(v) derivation: dearth (cf. dear),

(vi) prevalence of long variants in the spoken chain, especially when initial and/or

preceding n or I: earl, early, earn, earnest, earth (cf. (ii) above),learn, stern, fern,

yearn (cl. (ii) above), kernel.

(Samuels (1972) 143)

Samucls’s category (i) is thusone with which ncarly all scholars would agree.
A very interesting case is presented by merchant. This word was borrowed
into English in the carly Middle English period from French, in which it
shows forms of the types merchant, merchand and also marchant, marchand,
in the latter case showing the parallel tendency to lowering of -er- > -ar-
found in French (sec Pope (1934) 187-8; Short (2007) 51). The French word
is ultimately from classical Latin mercart ‘to buy, trade’, via an unattested
derivative formation. Its ctymology can be presented as follows:

(Anglo-)French merchant, marchant < the present participial stem *mercatant- of” an
unattested post-classical Latin (frequentative) derivative *mercatare < classical Latin

S

meredirt ‘to buy, trade’ < merc-, merx ‘commodity’

The -ar- forms predominate in French and give rise to the modern French
form marchand. In English, pronunciations with /a/ also predominate in our
main sources of evidence for the early modern period (sec Dobson (1968)
11 §66). However, the spelling history tells a rather diflerent story: spellings
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with -er- become increasingly common during the sixteenth century and
predominate in the secventeenth century (this story can now be traced in
detail using the resources of Early English Books Online). 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
scems to be due to learned association with Latin mereariand its derivative
mercdtor, even though these stand at some remove from cither 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
preparcd we are to accept functionalist arguments.

We have alrcady encountered category (ii) in section 3.8, where we saw
that the eflects of this sort of ‘dangerous homonymy’ are sporadic, unpre-
dictable, and controversial, and certainly not all scholars would accept
that the examples listed here arc other than coincidental. As we sce from
Samuels’s inclusion of earth and yearn also in category (vi), the interplay
of more than one factor in a given example is not excluded in this sort of
analysis.

As regards Samucls’s category (iii), person and parson both show bor-
rowings (partly via French) of Latin persona, which in the classical period
showed a 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 carliest in the cleventh century. In French
we find broadly the same range of senscs, as also in Middle English. In
Anglo-French we find forms with par- (e.g. parson, parsone, parsoune) as
well as with per-, probably again reflecting the parallel tendency to lowering
of -er- > -ar- found in French. In Middle English we (ind 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 medicval
manuscripts the abbreviations used. for per- and par- were identical, hence
the choice of per- or par- in modern cdited texts will often reflect choices
made by modern editors.) The general retention in French of the forms with
per- in this word (French personne) probably results from the influence of
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Latin persona (as we saw in the casc of English smerchant, but not of French.

marchand). In early modern English we find a more complex development,
with increasing specialization of forms, parson becoming usual in the eccle-
siastical sense, normally ‘holder of a parochial benefice’, and person becom-
ing usual in all othersenses. After the end of the seventeenth century, at Icast
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 {orm probably preceded that
in the spoken form (see Dobson (1968) 11 §66). A similar process led to the
differentiation of arrant in the pejorated sense ‘notorious, downright’ from
errant ‘travelling’ (see also section 8.6.3). These splits are similar to those
examined in chapter 3, and clearly show the dilTerentiation of variants in
distinct senses. The question here is whether, as suggested by Samuels, this
was motivated by ‘avoidance of polysemy’, 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 phonaesthetic influence offered by Samuels for
catcgory (iv) docs not scem strong. The vowels in swerve and swirl may
have become homophonous in some varictics 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 swope) with
different stem vowel. Additionally, the historical record indicates that swirl
is only found in Scots until the cighteenth century.

Category (v) apparently 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 varicties this would not have been
identical in quality to the short vowel in dearth. Interestingly, in the casc of
darling, another derivative of dear, the form with lowering did become the
usual one in standard English, although dereling, dearling are still found
sporadically until the eighteenth century.

The words listed in category (vi) all showed variants with cither a long
or a short vowel in Middle English and carly modern English, as a result
of the variable operation of various other sound changes in Old English
and carly Middle 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 offered this detailed example because of what it shows about the
importance of close etymological examination of particular cxamples in
cascs where the results of a sound change appcar irregular or inconsistent.
It also brings to light how our theoretical assumptions, for instance about
‘harmful homophony’ or ‘avoidance of polysemy’, will have a major impact
on our analysis of the data. Differences of opinion on such topics, and hence
differences of approach, arc incvitable and perfectly healthy in any disci-
pline, so long as we arc clear about which arcas of research are controversial
and what the arguments are for and against cach type of approach.

7.3 Sporadic sound changes

We will look at some diflicult and controversial issucs concerning the regu-
larity of sound changes in section 7.6. However, some sound changes occur
as isolated events, aflecting only a single lexical item at any one time, and
typically only ever aflecting a small proportion of the eligible word forms
in a pieccemeal manner over a very cxtended time period. These changes
arc 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
changeat onc period in the history of one language, but in another language
or in another period it can be sporadic (sce [or cxample 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 difference is one of degree (numbers of items affected, length of
theperiod overwhich this occurs, etc.). Not all scholars accept that sporadic
sound changes should be recognized as a distinct category (see for instance
Hoenigswald (1978)). However, some types of change are very frequently
sporadic in their incidence in the historical record. A particularly good
cxample of this is metathesis, where a particular sound changes its position
in the scquence of sounds in a word. Instances of metathesis involving a
liquid consonant are very common:

e English pattern originated as a metathesized variant of patron (the two
words subsequently becoming distinguished in sensc)
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e Dutch regional pertig ‘cunning, quick, lively’ originated as a variant
of prettig ‘pleasant, nice, agrecable, comfortable’ (formed similarly to
English pretty)

e Neldare, Neldere occur as variants of the medieval English surname
Needler (< needler ‘person who niakes needles’)

e Older Scots pedral occurs as a variant of pediar

With non-liquids we can consider for example:

e French rmoustique ‘mosquito’ beside the carlier forms mousquitte,
mousquite (< Spanish mosquito, as is also English mosquito), although
in this instance there may also have been semantic association with
tique ‘tick’ (probably < English rick)

e Old English max (where x represents /ks/) is a variant of masc ‘mash’.
This type of mectathesis is relatively common in Old English, lurther
examples being fixas, variant of fiscas, plural of fise ‘fish’, or axian,
variant of ascian ‘to ask’. It provides valuable evidence for the distri-
bution of the sound change of /sk/ to /f/ (sce Campbell (1959) §440,
Hogg (1992b) 7.96). However, it is still not a regular sound change,
applying to all instances of /sk/ in all words.

In 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 moustique) 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 reflexes of Old English dscian were
cither axen (< the form axian with metathesis) or ashen (< dscian, with the
change /sk/ > /[/), before the spread of the modern type asken (the northern
development of dscian, with failure of the change /sk/ > /{/) from the north.

Mectathesis 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 mousquite and moustique. However,
its spread can be gradual, as a metathesized variant gains in currency 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
cxamples of assimilation alrcady: Old English enmes ‘cquality’ < efies
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(see section 4.1.1.), or across word boundaries in /haftu:/ have to (see sec-
tion 2.1.1.3). Dissimilation is shown by for instance marble < carlicr marbre
(< French marbre), or by purple < carlier purpure.

Assimilation is, typologically, much more frequent than dissimilation,
and shows the benefit of casc of articulation for speakers. Converscly, dis-
similation may produce forms which are more easily apprechended by the
hearer. Both processes arc normally sporadic in the recorded history of
English, but certain assimilatory and dissimilatory processes arc perfectly
regular in some other languages. For instance, Grassmann’s Law is the
name usually given to the regular dissimilation in the first of a series of
two aspirated stops which happencd (independently) in both Sanskrit and
Greck, hence ancient Greek tithémi from carlicr *thithémi.?

The term assimilation is also sometimes used for a quite diflerent type of
associative change in word form, 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 crases previously transparent meaning relationships between
words. However, various processes work in the opposite direction, creating
fresh associations between words cither on a semantic basis or within mor-
phological paradigms, and thus increasing the degree of iconicity within
thelinguistic system. Sometimes these processes ‘repair’ relationships which
have been obscured by sound change, although more {requently they estab-
lish new relationships which may in fact run counter to the historical rcla-
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 differ from
all sound changes in that the processes involved are not phonetic but (in the
broadest sensc) grammatical, involving substitution, alteration, or crecation
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

8 Comparc Fortson (2004) 188, 227; Collinge (1985) 47-61.
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types of changes under the names levelling, contamination (or assimilation),
and folk etymology. In this book I will usc the term associative change in
word form as a general term for all of these processes, including also folk
ctymology. However, it is not my intention to present a detailed typology
of the different types of associative change in word form, but just some
illustrations of typical types of change. The analysis and identification of the
mechanisms of associative change in word form is a complex and frequently
controversial arca, 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 ctymological
research, it will be my main focus in what follows.”

7.4.1 Proportional analogy

So far in this book I have presented various examples of analogical change
in the form of proportions.'® Thus in section 4.2 we saw that coolth is
formed as an abstract noun corresponding to coo/ on the model of the
relationship between warm and warmtlh:

warim . warmth = cool : coolth

Similarly in section 4.1.3 we saw that proportional analogy provides onc
possible explanation for the formation of palaeogeographical as the adjec-
tive corresponding to palaeogeography:

geography : geographical = palacogeography : palacogeographical

Some changes in inflectional patterns can also uscfully be presented as
proportional analogies. strive is a borrowing from French, and is therefore
cxpected to be a weak verb, with past tense strived (which is in fact found in
carly usc). Its strong past tensc and past participle arc probably by analogy
with thosc of drive:

drive : drove = strive : strove
drive : driven = strive : striven
9 For an overview of difTerent approaches to analogy and other types of associative
change in word form scc for cxample Anttila (1989), Anttila (2003), FHock (2003),
Kiparsky (2005).
10" On the history of analogical proportions in linguistics seec Morpurgo Davics (1978).
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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 likely to be a single word acting as the model, but rather a large
group. We can present the process as follows:

X : Xed = bake : baked (originally past singular bok, past plural bakenn)

A similar situation applics 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 /o:/ was /e:/, and hence we find singular béc,
plural béc (in this instance the final consonant was also affected by the
original -i of the stem, hence the spoken forms were /bo:k/ and /be:tf/).
In Middle English we find analogical alteration after the much more [re-
quent type with unchanged stem and an inflection -es/-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 form of replacement of an carlicr form.
The plural form books is not the formal reflex of carlier.béc, it is a com-
pletely new plural form which replaces the carlicr one. Analogy has thus
climinated some irregularity in the system by removing a plural formed on
a pattern which was of dwindling frequency, and replacing it with one that
conforms to the majority pattern. However, in doing so it has destroyed
historical continuity: the old plural béc has simply been lost.!! This is true
of analogical change, but not of analogical creation, as shown by coolt/r and
(perhaps) palacogeographical above. '?

' Tt has long been held that hook is ultimately cognate with the trec name beech,

which may show a formation from the same basc with a stem-forming suflix causing
i-mutation (the connection being explained by the assumption that carly runic inscrip-
tions were made on beech tablets). However, this ctymology has in recent decades been
challenged by some, and in turn defended by others. For a summary of the controversy
sce Picrce (2000).

12 On this distinction sce Foenigswald (1960) §4.6.4, Hocnigswald (1978).
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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 cncountered examples in section 3.1, where the
variation in vowel quantity in the paradigm of heaven, with lengthening in
the disyllabic uninflected form /éven but absence of lengthening in trisyl-
labic inflected forms such as genitive hevenes, was undone by levelling of

the form with short vowel to all parts of the paradigm. In the casc of staff’

the alternation between uninflected staf and inflected staves led to levelling
in both directions, with subsequent semantic differentiation between stayf,
plural staff’, and stave, plural staves. DifTerentiation of this sort is possible
because of the crucial intermediate period in which both the levelled and
the non-levelled forms occur. Like many other types of linguistic change,
changes of this sort generally follow the pattern:

A>A~B>18

where ‘A’ is one language state, ‘B’ is another state ultimately resulting from
the change, and ‘A ~ B’ is an intermediate statc in which variation occurs. 3
Thus the singular of /icaven has shown this trajectory:

héven > heven ~ heven > heaven (with short vowel, although the spelling
reflects the variant with long vowel)

In the case of staff” and stave, semantic differentiation has occurred at the
point at which the variation ‘A ~ B’ was present in both the uninflected and
the inflected forms, i.c. when levelling was proceeding for some speakers in
the one direction, and for others in the opposite direction.

(In modern Received Pronunciation staff” shows a long vowel as a result
of a relatively recent sound change. Becausc it occurred much later than the
Great Vowel Shift, the sound is unshifted, hence the vowel in staff remains
distinct from the diphthong in stave even for RP spcakers.)

7.4.3 Reanalysis followed by analogous formations

Analogy frequently builds on the results of prior reanalysis. We saw in
scction 4.1.1 that this is frequently the mechanism at work in the formation
of new aflixes: -ness arises firom reanalysis of carlier formations in which

13 On the general implications of this pattern of variation in change sce especially
Lass (2007) §8.3.1.

ASSOCIATIVE CHANGE IN WORD FORM 201

-n- is historically part of the stem (e.g. efnes, related to efin), followed by
analogous usc of -ness as a suflix on other stems (e.g. wodnes from waod).
Similarly in section 1.3.2 we saw that handy probably arosc as a result
of prior reanalysis of handiworfk (historically from hand and geweorc) as
showing hand, -y, and work. In such cases it is normally only through the
subsequent emergence of analogous formations that we can be surc that
rcanalysis 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 carcfully from the
phonological assimilation discussed in scction 7.3.)

most shows the regular development of Old English mdst, corresponding
to Old Frisian mdast, Middle Dutch meest, Old High German meist, ctc.
However, in Old English this form is recorded only in the poorly attested
Northumbrian dialect, and the form found in the much better-attested West
Saxon dialect is mcest. The vowel in this form cannot casily be explained on
phonological grounds, and is probably due to association with the semanti-
cally related word /@st ‘least’.

French rempart ‘rampart’ is a derivative of remparer ‘to fortify’, but it
shows final -7 as a result of association with bowlevart, variant of boulevard.
This was originally the name of a type of defensive fortification, and was
probably borrowed from Middle Dutch bolwerc, which is related to English
bulwvark; in French the ending was altered as a result of association with
words ending in the suflix -ard. The {inal consonant of rempart is silent in
French, but not in the English borrowing rammpart which shows final /t/ as a
result of a spelling pronunciation.

Viewed historically, voze ‘wet mud or slime’ and ooze ‘juice or sap from a
plant’ are two quite scparate words: in Old English the first is wase and the
sccond is was, and the regular development of ecach word in modern English
would give oaze (or woaze) and ooze (or wooze) respectively. The unexpected
development of the first word to voze may simply show raising influence of
the initial w- (which was subsequently assimilated), but it may equally be

due to semantic association with ooze ‘juice or sap from a plant’.'4

4 Sce further Durkin (2006a) 63-5.
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Mutual formal influence is probably shown by the words citizen and -

denizen. citizen is a borrowing from Anglo-French, in which it is ultimately a
derivative of ¢ité ‘city’. The carliest forms in Old French are citeain, citeiain
(from which the modern French form citoyen is ultimately developed); in
Anglo-French forms of the type citezein, citizein are found, with -z- proba-
bly as a result of association with denzein ‘denizen’. Conversely, the variant
denizein of denzein (a derivative formation from deinz, modern French dans
‘within’) is probably the result of association with citizein.

Contamination across a large serics of words can sometimes provide a
plausible explanation for the relationships found among groups of words
with expressive meanings, such as the group piddle, paddle, pitile, tiddle,
widcdle, etc. encountered in section 4.5.3.

Sometimes we find suggested cases of contamination with no evident
semantic motivation. The plant name mint is a borrowing ultimately [rom
Latin menta. Cognates (or perhaps just parallel instances of borrowing)
arc shown by Middle Dutch minte, Old Saxon minta, and, with a sound
change known as the High German Consonant Shift, Old High German
minza (modern German Minze). However, there arc also forms in Dutch
and German with an unexpected stem vowel: Middle Dutch munte, muynte,
muente (Dutch munt), Old High German munza (German regional Miinze).
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 monéta which has the forms Mid-
dle Dutch munte, muynte, monte, moente (Dutch nant), Old High Ger-
man muniz (masculine), munizza, muniza (feminine; Middle High German
miinze, German AMiinze). 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 nint, but this is for the different reason that
phonological merger has led to Old English minte the plant name and mynet
‘coin’, ‘place wherec money is coined’, having identical reflexes in modern
English.)

7.4.5 Folk ctymology

Where the remodelling of a word involves the replacement of one or more
of its syllables by another word with which it is associated semantically this
is normally referred to not as contamination but as folk etymology.
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sparrowgrass shows a folk-ctymological altcration of the word asparagus.
More 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 lamiliar English words. It
cven makes a sort of semantic sense: asparagus stalks have at least formal
rescmblance 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 eat them. This sort of very approximate semantic plausibility is often
found in folk-ctymological alterations which gain a wide currency. However,
in the seventeenth century when the form sparrowgrass is first recorded
we also find a form sparagrass, in which the ending has been remodelled
alter grass but where the first two syllables of sparagus remain unchanged.
(Although it should be noted that while *spara is not among the recorded
forms of the word sparrow it is phonologically plausible as a seventcenth-
century spelling of that word. Compare c.g. pilla 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.') Compare also oke-corn and
acorn in section 2.4, where it is the [orm with only partial remodelling which
is current in modern English.

In some cases of folk etymology partial remodelling is the most that is
cver found. In scction 2.6 we encountered naseberry, borrowed from cither
Spanish néspera or Portuguese néspera, but with the ending remodelled
as a result of association with words ending in -berry such as blackberry,
blueberry, ctc. The last two syllables of 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 cither Latin pastinaca or its reflex French pasnaie, but by
the time of our carliest examples of the word in Middle English the ending
has been remodelled as a result of association with neep ‘turnip’, and so we
find the forms pasneep, pasnepe, ctc, 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.)

!5 Fordiscussion of this ctymology along similar lines compare Knappe (2004a) 125-6.
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As we saw in the case of sparrowgrass and sparagrass, some instances of
folk-etymological alteration show interesting variation before a canonical
form becomes established. mangrove ‘any of various trees and shrubs which
form-densc thickets in muddy coastal swamps, tidal estuaries, ctc., in tll'opi-
cal and subtropical regions’ is probably a borrowing [rom Spanish mangue
or mangle, 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. However, much more
common is the form mangrove, alongside which the forms meangrowe and
mangrave arc also found. Of these, mangrove apparently shows substitu-
tion of English grove ‘small wood’ for the ending of the Spanish word,
while mangrowe apparently shows the verb grow. This association is made
punningly in the carliest example of the word in English, in S. Jourdan,
Plaine Description of the Barmudas (1613) 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 frrom 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 spar-
rowgrass was the usual term for asparagus during the cighteenth century
(although asparagus continued in use among botanists). Alternative names
have been suggested, such as ‘associative ctymology’ by Ullmann (1962:
101). 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 arc,
unconsciously, altering word forms in order to create iconic connections
with other words, rather than in an eflort to explain their origins. However,
‘folk ctymology’ is the usual term, and in spite of the misnomer this scems
unlikely to change.'6

' Further interesting cases of folk etymology are shown by crayfish, penthouse, pur-

blind, purliew, sandblind, shamefaced, and perhaps mushroom. A fine discussion of the
phenomenon is given by Ullmann (1962: 101-5). For a very useful recent overview sce
Knappe (2004b).
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Folk etymology is sometimes described as showing anti-lexicalization,
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.!”

The term ‘folk etymology’ is not normally used to describe changes which
involve substitution in -a phrasc or compound of onc word for another
which has otherwisc 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 ragna rok, literally
‘destiny of the gods’, was remodelled as ragna rokkr, literally ‘twilight of the
gods’, with substitution of rekkr ‘twilight’ for the rarer word rok ‘destiny’.
If we choose not to call this folk etymology, it is certainly a very closely
related process of alteration resulting from recanalysis. (See section 7.7.4
for dctailed analysis of a diflicult example.) The term is also not normally
uscd to refer to deliberate playful alterations of words, such as midshipmite
for midshipmate or monlkeyrony 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 responsc 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,
cxclamations, ectc., 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. '8

7.4.5.1 Popular explanations of word histories  The term ‘folk ctymology’ is
also sometimes used much more loosely, especially in non-technical usage,
to denote any popular explanations of word histories. Such popular theories
about word historics abound, for instance the (groundless and completely
unsubstantiated) idea that posh originates in an acronym * p.o.s./i. suppos-
edly standing for *port out 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

17 On anti-lexicalization sce Brinton and Traugott (2005) 102--3.
% On this topic compare c.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 accommodation
were stamped * p.o.s.i. Many other popular stories about the origins of
words similarly assume that wordsare acronyms, although in this partidtlar
instance there s at least a plausible-souriding scenario. In fact, if conclusive
cvidence were cver to be found for the use of the expression *port out
starboard home in this context (especially if carlier than the first recorded
usc of posh in ¢1915), and especially if documentary cvidence were to be
published proving the existence of tickets with *p.o.s./i. stamped on them,
then this story might need to be taken rather more seriously. As it stands, it
is simply something of a popular myth, unsubstantiated by any evidence. It
is a ‘folk etymology’ in the sense that it is an explanation of an etymology
which is in circulation among ‘the folk’ but which is taken scriously by very
few experts, but it has nothing in common with the associative changes
in word form exemplified in section 7.2.5. However, if this story had an
impact on the usage of the word posh, for instance if pecople began to spell it
p.0.s.h., or began to usc the word to designate for example scating shaded
from the sun, then this piece of popular ectymologizing might indeed have
led to folk-ctymological influence, albeit of a rather artificial kind. '

7.4.6 Changes affecting only the written form of a word

As already noted in the case of French rempart, associative changes in
word form sometimes affcct only the spelling form. delight is a bor-
rowing from Old French delit, and until the sixteenth century its usual
spellings arc delit or delite, but in the sixteenth century a new spelling
delight is found, by analogy with the spelling of rhyming words such as
light, flight, bright, ctc. (in which the <gh> spelling historically repre-
sents a fricative which had been lost, with compensatory lengthening of
the vowel, before this date, hence /lixt/ > /li:t/, eventually > /lait/). By
the end of the sixteenth century, this spelling had completely ousted the

1 There are groundless stories in circulation about the origins of many other words
and phrases, particularly slang and colloquial expressions, such as codswallop or the
Sull monty. For an entertaining and uscful survey of such material sec 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 posh
see also Chowdharay-Best (1971).
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spellings without <gh>. We could present this development as a case
of proportional analogy (although with flight, bright, ctc. substitutable
for light):

Naw/ 2 light = Idtlatt/ : 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 alrecady scen above in the
cases of merchant (section 7.2.5) and rampart (section 7.4.4). To take a
slightly more complex example, fault originally had the form faut (< French

Sfaute), but -/- was introduced in the spelling as a result of (learned) associ-

ation with its ultimate etymon Latin fallere ‘to fail’; subsequently, /1/ was
introduced into the pronunciation as well. The same process aflects some
words with no -/- in their etymon: moul/t originally had the form mout, and
is ultimately from Latin muitare ‘to change’. By analogy with the change
in spelling shown by fault, -I- was introduced in the spelling of this word
also, and subscquently /I/ was also introduced into the pronunciation, as a
spelling pronunciation.

7.5 Metanalysis

Metanalysis is the redistribution of material across word or morpheme
boundaries. It thus affects 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 metanalysis arc frequently found involving the indefinite article
a, an. Both adder and apron show the result of the rcanalysis of carlier forms
nadder and napron in the combinations a nadder, a napron, while other
words have gained an initial /n/ from the article, such as newt (carlier ewt;
compare eft which remains in some modern dialects):

a nadder > an adder (hence also the adder, ctc.)
anewt > a newt (hence also the newt, ctc.)

The same process is sometimes found with the possessive adjectives nmiy/mine
and thylthine (as for instance my nuncle < mine uncle). Widespread literacy
and an orthographic standard present a block to this sort of reanalysis
across word boundaries, but it is frequent in periods with less widespread
literacy and more varicd spelling systems. Similar examples are found in
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medicval French involving the definitearticle /e, /a before a word beginning
with a vowel. A complex history involving metanalysis, associative clmngé
in word form, and metathesis is presented by French omelette (> English
omelette).

Middle French (la) lemelle, (la) lamelle, literally ‘blade, thin plate’ (the
application to an omelette shows a metaphorical sense development)
> (with metanalysis)

(I') alumelle, alumele, alemele
> (with suffix substitution)

alumecte, probably also *alemette
> (with metathesis)

amelette
> (with initial /o/ probably as a result of semantic association with

words derived from Latin ovum ‘egg’)

omelette

7.6 Hovw 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 Necogrammarians in
the late nincteenth 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 subscquent
devclopments 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 all these factors.
It assumes that, if nonc of these factors can be scen 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 nincteenth century, there have been two major develop-
ments which to some cxtent challenge the neogrammarian view of regular
sound change.

One arose from some of the carliest work on dialect geography from the
late nineteenth and carly twenticth centuries. Studies showed that sound
changes may sometimes be observed spreading out [rom one or more focal
points, and that this spread may allfect some words carlicr than it does
others. This observation led to the famous slogan chague mot a son histoire
‘each word has its own history’.2? This may at first glance seem something to
gladden any ctymologist: surcly the etymologies in any dictionary arec a sct
of unique word historics, 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 different chronological order in different words in
different geographical locations, hence giving different output forms.

The sccond 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 1960s onwards (sceespecially Wang (1969), Chen (1972)). According to
this theory, even within a particular dialect sound changes may come into
clfect only gradually, alfecting some lexical items carlier than others. Most
problematically for etymological reconstruction, it is suggested that some
sound changes may cecase to be operative before they have affected all items
in which they may be expected to apply: they may as it were run out of
stcam. Alternatively they may have failed to alTect all eligible items before
the commencement of a further sound change which acts upon the outputs
of the first change.?! Modern work on sociolinguistics has greatly rcin-
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 {Iiﬂ'using ones and
regular ones (sce especially Labov (1981), Labov (1994)), 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 prabably coined by Hugo Schuchardt in the late nincteenth century,
although it is often associated most closcly with the work of Jules Gilliéron in the carly
twenticth century: sce further Campbell (2004) 212-13.

2 For uscful overview of this topic scc McMahon (1994) 46-68.
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system. A given sound in a particular word will not change abruptly from a
stage where realization A occurs in all instances to a stage where realization
B occurs in all instances, but rather we will find an intervening period of
variation in which both A and B are found:

A>A~B=>8

Some changes will stay at the stage ‘A ~ I3’ 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. One eminent Indo-
Europecanist comments:

Another attack on the principle of regularity has come from the ficld of dialectology.
It was observed that sound changes spread, as it were, from word to word, and it
scemed that they could stop at any given moment so that a sound might change in
some words but remain the same in others. The answer to this problem is that the
process of change will ultimately aftect all words which the rule marks out for change.
Comparative linguistics 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 (1995) 55)

I must confess that I do not find this linc of argument entirely satisfactory:
there do seem to be well-documented cases of sound changes which have
ccased to operate before all words showing the relevant environment have
been affected. Uniformitarian principles, i.e. the assumption that languages
in 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 carlicr periods. In my view a much stronger case for applying the regu-
larity principle in etymological reconstruction is that it offers us much safer

results than a model in which we assume the occurrence of irregularities for -

which we arc unable to find specific motivated explanations. The case is well
put by Fox:

Any method, and any model, in linguistic reconstruction as in any other activity,
involves a degree of abstraction and idealization if it is to provide solutions to the
problemsit addresses. Wecould argue, therefore, that both the uniformity of the 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 (1995) 140)
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A further point which Fox makes serves as a uscful reminder of the most
basic function of ctymologics in comparative grammars:

In order to determine the nature of linguistic relationships, and to reconstruct carlier
forms, it is necessary to proceed as if the proto-language were entircly homogencous,
and as if sound changes were totally without exceptions, even though we know that
this is not nccessarily the case.

(Fox (1995) 140)

If one’s interest is primarily in establishing the relationships between lan-
guages, and not in cstablishing with certainty the pre-historics of particular
linguistic items, then the possibility that application of the regularity prin-
ciple is leading one to discard some correct etymologics will be of relatively
little concern, provided that there remains a sufliciently substantial body of
data to make the affiliation of the languages indisputable. However, as soon
as wemove 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
casc is well put by Clackson:

Most Indo-Europcanists would place greater confidence in the reconstructed phone-
mic system than in many of the reconstructions of individual lexemes 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 Clomparative]M[cthod], although it has been championed as such since the late
nincteenth century. Since the method operates on a majority rule basis, it is possible
to reconstruct sounds as long as most (if not all) of the sounds in a language change
in the same way.

(Clackson (2007) 32)

7.7 Examples of arguments based on word form

Some cxamples of etymologics where for mal difficultics can or cannot be
resolved may offer a practical illustration of some of the main pomts dis-
cusscd in this clmptcx (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 Unexplained irregularity: three words with unexpected initial /p/ in
English ’

purse first occurs late in the Old English period, and scems manifestly to
be a borrowing from post-classical Latin bursa, which has exactly the same
meaning, and which is in turn borrowed from ancient Greek birsa ‘hide’
(a word of unknown origin). The Latin word also gives risc 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:

purs, purse, pursse, purce, pors, porse, porese, poree, also (rare and late)
pours, pourse '

These are very similar to the forms shown by Anglo-French burse (from
Latin bursa), except for the difference of the initial consonant:

burse, burs, borce, borse, bource, bours, bourse

The formal variation shown by the Anglo-French word is entirely what
would be expected in the reflex of Latin bursa (compare Pope (1934)
§632, Short (2007) §6). The Middle English and Anglo-French words also
show some very similar semantic developments (e.g. ‘scrotum’, ‘financial
exchange’, ‘allowance’, ‘money’, ‘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 {rom Latin bursarius and
(Anglo-)French burser, borser, bourser (modern French bowrsier). There
may also have been some formal influence of Anglo-French burse on Middle
English purse, although the spellings with <o> 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 cors,
curs, and (very occasionally) kours. The initial /p/ in English is, however,
very difficult to explain. Troublingly, there are no examples at all with initial
<b> in English, except for onc instance of coutte burse for cut-purse in the
mid fifteenth century. (In French one form with unvoiced /p/ is recorded
from a modern Belgian dialect,?? but there is no rcason to suspect that this
shows any connection with the English word.) burse, bourse is not found
in English until the carly fifteenth century, and almost certainly shows a

22 Scc Franzasisches et ymologisches Worterbuch vol. 1669a at byrsa,
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later borrowing {rom (Anglo-)French, chiefly in specialized senses (such
as ‘scrotum’ or, later, ‘financial exchange’ or ‘bursary’). Similarly bursar is
found only from the carly modern English period, much later than purser,
cven 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 {rom the etymologically unrelated but
semantically close Old English pusa, posa ‘bag’ or its Old Norse cognate
posi, or alternatively [rom Old English pung ‘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 burse did not also lead to at lecast occasional <b> spellings
in Middle English. The situation thus remains unexplained.

In such a situation we must always look for any possible parallels. Dictio-
naries record cxtremely 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 cither voicing or
devoicing of the initial consonant, but in no word history arc they anything
other than very occasional variants. A more promising parallel is perhaps
shown by pudding. This word is first recorded in English in the thirteenth
century, carlicst denoting a kind of boiled sausage. (The semantic develop-
ment to a type of sweet dish is not [ound until the carly modern period,
and probably arose [rom 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 podding, poddyng, poddynge, poding, podyng,
poodyng, pudding, puddyng, puddynge, puding, punding. The word is perhaps
a borrowing of Anglo-French bodeyn, bodin (continental French boudin)
‘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 facilitated by the
variation between /in/ and /mg/ as rcalizations of -ing that is found in some
varictics of Middle English, and becomes much more common later in the
history of English. The initial /p/is, however, very diflicult to explain. There
could perhaps be contamination from various words denoting things of
morec or less rounded appearance, such as Old English puduc ‘wen, swelling’
(which has alternatively but rather implausibly been suggested as the cty-
mological basis for the word) or pod, podge, or pudge, but most of thesc arc
first attested much later, and the semantic correspondence is hardly close,
basically depending on the ideca that a mixture boiled in a cloth or bag may
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have been associated with almost anything clse with a rounded or swollen
appearance. We may thus have a parallel for the oddity shown by purse,
albeit one from several centuries later. However, in the case of pudding we
should also note that no Middle English forms are recorded with -in rather
than -ing, -yng, ctc. in the second syllable: this consistency in the spclling
forms may perhaps lcad us to think that, although there is unlikely to be
no link at all between English pudding and Anglo-French bodeyn, bodin,
the explanation of the English word as a borrowing from Anglo-French
with remodelling of the ending may not be entirely watertight. Additionally,
the French word itself has no further ctymology, and is also first recorded
only in the thirteenth century. Also, unlike purse, there is no evidence for
subsequent semantic influence of the French word on the English one.

A third English word which shows an initial /p/ but which appcars likely
to have been borrowed from a word with initial /b/ is the now obsolete word
purrell ‘transverse stripe or bar made by one or a number of coloured weft
threads in a web of cloth’, which is [irst attested in the middle of the fifteenth
century, and which it is tempting to sec as a borrowing of Anglo-French
burel, burrelle ‘kind of coarse cloth’, (in heraldry) ‘barrulet’, continental
French burrelle ‘horizontal stripe on a shicld’. However, in this instance the
semantic correspondence is not exact, and it is perhaps possible that the
rescmblance is purely coincidental.

We thus have one case, purse, where everything except the initial conso-
nant argucs very strongly for borrowing from a word with initial /b/. pudding
provides a less secure second example, and purre/l may just be a third. Apart
from these words, devoicing of initial /b/ scems extremely rarc in English (or
Latin or French). We certainly do not secem to have suflicient evidence to
posit an occasional sound change in a1 historical grammar of English. Per-
haps the etymologies proposed in all three cases are simply wrong, although
in the casc of purse at least such a conclusion seems counterintuitive. Unless
and until a better explanation is found, a responsible ectymologist can do
little more than take note of the difliculty, and ensure that it is flagged
prominently in any etymological dictionary entry or other discussion of the
ctymology 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 appcar
to be borrowings from languages for which we also have recasonably 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. It is hardly surprising that we also find many unexplained
anomalics in periods for which we have very poor documentation, or when
weare attempting to reconstruct developments in linguistic prehistory.

7.7.2 Formal difficultics leading to rejection of one ctymology and adoption
of amother

The word orchard is found in some of the carliest 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 carly Old English, then the obvious first place to look for a
possible ctymology is as an inherited development from proto-Germanic.
An initial scarch seems promising, sincc we find the following words in other
Germanic languages all with similar meanings and at Icast superficially
similar forms:

Middle Low German wortegarde, Middle High German wurzgarte, wurzegarte, Old
Icelandic jurta-gardr, Old Swedish yrtagarper (Swedish Sreagcird), Old Danish urtegard
(carly modern Danish urtegard), Gothic aurti-gards :

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 Middle Low German, Middle High
German, Old Icelandic, Old Swedish, and Old Danish words arc rcadily
cxplained as showing a compound from the Germanic word for ‘plant’
which is represented by Old English wyrt (modern English wort, as in plant
names such as Sr. John's wort, ctc.) 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 *wurtigard-.

The forms in Old English and Gothic, however, will not readily support
such an analysis: the second clement of the word in these two languages
certainly scems to be yard, but the first element cannot casily be explained
as a development from proto-Germanic *wurti- (modern English wort). The
Gothic form is aurti-gards, with unexplained loss of initial /w/ if *wurti- is
the starting point. In Old English *wurti- gives wyrt (with regular devel-
opment of /u/ > /y/ by i-mutation), but the Old English forms of orchard
all indicate /o/ as the vowel in the first syllable: ortgeard, orcerd, orcyrd,
ordeeard, ordeyrd, orceard. This is a good example of how mislcading it
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can be to work only [rom the later forms ol words: in Middle English
and modern English wort does indeed show o spellings, but these arc only
found [rom the early Middle English period onwards Such spellings arc
rather diflicult to explain, and it is not altogether certain whether they
reflect a change in pronunciation, or simply a spelling convention for /u/;
certainly the modern pronunciation /wa:t/ is not developed [rom /o/ (the
pronunciation /wo:t/ shows a modern spelling pronunciation); compare
similarly worm (Old English wyrn1). What is certain is that these forms are
not an Old English phenomenon, and thercfore cannot explain Old English
ortgeard ctc.

A compound from wyrt and geard is indeed attested in Old Eriglish, and
has the expected form wyrtgeard, and the meaning ‘a kitchen garden’. This
is therefore the formal correspondent to Middle Low German wortegarde,
Middle High German wurzgarte, wurzegarte, Old Icelandic jurta-gardr, Old
Swedish yrtagarper, and Old Danish urtegard. As we have scen, Old English
ortgeard, orcerd, orcyrd, ordceard, ordeyrd, orceard and Gothic aurti-gards
cannot casily be traced back to the same origin as the other Germanic
words, and therefore another explanation should be sought for the English
and Gothic words. Two approaches have been attempted: (i) to sce 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 sece the
Old English and Gothic words as showing a scparate origin from the
other Germanic words, namely a borrowing of Latin /ortus ‘garden’ (cither
independently in cach language, or perhaps reflecting an early borrowing
in Germanic).

7.7.3 An carly 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 gueer ‘bad’. This
appears at first sight to be an obvious semantic development from gueer
‘strange, odd, pcculiar, eccentric; of questionable character, suspicious,
dubious’; henceforth gueer ‘strange’. This supposition makes good sense
chronologically: queer ‘strange’ is first recorded in 1513, and gueer ‘bad’

in 1567. However, this casy supposition is dealt a serious blow by the

" EXAMPLES OF ARGUMENTS BASED ON WORD FORM 217

carly form history: queer ‘strange’ occurs in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries only in the expected spellings gueere, quere, quer, queer, but queer
‘bad’ occurs in the first century of its history only in the spellings quyer,
quyere, quire, quyre, quier, which suggest a quite different stem vowel (which
would give modern English 7kwaia/), and it does not occur in the forms
queere, queer until the end of the scventeenth century. We are thus faced
with a serious difficulty. A phonological cxplanation is possible but not
overwhelmingly probable: the eflects of a following /r/ in cither causing
vowel lowering or inhibiting vowel raising arc well documented for this
period (sce c.g. Dobson (1968) 1 726-60), and we could just be sccing
here the selection of a particular variant in the usage of a particular social
group (i.c. criminals). However, there are no clear parallels in carly modern
English [or cither the raising of the reflex of Middle English /e:/ or the
lowering of the reflex of Middle English /i:/ which would be required if we
were to explain gueer ‘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 friar in section 1.2.1, but this change occurred several centuries carlier
than the period in question here.)) When this lack of parallels is placed
alongside the consistent distinction in form and mecaning which we find
up to the late seventeenth century, a conclusion similar to that which we
rcached in the case of orchard begins to appear rather attractive: we possibly
have here two different words of separate origin, gueer ‘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 form, leading
to merger in a pathway similar to some of those encountered in section 3.5
(see figure 7.2). The difference from the cases considered in section 3.5 is
that we have no conclusive evidence from the prior etymology of cither
form, and this history is hypothesized purely on the basis ol analysis of the
recorded form and meaning evidence. gueer ‘strange’ may be conncected cty-
mologically with German guer ‘transverse, oblique, obstr'uctivc, (of things)
going wrong (now rare), (of a person) peculiar, etc.’, but chronological and
semantic diflicultics make this [ar from certain. quire ‘bad’ has no available
ctymology.
The steps in the argument can be summarized as [ollows:

e gueer ‘strange’ and queer ‘bad’ arc close semantically, and have the
same form 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 gueer

e But the carliest recorded forms of ecach show a clear distinction in form:
queer ‘strangc’ is spelt queere, quere, quer, queer, but queer *bad’ is spelt
quyer, quyere, quire, quyre, quier.

e There is no obvious phonological explanation of this difference in form,
paralleled by many other words, which would make us happy to sce
the apparent distinction in form as purely an accident of the historical
record.

e It therefore seems possible that there were originally two distinct words,
which have merged 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 mapulder.
The modern form maple tree (Old English mapel tréow) probably results
from substitution of ¢ree for the Germanic tree-name suffix -der. 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 suflix -der.
It existed alongside @ppel tréow (modern English apple tree), a compound
of the words @ppel ‘apple’ and tréow ‘trec’. An apple tree is a tree which
bears apples, but a maple tree is not a tree which bears *maples: the word
apple is polysemous, denoting both the tree and its {ruit, whereas maple is
not. Nonctheless, the similarity of the word forms, and the fact that only

the similar sounding words mapulder and apulder preserved the sullix ~der,

EXAMPLES OF ARGUMENTS BASED ON WORD FORM 219

appears to have led to analogical creation:
apulder : wppel tréow (Sapple tree) = mapulder : mapel tréow (>maple tree)

maple then arose cither by a similar process of analogy, or by ellipsis from
maple tree.

A very similar process very possibly occurred carlier in the history of
this word. Old English mapulder has an obvious cognate in Old Saxon
mapulder, but the corresponding word in Old High German is mazaltra,
mazzaltra. Further connections are very unclear, but very slightly favour
the assumption that the Old High German form is original. The z, zz in
the Old High German form should correspond to proto-Germanic *¢, as
a result of a sound change known as the High German Consonant Shift,
but the Old English and Old Saxon words suggest proto-Germanic *p. We
thus have a situation where some sort of conncction 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 (1975: 1.100-1): as we have
already seen, in Old English (as also in Old Saxon) the -der tree-name suffix
is otherwise found only in apulder ‘apple tree’, so perhaps the word mapulder
in these two languages shows a substitution of -p- for -¢- by association with
apulder, the only other word with the same doubtless rather opaque ending,
and which happens to have an otherwisc 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: polecar

A multiplicity of form types which have not been satisfactorily reconciled
with one 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
1320) with two spelling types, polcat and pulcat; in the sixteenth century
two more types appear, polecat and poulcat. Middle English polcat could be
interpreted as a spelling for a form with a long vowel in the first syllable,
hence the precursor of later polecat, although the existence of a later form
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pollcar suggests that there was also at some point a variant with a short
vowel; hence we scem to have evidence for both /polkat/ and /p:):.]kal/.
These forms are very diflicult to reconcile with cither pulcat or poulcat,
which would imply /pu:lkat/ and perhaps also /pulkat/. 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 of the word is cat, the animal presumably being regarded as roughly
similar to a cat in its carnivorous habits and size. (As we will scc below,
French chat putois offers at Icast a parallel in support of this hypothesis.)

Onc ctymological hypothesis might be that the word shows a compound
of the same type as sparrow-hawl, where the first clement denotes a type of
food characteristically caten by the animal denoted by the second clement.
On this assumption, at least some of the [orms might be explained by a
borrowing of Old French poule, polle, Middle French powle ‘hen’, but this
runs into difficulties because a compound of this pattern is unlikely to have
been formed in French (especially in view of the premodification of the head
of the compound), and borrowing of poule, polle into English is not found
until the fifteenth century, and is very rarc.

Somewhat tantalizingly, chat putois, literally ‘stinking cat’, is found in Old
French and Middle French as a name for the polecat, but this can hardly
lic immediately behind our English word, although it at least reinforces
the assumption that the sccond 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 first element (Anglo-)French pulent, 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 (or.

Crucially, ncither of these etymological attempts could explain the full
rangce of forms shown by the word, nor does cither of them provide a fully
satisfactory explanation for cven onc of the forms. We can thus summarize
a very unsatisfactory state of afTairs as follows:

e polcat, pulcat, polecat, and poulcat all denote the same animal

e These lorms arc all very similar, differing only in the vowel of the first
syllable, but there is no obvious explanation for this variation

e Wchave no satisfactory etymology for any of these forms

Further than this we cannot rcally say. It is very tempting to assume that
poleat, pulcat, polecat, and poulcat all show variants of the same word, and
that a solution to the etymological puzzle would also Icad to a satisfactory
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cxplanation of the relationships between the various forms. However, it
is unclear whether that explanation would involve phonological develop-
ments, or associative changes in word [orm: perhaps folk ctymology has
had a part to play here, but without any clear starting point and with no
obvious motivation for any of the forms we arc essentially left guessing,
and the safest course is simply to regard this as an unsolved puzzle.

To take another rather simpler example, nape ‘back of the neck’ (of
unknown origin) shows two distinct groups of forms: on the onec hand
nape (and in Middle English also naape), and on the other nalpe, naupe,
neawpe (all in the sixteenth century; the -ai-, -aw- spellings probably show a
diphthong resulting from vocalization of /1/, but this is not certain). The two
arc normally assumed to show the same word, but the relationship between
them has not been explained satisfactorily.
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In the last chapter we looked in detail at change in word form, and we
saw how a $yslcmalic approach to this arca gives a very solid basis to
ctymological research. In the present chapter we will turn our attention
to change in meaning. As we explored in the early chapters of this book,
words have mcaning as well as form, and both can and do change over
the course of time. However, change in word mecaning is generally much
less amenable to systematic analysis than change in word form. Semantic
changes arc notoriously difficult to classify or systematize, and we have
no tool comparable to the historical grammar to help us judge what is or
is not likely 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 rcgular sound change, alfecting all
comparable cnvironments within a single historical period. In this respect
semantic changes arc more similar to sporadic sound changes, but with the
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ma jor diflerence that they are much more varied, and show the influence
of a much wider sct 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 thercfore cast our net much wider,
although when we come to consider change in the remoter past we will be
confronted all too often by problems arising from lack of knowledge about
the timeframe and the cultural circumstances within which a particular
change occurred.

In this chapter we will look at some of the traditional methods of classif’y-
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
impressive advances have been made in identif ying 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 [ollows:

While it may not be entirely fair 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 endcavour, and are informed in it only by vaguc senses of
what arc possible metaphors or metonymies. Sadly, wedon’t really paymuch attention
to the meaning side of things. In general, unless a particular meaning comparison
grossly offends some very general sense of metaphor, it’s ‘anything goes’ with regard
to meaning.

(Elarrison (2003) 219)

In 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
difficulties for etymological research.

8.1 Me:uning 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 | in the histories of sad, deer, and treacle.

Even very basic words can and do show change in meaning. In Old
English, as in the carliest stages of other Germanic languages, the word man
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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 wé&pmann
were available with the meaning ‘adult male human being’, as distinguished
from wif" (modern English wife) and wifinann (modern English wahwn) in
the meaning ‘adult female human being’. Neitherwernor w@&pmann survives
beyond the carly Middle English period, and we find that during the course
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 carly modern period (last attested in 1597 in Bishop John
King ‘“The Lord had but onc paire of men in Paradisc’), except 'in general,
abstract, or indefinite uscs, as in c.g. ‘All men arc born cqual’. Even this use
is now avoided by many people in the light of modern feminist perspectives:
it is perceived as excluding women, cither implicitly or explicitly, and hence
it is avoided and replaced by other constructions which are less ambiguous.
This first illustration brings to the foreground threec major 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
(i) the relationships between different words and their meanings
(iii) the relationships between linguistic meaning and cultural, extralin-
guistic history

As alrcady 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 proto-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,
c.g. ‘it may be the case that’, ‘this may happen’. We will look at some
important generalizations which have been drawn from such processes in
scction 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 usc have also often shown
quite dramatic shifts in meaning. toilet was borrowed into English from

French in the sixteenth century. It carliest denoted various different 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 itsclf; the act of dressing
or, more recently, of washing and grooming.! From the early nincteenth
century the word is found denoting a dressing room, or (at first cuphemisti-
cally) the room in which a lavatory is found, and hence the lavatory itsell.
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 werce frequent in carlier
usc such as ‘a fine toilet table’, *a set of toilet brushes’, or ‘she is presently
at her toilet” would today in most contexts be considered cither comical or
cmbarrassing 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 /avatory. We can thus add two further
general observations:

(v) The connotations of onc meaning of a word can have a dramatic
cfTect on its other uses

(vi) Mecaning development can show an intricate connection with tech-
nological developments in the material, extralinguistic world

8.2 Polysemy 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 existence 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 for variation in linguistic change
which we encountered at various points in our examination of change in
word form in chapter 7: '

A>A~B>1B

That is Lo say, in the context of change in meaning, a situation where a word
has only meaning ‘A’ is not typically followed by a situation where it has only
meaning ‘B’, but by an intermediate period in which it has both meanings
‘A’ and ‘B’. Investigation of meaning change involves an important corollary

! For a slightly different interpretation of the carly stages of the meaning history of

toilet see Traugott and Dasher (2005) 58--9.
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to this model, which we alrcady saw in outline in chapter 3: although it is
possible for both formal and semantic divergence to give rise to two seperate
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 develop over time.

It is likely that most semantic changes are gradual in the same way as
those affecting man and may, 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,
since 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
likely that, even if each individual use of the word is categorically either the
one sensc or the other, there will be a period in which polysemy occurs, and
some uses arc in sense a, others in sense ». Thus while our historical records
may only give us evidence for period A (when all examples are in sense «)
and for period B (when all examples are in sense b), there is nonctheless
likely to have intcrvened a period X in which both « and b were found.?

A powerful model for examining many changes in meaning is provided
by prototype semantics, and cspecially the ‘diachronic prototype semantics’
presented by Geeraerts (1997).2 Many traditional models of meaning have
looked for invariable components which must be fulfilled by any use of a
word in a particular meaning. The difficulties of this traditional approach
emerge if we consider a (much-studied) case: the word fiuit and the semantic
category it denotes. We can fairly easily draw up a list of features which
most {ruits have in common, but we can just as easily {ind exceptions: a
strawberry is unlike many other fruits in that it does not have seeds which
arc (a) inedible 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 difliculties: having sceds
which are inedible and located centrally, and having a thick outer skin, are
among the prototypical qualities of a fruit, but this does not mean that
cvery fruit will show all of these qualities. Thus, strawberrics and bananas
remain very good examples of fruit, because they have many of the other

2 For detailed discussion of such processes see Traugott and Dasher (2005).
3 Sce also the essays collected in Geeracerts (2006), and for an overview sce also
Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk (2007).

POLYSEMY AND MEANING CHANGE 227

qualities typical of the members of this class.* The various types of berry
which we encountered in section 2.6 provide a similar example; sec 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 /man, 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 Middle English period,
the prototype shifted: ‘adult male human being’ became the prototypical
meaning, and generic uses to denote any person irrespective of gender are
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 mecan that a sense has carlier ‘outlicr’
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.?

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 Dasher (2005) distinguish between: (i) ‘utterance-token meanings’, i.c.
invited inferences which are used innovatively by speakers or writers; (ii)
‘utterance-type meanings’, i.c. invited inferences or implicatures which have
become firmly established in the language (e.g. the causal implicature of
after in sentences such as After the trip to Minnesota she felt very tired); and
(iil) ‘coded meanings (semantics)’, i.e. the conventional meanings of words
(Traugott and Dasher (2005) 16-17). 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 oflangtiagc usc whenever
considering diachronic semantic change.

4 For a detailed discussion of this example sec Geeraerts (1997) 12-23.

> 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
lexicography sce Flanks (2000) and Kilgarriff (1997). For an overview of the approach of
OED and many other historical dictionaries sce Silva (2000). On the different approaches
often taken by semanticists and lexicographers, and the opportunities for fruitful com-
mon ground, sce Kay (2000), Geeracrts (2007).

6 On the processes involved see Traugott and Dasher (2005) 35, 38.
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8.3 Scmantic polygenesis

One consequence of such models of meaning development is that the same
meaning may casily arise independently in two different historical periods, a
process which Geeraerts calls semantic polygenesis (Geeraerts (1997) 62-8).
However, it can be diflicult 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 account various
idiosyncrasices 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 varietics 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
a1616 in Shakespeare and 1924 in a work of dialect literature. Similarly it
records rnannered in the sense ‘having good manners; well-behaved, polite;
refined, gracious, sophisticated’ with a gap between 1575 and 1829, after
which date the sensc is found in regional use. In such cases, has the meaning
fallen out of usc in other varieties but been retained in regional varicties, or
has it been created anew in modern regional usc?

In other cases polygenesis of the type posited by Geeraerts scems more
likely. For instance, massy shows the sense ‘dense in texture or consistency;
compact, substantial’ with a gap between 1580 and 1805. Use is found in
a varicty of different text types in cach 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 different
periods, although an accidental failure in the historical record cannot be
completely ruled out.

8.4 VIcaning change in a semantically complex word: guaint

In his analysis of the history of the word quaint, Samuels (1972: 76) provides
a classic account of how the senses of a polysemous word interact with one

MEANING CHANGE IN A SEMANTICALLY COMPLEX WORD 229

another diachronically. The following are the main senses which Samuels
distinguishes, drawn from the first edition of the OE D, but collapsing some
minor senses together, plus the dates he gives (or first and last attestation
for each, drawn again from the OED (I have added the dates for the cor-
responding senses from the new edition of the OED, so that we can sce
to what extent Samuels’s detailed arguments are still borne out by revised
documentation for the word’s history):

1 Wise, knowing, skilled, clever: 1250-1728 (now a1250-1834)

2 Cunning, crafly, given to scheming: 1225-1680 (now ¢1230-1814)

3 Cunningly or skilfully made (of things), elaborate: 1290-1631 (now
¢1300-1814)

4 Beautiful, pretty, dainty, handsome, fashionable, elegant: 1300-1784
(now ¢1300-1785)

5 (Rarer meanings) proud, haughty: 1225-1430 (now ¢1230-1610)
fastidious, prim: 1483-1678 (now 1483-1849)

6 Ingeniously claborated, refined, smart, full of conceits, aflected: 14th
cent.—1783 (now ¢1395-1847)

7 Strange, unusual, odd, curious: 14th cent.—1808 (now ¢ 1325 to present
day, but only in regional usc alter 1808)

8 Unusual but attractive in an old-fashioned way: 1795 to present day
(now 1762 to present day)

Sainuels’s analysis is worth tracing through in detail. He observes that:
‘Senses (1), (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 of 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, clegant, pleasant,
smart, fashionable, devious, underhand, arrogant, (of a thing) ingenious’.
What stands out most from the chronology of the English senses is that,
aftera long period of stability, sense 8 appears in the mid cighteenth century

~as the first major new sense in nearly five hundred years, and then between
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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) and
(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 QED

makes Samuels’s analysis here even more convincing: the [irst appearance of

sense 8 now antedates rather than postdates the last attestations for senscs 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 Samuels’s
analysis of the reason for this development:

Until the late cighteenth 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 end. The development is pejorative only by comparison
with mecaning (4), and the reasons for the peculiar twist in sense for this word arc
probably extralinguistic, c.g. the younger gencration might hear the word applicd in
meaning (4) by their clders to objects, qualitics 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
causc of the loss of sense I as well. So far at least, no explanation has been
found as to why this last sensc should have arisen in the mid cighteenth
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 cxemplilied the relationships among the
meanings of a semantically complex word. However, as noted in section 8.1,

7 Senses 2 and 3 both also now have last dates later than the first date for sensc 8,
although it should be noted that in both cases the later cvidence is scarce and clearly
archaizing in tone. Samucls does omit one other sense, ‘Of an action, scheme, device,
cte: characterized or marked by cleverness, ingenuity, or cunning’, for which O£D3 now
shows currency from 1225 up to the present day. However, OED3 labels this as ‘now
rarc and archfaic]’, and its post-1800 attestations arc all in literary sources, and arc also
largely in collocations whichmay to some extent be lexicalized, such as quaint design and
quaint 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 mecanings of different
words can also be of considerable importance in semantic change. We will
consider these in two separate groups: semantic relationships with other
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 development in isolation from other words in the same semantic
field is provided by the word board. This is an inherited Germanic word, Old
English bord, Middle 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 bord and from Old
Norse bord, but that need not concern us here.)
Middle English bord could denote:

a plank or board; an object made of boards (such as a wooden tablet for inscriptions
or a wooden tray); a ship; the side of a ship; a shicld; a table, including various specific

kinds of table for working on or for dining at; hence a meal; (in late Middle English) a
board for playing a game on

This summary would be an oversimplification if we wanted to study the
meanings of Middle English bord in detail, but it suffices to indicatc some
significant differences from the meanings of modern English board. Some
specific senses, such as ‘a ship’ or ‘a shield’, 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 cecased to be a
synonym of ship or shield. However, the sense ‘side of a ship’, although
itself now obsolete, gaverise to the expressions on board and overboard, now
found in a wide variety of different contexts, including metaphorical uses,
c.g. of someone taking an idea on board or throwing something overboard.
Other changes are rather more complex, and can only be explained
adequately when we consider the semantic relationships of board with
scveral other English words. (In doing this we adopt an onomasiological
approach, as typilied by a thesaurus, rather than the semasiological
approach typified by a dictionary; although in practice historical
dictionaries combine aspects of both approaches.) To take the first of
the Middle English meanings listed above, ‘a plank or board’ would not
be a good definition of modern English board when it denotes a flat
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picce of wood used by a builder, precisely because board is now usually
distinguished in meaning from plank, a Middle English borrowing from
(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 the dimiensions of a plank. In Middle English the two words
had much more semantic overlap, although Middle English planke is less
likely to denote a particularly wide picce 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
differentiation which 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 picces of wood, such as posts, splints, ctc.);
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 picce of land for planting crops
on; a plate forming pm‘i of an instrument; (in building) a floor; a tabular arrangement
of words, symbols, etc.; a table (i.c. a picce of furniture consisting of a board supported
on four legs); hence a meal, regular daily meals, supply of food in a houschold

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
cither table or board are now expressed only by table, others only by board
(or by plank, or by other words which 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 or fidl board.

A further important development in the meaning of board from the sense
‘table’ only occurred slightly after the end of the Middle 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 for the governance
or administration of a business, institution, ctc.

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 ‘picce
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 office or the adjective fair. Sce von
Wartburg (1969) 112-22 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 allected 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 affects
word form.

The verb moulder is a derivative of mould ‘carth’, a word of Germanic
descent 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:

1950 T. S. ELtoT Cocktail Party 11. 129 What have they to go back to? To the stale food
mouldering in the larder, the stale thoughts mouldering in their minds.

In such 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 mean can be analysed as showing six main

branches of development:

to intend, to 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. How-
ever, ‘to remember’ and ‘to go towards’ do not. It is conceivable that they
simply show sense developments which happen to have occurred only in
English, with no influence from any other word. However, it is also possible
that these senses arose through association respectively with the [ollowing
two words:

e min ‘to remember’ (a borrowing from Norsec of a word ultimately
related to mind)

® min ‘to intend, to direct one’s course, go’ (a derivative of Old English
myne ‘mind, intention, remembrance, memory’)
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These words were not homophones of mean, but it is possible that the
resemblance in sound led to association or confusion of their meanings.
This hypothesis is supported in the case of min ‘to remember’ by the fact
that mean and min with this meaning arc often found as variant readings in
medieval texts, suggesting that confusion existed between them.

To take another example, Old French porsuir (> English pursue) is the
formal reflex of classical Latin prosequi, which has among its meanings:

to follow, pursue, follow up, continuc with, to pursuc a claim for, to attend, accom-
pany, to honour or present (someone) with

But therange 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 persccute, to strive for (a circum-
stance, cvent, condition, ctc.), to bcsicgc, to accompany, escort, to carry on to the
cnd, to accomplish, to pester (someone) in order to obtain something, (of misfortune,
ctc.) to assail persistently, to follow up (a course of action begun), to seck to obtain
(something) through a court of law, (in law) to bring an action against, to proceed
along (a path, ctc.), to investigate, study

A number of these senses show the likely semantic influence of the formally
distinct Old French verb parsuir or its etymon classical Latin persequi.
Among the meanings of persequi are:

to scek 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 parsuir are:

to follow with intent to overtake and capture, to search out, to persccute, 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 pré- and per- respectively, of the same verb, sequi ‘to follow’. In
Old French the formal reflex of the one, porsuir, appears to have borrowed
senses {rom 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 one word acquired additional
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meanings from the other, which subscquently became obsolete. (The formal
association of the two words may have been aided by the fact that in
the heavily abbreviated writing typical of many medieval manuscripts the
abbreviations for per- 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 different types
of semantic change. This is obviously of great importance for etymological
rescarch: if we want to know whether a particular semantic change is likely
to have occurred in one 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 matter. If we 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 difficult 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 be
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 identilied in the scholarly literature:
broadening, narrowing, pejoration, amelioration, metaphor, and meto-
nymy.? 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.? 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-
sclves, which we have already touched on in section 8.2.1

8 For an overview of the history of scholarship in this arca sce Traugott and
Dasher (2005) 51-104.

¥ For a very uscful analysis of some of the key issues scc Traugott (2006).

19 For a slightly diflerent perspective on this question compare also Fortson (2003)
650.
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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
meaning of a word is lost, or that meaning becomes less specific. Sometimes
the term gencralization is used instead.

French arriver (> English arrive) has the same basic meaning in modern
French as in English. However, when it is first attested in Old French in the
cleventh century it has the sense ‘to disembark, to reach the river bank, to
land’. Tt is cither 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 classical Latin ad ‘to, at’ and ripa ‘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 sensc is attested in French from the second half of the twelfth
century, but the cvidence of some of the other Romance languages suggests
that it actually developed carlier in Latin.)

German Limonade is a seventeenth-century borrowing from French
limonade ‘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 Orangenlimonade ‘orange soft drink’, and lemonade
itself’ is now often distinguished as Zitronenlimonade, a new compound
with Zitrone ‘lemon’ as its first clement. In this instance the broadening
of the meaning of Limonade was probably facilitated by the semantic shift
of German Limone, which is a fourteenth-century borrowing from French
limon ‘lemon’, but which now has the sense ‘lime’ in standard German.

Similarly, in some varieties of modern Scottish English, ginger, originally
by ellipsis from ginger beer, is found in broadened use denoting any fizzy
sol't drink. (See Scottish National Dictionary Supplement, and compare
Smith (1996) 117.) In other varieties of Scottish English, juice 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 as fiesh orange rather than orange juice. (For examples sce the
SCOTS corpus at http://www.scottishcorpus.ac.uk/.)

Related to broadening is bleaching, where the semantic content of a word
becomes reduced as the grammatical content increases, [or instance in the

development of intensifiers such as aw/fully, terribly, horribly (e.g. aw fully
late, awfully big, cvwfully small) or pretty (pretty good, pretty bad, pretty
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small, etc.), or carlier in the history of English very: this originally meant
‘truly’, and was a conversion during the Middle English period from verrai
‘true’, which was borrowed from (Anglo-)French verrai (modern French
vrai). (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, meat shows a slow process of
change in its history within English from ‘ood in general’ to ‘flesh of an
animal (as food)’, replacing flesh in general use in this sense. In section 3.1
we saw narrowing in the case of poke from ‘bag, small sack’ to ‘small bag or
pouch worn on the person’ to ‘purse, wallet’. .

herb is an early Middle English borrowing from French. In carly use it

has two main senses:

e any plant whose stem is not woody or persistent (i.c. anything not a tree
or a shrub)

e any plant whose lcaves, or stem and leaves, arc used for food or medi-
cine, or in some way for their scent or flavour

The first of these has been lost, except for 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 ficld, such as plant, wort,
weed, or indeed tree, shrub, as we did in the case of hoard in section 8.5.1.

8.6.3 Pcjoration and amelioration

Pcjoration 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 eflect 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 eflect 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 silly
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 rcpl'oduccd
diagram illustrating it, scc Samuels (1972) 65-7.)

Pcjoration and amelioration arc both frequent in words denoting social
ranks, positions, ctc. 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 ¢/mrl shows a development from ‘male human being’ to ‘freeman
of the third and lowest rank’ to ‘ser{, 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’ reflects the low esteem in which the working
people of the countryside have often been held. Similarly the meaning of
villain has developed from the general meaning ‘ser{” to denoting someone
whose behaviour is criminal or reprehensible. !!

Amclioration is sometimes found in the names of 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

' Another interesting group of words to investigate arc forms of address such as Mr,
Mrs, French monsieur, madame, German Herr, Frau.
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title of high oflices in the royal houschold and in the army because of the
importance of the horse in the medieval state, and particularly of cavalry in
medieval warfare. As we saw in section 4.4.3, mnajor was originally a clipped
form of sergeant-major, but major now denotes a rather higher ranking
officer 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 knight
with German Knechit. The two words arc 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:

German Knecht

boy, lad
> boy or lad employed as a servant or attendant
> servant, farm labourer, menial

English lnigiv

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 are radically diflerent, cven though the two societics
concerned were identical in all of the respects which are relevant here, and
English knight could have developed the meaning ‘servant, farm labourer,
menial’ just as German Knecht 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 Ritter, showing semantic
specialization, at first in Low German or Dutch, of a word which originally
had the broader meaning ‘rider’.) A ,

A word ollen 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 errant ‘wandering’. This pejorated narrowed sensc developed
from the connotative meaning of the frequent collocation errant rogue or
arrant rogue, 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 a depreciative sense, c.g. arrant trai-
tor, arvant knave, arrant ass. '

8.6.4 Mectaphor and metonymy

The terms ‘metaphor’ and ‘metonymy’ both date back to antiquity as
terms of rhetorical analysis, the names of traditional ‘figures of speech’. In
this tradition, a metaphor is an implicit comparison, as contrasted with a
simile or explicit comparison. In a metaphor one thing, sometimes called
the ‘tenor’, is referred to by the name of another, sometimes called the
‘vehicle’. A metonymy shows the extended use of a term to denote some-
thing which is conceptually contiguous with the thing which it nbrmally
denotes.

In linguistics, the same terms are used to denote two typical processes of
semantic change. (For examples sce the following two sections.) The same
definitions as given in the last paragraph remain valid, but the conception of
the processes is rather different. Crucially, they are not perceived, as in the
rhetorical tradition, as conscious stylistic devices belonging to heightened
language, but as largely unconscious processes in meaning development,
just like narrowing, broadening, pejoration, or amelioration.

In the cognitive linguistics tradition which emerged in the last decades of
the twentieth century, metaphor and mctonymy have a very important role.
In this tradition, the metaphors and metonymies seen in actual linguistic
usage arc regarded as reflections of more fundamental mappings in the
mind, i.c. as reflections of the ways in which people conceptualize the world

and process abstract thought. In the very influential conceptual metaphor
theory associated with George LakolT and advanced especially in LakofT
and Johnson (1980; 2nd edn. 2003), the particular metaphorical expressions
which we can trace in language are grouped and analysed as reflections of
deeper conceptual metaphors. For instance, the conceptual metaphor ‘THE
MIND IS A CONTAINER’ gives risc to expressions such as ‘why can’t you get
that into your head? In a good deal of more recent work in cognitive lin-
guistics, the focus has shifted to metonymy as anceven more basic linguistic
process, and some have sought to analysc metaphor in terms of under-
lying metonymical processes. 2 However, whichever theoretical position is
adopted, the crucial point is that it is assumed that the metaphorical and
metonymical meaning developments found in the histories of particular

2 For discussion and references sce Traugott and Dasher (2005) 27-9.
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words are not accidental, one-ofl’ afTairs, but instcad reflect characteristic
patterns of thought. This is potentially of very great importance for work in
ctymology, because identification of such typical patterns would in theory
provide a means of assessing the plausibility of the mcaning development
assumed in a particular word history. However, it should be stressed that

such work is still in its infancy.

8.6.4.1 Metaphor Some examples will show how the three approaches
sketched in the preceding section can in practice overlap.

In classical Latin quadrivium meant a crossroads, a place where four roads
meet, and trivitin meant a place where three roads meet. In the carly Middle
Ages, we find metaphorical use of these two words to denote the two great
divisions of the Seven Liberal Arts in the field of education: the advanced
quadrivium, consisting of four subjects, and the morc clementary trivium,
consisting of three subjects. We can see how this metaphor can casily be
analysed in terms of the traditional rhetorical ligure of metaphor: a term
is taken from onc sphere, usually a more concrete onc, 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 casily. quadrivium in this
usc is [irst found in the works of the philosopher Bocthius in the early sixth
century, and may even have been coined by him. However, if we 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
JOURNEY’, From such a perspective, these metaphorical uses of quadrivivum
and trivium readily arise and are readily understood precisely because they
arc motivated by an underlying conceptual metaphor.

Many other metaphors express much more fundamental meaning rela-
tions. For instance, the expression I see what you mean depends upon the
association between the physical sense of sight and mental cognition which
is reflected also in the traditional saying seeing is believing. Investigation of
the ctymologics of verbs mecaning ‘to know’ or ‘to understand’ shows this
same association repeated over and over again, in different languages and
in diflerent cultures. (Sce l'urther scction 8.7.2.2 below.)

What were originally metaphorical uscs often come to be apprehended as
primary meanings of words, so that their metaphorical origin can only be
recovered through ctymological rescarch. Welooked at cases such as crane
‘type of bird’ and crane ‘type of machine’ in section 3.4, and also cases where
there is a formal split, as between flower and flour in scction 3.6. The names
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of many abstract concepts arc metaphorical in origin, and concrete to

¢ abstract is a very common pathway for metaphorical change: for instance,

line ‘long straight mark or band’ is originally a metaphorical development
of line ‘picce of cord or string’. '

8.6.4.2 Metonymy Meaning change through contiguity, whether physical
or conceptual, is extremely common. Classical Latin ¢rivium ‘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 trivium is trivialis ‘of the cross-roads, of the public
squarc or meeting place’ hence ‘everyday, commonplace, vulgar, trivial’ (>
English trivial). We could see this meaning development 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 or an attribute can refer to
the whole, for instance bigwig ‘important person’, or the idiom /he hadn’t a
stitch on ‘he was naked’. Such changes arc sometimes classified as showing
a distinct category, synccdoche. French bureau shows two such changes in
its historical sense development:

type of baizc cloth > desk > oflice

Another classic example of this type of change is provided by Japanecse
mikado ‘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 ‘alr, literally ‘high or exalted
gate’, applicd specifically to the residence of the Grand Vizier and hence
mctonymically to the Grand Vizier’s government. (A loan translation in
French gave risc to similar use of porte ‘gate’ or more fully /a 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-‘o ‘pharaol’, 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, tongue ‘language’ has many par-
allels cross-linguistically. '3 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, moncy’ in the case of poke (sce section 3.1).

Mctonymic changes, like other meaning changes, are often most uscfully
examined in relation to other changes aflecting 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 difTerent
words which both originally denoted parts of the legs of animals: compare
on the one hand French jambe and Italian gamba (both from post-classical
Latin gamba or camba ‘pastern of a horse’) and on the other Spanish pierna
and Portuguese perna (both from Latin perna ‘leg of mutton, ham’); we
could perhaps analyse this as cither metonymic change or broadening.
Latin fenmur ‘thigh’ was replaced by the reflexes of Latin coxa ‘hip’ giving
French cuisse, Italian coscia, Portuguese coxa, all ‘thigh’; this is thus a
clear example of metonymic change (unless we assumec 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 hanchie, Italian anca, Spanish
anca, Portuguese anca.)'

8.7 Is semantic change predictable?

8.7.1 Semantic divergence in different 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 ranc and
Middle Low German rank, and is probably ultimately from a variant of
the same Indo-European basc as right, with a basic sensc ‘upright’ in

13 Compare Ullmann (1962) 226 and further references there.
¥ For further discussion of this group of examples sec von Wartburg (1969) 118.
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proto-Germanic. Dutch and Low German both show the basic sense ‘slim,
slender’, with the additional connotative meaning ‘lank, weedy’ in Duich
and the technical meaning ‘(of a ship) heeling, listing’ in Low German.
In English the word has shown radically different semantic development,
showing a group of senses (now mostlyobsolete) developed from the mean-
ing ‘strong, vigorous’, such as ‘proud’, ‘showy’, ‘impctuous’, ‘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 qualify is borrowed from French qualifier and
its ctymon post-classical Latin qualificare (compare section 6.5). In English
the word has two main branches of semantic development:

e toinvest with a quality or qualitics (hence to become eligible for some-
thing ctc.)
e to modify or moderate in some respect (hence to mitigate ctc.)

French lacks anything similar to the second branch, and in Latin the sensc
‘to modify’ appears to be restricted to British sources. From the available
cvidence, 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 malkzan, makzin ‘store-
house’; the word entered English directly from French magasin, and it
probably came to French {rom Italian magazzino, thus:

Arabic malkzan, makzin > Italian magazzino > French magasin > English magazine

The word shows numerous sense developments in both English and French.
In cach language there is one major strand of semantic development which
is not sharcd by the other language. In French the word shows the semantic
development:

storchouse > place where merchandise is sold > shop
In English it shows the development:

storchouse
> book providing information on a specified subject or for a specified
group of pcople
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> periodical publication containing articles by various writers;
especially one with storics, 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 socicties, even when there is
frequent and intimate contact between the socicties concerned. (Compare
section 6.6 on the frequent continuing semantic influence of French words
on the development 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 divergence in form
between related words in different languages, or indeed in different varieties
of a single language. However, the greater unpredictability of semantic
change can result in much greater challenges for ctymological rescarch.
The case is well put by Trask in a discussion of the very different semantic
histories of the cognate words English ¢/ean and German klein:

English and German are fairly closely related, and, by the usual correspondences,
these words ought to be cognate — and yet the German word mecans ‘small’. Is it really
possible that two such dissimilar meanings could arisc from a single source? Could
we just be looking at two unrelated words whose resemblance is the result of chance?
As it happens, we have abundant textual evidence for carlier German, and the carliest
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 