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PREFACE
T H E practical man, who rides in electric cars, talks by
the long-distance telephone, and dictates his letters to a
stenographer, seldom has time to think that he is the heir
of all the ages.

Yet, however busy he may be, there are

moments when the amazing phenomenon of articulate
speech comes home to him as a kind of commonplace
miracle.

T o answer some of the questions that occur to

one at such moments is the main purpose of this book.
Chapters XIII and X I V are an essential part of the
treatment, but have been so adjusted that the reader who
finds theta abstruse may skip them without scruple.
Obligations are thankfully acknowledged to a long line
of etymologists, lexicographers, and philologists, w h o m it
would be mere pedantry to call by name.

The writers

find themselves especially indebted to the great Oxford
Dictionary, to the publications of Professor Skeat, and
to the etymological work of Professor Sheldon in W e b ster's International Dictionary. Thanks are also due to
A. C. Goodell, Esq., Albert Matthews, Esq., and Professor
Sheldon for particular favors.
J. B. G.

G. L. K.
y_
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WORDS AND THEIR WAYS
CHAPTER I
THE ORIGIN OF LANGUAGE
THE expression of our thoughts by means of language
is a practice of so long standing that we accept it almost
as an instinctive performance. Nobody can remember
when or how he learned to talk. Indeed, it is seldom
possible to recall even those moments in later life when,
after the art of speech had been acquired, we became
familiar with particular words which, as we know well
enough, must have been from time to time added to our
personal vocabulary. W e can, to be sure, remember when
we werefirstintroduced to the technical language of some
particular science, as mathematics or medicine or political
economy. W e may even recollect the person from whom
we first heard a new phrase which has since become a part
of our habitual stock. A n d all of us are aware of specific
additions to our vocabulary from that ephemeral element
in everyday speech known as 'slang,' which is constantly providing us with strange terms that force themselves upon our attention because everybody employs
them, and that rapidly die out only to be replaced by
equally grotesque novelties. But the sum-total of our
retrospect accounts for only the minutest fraction of
B
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our whole outfit of words and phrases. A n d were it not
for our observation of infants, w h o cannot speak at all,
and of young children, who are painfully learning the art
of speech, w e should inevitably believe that the expression
of our thoughts in language was spontaneous action, quite
independent of our own will and exertions, like breathing
or the circulation of the blood.
Yet no phenomenon is more amazing than that of speech.
Nor can any process be imagined more complicated than
that by which the vocabulary of a highly developed language, like English, comes into existence and fits itself to
the multifarious needs of civilized man in the utterance of
thought and emotion. If to the process of oral speech we
add the corollary processes of reading and writing, we
have a series of phenomena which no thinking man can
contemplate without a kind of awe.
Language is the expression of thought by means of
words; that is, by means of signs of a peculiar sort made
with the vocal organs. Since the tongue is one of the
most important of these organs, and since w e are habitually conscious of using it in articulation, we often call our
language our ' tongue,' — and the word language itself is
derived, through the French, from lingua, the Latin name
for that organ.1
The origin of language is an unsolved problem. It was
once supposed that man was created a talking animal; that
is to say, that he could speak immediately on his creation,
through a special faculty inherent in his very nature.
Some scholars maintained that our first parents were
instructed in the rudiments of speech by God himself,
or that language in esse was a gift bestowed by the deity
1

M.E. langage, from Fr. langage, from L. lingua.
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immediately after A d a m was created. Along with these
opinions went, in former times, the opinion that Hebrew,
the language of the Jewish Scriptures, was the primitive
tongue of mankind.
None of these views are now in
favor, either with theologians or with philologists. However we conceive thefirstman to have come into existence, we are forced to believe that language as we know
it was a human invention. Not language itself, but the
inherent power to frame and develop a language was the
birthright of man. This result, it will be seen, is purely
negative. It defines what the origin of language was not,
but it throws no light on the question what it was, and no
satisfactory answer to the question has ever been proposed.
Some scholars believe that human speech originated in
man's attempt to imitate the sounds of nature, as if a
child should call a dog 'bow-wow,' or a cow 'moo.' N o
doubt such imitation accounts for a certain number of
words in our vocabulary, but there are great difficulties
in carrying out the theory to its ultimate results. All
that can be said is that the 'bow-wow theory,' as it is
jocosely called, has never been driven from the field.
Another view, which may be traced without any great
difficulty to Herder's attempt to explain 'the speech of
animals,' has found a warm defender in M a x Muller.
According to this view, which has a specious appearance
of philosophical profundity, the utterances of primitive
man were the spontaneous result, by reflex action, of impressions produced upon him by various external phenomena. Though the 'ding-dong theory,' as it is derisively
called, is now discredited, and, in its entirety, is hardly
susceptible of intelligible statement, it may, after all, contain a grain of truth.
Another partly discredited theory seeks the origin of

4
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language in such involuntary exclamations as oh ! bah!
pshaw! and the like. Hence it is often called the ' poohpooh theory.'
T h e upshot of the whole discussion is a confession of
ignorance. T h e impossibility of arriving at the truth is
more and more evident, as the stupendous length of man's
residence upon this planet before the d a w n of history is
more and more clearly recognized. W e do not know,
and w e can never know, h o w language began. Yet we
can study some of the processes of its development in
form and in meaning for a period extending over several
thousand years, and w e find these processes essentially
identical with those that w e can imperfectly observe
within the limits of our o w n lifetime.
Well-chosen words, arranged in a felicitous order, have
a peculiar cadence which pleases the ear, irrespective of
any meaning which they convey to the mind. 1 If the
cadence is sufficiently measured, the result is verse or,
to use the popular term, poetry. N o w it is a familiar fact
of literary history that good poetry always precedes good
prose in the order of development. Indeed, the art of
writing unmetrical language in a forcible and pleasing
style is one of the latest achievements of any literature.
In the eighteenth century, w h e n m u c h attention was
given to literary and linguistic origins, but when these
were investigated on a basis rather of sentimental prepossession than of scientific reason, and w h e n the body
of material available for evidence was extremely scanty
and had not been properly sifted, a peculiar theory of
1

This is shown by the popularity of nursery rhymes and similar nonsensical jingles. Compare also 'The Hunting of the Snark,' and Aytoun's parody on Tennyson: ' Worship Mighty M u m b o Jumbo in the
Mountains of the Moon.'
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the connection between language and poetry gained very
general favor. It was expressed in a taking form by
Hamann, whose celebrated dictum, ' Poetry is the mother
tongue of man,' was taken up and enforced by Herder in
a way that gave it a commanding influence on contemporary thought, — an influence, indeed, which it has not
altogether lost, even in the present age, whose tendencies
are so different from those that prevailed a hundred years
ago.
Primitive man was conceived by the romantic imagination of the eighteenth century as leading an ideal existence.
Uncorrupted by contact with civilization, he lived near
to nature, and all nature spoke to him in a voice more
immediately intelligible than we can now conceive, even
in the case of a poet like Wordsworth. Thus sympathetically impressed by natural phenomena, man gave utterance
to the thoughts and feelings which they produced within
him in melodious sounds, which instantly took shape
as poetry. In short, according to this conception, language and song are inseparable, and our poetry is nothing
but a survival, under more artificial conditions, of the
primitive language which mankind uttered in the Golden
Age.
Such theories are now known to be based on a false
conception of the history of mankind as well as of the
nature of articulate speech. Yet, like all theories that
have at any time commanded the assent of thinking men,
they must embody, in an imperfect expression, some quantum of truth. Primitive man may not have sung like
the birds, but there is certainly a natural rhythm in
language to which the mind and feelings immediately
respond, just as there is a natural rhythm in the beating of the heart, the drawing of the breath, and even in

6
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many movements of the body which we call 'voluntary1
and regard as arbitrarily controlled by the individual will.
Language, that is to say, may not be poetry in esse, but
it is always potential verse. From another point of view,
too, the saying of H a m a n n may be justified if we interpret it with the license that all oracles demand. There
is no process offigurativelanguage, no device of grammar or rhetoric, no whim even of pedantic theorizers on
eloquence, which does not find its parallel over and over
again in the unstudied processes of our ordinary speech.
It is profoundly true that 'all language is poetry.'1
'For further remarks on the origin of language see p. 391.

C H A P T E R II
LANGUAGE IS POETRY

WHEN we examine the dictionary of any highly developed language like English, w e are impressed not only
with the enormous extent of the vocabulary, but with its
infinite variety. There are plain words for c o m m o n things
(as bread, stone, house, child, horse") and simple physica
acts (as eat, drink, run, climb); there are formal or dignified or poetical words for equally simple conceptions (like
residence, progeny, quaff, masticate'); there are vague word
(like thing, affair, matter, act, do~) and scientific terms
rigid exactness (like oxygen, atmosphere, chloride, carbon,
inoculate'); there are abstract terms for mental and moral
qualities (as sagacity, carelessness, probity, honor} and ad
jectives describing persons w h o exemplify these qualities
(as sagacious, careless, honest, honorable'); there are wor
of a distinctly undignified character (like chum, crank,
bamboozle, blubber, bawl,fizzle),others so dignified as to be
u n c o m m o n in familiar talk (as remunerative, emolument,
eleemosynary, recalcitrant) or so high-sounding as hardly
to be allowable even in elaborate writing (as exacerbate,
cachinnation, adumbrate); there are words which have
poetical associations (as golden, roseate, silver-tongued,
gambol, soaring, eterne), and others so prosaic that every
poet avoids them (as fry, exchequer, discount, cross-question, extra, medium, miscellaneous); there are words so
technical as to be understood by specialists only (as elec7
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trolysis, cotyledon, ontology, quaternions), and others
childish as to be confined to the dialect of the nursery (as
naughty, mammy, dad, dolly).
Frequently, too, w e find a number of different words
('synonyms,' w e call t h e m ) for what is essentially the
same idea : 1 ask, request, beseech, pray, beg, petition, supp
cate, entreat, implore, solicit, crave, importune; angry,
wrathful, incensed, irritated, vexed, resentful, enraged,
ous, indignant, exasperated, irate, hot, infuriated; join,
unite, associate, unify, link, connect, couple, combine.2
T h e same marvellous variety shows itself w h e n w e study
the different meanings of a single word. T h u sfigurem a y
be equally well applied to a person's form, a polygon, a
numerical sign, an elaborate drawing or picture in a book,
a metaphor or simile ; energy m a y be used in a general
sense or in the technical language of science (' the conservation of energy'); property m a y be a quality, one's
possessions, or (in theatrical language) a thing or utensil
used in setting the stage; character m a y refer to one's
personal qualities, or it m a y denote a mark or sign in
writing or printing, or it m a y be colloquially used for an
eccentric person.
T h e question is immediately suggested : W h e n c e does a
nation provide itself with this enormous mass of words,
with their multifarious meanings so aptly differentiated as
to express all the aspects of any conception that can occur
to the mind of civilized m a n ?
In thefirstplace, no people is perfectly homogeneous,
1

So-called synonyms almost always differ from each other in some
shade of meaning, or in emphasis, or at all events in their connotations.
2
The reader m a y easily multiply examples by collecting, for instance,
the synonyms for awkward, beautiful, healthy, strange, throw, go, law,
sin, people, custom.
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and this is strikingly true of the English nation, which is
'Saxon and N o r m a n and Dane,' as Tennyson wrote, and
Celtic as well. Each component part of the population
contributes its proportion of words, — small or large, but
always characteristic, and distinct in m a n y particulars from
the contributions of all the rest. Then, too, all cultivated
languages have borrowed m u c h from outside nations with
w h o m they have come in contact in war or trade or literature. O u r o w n language, as w e shall see, has enriched
itself in this w a y from every quarter of the globe. v
T h e varied materials thus brought together are constantly subjected to what m a y be called mechanical processes of growth.1 Every language has its machinery of
prefixes and suffixes and compounds, by means of which a
single word m a y become the centre of a considerable group
of related terms : as, true, tru-th, truly, un-true, un-trutru-th-ful, tru-th-ful-ness, etc.
But these causes are not sufficient to explain the richness
and complexity of our speech. Such a result was achieved
only w h e n this great mass of variously derived material
had been subjected for centuries to the language-making
instinct; that is, to the poetic faculty of man. T h e dictum
that 'all language is poetry,' then, if properly understood,
goes far toward answering the question with which w e
are concerned.
T h e essentially poetical or figurative character of language m a y easily be seen by comparing a number of
passages from the poets with ordinary prosaic expressions
W h e n Wordsworth writes, in Laodamia,—
The gods approve,
The depth, and not the tumult of the soul,
1

These processes will be studied in Chapters XIII, XIV.
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the imaginative power of his phrasing at once appeals to
us. If, however, we compare such common expressions as
'He was deeply moved,' '•profoundly affected,' 'from th
bottom of m y heart,' we recognize the same figure of
speech. In other words, the poetical history of Wordsworth's line goes back to that unknown time when some
primitive poet, without knowing that he was talking
poetry,firstapplied to the emotions words which in
their literal sense were only applicable to the physical
conception of depth. A s time has passed, the primitive
metaphor has grown so familiar that it has ceased to be a
metaphor. It has become merely an ordinary meaning of
a group of common words. The modern poet, perceiving the imaginative significance of this usage, elaborated
the figure it embodied, phrased it anew with conscious
literary art, and thus, in an instant, restored it to its full
poetic rights. Similarly, we may compare with 'the
tumult of the soul,' such prose expressions as 'his mind
was disturbed,' 'his agitation was painful to witness
'the violence of his emotion,' — each of which, though n
longer felt asfigurative,embodies a metaphor precisely
similar to Wordsworth's.1 W e are not at this moment
concerned with the ethical or philosophical contents of
Wordsworth's line, for these might have been stated,
with perfect accuracy, in the plainest terms, but merely
with the poetical language in which he clothed his
thought.
W h e n Banquo says to Macbeth that the witches' salutation ' might yet enkindle him unto the crown,' we perceive
i Disturb is to 'drive asunder in disorder,' from L. dis-, 'apart,' and
turba, 'disorder,' 'a riotous crowd.' Agitation comes from L. agito,
'to drive to and fro.' Violence is from vis, ' force.' Emotion is the
'act of moving (one) away,' 'disturbance (of mind).'

11
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that enkindle is used metaphorically.
Macbeth declares

So, also, w h e n

' I have no spur
T o prick the sides of m y intent.'

But we feel the figure less vividly in such a phrase as
'•fired with ambition,' and in the terms instigation an
incentive w e are not conscious of any metaphor whatever.
Yet instigation comes from a root which means c to goad,'
and incentive means literally ' that which sets the tune'
(from L. in and canere, ' to sing') ; so that both these
words were, in their first application to ' motives' or
'promptings,' quite as poetical as either enkindle or spur.
T h e ordinary processes by which words change their
meanings are, then, essentially the same as the devices of
poetry ; or, to express the fact more accurately, the figurative language of poetry differs from the speech of
c o m m o n life mainly in employing fresher figures, or in
revivifying those which have lost their freshness from age
and constant use.
Language is fossil poetry which is constantly being
worked over for the uses of speech. O u r commonest
words are worn-out metaphors.
Thus, depend is literally 'to hang from' (L. dependo); egregious means ' selected from the [common]
herd' (L. e, ' from,' and grex, gregis, 'herd ') ; spoil mea
'to strip,' i.e. 'to strip off the armor, etc., of a slain
or defeated enemy' ; front means 'forehead' (L. frons,
frontis) ; to fret is originally ' to eat up,' ' to devour
(A.S. fretan, for-, 'away,' and etan, 'eat'), — compare
' gnawing anxiety'; precocious means ' too early ripe'
(L. praecox, from prae-, 'before,' and coquo, 'to cook,'
' to ripen') ; to thrill is literally ' to bore,' ' to pierce,

12
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and is related to drill (the same word is seen in nostri
formerly nosethril); sullen means atfirst'solitary' an
comes (through the French) from L solus, 'alone'
(whence our adjective sole).
Such illustrations might be multiplied indefinitely. Indeed, almost every word that w e shall have occasion to
study will serve as an example, for the processes that we
are considering go on incessantly so long as a language
is alive. W e shall find that there is no device which we
are accustomed to call poetical, no similitude so slight, no
metaphor so strained or so commonplace, that language
has not seized upon it to make new forms of expression
as the needs of advancing thought required them. Even
when the resultant words appear intensely prosaic, the
processes that created them are identical with those of
artistic poetry.
This important truth may be further illustrated in the
growth of words from a single root.
The Indo-European family of languages (to which belong Sanskrit, Greek, Latin, English, and many other
tongues) had a simple linguistic form (a ' root') PET,
which signified 'rapid motion across thefieldof vision.'1
This root is clearly seen in the Latin verb peto. Since
such motion is produced either by falling or by flying,
words with these meanings have been formed from the
root P E T in various languages of our family.2 But such
motion may include also the idea of 'intentional direction.' Hence other words from the same root have acquired the sense of ' aim,' and, by the transference from
actual tofigurativeaim, the meanings (originally metaphorical) of 'seek' and 'ask.' All three senses, 'aim,'
1
2

For the nature of roots and stems see Chapter XIII.
Thus, Gr. ITITTTU, iriTviu, 'I fall' ; w^ro/Jiai, ' I fly.'
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'seek,' and 'ask,' are found in the Latin verb peto.
Thus from this one root PET, we have, by various differentiations of meaning, such words 1 as the following: —

Latin penna, 'a means of flying,' 'a wing,' 'a feather,' — whence,
through the French, the English pen, originally applied to a quill
used for writing, but n o w extended to other devices (steel pen,
gold pen, stylographic pen,.etc.).
Greek T n w i s (ptosis), 'a falling,' — then, figuratively, 'a case' in
g r a m m a r (since the genitive, dative, and other so-called ' oblique'
cases were conceived as falling away from the nominative, which
was fancifully called the 'upright case').
im-petus, 'aforce of forward movement,' — first literal, then figurative.
ap-pelite, 'a craving' (of body or mind).
re-peat, 'to go back to get something,' 'to take u p a thing a second
time.'
petition, 'a seeking,' 'a request.'
corn-petition, 'a seeking together,' — then, especially, 'rivalry' (i
modern times applied especially to commercial rivalry).
petulant, 'butting' (as goats do), 'attacking,' — t h e nfiguratively,for
' ill-humored,' ' irritable.'

Another root, PU, meant ' clean,' and thence came th
Latin adjectivesputus, 'clean,' and purus, 'clear.' From
putus arose a verb puto, 'to clean.' In a vine-bearing

country, cleaning is particularly ' pruning,' and from that
idea, specially applied in surgery, we get amputation.
In mercantile language 'to clean up accounts' (putare
rationes) became a common expression for 'reckoning,'
and finally 'accounts' (rationes) was dropped, and puto
was used for'reckon' in general (as in computation). From
'reckon' we pass easily to 'think,'2 and this becomes the
1

These words are built up by the mechanical means of word-formations developed in the various languages. Such formative mechanics will
be treated later (see Chapters XIII, X I V ) .
2
Compare the provincial use of J reckon for ' I think,' in both England and America.
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ruling sense of puto (as in the adjective putative). From
the same mercantile dialect comes imputo, 'reckon in,'
' credit or charge to the account of,' whence we get imputation. From ' considering' or ' turning back to observe
(cf. re-gard, re-spect, both meaning originally 'to loo
back') we get the word reputation; and deputation i
derived from another idea of 'consideration carried out
in resolve.' Thus from a root signifying originally ' clean,
the imagination of the race, utilizing the mechanical means
which the laws of derivation and composition afford, has
gradually formed a group of words of the most varied
meaning. Vine-dressing, surgery, mathematics, commerce,
and politics are all included within this circle, and one
word (reputation) is general enough to apply to all men.
Finally we may establish the poetical character of
language by a striking and conclusive test. Literature
has been attentively studied, as literature, for hundreds
and even thousands of years. Hence there has grown up
among scholars a set of technical terms, — the names of
the so-called 'figuresof speech,' — which designate what
are commonly regarded as the ornaments or devices that
characterize the poetical style as opposed to the speech of
everyday life. Yet it is easy to see that all of these
'figures' are perfectly familiar in our ordinary talk.
Metaphor, the most important of allfigures,we have
already considered. It occurs everywhere, and one can
hardly utter a sentence without employing it. Every
occupation of mankind, every subject (however remote)
that engages man's attention, has furnished us with metaphorical expressions.1 W e shall have occasion to return
to this point again and again. For the present we may
1

The particular sources of the English vocabulary will be discussed in
later chapters.
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pass to otherfigures,making a selection from those comprised in the list commonly printed in works on grammar
or rhetoric.
Simile is involved in the great class of English adjectives that end in -ly, which is an abraded form of like.1
Thus a ' manly boy' is a boy w h o is ' like a m a n ' in certain
traits of character. So cowardly, ruffianly, saintly, homely
('like home,' and so 'ordinary,' 'commonplace,' with a
further development of meaning in America to ' hardfeatured,' 'plain'). Still clearer cases of simile are the
more recent adjectives compounded with like: as, childlike, lionlike, birdlike, homelike, etc.
Metonymy is the figure by which a thing is designated,
not by its o w n name, but by the n a m e of something that
resembles or suggests it, — as in Tennyson's ' the bright
death' for ' the keen fatal knife,' or Horace's Pontica pinus
for 'ship of wood from Pontus.' This 'figure' is so comm o n in ordinary speech that it seldom attracts our attention. T h u s w e say irons for ' fetters,' glasses for ' spectacles,' or ' drinking-glasses,' the knife for ' surgery,' canvas
for 'sails,' style (from L. stilus, a writing implement)
for ' manner of writing,' bilboes for' shackles' (from Bilbao,
in Spain, famous for its iron and steel), and so on. M a n y
of the words thus treated are perfectly prosaic, but the
process is the same as that of poetry. A man's linen or
flannels are just as m u c h m e t o n y m y as Milton's ' nodding
horror' for the branches of a thick and dismal forest.
Synecdoche (the part for the whole, the genus for the
species, or vice versa) is seen in ' sixty head' (of cattle),
'fifty sail' (of ships), 'a bottomry bond,' '•apoll tax,' a
rumshop, a gin-palace, a cutthroat for a ' murderer,' a hangman for an ' executioner.'
1

See pp. 185-6 for details.
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Antonomasia, or the use of a person's name for any one
who resembles him, is very common : a Solomon, a Shylock, ' a Daniel come to judgment,' a Maecenas, ' a regu
Nero,' ' a Roland for an Oliver.'
Hyperbole is natural in unstudied speech: ' I beg a thousand pardons,' ' scared to death,' ' I'd give the world to s
him.' Expressions of approval and disapproval are especially affected by hyperbole ('good for nothing,' 'a
magnificent idea'), and the language of schoolgirls is
proverbially made up of it: 'thanks awfully,' 'extravagantly fond,' ' tremendously angry,' ' immensely obliged.'
Antithesis is frequent in the commonest expressions:
as, 'up and down,' 'hither and yon,' 'this way and
that.' So, 'Napoleon the Little,' 'Prince and Peasant.'
Alliteration, a favorite poetic fancy, is found in such
phrases as, ' tit for tat,' ' blind as a bat,' ' spick and span,
'the seven senses,' 'neck or nothing,' ' rough and ready.'
Onomatopoeia has given rise to such words as whiz, buzz
chickadee, bobolink, and countless others. M a n y of the
are humorous, and not a few are slangy.
Irony appears In ' a pretty how-d'ye-do!' ' Here's richness!' and other colloquialisms. Horace's 'splendide
mendax' is called a poetical oxymoron, but soich phrases
as ' a magnificent failure,'' a beautiful imbroglio,' ' to swim
like a stone,' show the samefigure,— the joining of two
inconsistent words to produce a peculiar rhetorical effect.
Oatachresis, as it is called by the pedantic grammarians,
— that is, an 'abuse' of language consisting in the employment of a harsh metaphor, — is not peculiar to the
poets. A well-known writer has ventured ' H e spasmed to
him,' to express the act of a boy making signs to another
by contortion of the face. This is not likely to become
good English, but it might easily become slang, and ' mis-
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uses of language' quite as extraordinary have often made
their way into our vocabulary. ' To jockey a confiding
partner' is an example. A chaush is a Turkish official
interpreter; in 1609, a particular chaush is said to have
distinguished himself by swindling a number of merchants
in London ;. hence chouse for 'defraud,'—a sufficiently
good instance of catachresis in its origin.
Litotes, or understatement, is found in all languages, but
is heard particularly in N e w England provincialisms, as
well as in slang. It comes partly from euphemism, and
partly from caution or hesitation. Thus we have ' the
late unpleasantness' for the Civil War, ' no conjuror' for
a stupid person, ' pretty well' and ' so-so' for ' in good
health.' The sarcastic rather! may be compared.
Periphrasis, like litotes, is a favorite means of avoiding
plain language: 'he came to grief,' 'I hope nothing will
happen to him,' ' I am inclined to think your accounts are
not very accurate,' will serve as examples.
Pleonasm, or the practice of saying the same thing twice
over in the same expression, is a universal characteristic
of speech: as, 'go back again,' 'reared up,' 'go away
from here,' ' he fell down and jumped up again.' Excessive pleonasm is of course objectionable, but it is idle for
the purist to object to such idiomatic phrases as those
which we have just cited. They are of the veryfibreof
language. A s well complain of ' John! John!' or ' no! no!'
on the ground that one John or one no would suffice. The
double comparative (' most unkindest cut of all'), formerly
in good use, is an excellent example of pleonasm.1 The same
tendency may be seen in such compounds as inexsuperabilis
1

Many forms which appear to be units are really instances of ' double
comparison.' Thus nearer is near (comparative of nigh) with a comparative suffix -er added. Similarly farther, nethermost, uppermost, and 30

c
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Thus we have subjected the principle that ' language
poetry' to a variety of tests. W e have compared specific
passages of poetry with ordinary phraseology, and have
found a similarly metaphorical character in both. W e
have observed the imaginative nature of the development
of many meanings from a simple root-idea. W e have
recognized the existence of many so-called 'figures of
speech' in the commonest locutions of everyday life.
W e may feel certain, therefore, that the principle is a
sound one, and may utilize it whenever it appears to be
useful in our further study of English words.
on. Compare the incorrect furtherer and furtherest, which are simply
examples of the same tendency that have not had the fortune to gain
admittance to good linguistic society. Cf. p. 200.

C H A P T E R III
LEARNED W O R D S A N D POPULAR W O R D S

IN every cultivated language there are two great cl
of words which, taken together, comprise the whole vocabulary. First, there are those words with which we become
acquainted in ordinary conversation, — which we learn,
that is to say, from the members of our own family and
from our familiar associates, and which we should know
and use even if we could not read or write. They concern the common things of life, and are the stock in trade
of all who speak the language. Such words may be
called ' popular,' since they belong to the people at large
and are not the exclusive possession of a limited class.
O n the other hand, our language includes a multitude
of words which are comparatively seldom used in ordinary
conversation. Their meanings are known to every educated person, but there is little occasion to employ them
at home or in the market-place. Ourfirstacquaintance
with them comes not from our mother's lips or from the
talk of our schoolmates, but from books that we read,
lectures that we hear, or the more formal conversation
of highly educated speakers, who are discussing some
particular topic in a style appropriately elevated above
the habitual level of everyday life. Such words are
called 'learned,' and the distinction between them and
' popular' words is of great importance to a right understanding of linguistic process.
19
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T h e difference between popular and learned words m a y
be easily seen in a few examples. W e m a y describe a girl
as ' lively' or as ' vivacious.' In the first case, w e are
using a native English formation from the familiar noun
life. In the latter, w e are using a Latin derivative which
has precisely the same meaning. Yet the atmosphere of
the t w o words is quite different. N o one ever got the
adjective lively out of a book. It is a part of everybody's
vocabulary. W e cannot remember a time w h e n w e did
not k n o w it, and w e feel sure that w e learned it long
before w e were able to read. O n the other hand, w e must
have passed several years of our lives before learning the
word vivacious. W e m a y even remember thefirsttime
that w e saw it in print or heard it from some grown-up
friend w h o w a s talking over our childish heads. Both
lively and vivacious are good English words, but lively i
'popular' and vivacious is 'learned.'
F r o m the same point of view w e m a y contrast the foh
lowing pairs of synonyms: 1 the same, identical; speech,
oration;fire,conflagration; choose, select; brave, valoro
swallowing, deglutition ; striking, percussion ; building,
fice ; shady, umbrageous; puckery, astringent; learned,
erudite; secret, cryptic; destroy, annihilate; stiff, rig
flabby,flaccid; queer, eccentric ; behead, decapitate ; rou
circular; thin, emaciated; fat, corpulent; truthful, veracious; try, endeavor; bit, modicum; piece, fragment;
sharp, acute; crazy, maniacal; king, sovereign; book, volume
lying, mendacious; beggar, mendicant; teacher, instructo
play, drama ; air, atmosphere ; paint, pigment.
T h e terms ' popular' and ' learned,' as applied to words,
are not absolute definitions. N o two persons have the
1
Not all the words are exact synonyms, but that is of no importance in
the present discussion.
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same stock of words, and the same word may be ' popular'
in one man's vocabulary and 'learned' m another's.1
There are also different grades of 'popularity'; indeed
there is in reality a continuous gradation from infantile
words like mamma
and papa to such erudite derivatives
as concatenation and cataclysm. Still, the division into
'learned' and 'popular' is convenient and sound. Disputes m a y arise as to the classification of any particular
word, but there can be no difference of opinion about the
general principle. W e must be careful, however, to avoid
misconception. W h e n w e call a word ' popular,' w e do
not mean that it is a favorite word, but simply that it belongs to the people as a whole, — that is, it is everybody's
word, not the possession of a limited number. W h e n w e
call a word ' learned,' w e do not mean that it is used by
scholars alone, but simply that its presence in the English
vocabulary is due to books and the cultivation of literature
rather than to the actual needs of ordinary conversation.
Here is one of the main differences between a cultivated
and an uncultivated language. Both possess a large stock
of ' popular ' words ; but the cultivated language is also
rich in 'learned' words, with which the ruder tongue has
not provided itself, simply because it has never felt the
need of them.
In English it will usually be found that the so-called
learned words are of foreign origin. Most of them are
derived from French or Latin, and a considerable number
from Greek. T h e reason is obvious. T h e development
1
It is instructive to study one's o w n vocabulary from this point of
view, — making a list of (1) those words which w e feel sure w e learned
in childhood, (2) those which w e have learned in later life, but not from
books, (3) those which have entered our vocabulary from books. W e
shall also find it useful to consider the difference between our reading
vocabulary and our speaking vocabulary.
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of English literature has not been isolated, but has taken
place in close* connection with the earnest study of foreign
literatures. Thus, in the fourteenth century, w h e n our
language was assuming substantially the shape which it
n o w bears, the literary exponent of English life and
thought, Geoffrey Chaucer, thefirstof our great poets,
was profoundly influenced by Latin literature as well
as by that of France and Italy. In the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, the Greek and Latin classics were
vigorously studied by almost every English writer of any
consequence, and the great authors of antiquity were
regarded as models, not merely of general literary form,
but of expression in all its details. These foreign influences have varied m u c h in character and intensity. But
it is safe to say that there has been no time since 1350
w h e n English writers of the highest class have not looked
to Latin, French, and Italian authors for guidance and
inspiration. F r o m 1600 to the present day the direct
influence of Greek literature and philosophy has also
been enormous, — affecting as it has thefinestspirits in
a peculiarly pervasive way, — and its indirect influence is
quite beyond calculation. Greek civilization, w e should
remember, has acted upon us, not merely through Greek
literature and art, but also through the m e d i u m of Latin,
since the R o m a n s borrowed their higher culture from
Greece.
N o w certain facts in the history of our language have
made it peculiarly inclined to borrow from French and
Latin. T h e N o r m a n Conquest in the eleventh century
m a d e French the language of polite society in England;
and, long after the contact between Norman-French and
English had ceased to be of direct significance in our linguistic development, the reading and speaking of French
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and the study of French literature formed an importan
part of the education of English-speaking men and women.
W h e n literary English was in process of formation in the
fourteenth andfifteenthcenturies, the authors whose works
determined the cultivated vocabulary were almost as familiar with French as with their mother tongue, and it was
therefore natural that they should borrow a good many
French words. But these same authors were also familiar
with Latin, which, though called a dead language, has
always been the professional dialect of ecclesiastics and a
lingua franca for educated men. Thus the borrowing from
French and from Latin went on side by side, and it is often
impossible to say from which of the two languages a particular English word is taken. The practice of naturalizing French and Latin words was, then,firmlyestablished
in the fourteenth century, and when, in the sixteenth
century, there was a great revival of Greek studies in
England, the close literary relations between Greece and
R o m e facilitated the adoption of a considerable number
of words from the Greek. Linguistic processes are cumulative : one does not stop when another begins. Hence
we find all of these influences active in increasing the
modern vocabulary. In particular, the language of science has looked to Greece for its terms, as the language
of abstract thought has drawn its nomenclature from
Latin.
It would, however, be a great mistake to suppose that
all our ' popular' terms are of native origin, and that all
foreign derivatives are 'learned.' The younger and less
cultivated members of a community are naturally inclined
to imitate the speech of the older and more cultivated.
Hence, as time has passed, a great number of French and
Latin words, and even some that are derived from the
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Greek, have m a d e themselves quite at h o m e in ordinary
conversation. Such words, whatever their origin, are as
truly popular as if they h a d been a part of our language
from the earliest period.
Examples of such popular 1 words of foreign derivation
are the following : —
F r o m French : army, arrest, bay, card, catch, city, chase
chimney, conveyance, deceive, entry, engine, forge, hour, letter, mantle, mason, merchant, manner, mountain, map, move,
navy, prince, pen, pencil, parlor, river, rage, soldier, second
table, veil, village.
F r o m Latin : accommodate, act, add, adopt, animal,
anxious, applause, arbitrate, auction, agent, calculate, canc
circus, collapse, collision, column, congress, connect, con
quence, contract, contradict, correct, creation, cucumber,
curve, centennial, decorate, delicate, dentist, describe, di
diffident, different, digest, direct, discuss, divide, educat
elect, emigrant, equal, erect, expect, extra, fact, genius, gen
ine, graduate, gratis, horrid, imitate, item, joke, junction,
junior, major, magnificent, medicine, medium, miser, obstinate, omit, pagan, pastor, pauper, pedal, pendulum, permit,
picture, plague, postpone, premium, prevent, prospect, protect, quiet, recess, recipe, reduce, regular, salute, secure,
series, single, species, specimen, splendid, strict, student
subscribe, subtract, suburb, suffocate, suggest, tedious, tim
urge, vaccinate, various, ventilation, vest, veto, victor, v
vote.
F r o m Greek: anthracite, apathy, arsenic, aster, athlete
atlas, attic, barometer, biography, calomel, catarrh, catholi
catastrophe, catechism, caustic, chemist, crisis, dialogue,
diphtheria, elastic, encyclopedia, hector, homeopathy, iodin
lexicon, microscope, monotonous, myth, neuralgia, panic,
1

The exact grade of ' popularity' differs in these examples (see p. 21).
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panorama, photograph, skeleton, strychnine, tactics,
tonic, zoology.
N o language can borrow extensively from foreign
sources without losing a good many words of its own.
Hence, if we compare the oldest form of English (AngloSaxon) with our modern speech, we shall discover that
many words that were common in Anglo-Saxon have gone
quite out of use, being replaced by their foreign equivalents. The ' learned ' word has driven out the ' popular'
word, and has thereupon, in many cases, become ' popular'
itself. Thus instead of A.S. here we use the French word
army; instead of thegn or the'ow, the French word servan
instead of sciphere' (a compound of the Anglo-Saxon word
for ship and that for army), we use navy; instead of
micel, we say large; instead of sige, victory; instea
swlthe, very; instead of Idf, we say remainder or remna
— and so on.
Curiously enough, it sometimes happens that when both
the native and the foreign word still have a place in our
language, the latter has become the more popular, — the
former being relegated to the higher or poetical style.
Thus it is more natural for us to say divide (from L.
divido) than cleave (from A.S. cleofan); travel than far
river than stream; castle than burg; residence than dw
ing"; remain than abide; expect than ween; pupil or sch
than learner; destruction than bale; protect or defend
shield; immediately than straightway; encourage tha
hearten; present than bestow;firmthan steadfast; di
than forthright; impetuous than heady; modest than sham
faced; prince than atheling; noise or tumult or distur
than din; people than folk;2 prophet than soothsayer; fa
1

Fare is still common as a noun and in figurative senses.
2
But the irregular plural folks is a c o m m o n colloquialism.
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than weird; lancer than spearman; I intend than I am
minded; excavate than delve; resist than withstand; beautiful than goodly; gracious than kindly. T h e very fact
that the native words belong to the older stock has made
them poetical; for the language of poetry is always more
archaic than that of prose.
Frequently w e have kept both the native and the foreign word, but in different senses, thus increasing our
vocabulary to good purpose. T h e foreign word m a y be
more emphatic than the native : as in brilliant, bright;
scintillate, sparkle; astonishment, wonder; a conflagrat
a fire; devour, eat up; labor, work. O r the native word
m a y be more emphatic than the foreign : as in stench,
odor; straightforward, direct; dead, deceased; murder,
homicide. Often, however, there is a wide distinction in
meaning. T h u s driver differs from propellor; child from
infant; history from tale; book from volume; forehead
from front; length from longitude; moony from lunar;
sunny from solar; nightly from nocturnal; churl from
villain; wretch from miser; poor man from pauper; run
across from occur; run into from incur;fightfrom debate.
F r o m time to time attempts have been m a d e to oust
foreign words from our vocabulary and to replace them by
native words that have become either obsolete or less
usual (that is to say, less popular). Whimsical theorists
have even set up the principle that no word of foreign
origin should be employed w h e n a native word of the
'same meaning exists. In English, however, all such
efforts are predestined to failure. T h e y result, not in a
simpler and more natural style, but in something unfamiliar,
fantastic, and affected. Foreign words that have long been
in c o m m o n use are just as m u c h English as if they had
been a part of our language from the beginning. There
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is no rational theory on which they should be shunne
It would be just as reasonable for an Englishman whose
ancestors had lived in the island ever since the time of
King Alfred, to disown as his countrymen the descendants
of a Frenchman or a German who settled there three
hundred years ago. The test of the learned or the
popular character of a word is not its etymology, but the
facts relating to its habitual employment by plain speakers.
Nor is there any principle on which, of two expressions,
that which is popular should be preferred to that which is
learned or less familiar. The sole criterion of choice
consists in the appropriateness of one's language to the
subject or the occasion. It would be ridiculous to address
a crowd of soldiers in the same language that one would
employ in a council of war. It would be no less ridiculous
to harangue an assembly of generals as if they were a
regiment on the eve of battle. The reaction against the
excessive Latinization of English is a wholesome tendency,
but it becomes a mere 'fad' when it is carried out in a
doctrinaire manner. A s Chaucer declares: —
Ek Plato seith, whoso that can him rede,
'The wordes mot be cosin to the dede.'

Every educated person has at least two ways of spea
his mother tongue. Thefirstis that which he employs in
his family, among his familiar friends, and on ordinary
occasions. The second is that which he uses in discoursing
on more complicated subjects, and in addressing persons
with w h o m he is less intimately acquainted. It is, in
short, the language which he employs when he is 'on his
dignity,' as he puts on evening dress when he is going to
dine. The difference between these two forms of language
consists, in great measure, in a difference of vocabulary.
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T h e basis of familiar words must be the same in both, but
the vocabulary appropriate to the more formal occasion
will include m a n y terms which would be stilted or affected
in ordinary talk. There is also considerable difference
between familiar and dignified language in the manner
of utterance. Contrast the rapid utterance of our everyday dialect, full of contractions and clipped forms, with
the more distinct enunciation of the pulpit or the platform.
Thus, in conversation, w e habitually employ such contractions as I'll, don't, won't, it's, we'd, he'd, and the like,
w e should never use in public speaking, unless of set purpose, to give a markedly colloquial tinge to what w e have
to say.

C H A P T E R IV
LEARNED W O R D S BECOME POPULAR

THE true distinction between a 'learned' and a 'popular'
word depends, as w e have seen, not upon etymology but
upon usage. It makes no difference h o w or where a word
originated: it is popular if it is in c o m m o n use a m o n g plain
speakers and is not felt by them as a 'big word.' T h u s
contradict, arbitrate, and photograph were all three learned
words in their origin, yet are n o w distinctly popular. Contradict (L. contradictus, from contra-, 'against,' and dice
'to say') has forced out of c o m m o n use two native words
withsay and gainsay, both of them originally popular, so
that withsay has become obsolete and gainsay is learned.
T h e reason for this extraordinary shift is apparently the
use of the learned word in giving instructions to young
children: 'You mustn't contradict people' is a very early
lesson in manners. W i t h arbitrate the case is different.
This word has gained such currency in the labor discussions of the last few years that it is as familiar to every
w o r k m a n as wages or strike. Hence it is a popular word,
though, like contradict, it had a learned origin (L. arbitratus, participle of arbitror, from arbiter, 'judge'). Observ
that arbiter is still learned, though arbitrate and arbitrati
are popular.1 T h e third example, photograph, differs from
the other two in its origin. A t the outset, it was, if
possible, even more learned than contradict and arbitrate,
1

The practice of international arbitration has also helped to make the
words familiar.
29
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being a term' deliberately manufactured from the Greek
to describe a highly technical process. It is put together
from photo- (supposed stem of $«?, phos, the Greek for
'light,' seen in phos-phorus, 'light-bearer') and -graph,
clipped form of the Greek verb <ypd<f>etv (c/rdphein),
write.' If the process had remained a matter of scientific
curiosity, the word photograph would have remained as
learned as, for example, cryptograph, — but it became the
commonest way of 'taking one's picture,' and hence the
word is known to every child.1
These three examples show how varied are the causes
which bring learned terms into the popular category.
Scientific or technical words afford the clearest illustration of the process, since they are obviously learned in
origin and often become, as knowledge spreads, the common property of all but the most ignorant speakers. If
the progress of science makes the terms in question obsolete as a part of the technical vocabulary, their learned
origin may be utterly forgotten, and they may become
popular in the strictest sense. This is strikingly exemplified in a number of words whose history is so interesting
that it must be given in some detail.
Ancient physiology divided the human body into solids,
liquids, and what may be called aeriform substances. Of
liquids there were thought to be four : blood, phlegm, bile
and black bile or melancholy. Three of these we recognize as matters of fact; but the fourth, the 'black bile,'
was purely imaginary. These four liquids were known
as humors (humor being the Latin word for ' liquid'), and
good health was thought to depend on the maintenance of
1

Compare telegraph (Gr. xj}Ae, 'far'), a similarly learned formation
that has become almost equally popular. Phonograph (Gr. <pwvfi ' sound')
is pretty well known. Telephone (riJXe and ^unj) is entirely popular.
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a just proportion among them. This balance or commix
ture of the humors was known as a man's temperament,
that is, his ' mixture' (L. tempero,' to mix'), or as his complexion (from a Latin word meaning 'combination,'
derived from com-, 'together,' and plecto, 'to weave').
Thus if a man had more blood than any other humor in
his system, he was said to be of a sanguine temperament or
complexion (L. sanguis, 'blood') ; if more bile, of a bilio
temperament or complexion ; if more phlegm, of a phlegmatic temperament; if more melancholy (or black bile), of
a melancholy temperament. If the temperament, or balance of the humors, was greatly disturbed, the result was
distemper, that is, a 'variance from the proper mixture.'
Saturnine, jovial (from Jove), and mercurial, as names
different temperaments or moods, preserve a faint echo of
the old belief that the planets govern our physical and
moral constitutions. W e may compare lunatic, ' influenced
by the moon (luna),' hence 'insane.'
All this science is dead and buried, as science, but it
still survives in popular language, in which we constantly
use the old terms to describe different kinds of men or
different states of the mind or body. Thus a man may
still be 'good-humored' or 'in bad humor,' and we still
speak of his mental or bodily disposition as his ' temperament.' W h e n we call a person 'sanguine,' we revert,
without knowing it, to the old medical theory that a preponderance of blood in the temperament made one hopeful.
Similarly, we call a man ' melancholy' or ' phlegmatic,'
though we do not remember that the ideas which we
attach to these words go back to obsolete physiology.1
1

Melancholy, the imaginary fourth humor, has kept its name alive in
medical science in melancholia, a kind of madness once thought to come
from an excess of ' black bile' in the system.
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Complexion has a particularly curious history. Originally, as we have seen, it was a medical term synonymous
with temperament. Since, however, the preponderance of
one or another humor was supposed to manifest itself in
the color and texture of one's face, complexion soon
received the meaning1 which w e now attach to it. Thus
a learned and strictly technical term, of Latin origin, has
been rejected from the vocabulary of science and become
purely 'popular.' W e have also preserved distemper,
specializing it to diseases of animals, — as in ' the cattle
distemper.'
Temper, however, which was a synonym of temperament,
has taken a different course. W e use it vaguely for ' disposition,' but commonly associate it in some way with
'irascibility.' 'Keep your temper,' 'he lost his temper,
' ill-tempered,' show a trace of the old meaning; bu
the colloquial ' W h a t a temper2 he has,' ' H e is in such
a temper!' would never be referred to physiological
science by one who did not know the history of the
word.
But we are not yet done with the history of the word
humor. A diseased condition of any one of the four
humors might manifest itself as an eruption on the skin;
hence such an eruption is still called a humor in common
language. Again, an excess of one of the humors might
make a man odd or fantastic in his speech and actions.
Thus humorous took the meaning ' eccentric,'3 and a
> By a process of specialization (see p.. 265).
2
That is,' what a bad temper,' the modifying adjective idea remaining,
though no adjective is used. This kind of quasi-ellipsis is a c o m m o n
cause of specialization of meaning in words (see pp. 252-3).
8
Eccentric means literally ' deviating from the centre' or ' having a
different centre' (G. <5K, 'from' and nivrpov, whence L. centrum,
'centre').

LEARNED

WORDS BECOME POPULAR

33

' humorous man' was what we call, in modern slang, ' a
crank.' T h e 'comedy of humors,' of which B e n Jonson
is the best exponent, found material in caricaturing such
eccentric persons. F r o m this sense, humor had an easy
development to that of ' a keen perception of the odd or
incongruous,' and w e thus arrive at the regular modern
meaning of the word. It is certainly a long w a y from
humor in the literal sense of 'liquid' or 'moisture' to
humor in the sense in which that quality is so often associated with wit.
Finally, the old physiology, as w e have seen, ascribed to
the h u m a n system certain volatile or aeriform substances,
which were believed to pass through the arteries and to
be of primary importance in all the processes of life.
These were called spirits1 (L. spiritus, 'breath' or 'air'),
and they fell into three classes, the natural, the vital, and
the animal spirits. It is in unconscious obedience to this
superannuated science that w e use such words and phrases
as 'in high (low, good, bad) spirits,' high-spirited, lo
spirited, ' a spirited horse,' ' a spiritless performance,'
that w e speak of one w h o is spontaneously merry as
having 'a great flow of animal spirits.'
T h e dead science of astrology has also bequeathed to us
a number of interesting terms,—once severely technical,
n o w for the most part commonplace enough. Disaster is
'bad star' (L. dis-, 'away from,' 'contrary,' and astrum,
'star'; cf. aster, 'the star-flower,' asteroid, 'little star,' an
astro-logy itself). 'This business has an evil aspect' is a
similar figure. T h e aspect of the heavens is the w a y in
which the planets look at each other and at the earth
(L. aspectus, 'looking at,' 'glance'). Influence is the
l

TSot to be confounded with the religious and theological senses of
spirit, which are many.
D
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' in-flowing' (L.fluo,'flow')of planetary power upon the
fortunes of men. Other astrological terms are predominant (said of a planet more powerful than the rest at a
given moment),' his star is in the ascendant,' and horoscop
but these are less familiar, and the last-mentioned is still
technical. Compare also 'born under a lucky star,' and
the trivial oath 'my stars!' which has been humorously
extended to 'my stars and garters!' as if the allusion
were to the insignia of the Order of the Garter, which
include an eight-pointed star encircling the figure of
St. George.1
In the same way, even the most abstruse philosophy
has contributed familiar words to our common stock.
About the middle of the fourth century before Christ,
when the world had been inundated with afloodof new
ideas for some three hundred years, — a period of such intellectual activity as mankind had never seen, — it occurred
to Aristotle, in his matchless peripatetic lectures, to want
short words for the general philosophic ideas of the
' nature' and ' magnitude' of any individual thing. He
found in the Greek language the words 7roio? and 7rdo-os
(poios and pdsos), ' of what sort ?' and ' how great ?' read
to his hand, but no one had ever before needed abstract
terms for these ideas.2 So, by means of derivative endings
existing in our family of languages, he boldly formed
7TO{O'T?7? (poi6tes), and rroaoTr/'i (posStes), which must
appeared to the Greek purist of his time as strange and
uncouth as of-what-sort-ness and how-much-ness would se
1
Such elaboration is c o m m o n in oaths, its object being to disguise their
profanity (see p. 304). Justice Shallow's 'by cock and pie' is a good
example. ' B y cock' is (like by gad, by gosh, etc.) a mere corruption to
m a k e the oath innocuous, and pie (magpie) is added to carry out the
suggestion that cock refers to a bird. T h e suggestion that pie in this oath
is the ' mass-book' is unfounded. 2 Except Plato, Theset., 182 A.
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to us to-day.1 But they served his turn, and took their
place in the technical dialect of the Greek philosophers.
T w o hundred years later, w h e n Cicero interpreted these
ideas to his countrymen, he imitated the boldness of
Aristotle, and ventured qualitas (from qualis, 'of what
sort?'), a Latin word of equivalent meaning to rrot6rn<i
(poi6tes) and similar formation. Still later, quantitas
(from quantus, 'how much?') was manufactured as a
translation of rroaornf {posdtes).
So, in the course of linguistic history, these two Greek
terms for ' how-much-ness' and ' of-what-sort-ness,' invented to supply a refined philosophic need, have in the
forms quantity and quality become the c o m m o n possession
of every shopman, and are two of the most familiar words
in the English language.
Quiddity (L. quidditas), coined by the mediaeval schoolm e n w h e n qualitas had lost some of its scientific exactness,
has had less currency. It is formed from the interrogative
Latin quid, ' what?' and means ' what-ness,' 'characteristic
quality.' Since the schoolmen were proverbial hair-splitters, quiddity has taken on the sense of a 'quibble.'2 W e
m a y barely mention the colloquial ' H e knows what's
what!' which seems to be derived from the arguments of
these same philosophers, w h o , having asked themselves
' W h a t is this and that?' until they had exhausted the list
of available subtleties, achieved the famous question ' quid
1

Some years ago a New England philosopher was much ridiculed for
using ' the thing-ness of the here' for ' the actuality of the present.'
There was nothing absurd in his coinage: it was simply minted ' an age
too late.'
2
Compare quillet (from L. quid-libet, 'what you please'), and quip
from quipproquo (for quid pro quo), ' repartee.' Quibble is thought to be
a contamination of quip and quillet (or quiddity). T h e words all echo
the jargon of the schools.
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est quid?' 'What is this what that w e use so glibly?'
Butler's Hudibras puts the matter in a nutshell: —
He knew what's what! and that's as high
As metaphysic wit can fly.

About a century before Aristotle's time, Empedocles
had conceived the universe as composed of four substances, — fire (conceived as material), air, earth, and
water, to which, inasmuch as things were regarded as
made up of these as component parts, just as letters are
variously combined into words, was given the name arotxeia
(stoicheia), 'letters of the alphabet.' This was afterward translated into Latin by the word elementa, which
also meant 'letters,' and a singular form elementum was
made to fit it. The subsequent history of this word has
been most curious. In English, element has retained all
of its meanings. In the original sense of 'letters of the
alphabet' we use elements for 'the rudiments of learning'
(the a-b-c of knowledge), and have the adjective elementary.
But the word is also applied to the four elements, fire,
air, water, and earth, or to any of them (particularly the
first three): as, ' the fury of the elements,' for a storm,
' the fiery elements,' ' out of its element' (as of afishout
of water), ' thefieryelement,' ' the watery element.' In
older English 'the element' often meant 'the heaven,'
'the sky,' — as in 'the cinders of the element'1 for the
'stars,' — and this use still survives among the negroes in
the Southern states. Finally, though the doctrine involved has long ceased to be consistent with modern
thought, the word also retains the sense of 'elements
generally,' 'constituent materials,' and the like, and has
i Shakspere, Henry IV, Part I, act iv, scene 3,1. 58.
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given such words as elemental, in the same generalized
sense.
N o w Aristotle, feeling the want of some more subtle
material for the heavens, suspected the existence of a
fifth substance (aether), to which his successors gave the
name ireurrTn ovala (pempte ousia), 'fifthbeing' or ' form
of existence,' utilizing the abstract noun ovala (ousia),
' being,' formed from a>v (on), the present particle of ehai
(einai),' to be.' T h e Romans, not having the participle of
esse, nor this abstract from it, got along without the word.
Cicero calls the aether quintum genus, 'fifth kind,' and
quinta natura, 'fifthnature'; and Horace loosely uses
quinta pars, 'fifth part,' in alluding to the doctrine.
But the later Latin devised a rude abstract form essentia
(as if from esse) to represent the idea, and this in English
became essence, a word which, as well as quintessence (quint
essentia, 'fifthessence ') as a kind of superlative, has had
the widest currency in the language for the most subtle
component part of anything, or that which makes it what
it is, — as it were, the ' soul' of a thing.
Thus language picks out with almost a chemical certainty what is suitable for it, and any language at any
m o m e n t is a naturally selected residuum of all which the
human mind has thought or conceived ever since that line
of civilization began.
In the fifth century B.C., there came to Athens from
Cilicia, the native country, it will be remembered, of Paul
the Apostle, a remarkable m a n , Zeno, and established a
school of philosophers, who, from their habit of teaching in
one of the great colonnades of Athens, were called Stoics,
or ' philosophers of the Porch.'1 This sect influenced the
thought of the world for more than five hundred years,
J

Gr. <TT«IK6S, from aroi, 'roofed colonnade.'
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and counted among its devotees many of the grandest
of pagan times. They developed a marvellous scheme of
the universe, in which everything visible and invisible was
organically connected into a stupendous unit of which ' the
Body Nature is and God the Soul,' or rather into a living
sentient organism, the soul of which was the only God.1
The speculations of the Stoics profoundly affected all
subsequent thought, so that it is almost impossible to state
their doctrines without using words that bear the Stoic
imprint. It is, however, in the realm of ethics that we
find language most vividly impressed by their conceptions.
The aim of all the philosophers of that age was a selfish
one, — the superiority of the soul of the sapiens, or ' sage,'
to all the chances or changes of the universe, his complete
serenity, 'equanimity' (aequanimitas) or 'composure' (see
ritas, p. 278) amid the whirl of things about him. This
the sect sought to find in the perfect mental and moral
conformity of the sapiens to the scheme of the universe
and its governing soul, Providence, or what we should
call ' the divine will.' Sequi naturam was their motto.
Though the controlling motive of such conformity was
selfishness, yet, since the sapiens too was but a part of
the whole organism, his scheme of conduct necessarily included acting for the good of the universe as well, though
he acted primarily for himself.
The serenity above mentioned was incompatible with
the existence in the sage of any ruffling emotions, such as
love, hate, desire, or fear, which, from their disturbing
nature, the Stoics called rrdOn (pdthe, plural of ird9o<;,
1

In accordance with this idea, even human speech, being divinely constituted, had within it the true nature of all things ; for was not language
a part of the same stupendous organism? Hence the search for the
' etymon' in the endeavor to ascertain the truths of nature (pp. 229 fi.).
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pdthos), 'diseases,' a word that was derived from a root
meaning originally ' suffer,' though it had long been specialized to 'suffering from disease.'1 Hence this philosophic
serenity was called arrddaa (apdtheia) or 'freedom from
disease.' But since the Stoics identified emotions with
diseases, thisapdtheia was 'freedom from emotions' QirdOn),
whence apathy, its English representative, means ' absence
of feeling,' as in 'the apathy of despair.' T h u s w e have
abandoned the idea of ' disease,' but w e still keep the term
denoting ' freedom from it' to express ' want of feeling,'
the idea that the word acquired through the conceptions
of the Stoics. Compare also stoical and stoicism in a similar
sense.
N o w w h e n the Stoic ethics were expounded in Latin,
Gr. pdthos was literally translated,2 not by any Latin term
thus used in the same meaning, but by passio, a word that
meant simply ' suffering,' from potior,' to suffer,' which is
rightly or wrongly supposed to be from the same root.
In English w e have retained the natural meaning of
passio, that is, 'suffering,' in a few phrases (such as 'the
passion of our Lord'), just as w e have patient, 'suffering,'
' sufferer,' ' a patient,' and passive, all from patior in its
c o m m o n acceptation. But since the Latin passio was used
to translate rrdOos (pdthos) in the Stoic sense, it came
more and more to be applied to those ' emotions' which
the Stoics called by that name. Borrowed by us in this
meaning also, and variously specialized as referring to
particular emotions, it came to be used in English as w e
almost always use it to-day, for 'a passion,' or 'the passions.' This likewise accounts for our adjective impassive,
1

Thus, when Cicero wished to represent it in Latin, he used morbi (th
word which w e have in morbid).
2
Probably under the influence of the idea of the Stoic etymon.
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in which w e have the curious phenomenon of a word that
is practically synonymous with its contradictory, passive.
Both adjectives come from potior, but passive is derived
from the verb in its proper sense of ' suffer,' while impassive, its contrary, involves the special Stoic idea of apdtheia,
and means 'showing no emotion,' which is, in effect, the
same as passive, 'suffering, but doing nothing.' So impassibility (of countenance, for instance) would have no
meaning but for the Stoic ideas that were attached to
various derivatives of potior entirely apart from their
original meaning.
W i t h the English pathos, which is simply the Greek
irdBos borrowed without change of form, the Stoics have
nothing to do; but it is worth while to mention it to
complete our account of this extraordinary word. The
Greek word easily became specialized, and, changing its
relations, came to mean, a m o n g other things, 'suffering'
from the point of view not of the sufferer, but of one who
looks on (at a tragedy, for instance). In this sense it
was adopted as an English word, and, with its adjective
pathetic,1 is m u c h used in literary criticism to describe a
quality of style with reference to the feelings of the spectator or reporter. B y its side, and serving in a manner
as its opposite, stands the jocose word bathos. This is
simply the Greek fidOos, ' depth,' which was borrowed by
Pope in the eighteenth century to signify what he called
' the art of sinking in poetry,' that is, a descent from the
sublime to the ridiculous. Bathos has maintained its place
chiefly through its combined similarity and antagonism to
pathos. It is probable that without this resemblance and
1

Strictly speaking, pathetic is not derived form irdtfos but from the
Greek adjective wadr/TucSs, which comes from the same root; but the
adjective and the noun are closely associated in English
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antithesis it could not have lasted long enough to become
a part of the language.
Of all the technical terms of the Stoic philosophy, only
passion has become completely popular; but the history of
this word is not intelligible apart from the others, and the
whole group illustrates, in the most striking way, both the
continuity of civilization and the scope and significance of
etymological study.

CHAPTER V
TECHNICAL OR CLASS DIALECTS

IN Chapters III and IV we have distinguished between
popular and learned words, and have seen how learned
words may pass into the popular category, drawing some
of our most striking examples from the language of
science and philosophy. This matter of technical language, however, requires some further discussion.
Every profession or trade, every art, and every science
has its technical vocabulary, the function of which is
partly to designate things or processes which have no
names in ordinary English, and partly to secure greater
exactness in nomenclature. Such special dialects, or jargons, are necessary in technical discussion of any kind.
Being universally understood by the devotees of the particular science or art, they have the precision of a mathematical formula.' Besides, they save time, for it is much
more economical to name a process than to describe it.
Thousands of these technical terms are very properly
included in every large dictionary, yet, as a whole, they
are rather on the outskirts of the English language than
actually within its borders.
Different occupations, however, differ widely in the
character of their special vocabularies. In trades and
handicrafts, and other vocations, like farming and fishery,
that have occupied great numbers of men from remote
times, the technical vocabulary is very old. It consists
largely of native words, or of borrowed words that have
42
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worked themselves into the very fibre of our language.
Hence, though highly technical in m a n y particulars, these
vocabularies are more familiar in sound, and more generally understood, than most other technicalities.
The
special dialects of law, medicine, divinity, and philosophy
have also, in their older strata, become pretty familiar to
cultivated persons, and have contributed m u c h to the
popular vocabulary. Yet every vocation still possesses a
large body of technical terms that remain essentially
foreign, even to educated speech. A n d the proportion
has been m u c h increased in the lastfiftyyears, particularly in the various departments of natural and political
science and in the mechanic arts. Here n e w terms are
coined with the greatest freedom, and abandoned with
indifference w h e n they have served their turn. Most of
the n e w coinages are confined to special discussions, and
seldom get into general literature or conversation. Yet
no profession is nowadays, as all professions once were,
a close guild. T h e lawyer, the physician, the m a n of
science, the divine, associates freely with his fellowcreatures, and does not meet them in a merely professional
way. Furthermore, what is called ' popular science'
makes everybody acquainted with modern views and
recent discoveries. A n y important experiment, though
made in a remote or provincial laboratory, is at once
reported in the newspapers, and everybody is soon talking
about it, — as in the case of the Rontgen rays and wireless
telegraphy. T h u s our c o m m o n speech is always taking
up n e w technical terms and making them commonplace.
T h e process began with the conversion of the AngloSaxons, soon after their settlement in Britain. Ecclesiastical words from the Latin (mostly of Greek origin) were
thefirstto come in. A m o n g these were: —
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abbot: A.S. dbbod, from L. abbas, abbatis, which comes, through the
Greek, from the Syriac abba, ' father.'
alb: A.S. albe, from L. albus, 'white.'
bishop: A.S. biscop, from L. episcopus (Gr. imaKorros, episkopos,
literally 'overseer'). Episcopal is a later borrowing from the Latin.
cowl: A.S. cugle, from L. cucullus, ' hood.'
mora£; A.S. munuc, from L. monachus, 'one w h o lives alone' (from
Gr. ju.wos, mdnos, 'alone,' seen-in monologue, monotone, monarchy, etc.).
minster: A.S. mynster, from L. monasterium (also from Gr. |U.6Vos).
Monastery is a later borrowing, like episcopal.
noon: A.S. now, from L. nowa (hora), 'ninth hour' (three o'clock
in the afternoon; the shift in meaning coincided with a change in
the time of the service called nones).
nun: A.S. nonne, from L. nonna (from a Greek word of uncertain
origin).
pope: A.S. papa, from L. papa, ' father,' originally a childish word.
It is the same as our papa, which w e have independently adopted
from the French papa, which is the same Latin word.
A.S. preost, from L. presbyter (Gr. irpeafivTepos, presbuteros,' eld
T h e Latin presbyter was afterward borrowed without change, and
gives its n a m e to the Presbyterian Church, in which the ministers are
not called ' priests.'
school: A.S. scol, from L. schola, which is from the Gr. axoXw
(schole), 'leisure.'l
verse: A.S. vers, fers, from L. versus, 'a turning,' 'a line of verse,
clerk: A.S. clerc. Clerk, clergy, and clerical well illustrate the
variety of our vocabulary. They all come ultimately from Greek
KkrjpiKos (klerikds), 'clerical' (literally, 'pertaining to the lot,' from
Kkrjpos, kleros, 'lot,' later 'orders' in the ecclesiastical sense2). Clerk
however, was borrowed from L. clericus by the Anglo-Saxons, as
cleric, clerc, and has maintained itself in the latter form. T h e same
Latin word gave clerc in Old French, and thence come O. Fr. clergie
1

The shift of meaning, which seems so peculiar to our schoolboys, is
simple enough. W a r and politics were the business of the Greek and
R o m a n gentleman. H e gave to literature (with good effect!) what leisure he had from these more serious pursuits. Similarly w e have ludus
in Latin, and ludi magister (' a master of sport') meant 'schoolmaster.'
Pedagogue, however, was originally the slave w h o led (Gr. &yw) the boy
(iraTs, irai56s) to school.
2
See Deuteronomy xviii. 2.
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and our clergy (which also shows the influence of another O . Fr.
word, clergie, from L.L. clericatus). Clerical comes directly from
L.L. clericalis, a derivative of clericus. Clergy and clerk doubtle
became popular almost immediately, and the latter (through its sense
of ' scholar') has received a wide extension of meaning. But clerical
is comparatively a learned word.

From the beginning of our language to the present da
Latin has been, in large part, the language of scholars and
of the learned professions; hence, a multitude of technical
terms are of Latin origin. Medicine has also brought in
a great many Greek terms, since the ancient physicians
were largely Greeks. In the Middle Ages there were a
succession of distinguished Arabian physicians who had
become saturated with Greek culture, and from them we
have a number of words, some Arabic, some Greek in
an Arabic form (see p. 108).
The law, from the time of the Norman Conquest, had
two technical languages, Latin and Norman French. The
latter gradually developed into what is still known as Law
French,—a curious jargon containing a large admixture
of English words. Hence, the law-terms which have
made their way into our ordinary vocabulary, show now a
French and now a Latin derivation, and in many instances
are out-and-out Latin, with no change in form. Thus we
have, for example: —

From French: mortgage, from mort, ' dead,' and gage, ' pledge'
(the same word seen in our wager and wages).
champerty, from champart (L. campi pars).
mortmain, from mort, and main,' hand.'
convey, from O . Fr. conveier (L.L. conviare, from L. con- and via
'way'); convoy is from the modern Fr. convoyer, of the same derivation. Technical derivatives of convey are conveyance and conveyancer.
entail, from O. Fr. entailler, ' cut off,' ' curtail' (from L. talea
rod,' 'a cutting' ; cf. tally, tailor).
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tort, from O . Fr. tort, L. tortum, ' twisted' (cf. con-tort, distort
ture, torsion).

F r o m Latin: justiciar, justiciary, and justicer, from L.L. justiciar
abalienale, from L. alienus, ' another's.'
divorce, from L.L. divorcium (for divortium), fromtfi-,'separate,'
and vorlere, 'turn.'
injunction, from L. in-jungere, ' join into,' ' enjoin.
Latin without change: subpoena (literally 'under penalty,' — from
the beginning of the writ).
affidavit, L.L. 'he has pledged his faith,' from ad-, and ftdes, 'faith
' pledge.'
alibi, Latin adverb, 'elsewhere.'
alias, Latin adverb, 'otherwise.'
habeas corpus, etc., etc. See p. 102.

The language of philosophy is mostly of Latin origin
It includes also many Greek words, but most of these have
passed through the Latin before reaching their English
form. Thus logic is from L. logiea, but this in turn is
mere transliteration of the Gr. Xoyiicr/ (logike), fr
Xo'70? (Idgos), 'discourse,' 'reason.'
So metaphysics is the L o w Latin metaphysica, which ha
a curious history. In the manuscripts of Aristotle, the
physica, that is, the works relating to ' nature'(Gr. <j>va
pMsis), were followed by those which dealt with abstract
philosophy ; hence, the latter were called, by his disciples,
the works ' after (Gr. metd) the physics' (ra aera TO,
(f>vo-iKa). But the phrase was capable of meaning als
' things beyond, or above, the natural,' and it was so understood by the scholastic philosophers, whose interpretation
has prevailed. Hence, also, the sense of 'supernatural'
which the word metaphysical frequently bore in Elizabethan English, as when Lady Macbeth speaks of 'metaphysical aid.'
In countless instances, the Greek philosophical term
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was not adopted into Latin, but actually translated, as
irdOos (pdthos) was by passio (see pp. 39-40). In such
cases the English has the Latin word, but with the meaning of the original Greek, often considerably modified in
the course of centuries (as in passion).
Predicament is another example.
Aristotle divided
conceptions into certain general classes which he called
categories, that is, literally, 'assertions,'1 because they were
meant to include everything that could be asserted of an
object (as quality, quantity, etc.). T h e Greek word w a s
translated literally by the Latin praedicamentum (ivompraedtco, 'to predicate'), which gave us predicament. Both
predicament and category came gradually to have a vaguer
sense, — 'class,' 'condition,' — which category has kept,
remaining always a learned word. Predicament, however,
has become perfectly popular in the phrase ' in a bad predicament,' for 'in a bad situation,' whence predicament,
without the adjective, in the sense of a 'fix,'—as ' W h a t
a predicament!'
T h e same is true of Latin theological language. B u t
here a special influence was at work. Religious instruction has been the most pervasive form of education.
Preaching, the confessional, and private exhortation have
therefore m a d e the greater number of theological terms
pretty familiar to everybody, and m a n y of them have
become popular in the fullest sense.
Such are the Latin words salvation, damnation, trinity
convert, vicar, curate, penitent, repent, reprobate, confe
absolve, absolution, doctrine (sound, false), altar, infid
perverse, confession, purgatory; and (Latin from Greek)
sceptic, heretic; and (French from Latin) assoil, penanc
'day of judgment,' aisle, friar, pilgrim, clergy, parson, repe
x

Gr. Karyyopla, from Karrj-yoptw, 'assert,' from ayopi, 'assembly.'
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grace, mercy, pity, etc. Others have remained more or less
learned, but are not exclusively applied to theological
ideas: as, 'works of supererogation,' excommunicate, sanctify, justify, carnal, venial, obdurate, mediator, pastoral
and (Latin from Greek) dogma, heterodox, ascetic, evangel
ist, cathedral, orthodox, parochial, dogmatic.
Further, since it was necessary to explain the doctrines
of the church in simple language, a very large number of
technical terms have been translated into English, and
thus n e w meanings have been added to m a n y popular
words. Examples are: hell, shrift, ghostly,flock,shepher
sheep, the world, theflesh,righteous, unclean, love, doom
day, gospel, brother, deadly sin, evil, godly, godhead, son
kingdom, meekness, forgive, froward, hard heart. The
reading of the Bible in the vernacular has had the same
effect, since the language of divinity is largely drawn
from the Scriptures. N o other technical dialect has contributed so m a n y words or meanings to the ordinary
vocabulary.
Observe that all the words cited above, or most of them,
m a y be applied familiarly, in afigurativeor jocose way, to
matters in no w a y connected with law or divinity. Thus
a m a n m a y mortgage his reputation; he m a y be a heretic
in his medical theories, or orthodox in his political views.
H e m a y be socially excommunicated for his sins against
propriety, or acquitted of a charge of prosiness by the verdict of a drawing-room.
Nautical terms often show great picturesqueness and
humor. S o m e of them originated in slang, but have become quite technical. Lazaret is properly 'a hospital for
lepers,' and comes from the parable of Lazarus in the sixteenth chapter of St. Luke. Its extension to hospitals in
general, and its specialization to ' a hospital ship,' or ' a
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place of quarantine,' are not necessarily slangy in their
origin. T h e sense of 'ship's storeroom,' however, certainly crosses the line. T h e application of cockpit to the
place to which the wounded are carried during a sea fight,
is clearly a bit of jocose and partly euphemistic slang.
Sick bay is an easy nautical figure.
Holystones, for the 'stones with which the decks are
scrubbed,' must also have had its origin in jest. Sailors
go d o w n on their knees to scrub. If holy is for holey
(porous sandstone being the proper material), there is
none the less a joke (as in the case of the Australian holy
dollar).1
Dead-eye, or deadman's eye, for a kind of block with
three holes in it, is grimly picturesque. T h e monocular
Dick Deadeye in ' H . M . S. Pinafore' is either a p u n or a
misapprehension.
Sea-terms in c o m m o n figurative use are headway, leeway,
under way, coast, steer clear of, clear the decks, on deck, l
shore, head-flaw, anchor, take the helm, to ship, to unship
cargo, to lighten ship, to weather the storm, a safe harbor,
run aground, to founder, to suffer shipwreck, a castaway,
piratical, to scuttle, taken aback, aboard, and m a n y others
Modern science has found it necessary to manufacture
great numbers of words, and for this purpose has had
recourse, not only to Latin, but to the rich storehouse of
the Greek, which affords peculiar facilities for making compounds. These n e w words, however, have been treated
as if they were Latin, since most of the Greek words
already in our language had come through that language.
Thus the n a m e of the ' duck-mole' is a compound of the
Greek irXarix; (plattis), 'broad,' and vow (potis), 'foot'
but the form used in English is not platupous (which
1
A dollar in which a hole has been punched (see p. 141).
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would be Greek), but platypus, which is the form that
platiipous takes when it is transferred into Latin. Sometimes the Latin form is used without change as an English
word. Often, however, the new term takes an English
form which makes it look as if it came from the French.
For the Latin words which we had already borrowed
through that language had set the fashion. Thus telegraph, which means 'the far-writer,' was formed from
Greek TijXe (tile),' far' and ypdcpw (grdpho),' write.' Th
Greek form would be telegrdphos; the Latin, telegraphu
But the French drops the final us of Latin words (L.
morbidus, Fr. morbide), and the English form is therefore
telegraph (as if from Fr. tSlegraphe).
The coinage of naturalists and other scientific men varies
greatly in its linguistic purity. Some of the words which
they have manufactured from the Greek are as good as if
they had been made in Athens, or Alexandria. Others
would 'make Quintilian stare and gasp.' This is not
strange, for the tendency of modern science has been to
discourage classical study, but at the same time to ransack
the classical vocabulary. In the case of foreign-sounding
terms, however, our language swallows camels with avidity,
and digests them without a qualm. The most clumsily
manufactured term will become popular if the thing
becomes familiar and if there is no other name for it. A
striking instance is ephthianura, used in Australia as the
vernacular name of a genus of small birds with ' diminished tails.' It is, of course, a bit of naturalists' Latin,
and looks and sounds well enough. But it appears actually
to have been made up by giving a Latin termination to a
Greek phrase, ecpOtev ovpd (Sphthien ourd), which means
' its tail wasted away ' (e<p8iev, Sphthien, being the
tense of a verb related to our word phthisis, which is also
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borrowed from the Greek). N o Greek or R o m a n could
possibly have m a d e such a noun, but our language accepts
it with the same complacency with which it has accepted
nincompoop, a corruption of non compos mentis, or hoax
from hocus pocus (itself a piece of dog-Latin). Gas, a
word devised by the Dutch chemist von Helmont in the
seventeenth century, has had a veritably triumphant career. It was suggested to its inventor by the Greek %do<;
(chdos), but cannot be called anything but an out-and-out
invention.
T h e classifying habit of the natural sciences reacts on
m a n y unscientific terms in a curious way. It is convenient for the naturalist to have the vernacular or ' trivial'
names of plants and animals coincide in their scope, so far
as possible, with the orders and families and genera of his
system. Hence w e are bidden to limit the n a m e fly to
dipterous insects, bug to the hemiptera, worm to the order
vermes, and are rebuked if w e speak of a whale as a ' big
fish.' This is all very well for the purposes of science,
but w e must not allow ourselves to be browbeaten. T h e
whale was a 'fish'w h e n the ' order cetacea' had never been
heard of, and will remain a ' W&l-fisch' in G e r m a n long
after some future zoologist has reclassified the animal
kingdom. T h e loose popular designations are quite as
well established, and therefore as 'correct,' as the more
limited terminology of science. Less ' accurate ' they m a y
be, but language is 'not always bound to scientific accuracy. It has its inalienable right to vague terms w h e n
there is no question of system at stake.
T h e technical vocabulary of art and music contains
m a n y Italian words. S o m e of these are unchanged in
form (like stanza, allegro, piano, falsetto, soprano, andan
concerto, trio, torso, terra cotta, 'articles of virtu,' pi
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opera, operetta,finale),others are clipped (like violin
violino, duet for duetto, quartet or quartette for qu
madrigal for madrigale) or otherwise changed. The clipping, as before, is after the French model, from which
language other terms of the same -kind have been taken
(likeflageolet;hautboy or oboe, from Fr. hautbois, 'hi
wood';figurine,diminutive of figure).
The position of technical dialects or jargons with respect
to our language is this: so long as the terms in question
are used in technical discussions only, they scarcely belong
to the English vocabulary at all. If they wander out of
their narrow circle and are occasionally heard in current
speech, they become a part of our vocabulary, though they
are still a very special or technical part of it. But the
process may go much farther: the objects or conceptions
for which the terms stand may become very common, or
the words may lose their strictly scientific sense and be
applied vaguely or metaphorically. W h e n this happens,
the word has become fully naturalized, and its technical
origin is pretty sure to be forgotten in the long run.
The propriety of using technical terms in speaking or
writing depends on a common-sense principle. A remark
should be intelligible, not merely to the speaker, who is
presumed to know what he wishes to say, but also to the
person addressed. Otherwise, it can hardly be called
language in any proper sense. To be very technical in
conversation not only savors of pedantry but makes the
speaker unintelligible; and the same is true of a book
addressed 'to the great variety of readers.' Among
specialists, however, one can hardly go too far in the
employment of technicalities, provided the terms belong
to the accepted vocabulary of the science or art in question. That form of pedantry which consists in changing
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well-established designations for others that seem to
the writer more appropriate is extremely c o m m o n , and,
indeed, m a y be called one of the weaknesses of the scientific temperament.
T h e lay reader is often tempted to laugh at the 'sesquipedalian monstrosities' of the scientific vocabulary.
If such words are, as is frequently the case, formed with
unnecessary grotesqueness, laughter is justifiable enough;
but the mere fact that they are long and cumbrous, and
that a good m a n y of them are used, is no proper subject
for jesting. T h e longest scientific term is really shorthand, as w e shall soon find if w e try to express, in ordinary
language, what the single word conveys to those w h o
understand it. It would be quite as reasonable to m a k e
fun of the x's and y's of the algebraist. But, on the other
hand, until these words have actually m a d e their w a y
into the general vocabulary, they have scarcely more
right to be rated as English than mathematical formulae
themselves.
T h e arts, science, philosophy, and religion are not alone
in the necessity which they feel for a special vocabulary.
A n y limited circle having c o m m o n interests is sure to
develop a kind of 'class dialect,' — such as that of schoolboys, of university men, of travelling salesmen, of government clerks (or civil servants).
For m a n y persons,
however, the centre of the universe is 'society.' N o w
' society' is ever in search of novelty, — and it is a limited
body of well-to-do w o m e n and m e n of leisure. F r o m the
almost exclusive association of these persons with each
other, there arises a kind of special vocabulary, which
is constantly changing with the changing fashions, yet
maintains a measure of consistency, despite its unstable
character. This society jargon is disseminated like
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the technical language of the philosopher or the man
of science, by the same means and with even greater
rapidity. Most of the words soon disappear, but a considerable number make good their place in ordinary
speech. W e shall study some of these coinages in the
next chapter.
The two great classes of mankind are, of course, men
and women. The occupations and interests of these
classes are distinct in many particulars. A s we should
expect, the distinction manifests itself in the phenomena
of language, for language is the most perfect mirror of
all mental operations. Every one knows that the vocabulary of women differs considerably from that of men. In
some countries, indeed, where women spend most of their
time in retirement, and converse chiefly with each other,
a specific ' women's dialect' has grown up. Even among
English-speaking nations, where association between the
sexes is but very slightly restricted, such differences are
discernible. The use of common, for example, in the sense
of ' vulgar' is distinctly a feminine peculiarity. It
would sound effeminate in the speech of a man. So, in
a less degree, with person for 'woman,' in contrast to
'lady.' Nice for 'fine' must have originated in the same
way. The women's dialect is often more conservative
than that of men,1 and is likely to be marked by greater
precision of utterance, as well as by differences in vocabulary.
1
Pliny the Younger remarks, with admiration, that in certain letters
written by a friend's wife he ' thought he was reading Plautus or Terence
in prose' (Ep. i. 16).

CHAPTER VI
SLANG A N D LEGITIMATE SPEECH
A PECULIAR kind of vagabond language, always hanging
on the outskirts of legitimate speech, but continually
straying or forcing its way into the most respectable company, is what we call slang. The prejudice against this
form of speech is to be encouraged, though it usually rests
on a misconception. There is nothing abnormal about
slang. In making it, men proceed in precisely the same
manner as in making language, and under the same
natural laws. The motive, however, is somewhat different, for slang is not meant simply to express one's
thoughts. Its coinage and circulation come rather from
the wish of the individual to distinguish himself by oddity
or grotesque humor.1 Hence slang is seldom controlled
by any regard for propriety, and it bids deliberate defiance
to all considerations of good taste.
Slang is commonly made by the use of harsh, violent, or
ludicrous metaphors, obscure analogies, meaningless words,
and expressions derived from the less known or less esteemed vocations or customs. But the processes involved
1
' Thieves' slang' or ' peddlers' French' (argot, Rothwalsch) stands in a
somewhat different position. It is, in fact, the professional jargon of a
particular class of society, and is comparable, therefore, to other technical
vocabularies, though the art or profession which it represents lies outside
the bounds of respectable occupations. It has also the special object of
concealment, and belongs therefore to the class of 'secret languages.'
55
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are strikingly linguistic. In fact, slang may almost be
called the only living language, the only language in
which these processes can be seen in full activity. Take,
for example, the expression start in for 'begin.' It is only
a metaphor derived from lumbering operations, when men
start into the woods in late autumn to begin the winter's
work. ' Break ground,' which is in good use, is a figure
of precisely the same kind, from the more respectable profession of building. So 'to pack up one's traps,'1 from the
vocation of trapping, is similar to the Latin vasa colligere
'gather your pots and kettles,' which, originally soldiers'
slang, came at last to be the regular expression for ' breaking camp.' 'On the stocks' for 'in preparation,' a
metaphor from ship-building, is in good colloquial use.
' D o w n to bed rock' and ' peter out' are natural expressions among miners, but they become slang when
transferred to other circumstances and used asfiguresof
speech. So with the poker terms ' ante up' and' it is up to
you,' with 'come a cropper,' 'to be in at the death,'
'come to the scratch,' 'toe the mark,' 'well-groomed,'
'knock-out blow,' 'below the belt,' 'cock of the walk,'
'mass play,' 'get on to his curves,' and a thousand other
expressions that have passed into slang from various fields
of sport. None of these phrases is accepted at present,
though they differ much in their degree of slanginess, but
it is impossible to predict their standing a hundred years
hence. For the sport of former days has made many contributions to our legitimate vocabulary. Thus bias (from
bowling) is a dignified word, though bowl over is still
colloquial. So ' to parry a thrust,' ' to fence' (in an argument), 'to cross swords with the opposing counsel,' 'to
bandy words' (literally, 'to bat them to and fro' as in
1

The Elizabethans said ' truss up your trinkets' in the same sense.
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bandy-ball), 'to wrestle with a problem,'1 'to trip one up'
in a discussion, ' to track or trace a quotation 'or 'to lose
track of a subject,' 'to run counter' (literally, of dogs w h o
follow the scent in the wrong direction), ' to hit (or miss)
the mark,' 'within an ace of,' are all good English
expressions, though most of them were formerly slang
and passed through the intermediate stage of colloquialism before they secured admission to the literary
language. T h e n o w disreputable amusement of cockfighting (which was once respectable enough to divide
with scholarship and archery the attention of Roger
A s c h a m ) has provided the language with crestfallen, 'in
high feather,' and Shakspere's overcrow (cf. to crow over).
' T o show the white feather' is from the same source,
since white feathers in a gamecock's tail are a sign of impure breeding. Often the origin of such words or phrases
has been quite forgotten, but, w h e n traced, discloses their
true character at once. Fair play is still recognized as
a figure from gambling; but foul play, n o w specialized
to 'murder,' is hardly felt as a metaphor at all. Only
the etymologist knows that hazard m a y be the Arabic al
ear, 'the die,' and that chance means 'the fall of the
dice' (L.L. cadentia,2 from cado). Yet both words still
have gaming associations: hazard is a particular kind of
dice-play, and 'to take one's chances,' 'a good or bad
chance,' ' the chances are against it' are transparent metaphors.
M a n y examples might be cited from sports that have the
dignified associations of antiquity. Thus, ' to tilt at' (cf.
1

Cf. St. Paul's famous figure in Ephesians vi. 12: ' For we wrestle
not againstfleshand blood, but against principalities,' etc.
2
Whence also cadence, which has no connection with gaming, but
comes from another specialization of the word.

WORDS AND THEIR WAYS

58

full tilt), 'to break a lance,' 'in the lists,' 'to run one's
course,' 'to reach the goal,' 'to win the palm.' Slang is
no novelty, as many persons imagine. It is only new
slang that is novel. 'The ancients did not know that

they were ancients.'
Provincialisms or dialect words are often adopted into
slang, exactly as they are adopted into literary language.
W h e n Sir Thomas Lipton spoke of 'lifting the cup,' he
was merely using a provincialism,1 but when the people of
the United States took up the expression in good-natured
mockery it became slang. Burns's croon was also a dialect term, but it almost immediately commended itself
to the poets, and is now in good use. So vamos is a
proper Mexican word (Sp. ' let us go'), but when it is
quoted and used by Americans for ' depart' (vamoose), as
many words have been borrowed from other languages,
it becomes slang. So savvy (Sp. sabe usted, 'do you
know ?') is a slang word for ' comprehension'; but ignoramus (L. 'we do not know,' used as a law term) is
excellent English. Afiascois properly a theatrical failure.
The Italian say farfiasco(' to make a bottle') for ' to
break down or fail in a theatrical performance.' The
origin of the phrase is unknown, 2 butfiascois now sufficiently reputable English, though it is of recent introduction. M a n y other foreign words, now thoroughly
naturalized, seem to have had slangy associations at some
period of their history. This is especially likely in the
case of those that may have been introduced by soldiers who have served in foreign parts. Bravado (Sp.
bravada) looks like a word of this kind. Bizarre (which
we take from French) has never been slangy in English.
1
2

Compare ' to lift cattle' and shoplifter.
But cf. \vicv6ij;w and ampullor (p. 67, note).
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In French, however, it formerly meant 'soldierly,' and
if it is actually from the Basque bizarra, ' beard,' w e m a y
conjecture that it was not a dignified borrowing. T h e
i
sackoi a city' (from Fr. sac, ' pack,' 'plunder') betrays its
o w n origin; compare also loot, from the Hindoo word for
'booty.'
A few additional examples m a y be cited to illustrate
these points, and in particular to show h o w near slang
lies to legitimate speech. W e m a y say with propriety
a carnival or a Saturnalia of crime, but not a perfect circus
A m a n m a y well be recalcitrant,1 but only in colloquial
style can he be a kicker. W e cannot with dignity allude to
the curves of base-ball, but a bias, from the g a m e of
bowls, is proper enough. A1 is hardly out of the region
of slang, but probity and improbity, similar mercantile
expressions, have cleared their skirts of commercial associations, and are in good use.2 Y o u can hardly jump on
a man, nor can you go at him, but you can readily assail or
assault3 him, and the R o m a n s used adire for 'go to' in
all senses. Insult means literally 'to jump at or upon.'
Apprehendo is merely Latin for ' catch on.' So attend to
is domestic language for ' punish,' but the R o m a n s used
animadvertere * not only for ' attend to' in the literal
sense, but for 'punish' as well, and animadversion is in
good literary use.
1

L. re-, 'back,' and calcitro, 'kick,' from calx, calcis, 'heel.'
2
The L. improbus must have meant originally ' notfirst-class,'and
its use by Plautus of two girls in the sense of a ' bad lot' clearly shows
its slangy character. Yet this word, with its opposite, probus, has
become one of the most respectable in the Latin language, and in English
has lost all trace of its origin.
8
Assail is French from L. ad, ' to,' ' at,' and salio, ' jump'; assaul
is also French from ad and saltus, 'a jumping,' which comes from the
same verb salio.
* From animum advertere, ' to turn the attention to.'
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Our desire is a product of soldiers' slang. It evidently
comes (through the French) from desidero, 'to miss'
a soldier who is 'out of his place' at roll-call. Once
transferred, on account of its familiarity, to a more
general meaning, desiderofinallybecame the usual word
for 'long for.' Thus, a word belonging, if not to slang,
at least to a special vocation, becomes universal.1 Doubtlessfireover one's head, on guard, enrolled (in a body
sect), in marching order, expedite, expedition, and m
others come from the same source.
Salary affords a good instance of ancient slang. The
L. solarium meant, among other things, 'salt-money,' an
allowance which a soldier received to buy salt with
(L. sal, 'salt'), but it was soon extended to the
present meaning of 'salary.' Such an extension was
clearly slang in thefirstinstance. Compare our colloquial 'earn his salt,' and 'jom-money.' Sardonic also
looks like venerable slang. It is certainly so if it comes
from the name of a Sardinian (Gr. Sardo, ' Sardinia')
plant which puckered up the eater's face into a sardonic
smile. A solecism is so called from the bad Greek of the
colonists of Soli in Asia Minor. Doubtless it was at first
a slang designation. Compare the 'Stratford French' of
Chaucer's Prioress, who was ignorant of the ' F'rench of
Paris,' and the old phrase ' French of Norfolk' for the
Norfolk dialect of English.
A kind of slang occurs in various languages which has
great influence on common speech. The tendency to use
diminutives for the names of familiar objects or customary
tools has been often remarked, and there are diminutives
in Greek, Latin, and other languages, which must have
J

See Greenough, in Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, I, 96.
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had this origin.1 T h e use of his with familiar words, as
' H e k n e w his H o m e r from beginning to end,' is purified
slang of the same kind, and it is c o m m o n to use little of
anything familiar, in a kind of baby-talk, prompted by
the same feeling: as, ' Eat your little dinner,' ' his little
horse.' T h e writer was once in Greece, talking in this
style with an intimate friend, and observed that he was
really translating the Homeric 0/\o? (philos). T h e suspicion was not far off that this too had been slang, but
was afterward adopted by the literary language. In
some languages, as the Lithuanian, almost any noun m a y
thus take a diminutive form, — in other words, this kind
of slang has become the ordinary speech.
Slang is fond of clipped words : as, monk for monkey,
exam for examination, loony for lunatic, middy for midshipman, auto for automobile, biz for business, leg for blackle
'varsity for university.2. M a n y such formations have
passed into the accepted vocabulary. Thus cab is short
for cabriolet, van for vanguard (for avant-guard), fence for
defence, miss for mistress, pert for apert, mob for mobile
valgus, 'bus for omnibus (itself originally a slang term),
cad for cadet, gin for Geneva, rum for rumbullion, pad for
footpad, piano for pianoforte, cit for citizen, kilo for kil
gram, hack for hackney, zoo for zoological garden, loo for
lanterloo,3 gill ('a girl,' 'a flirt') for Gillian (i.e. Juli
ana), wag for waghalterf per cent for per centum, pros
1

See Cooper, Word-Formation in the Sermo Plebeius, p. 167. English
examples are jimmy (jemmy) and betty for burglars' tools, jack (as in
bootjack), a spinning jenny, billy for a 'club' or (in Australia) for a
'bushman's kettle.' Cf. p. 386.
2
Cf. the provincial English varsal for universal (England) and the
Y/ankee tarnal for eternal (now nearly obsolete).
3
Itself originally slang, being the refrain of a comic song.
4
That is, 'onefitto be hanged,' 'a rogue.' T h e sense of 'droll fellow,' 'humorist' is more recent:'see the disquisition on 'the insipid
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and cons for pros and contras, consols for consolidated
annuities, sweets for sweetmeats, sport for disport, cat for
cat-o' -nine-tails.
Recognized colloquialisms are hypo for hypochondria,
or sodium hypophosphite, pyro for pyrogallic acid, typo for
typographer, phiz for physiognomy (already shortened by
the Elizabethans to fisnomy or visnamy), coon for raccoon
(from Fr. raton, 'rat'), possum for opossum, cute for
acute, pub for public house, cycle for bicycle, jib probably
fromfibble-fabble(a reduplicated form of fable), specs for
spectacles, smalls for smallclothes, phone for telephone, sp
for sportsman, whip for whipper-in, confab for confabulation,
on tick from ticket, non con for wore content1 (one voting
in the negative in the House of Lords), 5Zwe for bluestocking, the Wwes for JZwe devils, pike for turnpike, chap for
chapman (' merchant,' then ' fellow ' ) , 2 rickshaw for yiw-

In 1710, Swift, in the Tatler (No. 230), complained of
the ' continual corruption of the English tongue' in an
amusing article of some historical importance. H e inveighs against such colloquial clippings as I'd, can't, he's
shan't, which he calls ' abbreviations and elisions, by
which consonants of most obdurate sound are joined
together, without one softening vowel to intervene.'
A n d he is particularly severe on ' the refinement which
consists in pronouncing the first syllable in a word that
has m a n y , and dismissing the rest, such as phizz, hipps,
mobb, pozz, rep, and m a n y more, w h e n w e are already
overloaded with monosyllables, which are the disgrace of

mirth of certain animals we usually call wags' in the Tatler, No. 18
(June 13, 1710).
1
Also, formerly, for Non-conformist.
2
See p. 287.
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our language.' 'Thus,' continues the critic, ' w e cram
one syllable, and cut off the rest, as the owl fattened her
mice after she had bit off their legs to prevent them from
running away.' Incog and plenipo he fears will suffer
still further mutilation to inc and plen. Another ' refinement ' is ' the choice of certain words invented by some
pretty fellows, such as banter, bamboozle, country put, and
kidney,1 some of which are n o w struggling for the vogue,
and others are in possession of it.' 'I have done m y
utmost,' he adds,' for some years past, to stop the progress
of mobb and banter, but have been plainly borne d o w n by
numbers, and betrayed by those w h o promised to assist
me.' A n d finally he is worried by certain young clergym e n w h o 'in their sermons use all the modern terms
of art, sham, banter, mob, bubble, bully, cutting, shuff
and palming.' T h e reader will be interested to see that
about half of the terms at which the essayist is so indignant have m a d e good their position as respectable colloquialisms, and that several of them are quite at h o m e in
dignified composition.2
T h e clipping process is a natural tendency of language.
It often implies familiarity, and has given us, for example,
a multitude of pet names, like Will and Tom and Moll.
Compare doc for doctor, prof for professor, and other jocose
or vulgar appellatives, and the childish fess for confess.
The so-called ' aphetic' forms, like squire for esquire,
bate for abate, scape for escape, pall for appall, should
also be considered. A very curious example of these is
our c o m m o n adverb down. This is for adown, which is a
1

In such phrases as a ' man of that kidney,'1 i.e. ' kind' or' disposit
2
In the same paper Swift stigmatizes ' speculations, operations, preliminaries, ambassadors, pallisadoes, communication, circumvallation,
battalions ' as neologisms brought into c o m m o n use by the war.
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corruption of the Anglo-Saxon phrase of diine, ' from the
down or hill,' used of descending motion (cf. Ger. bergab).
Thus w e have in English the noun down, meaning ' a hill,'
and an adverb down, derived from this same noun, but
suggesting the opposite idea. ' D o w n in the valley' is
a striking instance of the capabilities of language. Size
is a clipped form of assize, which means literally 'a sitting' (of judges), as in assizes, and comes (through the
French) from L. assidere, 'to sit by.' From 'judgment'
or 'determination' to 'allotment,' 'allotted portion,' and
thence to ' dimension,' is an easy passage. Size is a Cambridge University term for an ' allowance' from the
buttery. Goldsmith was a sizar at Dublin, i.e. a 'charitystudent' (such as formerly waited on the Fellows' table).
Size, 'glue,' is also from assideo (through Italian sisa)
being that which makes anything ' sit close' or ' stick' to
another. A much-docked word is drake, 'male duck.'
The history of drake is far from clear, but it is connected
with A.S. ened, 'duck' (cognate with L. anas, anatis),
of which, however, it preserves only the single letter d
(cf. Ger. Unterich). Wayward is shortened from awayward, back (the adverb) from aback, vails from avails
quinsy from squinancy.1 Pose is from appose (for oppose),
' to raise objections,' ' to interrogate' or ' examine' (in a
discussion) ; a poser was an ' examiner'; puzzle is corrupte
from opposal.
Slang delights in fantastic coinages and in grotesque
combinations or distortions of existing words. W h e n a
whimsicality of this kind establishes itself as a permanent
colloquialism, or gets into the accepted vocabulary, the
etymologist has a hard nut to crack. Unless the early
1

Fr. esquinancie from Gr. Kvvdyxv, from KIW, wvis, ' dog,' and Sty
'choke.'
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history of the word is known, or at least the circumstances under which it came into use, the derivation is
often an insoluble problem. A n d if the word is at all
old, its history is likely to be obscure, for slang seldom
gets into print until it has been in circulation for some
time.
A few examples of such linguistic chimeras will now
be given.
Bamboozle was a new slang word in 1710. It has been
thought to be from bam, 'to hoax,' a slang word of about
the same date; but bam is quite as likely to be an abbreviation of the longer form, and boozle remains unexplained.
Banter is another unsolved puzzle. It was at least forty
years old when Swift attacked it in the Tatler, in 1710.
Sham is thought to be an affected pronunciation of shame.
Doggerel isfirstfound in Chaucer. The host objects to
' Sir Thopas' as ' rym dogerel,' using the term, however, a
a kind of quotation: ' This may wel be rym dogerel,' i.e.
' This must be the rhyme doggerel that I have heard tell
of.' The etymology is quite unknown, but it is hard
to reject dog, in view of dog-latin, dog-logic, and
like.
Cockney is almost certainly 'cock-egg' (M.E. ey,
''egg'). The word meant at first an unusually small
egg (such as are termed in N e w England litter-eggs
since the hen is thought to lay one at the end of her
litter). Thence developed the meaning of a 'cockered
child,' a 'pet,' a 'mother's baby,' or, in a wider sense, a
' milksop,' and, next, ' a [pampered] citizen' (a feeble
'cit' as opposed to a hardy rustic). Specifically, it
meant 'one ignorant of country matters,' as a greenhorn
is one who knows nothing of city life. Its particular
application to a Londoner was then natural, and was
F
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made as early as the sixteenth century.1 All such jo
or abusive names for the inhabitants of particular places
or countries are akin to slang, if not of out-and-out slang
origin. So Yankee for ' N e w Englander,' often applied by
Englishmen to all inhabitants of the United States;2 Dago
for Italian ; Paddy for Irishman; Sawney for Scotchman;
Gothamite for N e w Yorker, and the like. Dago is a queer
misnomer. It must come from the Spanish Diego, yet it is
usually applied to Italians; but slang does not make nice
distinctions of blood: witness the contemptuous use of
nigger for many dark-skinned races who have no similarity
to the negro (so blackamoor, ' black Moor,' for Ethiopian).
Yankee is still a puzzle. The suggestion that it is for
Yengees or the like, and came from the attempt of the North
American Indians to pronounce English has no foundation in the history of the word, and no inherent probability.
Chouse perhaps goes back to the Sultan's chaush, or official
interpreter, who swindled certain Turkish merchants in
London. Blackguard in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries was a term for the scullions and other similar
menials in a great household, as well as for the campfollowers in an army. Blackleg was slang for a swindling
' frequenter of the turf' in the eighteenth century. Bully
was once a term of endearment, and has been connected
with German Buhle, 'lover,' but this is very doubtful.
Coxcomb,first'fool,' then 'fop,'3 comes from the imitation
1
For the history of cockney see the Oxford Dictionary as corrected and
supplemented by Dr. C. P. G. Scott, Trans. Amer. Philol. Assoc, XXIII,
206 ff. The form ney for ey, ' egg,' owes its n to the indefinite article an
(an ey becoming a ney); see pp. 197-8.
2
Cf. Yankees for ' American securities' in English financial cant, like
Kaffirs and Jungles for South African and Indian stocks, respectively.
3
Fop also meant ' fool' in general, but was afterward specialized to a
particular kind of folly; and sot has a similar history, though here the
specialization is different.
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' cock's comb' which adorned the cap of the professional
jester in Elizabethan times. Ragamuffin has something
to do with rag, beyond a doubt. It occurs (in the form
Bagamofin) as the n a m e of a devil in the miracle-plays,
— and devils were often described as 'ragged,' that is,
' shaggy,' in appearance. T h e word rag is related to
rug. Nincompoop is a distortion of non compos mentis.
T o wheedle is literally 'to fawn,' 'to w a g the tail,' from
Ger. wedeln. Chum was defined in 1690 as 'chamberfellow,' and is usually regarded as a corruption of this
term, but evidence is lacking. It has been university
slang since the latter part of the seventeenth century, —
and in 1684 Creech dedicated his translation of Lucretius
' to m y chum, M r . H o d y of W a d h a m College.'
Bombast is ' cotton-wadding' (from Gr. /36[i/3vtj, bdmbux
'silk,' through Latin and French). So Prince Hal calls Falstaff ' m y sweet creature of bombast.' Its application to an
inflated style is an obvious jest, and isfirstfound in Nashe
(1589): ' the swelling bumbast of a bragging blank verse.'1
It is not likely to be m u c h older than his time. Fustian,
in a similar sense, is of about the same age, and is a similarly jocose application of the n a m e of the coarse stuff so
called. T h e word is supposed to be derived from Fustat,
i.e. Cairo.2
Cozen has usually been referred to cousin, and the French
cousiner favors this view. Cotgrave, in 1611, defined the
French verb as ' to claim kindred for advantage . . . ; as
he who, to save charges in travelling, goes from house to
house, as cousin to the owner of every one.' This ety1

For bathos, see p. 40.
So the Greeks used XIJKV0OS (lekuthos), ' an oil-jar' (swelling in the
body) for a 'bombastic style,' whence they m a d e a verb, \i)Kv6lt;o>
(lekuthizo), 'to write fustian.' Horace translated the former by the
Latin ampulla, and coined a verb, ampullor, to correspond.
2
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mology has been doubted, but it is supported by a fact
which has escaped even the editors of the Oxford Dictionary. 'To go a-cousining' is an old-fashioned N e w
England phrase applied to one who quarters himself on
his distant relatives.1
Cabal for an 'intrigue' or an 'intriguing clique' comes
(through the French and mediaeval Latin) from the
Hebrew word for 'tradition' (quabbaldh), applied especially to a mystical interpretation of the Scriptures (which
we have borrowed in the form cabbala). Its sense of
' political machination' was strengthened and perpetuated
by its special application to Charles IPs ' Committee for
Foreign Affairs,' and in particular tofivemembers of that
' cabinet council' whose names made the acrostic cabal :
Clifford, Arlington, Buckingham, Ashley (Shaftesbury),
.Lauderdale.
Gerrymander (with hard g) is a capital instance of the
license which the maker of slang allows himself. It is an
established political term in the United States and Canada2
for the ' redistricting' of a state in such a manner as to
give a particular party an unfair advantage at an election.
Such a measure was carried in Massachusetts in 1812, when
Elbridge Gerry was governor of the Commonwealth.
Some clever person observed that one of the newly laidout districts that was expected to insure the success of
the governor's party took, with a little imagination, the
shape of a fantastic monster. A map of the district was
published, in which this was indicated, and the monster
was dubbed gerrymander, a word made up from Gerry
1

This is the only use of cozen that is really vernacular in this country
where the habit of visiting country cousins is a c o m m o n subject for satirical
jest.
2
In Canada and the West the hard g has been softened in pronunciation.
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and salamander.1 Usually such devices hardly survive
the campaign that produces them, — but the gerrymander
tickled the fancy of the American people, and the word is
still in c o m m o n use, both as a noun and as a verb. Slantindicular, a jocose amalgam of slantin' and perpendicula
has not fared quite so well.
Even such lawless coinages as gerrymander and slantindicular are not essentially different from m a n y forms
produced by the ordinary processes of language (see
Chapter X X I I I , Folk-Etymology, for examples).
It is a favorite device of slang to replace a c o m m o n
word by a figurative expression or by some word that is
well k n o w n as a synonym (or partial s y n o n y m ) for the
first, but in another sense. T h u s ' H e had the face to tell
m e ' becomes ' the cheek to tell m e ' ; effrontery becomes
brass (from thefigurativeuse of brazen) ; handcuffs are
bracelets; a preacher is a sky-pilot; hands are pickers an
stealers.2 A man's card is his pasteboard; to be hanged
is to swing; a pocketflaskis a pocket pistol; 3 a town is a
burgh; money is cash or change; dinner table is mahogany,
and so on. T h e same process takes place with slang
words themselves, in the eager desire for novelty. T h e
old English grit, 'sand,' 'gravel,' came to be applied to
the special grain or texture of grinding stones, on which,
in fact, their efficacy depends. Thence it was transferred,
in American slang, to the personal qualities of courage,
firmness, and endurance. T h e expressiveness of the figure
x

See an article on 'The Machinery of Politics and Proportional Representation' by W . R. Ware, in T h e American L a w Review, VI, 282-6
(with a facsimile of the original gerrymander, from a broadside, p. 284).
2
From the phrase in the catechism, ' to keep m y hands from picking
and stealing.'
s
From Falstaff's jest in the First Part of Henry IV, where he pulls
out a bottle instead of a pistol.
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won general acceptance for the new sense both in the
' country of its origin' and in England. Grit seemed
lost to the slang vocabulary. A t all events, it ceased to
be novel as soon as it became respectable. A new term
was straightway introduced to replace it,— sand, which
is actually a synonym of grit in another sense, and for a
time ' H e has plenty of sand' was a common expression
among speakers of the slang dialect.
It is needless to remark that the same desire for novelty
is constantly at work in thefigurativeexpressions and
new coinages of legitimate speech. It operates more
rapidly in slang, and with less regard for the proprieties,
but the general law is the same in both.
Artistic literature, apart from the mere conveyance of
thought, aims to charm and attract the reader by means
of an agreeable style; to stimulate his attention by clever
novelty, and even sometimes to shock him into thought
by grotesque or startling language. Thus arise a host of
new words, most of which soon die, but some of which
are sure to find their place in the general vocabulary.
A n d thus in particular, by the constant striving after
more delicate and subtle effects, there come into existence
new distinctions in the meanings of familiar terms which,
if they serve any good purpose, are pretty sure to become
permanent.
Phrase-composition, which we have already studied, is
alike active in slang and in law-abiding speech. Nicompoop (for non compos mentis), carouse (for gar aus!), and
hoax (from hocus pocus) x were all slang phrases. Alarm
(for all' arme !) and jeopardy (for jeu parti) are of dign
fied origin. Frequently the fag-end of a phrase or quotation obtains currency as a single word in some special
1

See p. 189 for details.
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sense. Here again slang and propriety join hands.
Propaganda is abbreviated from ' Congregatio de propagandafide,'a ' committee (of cardinals) for propagating
the (Christian) faith.' Praemunire, a kind of writ, is a
corruption of praemoneri facias, ' you shall cause to be
forewarned.' The Porte is short for Sublime Porte.
Parole, for ' solemn promise,' is a clipped form of parole
d'honneur. The associations of these terms are irreproachable. In formation, however, they do not differ
from many slangy or colloquial expressions. Thus
factotum is for Johannes factotum, ' John do-all' (cf. jack
of-all-trades). Amphitryon, 'host,' is from Moliere's
'1'Amphitryon ou Ton dine.'1 To chivy or chevy is
doubtless Chevy Chace; the full phrase is dialectic as
both noun and verb. Straw, for 'slight but significant
indication' (common in American political cant), is from
the proverb, ' Straws show which way the wind blows.'
So chaff, 'banter,' suggests 'An old bird is not caught
with chaff.' Box, 'a bad predicament,' is from 'in the
Buncombe is the name of a county in North
wrong box.'
Carolina. The sense of ' ad captandum remarks' or
' showy verbiage,' is said to have come from the reply of a
certain congressman, who insisted that he must 'make a
speech for Buncombe' (i.e. for his constituents to hear
of) on an occasion when the House of Representatives
was eager to take a vote. A jingo, for ' one who favors
an aggressive foreign policy,' comes from the burlesque
oath by jingo, which occurred in the refrain of a boisterous political song current in England during the TurkoRussian W a r of 1877-8. The word has recently been
transplanted from England to America, where it is applied
(by their opponents) to those who are also styled ' impe1

In the comedy of Amphitryon, act iii, scene 5.
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rialists,' — a word of inevitably bad odor in a republic,1
though inoffensive in an empire. W e may leave the subject with an example from the sixteenth century. The
Greek Kyrie eleison, ' Lord, have mercy upon us,' was
often abbreviated to Kyrie, and this (as well as the full
phrase) was once a familiar vulgarism for a ' good scolding.'2
It appears, then, that there is no real difference in kind
between the processes of slang and those of legitimate
speech. Slang is only the rude luxuriance of the uncaredfor soil, knowing not the hand of the gardener.
Yet it by no means follows that the products of slang
are at once to be adopted, without further question. In
thefirstplace, all human speech, even the most intimate,
is intended for the ears of others, and must therefore have
a certain dignity, a certain courtesy, out/of respect to one's
hearers if not to one's self. N o w slang, from the very fact
that it is slang, that it is not the accepted medium of
communication, has a taint of impropriety about it which
makes it offensive. Again, the very currency of slang
depends on its allusions to things which are not supposed
to be universally familiar or generally respectable; and
hence it is vulgar, since it brings in associations with what
is for the moment regarded as unknown or in bad repute.
It is true that words have no character in themselves,
being only conventional signs for the ideas which they
express. Even bad grammar is essentially just as good
as good grammar; it becomes bad merely because it is
associated with persons that we dislike or look down on,
1

Compare the Roman dislike to rex.
2
See Tyndale's list of slang phrases from church terms and the like,
in his Obedience of a Christian M a n (Works of Tyndale and Frith, ed.
Russell, I, 340).
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A n d bad language is only such because it is not the
accepted form of speech. Yet the recognized connotations of particular words are an integral part of expression, and when these are such as to shock or offend our
associates, the words themselves should be avoided.
Furthermore, the accepted means of communication in
any widespread language has a certain constant and enduring nature. Though language is ever changing, yet the
permanent elements far outweigh the variable, so that it
remains continuously intelligible through long periods of
time. Slang words, on the contrary, are evanescent, counting their duration by days instead of decades, and becoming obsolete even while one is speaking them. Hence
slang is ill-adapted to serve as a medium of intercourse
and therefore is unsuitable for adoption into legitimate
speech.
Finally, the unchecked and habitual use of slang (even
polite slang) is deleterious to the mind. Not only is slang
evanescent, — it also has no fixed meaning. Its terms
are vague and ill-defined, and they grow more and more
uncertain from day to day. Thus the use of slang tends
to level all those nice distinctions of meaning, all those
differentiations between word and word, which the consensus of the language has been at so much pains to build
up. Everything is 'fine!' or ' immense !' or ' stunning !'
or ' just gay!' from an appetizing breakfast to an epic
poem, from Alpine scenery to the cut of a friend's coat.
Slang has been called the 'lazy man's dialect,' and if the
sign of cultivation is an enriched vocabulary, the constant
use of vague and unselected terms for every shade of
meaning must gradually reduce one's thought to the same
ignorant level from which most slang proceeds. W h e n
such a word becomes definite in its meaning, it has almost
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ceased to be slang. If it happens tofilla real gap in our
means of expression, language will take care of it, as we
have already seen in numerous examples. In fact, anything that is good in slang is almost sure to be picked up
and adopted in legitimate speech.
Of course, all slang is not on the same level. There
are many grades, from that which is innocent and almost
refined in its associations, to the odious coinages of a
debased stage. It is often humorous, sometimes witty,
and not seldom picturesque. The objections just urged
hold good against its habitual employment as an extensive
part of one's vocabulary. The discriminating use of a
slang term, now and then, on occasion, is a different matter. A s we have already seen, every educated person
speaks his mother tongue in at least two ways, and the
difference between the dignified and the colloquial style is
considerable. Slang words frequently rise to the rank of
colloquialisms, and thus in time gain admission to the more
formal language. ' T o hit straight from the shoulder,' ' I
feel rather below par,' ' the new woman,' ' a boodle alderman,' ' to floor a man,' ' I wasflabbergasted,'have crossed
the line and are admissible colloquialisms. ' Hit or miss,'
' nip and tuck,' ' tooth and nail,' ' by hook or crook,' ' sin
or swim,' 'rough-and-ready,' 'higgledy-piggledy,' have
passed through the colloquial stage and are recognized
idioms, though their form or sound, or something of their
old associations, tends to exclude them from serious contexts.
One further distinction is necessary. A word or phrase
which is slangy in general conversation stands in quite a
different position when it is used in a limited circle, or
under special circumstances. ' Horsey' words are not
slang when one is 'talking horse,' nor hunting terms in
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the huntingfield,nor the cant phrases of politics on the
hustings or on the stump. T h e y belong rather to the
category of jargons, or technical dialects* and are comparable to the special vocabularies of commerce, or medicine, or the law. It is only w h e n they leave the technical
circle, and are applied in a general way, that they become
out-and-out slang, and this would be just as true of scientific or legal terms under similar circumstances. Here
again there are grades of slanginess, in inverse proportion
to the dignity of the associations which the words suggest.
' T o mortgage one's reputation' is as essentially a slang
phrase as ' to be knocked out in an examination,' but there
is a considerable difference in the vulgarity of the expressions. ' T o come a cropper' m a y be said to stand midway
between the two. 'At fault' (from a dog that loses the
scent) is a dignified idiom.
Again, an expression that is unquestionably slang m a y
be so apt and necessary in the discussion of a particular
subject, and so often quoted by the best writers, that it
loses its taint and becomes a part of our c o m m o n stock of
quotations. T h e n the presence or absence of quotation
marks is only a matter of greater or less familiarity, and
eventually all feeling of quotation m a y disappear. T h e
readiest admission to legitimate speech lies through our
freedom in quoting from any source, good or bad. For
when an expression is found in respectable company, the
public seldom cares to ask h o w it got there. Not long
ago the very vulgar slang phrase 'rush the growler' was
quoted in a dignified and irreproachable article in a daily
newspaper. It was used in a kind of technical sense, and,
more than that, it had exactly the connotations that the
writer desired. A score of such references might make
the reader forget that this most objectionable expression
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ever was slang, or had any offensive associations. In this
manner many words have made their way into the literary
language. The Elizabethan drama, for instance, has preserved and propagated many such expressions, for in a
play every speech is, in a manner, a quotation.
The slang of the United States differs in many particulars from that of Great Britain, and India and Australia
show a multitude of peculiar coinages that differ from
both. Yet the lively intercourse of trade and travel, the
newspapers, the theatrical 'tour,' and the 'dialect sketch'
have kept the different English-speaking peoples tolerably
familiar with one another's latest coinages. For universal hospitality is the guiding principle of slang.
The bewildering variety of our language, and in particular the lawless and fantastic coinages which we have just
been studying, may well suggest the question, 'Is there
any criterion of good English ? W h a t principle of selection is one to follow who wishes to speak and write his
mother tongue with purity and without affectation?' It
is the business of grammar, rhetoric, and lexicography to
answer this question.
As soon as a literary language is thoroughly developed,
it becomes a subject of earnest study. Literature, like
painting or music, has a technique, and it is the province
of critics and rhetoricians to describe this technique, and
to reduce its principles and its details to a form in which
they may be conveniently acquired. Such principles are
inferred, in the main, from the works of men of genius,
but they soon become, so far as they are correct, fundamental conventions of expression, which must be followed
by everybody who would make himself immediately intelligible. So long as a language is alive, it is, however,
constantly changing, so that the grammar and rhetoric of
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a living language can never be absolutely fixed. It is
only when the language has ceased to be spoken,—has
become, as we say, a dead language, — thatfixedrules can
be framed which every one who undertakes to write it
must observe. The very statement that a language is
dead implies that henceforward no individual or body of
persons has power to change it in any particular.,
N o w all rules of grammar and rhetoric must be based
on usage, for there is no other standard in linguistic
matters ; and in order that they may be capable of intelligible statement, the usage from which they are derived
must be limited in time. Yet at the very moment when the
rules are committed to writing, usage is shifting; for language never stands still until it ceases to move altogether.
Hence the codified principles of literary expression will
always be slightly behind the actual usage of one's contemporaries. In other words, we are here dealing with
conservative forces which tend to retard the naturally
rapid changes of speech. Conservatism always implies
distrust of that which is new, however good it may be;
and teaching implies not only docility on the part of the
learner, but some dogmatism on the part of the instructor.
Unless a man thinks he knows something, it is useless for
him to teach it, just as it is idle for a boy to go to school
who thinks he has nothing to learn. W h e n dogmatic conservatism in language goes farther than is reasonable, we
call it 'purism,' and stigmatize its disciples as 'purists.'
Everybody, however, who speaks or writes with any care
must be a purist in some degree, for we all have our pet
aversions in matters of vocabulary and construction.
Both the purist and the innovator are necessary factors
in the development of a cultivated tongue. Without
the purist our language would change with extravagant
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rapidity; our vocabulary, for example, would give daily
hospitality to hosts of new words which have nothing but
whim to justify them, and which would be soon superseded by equally lawless formations. Without the innovator our language would come to a dead stop, so far as
literary expression is concerned, and in a short time the
speech of books would have lagged so far behind the
speech of conversation that the two would form different
dialects. The history of any literary language is, then,
a record of successive compromises and readjustments
between the old and the new.
A novel word or phrase which has not yet secured unquestioned admission into the standard dialect is called a
neologism, which is simply a Greek term for a ' new form
of speech.' There is no test but time. If a neologism
seems to most speakers to supply a lack in the language,
or to be peculiarlyfitfor the expression of some special
idea, it is sure to maintain itself against the protests of
the literary and scholastic guild.
O n the other hand, nothing can force a new term into
any language against the inclination of a large majority of
those who speak it. Thefieldof language is strewn with
the dry bones of adventurous words which once started
out with the paternal blessing to make their fortune, but
which have met with an untimely end, and serve only,
when collected, tofillthe shelves of a lexicographical
museum. Some years ago, when the annexation of a large
tract of territory to the United States was discussed,
Charles Sumner endeavored to revive the obsolete word
annexion in place of this somewhat cumbrous term.
Sumner's position as an orator, a m a n of culture, and a
statesman seemed to insure the favorable reception of this
convenient form, but all these influences were of no avail.
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For a year or two annexion was seen in the newspaper
occasionally, but to most of the present generation it is
as unknown as the eccentric ink-horn terms of the Elizabethan age.1
'See Sumner's speech on the Cession of Russian America (1867), and
also that on the Proposed Annexion of the Island of San Domingo, 1870.

C H A P T E R VII
THE LITERARY L A N G U A G E
THE language which all educated users of English
speak and write is in one sense an artificial tongue. It
is what is called a ' literary language' as distinguished
from the unstudied speech of peoples whose mother
tongue comes to them without the influence of literature
or the schools. This ' literary language' is not confined
to cultivated speakers. It is the common property of all
but the absolutely illiterate, the regular medium of communication throughout the English-speaking world. Different persons speak and write this standard English with
different degrees of correctness and elegance, and there
are local and national varieties in idiom and pronunciation
which distinguish the English of England from that of
America or of Australia. But such differences bear no
proportion to the substantial uniformity of English speech.
W h a t is the origin of standard or literary English, which
most of us take for granted as if it had existed from the
beginning? The question is complicated, but the clew is
easy to catch and to follow : it consists in the single word
'dialect.'
It is natural for a person whose knowledge of English
conforms in the main to the literary or standard type to
regard the dialect of Yorkshire or of Dorset as a degraded
form of his own speech. Such an impression, however, is
quite erroneous. The Yorkshireman's dialect is not a debased form of standard English. O n the contrary, standard
80
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English is merely a cultivated form of a dialect which
originally had no more claim to be regarded as.the general
language of all England than the dialect of Yorkshire has
to-day. In other words, — a dialect is not a degraded
literary language ; a literary language is an elevated
dialect.
The piratical marauders who in the fifth and sixth
centuries effected the Anglo-Saxon Conquest of Britain
belonged to three or four different tribes and spoke as
many dialects. These dialects, however, were very similar, and their variety did not interfere with mutual understanding. W e may call them collectively ' Anglo-Saxon,'
but we must remember that at this period there was no
standard Anglo-Saxon language in the sense in which
there is to-day a standard French or German. Each of
our predatory ancestors spoke his own dialect with great
satisfaction to himself and without considering whether it
was better or worse than that of a shipmate who belonged
to a neighboring tribe. Taken collectively, Anglo-Saxon
was most nearly related to Old Frisian, the ancestor of
the dialects still spoken in the Frisian Islands. It was
also near akin to the Old Saxon, the ancestor of Modern
Plattdeutsch; and to Old Frankish, the ancestor of Dutch
and Flemish. Its relation to the Scandinavian languages
and to the High German dialects was more remote.1
Of the three tribes who played important parts in the
Anglo-Saxon Conquest, the Angles occupied the northern
and central part of England and extended their conquest
to the lowlands of Scotland. The southern part of Britain
fell into the hands of the Saxons. The small but rich
domain of Kent remained the possession of the Jutes.
The seventh century finds the conquest completed, and
iCf. pp. 159, 163.
G
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the new lords of the soil settled substantially in accordance with these boundaries. They had no written language. Yet we must not infer that their several dialects
had received no literary cultivation. Oral literature
always precedes writing, so that, when the art of writing
isfinallyintroduced, there awaits it a considerable body
of poetry, ready to be taken down and perpetuated. Thus
the Angles and Saxons had a great quantity of heroic
song, for which they had developed an elaborate metre
and a peculiarly complicated style, quite different from
that of their habitual language. Observe, however, that
at the time of which w e are speaking, no one of the various
dialects spoken in Britain had a title to preeminence.
W e have no written documents in these dialects until
the eighth century, when Britain had been in the hands
of its new masters for two or three hundred years. Presumably, the various dialects had grown apart during this
time ; for Angles, Saxons, and Jutes were more widely
separated in their new home than they had been on the
continent, and their little kingdoms were always at war.
Yet in the eighth century the differences had not yet
become great enough to make the dialects mutually unintelligible. They may be divided into (1) Northumbrian,
the language of the kingdom of Northumbria, including the north of England and the south of Scotland;
(2) Saxon, spoken throughout the south of England;
(3) Mercian, spoken in the kingdom of Mercia, corresponding to the midland counties of the present day;
(4) Kentish, spoken by the Jutes of Kent. The Northumbrian and the Mercian were Anglian dialects. The
men of Kent spoke Jutish, and the Saxon was, as its name
implies, the language of the Saxon contingent of the
original invaders. Within each of the territories thus
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defined there was considerable divergency of speech, but
this may be neglected in a general survey.
Thefirstdialect that could lay claim to literary precedence was the Northumbrian (the language of Csedmon
and the Venerable Bede), which, in the eighth century,
seemed in a fair way to set the standard for the English
tongue. But the fall of Northumbria from its political
supremacy and the rise of the southern kingdom of Wessex completely changed the situation. Northumbrian
sank once more to the position of a provincial dialect,
and under King Alfred, in the ninth century, the West
Saxon dialect put in a strong claim to be regarded as the
literary language. Meantime, however, the name English, that is, 'Anglian,'1 had associated itself inseparably
with the idea of any literary form of the vernacular. The
Northumbrians had called their tongue ' English' because
it was English, — that is, Anglian. The Saxons of Wessex
applied the same term to their own non-Anglian literary
tongue.
From King Alfred to the Battle of Hastings is about
two hundred years. In this time literary English (the
West Saxon dialect) had made great strides and seemed
far more likely to become the universal speech of Englishmen than Northumbrian had seemed three centuries before.
If this development had not been violently interrupted,
we should nowadays be speaking, in all probability, a
language very similar to the Dutch. It was interrupted,
as everybody knows, by the Norman Conquest.
The effect of the Norman Conquest on the history of
our language is frequently misunderstood. The Normans
1

Engle means 'Angles,' and Englisc 'Anglian.' The initial e shows
' umlaut' of an older a. England is Engla (genitive plural) land, ' the
country of the Angles.'
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were superior to the English in chivalric manners; but the
English surpassed them in learning and in literary culture
of the vernacular. The English of the year 1050 was not
a rude, harsh-sounding jargon, but a highly developed
language, with a copious vocabulary and an abundant
literature in prose and verse. There is no evidence that
the Normans despised the English language, and they
certainly made no attempt to crush it. They talked a
dialect of French, and no doubt they had no expectation
of giving up their patois ; but they had no wish to impose
it on any one else. A far-seeing philosophical historian
might, indeed, have foretold that either French or English
would have to prevail in the long run. But such a philosopher would have had no doubt which of the two languages would survive. The Normans had already given up
their native Scandinavian in favor of French, and they
were heavily outnumbered by the English. The result
was inevitable. It cannot have occurred to any Norman
that his language was to become the vernacular tongue in
Great Britain. It certainly never occurred to any Englishman that his own language was likely to become
extinct.
W h a t the Norman Conquest did was not to break up
or confuse our language by coming into direct conflict
with it, but simply to interrupt the literary tradition of
the English tongue. A t the time of the Battle of Hastings, the West Saxon dialect was the accepted literary
language, and, although it was not yet in general use
throughout the island, it was nevertheless in a strong
position with reference to such an extension of its influence. With the coming of the Normans, this dialect fell
from its pinnacle. French became the language of the
court and of high society, not because the court despised
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English, but because the court consisted of French-speaking Normans. There was no longer any encouragement
for the cultivation of the special West Saxon form of
English at the hands of scholars, and poets. Hence when
any Englishman wrote in the vernacular after the Norman
dominion became established, he used his own local dialect,
without regard to the standards of West Saxon that had
existed before the Conquest. In other words, the Norman
Conquest put the dialects of England once more on their
mettle. West Saxon was reduced to the rank which
it had occupied before the days of Alfred, and it was
again an open question which of the three great dialects
(Northumbrian, Mercian, and Saxon) should become the
literary language of the English race.1
N o doubt the speech of Normandy (the Norman French)
exerted a certain amount of direct influence on the
grammar and vocabulary of our language, but this influence was much smaller than is generally supposed. The
decay of inflections, which is one of the distinguishing
marks of modern English, bad begun before the Normans
came. It was accelerated by the Conquest, but only in
an indirect way, through the break in literary tradition
already referred to. A similar decay has taken place in
Dutch and in Danish, which were never subjected to a
Norman Conquest, and it must be regarded as a natural
tendency of our language. Some words were borrowed
from Norman French, but not enough to color the vocabulary to a perceptible degree. In short, the two languages
lived amicably side by side for about two hundred years,
neither affecting the other essentially. Indeed, every
1

Of course, the conditions of the problem were not appreciated in the
Middle Ages. Such movements as w e are studying can be surveyed only
from the vantage-ground of centuries.
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student of Anglo-Norman knows that the French of the
invaders suffered almost as much as the English of the
conquered. In 1154 the Count of Anjou became king of
England. At the beginning of the thirteenth century
Normandy was lost to the English crown. This loss had
important results. Henceforth the specific influence of
Norman French upon the English language was very slight
indeed, — hardly appreciable. In the latter part of the
thirteenth century and throughout the fourteenth, Englishmen were vigorously engaged in translating and adapting French literature. Their models, however, were not
Norman French, in the main, nor was their activity connected with the Conquest or with the fact that the ruling
class was of Norman descent. The same translation and
adaptation took place in Germany, and even to some extent in Norway. Central or Parisian French was now the
recognized standard on the Continent, and the French of
the English court was not Norman, but as good Parisian
French as the nobility could muster. Moreover, by the
first quarter of the fourteenth century, many of the descendants of the Normans had lost their French and were
speaking English like their Saxon neighbors.
Everybody knows that modern English contains thousands of French words. W e can hardly utter a sentence
without using one. Yet comparatively few of these are
derived from Norman French. Wholesale borrowing
began about 1300 and continued for two hundred years,
and the same process has gone on ever since, but in a
more limited way. But most of our French words, from
1300 to 1900, have come not from the dialect of the
Normans, but from Central or Parisian French, — the
recognized literary standard.
All this borrowing, however, signified not the victory
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of French, but the triumph of English as the vernacular
language of Great Britain. Normans were Normans no
longer, but Englishmen. The Normans were greatly outnumbered by the Saxons. They had long ceased to speak
the Norman dialect; though many of them still regarded
French as their mother tongue, and talked the Parisian
dialect as well as they could, as Englishmen still do. As
for the Saxon element in the population, they had placidly
gone on speaking English, in various dialects, and in the
long run the aristocracy were obliged to follow their lead.
There was no death-struggle' between two hostile languages, as many writers have imagined. Everything
proceeded in the simplest and most natural way. In the
usual course of events, a man can have but one mother
tongue. The great majority of the population were content with English, which was therefore indispensable to
the minority as well. A man might learn French if he
liked, but he had to know English anyway. The result
was that by 1400 the language of England was English,
and French was what it is now, — the accomplishment of
a limited class.
Meantime, what is to be said of the English 'literary
language'? From shortly after the Norman Conquest up
to the year 1300 there was no such thing. The English
dialects were now so far apart that a Southerner could
hardly understand a man from the Northern Counties.
The Midlands occupied an intermediate position in language as well as geographically. The Northern dialect
(the descendant of the old Northumbrian), some of the
Southern dialects (the descendants of the Saxon), and at
least two forms of the Midland dialect (the descendant
of the Mercian) had gradually risen to the position of
respectable literary tongues, but no one of them could
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claim precedence over any other. Everything pointed
to the end of the fourteenth century as the time for the
great decision. W h a t was needed was a dialect that was
widely intelligible and that was already the habitual language of certain powerful elements in the state. The
East Midland seemed to meet the requirements. It was
the dialect of London, of the court, — when the court
spoke English, — of Oxford. It was the dialect in which
Wyclif made his translation of the Bible, and,finally,it
was the dialect in which Chaucer, the Londoner, naturally
wrote.
There is an active revolt nowadays against the thesis
that Chaucer ' made the English language.' Some of the
most recent investigators of our linguistic history have
even neglected to mention him at all in this connection.
Yet there is much truth in the discredited old dictum,
however absurdly it has sometimes been interpreted. To
appreciate the facts, we must look for a moment at the
posture of affairs in the latter half of the fourteenth century,— or, say, from 1340 to 1400, the accepted term of
Chaucer's life. For it was within these sixty years that
the East Midland dialect attained the rank of the English literary language,—a position which it has never
lost.
It was an age of intense activity,—a singularly ' modern'
time. One is tempted to say that all the problems that vex
the world to-day either came into existence or manifested
themselves with peculiar force within these sixty years.
At all events, there is scarcely a political or social catchword of the present which cannot be applied to affairs in
the fourteenth century. ' Labor' was giving trouble in a
dozen ways. The Black Death had greatly reduced the
number of farm-hands throughout the country. The sur
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vivors, once little better than serfs, asserted themselves in
a manner that alarmed the landed proprietors and prompted
some futile legislation. There was the Jacquerie or Peasants' Insurrection in France. In England there were the
uprisings of W a t Tyler, John Ball, and Jack Straw, partly
a revolt against unjust taxation and oppressive landlords,
and partly, especially in London, an assault upon the
Flemings, who had been imported by Edward III to
establish the manufacture of cloth, and of w h o m native
workmen were intensely jealous. The Eastern Question,
too, was assuming a strangely modern appearance. In
1343 the Turkfirstgot a foothold in Europe, and twenty
years later began the meteoric career of Tamerlane, infinitely prophetic of barbarous possibilities from the Orient.
The revolt against the Pope, which resulted in the complicated movement known as the Reformation, began in
the fourteenth century with Wyclif in England and with
John Huss in Bohemia. The Revival of Learning also falls
in this century; Petrarch and Boccaccio were Chaucer's
contemporaries. The interest in education was widespread. A whole chain of universities, from Cracow
to Saint Andrews, were established between 1340 and
1410. The extension of the British empire was never
a more vital question than at this time. The armed assertion of Edward's claims to the crown of France, the war
of Richard II in Ireland, and the attempt of John of
Gaunt to seize the kingdom of Castile, show how farreaching this movement was. One can even see a forecast
of the gold and silver question in the time of Edward III.
The king's gold nobles became immediately famous. They
were readily accepted by foreign merchants everywhere,
as sovereigns pass current to-day. Many similar details
might be enumerated, but enough has been said to indicate
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that Chaucer was born in a time of great religious and
political and literary activity.
By station, and by the incidents of his career, Chaucer
was peculiarly fitted to express the complicated life of
this intensely ' modern' age. H e belonged to the wellto-do burgher class, and his family stood in some kind of
relation to the court. H e was neither too high nor too low
to be well acquainted with all varieties of English life.
In his youth he became page to the Countess of Ulster,
and from this time he always enjoyed some kind of official
emolument within the royal gift. H e was a Collector of
the Customs, a Superintendent of Buildings, and an officer
in charge of what we should now call the Thames Conservation. H e was also a Member of Parliament for a
short time. But his experiences were not merely insular.
H e visited France and Italy several times on business of
state, and thus came into close relations with foreign life
and letters as well as with diplomacy. A s courtier, officeholder, legislator, soldier, diplomatist, burgher of London,
he came into contact with every sort of person worth knowing, from king to apprentice. Probably no man had a
broader and more intimate knowledge of the social life of
the fourteenth century. A d d to all this the splendid
accident of genius, and you have a writer astonishingly
well equipped to depict all sorts and conditions of men as
they thought and acted in this interesting time.
Chaucer found his native East Midland dialect already a
cultivated language. There had been much narrative
poetry written in this dialect. It was, in the main, the
English of commerce, of the court, and of the universities.
Before he had written a line, the East Midland dialect
seemed likely to become standard or literary English, and
it doubtless would have achieved that position, even if he
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had never been born. Still, the process would have been
more gradual and much less certain. W h a t was needed
at this juncture was a literary man, a poet of commanding
genius, whose native dialect was that which stood ready
to be stamped as literary English forever. Chaucer was
such a poet; and after his death nobody doubted that
the language as he had written it was the best English.
It must not be thought that Chaucer actually imported
many new words into our language. Almost every word
that he used can be found somewhere at any earlier date.
Most of his French and Latin ' borrowings' had been made
before. W h a t he did for the Midland dialect was rather
to write it with an ease, a polish, and a regularity which
had not been hitherto attained, and to use it as the vehicle
forfirst-ratepoetry. This stamped the language of
Chaucer at once as the literary standard. The excellence
of his English is celebrated by his contemporaries and
successors. By his side stood Gower, who wrote in the
same dialect. Gower, though no genius, was a skilful
versifier and the master of an extremely neat style. Fortunately, his influence on the language coincided with
Chaucer's in almost every particular. Gower without
Chaucer would not have sufficed. Chaucer without Gower
would have been abundantly able to accomplish what
was necessary. The coincidence of their efforts was
fortunate for the English language. Chaucer died in
1400. His successors and feeble pupils, Hoccleve and
Lydgate, though they contributed nothing of value to
English poetry, did much to popularize the language of
Chaucer, which they directly imitated in every possible
way. There was no longer any doubt what was the
English literary language: it was the East Midland dialect, and whoever wrote in any other dialect was not
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writing standard English, but a local or provincial patois.
Since 1400 there has been a very slight shift, so that
Modern English is a trifle more northerly than Chaucer's
dialect, but this is of no importance in the present discussion.1
It is to be noticed that the dialect whichfinallybecame
literary English, and which, therefore, all educated speakers
of English use, however they may differ among themselves
in details, is not the descendant of King Alfred's West
Saxon, but of quite a different dialect, the Mercian. The
West Saxon is now represented by the rustic dialects of
Wilts and Dorset in the South of England.
The triumph of the Midland Dialect was complete by
1450, and soon caused most of the other dialects to fall
into disuse as literary media. In the north, however, a
variety of the Northumbrian was developed into the
Scottish language, which was subjected to many special
influences, and received much literary cultivation. The
Scottish language could not maintain itself, however. It
has been constrained to consort with the dialects once
more, though it still maintains an exceptionally dignified
position among them.
Thus every one of the three dialects of the Anglo-Saxons
has had its chance. The Northumbrian became the first
literary English. The West Saxon succeeded to that
position, and held it until the Norman Conquest. In the
fourteenth andfifteenthcenturies the Mercian made good
its claims and won a recognition which was final.
1
The most striking evidence of this shift is seen in the use of s instead
of th in the third person singular of verbs. Chaucer said hath, doth, waileth, for example, but w e say has, does, wails.

C H A P T E R VIII
THE LATIN IN ENGLISH

IN sketching the development of the English language
we have confined our attention to the native (AngloSaxon) element and to the influence exerted by Norman
and Parisian French. W e have yet to consider the indebtedness of our language to the Latin.
English began to borrow words from the Latin before
there was any English. Street (L. strata [via'], 'a pav
road'), wall (L. vallum), chalk (L. calx, calcis, 'lime')
a few other terms entered the West Germanic dialects
before the Anglo-Saxon Conquest of Britain. A few
others were learned by the invaders from the Britons,
who had been Roman colonists for three or four hundred
years. A m o n g these were port (L. portus) and -chester
-caster (L. castra, 'camp'), as seen in the name of th
County of Chester, and in Silchester, Lancaster, etc.
conversion of the invaders to Christianity immediately
brought in a number of religious and ecclesiastical words,
like pope, bishop, monk, nun, which we have already studie
(p. 44). From this time to the present, the borrowing of
Latin words has gone on incessantly. W e have seen that
this is true of the technical dialects of divinity, philosophy,
law, and natural science. But the influence of Latin is
not confined to the technical vocabulary. It is felt in
almost every sentence that we utter. It pervades the
whole system of English speech.
93
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The relations between French and Latin on the one
hand, and English and French on the other, make the
influence of Latin on English extremely complex. In
outline, however, the subject may be easily grasped.
One fact of cardinal importance should be kept constantly in mind. In the eighth century, when AngloSaxon was developing a written literature, every educated
Englishman spoke and wrote Latin as easily as he spoke
and wrote his mother tongue. Indeed, the ability to use
Latin freely was, until a comparatively recent period, the
chief distinguishing mark of an educated man. Hence in
all the earlier periods of our language, anybody who was
learned enough to borrow a Latin word at all, was sufficiently familiar with that language to borrow the word in
conversation as well as from the written page. This significant fact is often lost sight of.
Before the Norman Conquest, then, a good many Latin
words had been introduced into English, either orally
or with the pen. M a n y of these disappeared when the
literary West Saxon went to pieces, but a few have survived and are still in use.
After the Conquest, as we have seen, French words
began to come into our language, — first from Norman
French, and afterwards, in much larger numbers, from the
Central dialect, the 'French of Paris' which Chaucer's
Prioress had never learned. The Norman-French words
which became English were mostly 'popular' from the outset. They include such simple terms as peace, tower, cast
grief, prison, court, countess, and the like, which are
tinguishable in the minds of all English-speaking persons
from the commonest words of native origin. Later, from
1300 on, there took place a wholesale importation of words
from Central French, and to this the large proportion of
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French words in our language is chiefly due. This importation was made by Englishmen to w h o m French was
almost a second mother tongue, and was therefore effected,
to a considerable extent, through oral rather than written
borrowing. Yet many French words came in through
literary channels as well. Now, all literary Englishmen
in the fourteenth andfifteenthcenturies knew a good deal
of Latin. Gower, for instance, wrote three long poems,
— o n e in English, one in French, and one in Latin,—
and handled the three languages with equal facility.
Thus the same persons who were borrowing from French
were at the same time borrowing from Latin, and, since
French itself is only Latin in a corrupt form, it is often
impossible to determine from which of the two languages
a particular word was directly taken. The mere fact that
the form of the English word is rather French than Latin
does not settle the question. For the form which a Latin
word assumed when it became English was frequently
determined by the habits of the French language. Thus
our word figure is ultimately derived from the Latin
figura, of which the Frenchfigureis a clipped form. It
is probable that we took the word directly from the
French. Yet this is not certain. For any English writer
who had wished to introduce the Latin figura into the
vernacular would at once have modified the word after
the French fashion. Thus, whether figure came from
Latin directly or from French, it would inevitably have
taken the same form in English : namely,figure.Texture,
for example, is known to have come directly from the
Latin textura; jet it has been remade, after the French
model, as set by figure and other words already in the
language, so that, so far as appears from its form, it might
perfectly well have come from the French texture. So
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flexure, from the Latinflexura,has a similar form, as if i
came from a French wordflexure,though, in fact, no such
word as flexure exists in the French language. H o w
strong was this tendency to follow the French fashion in
adapting words from the Latin may be seen in Chaucer's
forms for proper names. The Old French form for Cato
was Catoun, and this is regularly used by Chaucer and his
contemporaries. So Chaucer writes Achilles and Achille
Pandarus and Pandare, indifferently. Indeed, when a
word existed in both Latin and French, it must often
have been impossible for the borrower himself to tell from
which language he was taking it.
This state of things continued through the fourteenth
andfifteenthcenturies. A huge number of words came
in from both Latin and French, and w e are frequently at
a loss to distinguish between them. In doubtful cases,
however, the distinction is of almost no importance, since,
even if the word passed through the French, it is none the
less Latin, and was felt as quite as much Latin as French,
whatever its immediate source may have been.
In many cases, however, it is easy to distinguish a word
borrowed from the French. Thus w e see at a glance that
deceive does not come directly from the Latin decipere, bu
from its French form dScevoir. So of voyage from Fr.
voyage (L. viaticum), poison from Fr. poison (L. potione
venge from Fr. venger (L. vindicare), point from Fr. po
(L. punctum). In these examples, and many others, the
French form has wandered so far from the Latin that
doubt is impossible. This points to an important observation. French is, in the main, the vulgar Latin of the
Gallic provincials in the shape in which centuries of decay
have left it, just as Spanish is the Latin of the provincials
of Spain, and Italian the remainder Latin of the Tuscans.
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B y the ninth century this Gallic Latin had become so
different from its prototype as to constitute a distinct
language. There were, then, two kinds of Latin in Gaul
at this time, the rustic and debased dialect, which w e m a y ,
with a slight anticipation, call' French,' and the educated
Latin of the schools. Both had a continuous tradition
from R o m a n times; but the former came from a vernacular
and untutored tradition, the latter from the learned tradition of the church and the schools, identical with the
scholar's dialect throughout the Western World. F r o m
the ninth to the twelfth century the vernacular changed
rapidly. Recognized as a genuine language, not a mere
patois, it received literary cultivation, which has ever since
continued, until French has become the ' polite language'
of Europe. W i t h this cultivation, a multitude of words
were borrowed from the classic Latin by educated m e n ,
exactly as was the case with English, and these ' learned'
words are close to the Latin, whereas the 'popular'
words that come from the rustic tradition usually bear a
much less distinct resemblance to the Latin. Thus sevrer
(our sever) and separer both represent the Latin separare,
but sevrer is the ' popular' or continuous vernacular form,
and sSparer a ' learned' or literary borrowing. Again,
sHretS (older seilrti) and sScurite both come from L.
seeuritatem, but silretS is ' popular' and sScurite is ' lear
W e could never hesitate to derive our surety from the
French su'retS. Security, however, might come either from
sScuritS, or, as is more likely in this instance, directly
from the Latin, the form which it takes being influenced
by surety and other similar words which w e have taken
from the French.
These considerations not only serve to illustrate the difference between learned and popular words (to which
H
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w e have already given some attention), but they suggest
the complexity of the influences which Latin, both as a
learned and as a popular tongue, has had upon the
language which we speak, or, in other words, the continuity and complexity of the civilization which the
English language expresses to the student of philology.1
If we pass on to the sixteenth century, we find the relation of French and Latin to our vocabulary quite different
from that in the fourteenth and early fifteenth. The
time of wholesale borrowing from the French has passed,
but Latin borrowing is more active than ever. It is, however, distinctly learned borrowing.
The Revival of
Learning has sent men directly to the classics. Theological and philosophical studies are also pursued with vigor,
and this means an immersal in. Latin. Latin is still the
scholar's language, but to speak French has become a mere
accomplishment (as it is to-day) and the men who are
adding words to our vocabulary no longer feel that French
and Latin are equally near to them. These are ' learned
times,' and a multitude of words are taken directly from
the Latin, with no thought of their French relations,
The fashion of reforming such words after the French
model is still in force, for it has become a law of our
speech, but we no longer hesitate to which language to
refer an ambiguous form: we refer it to Latin without
hesitation. In fact, the best test in all these doubtful
cases is the age of the word in English. If it came in
after 1500, the chances are overwhelmingly in favor
of its having come directly from the Latin unless it
bears an unmistakably French imprint. This learned
1

We may remark, in passing, that nearly all the English words that
are from Norman French are from popular forms, whereas the later
borrowings include many learned terms.
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borrowing from Latin went on vigorously till very
recently, and is still common, as we have seen, in the
technical vocabulary of the sciences. It brought in a
multitude of useful words, and tended especially to
enrich our language in its means of expressing shades of
thought and securing variety of expression in general.
But it was carried to pedantic lengths, and in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries there was a revolt against
it, which has restored the equilibrium between the several
main components of the English language. The borrowings from French since 1500 have been scanty compared
with those that preceded and with the borrowings from
Latin. Yet a good many words have come in from
that language, — especially military terms and society
phrases. The latter have manifested themselves particularly in the times from the Restoration to the present day,
during which French has been the language of diplomacy
and polite society, as well as a general medium of communication for travellers of all nationalities.
In addition to the great stock of Latin words that have
entered our language through the French, or under its
influence, we have a huge mass of words and phrases taken
directly from the Latin without change. Few persons
realize the extent of this element in our vocabulary, and
fewer still its significance.
A number of examples will bring out instantly some of
the main points: superior, minimum, vim, bonus, stimul
animal, folio, item, nostrum, recipe, veto, vacuum,
innuendo, dictum, alibi, errata, interim, memorandum
davit, via (in 'via N e w York'). Here we have a score of
words taken bodily from the Latin without change. Yet
they are undoubtedly English and in common use. One
of them (vim) is so very ' popular' as to be almost slangy.
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Their diversity of form is also remarkable. They represent almost every turn and twist of Latin inflection. W e
find thefirst,second, and third declensions of nouns, all
three genders, and both numbers. Three cases appear
(nominative, accusative, and ablative), a verb, two perfect
participles, a gerundive, a gerund in o. There are masculine and neuter adjectives, the comparative and superlative
degrees, a possessive pronoun, three adverbs, the present
and perfect indicative, and an imperative. In short, a
boy who can explain all the Latin forms involved in this
short list of thoroughly English words need fear no examination in Latin accidence.
This great diversity of form is highly significant. It
suggests that we owe many words of this class, not to
deliberate borrowing of a learned or literary character,
but to the haphazard linguistic processes of conversation
and daily life. Nor should w e be surprised at this.
Latin, as we have observed already, was a second vernacular to educated men for many centuries. Not only
was it the language of the learned professions, but it
long served as a means of communication among all but
the positively illiterate. T o learn to read was to learn
to read Latin. Grammar was Latin grammar. Roger
Ascham remarks in a matter-of-fact way that it would, of
course, have been easier for him to write his Toxophilus in Latin than in English. Legal documents, even
of the most ordinary kind, were indited in that language.
So were records of every sort, not only those of the state,
but the journals of guilds and trade-companies. All important accounts were also in Latin. Queen Elizabeth
talked Latin with foreign ambassadors; Cromwell had
Milton for his Latin secretary.
All this means that to a large fraction of the commu-
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nity Latin terms were, and always have been, actually the
only familiar terms for certain ideas and certain things.
This is still true in a measure, as with lawyers, for instance,
and physicians; but it becomes more and more significant
as we trace our history back to mediaeval times. It was as
natural for all persons who had occasion to mention such
things, to use the Latin words for them when they were
talking English as when they were talking Latin. Even
to-day, when the doctors talk little Latin, and write it no
more than they can help, it is far easier for them to speak
of the sequelae of a disease than of its ' consequences,' and
it would be mere affectation if they avoided such terms as
prophylaxis and diagnosis, or tried to translate them int
English. W e have seen how easily learned words pass
into the ordinary vocabulary and become popular. A
man does not use vernacular words merely because they
are vernacular, but because they are the words that he
hears; and few Englishmen of any period have been so
out of contact with the Church or the courts, with medicine
or the arts, as not to be influenced by the language of
those who are professionally identified with such pursuits.
The habit, once established, propagated itself, as habits do,
and became one of the regular tendencies of our language.
The borrowings in question, then, are of all dates, remote
and recent.
A moment's consideration of some of our examples will
enforce what has just been said. Recipe is an imperative
directing the apothecary to ' take' such and such drugs
and compound them; it is the physician's formula in
beginning a prescription, and has come to be the name
of the document itself. Nostrum means 'our own' (or
'my own'), that is, 'a proprietary remedy,' unknown to
the profession in general, — hence, a 'quack medicine.'
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Innuendo is the gerund of innuo, ' to suggest,' used as a
present participle to mean ' suggesting' or ' signifying';
it has passed from the language of legal documents into
its familiar use in ordinary speech. Folio is the ablative
of folium, and means, literally, ' on such and such a le
(in a written document); it is thus the common term in
referring to a particular page, and, being constantly heard
in the ablative, has become English in that case-form.
Memorandum (often abbreviated to mem.) is the gerundive
of memoro, ' remember,' and means ' (that which) must be
borne in mind.' Item, 'also,' is an old accountant's term.
It was formerly prefixed to all the items in a bill or inventory except thefirst,1but gradually it lost its specific sense
of ' also' and came to be used with them all; hence its
meaning as an English word. Bonus is a recent addition
to our vocabulary, and shows the persistence of the influences that we are studying. Perhaps it comes from the
stock exchange. It means ' a good thing,' something ' to
the good,' — and ought, strictly speaking, to be the neuter
bonum. Its recent or jocose origin is indicated by this
error in gender. Compare premium, which (being an
older word in English) shows a correct form.
The genuinely vernacular nature of these words is
emphasized when we pass to whole phrases, which have
been taken into our language with the greatest freedom.
N o one when he says ex parte, or post mortem, or bona
fide, is conscious of talking a foreign language; for
these phrases and scores of others have become a part
of the vernacular by inheritance and constant use, and
although their home is Latin, they are as much English
as if they had been translated, as they often are. N o one
can say that dividers is any more English than divisor
1

Which was imprimis, ' first.'
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T h e only difference is that divisor is originally a technical
term, Latin in form, which the progress of education has
made k n o w n to every schoolboy, while dividers has been
made over by means of an English termination and then
specialized into a technicality. It is even doubtful which
word is more vernacular to-day.
Subpoena has become an English noun and is used as a
verb as well. It is merely the law term sub poena,' under
penalty.' Still more vernacular is the verb to nonplus.
It is originally a term of scholastic disputation. A m a n
was ' at a non plus' w h e n he had ' no more' to say.
Sometimes such phrases are translated, but often the
translation is more artificial — less English, indeed — than
the Latin itself. A n ' ex cathedra opinion ' is a perfectly
natural phrase for one delivered authoritatively, but w e
should attach no such meaning to the English ' from the
chair,' except by thinking of the Latin. ' In the article of death' is a mere slavish rendering of in articulo
mortis. In itself, it means nothing, for article has no such
sense in our language, but w e understand the phrase by
association with the Latin original. Similarly, sine die is
occasionally m a d e into pigeon-English as 'without day.'
So with the French mariage de convenanee, ' an arranged
marriage.' W e sometimes translate it by 'marriage of
convenience,' which has no sense in English except as it
has acquired one by virtue of the French. ' Cela va sans
dire' has given us ' That goes without saying,' though
'goes' does not m e a n 'is valid,' 'holds,' nor does saying
mean 'statement.' T h e English phrase is not very well
established, but it is always understood, for our language
is so tolerant of foreign phrases that anything will pass
muster that suggests one.
'Generally speaking' is an idiom that gives the strict

104

WORDS

AND

THEIR

WAYS

grammarian some trouble. For it is constantly used in
apparent violation of the rule that the participle must
have a noun to agree with: as, '•Generally speaking, bank
notes are as good as gold.' B u t all difficulty vanishes
w h e n w e observe that the phrase is merely the Late Latin
generaliter loquendo, for nobody expects the gerund to
agree with a noun. 1
Inclusive, in such phrases as 'pages thirty to thirtythree inclusive,' is a curious instance of a Latin word
m a d e English. It is really the Latin adverb inclusive,
' inclusively,' and was felt as Latin in the sixteenth century
(so also exclusive).2 Probably it wasfirstanglicized by
a blunder, as w e hear people pronounce fide as one syllable
in bona fide. T h e possibility of the error, however, is
strong evidence of the 'popularity' of such Latin phrases.
A remarkable bit of testimony consists in the habitual
use of Latin abbreviations in English writing, and in the
fact that these almost always suggest not the Latin words
for which they stand, but the English equivalent. £, s., d.
mean to everybody ' pounds,' ' shillings,' and ' pence' —
not librae, solidi, and denarii. Falstaff's tavern-bill showed
ob. (obolus) a m o n g its entries, but Prince Hal read it
'half-penny.' Pp. (paginae) means 'pages,' and LL.B.
(Legum Baccalaureus) 'bachelor of laws,' to most of us,
though the doubling of the letter to indicate a plural is
not an English, but a Latin habit, and though laws is not
a legitimate translation of leges in the sense of 'two kinds
1

Considering, regarding, and the like, are related to this use, but
are commonly disposed of by calling them ' prepositions.' Similarly the
' preposition ' notwithstanding is a mere translation of the Latin ablative
absolute (non obstante). Cf. Bishop Andrewes (in 1620): "For either
of these non obstante, nay notwithstanding both these, she had the happiness to see His Angels." Ninety-six Sermons, ed. 1841, III, 5.
2
See Andrewes, Ninety-six Sermons, ed. 1841, I, 27.
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of law'—civil and canon. So i.e. (id est) is read 'that
is,' e.g. (exempli gratia), 'for example.' N o w and the
foreigner in writing English uses/.e. or f.i., but wefindit
hard to guess that he means ' for example' or ' for instance,'
though the Latin e.g. occasions us no difficulty. Viz. is
a curious example. It is videlicet ('you may know,' 'to
wit'), the z being not a z at all, but an old sign of abbreviation resembling that letter in shape. W e seldom say
videlicet nowadays, preferring 'namely' or ' to wit' (a tra
lation of scilicet, for scire licet), and even viz is some
heard.
Again we constantly use the Roman numerals without
thinking of the Latin words for which they stand, or
remembering that accounts were kept in Latin down to a
pretty recent date. Most striking of all is the sign &,
which, though merely a short way of writing et, is always
called ' and,' and used to be annexed to the English alphabet under that designation. Ampersand, the name for the
sign, is a corruption of '•and per se and.' <&c. and etc.
then, both stand for et cetera ; yet we commonly read the
former 'and so forth,' and reserve the Latin phrase for
the latter.
It would require a special treatise to exhaust the subject
of Latin words in English. Enough has been said to
explain their presence and to indicate the main channels
through which they entered the language. F e w persons
realize the extent of our indebtedness. Computations
have often been made, but they have usually been based
on the English vocabulary as a whole or on the vocabulary
of a particular author. If the former course is adopted,
the question rises ' W h a t is the whole English vocabulary ?'
for every large dictionary contains a multitude of obsolete
and technical terms that have no place in such a problem.
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If the works of a single author are taken as a basis, there
are equally great objections to the method, though of a
different kind. A better method is to see what proportion of the Latin vocabulary has passed into English.
With this in view, we have counted the words beginning
with A in Harper's Latin Dictionary (Andrews-Freund,
revised by Lewis), excluding proper names, doublets,
parts of verbs, and adverbs in -e and -ter. Of the three
thousand words there catalogued, one hundred and fiftyfour (or about one in twenty) have been adopted bodily
into our language in some Latin form, and a little over
five hundred have some English representative taken, or
supposed to be taken, through the French. Thus we
have in the English vocabulary about one in four or five
of all the words found in the Latin lexicon under A.
There is no reason to suppose that this proportion would
not hold good approximately for the whole alphabet. No
doubt some words have been included in this computation j
that should have been omitted, but others have just as
certainly been overlooked, and no account has been made
of L o w and Middle Latin. Roughly speaking, then, we
are safe in asserting that our language has appropriated a
full quarter of the Latin vocabulary, besides what it has
gained by transferring Latin meanings to native words.
Our indebtedness to Greek is chiefly in the way of learned
or scientific terms which have been borrowed in very
recent times.1
The extent of the French and Latin influence upon the
English vocabulary makes our borrowings from other
languages seem insignificant. The Celtic tongues have
contributed very little, not because the Celts were exterminated, but partly because of the great dissimilarity
1
See pp. 49-51.
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between Celtic and Anglo-Saxon, partly because those
Britons with w h o m the invaders had most intercourse had
been Romanized to a considerable degree. Bannock, bard,
bog, brock ('badger'), brogue, down ('hill'), dun ('dark
colored'), glen, lad, loch, shamrock, and slogan are sp
mens of the Celtic contingent in our language; but of
these examples only brock, dun, and down go back to the
Anglo-Saxon period.1
The Scandinavian influence is more important. It
began as early as the ninth century, and was felt particularly in those northern and eastern districts in which
there were Danish (or Norwegian) settlements. Many
Scandinavian words did not survive the Middle English
period, except dialectically. Most of our Old Norse contingent came into English in oral intercourse, but a few
terms have been borrowed in recent times by literary men
(as, skald, edda, viking, valkyrie, Norn). A m o n g the
borrowings are aloft (O.N. a lopte, 'up in the air,' from
O.N. loptr, for loftr, cognate with A.S. lyft, Ger. Luf
call, cast, sky, take, wrong.
The influence of Italian and Spanish upon our literature
has been very great, but upon our vocabulary these
languages have had no appreciable effect. The reason is
plain. Before the time when such an influence could have
been exerted, our language was already fully formed, and
had adopted from French or Latin nearly all those terms
which it might conceivably have borrowed from related
Romance languages. Art and music have brought in
a number of Italian terms, however; and Spanish has
contributedflotilla,grandee, junta, pronunciamento, ren
1

Basket and cradle are often cited as Celtic words, but there is no
evidence for such a derivation. Crock is doubtful. Mop m a y be from the
French. Bodkin, mattock, and slough are of uncertain origin.
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gade, siesta, and a few others. A good many Spanish
forms that were current in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries have become obsolete.
Of the Semitic tongues, Hebrew and Arabic have made
small contributions to our vocabulary. The Hebrew words
are mostly biblical: as,—cherub, seraph, shekel, halleluj
mannah, Messiah. Several of the Arabic words are connected with mathematics or chemistry, — sciences much
cultivated by learned Arabs of the Middle Ages.1 Thus
we have algebra (from the Arabic article al, 'the,' and
jebr, 'reduction' [by equations]); alkali (from al and
qali, 'ashes of the soda plant'); alembic (anblq, from G
aufitl;, dmbix, 'cup,' 'cap of a still'); elixir (from al'the philosopher's stone,' from Greek ^npfc, xe'rds, 'dry
since it was thought that this mysterious substance might
be discovered in the form of a powder); cipher (from gifr,
'zero,'literally'empty'). Other Arabic derivatives are
sofa, salaam (literally ' peace'), sherbet, admiral. In
miral (formerly amiral), the final syllable is again the
Arabic article, the word being a fragment of the phrase
amlr-al-bahr, 'commander of the sea.'
The enterprising spirit of the English people and their
fondness for travel and colonization, as well as the great
development of their commerce, have brought in miscellaneous words from every quarter of the earth. N o language
is so hospitable as our own to these newcomers, perhaps
because no other language already contains so many
foreign elements. None of these borrowings, however,
have affected the structure of our speech, since they have
been for the most part simply the adoption of names for
particular things. Thus we have binnacle and dodo, from
Portuguese; boor, brackish, hustle, isinglass, kink, k
1
See p. 45.
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landscape, loiter, marline, slender, stove, yacht, fr
or L o w German ; bazar and caravan, from Persian; polka,
from Polish ; hussar, from Hungarian ; hominy, moccasin
tomahawk, squaw, wigwam, from North American Indian;
tea, nankeen, from Chinese; taboo, from Polynesian; boo
erang, kangaroo, from native Australian, and so on. Such
words enrich and diversify our vocabulary without essentially changing its character. W e shall study many
instances of this miscellaneous borrowing in subsequent
chapters.

CHAPTER

IX

FASHION IN LANGUAGE
A POWERFUL influence in bringing in new words or
reviving old ones, as well as in changing the use and
meaning of established expressions, is what m a y be
called, in a broad way, ' fashion,'— a term under which
w e include not merely the fads and whimsicalities of the
moment, but certain larger and more impressive movements and tendencies. T h e sway of fashion is easily
detected both in literature and in our c o m m o n talk. In
the case of literature, w e dignify such habits of expression
by calling them stylistic tendencies. W h e n they attract
our attention in colloquial speech, w e stigmatize them as
slang or affectation. In the uncontrolled utterances of
the street boy, these tendencies result in the rapid propagation of every n e w phrase that falls upon his ear, till
there grows u p a language so grotesquely vulgar as to
acquire a kind of humorous right to existence. In the
domain of letters, they result in those large differences of
style which characterize particular schools of writing or
even distinct ' epochs' or ' ages' in literary history. Yet
the underlying principles are the same both in literature
and in the individual, — fondness for novelty, the desire
to be original, andfinally,the wish of every m a n to be
as wise as his neighbor, which results in a general imitation of whatever is striking or distinctive.
no
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T h e effect of fashion in introducing n e w words into our
vocabulary, in bringing certain words already existent
into peculiar prominence for the time being, and in
banishing some old words altogether, m a y be observed by
contrasting the language of different individuals who,
though frequenting m u c h each other's society, are nevertheless brought under the control of different modes
of expression. Thus, a law student, a medical student,
and a young 'sport,' will be sure to have widely different
vocabularies, even if they are personal friends. This is
true not only w h e n they are 'talking shop,' but w h e n
they are discussing subjects quite outside of their professional interests. T h e young lawyer will be sure to
interlard his conversation with fragments of legal lore
and with figures of speech derived from his text-books.
T h e physician will find it difficult to avoid allusions to
the clinic or the dissecting-room. T h e sporting m a n will
speak a dialect compounded of the race-track, the prizering, and the foot-ball field. A n d all this m a y be quite
without affectation. T h e words that w e hear oftenest
and that are associated with our dearest interests must
come to our lips most readily. That a physician should
speak of ' dissecting' a subject, a chemist of ' analyzing'
it, a preacher of ' expounding ' it, is as natural as that an
ordinary m a n should speak of ' explaining' it or ' making
it clear.' A calamity m a y be called 'a cropper' by the
horsey m a n , 'a knock-out' by the amateur of pugilism,
'a lost case' by a lawyer. Such differences will be perceptible both in the colloquial dialect and in more dignified
speech.
Another fashion is the knack of literary allusion. It is
akin to the habit of quotation,— itself a fashion in language that comes and goes; but it shows itself in a less
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formal and tangible way. The use of scraps of French,
much commonerfiftyyears ago than at present, and the
trick of using big words on slight occasion, whether for
humorous effect or for the sake of ' talking like a book,'
are other examples of individual peculiarities which may
at any moment become general.
But the sway of fashion may be observed not merely in
the several vocabularies of speakers whose professions are
different, but also in the changes that come over one's
own vocabulary as it is subjected to successive influences
in the course of a lifetime. School or the university produces a marked effect on the speech of a young man.
Another immediate change comes about when he begins
the study of his profession, or enters upon the business of
his life. Even after one's vocabulary seems definitely
established, current events of general interest will always
modify it strongly for the time being. During the heat
of a political campaign everybody talks political jargon,
even when politics are not under discussion. The Spanish
W a rfilledAmerican ears with hitherto unheard-of words
of Spanish origin, and the war in South Africa has familiarized all of us with an odd corner of the Dutch vocabulary, hitherto known only to South African colonists.
For a time it was easy to call any difficult barrier a
trocha, and the policy of reconcentration often appeared
strange company. So every little hill was a kopje, a lodging-place of any kind was a laager, all sorts of things
were commandeered, and the suggestion that this or that
might 'stagger humanity' was on every lip. Similarly,
intense religious excitement may charge the language of
an individual or a community with biblical or theological
terms or phrases. Within a century the progress of scientific discovery and invention, and the rise of the economic
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and social sciences, have profoundly affected our speech.
'Society' and 'social'have taken on new senses. The
' social problem' means much more than it ever did before.
' Unproductive consumer,' ' unearned increment,' ' the law
of supply and demand,' ' medium of exchange,' ' standard
of living,' ' wages fund,' ' pauper labor,' ' cooperative association,' are commonly heard, even from persons who have
never read a chapter of political economy. 'Evolution,'
'the struggle for existence,' 'the survival of the fittest,'
have become so vague in their common application that
one hardly dares to employ them in serious discussion for
fear of begging the question. Force is regularly used to
explain everything, as if it were not in itself a word that
assumes the very point which it attempts to prove. Indeed, it has become one of the vague terms which language
requires to express indefinite and indefinable conceptions.
These are some of the fashions that every grown-up
man can remember as having from time to time increased
his vocabulary, and either enriched or impoverished his
thought.
If we broaden our scope, we shall find that what happens to the individual in a single lifetime, applies also to
a whole people in the lifetime of their language. N e w
interests assert themselves from age to age, and induce
new forms of expression. The fashion changes and language must 'follow the style.' Let us consider some of
the movements that have affected the English language
from time to time.
W e may begin with a simple, but sufficiently curious,
illustration. The style of the Anglo-Saxon translator of
Bede's Ecclesiastical History is marked by a peculiar trick
of repetition. Again and again he uses two synonymous
nouns or verbs or adjectives, where one would suffice to
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convey his whole meaning. This may be called, then, an
English literary habit of the ninth century. It came, perhaps, from an unskilful imitation of the Latin, or it may
be due to some uncertainty as to the exact scope of the
English words, thenfirstapplied to thefinershades of
thought. At all events, the habit survived in English
prose until the end of the eighteenth century. And,
though out of favor at the moment, it has left a number
of idiomatic or colloquial phrases in the language: as, 'end
and aim,' 'lord and master,' 'without let or hindrance,'
'act and deed,' 'pure and simple,' 'in deed and truth,'
'really and truly,' 'bright and shining,' 'honest and true,'
'proud and haughty,' 'weak and feeble,' 'race and run,'
'grunt and groan,' 'pull and tug,' 'holla and bawl,' 'cry
and scream,' 'clean and neat,' 'toil and delve.'1
Such double phrases occur very frequently in the Book
of C o m m o n Prayer, where w efind,for instance, ' sins and
wickedness,' 'dissemble nor cloak,' 'assemble and meet
together,' 'requisite and necessary,' 'erred and strayed,'
' declare and pronounce,'' pardoneth and absolveth,'' bless
and sanctify,'' offer and present,'' rule and govern,'' knowledge and understanding,' 'religiously and devoutly,' 'food
and sustenance,' 'search and examine your consciences,'
'prayers and supplications,' 'to try and examine themselves,' 'confirm and strengthen.'
In several of these instances, one word is native and the
other foreign. Hence many have supposed that the repe1

It is not meant that these particular phrases came down from King
Alfred's time, nor that they originated in tautology pure and simple, but
merely that they owe their currency to a habit of the language which we
m a y observe in full swing in the formal prose of the ninth century. On
the whole matter see Emerson, Modern Language Notes, 1893, pp. 202
ff. ; J. M . Hart, in A n English Miscellany presented to Dr. Furnivall,
pp. 150 ff.
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tition came from a wish to be intelligible both to the
Saxon and the N o r m a n element in the population, or, at
all events, both to the uneducated and to the educated
classes. But this is pure assumption, and it is contradicted by the habits of English speech. Remembering
the composite character of our vocabulary, w e are not surprised that in a pair of synonyms one should be of native
stock and the other borrowed. Besides, the examples
from the prayer-book show every kind of combination:
sometimes both words are native (as was of course always
the case in Anglo-Saxon), sometimes both are foreign, and
sometimes the pair includes one wrord of each kind. Most
of our older writers illustrate the same stylistic habit.
Lord Bacon, for instance, writes ' donatives and largesses,'
'pageants or gaudery,' 'amplitude and greatness,' 'to
forsake or destitute a plantation,' ' he runs and is swift of
foot,' ' good and fair dealing,' ' putrefy and corrupt,' ' the
spreading or publishing of them,' 'to stay and arrest
nature,' ' look sharply and attentively,' ' honored and respected.' T h e rationale of such phrases is evident enough.
A single noun or verb seldom expresses the full scope of
an idea. T h e pair of words covers the whole meaning
intended by the writer, since the synonyms that he chooses
have somewhat different senses. T o be sure, some repetition is involved, since the second word repeats a large
part of the meaning of thefirst,though adding some
meaning of its own. Yet the author prefers to express
his thought say one-and-a-quarter times to the opposite
method of expressing three-quarters of it and leaving the
rest to be inferred. In Modern English w e take the latter
course, though not uniformly. T h e older fashion conduces to dignity and copiousness of style, but easily
betrays one into tiresome verbiage.
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In the Middle Ages, the English language was a good
deal affected by the allegorical treatment of love. This
followed various conventions, drawing its figures especially from warfare, chivalry, the law, and religion. Thus
the lady's heart was a castle to which the knight laid
siege. The metaphor was elaborately developed and
even acted, as a kind of pantomimic tableau. Hence our
phrases, ' to take one's heart by storm,' ' to surrender at
discretion.' Or the lover was the lady's vassal, her 'man,'
bound to unquestioning obedience, her 'servant,' her
'thrall' or slave. Love was a monarch whose courtiers
were Pity, Disdain, Fair Welcoming, False Semblant, and
the like; he sat in judgment and heard the complaints of
suitors against their hard-hearted mistresses. Strangest
of all, to our thinking, is the religious convention. The
lady was the ' saint' to w h o m one prayed. The God or
Goddess of Love was addressed in terms appropriate to
the Deity. Faithful lovers were Cupid's 'saints.' Dido
and Phyllis, who died for Love, were Love's ' martyrs.'
As the Church recognized seven deadly sins and seven
principal virtues, so there were sins and virtues in the
worship of Love. Hence came many figurative expressions which to us sound blasphemous or, at least, in
very bad taste. But the religion of the Middle Ages was
not remote from life. It was a matter of course, which
nobody hesitated to talk about, and consequently such
figures conveyed no hint of irreverence. One of the first
and best effects of intelligent linguistic study is to emancipate us from that form of provincialism which erects
the present fashions in language into eternal canons of
criticism. '
The Elizabethan age was marked rather by the prevalence of every possible kind of literary mannerism than
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by the predominance of any. Euphuism was only one of
several fashions in speech and writing. T h e language of
the Euphuist was not, as has often been thought, full
of strange and affected words. So far as mere vocabulary
is concerned, it was usually pure and dignified. But it
resorted to excessive antithesis; it balanced itself so nicely
from clause to clause as to m a k e monotony into afineart;
and it heightened false point by puerile tricks of alliteration and jingle. Besides all this, it was overloaded with
far-fetched similes from what passed for natural history.
These peculiarities are all illustrated in the following
passage from Lyly's Euphues, a kind of moral romance,
from which the style in question takes its name: 1 —
It fareth with m e , Psellus, as with the ostrich, w h o pricketh none
but herself, which causeth her to run w h e n she would rest; or as with
the pelican, w h o striketh -blood out of her o w n body to do others good;
or with the wood-culver, w h o plucketh off her feathers in winter to
keep others from the cold; or as with the stork, who, w h e n she is
least able, carrieth the greatest burthen. So I practise all things that
m a y hurt m e , to do her good that never regardeth m y pains, so far is
she from rewarding them.

The coinage of strange words, the borrowing of n e w
terms from the classic languages, and excessive Latinization, were also characteristics of the Elizabethans. Hence
the contemporary satire on 'ink-horn terms.' A roughand-ready caricature is Rowlands'' Signieur Word-Monger,
the A p e of Eloquence' (1600): —
A s on the w a y I itinerated,
A rural person I obviated,
Interrogating time's transitation

1
Euphues is the hero's name. It is Gr. ebcpvJ/s, ' of an excellent nature,
from ed, 'well,' and 4><uo>, 'to be born.' ES is familiar to us in eu-phon
(<pwrfl, 'sound'), and euphemism (<pi)id, 'to say'); <p6w w e have
physics, physician, physiology, and so on.
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A n d of the passage demonstration.
M y apprehension did ingenious scan
That he was merely a simplician;
So when I saw he was extravagant,
Unto the obscure vulgar consonant,
I bade him vanish most promiscuously,
A n d not contaminate m y company.

Translated into plain English, this farrago means m
' A s I was walking in the road, I met a countryman, who
asked m e the time and the way. W h e n I saw he was a
vagabond, and belonged to the common people, I told him
to begone and not disgrace m e by his company.'
Another trick of Elizabethan writers was to archaize.
Chaucer was much read and ' Chaucerisms' were abundant. The most eminent of all archaizers is Spenser, only
a small part of whose poetry is written in the language of
his time. The influence of France, in which a remarkable
literary movement was then in progress, has been traced
in some of the Elizabethan whimsicalities.1 Spain and
Italy were also potent forces. Euphuism itself is commonly referred to Spanish influence, and certainly shows
much likeness to the celebrated Guevara.
Sometimes sham antiques have slipped in. Spenser, the
most distinguished of all our archaizers, made many mistakes, and his imitators in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries were not better instructed. Thus the strange
compound noun derring-do, which he introduced, and
which has had some currency in the sense of ' courage,'' valorous achievement,' is due to a headlong misunderstanding of a passage in Chaucer, ' in derring do that longeth
to a knight,' i.e. ' in daring to do what belongs to a knight.
1

See J. B. Fletcher, Areopagus and Pleiade, in Journal of Germani
Philology, II, 429-53.
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So iwis, an adverb meaning ' certainly' (cognate with Ger.
gewiss), has usually been treated by archaizing writers as
if it were a pronoun and a verb, — I wis, ' I know,' —
though this is an impossible form, — the present tense
being really I wot, and the preterite I wiste" (cf. the biblical, 'he wist not what he said'). Trow really means 'to
think,' but it has often been used as a synonym for ' I
know.' Gramarye is set down in all the dictionaries as
meaning 'magic' (like Fr. grimoire, which has the same
origin), but the only old sense of this word that can be
discovered in English is ' grammar,' — its original and
proper meaning. It looks as if the sense of 'magic' were
a coinage of Bishop Percy's, — a clever coinage, it must
be admitted, or a happy blunder, for nothing ever had
more the air of afineold word.1 The connection between
the idea of 'grammar' (i.e. 'learning') and 'magic' is
also close, and the Fr. grimoire, ' a conjuring book,' show
how natural the development is.
Finally, we may mention the universal Elizabethan habit
of punning, which pervaded conversation and literature
alike. Every kind of play on words was common, from
the merest jingle in sound to the most elaborate calembour. Puns are now out of favor, probably because we
think that the punster wishes us to laugh at them.2 W e
should be careful, however, not to take the punning habit
of the Elizabethans so seriously. Clearly the Elizabethans
did not laugh at puns, unless they were peculiarly amusing.
1

See Child, English and Scottish Popular Ballads, V, 340.
2
Pun is of uncertain etymology, and was doubtless a slang word at
the outset. It is commonly referred to pound (of which there is a clipped
iormpun, 'to beat,' occurring in Shakspere). A n older word is clench
or clinch, either from the twist in the meaning of the words punned on
or from the sense of 'repartee,'— something that clinches the argument.
Quirk ( a ' turn' or ' flourish') and quip (from quid pro quo) are synonyms.
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They got merely a certain intellectual titillation out of
the grotesque association of ideas which punning induced.
The pun became for thefirstand last time in our literary
history a definite feature of the language. Some of the
commonest puns became idiomatic, and attracted no attention whatever. Our own speech always seems familiar to
us, however odd it may sound to our neighbors over the
border, in space or in time.
In general, the Elizabethans handled the language with
the greatest freedom. It was an age of novelty. The
English people was at last awake to its importance as a
power in the world at large. It was ceasing to be isolated,
and was becoming conscious of a great political destiny.
Discoveries, as of the N e w World, Utopian schemes, and
phantom commonwealths were in the air. Men's minds
were stimulated in the highest degree, and the mental
temper was alert and ready. Fantastic imitation of foreign ways was inevitable. Each Elizabethan felt that he
was an individual, and burned to distinguish himself, if
only by the cut of his coat. It was the age of Pericles,
without the restraints of Greek taste, — which, however,
were not so binding on the actual Athenians as they have
become in the tradition of retrospective critics. The stage
reproduces for us almost every trick of Elizabethan speech
and manners. The mere vocabulary of a single dramatist
would wreck his reputation with the purists if he were a
modern.
In the next age, thought, literature, and language were
influenced by those complex causes which we sum up rather
vaguely as ' Puritanism.' The most obvious effect on our
language was to bring theology and biblical turns of phrase
into the common speech to a degree unknown before. Yet
it would be a serious mistake to suppose that any great
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number of the religious words that are now a part of
our ordinary vocabulary are derived from this movement.
Most of them had been in the language for a long time, and
many had gone through a development which had obscured
their origin, so that they were no longer felt as religious
allusions. The religious vocabulary was not the invention
of the Puritans, nor was it's common use in everyday dialogue a specifically Puritan fashion. W h a t the Puritans
did was to carry the habit out to its ultimate limits in
use.
They also made constant appeal to the legislation of
the Old Testament, and thusfilledthe language, for a
time, with allusions to Hebrew law and ritual, as well as to
the poets and prophets of the Old Dispensation. In short,
they focussed their minds on biblical phraseology, with
results that permanently affected our stock of words and
idioms. In N e w England these forces worked with peculiar power. Congregationalism was long established by
law, and all who refused to conform to that system were
'dissenters.'1 The intellectual history of Massachusetts,
for example, was practically unaffected by the Restoration.
The reaction from Puritanism in the life of the nation
is mirrored in the language of the eighteenth century.
Writers were in constant dread of ' enthusiasm' (which
was a synonym for ' fanaticism') and ' the romantic' (by
which was meant anything fanciful or imaginative or
emotional that was not instantly reducible to common
sense). Their ideal was the easy elegance of language
which befits a cultivated man of fashion. Polish, wit,
and epigram were the mode. Imagination was repressed.
Warmth of feeling was not to be uttered without sus1

See A. C. Goodell, in the Publications of the Colonial Society of
Massachusetts, I, 140 ff.
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picion of vulgarity. The good writer, it was held, should
steer his course between exaltation, on the one hand,
and dulness on the other. Above all, he should be clear
and logical, or at all events, should have the semblance of
being so. T o preserve one's self-control under all circumstances, without appearing to be self-conscious, was to
reach the acme of the kind of excellence then most
admired. The model was France, the polite nation.
There can be no doubt that the eighteenth century had
a beneficial effect on our language. In particular, it made
for what we now call ' grammatical correctness.' The
regularity of English syntax is mainly due to the tendencies which we have been describing. M a n y constructions,
freely used in the Elizabethan age, were gradually discarded in the eighteenth century because they seemed to
be irregular, or because they tended to ambiguity. Similarly, the meanings of words became more limited, with
a manifest gain in exactness. A n dfinally,our literary
vocabulary was subjected to a purifying process. The
Elizabethans, as we have seen, were very free in coining
new words or in reviving old ones, and the learned times
had brought in many sesquipedalian terms from the Latin.
This gave a peculiar richness to Elizabethan phraseology, and afinedignity to that of the seventeenth century ; but such processes cannot go on indefinitely without
removing the language of literature too far from that of
common life. A period of rest has to intervene, that the
language may, so to speak, take account of stock, or, to
change thefigure,may digest what it has somewhat indiscriminately devoured. The eighteenth century was such
a period. N o better standard can be found than the easy
language of cultivated men who are neither specialists
nor pedants, and this was the standard which the eigh-
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teenth century used in codifying 'good English.' Many
blunders were made in matters of detail, but the general
movement was sound, and its results were good. Of
course, this schoolmastering tendency could not last forever. Long before the end of the century there were
revolts against the repressive canons of what was called
good taste, and the language began once more to go on in
its free course of development. There is such a thing as
pedantic dread of pedantry, and as soon as the eighteenth
century reached that stage, its work had been done, and
another readjustment began.
What is called the ' Romantic Revival,' toward the end
of the eighteenth century, is the next great influence
which our language felt. This is a vague term for a very
complicated group of causes, and the literary historians
find some trouble in defining it. The effect upon our
language, however, is a much simpler matter to study.
There was a revolt against French neatness and ' correctness ' of style, a return to the older models of English,
— to Spenser, and Shakspere, and Milton. Obsolete and
half-obsolete words were revived, not always with an
accurate knowledge of their sense. Variety and striking
effects were sought after. Metaphor became bolder, and
versification was freed from some of its more recent
shackles. Poetry showed thisfirst;and in the nineteenth
century the reaction extended itself to prose. The easiest
catchword for the revolt is 'individualism,' as opposed to
the view that a man must conform his language to that
of everybody else, or that all must follow some definite
model or models, ancient or modern. W e have a feeling
that ' the style is the man,' and that every author is therefore entitled to use that form of language which best
expresses his individuality. Thus it is impossible to
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say that there is any prevailing style that marks the
nineteenth century. A hundred years hence, when the
small men have sunk out of sight, and only a few great
authors emerge from the level of forgotten mediocrity, the
future historian may be able to characterize nineteenthcentury English, but it cannot be done by a contemporary.
In one and the same author, we often find marked preciosity of phrase cheek by jowl with the baldest colloquialism. Affected brutality of diction associates itself on
the same page with equally affected sentimental refinement. In some particulars, however, w e can hardly go
wrong. It is certain, as w e have already remarked, that
the progress of science and mechanics, and the widespread
popular interest in discovery and invention, have profoundly modified our vocabulary. Another influence, of a
widely different kind, has come from the almost passionate
study of literature as afineart, and from the consequent
development of literary criticism. And,finally,there has
never been a time in the history of our language when
' syntactical correctness' has ruled with so capricious and
tyrannical a sway. The proof-reader has become a court
of last resort -for many of us.
W e have now considered not only the great movements
which brought the English language to pass, but some of
the modifying influences or 'fashions' to which it has
been subjected from age to age. A m o n g the fashions,
we have counted mere tricks of style, like the Anglo-Saxon
tautology, and such far-reaching social and religious
forces as Puritanism. Despite all these modifying influences, w e observe that the English tongue is still the
English tongue. It has changed much since the East
Midland became the literary languagefivehundred years
ago, yet all the changes have not essentially modified
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its character. The ' genius of the language' is still the
satae.
Such persistence of uniformity in the face of chance
and change challenges our attention. Words, as we
know, are but the signs of thought. They do nothing
of themselves, and have only such senses as the mind of
the speaker and the hearer gives them. Yet, when we
observe their conduct in the presence of various forces
that act upon them, they almost seem to have an independent life, apart from the mind of the man who uses
them.
And, indeed, this is in a manner true. For no sooner
has an idea been expressed in words than the form of
expression reacts on the speaker and influences his subsequent- thought. If this happens in the case of a casual
utterance, phrased in a conventional way, how much more
powerful must have been the reaction in the minds of
those whosefirstacquaintance with that idea was associated with the particular form .of language in which it
was couched ! Every one knows how a peculiar or striking phrase, embodying a certain thought, may recur to the
memory whenever the thought comes back to us, and
thus, by a kind of haunting persistence, make it difficult
to phrase the thought otherwise. W e all have our favorite catchwords, which, originating in this way, have
become as much a part of our individuality as our tricks
of gait or gesture or facial expression.
Now, in long lapses of time the continuance of similar
impressions produces in one speaker a mode or habit of
thought consonant with that of others. The several
impressions in the mind as a particular word is constantly
used act somewhat like objects in a composite photograph:
all that is alike is constantly accumulating, while that
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which is individual or peculiar is as rapidly dissipated.
Thus there arises a regular and persistent mode 'of
thought, and consequently of expression, which more or
less dominates the form of the language in the mouths
of all its speakers, whether they mean to be guided by it
or not. To this tendency the Germans have given the
expressive name Sprachgefilhl, or 'speech-feeling.' W e
have no settled term for it in English, — that is, no name
which our Sprachgefilhl has accepted, — so that we are
more or less in the habit of employing the German word.
It is of course absurd to ascribe feeling to language,
except in a metaphorical way. Fortunately, however, the
vague syntax of composition (see p. 177) allows the German word to mean a ' feeling for speech ' as well as 'feeling of speech,' and by-and-by we shall either adopt the
term as an English word, or the feeling itself will accept
some other suitable phrase to express the idea. For the
Sprachgefilhl is a very real thing in a long-cultivated language like our own. It affects every word that we utter,
though we may think that we are speaking as the whim
of the moment dictates; and thus it is the strongest and
most pervasive of all conservative forces, and has kept
our language true to itself through all the vicissitudes
which we have been describing.
The writer has a thousand times had occasion to notice
the difference in this Sprachgefilhl in the use of Latin,
French, and English, and has constantly been surprised
at the way in which the language insisted upon writing
itself almost in spite of him. Thus a monumental simplicity of style and a single point of view are almost
inseparable from a Latin essay; French must make itself
scintillating and epigrammatic; and it is almost impossible
not to be copious and diffuse in writing English.
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N o author, however eminent, can disregard this subtle
and pervasive law. M e n of genius m a y take great liberties with their mother tongue without offence; but let
them once run counter to its characteristic tendencies, let
them violate the English Sprachgefilhl, and their mannerism becomes, as it were, a foreign language. They are
writing not English, but — say Carlylese.

CHAPTER X
COMPLEXITY OF THE ENGLISH VOCABULARY

No language has so complex and varied a vocabulary
as English. Our everyday speech includes a multitude
of words from all periods of history, and every quarter of
the globe. All the great civilizations have contributed to
our vocabulary. Indeed, the history of English words is
the history of our civilization in all its aspects. A few
examples will illustrate these truths in a striking way.
Only familiar words have been chosen, but these have been
made as miscellaneous as possible in order to bring out the
complexity of the subject.
Candy comes from the Arabic qand, 'sugar'; the Arabs
got their word from the Persian, and its ultimate source
seems to be Indian, for it is connected in some manner
with a Sanskrit verb which means ' break ' (' fragments of
crystallized sugar'). Sugar has a similar history, being
derived from Arabic, and by Arabic from Sanskrit. Molasses, on the contrary, is from L. mellaceus, 'honeylik
(from mel ' honey,' whence melli-fluous, ' honey-flowing
which we use of a sweet sound). Rum, the name of a
third product of sugar-cane, seems to be of English origin;
an older form is rumbullion, apparently a dialectic English
word for 'disturbance,' or 'racket'; thus in its original
application to a kind of liquor it was a mere bit of humorous slang. Treacle for ' sugar-syrup' (also for ' molasses')
is ultimately derived from a Greek word signifying ' an an128
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tidote for the bite of a wild beast.'J All of these
except rum, reached our language through the French;
rum, however, has been borrowed by French from English.
A scolding woman is a scold, shrew, vixen, termagant
virago. Thefirstthree words are of native origin. Scold
goes back to a root which means ' to shove or push'; shrew
means 'cursed' (cf. curst, an old word for 'ill-tempered'),
and it is connected with shrewd; vixen is the feminine
form of fox (cf. Ger. Fuchs, Filchsin); termagant is a by
form of Tervagant (of unknown etymology), supposed in
former times to be a savage god of the Saracens; virago is
a Latin word, borrowed without change of form; its original sense is ' a manly woman ' (vir, ' man '), ' a heroine,'
'an amazon.' The adjective cross is ultimately from L.
crux (' a cross '), 2 and means first ' lying crosswise or
athwart,' then ' contrary or perverse,' andfinally' ill-tempered.' Ill-tempered means literally ' ill-mixed,' and refers
to the mixture of the humors in a person's system; a disturbance of the balance of this mixture puts one ' out of
sorts.' Ill comes from the Scandinavian, temper from the
Latin; so that the adjective last mentioned is a hybrid
compound representing two widely separated civilizations
which came into contact with each other in the British
Islands. Ill-humored has the same source ; it refers literally to one whose humors (see p. 30) are in bad order.
Pheasant comes through French and Latin from Phasis,
the Greek name of a river in Asia. Turkeys were thought
to have come from Turkey; hence the name; the word
Turk itself is from the Persian, but is probably of Tartar
origin. Parrot is 'little Peter,' from Fr. Pierrot, though
no one knows why the bird was so called; paroquet has
1
2

E

See p. 266 for details.
For the history of the word see p. 349.
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the same meaning, and so has petrel (Fr. pStrel). In the
last instance there is perhaps an allusion to St. Peter's
walking on the sea. Robin is of course a diminutive of
Robert, which is an Old High German proper name
(meaning ' bright in fame') that has reached us through
the French to remind us that French civilization is partly
of Teutonic origin. Thrush, wren, and throstle are nativ
English words, and so is dove; but pigeon is French, from
L. pipio, 'a peeper,' 'a chirper.' Eagle is French, from
L. aquila (perhaps from aquilus, 'dark brown').
Car came to us from the Norman carre, used for almost
any vehicle. Carre was from the late Latin carra, L.
carrus. The Romans took the word from the Celts. In
England car has become, in the main, a poetical word for
'chariot,' or the like, as in Milton's 'car of night.' In
America, however, it is still in popular use in a special
sense in connection with 'rapid transit' (see p. 271).
W e speak of ' steam cars,' ' railway cars,' ' passenger cars,'
'freight cars,' 'horse cars,' 'electric cars,' etc., and use the
simple car as a generic term for them all. For Americans, then, its associations are distinctly prosaic. Carriage (also from Norman French) is properly an abstract
or noun of action from the verb derived from carre.
It is used both abstractly and concretely (for a single
vehicle).
Vehicle (still a rather literary or learned
word) is borrowed directly from L. vehiculum (from vehere,
to 'convey,' cognate with Eng. way). Cart is of uncertain etymology, but must be connected with A.S.
creel, 'cart.' It is perhaps akin to O. H. Ger. cratt
'basket or hamper.' (Crate, from L. crdtis, 'hurdle,' i
a different word.) Wagon, or waggon, comes from Dutch
or L o w German. The native English term is wain (A.S.
wcegn, akin to way), a related word, which has become
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poetical. Coach is a much later word ; it was introduced
from the French coche in the sixteenth century (when
coaches came into use). It was originally a Hungarian
adjective, from the name of the town Kocs (pronounced
kotch), so that coach is like berlin, landau, hansom (cf.
Concord wagon, Bath or Sedan chair, etc.), and arises from
the omission of the generic noun which the adjective limits.1 Dray is the A.S. drage, 'dragnet,' from dragan, 'to
draw.' It is connected with dredge, but dredge (though
originally Teutonic) comes directly from Fr. drege. Locomotive is a learned formation (like Fr. loeomotif), m a d e
as if from a Latin locomotivus (loco-, stem of locus, ' place
+ motivus, from movere 'move'). In the case of such
learned words it is sometimes impossible to tell whether
they were m a d e up directly from the Latin or borrowed
from the French, since thefirstuser of them often had
both languages in mind, and, even if he were imitating a
French word, did so on the basis of Latin forms that were
familiar to him. A s w e have already remarked, the Latin
words that our language borrowed directly have usually
been treated after the analogy of French formations, themselves taken from Latin.2 T h e full form is locomotive engine. Locomotive has never become truly popular, — the
commonest term being simply engine, an interesting case
of successive specialization (see p. 248).
Cab was originally slang. It is shorthand for cabriolet,
— a French diminutive of cabriole. T h e latter comes from
the Italian cabriola, itself a diminutive of L. capra, ' shegoat.' T h e application of the n a m e to a light vehicle is a
manifest joke. Calash is merely an English pronunciation
of Fr. caliche, which is of Slavonic origin. T h e original
i See pp. 253 ff,

2

See p. 95.
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calashes had a removable top, — hence the word was also
applied to a kind of hood. Barouche is the German Barutsche, respelled in the French fashion under the impression
that it was a French word. The Germans took Barutsche
from the Italian, itsfinalsource being the Latin birotus,
'two-wheeled' (from rota, 'wheel'). Chaise is a muchworn form of the Greek icaOehpa (kathSdra), 'a chair.'
It has passed through L. cathedra (whence cathedral, from
the bishop's throne), and Fr. chaire, 'pulpit,' the form
chaise being an old Parisian dialectic pronunciation of
chaire. The word chaise is older than the vehicle. When
first borrowed in English it was applied to a litter (like a
'Sedan chair'). Shay (chay) is a seventeenth-century
form (always regarded as vulgar), due to the idea that
chaise was a plural (cf. pea from pease; vulgar corp from
corpse).
Bicycle is an artificial modern formation from the Latin
prefix bi-, which has long been freely used in English
(especially in scientific terms), and cycle, itself a derivative (through the Latin and perhaps the French) from
Gr. icrnXof (kuklos), 'wheel.' The English word is
well formed,1 and conveys an appropriate sense. The
mere fact that it is a hybrid compound does not make
it any the less acceptable English. Observe the rapid
shortening of the word to plain cycle. A curious twist,
cicycle, sometimes heard from the ignorant in England,
illustrates both the tendency to assimilation of sounds and
that to reduplication. In less educated times this form
would have a good chance to prevail, since, like all such
1

Unlike its predecessor velocipede (from L. velox, velocis, ' swift,' and
pes, pedis, ' foot'), which was apparently intended to signify ' something
rapidly propelled by the rider's feet.' If, however, velocipede meant
simply 'swift-footed/ the word was legitimately made.
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vulgar distortions, it obeys the dominating tendenci
linguistic change.
Spice is the same word as species and specie. It com
from the Latin species ' kind,' through O. Fr. espice, an
in Middle English meant both 'kind' and 'spice.' The
latter sense is a queer specialization and must have come
through trade, — there were different kinds of these
aromatic substances, and so spices came to be used for the
substances themselves. Species was later borrowed directly
from Latin without alteration. Specie is the ablative of
species, and comes from the Latin phrase in specie,—used
for payment in gold or silver (from the sense of ' treasure,'
'coin,' which species took in late Latin). Notice that
from the noun species, a vulgar singular specie for ' kind
has been formed, species looking like a plural.1
Pepper is the Anglo-Saxonpipor, borrowed from L. piper,
which came from the Greek; but the Greeks themselves
took the word from the Orient. Cinnamon is the Hebrew
qinnamon, which is borrowed from some other Eastern
tongue. The older English form is cinnamom, from L. cinnamomum, itself from the Hebrew. But this English form
was made over by scholars who were familiar with Hebrew and thought cinnamom erroneous. Ginger is also an
Eastern word. Its earliest English form was gingiver,
from O. Fr. gengibre, from L. zingiber, from Gr. fyyyifi
(zingiberis), from some Oriental language. The literal
meaning is 'horn-shaped,' from the shape of the root.
Allspice is so called from its supposed composite flavor of
cloves, nutmegs, and cinnamon. Nutmeg (M.E. notemuge)
is a hybrid compound of English nut (older note) and
0. Fr. muge, 'musk.'
Grocer is literally one who sells at wholesale (en gros);
1

See p. 139.
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it is a comparatively modern word in its present application. Doctor (literally 'teacher,' as in 'Doctor of
Divinity') is a title used as an appellative; its common
application to physicians is due to the fact that ' doctors
of medicine' outnumber all other kinds of doctors. Carpenter is from L.L. carpentarius (through the French),
which meant formerly ' wagon-maker,' from L. carpentum,
'wagon,' related to car and, like car, of Celtic origin.
Cordwainer, 'shoemaker,' has nothing to do with cord; it
is the Old French cordoanier, a worker in cordouan o
Cordovan leather (whence Eng. cordwain).
Shop is the Anglo-Saxon sceoppa, 'storehouse,' 'booth.'
Store, from O. Fr. estor, 'provisions' (which is fro
L. (in)staurare, 'to restore'), meant in older English
' a collection' or ' accumulation,' especially of goods;
hence it came to mean 'a storehouse' or 'depot.' In the
United States and the British Colonies any shop where
goods are sold, large or small, is often called a store. This
is not mere provincial grandiloquence, as is often supposed,
but results from the fact that, when the use grew up,
the places in question were really storehouses, — as every
' shop' in a new country must necessarily be. Emporium,
as often used, is deliberate and half-humorous magniloquence. The word means properly a market-town or
centre of trade, and is a mere Latinization of the Greek
ifnropiov (empdrion), 'trading post' or 'factory.' Facto
is from factor, 'agent.' A factory was formerly a trading
post or establishment for the agents of a foreign trading
company, — as ' the factories of the East India Company.'
Later it was transferred to its present meaning of ' manufactory' (L. manus, 'hand'), being in a manner rederived
from L. factorium,1' a place where things are made.'
1

In classical Latin, factorium has taken the special sense of ' oil-press.'
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Pretty is the Anglo-Saxon prozttig,' sly,' which may come
in a roundabout w a y (possibly through the Celtic) from
L.L. practica, 'practice,' 'plot' (which is from Gr.
irpaTTw, prdtto, 'do,' 'make'). T h e transition in meaning from 'sly' to the present sense of pretty is doubtless
through the notion of 'cleverness.' Compare the American
nursery term cunning of a bright or amusing little child
(cunning means literally 'knowing,' and had atfirstno
bad sense).1 So handsome is literally 'dexterous,' 'handy'
(-some being the suffix seen in winsome, gladsome, etc.).
Beautiful is a French word, beaute, with an English suffix.
Beauty itself is from L.L. bellitas, from L. bellus, 'pretty
Lovely is of course from love. Observe that all these
adjectives, especially pretty, the oldest of them in English,
show traces of being used as pet names or endearing
adjectives. This is, indeed, enough to account for what
seems atfirstthe strange change of sense which pretty has
undergone. T h e fantastical language of affection often
makes pet names out of abusive ones. So Othello calls
Desdemona 'excellent wretch,' and King Lear speaks of
Cordelia as ' m y poor fool.' Rascal, worm, villain, tyke
(' cur'), goose, and even snake, have all been used in this
way; cf. the L. asellus,' little donkey.' W e should remember Helena's list of
Pretty, fond, adoptious Christendoms
That blinking Cupid gossips,

in All's Well That Ends Well.
Corn is a native word (akin to L. granum, whence
grain is derived); its original sense is 'a single grain,' as
in the biblical ' a corn of wheat,' and kernel is its diminu1

On the change of meaning in sly, cunning, and knowing, see p. 28
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tive.1 Collectively corn is used in England for any kind
of grain. In the United States, however, the word
(when used without an adjective) regularly means
' maize' or ' Indian corn,' and is never applied to wheat,
rye, barley, or oats. Maize (a term seldom heard in the
United States) is a Haytian word, mahiz (or mahis),
which came into our language through the Spanish maiz.
Ink comes (O. Fr. enque, modern encre) from encaustum
a Latinization of Gr. ey/cavo-rov (Snkauston), ' someth
burnt in,' connected with caustic and holocaust. Pen
simply ' feather' (Fr. penne from L. penna). Paper is the
papyrus plant (French, from Latin, from Greek). Parchment comes (through the French) from L. Pergamenus, an
adjective from Pergamum, a city in Asia. Write is a
native word which meant originally ' to scratch.' Book
is also native, but it meant originally 'beech,' for our
ancestors used to cut runic letters on wooden staves or
rods ; cf. Ger. Buchstaben,' letters of the alphabet' (literally 'beech-staves'). Alphabet is from the Greek letters
alpha and beta (our A and B ) .
For ' precious stone' the Anglo-Saxons had a mysterious
word eorcnan-stdn. They also borrowed gemma from the
Latin, in the form gim, and this survived as a native word
till the fourteenth century. In that century, however, in
which the influence of French and Latin was particularly
strong, the word was remade and brought nearer to its
Latin original, taking the form gemme". This remaking is
usually said to have been under the influence of the
French gemme (itself from the Latin),—but this is not so
certain; for it is not possible to separate Latin and
1

Anglo-Saxon cyrnel is a regular diminutive of corn, showing the
diminutive ending -el (related to the Latin ending infilio-lus,'little
son') and ' umlaut' or vowel-mutation (as in gold, gylden,' golden').
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French influence in a case like this. Jewel is certa
from the French. It is a diminutive of L. jocus (whence
Vr.jeu), and meant originally 'plaything.'1 The names of
different precious stones are of very various origin. Diamond is the same word as adamant; it comes through the
French and the Latin from the Greek aBauas (ddamas),
'untamed,'—and was so called from its hardness; L. domare (whence our indomitable) and English tame belong to
the same root. Emerald is from the Greek o-udpaySo's
(smdragdos), through Latin and French. Sapphire has a
similar derivation ; but the Greeks must have got it from
some Oriental people, for the word is not Indo-European
and resembles the Hebrew sappir. Ruby is connected
with L. ruber, 'red.' Pearl means 'little pear' (Fr. from
L. pirum, 'pear'). Jet is O. Fr. jet, from L. gagates, a
Greek word derived from Gagas, the name of a town in
Asia Minor. Agate is French, from Gr. d^em;? (achdtes),
through Latin. Jade is French from Spanish. In its
oldest form it is connected with L. ilia, 'flanks,'because
jade was thought to cure side-ache, in accordance with the
old view that ascribed all kinds of mysterious 'virtues' to
gems. Most of these gem-names came, it will be remarked,
from the East, and reached England through Greece, Rome,
and France successively. This correctly represents the
history of civilization in the matter of gems, except in one
respect. W e should make a mistake if we inferred that
the English owed their knowledge of such things to the
French. Anglo-Saxon had names for many gems, derived
directly from the Latin (as in the case of the word gem
itself), but these words went out of use after the Norman
Conquest, when the persons who continued to speak
English had little occasion to talk of precious stones; and
1

See Sheldon, in Studies and Notes in Philology and Literature, I, 123.
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the words passed into the language again later, through
the French.
Apple and berry are native words of unknown origin,
though the latter is perhaps associated with a root meaning ' to eat.' Pear and plum were adapted from the Latin
pirum and prunum by Anglo-Saxons (piru, plum). So
beet (A.S. bete, from L. beta), — and a good many oth
names of plants. Peach comes through the French from
L. Persicum (malum), ' Persian apple.' Grape is an old
French word (Fr. grappe) from an Old High German
word for ' hook,' and is related to grab, grapple, cram
the French applied the term to a 'bunch of grapes,'the
connection of ideas coming through the relation between
' clutching' and ' a handful.' Potato is the native Haytia
name- slightly altered by the Spaniards (Haytian batata,
Spanish patata) ; the word, like the tuber, was borrowed
in the sixteenth century. The American 'sweet potato'
is a plant of quite a different family, but it has the best
of rights to its name, — for it was called potato before
this name was given to the white tuber that is now
regarded as the true potato.
Parsley has had a strange history. It is a Greek compound irerpoo-eXtvov (petrosSlinon), 'rock parsley,'
7reToo? (pStros), 'rock' (whence the name Peter, — see
Matthew xvi. 18) and aeXtvov (sSlinon), 'parsley.' The
Romans borrowed the word as petroselinum, and it was
taken into Anglo-Saxon as petersilie.1
In French th
Latin word wore down to persil, and this was taken bodily
into English in the.same form persil. Side by side with
persil, however, the English made a form persely, which
a kind of compromise between the Anglo-Saxon and the
French, and this form has survived in our modern parsley.
iThis is also the German word for ' parsley.'
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Squash means one thing in England, another in Americ
— a n d the two senses come from languages as widely
separated as it is possible for languages to be. The English squash means an ' unripe peapod' (or 'peascod'), and
is connected with the verb squash, ' to crush'; the latter
probably coming (through the Old French esquachier,
modern, ecacher) from a L o w Latin excoacticare, from e
and cogere, coactum,' to drive together,' ' to compel.' Th
American squash is a kind of gourd (something like the
English vegetable marrow), the word coming from the
Massachusetts Indian asquash (plural of asq), 'raw,'
'green,' i.e. 'green vegetables.' It is an odd coincidence
that two such different languages as Latin and North
American Indian should independently bestow upon our
speech two different words identical in form and sound.
But every cultivated modern tongue, being the reeord of
a long and complicated civilization, is full of such anomalies (cf. p. 360).
Pea is the result of a common error. The Latin pisum
gave A.S. pise", which became pese" in Middle English.
Then the -e" disappeared, leaving pes (whence pease).
The s, though really a part of the word itself, was taken
as the plural ending, and hence a singular pea was made,
— as if corp had been made from corps(e).1
Mint and money are really the same word. Bothcome
from L. moneta (which had both meanings) from Juno
Moneta, whose temple was the Roman mint. The surname
Moneta is from the verb monere, 'to warn' or 'advise'
(which we have in monitor, admonish), and has nothing to
do with coining. The Anglo-Saxons borrowed moneta
1

Indeed, this form corp is known in vulgar English, and was once in
good use. For other cases of a singular made in this way cf. burial, and
see pp. 132-3.
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as mynet (whence mint), and in French the Latin word
became moneie (modern monnaie), whence our money.
W e still have two old" phrases ' pay the shot' and ' pay
the scot,' for 'pay your reckoning (at a tavern),' as well as
scot-free, literally ' free of expense.' In this use, shot i
Anglo-Saxon scot, ' a share,' connected with sce'otan '
shoot' (A.S. sc becoming sh in modern English); scot,
however, comes from O. Fr. escot (modern Scot),1 itself a
loan word from the Germanic, so that scot and shot are
really identical in etymology. Penny is Anglo-Saxon,
but the abbreviation d. is the Latin denarius. Farthin
is from fourth (A.S. feorthung from feortha).
Shillin
(A.S. settling) means perhaps ' the clinking coin' (cf. Ge
schellen, ' to sound,' ' to tinkle') ; the abbreviation s. is
L. solidus,' a solid piece of money,' whence soldier 'a hir
fighter.' Pound is the A.S. piind, from L. pondo, akin to
pondus, ' weight' (cf. our ponder, ' to weigh a subject');
the abbreviation £ or I. is the Latin libra, ' a balance,'
weight' (whence de-liber-ate, and level, the latter comi
through the French, from the diminutive libella).
Dollar- is from the L o w Countries, — L o w German
dahler, whither it came from Ger. Thaler, short for
Joachims-thaler, since dollars werefirstcoined in the Tha
('valley,' cognate with English dale) of St. Joachim in
Bohemia, in the sixteenth century. The word dollar was
commonly applied to a Spanish silver coin at the time
when our American monetary standards were devised.
Spanish dollars were well known in this country. Cent
was borrowed directly from L. centum at the same time,
though the word already existed in English in per cent;
and mill was similarly taken from L. mille, 'a thousand.'
The clipped forms cent and mill are due to French influ'Or perhaps from Old Norse skot, really the same word.
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ence,1 but our American ancestors certainly had the Latin
words in mind.
Florin is from Florence, where these coins were first
struck. Crown, louis, napoleon, sovereign, guinea are specialized senses or nicknames. T h e last-mentioned comes
from the fact that the first guineas were coined from
Guinea gold. Such nicknames are originally slang, like
bob or tanner for 'shilling,' tenner for 'ten-pound note,'
Viov 'five-dollar bill,' cart-wheel for 'silver dollar.' Note
itself, in this sense, is short for bank note, like bill for bank
bill. Holy dollar is an old punning Australian term for a
Spanish or American dollar from which a circular piece
had been cut; such coins passed in Australia w h e n currency was scanty. Compare slug, for a stamped lump of
gold in California; dump, for a similar thing in Australia.
Currency itself is an abstract noun used collectively for
current money.
A necromancer learns the future by calling up the
spirits of the dead (Gr. veicpos, nekrds, 'dead body,' and
fiavret'a, manteia, 'divination'). Magic is the art of the
Persian Magi, a class of wizard-priests. Wizard is. properly
a ' wise m a n ' (Milton calls the Three M a g i ' the star-led
wizards'); it is wise with the suffix -ard or -art2 (as in
drunkard, coward, sluggard, braggart). Witch (originally
of c o m m o n gender) seems also to m e a n 'a wise man,' and
to be connected with the root seen in wit, 'knowledge.'
Sortilege, is divination by drawing lots, once regarded as
a mysterious process controlled by the higher powers
(Fr. sortilege, from L. sors, sortis, 'lot,' and legere,
1

French cent, mille.
2
The suffix -ard, -art, came into English from the French, but is of
Germanic origin, and once meant ' bold,' ' hardy.' It is the same as the
English adjective hard, and appears in various proper names, as Reginhard.

142

WORDS AND THEIR WAYS

choose').
Soothsayer is a 'truth-teller' (sooth, 'true,'
'truth'). Juggler is L. joculator, 'jester,' 'player of tricks.
Exorcist is a Greek word meaning ' one w h o lays a spell
upon' evil spirits, and so bans them (from e'£, ex, and
opicCCfitv, horkizein, 'to conjure or lay a spell upon,' f
op/cos, hdrkos, 'oath'). Conjurer is a similar word from
the Latin con- (intensive) and juro, 'to swear'; to conjure
is properly to pronounce the n a m e of a god in such a way
as to gain his assistance.
Prophet means 'spokesman,' that is,' one w h o speaks for
a divinity,' ' the interpreter of his will' (Gr. TrpofyrJTr
prophetes, L. propheta, from Gr. irpo, prd-, 'for,' and <j)d
phdnai, ' to speak') ; since pr6 also means ' before,' the
usual modern sense is easily intelligible. A seer is ' one
w h o sees.' Druid is a Celtic word for a kind of priest.
T h e druids practised magic, and the Anglo-Saxons took
the word in the form dry, in the sense of ' enchanter.' A n
enchanter is one w h o sings chants or charms (incantations),
Fr. enchanter, from L. in-cantare (from cantus, 'song,'
whence chant). T o augur is to interpret the omens given
by the flight of birds, as the R o m a n augures (perhaps from
avis, 'bird') did.
Town is a very concrete word in its origin. It is native
Germanic (A.S. tun) -,1 it means, literally, an 'enclosure,'
or 'fenced place,' and points to the stockaded settlements of a time long before the Angles and Saxons saw
Britain. T h e cognate Ger. Zaun has kept the older sense
of 'hedge.' City, on the other hand, is abstract.- It is
the French citS from L. civitas. Civitas meant originally
'citizenship' (being the abstract from civis, 'citizen'), but
was easily transferred to the citizens in their collective
capacity; and so came, at last, to be a mere synonym of
1

Cognate with the Celtic dun, ' fortress,' seen in Lugdunum, ' Lyons.'
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urbs, 'city.' In its origin, then, city suggests the
politic,' whereas town suggests merely the actual place,
the fenced stronghold; and some traces of this old distinction have persisted to modern times, though the words
have received new conventional senses, different in differVillage is
ent parts of the English-speaking world.
French, from L. villaticus, 'belonging to a country-house'
(cf. Milton's 'tame villatic fowl,' in Samson Agonistes),
and suggests the manor-house with its adjoining cluster
of cottages. Hamlet is a double diminutive. W e derive
it from O. Fr. hamelet, a diminutive of hamel (modern
hameau), which is itself a diminutive of W . Ger. haim
(A.S. ham, Eng. home, Ger. Heim).
Thus hamlet is
closely related to our home, though it has reached us
through the French, and has not descended, like home,
from Anglo-Saxon. Home (A.S. ham) is a general IndoEuropean word for 'abiding-place,' 'dwelling.' In the
oldest English it was purely descriptive, and apparently
as destitute of tender or sentimental associations as town
or city with us. A s early as the sixteenth century we
meet with the proverb ' Home's homely,' that is, ' H o m e
is homelike, or comfortable,' and since that time the
growth of the modern connotations has been rapid.
John Howard Payne's famous song, ' Sweet Home,' expressed in simple language the feelings that had become
vaguely connected with the word. In itself, the song
could not have produced the sentiments which we feel in
the word home. Yet, since it fell in with the popular
sentiment, and was easy to sing and pleasant to hear, it
became almost immediately the common expression of
1

The modern English word villa is a direct borrowing from the Italia
which had preserved the word from the R o m a n times without change of
form. See pp. 321-2.
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those sentiments for all English-speaking persons, and thus
intensified a hundred fold the tender connotations which
it aimed merely to express. In this way, home, atfirsta
mere concrete term, has become an abstract expression for
all that is best in family life. There is at present a tendency to overuse the word (at least in this country) as
little more than a softer synonym for 'house' or 'place
where one lives.' The result of this process would finally
be to strip the word of all its associations, and reduce it
once more to the position of a colorless descriptive term.1
Conservatism, and the inevitable revolt against overdone
sentimentality, may be strong enough to save the word.
County is properly the domain of a count or earl. Count
is French (O. Fr. counte, modern comte), from L. come
'companion' (member of the imperial court). The influence of French on our language was sufficient to bring in
countess and county, but count is still a foreign title. .
English word is earl. The history of this word is almost
the history of England. In A.S. eorl simply meant a
'nobleman,' a person of higher rank than an ordinary
freeman. A m o n g the Danes, the kindred word jarl was
applied to a special class of noblemen of very high rank,
who often exercised viceregal sway over particular districts, the same class that were called aldermen (ealdor
menn) in Anglo-Saxon. W h e n Cnut, the Dane, became king
of England, jarl was of course used by the Danish nobles
in England, and the corresponding English word eorl soon
took on this special sense. The Normans found it in use,
and it was recognized as equivalent to their term count.
1

This is a natural tendency of all language, and must not be regarded
as anything specially objectionable or noteworthy in itself. In the case
of this particular word, it seems a pity: that is all. There is nothing
abnormal or unusual about the process.
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Thereafter, count was used by French-speaking Englis
men, and earl by those who spoke the vernacular; but
though count entered our language, it never displaced earl
as the legal and popular English term. Countess, however, for ' earl's wife,' came in almost immediately, and is
one of the oldest French words in our language. It
occurs in the Peterborough continuation of the AngloSaxon Chronicle under the year 1140, and was certainly
in use considerably earlier. Earl continued to be the
highest rank in the English peerage until the fourteenth
century, when the French titles of duke and marquess
were bestowed on certain members of the royal family.
These titles were later extended beyond their royal limits,
and thus grew up the present system. Earl has now no territorial significance, but is a mere title of rank, inferior to
that of duke and marquess. The old name of alderman
did not go out of use when earl was substituted for it.
It ceased to be a title of nobility, but was applied to the
head of a guild or trade-company. Towns were governed
by the heads of guilds, and hence alderman easily passed
into its present civic meanings with the development of
municipal government in England and America. Thus
the complete history of the single word earl involves the
Anglo-Saxon, the Danish, and the Norman Conquest, the
amalgamation of the different races into the present English nation, the growth of the social system of Great
Britain, and the development of municipal government
on both sides of the Atlantic.
But this is not all. The etymology of earl is uncertain
(perhaps it meant in thefirstplace merely 'man'). But
alderman is derived from aldor,' chief,' literally an ' elder,
and so conducts us back to very primitive times, when
the community was a family, and the head of the clan was
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the father or patriarch. W e have before us, then, not
merely the history of England, but the history of government itself. The vicissitudes of a word like alderman,
which once meant 'viceroy,' and now means a 'city official,'
are curious enough; but the interest in them is far from
that of mere curiosity.

C H A P T E R XI
UNITY OF THE ENGLISH VOCABULARY

THE assimilating power of the English language is not
less remarkable than the complexity of its sources. Our
commonest words, as we have just seen, come from every
corner of the world, and have been subjected to almost
every conceivable process in form and meaning. Yet the
language is consistent with itself, and has its distinctive
character. A priori, one might expect that a tongue like
our own would be like the learned jargon of Hudibras:
But, when he pleased to show't, his speech
In loftiness of sound was rich;
A Babylonish dialect,
Which learned pedants much affect.
It was a parti-colored dress
Of patched and piebald languages;
'Twas English cut on Greek and Latin,
Like fustian heretofore on satin;
It had an odd, promiscuous tone
As if h' had talked three parts in one;
Which made some think, when he did gabble,
Th' had heard three laborers of Babel;
Or Cerberus himself pronounce
A leash of languages at once.

In fact, however, English produces no such effect. Ou
Sprachgefilhl, the 'genius of the language,' or whatever
one may call the great conservative force which we have
already considered, has not only kept English true to
147
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itself through long periods of time, but revolts instantly
against any neologism that does not accord with our
idiom. English is full of French words, but it is none the
less English. Transfer a French sentence1 into English
words, literally, without regard to our idiom, and the
vigor with which our language resents a Gallicism is evident at once; and the argument is clinched by the
admitted impossibility of translating Macbeth or Hamlet
into the language of Racine.
The diverse sources of English have been abundantly
exemplified in the preceding chapter by the citation of
groups of words for common things or familiar ideas.
The harmony with which these diverse elements combine
to make a consistent language may best be seen by examining the words that make up a particular passage of
connected discourse.
Let us take, then, the following brief paragraph of recent
narrative prose: —
The negro pilot was naturally of a gloomy and savage expression
of countenance, and at these unwelcome tidings his forbidding features were so hideously distorted with anger and terror that he looked
more like a d e m o n than a m a n of this world. Springing to his feet,
he tore his cap from his head with a spasmodic twitch that half
detached the glazed visor, threw off his tattered pea-jacket, seized a
harpoon, and rushed toward the companion-way. T h e captain, poor,
peevish martinet, was at his wit's end. H o w should he exorcise the
roaring devil that his o w n cantankerous folly had raised ?

This is somewhat wordy, but not unusually so, and no
one will challenge any of its words as ' un-English.' It
1

This favorite trick of schoolboys and other humorists has, then, a
scientific value, though it does not prove that French is inferior to English
as a medium of intellectual expression. The classic example of the joke
is Mark Twain's Jumping Frog, which has amused two continents.
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produces, on the whole, a consistent stylistic effect, tho
peevish and cantankerous might be objected to as affectedly
simple or colloquial. A t all events, it is by no means a
Babylonish dialect; it does not suggest 'a leash of languages at once.' Yet a study of its components reveals a
bewildering diversity of tongues, nations, dates, professions, and linguistic processes.
Negro is a Spanish (or Portuguese) form, from the
Latin niger, 'black.'1
Pilot comes immediately from Fr. pilote, but this appears
to be merely the Dutch peillood, — from peil, 'measure,'
and lood, 'lead.'
Gloomy belongs to a puzzling group of words in which
the ideas of light and darkness seem inextricably mingled.
The Anglo-Saxon glom, ' twilight,' is from the same root as
glow; and there is a word glome, gloom, recorded from the
sixteenth to the eighteenth century, which means 'heat.'
From A.S. glom comes gloaming, a Scottish and North of
England word, recently introduced into English literature, like so m a n y other dialect words. 2 O u r ordinary
noun gloom, however, isfirstrecorded in the sense of a
'rrown,' or 'scowl,' and the verb to gloom, for 'to frown,'
seems to be older than this noun. It is hard to separate
this from glom, 'twilight,' but there are phonetic difficulties in the way.
Naturally is a Latin word with an English suffix.
Savage is French, from L. silvaticus, ' living in the woods'
(silva, whence sylvan and the proper n a m e Sylvanus). T h e
form salvages, which occurs so often in the early history of
America, looks like the Old French salvage (modern
sauvage), but the I is more likely to be a learned insertion
under Latin influence. O f course this has nothing to do
1

See p. 356.

2

Croon, for example (see p. 58).
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with the maritime salvage, which comes (also through the
French) from L. salvo, 'save.'
Expression is a Latin word meaning, literally, 'the act
of pressing out,' or 'modelling.' 'Moulding' is extended
to ' representation' in general, and hence come all our
figurative meanings.
Countenance once meant ' one's bearing,' ' demeanor,'
and the like, — literally, the way in which a person ' holds
himself together' (L. continentia, from con- and teneo)
So Chaucer is described by the Host of the Tabard Inn as
' seeming elvish by his countenance,' that is, ' shy (like an
elf among men), to judge by his bearing' (since he does
not chat with the other pilgrims).1 From 'bearing,' in
general, the word was specialized to the bearing or expression of the face, and in Modern English is used concretely
for the face itself. So gesture, which once meant one's
'bearing' in general (from gero, ' carry'), has been limited
to expressive motions with the hands, and so on. Continence is a direct borrowing from L. continentia, and has
special sense.
Unwelcome is a native word remade under foreign influences. Anglo-Saxon has wil-cuma,' a pleasure-comer,' that
is, one whose coming accords with one's will or wish. Later
this was corrupted to wel-come, which has an obvious
sense. The French Men venu is partly responsible for this
change.
Tidings is apparently formed from the verb to tide (A.S.
tldan, 'to happen') under the influence of the Scandinavian
tlthinde, ' happenings,' which was of kindred origin. The
1

The passage is commonly misunderstood, as if countenance had the
modern meaning. Thus one of Chaucer's editors describes him as having
' a weird expression of countenance,' which is amusing in itself and does
not accord with his portrait.
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connection between 'occurrences' and 'news' is obvious
enough.
Forbid is a native verb. T h e prefix for- has a negative
sense like the G e r m a n ver-, to which it is related. T h e
two senses of bid, ' order' and ' offer' (as in bidding at an
auction) are due to confusion (which began in the AngloSaxon period) between be'odan, ' offer,' and biddan, ' pray'
(Ger. bieten and bitten). Compare the more modern (and
therefore ' vulgar') confusions between lie and lay, sit
and set. ' T o bid one's beads' preserves the old sense of
biddan. Bead is properly 'prayer,' and has acquired its
modern sense from the custom of counting one's prayers
on the rosary.
Feature is literally one's ' m a k e ' (French, from L. factura). In Shakspere's time it often meant one's 'form'
or 'figure';but it is n o w specialized to the parts which
make up the face. Compare the somewhat similar lot of
countenance.
Hideous w e get from the French. Its older history is
very uncertain. It is usually referred to L. hispidosus,
from hispidus, 'bristly.' A n Old High G e r m a n derivation has also been suggested: egidi, 'horror,' related to
our word awe. T h e Germanic conquerors of the Gallic
provinces contributed m a n y words to French.
Distort is simply 'twist out of shape,' — L. torqueo, tortus
' twist,' whence, in different ways, our tortuous, torture, an
the law term tort.
Anger and terror are equally good English now, but
the former is the Old Norse angr and the latter the Latin
terror, both taken into our language bodily.
Look is a native verb. Its use in the sense of ' appear'
illustrates the process of transference which will be discussed in Chapter X I X .
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Demon is a Greek word for 'a divinity.' Its change in
sense is due to Christianity. The fathers of the Church
did not deny the existence of the heathen gods; they
. regarded them as evil spirits that had long deceived
mankind. This view is familiar to all through Paradise
Lost.
World is interesting as a compound that has become so
reduced as to seem like a perfectly simple word. It was
once weorold, from wer, 'man' (as in were-wolf), and a
old noun meaning ' age' (related to our adjective old).
Thus it meant ' the age of man,' and easily passed into the
sense of 'mankind.' Similarly we use the age and the
times for 'the people of the age' (cf. L. saeculum).
Cap is a very old (Anglo-Saxon) borrowing from the
L o w Latin cappa, capa. This cappa has been appropriated
by our language over and over again. Cappa has given
us cap (A.S. cceppe); the other form, capa, has given us
cope. From cappa comes the French chape, which we
have borrowed in the sense of ' the metal tip of a sheath,'
and also (later) the French cape (through Spanish or
Italian), which gives us cape. From the Latin diminutive
cappella comes (through the French) our chapel. The
change of meaning is curious, but has been traced. St.
Martin's cloak (cappella) was preserved by the Frankish kings as a most sacred relic; and the name chapel
came to be applied to other sanctuaries besides that in
which this cappella was kept. From this to ' the singers
in a choir' was an easy step (cf. choir itself), and hence
we have Kapelle in German particularly applied to a 'military band.' The interest that one feels in this remarkable
word capa is not a little enhanced by an additional circumstance. Itfirstturns up in Spain, and, since it is certainly
not of Latin origin, it has been thought to be really an
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Iberian word, — one of the scanty remnants of the language
of the native Spanish tribes w h o m the R o m a n s subdued.
Other English words that come from the same source are
chaplain; chaplet, 'a garland'; chapelet, 'a pair of stirrups,' 'a kind of p u m p ' ; chaperon, literally 'a hood.'
Spasmodic and twitch repeat the same idea, for spasm
is merely the Greek word for 'twitching ' or ' convulsion.'
It affords a good instance of a learned medical word that
has become popular (see pp. 30-3). Span is thought to
be from the same Indo-European root, and also spin and
space.
Detach is French. T h e second syllable is the same as
that seen in attach, attack, and tack, 'a small nail.' This
tack is probably Celtic. If so, w e have here a curious
parallel to the relations in the case of cap. Attach is another good instance of the transfer of a technical word to
general uses, — this time a legal word.
Glaze is from glass (A.S. glees), perhaps connected (like
gloom) with the root seen in glow.
Visor is Fr. visiere, from vis, ' face.' It leads us back to
the days of chivalry, w h e n the word was applied to a
movable part of the helmet. Vis is of course from L. video,
visus. T h e termination -or for -er shows the Latinizing
influence, as in the spelling bettor for better ('one w h o
bets').
Throw has a remarkable history, which will be given in
a later chapter (see pp. 242-4).
Tatter is Scandinavian, and is more or less remotely related to tetter, dander, dandruff, tear, tar, tree, trough, t
and a number of other words. T h e general sense of the
root is 'to split.'
Pea-jacket seems to be both a hybrid and a tautological
compound, for the Dutch pij is a kind of coat. Jacket is
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Fr. jaquette, and is a diminutive of jack (Fr. jaque), '
leather coat.' This seems to be soldiers' slang, for there
is little doubt that it is a jocose application of the proper
name Jacques (cf. pp. 386-7).
Seize is a word which has increased in intensity of
meaning. Its earliest meaning is to ' set' or ' put in possession of,' and this is still seen in the law-phrase seized o
for 'possessed o f (cf. 'livery of seisin'). The word is
of Germanic origin (related to set), but we took it from
the French.
Harpoon (formerly harpon) is French (harpon) from
harpe, ' dog's claw,' ' clamp,' which is derived, through th
Latin from Gr. apTrn (hdrpe), 'hook,' 'clutch.' The Greek
Harpies are the ' Snatchers.' It is possible, however, that
the Germanic harp, ' a musical instrument,' is the source
of the French harpe, — the curve of the harp suggesting
a hook.
Rush is Teutonic and has many relatives, all implying
either haste or noise. Toward is an adjective in AngloSaxon (toweard), meaning 'coming,' 'impending,' and
this sense lasted till Shakspere's time (cf. untoward and
froward). It is a compound of to and an old Germanic
word akin to L. verto, 'turn.'
Companion-way is a hybrid compound, way being a
native and companion a borrowed word. The latter has
a diversified history. In its ordinary sense of ' associate,'
it is the French compagnon, from a late Latin term signifying 'bread-sharer' (com-, and panis, 'bread'). As a
nautical term, however, it is a corruption (under the
influence of the ordinary word) of the French chambre
a la compagne (or the Italian camera della compagna),
which meant the 'pantry' or 'storeroom' on a ship's deck.
Perhaps the English word passed through the Dutch
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language (kompanje), whence so many sailors' terms h
come. This compagna, ' provisions,' is of the same origin
as the word for ' associate.'
Captain is French, from Late L. capitaneus (from
caput, 'head'). A n older French form from the same is
ehevetain, which gives us chieftain.
Poor is Fr. pauvre (older povre), from L. pauper. The
generalizing of the sense from ' indigent' to ' unfortunate '
or ' contemptible' is interesting. Observe that we have
also borrowed the word pauper, and have given it a
technical sense, stronger than that which it bore in Latin.
Peevish is of unknown etymology. It is perhaps an
imitative word, suggesting the fretful whining of an
infant. At all events, it once meant ' childish,' and is
still particularly applicable to fretful children or to those
who resemble them. The inevitable union of both senses,
' childish' and ' fretful,' in such a passage as the following,
goes far to establish the onomatopoetic character of the
word : —
A s I remember, Henry the Sixth
Did prophesy that Richmond should be king,
W h e n Richmond was a little peevish boy.
Richard III, iv, 2, 98-100.
Martinet is an example of a proper name which has
become a common noun (like ' a Solon,' ' a Solomon,' ' a
Daniel come to judgment').1 Martinet was a French
officer in the time of Louis X I V , and introduced new
regulations into the infantry service.
1

See pp. 372 ff. This is the accepted etymology, but the history of
word needs investigation. It was slang in the latter part of the eighteenth
century, but passed into the legitimate vocabulary in the first quarter of
the nineteenth. Martinet has no such sense in French, but does mean,
among other things, a 'cat-o'-nine-tails.'
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Wit is preserved in this phrase in its old sense of
' wisdom' or ' knowledge.' The word belongs to an
extremely productive Indo-European root meaning 'to
see,' found in the Latin video (whence, in various ways,
come vision, revise, invidious, envy, vie, visage, v
and in the Greek iheiv (idein, whence idea, idol), as
as in our wise, to wit (wot, wist), twit, etc. The deve
ment of meaning in the English noun is worth notice.
Compare 'a knowing fellow,' ' to live by one's wits,' an
similar phrases.
Exorcise came into our language during the 'learned
times' described in Chapter VIII. Itsfirstoccurrence is
in the sixteenth century. W e need have no hesitation,
then, in refusing to derive it directly from the French
verb exoreiser. It was certainly adapted from the Greek
il-opic%<0 (exorkizo), 'to put under oath,' or 'to put u
the ban,' with a side influence from the borrowed Latin
verb exorcizo, which was a theological word for 'laying' evi
spirits (see p. 142). It was, then, technical in its origin,
but is now less so, though it has never become a popular
word.
Roar and raise are native wrords, and require no special
comment in this place.
Devil is the Greek Bid/3o\o<; (didbolos), 'slander
'traducer.' This word was used as a Greek equivalent of
the Hebrew Satan (' the adversary'), who was the accuser
or slanderer of the just, as in thefirstchapter of Job.
Roman Christianity took the Greek word into Latin as
diabolus, and it has also passed into the Germanic tongues.
These must have borrowed it very early. The East Germanic Goths had the word in the fourth century, adopting it directly from the Greek. The Christianity of the
West Germanic tribes was Roman, not Greek; yet the
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behavior of this word in their dialects suggests that devil
may have been passed along from the Christian Goths to
the pagan High Germans, and so westward to the Angles
and Saxons in their continental home. There is nothing
improbable in this theory, in view of church, which had a
similar history.1 The name of a god or an evil spirit
readily travels from tribe to tribe, even when religions are
at variance. At all events, the Anglo-Saxons had the
Greek (or Latin) word devil as well as the Greek word
church before they went to Britain, and long before they
were converted to Christianity.
We have found, in one short English passage, besides
the native element, no less than a dozen languages
represented,—Greek, Latin, French, Spanish (or Portuguese), Dutch, Old Norse, the Celtic of Gaul, the Iberian
of the Spanish aborigines, and possibly Gothic and Old
High German. The borrowings have taken place at all
periods,—before the Anglo-Saxon Conquest, during the
Anglo-Saxon period, between the Norman Conquest and
Chaucer, in the learned times of the sixteenth century, in
recent days. W e have Latin words that have come
through the French, others that have come from the Latin
but have been affected by French fashions, and one that
has entered the language bodily, without the change of a
letter.
The technical dialects of law, medicine, and theology
are all represented in words that have passed from their
special vocabularies into the general stock. Slang, chivalry, and seamanship have contributed their quotas. The
whole history of European Christianity is involved in the
passage. Its conflict with classical paganism is suggested
'A.S. cirice, circe, from Gr. Kvpicacbv, 'the Lord's (house).'
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by demon. T h e early conversion of the Goths, proceeding
from the Eastern Church (in its heretical Arian offshoot),
and the later conversion of the W e s t Germanic tribes,
proceeding from the Church of R o m e , are mirrored in
devil. Side by side with the n a m e of the great Hebrew
spirit of evil, w e have the n a m e of an obscure French
infantry officer, both serving as ' c o m m o n nouns' in
English.
M a n y linguistic processes are also exemplified. W e
have seen native words modified by foreign influences,
and foreign words subjected to native modifications.
' Popular etymology,' which changes a word so as to make
it consistent with some fancied relation to another,1 is
also present. Hybrid and tautological compounds are
illustrated.
Metaphorical shifts of meaning abound.
Generalization and specialization are manifest everywhere.
In short, our brief passage of simple narrative is a
great panorama of linguistic history, and w e discover, on
surveying it, that the history of language is the history
of mankind.
l

See Chapter XXIII.

CHAPTER XII
COGNATES A N D BORROWED W O R D S

IN studying a language like our own, which has enric
its native stock by adopting thousands of words from
foreign tongues, the difference between 'cognate' and
'borrowed' words is of great moment. Thus we say
that fraternal is ' borrowed' from the Latin fraternali
Brother, however, is not borrowed from the Latin frater,
but ' cognate' with it or ' akin' to it. The distinction is
particularly important in judging the relations between
English and German.
Every educated Englishman
knows that a large part of his vocabulary is borrowed
from Latin or French; but he is aware of a great residuum
of words that he does not associate with those languages,
such as bread,fiend,friend, book, wife. W h e n he is fi
introduced to German, and meets with Brod, Feind,
Freund, Buch, Weib, he is of course struck with their
resemblance to these hitherto unexplained native words,
and, since he knows that much of his native language is
borrowed, he jumps at the conclusion that the same is
true of bread, friend, and so on. Hence the popular
error, which it seems almost impossible to eradicate in
England, that words like this were borrowed by English
from the German. The fact is, our actual borrowings
from that language are almost nil. The resemblances
that mislead the uninstructed reader are due to the fact
that the English and the German words are cognate.
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The meaning of ' cognate' in this etymological use may
easily be seen in the Romance languages. W e know that
French, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese are all descended
from a single language, — the Latin. This is not a matter of inference, but of settled historical fact. When,
therefore, we find the word for ' son' appearing asfilsin
French,figlioin Italian, hijo in Spanish,filhoin Portuguese, and remember that the Latin word for son is
films, we have no difficulty in accounting for the similarity between the various forms without supposing that
Italian has borrowed from French, or Portuguese from
Italian. The French, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese
words resemble each other because they all come from the
same mother-language, — Latin. Thus we explain the
likeness of Fr. mere, Ital. madre, Sp. madre, Pg. mai,
as due to their common origin (L. mater, matrem),
and so on with almost the whole vocabulary of the
Romance languages. That is, the ancestors of the
French, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese peoples once
had substantially the same words for the same things; but
these words have gradually changed their forms, whether
much or little, with changing conditions of government
and society. Such languages, then, are cognate, or relate
languages, and the words which they possess in common,
by virtue of their descent from a common mother-speech,
are called cognate words.
In the case of the Germanic languages, as English, German, Danish, Dutch, we find a similar state of things.
Thus we have son (A.S. sunu) in English, Sohn in German, son in Danish, zoon in Dutch, and so on with a large
part of our vocabulary. This leads us to infer that there
was once a Germanic mother-language from which these
words have descended independently in different tribes;
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and this is established by much historical evidence,
we have not (as in the case of the Romance tongue) the
mother-language actually preserved (as Latin is) in
ancient documents. The Gothic, a Germanic dialect
which was reduced to writing in the fourth century,
affords us much assistance in reconstructing the primitive
Germanic forms.
Similar processes with other groups of related languages enable us to postulate a number of similar motherlanguages, as Celtic (whence Irish and Welsh), Slavic
(whence Russian and Bulgarian), Greek (whence various
dialects like Attic and Ionic), and so on.
But we can carry our investigations still farther by
this method of observing cognate words.
Thus the English mother (a Germanic word) is certainly
not derived from the Latin mater, though it strongly resembles that word, and the same is true of Gr. firjrvp
(meter), Celt, mathair, Russ. mate, and Skt. mdtr. N o
one of these words can be borrowed from any other;
yet their similarities are too great to be accidental, and
the words must be related in some way. The natural
inference is that they are cognates, and that Germanic,
Latin, Greek, Celtic, Slavic, and Sanskrit are all descended
from a single mother-language (the so-called 'Indo-European'), as French, Italian, and Spanish are descended from
Latin. Such an inference is established beyond cavil by
the multitude of correspondences which these languages
show.
' Where this Indo-European mother-language was first
spoken nobody knows. The 'home of the Aryans' was
once thought to be somewhere in Asia, but this is extremely doubtful. Nor is the question important. W e
are only certain that the family which it has produced
M
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extended from Ireland in the West to India in the East,
including almost all the languages of Europe, and several
important Asiatic tongues. The nature of the movements
which spread the Indo-European over so large an area is
also obscure enough. W e may be sure, however, that they
were excessively complicated, including almost every
possible means by which one tribe may influence another.
Collectively, they are often styled the Indo-European
Migration, but w e must take care not to accept all that
this term may seem to imply. Identity of language does
not always mean identity of race. W e know of many
instances in which a whole people has given up its language : the Celts, for example, in Gaul; the Iberians in
Spain ; the Franks and the Normans in France ; the Normans in England ; the Danes in East Anglia. Sometimes
the conqueror communicates his speech to the conquered; at
other times (as with the Normans), the victors adopt the
language of those w h o m they have subdued. There are
' migrations of culture,' as well as migrations of tribes, and
sometimes a very little leaven suffices to leaven a large
lump. N o schematic account of the Indo-European migration can be right in all its details, and however complicated the scheme which scholarly ingenuity may devise,
the truth, if we could discover it, would be much more
complicated. Still, we can tabulate the Indo-European
Family of Languages as follows: —
I. Indian. (Sanskrit, Pali, etc.)
II. Iranian. (Avestan, Old Persian, etc.)
III. Armenian.
IV. Greek.
V. Italic. (Latin, with its descendants the Romance languages, —
Italian, French, Spanish, etc.; Oscan, Umbrian, etc.)
VI. Celtic. (Irish and Highland Gaelic, Welsh and Armorican.)
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VII. Slavonic. (Russian, Bulgarian, Polish, Bohemian, etc.)
VIII. Baltic. (Lithuanian, Lettish, Old Prussian.)
IX. Teutonic or Germanic.
A. East Germanic (Gothic.)
B. Scandinavian. (Icelandic, Dano-Norwegian, Swedish.)
C. West Germanic.
a. High Germanic. (German.)
b. L o w Germanic. (Old Frisian, Anglo-Saxon, Old
Saxon, Old Frankish; Frisian, English, Plattdeutsch, Dutch, Flemish.)

The position of our own language in this table shoul
be carefully observed. It belongs to the L o w or Coast
division of the West Germanic dialects, as German belongs
to the High or Inland division of these dialects. Thus
it is more closely related to Frisian, Dutch, Flemish,
and Plattdeutsch1 than to German. Besides the West
Germanic dialects, the Teutonic branch includes East Germanic (Gothic) and Scandinavian, to both of which English is allied, but less closely than to the West Germanic
languages. Finally, the Germanic group as a whole is akin
to every other branch of the Indo-European family. W e
must, therefore, expect tofindin any Germanic language
— English, for instance — a multitude of native words
which show similarities to Latin and Greek, for example,
not because they are taken from the classic tongues (as
so many of our words are), but by virtue of the common descent of all these from the Indo-European parent
speech. Thus our word guest, which once meant' stranger,' and the Latin hostis, ' enemy,' are the same word,
but neither is borrowed from the other; they are cognates. Similarly, six and seven are akin to sex and septem, knee to genu,fishto piscis, father to pater, yok
1

' L o w German' in the special sense.
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jugum, and so on with a large proportion of the native
element in our speech. These correspondences are sometimes striking even to the casual observer, — as in six and
sex, for example, — at other times it requires considerable
knowledge of the subject to perceive them. Since Latin
is in one sense an older language than our own (though
from another point of view all Indo-European languages
are equally old, as being independently descended from
the parent stock), we expect tofindthe words less decayed
in Latin than in English, especially modern English, which
has undergone so many changes since the Anglo-Saxon
time. But this is not always the case, for different IndoEuropean peoples have had different habits of linguistic
conservatism. Thus our word snow shows an Indo-European initial s which the Latin (s)nix, nivis, and the Greek
(a)vl(pa, (s)nipha, have lost, and so in many instances.
Comparison of cognates has shown that the changes in
human speech, arbitrary as they seem to be, proceed in accordance with definite and ascertainable laws. For any
united body of people form certain habits of utterance
which affect their whole language in a remarkably uniform way, so that — when these are once discovered —
one can predict with reasonable certainty what form the
original word will take in a given dialect. Thus we find
that it was the unconscious habit of the Spanish provincials
to change Latin/ to h at the beginning of a word, so that
fabulare, ' to speak,' became habldr, facere became hac
and so on. Hence we look for the Latin falco, ' falcon,'
under A in the Spanish dictionary, and find it appearing
as halcdn; formosus appears as hermdso, and so on. Such
habits, or 'laws of sound-change,' are equally noticeable
in studying the development of the various Indo-European
languages from the parent-speech. They may be followed
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out in minute detail, and their existence and regula
have made Comparative Grammar almost an exact science.
It is in great part our knowledge of such laws as this
that enables us to distinguish with precision between
cognates and borrowed words. For when a word is
simply taken by one language from another, it suffers at
first comparatively little change in its form. Thus we
know that the Indo-European p was preserved in Latin but
became / in Germanic, — and this makes it easy to recognize the Latin pecus and our fee as cognates, — that is, as
the common descendants of an Indo-European word.
Both originally meant ' cattle,' a sense which the Latin
has kept, while in English fee has come to mean ' property ' in general, and has then suffered further changes of
meaning. Similarly we recognize piscis and fish as cognates. W h e n , however, we find piscatorial in English,
and piscatorius in Latin, we have no hesitation in recognizing the former as borrowed from the latter, and so in
thousands of instances.
W e have said that Comparative Grammar is almost an
exact science. The qualification is necessary, for appearances are deceitful, in linguistics as in life, and phenomena
have to be examined with the greatest care, even when all
the facts are in our possession, which is rarely the case.
As an example of the difficulties that beset the investigator,
take the so-called 'New England o.' It is well known
that the long sound of o represented by oa in road, tends,
in the natural speech of N e w England, to become a short
open o, difficult for those who are unfamiliar with it to
imitate, but equally hard for a born Yankee to avoid.
Thus we have coat, toad, load, boat, and so on. W e shoul
at once infer that a N e w Englander would say goat, but
in fact, this word is never so pronounced, but is always
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goat, without the shortening. The reason is clear enough
in this case, for the phenomena are all recent, and the
facts are known. The goat is not a familiar animal in
this region, so that the name for it is rather a literary
than a popular word; it is not properly in the dialect, and
hence does not share in its peculiarities. The tendency
in question had thus no opportunity to make itself felt as
in coat and toad, which every child learns not from books,
but from common talk. Suppose, however, w e were dealing with a word that became obsolete two or three thousand years ago. W e should be at a loss to account for
the ' exception to the law,' and might even be tempted to
provide goat with some strange etymology or ascribe a
peculiar quality to its vowel in order to explain the facts.
Furthermore, there are many opportunities for analogy
and for hybrids and cross-breedings in language. Thus
our nephew is, in a manner, both a native and a borrowed
word. In Anglo-Saxon it was nefa (f pronounced as v),
and this is cognate with the Latin nepos, nepotis. The
French neveu, however, which is the Latin word in a decayed form, influenced the English word, and the result is
our nephew, which is neither Anglo-Saxon nor French, but
an amalgam of both. Such processes as this may have
been operative at any time in the history of the IndoEuropean family, and their action interferes a good deal
with the certainty of prehistoric etymologizing.
Still, when all deductions have been made, there remains
enough that is regular and undoubted to substantiate the
claim of Comparative Grammar to be a true science. It
has occupied some of the keenest intellects among scholars
during the past century, and the results justify us in
speaking with great confidence about the relations of the
Indo-European tongues to each other and to the parent-
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speech which has been obsolete for so many thousand
years. These results afford the only firm basis for investigating the history of words. In particular, they enable
us to reason with assurance about certain very ancient
processes in the growth of the inflectional languages, as
w e shall have to do in the next chapter.

CHAPTER XIII
THE DEVELOPMENT OF

WORDS

L ROOTS, STEMS, INFLECTION1
THE origin of language, as we have already seen, is
unsolved problem; yet the study of single words reveals
many facts about the development of their form which
make the question of their origin at least a simpler one.
W e find in our own words, on comparing them with other
languages from which they have been borrowed or which
have had a common origin with our own, certain obvious
joints, as it were, which show clearly that the words have
been built up of simpler elements by a process of aggrega1

This chapter sets forth the main principles that have governed the
development of words, as to their form, in our family of languages. For
the sake of clearness, distinctions have been somewhat sharply made, and
cautionary provisos have been omitted whenever there was danger that
they would rather confuse than enlighten. A n y orderly statement of
these phenomena must be somewhat misleading; for, though the development of language is in general what is indicated, no single process ceased
to act at the m o m e n t w h e n another process began. The actual operations
of speech-making in the Indo-European family must have been almost
unimaginably complicated. T h e most minutely scientific investigation
can arrive at only a part of the truth. A general outline must therefore
be content to omit qualifications and parentheses. In particular, however, the reader should remember that the growth of stems did not
immediately put an end to the root^period, and that the rise of inflection
did not instantly put an end to the development of stems. Everything
was gradual. The old processes survived alongside of the new, and only
died out after long periods of time.
A further caution is necessary. The principles here set forth accord
with the accepted results of philological science. In other words, they
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tion or combination; that is, w e find in the words certain
sounds (letters or syllables) which appear elsewhere in
other combinations, always with essentially the same significance.
It seems justifiable to conclude that these
parts were once independent, and were afterward put
together, just as w e might infer with reference to frame
and strings, handle and blade, wheel and axle, or the parts
of any other complex tool. T o these component parts
in their last analysis w e give the n a m e of roots. O f
these roots w e find two kinds: (1) roots which express
actions, states, qualities, and other definite conceptions, and
(2) roots which express less definite conceptions, such as
place, direction, and the like.

T o thefirstclass w e give

the n a m e of verbal roots, because they seem to carry the
idea expressed in verbs, though they are in fact no more
furnish the most probable explanation of linguistic phenomena, as the
Copernican astronomy is the simplest hypothesis yet found to account
for the phenomena of the heavens. S o m e details, however, are by no
means settled. Thus the exact nature of stem-suffixes is far from certain. It is convenient to call them 'pronominal roots,' but w e should
remember that what seems to us a simple stem-suffix m a y be merely a
fragment of a longer root, or even a remnant of another fully developed
stem. Furthermore, the forms given to roots are simply such forms as
we can infer from the fully developed words. W e are by no means sure
of the actual forms of these roots at the time when they alone constituted
language; nor can w e be sure that everything that seems to be a root
actually goes back to this root-period in any form. Again, in selecting
words to illustrate stem-formation, composition, and the like, w e cannot
always k n o w that the example is old enough to belong to the period which
we use it to illustrate. It m a y have been formed long afterward on the
analogy of older formations of the stem-period which set the fashion for
later derivation and composition. All these are questions of importance
in a minutely scientific study of single roots and stems. But they do not
affect the main theory of linguistic development, and hence they are of
no immediate consequence in a brief outline of the subject.
One point, however, should never be lost sight of: in spite of the distinctions w e have to m a k e between stem-formation, word-composition,
derivation, and inflection, these processes are all substantially identical.
They are all composition in the larger sense of the word.
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verbal than nominal in their significance. T o the second
class we give the name of pronominal roots, because a
great number of them occur in pronouns, and because
they seem to express ideas of a relative nature, such as
are found in pronouns and indefinite adverbs. There are
many apparent elements which we cannot surely assign to
either class, and it is doubtful whether the distinction is
fundamental. It is not certain whether at some period
in the development of language either kind could not be
used in place of the other. For instance, thefirsti in
itinerary is called a verbal root because it means 'go' in
many languages (as in L. ire, Gr. levai, iSnai), whil
thefirsti in iteration is called pronominal, because it
often appears in pronominal words, such as it and the
like. Yet it seems probable that these two roots were
once identical, and so with many others.
The process of aggregation indicated above seems not
to have been promiscuous and at haphazard, but orderly
and proceeding in a definite manner. In most instances
we find the root of thefirstkind at the beginning of
words, amplified by the addition of one or more roots of
the second kind. Of course some words of the pronominal sort contain no verbal root, and in this case they consist of a similar aggregation of pronominal roots; but the
more significant and definite words have a verbal root at
the beginning. T o take the two examples just cited:
itinerary (L. itinerarium) is analyzable into i + ti +
+ er + a + ri + (o), all except thefirstfound elsewhere
as pronominal roots; and iteration (L. iteratio) may
broken up into i + ti + ro + a + ti + on, all found as pronominal. These examples illustrate the two forms of
combination that are regular in our family of languages.
A root, then, is the simplest form that can be recognized
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as having once had an independent existence and meaning
in the development of words.
A s these roots are c o m m o n to m a n y words of very different senses, it is sometimes difficult to distinguish what
was the original conception that a root expressed. A c cordingly w e assign to each root that meaning from which
it is possible to develop all the various ideas attached to
the words in which it appears. This sense is often very
vague, and it becomes a question h o w a primitive people,
whose ideas are closely connected with the senses, could
be satisfied with such representations of ideas as these.
The answer is, that a conception that is very graphic to
the senses m a y include a great variety of associated ideas
which it m a y represent. For example, the root P E T seems
vague to us. It is defined as ' fall, fly, aim,' and clearly
shows all these varied senses in its different forms and
derivatives. Yet the root m a y have originally stood for
a ' motion in a certain direction through the air' — a very
graphic and. sensible conception, from which the other
meanings were specialized as time went on. T h e cause,
or else the result, of such motion might be either ' falling,'
'flight,' or 'aim,' and so the same sound P E T could express
either of these ideas. So with Due, 'lead,' AG, 'drive,'
E D , ' eat,' P A , ' drink,' C A D , ' fall,' and m a n y others. It is
not necessary that w e should consider such signs as representing nouns or verbs. It is probable that the distinction
had not been developed in the root-period, and that a sign
could be used for either or both, just as a child can employ
any word that he knows for anything that he wants to say
about the thing or its associated ideas.1 F r o m this con1

Here the potency of significant tones and inflections of the voice may
well be taken into account as a means of distinction. Gestures m a y also
have helped to indicate the special sense in some instances.

172

WORDS AND THEIR WAYS

sideration of roots and their meaning it is evident that
roots are no mere abstractions, though they now have to
be dug out, or abstracted, from words by comparison, and
no longer exist independently in actual speech. They
once did so exist, and expressed thought.
The next step in linguistic growth is the formation of
stems, which takes place long before the development of
what we call inflection. Stems came into existence by
the union of verbal and pronominal roots. That is to say,
the vague meaning and general application of the verbal
root were limited or specialized by the addition of one or
more pronominal roots? and thus was produced a new complex (the stem) capable of being used for the conveyance
of ideas in the same manner as the root, but with a greater
definiteness of meaning. Stems are not yet words, and
hence we must not expect tofindthem existing separately
in any language, for all these processes precede the
formation of real words as w e know them. Yet stems
may still be clearly seen in thefirstpart of compound
words. Thus the stem agro-,(root A G + ro), which meant
(vaguely) 'field'is seen in the Greek compound word
aypo-vouos (agro-ndmos), 'inhabiting the country,' and,
the form agri-, in the Latin agri-cola, ' farmer' (litera
'field-cultivator' ) . This form agro- (agri-) nowhere exist
by itself, but it must once have so existed, or it could not
have been used in making compounds. The second part
of the compound agri-cola is from the stem cold- (roo
COL + a). Similarly armi-ger is made up of two stems
armo- (from AR + mo), and gero (from G E R -f- o).
Since stems are not words, and no such thing as syntax
existed in the stem-period, we cannot designate stems as
parts of speech, — nouns, verbs, and so on. Yet there was
doubtless sufficient specialization to differentiate stems in
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a vague w a y as nominal or verbal, — so that one stem
vaguely suggested (like agro- or armo-) the name of a
thing, another (like cola- or gero-) produced an idea more
active in its nature, a partly verbal idea. Yet nouns and
verbs as such could hardly exist before the inflectional
period. In the stem-period, it was still possible to express
a verbal idea by a stem which seems to us chiefly nominal,
and vice versa. This state of things accounts for certain
phenomena which seem anomalous to the young student
of grammar.- T h u s in Latin a noun tactio, 'the act of
touching,' m a y sometimes govern the accusative case: as,
hanc tactio, 'the act of touching her,' where hone is the
object of the verbal idea contained in the noim tactio. In
English a whole class of nouns (the so-called verbal nouns
in -ing) have this power. T h u s in such a sentence as
' Eating fruit is good for the health,' eating is a noun;
yet it has sufficient verbal force to take fruit as its
object.1
Sometimes a stem was formed by merely repeating the
root, as the Italian uses piano piano, the French beau beau,
or a child goody goody, to express a high degree of the idea
intended. Examples are found in all reduplicated words
like murmur, L. turtur, 'turtle dove,' and also (much
modified) in such forms of reduplication as momordi, 'I
have bitten,' used for inflectional purposes.2
A stem, then, is a complex of sounds expressing an idea,
1

Our infinitive is also an old noun ; yet we feel it as a verb even
when its nominal nature is clearest: as in ' To eat fruit is good for the
health.' Compare also the old idiom in ' W h a t went ye out for to see f
2
So Latin sisto shows a reduplication of the root STA seen in the simpler
verb sto. Usually thefirstpart of the reduplication is that which has
been modified. Sometimes, however, it is the second, and w e get what
is called ' broken reduplication,' as in gargle (connected with L. gurgulio,
' gullet') ; cf. gargoyle.
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and ready for composition and inflection, but not yet subjected to either.1
The endings which were added to roots to make stems
such as w e have been describing were very simple elements, such as -o, -a, -u, -vo, -ko, -no, -tu, and the like.
The stems themselves were later more or less specialized
in sense; but originally they must have been, from the
nature of the materials out of which they were formed,
pretty indefinite in their signification. Many of them
had a kind of adjective nature, expressing in a loose and
indeterminate way almost any relation between the primitive idea of the root and some other conception or conceptions to which the stem might be applied.
The system must have attained an enormous development before words, as such, came into existence. Thus
there were produced in this prehistoric period of language an immense number of such vague adjective stemforms, many of which have survived in the languages
of our family, with their senses somewhat specialized,
but, in accordance with their origin, preserving (even
after they have become definite parts of speech) much
of their original vagueness, so that they easily acquire
new special meanings as time goes on. There was also
a tendency to add further stem-endings of a similar sort
to stems already formed; and by this heaping up of
stem-suffixes, new suffixes came into existence, and new
and more complicated stems were constantly growing
1

Though the stem-period of language is said to follow the root-period,
it must be remembered that the development of stems did not immediately
put an end to the independent existence of roots. In fact, the root-period
in a manner extends throughout the stem-period, for roots were often
used as stems without the addition of pronominal (stem) suffixes. Indeed, except for clearness, it would be better to regard the stem-period as
merely a second stage of the root-period.
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up.1
T h u s arose the system of derivative endings
s (such as -er, -ness, -est, and so on), which is still one
of the most prolific sources of n e w words in our language.2
The original vagueness of all such stem-formations m a y
be seen in the senses which the resultant words bear in
even the most highly developed periods of cultivated
languages. T h e adjective fox-y, for instance, m a y be
applied to anything resembling a fox either in color, in
actions, or in craft. A better example m a y be seen in a
number of words derived from the root P A K , 'to feed.'
First w e have L. pecu, ' a flock.' F r o m this comes peculium, (1) ' a little part of the flock reserved for the slave's
private property,' or (2) ' a little garden-plot given to a
child.' Then w e have the adjectivepeculiaris, 'belonging
or pertaining in any w a y to this little part of the flock,'
and hence comes the idea of peculiar, in its variety of
applications: as in ' m y peculiar (i.e. personal) property,'
'the Lord's peculiar people,' 'a peculiar institution,'
'peculiar notions,' 'a peculiar fellow,' 'the story seems
somewhat peculiar.' Then, by further growth, w e get the
abstract noun peculiarity. So familiaris means originally
'belonging to the familia or household,' and w e easily
get familiar in its different shades of meaning, and familiarity and familiarly. All this shows h o w vague the
1

This multiplication of suffixes is especially seen in the languages that
(like Greek and Latin) received literary cultivation at an early period.
The more ' barbarous' tongues, not feeling the need of so m a n y or so
finely discriminated words, escaped this tendency. Thus in the Teutonic languages w e usually have shorter words than in Latin. T h e
English vocabulary consists of two large classes of words,—Teutonic
(from Anglo-Saxon) and Latin (from Latin and French); hence w e can
see this difference in the component parts of our o w n speech.
2
The details of this system will be studied later. Here it is only
intended to suggest the general principles of development.
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connection of meaning between the primitive form and
its various derivative stems must have been. The processes are all easy and natural, but very little is actually
expressed in each step of derivation. All that was
needed was a loose connection with the primitive idea; the
imagination and the conventions of speech have done the
rest.1
All the processes which we have so far studied are
processes of composition, that is, they consist in the combination of significant elements to make a new complex of
a somewhat different meaning. But we have not yet
considered composition in the ordinary sense, — that process which results in giving us compound words, like
butterfly, torchbearer, railroad, and the like. Th
for such formations goes back to the stem-period: that is,
though we now make new compounds by putting together
distinct words, we do so in accordance with a method
which developed when there were no words, properly so
called, but only stems.
Stems, as we have seen, early become somewhat differentiated, so that it is possible to speak of nominal and
verbal stems, though the distinction was not by any
means so sharp as that between our nouns and verbs.
Many stems, as we have also seen, had a kind of vague
adjective signification. A n important step in linguistic
development was taken when two stems, thus differentiated, were juxtaposed, andfinallyunited into a single
complex stem-form, or compound, having a sense far more
definite than attached to either stem alone. This is
composition, which has remained one of the commonest
1

Compare what has been said of the poetic faculty as the most active
influence in linguistic development (pp. 7 ff.).
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means of manufacturing new words in our family of
languages.
By this process of stem-composition a kind of rudimentary syntax arose. Thus, the stem cola- (the root
C O L + a) meant vaguely a ' cultivator.' T o this was prefixed the stem agri- (agro-), ' afield,'and the compoun
agri-cold- signified vaguely the kind of cultivator that
stood in some relation to a field. Of course this could
only mean what we should express syntactically in the
form ' the cultivator of afield,'or ' one who cultivates the
field,' or 'a man who tills the soil.' Thus this stem-compound agri-cold- served, before there was any such thing
as syntax, to suggest by association of ideas the sense
which syntax now definitely expresses. So L. lucifer
(stem luci-fero-) means ' light-bearer,' ' one who brin
light,' L. auceps (stem avi-cap-), 'he who catches birds,
and so on. Of course, we actually know such stem-compounds only in a later form, — as real words (agricola
being the Latin word for 'farmer'). Hence w e cannot
be sure that any particular example is old enough to go
back to the stem-period. But this makes no difference
for our present purpose. Compounds made after the
end of the stem-period simply followed the model of the
older forms, and are equally good to illustrate the principles under discussion. That the suggestions conveyed by
the complexes in question were originally far more vague
than they seem to us, and that the meanings of the stems
of which they are composed were therefore still more
vague, may be seen by examining a number of compound
words in English. It will at once appear that the relation of the two ideas to each other varies widely in different compounds. Thus we have butterball, a ball that
consists of butter; butterfly, aflythat is yellow like butN
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ter; buttermilk, the milk that remains after the butter has
been made; buttertub, a tub in which butter is kept; butterwoman, a w o m a n who sells butter; butterfingers, a pe
son whose fingers are slippery so that he cannot hold
anything, a careless person. Compare also the variety
shown in hodman, ashman (dustman), motorman, milkman,
fisherman, shipman, clergyman.1 The hodman carries th
hod; the ashman or dustman collects and takes away ashes
the motorman manages the motor; the milkman distributes
milk; the fisherman is a fisher; the shipman sails in a
ship ; the clergyman belongs to the clergy.
W e see that language, even in the highly developed
stage in which we know it, suggests much more than it
expresses. W e may learn the same lesson from any conversation. It is seldom necessary to hear the whole of a
sentence in order to know what the speaker means.
Such considerations make it easy to comprehend how
language was intelligible enough before the dawn of
syntax.
W e have now traced the history of language through
its earliest ascertainable periods. Beginning with roots,
the simplest elements, we have traced the development of
simple stems, and have seen some of the ways in which
these beearne more complicated by the addition of further
suffixes and by composition. All this, however, is intensely
prehistoric. W e have not yet arrived at words independently usable as such, and we have therefore no proper
syntax. A further step is necessary,—namely inflection,
and this we must now consider.
The phenomenon of inflection consists in the addition
1

Man in these words has sunk almost to the rank of a mere suffix,
so that the compounds illustrate the essential identity of the processes
that w e are studying.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF WORDS

179

to stems of certain suffixes which so limit the application
of the stems in various ways, that they &re capable of
combining syntactically in sentences to express all those
distinctions of time, place, action, existence, manner,
description, and the like, which w e include under the
grammatical terms of parts of speech, mood, tense, gender,
active, passive, and the rest. W e have no actual knowledge of any language of our family at a period antedating
inflection. In fact, at the earliest stage of the IndoEuropean parent-speech at which w e can arrive with scientific certainty, the language was already highly inflected.
Yet w e m a y feel confident of the general nature of the
process which advanced language from the stem-period to
the period of inflection and syntax. Like all the processes
which w e have been studying, this, too, was essentially a
process of composition.
In compound words, as w e can observe in our o w n habits
of speech, there is often a tendency to clip or sink the less
important member. T h u s man in fisherman, workman,
clergyman, is less fully pronounced than w h e n it stands
alone. Yet the abrasion has not disassociated the man in
fisherman from the ordinary word man ; w e still recognize
the identity of the two. In king-dom, however, w e no
longer recognize the last syllable -dom as identical with
our word doom (A.S. dom), partly because of the abrasion,
and partly because of a difference in sense. T h e -dom in
kingdom, then, has sunk to the position of a mere suffix.
W e should never suspect that it had once been an independent word. This abrasion is still more marked in
•ly, which is the Anglo-Saxon -lice", our like, but whic
though it keeps the sense which it had w h e n it was a
word, has become a pure suffix. W e add' -ly to an adjective to form an adverb, just as w e add -er and -est to form
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the comparative and the superlative, or -ing to a verb to
form a present "participle or a verbal noun.
W e may suppose that inflectional forms were gained in
a similar manner during the stem-period, — that is, by
processes of petrified and abraded composition, — though
in these inflections we can no longer identify the component parts. Occasional phenomena in later periods of
linguistic history tend to substantiate this view. Thus
the English ending -est, in the second person of verbs (as
in bindest, runnest) occurs in Anglo-Saxon both as -est a
as -es. The form in -es is the older; that in -est came
from the habit of suffixing the pronoun thu, 'thou.' Hence
bindes thii became bindestu, and the t, which really belo
to the pronoun, was felt as a part of the verb, so that in
time bindest replaced bindes as the regular form. The
same thing has taken place in High German. A somewhat
similar example occurs in recent 'vulgar English.' Let's
for let us is often pronounced less, which has, in the mouth
of ignorant speakers, become a petrified hortative form,—
so that ' less us go' is frequently heard.
H o w easily inflection m a y grow out of composition may
also be seen in such a form as heavenward. Here -ward
is a suffix (cognate with L. verto) denoting 'to.' Nobody
feels it as an independent word, yet it certainly was such
at one time. It is used in making adverbs of direction
from nouns; but w e can easily imagine its having become
so universal as to be attached at will to any noun to indicate 'direction toward,' — and if this had taken place,
-ward would have become practically a case-suffix, expressing the ' limit of motion' (like the Latin accusative ending

in Romam).
By these processes of composition and abrasion, then,
there grew up in the Indo-European family a great number
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of inflectional forms, indicating the relations of words
within the sentence, and other general modifications of
word-meaning, such as time, place, manner, and the like.
These inflections denoted three genders, eight or nine
cases, three numbers, three voices, five moods, seven
tenses with three numbers and three persons.
These inflections, so far as they were used in verbs,
began early, it may be from the very outset, to be confused
together, so that they do not all appear distinctly in any
Indo-European tongue. Thus, as we might expect from the
shifting and occasional nature of speech itself, some forms
are wanting to a complete scheme, and many others might
be imagined, or are found in other families, which would
be convenient, but of which there is no trace among the
Indo-Europeans. Indeed, the whole process seems to have
gone on pro re nata, a new form being essayed only when
a need was felt for it. It should be remembered that our
grammatical paradigms are long subsequent to the forms
of which they consist, and that thefirstmakers of grammar did not know they had any grammar, any more than
the makers of history are aware that they are making history. Still, we must not suppose that our inflections came
into being at haphazard or without system. That pervasive influence which we call the Sprachgefilhl1 must
always have exerted a controlling effect on the action
of the early language-makers, just as it does upon us
to-day.
It is a significant fact that there are many inflectional
forms in the Indo-European family that never seem to
have been gathered into a scheme at all, but were variants
from thefirst,though of course these may also be remnants of a more complete scheme still. Such is the
1
See p. 126.
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Sanskrit -tas, used as an ablative, and we may compare
adverbs like thereby, therefrom. In general, adverbs are
survivals of lost forms of inflection; but often their original form cannot be recognized, and there will always be
reason for uncertainty whether they were ever real cases,
as is commonly supposed.
F e w inflections survive in ordinary English: -s and -es
in the genitive and the plural of nouns; -en in a few
plurals; -es (-s), -ed (-d, -t) in verbs; -ing, -ed, a
participles, and a few remnants in pronouns, almost complete the list of our living inflectional suffixes. Yet the
earlier history of our language, and comparison with other
Germanic tongues, especially the Gothic, a Germanic dialect
which was reduced to writing in the fourth century, reveal the fact that English belongs to a highly inflected
family, other members of which are Sanskrit, Greek, Latin,
and the Iranian, Slavic, and Celtic languages. Not only
has there been a steady decay of inflections since the
Anglo-Saxon period, but we find that the language of the
Angles and Saxons themselves was already far gone in
the same process. The relations may be conveniently seen
by a comparative table of the preterite of have.
GOTHIC

Indicative
DUAL

SINGULAR

habai-d§du
habai-deduts

1st Person, habai-da
2d
"
habai-dSs
3d
"
habai-da

PLURAL

habai-dedum
habai-dSduth
habai-dedun

Subjunctive (Optative)
SINGULAR

1st Person, habai-dedjau
2d
"
habai-dedeis
3d
"
habai-d§di

DUAL

habai-dedeiva
habai-dedeits

PLURAL

habai-dedeima
habai-dedeith
habai-dedeina
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1. haefde
2. haefdes(t)
3. hsefde
Plural 1, 2, 3. hsefdon

1. haefde
2. haefde
later hsefdest
3. haefde
Plural 1, 2, 3. haefden

CHAUCER

Indicative
hadde
haddest
hadde
hadde(n)
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M O D E R N ENGLISH

had
had
had
had

Subjunctive
hadde
haddest

had
had

hadde
hadde(n)

had
had

Observe that the Anglo-Saxon has lost the dual n u m ber altogether, and that the subjunctive forms differ very
slightly from the indicative. In Chaucer the indicative
and the subjunctive have become identical. In modern
English the whole complicated system is reduced to a single
form, had, which serves for all the persons and numbers of
both the indicative and subjunctive. T h e contrast with
the fully inflected Gothic is startling. Our ' had,' in the
preterite, takes the place offifteendistinct forms in th
fourth-century Gothic. Decay of inflections could hardly
go farther.
T h e development of our family of languages, then, proceeds from simple elements of vague meanings to an elaborate system of inflections, nicely differentiated to express
a great variety of ideas and relations. N o sooner is this
great system built up, however, than it begins to go to
pieces, until, in our o w n speech, there are scarcely any
inflections remaining. This decay, as w e have seen, m a y
coincide with an enormous advance in civilization. O u r
ancient relatives, the Goths of the fourth century, were
as m u c h our inferiors in complexity of civilization as our
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language is inferior to theirs in complexity of inflectional
forms. Atfirstthis seems paradoxical,—but only at first.
The decay is merely formal; it has in no way impaired the
expressive power of our language. The Goths used fifteen
distinct forms of have in the preterite, some of them extending to twelve letters; w e have a single form had, three
letters in length, to perform the functions of the whole
fifteen. Yet this one short.form proves to be entirely
competent for the task imposed upon it. There has been
no loss, but an incalculable gain, — the gain involved in
accomplishing a given result with an enormous economy
of effort. The apparent demolition is only the destruction of a scaffolding that is useless after the building is
finished, or — to change thefigure— a short cut adopted
instead of a roundabout road when the landmarks are so
well known that there is no fear of losing one's way.

CHAPTER XIV
THE DEVELOPMENT OF WORDS
II. DERIVATION AND COMPOSITION

WE have already considered the beginnings of composition and . derivation, and have observed that these
processes are essentially identical, and that inflection is
but a special result of their operations. T h e importance
of the two processes, however, makes it necessary to study
them further, even at the risk of a certain amount of repetition.
The enormous system of derivational endings (like
•ness, -ship, -dom, -ty, -ly, -ish, -ic, etc.) which charact
our family of languages is the result of the slow operation
of the forces already described, extending over thousands
of years, and acting in every period of our linguistic
history, from the remote ' Indo-European' times to the
present day. N e w stems were made, as w e have seen, by
the addition of modifying forms, either verbal or pronominal (chiefly the latter), all in themselves once
significant.
The development of the endings is easily traced by
means of modern analogies. Home-like is a recent formation, both parts of which are recognizable as independent
elements preserving their full significance. There is no
difference between the word home-like and the phrase like
home. A n older homelike, however, which has, by decay
185
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of the second element, become homely, is no longer recognized as a compound, and has acquired n e w meanings quite
different from those which the full form home-like conveys
to our minds. T h e second syllable is no longer felt as
an independent word. It has become an effete adjective
suffix of wide application,'—as in ruffianly, ghastly, ghostl
fleshly, goodly, comely. Another form of -like has in a
similar w a y become a universal termination for the manufacture of adverbs from adjectives,—as truly, beautifully,
elegantly, terribly, willingly, and so on ad infinitum. A
the suffixes in our language have a similar history. The
beginnings of the process, however, lie so far back that
w e cannot be sure of the original forms of m a n y suffixes;
and w e are certain that the oldest of them lie within the
root and stem period, and hence were not words, but roots,
verbal and pronominal (chiefly the latter). But that makes
no difference in the principle. T h e essence of the matter
is that a significant element, originally independent, is
added to another element, and that, as time goes on, the
second loses its identity and comes to be a mere derivational ending, widely applicable in the formation of new
units of expression. After the advent of inflection, these
units are no longer stems, but words, though stem-forms
long continue to be usable as the material for composition
and derivation.
Finally, as in English, all feeling for
stems disappears, and full-fledged words are freely compounded. T h e tendency of the second m e m b e r to lose its
identity still continues, and the production of derivational
suffixes goes on.
O u r language has a huge number of derivational suffixes, native and borrowed. S o m e of these are still alive,
— t h a t is, they m a y be used at will to m a k e n e w words.
Such are -ly, -nets, -ish, -y. Others are d e a d , — that is
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though still felt as suffixes, and existing in a considerable
number of words, they can no longer be used as formative
elements. Thus, -ant (a French descendant of the Latin
participial ending -ans, -antis) is visible in militant, recal
citrant, reluctant, rampant, blatant, and so on, but w e ha
no power to m a k e a n e w word in -ant. Contrast with
this the native suffix -ing, which is fully alive". If a n e w
verb like to railroad is manufactured (see p. 191), w e are
able, at will, to form a noun from it, and to speak of ' the
railroading of a bill through the House of Representatives.'
Some of our derivational suffixes m a y be traced back to
their independent existence as words. Such are -dom
(the same as doom), -hood (A.S. had, 'station,' 'condition'), -ly ('like'). Most of them, however, are k n o w n
only as suffixes. Such are -ish, -ness, -y, -ty, -ing, -li
•ic, -ical, and m a n y others.
N e w suffixes sometimes arise from a mistake in the
application of old ones, the termination being cut off
behind its ears, as it were. Thus, having borrowed the
word habitable which is properly habita + ble (L. -bilis), w
conceive the ending as -able and m a k e saleable, eatable (cf
edible), and bearable. (See pp. 293-4.)
The development of prefixes is parallel to that of
suffixes; but the number of genuine prefixes is m u c h
smaller. Most of the prefixes n o w in use were really
independent words associated syntactically with verbs
after the beginning of the inflectional period (see p. 188).
Of living prefixes un-, re-, out-, semi-, and half-, m a y b
specially noted.
Besides the old stem-compounds and the word-compounds that are their descendants or collateral relatives,
there are also m a n y compounds which belong to a later
stage of linguistic development, being formed by the
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growing together of phrases or syntactic complexes. Of
this kind are all verbs compounded with prepositions or
similar particles. These prefixes were originally adverbs,
which, from being habitually used with verbs, have become
necessary to the sense, and have accordingly united with
the verb to m a k e a single unit. T h u s w e have the native
verbs undergo, outdo, forego, withstand, etc., besides a very
large number of similar formations borrowed from Latin
or French: as,—transcend, admit, deter, depose, adjoin.
T h e Greek has furnished us with a good m a n y words of
similar character,—hypo-crite, hyper-phosphite, meta-thesis,
and so, in a less degree, of other languages.
Native phrase-compounds are beside (for by-side), betimes (for by-times), undershot, overlord, outlaw, outdoor,
and so on. W e m a y compare meanwhile, meantime, henceforth, forthright, towards, offhand, throughout, wherewith
therein, himself, oftentimes, somewhere1 somewhat, everybo
nobody, and m a n y others, originally phrases, and still easily
taken apart. Longer examples are rough-and-ready, wellto-do, matter-of-fact, tooth and nail, devil-may-care, thr
and through, by-and-by, inside out, and so on,—some of
which are still felt as phrases rather than as single compound words. So w e use the old greeting ' Hail, fellow,
well-met!' (i.e. ' Health to you, companion ! Glad to meet
you!') as an adjective to describe one w h o is familiar
with everybody lie falls in with. W e m a y even attach
derivative suffixes to long phrase compounds, as in lackadaisical (from lack-a-daisy, an elaborated form of lackday, i.e. alack-a-day),2 alamodeness (William Penn), and
1

The provincial some-place for somewhere (as in ' I have seen him
some-place') shows h o w strongly somewhere is felt as a phrase rather than
as a single word.
2
Alack is doubtless ah I lack! the second word being used in the
obsolete sense of 'misfortune.'
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the colloquial monstrosities get-at-able and go-ahead-itive
ness.
If the phrase is very old, its component parts m a y be
no longer recognizable, and w e have a simple word, not a
compound at all. T h u s wassail is the Anglo-Saxon wes
hdl! 'be well!' a sentence used in drinking healths.
The same result is often produced w h e n a foreign phrase
is adopted into English. Aid-de-camp, bas-relief, belle
lettres, embonpoint, extempore, locum tenens (whence lie
tenant), are still felt as phrases or phrase-compounds;
but alarm, carouse, jeopardy, kickshaws, and hoax are
not so recognized except by the etymologist.
Alarm
(Fr. alarme) is the Italian call 'to arms!' (alV arme!).
Carouse is the G e r m a n garaus! 'quite out!' i.e. 'empty
your glass.'1 Jeopardy (in Chaucer, jupartie) is Fr. jeu
parti, 'even (literally, divided) game,' i.e. a g a m e in
which the chances are equal. F r o m the noun w e have
formed a verb, to jeopardize. Kickshaws is a corruption of
Fr. quelque chose, 'something'; it was at first singular
(plural, kickshawses). Hoax, which was formerly slang,
and is still undignified, though accepted into the legitimate vocabulary, is a shortening of hocus pocus. So is to
hocus, for 'to drug.' Hocus pocus seems to be a bit of
juggler's mock Latin, — a fragmerlt of a longer formula
used by a particular magician in the seventeenth century.
A peculiar form of phrase-composition is found in numerous words consisting of a verb and its object used as
names, more commonly of an abusive character. S o m e of
these look like imperative phrases used in ironical address.
At any rate, the category must have originated in quotation. This is seen from the peculiar relation of the two
1
Carouse came to us through the French carous (later carrousse),
whence the form of the English word.

190

WORDS AND THEIR WAYS

parts. Thus, a spendthrift is a person who spends what
others have saved; so telltale, do-nothing, ne'er-do-w
dreadnaught, daredevil, singsong, killj.oy, makeshift, t
coat, catchpoll, holdback, holdfast, Johnny-jump-up (the
n a m e of a flower), forget-me-not. W e m a y compare the
subjunctive phrase-compounds hit or miss, live or die, will
nitty, used adverbially. Here again, as usual, slang is
very fertile: as, kiss me quick, hug me tight, follow me lad
names for articles of female attire. T h e distinctive mark
of these is that they have a verb and an object, so that
they must not be confounded with a few others which are
like them, but can hardly be quotations, such as catchbasin, turnstile, ramrod. These seem to arise from a
confusion between noun and verb in thefirstmember.
W o r d s like go-between and hangdog are somewhat doubtful.
A curious tendency of our language is that of making
virtual n e w compounds of verbs and prepositions without
actual union, not unlike the separative compounds in
H o m e r . This shows itself in neuter (intransitive) verbs,
which become capable of having a passive by taking up
the preposition which properly governs the following
case. T h u s one might speak to a woman, in which case
w e should say that to governed woman, but it would not
be surprising if the w o m a n should complain of being
spoken to in the street. So an adversary m a y be reckoned
with, a book quoted from, a house lived in, a divinity sworn
by, a m a n run through, or run over, or stared at, or
despaired of, or talked about, or looked after. A doctrine
m a y be fought against. A n argument m a y be insisted on,
or lost sight of, and in newspaper English, an opportunity
m a y be availed of. Not all sorts of such combinations can
be made, for nothing is so freaky as language in new for-

THE DEVELOPMENT

OF WORDS

191

mations by analogy, but many have become good English,
and the number is increasing. Perhaps the future antiquarian will revive thefigure' tmesis' to account for the
separation of the verb from its preposition in these cases !
The almost entire loss of inflections in English has
brought about a curious result in the possibilities of our
language, namely, the free interchangeableness of verb and
noun. The tendency in this direction is visible very early
in our family of languages; but, so long as inflections exist,
a verb must be distinguished from a noun by some termination. Hence, though the change of noun to verb has
been a universal want, yet it had to be accomplished by
means of a system of derivative suffixes gradually adapted
to the purpose, and so in like manner of the change from
verb to noun. Indeed, so common have these changes
and parallelisms been, that in some cases one of the members has been supplied by a false analogy. Thus in
French almost all verbs in -er have (or once had) a
corresponding noun in -e: as voyager, voyage; manager,
mSnage, and the like. Hence, coucher (L. col-locare)
having a noun to match inasmuch as the noun (locus) was
never compounded with con-, one was made, out of hand,
to correspond with the others. Thus the French have the
noun couehe, whence our couch is borrowed. A s it happens, this proceeding gives a curious combination. The
Latin locus became lieu in French (a word which we have
borrowed), so that couch and lieu are cognates, though
they have only a single letter in common.
W h e n inflections are lost, as in English, there is nothing to distinguish the form of verb and noun. Hence
any noun or adjective can at once become a verb if employed as such, and conversely almost any verb may be
used to express the idea of its action or result.
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T h u s w e have to cudgel, to powder, to oil, to pipe (for
gas), to wall in, to brick up, to bell (the cat), to metal, to
provision, to wood and water, to color, to yellow, to bla
to serenade, to paper, to match, tofire,to fringe, to cover
book), to letter, to carpet, to coach, to tutor, to gum, to g
to varnish, to hedge about, to man, to chaperon, to people,
tar, to plane, to counterfeit. Indeed, a whole phrase may
be used as a verb : to blackball, to copperbottom, mastheaded
Conversely are found the nouns: a sell, a pull up, a setback, a walk-over, an upper cut, a knock-down, a run-over
a spin, a hit; and m a n y such terms are used even in literary
English. In general, however, w e are not so free in using
verbs as nouns, as in using nouns as verbs. O u r inclination is rather to have recourse to derivation by means of
nominal suffixes (as in starvation from starve, and the
countless noun-formations in -ing), or to employ a readym a d e synonym from our enormous stock of borrowed words
(as to climb, ascent; to break, fracture). T h u s every part
of our complicated vocabulary works together in perfect
harmony in the expression of thought in all its Varieties.

CHAPTER XV
FOSSILS

A LANGUAGE which is not given to borrowing foreign
elements, but develops its vocabulary out of its native
resources, makes an immediate impression of consistency.
In such a language the same inflectional and derivative
endings are almost universally applicable, and composition goes on in accordance with fixed linguistic habits.
The formative processes are therefore almost sure to yield
words of like character and sound. And, though phonetic
decay works incessantly to alter the form of a language,
yet the habits of speech are so regular and the associative
forces so strong, that words when they change are likely
to go in groups or classes, so that they retain the same
similarity of sound to each other, though the sound itself
may be altered beyond recognition.
In an omnivorous language like English the same forces
work, though with slightly less energy. Words are borrowed in blocks, as it were,/or — what amounts to the
same thing — one after another in the same line merely
because a similar word has been borrowed before. W e
have many long-tailed Latin words in -osity and -ation,
not because they are peculiarly adapted to our tongue,
but because, having found a use for a number of them, the
language is impelled to borrow more to match those it has
already. Notice also the huge quantity of verbs in -ate
(adapted from Latin past participles in -atus). The teno
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dency is helped by the subtle association between sound
and meaning which manifests itself in rhyme, alliteration,
assonance, and so on, ever attempting to assimilate to each
other words which have a similar sense, or to give a similar sense to words that resemble each other in sound.
T w o examples will m a k e this clear: —
Citizen and denizen are old synonyms which have influenced each other's form. Citizen is O. Fr. citeain1 (from
L. civitas) ; the unoriginal z makes itsfirstappearance
in Anglo-French and is borrowed from denizen, which is
O. Fr. denzein or deinzein (from denz, 'within,' modern
dans). Denizen, in its turn, has taken its i from citizen.
Restive and restless are etymologically unrelated. Their
similarity of form is quite accidental. Restive is from
L. restare, 'to stand back,' 'to hang back,' and means
properly 'unwilling to go forward.' Restless is from
A.S. rest, and means 'refusing to stand still.' Yet the
similarity of sound has so brought the words together in
our consciousness that restive has, in c o m m o n speech,
become a synonym for restless, which is properly almost
its express opposite.2
T h e tendencies which w e have considered operate to
keep the parts of a language together, so that words and
forms do not stand each by itself, but m a k e larger or
smaller groups pretty firmly bound together in our consciousness.
But there is at the same time a strong counter-influence.
Thought is constantly tending to individualize this or that
expression by ascribing to it an idea or a function which
is not shared by the other members of its group. Thus it
1

Modern citoyen. The ending -ain is L. -anus.
2
T h e error is assisted, no doubt, by the fact that a balky or ' restive'
horse is in fact also ' restless,' i.e. nervous and uneasy.
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often happens that a word which was one of a thousand,
or a form which was universal, becomes isolated. Dissociated from its fellows, it leases to share their future
destiny. If they perish, it does not perish with them.
Nor is its preservation assisted by their survival. It may
become the centre of a new group. Or it may remain
isolated, — embedded, as it were, in amber, and lost or
preserved to future ages, not as one of the swarm but with
the individuality of a fossil.
English abounds in such fossils, and they are of every
conceivable kind. Sometimes a word or a meaning has
become obsolete except in an idiom or two, which, however, are still in common use. Again, an old construction,
once widespread, has died out in general, but still lingers
in a few phrases. So also an old grammatical form may
occasionally survive, because it has become petrified, as it
were, in a single expression or a small group of words.
A considerable number of survivals will now be studied.
W e may begin with certain old forms or constructions
that often excite unnecessary scruples in the minds of
speakers who are nervous about their grammar.
Whilom, ' in former days,' ' quondam,' is familiar to
every one as an archaic adverb. It happens to be the
only word in the language that preserves the universal
Anglo-Saxon -um of the dative plural. In the gradual
simplification of language, -um went out of use, so that
to-day there is no special form for the case which it represented. Meantime, the form hwllum (from hwll, 'while,'
' time'), which meant ' at times,' had become petrified in
the sense of ' formerly,' and consequently the decay of
inflections did not affect it. It was not conceived as the
dative case of a noun, but simply as an adverb. Our conjunctive while is the accusative singular of the same word;

196

WORDS AND THEIR WAYS

and whiles (of which whilst is a corruption) is an adverbial
genitive. Most adverbs, in all the languages of our family,
have originated in case-forn*.1
The adverb needs, 'necessarily,' is another interesting
survival. There were a number of Anglo-Saxon adverbs
formed by means of the genitive ending -es, and these
multiplied in the Middle English period. The proper
genitive of A.S. ned was nede", and this, as well as nedes
was used adverbially. In Middle English nede and nedes
were used indifferently. In Modern English, nede is quite
dead, and many of the old adverbs in -es have also perished.
Needs, however, still remains as an apparently anomalous
formation, commonly attached to must, as in the wellknown proverb. Other examples of the same construction are nights and days in such expressions as ' D o you
sit up late nights?' ' W h a t do you do days f' Here night
and days are old adverbial genitives meaning ' by night,'
' by day'; but they are felt as plurals by most speakers,
even by those who know better, and hence a tendency to
regard them as incorrect has grown up.2 In England, the
idiom 'early days' is still used, as 'It is early days to tell
what will come of this'; in America, however, it is seldom
heard, though ' early in the day' is common.
Once, twice, and thrice are likewise adverbial genitives
though their formation is disguised by the spelling. In
Chaucer they are spelt ones, twyes, thryes, which at onc
makes their origin clear. The vulgar lives for lief, as in
' I had just as lives do it' shows the same formation. So
whilst for whiles (see p. 195), which has the excrescent
t seen in amidst (for amiddes), amongst (for amonges),
1

See p. 182.
2
Compare also such expressions as ' H e always comes Tuesdays ' (for
which ' of a Tuesday' is often heard); ' Where do you go winters ?'
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against (for ageynes), the obsolete alongst (for alonges),
and the vulgar onst and twicet (for once and twice).1
Since is a curious instance of the same adverbial -es.
T h e Anglo-Saxon had sith-than (cf. Ger. seitdem), compounded of slth,' afterwards,' literally ' later' (akin to Ger.
seit), and thon, an instrumental case of that. Siththan became sithen-es in Middle English, and this was shortened
to sithence and since. T h e spelling in ce was intended
(as in once, twice, thrice) to prevent the pronunciation sinz
(as in the plural of sin). Hence and thence are also for
hennes and thennes.
Nonce is a curious fossil word, occurring only in the
single phrase for the nonce, ' for the occasion,' ' for the
time being.' T h e n of nonce really belongs to the preceding word, so that the phrase was formerly for then once.
Then is a corruption of an old dative form (no longer
used) of the demonstrative that,2 so that for the nonce means
literally ' for that one time.' T h e transference of n from
the end of then to the beginning of once is parallel to what
we often see in the case of the article an, w h e n followed
by a noun beginning with a vowel. Thus children say
a napple instead of an apple, and then sometimes, regarding napple as the n a m e of the fruit, the napple. So the
nagent is sometimes heard for the agent. These two forms,
napple and nagent, have not established themselves in the
language, but m a n y other forms originally quite as incorrect have come in from the same tendency. T h u s newt
owes its n to a preceding article an. T h e Anglo-Saxon
1

The adverbial -es occurs also in -wards (towards, upwards, etc.),
always, algates (perhaps originally a plural), besides, betimes, thereabouts, hereabouts. Somewheres and nowheres, though not in good use,
illustrate the strength of the tendency.
2
The adverb then (really the same word as than) is another formation
from the same pronominal stem.
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efete is also preserved as eft and evet. Conversely, in a
number of words, an n which properly belongs to the
noun, has parted company with it and joined the preceding article, thus depriving the noun of itsfirstletter.
Adder, for example, was originally nadder; apron was
napron (Fr. napperon); umpire was originally nomper
(O. Fr., from L. nonpar, 'not equal,' that is, 'odd,' the
umpire being the 'odd m a n ' who decides a dispute).1
Our yore is descended from an Anglo-Saxon adverb in
-a, ge'ara, really the genitive plural of ge'ar, 'year.' So
was sona in Anglo-Saxon, and was felt as belonging to
the same class as geara. In fact, however, the -a in sona
is not a termination, but a decayed remnant of a noun
meaning 'time.' Both a's became weakened to -e, and in
Chaucer we have yore and soone". In Modern English the
adverbs appear to have no ending, since thefinale has
disappeared.2
There are many adverbs in modern English which have
no ending, but are identical in form with the corresponding adjectives. Such are fast, slow, quick, cheap, so
(in 'to sleep sound'), high, low, still, and the like. These
give the young grammarian much trouble, and he is seldom
assisted by his school-books, which usually inform him
(erroneously) that such words are 'adjectives used as
adverbs.' There is even a tendency to banish them from
the language, just as had better is stigmatized by many as
1

A very learned and equally interesting study of ' English Words
which have gained or lost an Initial Consonant by Attraction,' by Dr.
Charles P. G. Scott, m a y be found in the Transactions of the American
Philological Association for 1892, XXIII, 179-305.
2
Disappeared, that is, in speech. The fact that w e write an e at the
end of yore is neither here nor there. This -e is simply a graphic sign to
indicate the length of the preceding vowel. It is no more an ending than
a long mark over the o would be. In Chaucer's time, on the contrary,
thefinale was a sound.
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an impropriety. In fact, however, these words are merely
the survivors of a large class of adverbs in -e", and it is the
disappearance of this adverbial termination (in c o m m o n
with all weakfinale's in our language) that makes them
coincide in form with the adjectives from which they are
derived. Not all of our 'flat adverbs' actually go back
to such -e forms, since analogy has brought n e w ones into
existence, and a few (like right and full) are really old
adjectives used in an adverbial construction. However
derived, the 'flatadverbs' are an ancient and dignified
part of our language, and the pedantry which discountenances them is not to be encouraged. Still, one must
admit that such pedantry itself obeys a natural linguistic
law, — the tendency to associate particular endings with
particular syntactic functions. Most English adverbs of
manner do end in -ly (a decayed form of -lice, ' like'), and
the feeling that such a termination is indispensable is easy
to understand. But until the language has actually shown
some disposition to reject the 'flatadverbs,' it is pedantic
to attempt to put them under a ban.
Fro, an Old Norse form, once c o m m o n as a preposition
(as in fro thefire,fro the land), has gone out of use, except
in a single adverbial phrase, to and fro.
The adverb ago is really the same as agone, the past participle of ago(n), 'to go on,' 'depart.' T h u s 'six years
ago' is literally 'six years having elapsed.'
Elder and eldest are the regular ancient comparative
and superlative of old (which, like Ger. alt, shows the
umlaut, or change of vowel, in the comparative and
superlative). Elder and eldest have been almost universally replaced by older and oldest, — n e w formations m a d e
directly from old, and keeping the same vowel as the
positive. Other ancient forms showing the same vowel-
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change are strenger and strengest from strong, and le
and lengest from long; but these have disappeared from
the language. Elder and eldest survive because they were
so often employed in special family phrases, elder brother
eldest son, and the like, and they are almost entirely con
fined to this use. Elder has also survived as a noun in
a special sense.
Near and next show a similar umlaut. They are really
the comparative and superlative of the adjective nigh
(A.S. ne'ah), but they are no longer associated with nigh
in our consciousness. They survive as independent words.
Near has become a positive, and a new comparative has
been formed from it, — nearer, which really shows a
double comparative ending. Far, which we also feel as
a positive, was originally in the comparative degree.
There has always been a tendency to use comparatives
as positives, and so to accumulate endings of comparison.
Thus farther shows two such endings, and the children's
word fartherer shows three. (The th in these words results
from a confusion with further, which is really a comparative of forth.) The accumulation of comparative endings
in successive periods of our family of languages is well
illustrated in nethermost. The Indo-European had a particle ni, meaning 'down.' This is seen in L. ni-dus and
in thefirsttwo letters of nest, the last two (st) being a
clipped form of *sedd-z, 'sitting place' (connected with
sit, set, and akin to L. sedeo). This ni appears in AngloSaxon in the comparative nith-er and the superlative
nithemest, where the -th is an old comparative ending.
Nithemest has the superlative ending -mest, itself a union of
a superlative ending -mo (seen in L. pri-mus, ' foremost')
and the familiar -st (-est) ending (seen infirst,lates
This -mest ending was subsequently confused with the

FOSSILS

201

English most, which itself has the same -st but is from
the root found in L. magis and major. Thus nethermost
has at least four endings denoting comparison,
th, -er,
-mo, and -st. M a n y other ancient forms are similarly accumulative, for tautology is an ineradicable tendency of
language. The so-called double comparison, now vulgar,
but formerly in good use, illustrates the point. Everybody remembers instances enough in Shakspere: ' his
more braver daughter,' 'the most unkindest cut of all.'
Alive is a singular example of a fossil form. It is
descended from the Anglo-Saxon on life (pronounced on
leeve), 'in life.' Life was the dative form, lif the nominative. At the end of a word, / was pronounced as we pronounce it. Between two vowels it was pronounced like v.
Thefinale was the dative ending. This dative ending
disappeared from the language long ago, but before its
disappearance on-live or alive" (for the a is merely a clipped
form of on) had become established as an independent
word; hence the w-sound, which owed its existence only
to the dative ending e, remained. W h e n we say alive,
then, we are in a manner preserving the Anglo-Saxon
dative; otherwise, we should say alife. In abed, which is
also descended from a dative (on bedde), the modern
word shows no remnant of inflection; for the ending e
had no effect on the preceding d, and when the e disappeared, it left no trace behind it.
D o w n to very recent times the use of year as a plural
was extremely common, and it is still heard in careless
or colloquial language. It is not a corruption, but a survival. Indeed, from the historical point of view, it is a
better form than years. Year, in Anglo-Saxon, belonged
to a class of nouns which took no ending in the nominative and accusative plural. In Middle English, the dif-
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ferences between the old declensions broke down, so that
nearly all plurals came to be formed by means of the
ending -es (A.S. -as). Thus, yeeres was soon substituted
for yeer, but the older yeer was still used. In Chaucer,
for example, both forms are common. Compare ten pound,
six mile, three foot, and other expressions of measure
formerly correct, but . now regarded as colloquial or
vulgar. Stone, however, as a weight, has never been
superseded by stones.
The, in such sentences as ' The harder he tries, the less
successful he is,' is not the definite article, but the instrumental case of the demonstrative pronoun that, like the
Latin 'ablative of degree of difference.' In the sentence
just quoted, thefirstthe is a relative, the second a demonstrative, for that had both functions in Anglo-Saxon, as it
has to-day. Thus, 'the more . . . the less' is exactly
equivalent to the Latin quo magis . . . eo minus. The
instrumental case of that survives in Modern English in
this idiom only. Another petrified instrumental is why,
which is really a form of the interrogative pronoun who,
what.
The pronominal 'em, 'TO, um of rapid speech is usually
felt as a fragment of them, but is, in fact, quite a different
word. It is the Anglo-Saxon heom (or him), Chaucer's
hem, the regular dative plural of he. Them (Anglo-Saxon
thcem), on the contrary, was not the personal pronoun. It
was the dative plural of the demonstrative that. The
Scandinavians used their form of this demonstrative
(theim) as a personal pronoun, and it was partly under
this influence that a similar usage of them sprang up in
English, but did not extend to Chaucer's dialect. Their
is the Old Norse genitive plural theira; the Anglo-Saxons
used hira (Chaucer's hire, here), also from he. The vari-
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ation between Chaucer and Modern English in the matter
of their and them is one sign that our literary language is
of a somewhat more northern character than his dialect.1
T h e pronoun thee has gone out of use entirely, except
dialectically, or in the poetical or solemn style. It still
survives in the colloquial thank'ee. Compare the vulgar
don't-ee often heard in England, but probably never in the
United States. Prithee is n o w poetical, but was once
extremely popular.
A n old ending -en (akin to L. -Inus2 in serpentinus,
'snaky') produced a number of 'adjectives of material':
as, golden, leaden, brazen, wooden, earthen. These have
decreased in number, and some of those which survive are
poetical or figurative. T h e modern habit in such cases is
to use the noun itself as an adjective. Thus, w e say 'a
gold watch,' but 'golden hair.' Wooden and earthen,
however, are still c o m m o n in the literal prosaic use. In
the case of the participial ending -en, once universal in
strong verbs, there is great diversity. Most of the old
participles have lost the termination: as, sung, hung, spun,
found, bound. But others have kept it: as, stolen, born,
ridden. There is a tendency to retain the forms in
-en as adjectives, even w h e n the participles, are commonly
shortened. Thus, drunken, sodden, swollen, ' ill-gotten
gains,' 'cloven foot,' 'a riven oak,' 'that labor and are
heavy-Men,' 'all shaven and shorn,' 'shrunken cheeks.'
Hence the anomalous boughten, as opposed to home-made.
The old adjectives of material in -en m a y possibly have
assisted here.
1

See p. 92.
The Latin termination became familiar in English in a great number
of borrowed words. It is a living suffix in our language, being much used
in scientific coinages (quinine, etc.), and (by imitation) in such terms as
vaseline, pearline, etc., made up to name commercial products.
2

204

WORDS AND THEIR WAYS

Still another ending -en was once common as a feminine
termination, and is identical with the German -in, as in
Kdnigin,'queen' (cf. Konig, 'king'). It is preserved in
the single word vixen (from fox), 'a she-fox,' and hence
'a snarling woman,' 'a scold.' Observe also that vixen
shows the umlaut of o to i (cf. Ger. Fuchs, Filehsin).
Verbs show many curious survivals, only a few of
which can be mentioned here.
Wol, an old form of will, is never used except in the
colloquial negative won't (for wol not, the I having disappeared as in shan't for shall not). Woo't, as in Hamlet
' Woo't drink up esil, eat a crocodile ?' is simply wolt with
out its I. Nil (that is, ne will) survives in the fossilized
subjunctive phrase willy nilly (for 'will I, nil I,' that
' will I, will I not'), meaning ' whether I will or no.'
A similar phrase (in the indicative) is shilly shally, f
' Shall I, shall I ?' — the natural hesitating question of
an undecided person. From this w e have formed the
extraordinary verb to shilly-shally, which is made up o
two nouns and two pronouns, but which may be inflected like any other verb, as, ' H e shilly-shallied a g
while.'
' If you please' is an old subjunctive phrase, and you is
in the dative case — 'if it be pleasing to you.' 'If you
like' is the same thing, since the old meaning of like is
' be agreeable' to one. After the old dative, you, began
to be used as a nominative also, the dative you in these
phrases, however, was erroneously taken as the subject of
the verb, and, as the result of the misapprehension, we now
say, ' if I like 'or ' if I please' instead of the older ' if me
like.' Observe that the idiom is none the less accepted
because it sprang from a blunder, and, further, that no
one thinks of challenging ' if I please' because it is
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impossible to ' parse' the I without giving an unheard-of
sense to the verb.
The subjunctive mood is rapidly going out of use. In
particular, it is no longer generally employed, as it formerly was, to express wishes. In a few phrases, however,
which originally had a religious significance, the old construction survives. Thus we can say ' God bless m e !'
' Heaven help m e !' ' The saints preserve us !' But we
can hardly say, ' Fortune favor us !' though we might
venture it in poetry. Curses survive as well as prayers,
and the subjunctive ' God curse him !' is quite as idiomatic as ' God bless him !'
A few other idiomatic uses of the subjunctive also survive in particular phrases: as, ' Come what will, I will
make the attempt,' ' Act as he may, he cannot alienate his
friends,' ' Try as hard as he can, he will never climb the
tree.'
A peculiar idiom with the preterite subjunctive had
survives in a few phrases. Thus, ' I had as lief go as
stay,' ' You had better not do this,' ' W e had rather ri
than walk.' In this particular use had is really the preterite subjunctive of have in the sense of 'regard.' The
meaning may be clearly seen in the first example. I had
as lief means literally ' I should regard it as as pleasant to
go as to stay.' The extension of the same construction
to had rather is due to analogy. Naturally I had, we had,
etc., were contracted to I'd, we'd, etc., in these phrases
(as elsewhere), and many persons suppose that I had in
the expressions just quoted is a mistaken expansion of
I'd (the contraction of I would). Such a notion is not
strange, since this use of had is confined to so small a
number of phrases. The result has been a determined
attempt to stigmatize the idiom as an error, and to substi-
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tute I would rather, I would better, etc., for it. Th
idiom, however, is perfectly established, has been in use
for centuries, and is habitually employed by the best
writers.1 In some cases the substitution of I would results •
in downright error. Thus, 'I would better go' is positively ungrammatical.
In older English the indicative have and hath are comm o n in such phrases, as well as the subjunctive had.
Thus,—
' Yet have I levere maken him good chere
In honour than m y n ernes [i.e. uncle's] lyf to lese.'
Chaucer, Troilus, ii, 471-2.

The meaning 'hold,' 'regard' (cf. L. habere), is als
seen in such phrases as ' I pray thee have m e excused,' i.e.
not ' procure an excuse for me,' but lhold m e excused (in
your own mind),' 'pardon me.'
In the case of idioms like ' I had better,' one frequently
hears the objection that had ' will not parse.' As a matter of fact, it will parse, easily enough, if one knows how
to parse it. But the objection would have no validity
even if the phrases were grammatically inexplicable. The
grammarian has no business to object to an established
idiom, for idioms are superior to paradigms and analytical
diagrams. Grammar was made (pretty imperfectly) from
language, not language from grammar.
As particular grammatical forms or old constructions
often remain in only a few phrases or in single words, so
obsolete words occasionally survive in a few expressions,
or even a single one.
Fine, an old noun meaning 'end' (Fr.fin,L. finis),
1

See Fitzedward Hall, in the American Journal of Philology, II)
281 ff.
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survives only in the adverbial phrase in fine. The noun
hallow, ' a saint,' survives only in All Hallows, and in Ha
lowe'en, that is, the 'eve or vigil of All Saints' Day.' The
Anglo-Saxon rice, ' kingdom,' ' domain' (Ger. Reich),
survives only in bishopric; the Anglo-Saxon lac, ' offer
ing,' only in wedlock; the Anglo-Saxon rceden (a word
connected with rcedan, 'to counsel,' but used as an
abstract termination) in hatred and kindred only.
To ' revoke' at cards is to renege (often pronounced
renig and shortened to nig). This is L. renegare, and is
seen in its general sense of ' deny' in Shakspere's ' Renege,
affirm, and turn their halcyon beaks with every gale and
vary of their masters.' The Spanish renegado, which
came into our language bodily, and was also adapted as
renegade, is L. renegatus, 'one who has denied his faith,'
apostate.' Runagate is the same thing, but comes from
the French rSnegat, and has been corrupted by 'popular
etymology'1 as if it meant ' runaway' and were from run
and gate,' a way.' This gate comes from O.N. gata, whence
also gait. Gate, 'a door,' is another word, but may be
related.
Weasand, an old word for ' windpipe,' is practically obsolete, except in the half-jocose phrase 'slit his weasand.'
Stead is our regular native word for place (which is
French, see p. 244). The borrowed word, however, has
narrowed the use of the native term to compounds (like
homestead, farmstead, roadstead) and special phrases ins
of, in his stead, to stand me in good stead (cf. to ste
or bestead me). Even in so idiomatic an expression as
instead of the French lieu (L. locus) has made a bi
for favor, but is felt by most speakers as somewhat
bookish.
i See Chapter XXIII.
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Welkin is an old word for the ' clouds' (cf. Ger. Wolken
It is kept only in the phrase 'to make the welkin
ring.'
Umbrage, ' offence,' survives in ' to take umbrage' (les
commonly, ' to give umbrage'). It is a special sense of
umbrage, ' shade' (from Fr. ombrage, which also has bot
meanings). Thefigureis rather striking. One originally
' took umbrage' when one was ' thrown into the shade' by
another. Dudgeon is almost as limited as umbrage in its
use. It is practically confined to the phrase in dudgeon
('in great dudgeon,' 'to take a thing in dudgeon'). The
etymology is quite unknown, and the same is true of dudgeon, 'a dagger,'—formerly dudgeon dagger, i.e. one w
a hilt of dudgeon or boxwood. The progress of meaning
in this word is curious : (1) a kind of wood, (2) a daggerhilt of this wood, (3) any dagger-hilt, (4) a dudgeonhilted dagger, (5) any dagger. It is not impossible that
dudgeon, 'resentment,' is the same word. W e speak of
'looking daggers,' and a bitter speech is 'a dagger in
one's heart.' The sense in question is not found till the
Elizabethan age, when, for a time, the continental fashion
of stabbing in resentment of an insult was rather ostentatiously followed by the English. Possibly ' to take a thing
in dudgeon' was to resent it by planting your dagger in
the speaker's breast; but this is not so likely.
Suborn is a good example of a word that is kept only in
a very limited application. It means to ' procure orfitout
secretly' (L. sub-orno), and was, used in English for the
act of inducing another person to commit a crime. Thus
Macduff speaks, of the attendants 'suborned' to murder
Duncan, and Hotspur talks of 'murtherous subornation.' Nowadays both the verb and the noun are confined to perjury and treason. 'Subornation of perjury'

FOSSILS

209

is a well-known offence; subornation of murder is never
heard of.
Sometimes an obsolete word is retained in an idiom in
which it is associated with another word of similar meaning.
W e understand the whole phrase as a kind of compound
and get the sense out of the word which has survived in
ordinary use. A good example is 'without let or hindrance.' Let means 'hindrance,' but is obsolete except in
this idiom. In Anglo-Saxon there were two verbs, lettan,
'to hinder,'1 and Icetan, 'to permit,' 'to let go,' 'to let.'
The forms of these verbs were originally quite distinct.
Gradually, however, they fell together, so that in the time
of Shakspere there appeared to be a single verb, to let,
which sometimes meant ' to hinder' and sometimes ' to
permit.' The ambiguity of such a verb led to the abandonment of one set of meanings, and with this abandonment went the noun let in the sense of ' hindrance,' except
in the single phrase just noted.
Mete, an old word for 'boundary,' is similarly preserved
in the legal phrase metes and bounds.
Hue and cry (A.N. hu e cri, connected with huer, 'to
shout') is a good example of the same thing.
Obsolete or unusual words are often preserved as family
names. So Fletcher, ' arrow maker' (Fr.fleche,'arrow') ;
Bowyer, 'bow maker'; Spicer, 'dealer in spices,' 'grocer'
(cf. O. Fr. espicier, Fr. Spicier); Webster, 'weaver' (w
-ster, the old feminine ending); Baxter (for backster
' baker'; Sumner, ' summoner,' ' somnour' (officer of the
ecclesiastical courts); Day, 'dairyman' (O.N. deigja) ;
Chapman, 'merchant'; Lorimer, 'maker of bits, etc.';
Latimer (i.e. ' Latiner'), 'interpreter.'
1

1
It is etymologically related to the adjective late, and properly meant
to retard,' ' to m a k e slow' (late having the meaning of ' slow').

p
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Fain was once freely used in the sense of ' glad'; and it
was possible to say,' I a m fain,' exactly as we now say, ' I
am happy.' W e now have the word only in the phrase,
' to be fain to do so and so,' where it apparently means
'forced' or 'obliged.' This curious shift in meaning is
easily understood. Falstaff, according to his own account
(Merry Wives of Windsor, act ii, scene 2), ' leaving the
fear of God on the left hand and hiding his honor
in his necessity, was fain to shuffle, to hedge, and to
lurch.'
A great many obsolete words remain embedded in the
language as parts of compounds.
Gar, an old word for ' spear,' found also among the Celts
(whence Caesar's gaesum), survives in garlic1 and gar-pike
and in the noun gore, for a 'triangular piece.' It is also,
in all probability, the source of the verb gore, ' to pierce.'
Gore,' blood,' is not connected; it is the Anglo-Saxon gor,
'filth,'and had no poetical associations in the eighth
century.
Many native compounds have ceased to be felt as other
than simple words, and in such cases the meaning of their
component parts has been utterly forgotten. Lord is A.S.
hldford, from hlaf, 'bread' (our loaf), and weard, wa
'guardian.' Lady is A.S. hlafdige, of which the first
part is also hlaf, but the -dige is uncertain. The connection with dough, which has been suggested, as if lady were
' kneader of bread,' is attractive, but not quite easy. At
all events, both lord and lady had lost their literal meaning before the end of the Anglo-Saxon period.
Stirrup is sty-rope, that is, 'mounting rope,' from A.S
stlgan, 'to mount' (cf. Ger. steigen), and rap, 'rope
1
A.S. garleac, literally ' spear-leek ' or '• spear-plant,' from the shape
of the leaves.
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The literal meaning of the word, and the fact that it was
a compound, must have remained in people's minds until
the verb to sty (stigan, stien) became obsolete. W e ha
a trace of this verb in our sty (in the eye), which means,
literally, a 'rising' or 'swelling.'
Handiwork is not a compound of handy and work, but
of hand and A.S. ge-weorc, where ge- is a collective prefix,
which later wore down to i-. Handicraft has no hereditary
right to its i, which it has appropriated from handiwork.
The step- in stepson and the like is the adjective steo
'destitute,' 'bereaved,' so that stepson or stepchild is t
same as orphan, which comes from the Greek for 'bereaved.' Stepfather and stepmother are therefore terms
which could only have arisen after the step- had lost its
proper sense. A stepmother is not a ' bereaved mother,'
but one who takes the place of a mother to the bereaved
children. This illustrates the tendency of language to
form groups, and to make new words to fill out any
gaps that may be observed in any group.
The nightmare is not a she-horse, but a nymph or demonic creature. The Anglo-Saxon mara, ' incubus,' is
quite distinct from mearh, ' mare'; but the words were
later confused, so that one even hears night-horse as a jocos
variation. The origin of mara, 'incubus,' is uncertain,
though the word is found in several languages of our
family. The suggestion that it means ' crusher,' and is
connected with mar, is not free from difficulties.
Mermaid preserves the Anglo-Saxon noun mere, 'lake,'
' sea' (akin to L. mare), which is obsolete except in poetry
or dialect. The word is thought to have the same root
as L. morior, ' die,' so that the sea was so called as being a
'dead waste,' a ' wilderness of waters.' Marsh is a derivative of A.S. mere; morass (Fr. marais), seems to be from
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L. mare. Moor doubtless belongs to the same group. It
is A.S. mor, which meant both 'moor' and 'morass' as
well as 'mountain.'
Just as many old forms remain fossilized in the language,
and an obsolete word may survive in a single idiom or a
compound, so now and then a peculiar phrase or group of
phrases preserves some ancient meaning of a term that is
otherwise common in a different sense. Thus ghostly
originally meant ' spiritual' in any sense; but it is now
specialized to disembodied spirits, except in Holy Ghost
and ghostly father or counsellor, and the like. In this ca
the survival is due to the sacred associations, which always
act as conservative forces. Confound, in the sense of ' destroy,' is quite obsolete, except in the colloquial confound
you! that is literally ' God destroy you !' which is used,
however, like most oaths and curses, with slight feeling for
its tremendous significance. Damn has been specialized in
the theological sense of ' condemn to eternal punishment.'
Its old meaning of ' condemn' in general (as in damned to
death) is still alive in 'the play was damned.' Condition,
in the sense of ' character' or ' nature,' is extremely common in Elizabethan English. Thus when Gloster in King
Lear says that ' the stars above us govern our conditions,'
he means that we owe our characters to the influence of
the heavenly bodies, — we do not derive them from our
parents. 'An ill-conditioned fellow ' still shows a trace
the Elizabethan sense.
Comfort (from L. com- and fortis, ' strong,' through th
French) originally meant 'to strengthen,' 'support.' It
now means ' to console'; but the literal sense is preserved
in one phrase, ' giving aid and comfort to the enemy,' a
legal formula which has become 'popular.' Observe that
aid and comfort mean much the same thing; and that in
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our modern use we take them together as if they were
a single word, getting our understanding of the phrase
from aid, and not attaching any definite sense to comfort.
Compare let or hindrance (p. 209).
Abuse is literally 'to misuse,' and this is the regular
modern sense. The secondary meaning, 'deceive,' was
once very common, but is now quite obsolete. Disabuse,
however, still signifies ' to undeceive.'
Nerve once meant 'sinew' (L. nervus),1 as in Shakspere's 'hardy as the Nemean lion's nerve.' Nervous was
therefore ' vigorous,'—a sense which remains in 'a nervous
style' or 'writer.' With the advance of physiology, however, the name nerve received a different sense, with the
result that, in ordinary use, nervous suggests almost the
opposite of sinewy strength. It is worth notice that we
have transferred to nerves in the modern sense a number of
expressive words which are literally applicable to the
muscles and sinews. Thus we speak of ' nervous tension,'
and say 'every nerve was tense with excitement,' or in
the vernacular, 'his nerves were on the stretch.' Compare 'nervous strain.' 'To lose one's nerve' is really
'to lose one's sinewyfibre,'to become weak and 'flabby.'
In modern usage, a man ' loses his nerve' in proportion as
he becomes conscious that he has nerves, — a curious contradiction, but natural enough when we know the history
of the word.
Thorough and through are merely different ways of pronouncing the same word. As often happens, we have
utilized the variation to make two words of one.2 W e no
longer employ thorough as a preposition (' thorough bush,
thorough brier') or throughly as an adverb. Yet we still
1
2

Nervus is for an earlier snenus, perhaps cognate with snare.
See p. 356.
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speak of a thoroughfare, a Hhorough-lighted room,'
' thorough-shot of a boom ';1 and conversely, ' through an
through' is a synonym for ' thoroughly.'
' Prosper,' curiously enough, seems to be the older sense
of speed rather than ' swiftness.' W e have it still in 'God
speed!' ' Speed the plough !' ' good speed,' and the much
misunderstood proverb, 'The more haste, the worse speed.'
Just, in the sense of ' exact,' is still found in the adverbial use, and also in the printer's term justify, for
' straighten' (type) ; cf. adjust.
A n old sense of favor, ' features,' ' looks,' survives only
in hard-favored, ill- (or well-) favored, and two or
phrases like ' H e favors his father,' that is, ' looks like
him.' So 'Kissing goes by favor,' a proverb that is generally misunderstood.
All that Chaucer's Clerk of Oxenford spoke was ' souning in moral vertu,' that is, it ' had a tendency' in that
direction, ' was colored' by morality or consonant with it.
The idiom is obsolete in common talk, but the lawyers
have it still : ' to sound in damages,' ' to sound in tort.'
Lust formerly signified ' pleasure' in general (as Ger.
Lust still does). A by-form of the noun was list, which
is now obsolete except in.listless,' taking no pleasure in an
thing,' hence 'apathetic'
Read in the old sense of ' interpret' or ' guess' (whence
the ordinary meaning) is poetically alive in one phrase,—
' to read a riddle.' Riddle itself is from this same verb.2
To wink was once extremely common in the sense of
1

A lumberman's term for the opening where the logs are allowed to
' shoot through.'
2
It is A.S. rcedels, the ending -els being the same that is seen in Ger.
Rathsel. This -els also survives in our burial,—A.S. byrgels, with the
s lost (because it looked like a plural) and the -el respelled as if it were
from the Latin termination -alls.
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'shut the eyes,' which survives only in the figurative
phrase 'to wink at,' i.e. 'to connive' (from L. conniveo,
'to shut the eyes to').
Liberal retains something of its old sense of ' gentlemanly ' (L. liberalis, ' free-born') in ' liberal arts ' and
'liberal education.' T h e contest that is still raging over
the nature of a ' liberal education' affords very pretty
examples of the tyranny of words w h e n the 'term is
allowed to govern the meaning,' especially w h e n the
term is interpreted awry at the outset. Here, as in so
m a n y other wordy combats, the etymon of the Stoics1
'umpire sits, and by decision more embroils the fray.'
As yet is a relic of an ancient idiom. In former times
it was possible to prefix as to almost any expression of
time or place without appreciably changing the sense.
Thus w e find as now in the sense of ' now,' as in this place,
as then, as at this time, and so on. O f all these phrases
only as yet has survived in Modern English.
On was once c o m m o n in the sense of 'because of,' a
meaning which has survived in only two or three phrases,
like on purpose and on compulsion. T h e preposition withx
originally signified ' against,' ' in opposition to,' but it has
lost this meaning except in a few compounds,—such as
withstand and withhold. T h e latter word means ' to hold
in opposition to somebody else,' and hence ' to retain.'
Withsay has been replaced by gainsay (gain = against), and
that by the Latin synonym contradict. This is an
interesting example of the substitution of a learned for
a popular word. Withsay is pure Anglo-Saxon, and contradict is a 'learned' borrowing. Yet few words are n o w
more truly 'popular' than contradict. T h e reason is
1
2

See p. 230.
Cf. the withers of a horse, against which the harness draws.
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obvious. It is a familiar term in the nursery. 'You
must not contradict' is one of the earliest lessons in
courtesy that children have to learn. T h u s they become
acquainted with this cumbrous and seemingly erudite
term long before they see it in print.1 There is no other
test of complete popularity.
Other phrases containing words or senses seldom found
in other contexts are: in durance (especially ' in durance
vile,' from Shakspere) ; 'a foregone conclusion'; 'at this
juncture'; ' in a trice '; ' the livelong day'; ' to mew up
' a good riddance'; ' m u c h exercised'; ' soft impeachment'
' sneaking fondness' ; ' madding crowd' ; ' damn with
faint praise' ; 'special dispensation'; 'might and main';
' aid and abet'; ' watch and ward'; ' meat and drink';
'doubling capes'; 'in this connection '; 'hugging the
shore' ; ' skirting the bushes'; ' the wherewithal'; 'on hi
o w n recognizance.'
S o m e of the phrases just quoted will be recognized as
bits of proverbial lore or as fragments from the poets.
In such cases, the peculiar word or the ancient sense
accounts for itself immediately, on the principal of quotation. So with the survival of archaic language in legal
formulas like 'hue and cry,' and, indeed, in m a n y other
expressions.
T h e fate of a quotation that cuts loose from the exclusive society of its context and joins the mixed company
of idiomatic phrases, is always instructive, and often
extremely curious. ' A foregone conclusion ' n o w means
' a result (or action) that m a y be predicted with absolute
certainty.' Quite different is the sense which the words
bear in their original context. W h e n Othello says ' This
denoted a foregone conclusion,' he means that this dream
1

See p. 29.
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of Cassio's pointed back to an actual deed in the past.1 It
will be seen that, in adopting Shakspere's phrase as an
idiom, w e have gradually inverted its application.2
A n almost equally striking example is the famous line,
' O n e touch of nature makes the whole world kin,' from
Shakspere's Troilus and Cressida. It has become an
assertion of universal brotherhood. In its context, however, the verse means simply, — ' All m e n are alike in one
natural trait,' — the love of novelty.
One touch of nature makes the whole world kin, —
That all, with one consent, praise new-born gauds,
Though they are m a d e and moulded of things past,
A n d give to dust that is a little gilt
More laud than gilt o'er-dusted. (Act iii, sc. 3,11. 174-8.)

Thus we have gradually and unconsciously modified
the sense of two Shaksperean passages until the contrast
between the meaning which w e attach to them and that
which they bear in the original context is nothing less
than startling. T h e same process goes on incessantly
throughout the vocabulary of any living language. T h e
old terms shift their senses continually as they adapt
themselves to changed circumstances and novel ideas,
— that is, to n e w necessities in expressing thought. Language develops by the felicitous misapplication of words.
Stray relics of ancient usage are often challenged by
critics w h o observe their isolation, and infer that they are
either erroneous or at best ' contrary to the spirit of the
language.' Such views are quite wrong, as the briefest
study will show. T h e correctness of a form or a con1

Othello, act iii, sc. 3, 1. 428.
2
Cf. L. cui bono ? ' for whose advantage ? ' usually taken as meaning
' for what advantage ?'
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struction is not impaired by the fact that there is nothing
exactly like it in English, any more than the correctness of a word is to be called in question merely because
our language has no other that is identical with it in
sound and spelling.

