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Chapter 23 
Language Contact 

So far i've been talking to you mostly about individual languages and their histories as individuals; 
to the extent i've talked at all about groups of languages, it's been primarily historical: for instance, 
i've mentioned the Romance languages or the Germanic languages as being related to each other, 
meaning that the distinct languages are all descended in some sense from dialects of a single language. 

But we are all aware that languages interact with each other in the here-and-now.  Every language 
exists in a social situation that, at least to some extent, brings it into contact with some other langua-
ges. This general phenomenon is referred to by historical and comparative linguists as ‘Language 
Contact’, and in this chapter and the next i'm going to talk a bit about what we know about the differ-
ent effects such contact can have on individual languages and on their historical development. 

Borrowing 
One of the most obvious results of language contact is what is commonly known as borrowing.1  It 
is not at all uncommon — it is, in fact, extremely common — for languages to borrow words and 
other linguistic material from their neighbours and other languages.  Consider the highly abridged 
list in (1) of words in English that come from non-English sources. 

(1) hog skirt egg them beef mutton 
 pork brave count mercy pity royal 
 justice police government produce maintain suppose 
 beautiful grammar algebra zero pizza logic 
 author place tower language ecstasy psychology 
 racoon chocolate potato mocassin sugar candy 
 khaki gung-ho coolie sahib taboo karma 

To a native English-speaker like myself, the mere fact of borrowing is not particularly remarkable.  
It may be different for you people; we'll get to that issue in a little while.  But it's been said that at 
least 70% of Modern English vocabulary is foreign in origin; it's extremely easy to make up a list 
like that in (1). 

What's much more interesting, especially to the linguist, are the questions in (2).  We'll be looking 
at all of these to some extent in this chapter. 

 
1My teacher has always claimed that ‘stealing’ would be a better word for this process, since the ‘borrowing’ language 
never asks the ‘source’ language's permission to borrow, and as a general rule never returns the item borrowed.  I disa-
gree with this argument, since the ‘source’ language doesn't lose the use of the expression that another language has 
borrowed.  Terry Crowley of the University of the South Pacific, the author of the textbook i have used in my course in 
historical linguistics, prefers to refer to this phenomenon as ‘copying’. 
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(2) a. Why do languages borrow from each other? 
 b. What do languages do with material they've borrowed from each other? 
 c. What kinds of things can be borrowed from one language to another? 

Motivations for borrowing 
Let's start by looking at question (2a), ‘Why do languages borrow from each other?’.  There are basic-
ally two recognized reasons why languages borrow: need and prestige. 

Need 
The most obvious motivation for borrowing is need.  Consider for example the situation of people 
speaking a certain language moving into an area where that language has not been used previously. 
These newcomers are likely to encounter geographical features for which they will need names; and 
what is more convenient than to use the names already in use by the indigenous population?  For this 
reason, a great many place-names in America, even in the European languages of the invaders, are 
taken from Native American languages, including the names of over 50% of the States in the U.S.A. 
and the provinces and territories of Canada, as listed in (3).2

(3) Alabama Alaska Arkansas Connecticut Hawaii Idaho 
 Illinois Iowa Kansas Keewatin Kentucky Manitoba 
 Massachusetts Michigan Minnesota Mississippi Missouri Nebraska 
 New Mexico North Dakota Ohio Oklahoma Ontario Oregon 
 Quebec Saskatchewan South Dakota Tennessee Texas Utah 
 Wisconsin Wyoming Yukon 

This extends also to the plants and animals indigenous to the region that is new, at least to the in-
coming community and their language.  In (4) i've included some of the words mentioned in (1) 
referring to plants and animals not indigenous to Northwestern Europe and added a few more. 

(4) racoon chocolate potato kangaroo tomato orangutan 
 tapioca mango papaya caribou panda manioc 

And, of course, the newcomers will probably encounter not only natural but artificial things with 
which they have not previously been familiar.  And it is reasonable that they will adopt the local 
names of these artifacts.  In (5) i've given you a few examples of words that came into English in 
this fashion. 

(5) mocassin pancho khaki kayak sari wok 

The kinds of needs that can motivate borrowing can be very complex, and result in what appear at 
first to be very peculiar borrowings.  Consider for instance the two words in (6).  Both of these words 
actually derive ultimately from the same source, a Proto-Germanic word *skirta.  The word ‘shirt’ 
comes to us from the earliest stages of the history of the English language; the pronunciation of the 

 
2Yes, i know ‘New’, ‘North’, and ‘South’ are all English words — all directly descended from Proto-Germanic, in fact 
— but ‘Dakota’ and ‘Mexico’ are not; they're 100% American in origin, and it's on the basis of the native origin of these 
elements that these States are listed in (3). 
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initial consonant is due to changes characteristic of the early history of the German dialects, some of 
which subsequently migrated across the North Sea and settled in Great Britain.  The word ‘skirt’, on 
the other hand, was borrowed a few centuries later from the Old Norse spoken by Scandinavian set-
tlers on the northeastern coast of Great Britain in the region known as the ‘Danelaw’, set aside by 
King Alfred in 878 as a home to Scandinavians who were willing to settle down, build farms, and 
be peaceable neighbours to his English-speaking Saxon subjects.  Now, Old Norse is just as much a 
Germanic language as Old English and the Proto-Germanic word *skirta had been properly inherited 
by both languages.  But obviously it had experienced sound changes in English and the other West-
Germanic dialects that it had not in Old Norse.3  But that's beside the point.  Given that English al-
ready had the word ‘shirt’ (spelled ‘scirt’ at the time), why did it supplement it with the Scandinavian 
form of the same word? 

(6) shirt (inherited from Low German) 襯衫 
 skirt (borrowed from Old Norse) 裙 

The answer, as i've hinted by including the Chinese equivalents in (6), is that although ‘shirt’ and 
‘skirt’ were originally the same word, by the late 9th century already they had somewhat different 
meanings.  ‘Skirt’, the Old Norse word, referred to an article of clothing that at that time was more 
characteristic of Scandinavian culture than of English culture.  With the settling of the Danelaw, the 
English naturally began adopting some of the cultural customs and fashions of their Scandinavian 
neighbours, and equally naturally adopted their Scandinavian names for them as well.  This was all 
the easier to do, probably, in that the two languages were so obviously related. 

Prestige 
I've been talking so far about ‘need-borrowing’, the borrowing of vocabulary from other languages 
because your own doesn't have words for certain concepts that belong to the culture of the other lan-
guage's community.  But there's another kind of borrowing that is demonstrated in (7).  Here i've given 
you six pairs of words in Modern English.  In each pair, the word on the left is inherited from Old 
English; the word on the right is borrowed from Norman French.  Now, given that for each of these 
Norman French words Old English seems, at least on the surface, to have had perfectly adequate 
equivalents, why does Modern English have both? 

(7)  Old English Norman French Old English Norman French
 ox (牛(肉)) beef kingly (王的) royal 
 pig (豬(肉)) pork weapons (武器) arms 
 sheep (羊(肉)) mutton law (法制) justice 

The answer has very little to do with linguistic need and a lot to do with sociological prestige in the 
period following the Norman Conquest in 1066.  Consider first the words in the set on the left-hand 

                                                 
3Indeed, the presence of the digraph ‘sk’ at the beginning of any Germanic word in English is a pretty reliable tip-off 
that it's a borrowing from Old Norse rather than an inherited word from Low German.  Cf. the word ‘sky’, a word that is 
apparently peculiar to the Scandinavian branch of the Germanic family; the inherited Old English word for the same 
concept is ‘heaven’, a common Germanic word which also exists in Old Norse as ‘himinn’. 
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side, the words for various kinds of farm animals, and consider that during the Middle Ages meat 
was eaten mostly by the wealthier, more powerful classes.  In the centuries immediately following 
the Norman Conquest, the farmers who raised these animals spoke English but most of the meat was 
being eaten by their Norman overlords.  Thus, in a sense, the animals while they were alive were be-
ing raised and cared for in English but after they had been slaughtered they were being eaten mostly 
in French.  The result is that in Modern English we still use the inherited Germanic words to refer to 
these animals while they are alive but we use Norman French words to refer to their flesh when it's 
being sold in a butcher's shop, when it's being cooked, when it's put on our plates. 

↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓ 

Note that German doesn't make this distinction; as can be seen from (8), it makes use of the generic 
Germanic element fleisch ‘flesh, meat’ as a suffix to refer to the edible meat of a particular kind of 
animal.4  So that, whereas English has almost a completely separate set of words to refer to the meat 
of common farm animals, German is quite content to refer to ‘pig-meat’ or ‘sheep-meat’. This is be-
cause during the Middle Ages in Germany the rich and powerful people who ate most of the meat 
spoke the same language as the farmers who raised it, while in England this was not the case. 

(8)  English German
 ox : beef Rind : Rindfleisch 
 pig : pork Schwein : Schweinfleisch 
 sheep : mutton Schaf : Schaffleisch 

The words on the right-hand side in (7) relate to the concerns of royal courts, including both warfare 
and government.  Since after the Conquest in 1066 the Kings of England were Norman in culture 
and self-image and continued to speak Norman French as their first language for roughly 300 years 
after the Conquest, most of this kind of business was carried out in French.  Note that the very word 
‘government’ is included in the list of loans in (1); it's a borrowing from Norman French.  A huge 
amount of English legal and military terminology is French in origin.5

As i said, this is true partly because the ruling class in England during this period by and large spoke 
French and so the use of French in the courts, in the army, etc., was to some extent for their conve-

                                                 
4It's worth further noting in this regard that the root words used in German are in many cases not cognate with their se-
mantic equivalents in English.  German Rind means roughly ‘cattle’, a word English has never been completely comfor-
table with, preferring for whatever reason to juggle the various words ‘cow’, ‘bull’, ‘ox’, ‘heifer’, etc.  German Schwein 
has a cognate in English ‘swine’, but the English word has unavoidable negative connotations, unlike the more neutral 
term ‘pig’.  And while German Schaf is cognate with English ‘sheep’,  in referring to meat German tends to prefer to use 
the word Hammel, which (rather like the English ‘ox’) refers not to sheep in general but to a particular kind of sheep. 
5French is still used in England for certain specialized legal purposes.  For instance, in English law-courts the bailiff 
traditionally announces that a trial is about to begin by shouting ‘Oyez! Oyez! Oyez!’, ‘oyez’ being an old-fashioned 
French word meaning roughly ‘pay attention!’.  Likewise, the phrases by which the Sovereign traditionally expresses 
approval or disapproval of a Parliamentary Bill (thereby either signing it into law or vetoing it) are in French: ‘La Reine 
le veut!’ (‘The Queen wants it!’) or ‘La Reine s'avisera’ (‘The Queen will think about it’ — a euphemism for ‘The Queen 
hates the idea’.) 
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nience.  But that's not the whole story.  Because there were plenty of Englishmen whose noble birth, 
fighting skill, and/or intelligence entitled them to participation in these affairs of state.  But they need-
ed the favour and support of their overlords, all of whom spoke French.  And so they did their best 
to adopt the French language themselves, in order to make a better impression on the Norman ruling 
class.  And so a knowledge of French became not merely a natural thing for the Norman rulers of 
England but a matter of prestige for those Englishmen who wanted a place among them.  And so vast 
amounts of borrowing from French into English were motivated not by need so much as by the fact 
that in England at this time French — especially, at this time, the Norman dialect thereof — was a 
prestigious language, a language people wanted to emulate. 

In subsequent centuries, this sociological dynamic was reversed.  Nowadays it's English that has the 
prestige and every other civilized language is borrowing from it in various ways.  It's fun at times to 
speculate on what a Mediæval English farmer might have said if one tried to tell him about this, about 
how eventually the English language (rather significantly changed, to be sure) would eventually over-
come the French of his Norman overlords and then go on to conquer the whole world. In the process 
of accomplishing this, of course, that farmer's descendants have travelled to many different places in 
the world and picked up a lot of foreign words and expressions.  In their own context, these words 
and expressions have been adopted into English to some extent as a result of need-borrowing.  But 
that's not the end of the story.  They eventually travel back to Britain or other countries, such as the 
U.S.A., where English is the dominant language, and are used even when there is no real need for 
them, even when alternative words and expressions of native-English origin are available.  I've 
given a couple of examples in (9). 

(9) khaki ‘dull yellowish brown (fabric)’ from Persian khaki ‘dusty’ 
 gung-ho ‘eager to work’ from Chinese 工合 

Now, it's understandable that in South Asia British Imperial military forces would use a word like 
‘khaki’ to describe the material used to make their workaday uniforms, but why would they conti-
nue to use this term, long after returning to the West, to describe this colour?  How come English-
speakers around the world, even in their home countries, continue to use the Chinese expression 
‘gung-ho’ when they mean ‘enthusiastic’, ‘zealous’, ‘eager to work’? 

Part of the reason is that people who have gone overseas, have spent part of their lives in foreign pla-
ces, often want to brag about it. For a retired British military officer to continue to use a South Asian 
word like ‘khaki’ back home in Lincolnshire or wherever is to remind everybody ‘I once served in 
His/Her Majesty's Imperial Forces in Sind’.  And while most English-speakers nowadays are proba-
bly unaware of the origin of the expression ‘gung-ho’, it's very likely that when it first came into the 
English language the English-speakers using it were to some extent thereby saying to their fellows, 
‘Yeah, sure, you can say “eager” or “enthusiastic”, but i can say it in Chinese!’  So motivations of 
prestige can motivate borrowing even when the source language is that of a community in an inferi-
or position, as the Urdu-speaking people of the Indian Empire were with regard to their British over-
lords in the 19th and early 20th centuries or the Chinese-speaking labourers in the western U.S.A. 
were with regard to their Euro-American employers in the late 19th century. 

↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑ 
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Nativization 
‘What do languages do with material they've borrowed from each other?’  Or, to put it another way, 
once you've borrowed material from another language, how do you assimilate it into your own?  
After all, an item borrowed from a foreign language to some extent carries the whole spirit of that 
language's structure, that language's grammar with it. How is it assimilated into the grammatical 
structure of the borrowing language? 

One of the most obvious problems here has to do with phonology.  As we noted back in Section 2, 
although the inventory of possible segments is universal, the selection that each language makes 
from this universal inventory is peculiar to that language.  Thus, whenever one language borrows a 
word from another there is a danger that the borrowed word will include segments that don't exist in 
the borrowing language.  This is the case with the words in (10), borrowed by English from French 
and German. 

(10) from French: rouge prestige pure 
 from German: Bach Übermensch 

In such situations, languages have to find some way around this sort of problem.  Typically what hap-
pens is that the borrowing language will substitute for the phoneme that it doesn't officially recog-
nize the one that comes closest to it.  For instance, a lot of English-speakers pronounce ‘rouge’ and 
‘prestige’ with a /d¹/ affricate rather than the /¹/ fricative these words have in French; and a lot of 
English-speakers pronounce the name ‘Bach’ to rhyme with ‘lock’, with a plain /k/.  Often spelling 
has an effect; the ‘r’s in the French words in (10) are pronounced with English-style ‘r’s /ª/ rather 
than the uvular trill /Ë/ or uvular fricative /¥/ that are characteristic of them in Parisian French or a 
/g/ that might be considered phonetically the closest approximation; most English-speakers who will 
use ‘Übermensch’ as opposed to the translation ‘superman’ will pronounce it with an ordinary back-
vowel /u/ at the beginning rather than /y/. 

However, the French word ‘pure’ is a different story in this respect.  Like ‘Übermensch’, it includes 
a front rounded vowel, something that English does not have and has not had for a long time.  When 
it was borrowed during the Middle Ages, however, the literacy rate was much lower than it is today; 
very few people could read or write and thus relatively few people would be influenced by spelling.  
What happened is that the single front rounded vowel /y/ was split into a diphthong /iu/, one portion 
of which in essence represents the frontness of /y/ while the other represents its roundness. 

As you will remember, languages differ not only in their individual inventories of phonemes but in 
their phonological organizations.  For instance, whereas English has a large variety of different pos-
sible syllable structures, involving diphthongs and fairly rich consonant clusters at both the beginnings 
and ends of syllables, Japanese has heavy constraints on possible syllable structures.  In Japanese, the 
syllabic peak will consist of a single vowel, possibly followed by a nasal but nothing else; it may be 
preceded by a single consonant, with at most a semivowel intervening.  Thus, all syllables in Japa-
nese must conform to one of the few templates in (11): 

(11) V VN 
 CV CVN 
 CyV CyVN 
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Adapting English words with their complex syllable-structures to the heavily-constrained syllabic 
templates of Japanese has involved a lot of epenthesis — the insertion of vowels that are not present 
in the English sources — and/or the simplification of consonant clusters. In (12) are some examples 
of the often interesting results. 

(12) English baseball [besbŠl] >  Japanese besuboru 
 English girlfriend [gˆªlfª°nd] >  Japanese gārufurendo 
 English sweater [sw°t|] >  Japanese sētā 

Borrowing & Calques 
I've been talking about the problems involved in assimilating a borrowed word from the point of view 
of phonology.  But there are non-phonological problems as well, and these are in fact far more com-
plicated — and interesting.  Most basic is the question of whether you're going to actually admit the 
foreign word into your language at all or whether you're going to merely adopt the concept(s) it repre-
sents, using material from your own language to represent it. 

To clarify what i mean by this distinction, let's consider the examples in (13).  American technology 
early in the 20th century created buildings so tall they seemed to reach the sky; as a name for them, 
the English language came up with the word ‘skyscraper’.  This concept was borrowed into other 
languages, but in a great many cases the word was not borrowed with it.  Instead, languages such as 
German and French came up with words of their own, based on native morphemes, that essentially 
copied the basic semantic and structural ideas contained in the English word. 

(13) English skyscraper German Himmelkratzer French gratte-ciel 

Expressions like these are called loan-translations or calques.6  Now, as can be seen from (14) both 
German and French have borrowed quite a few words from English in their English form, but in 
some cases, such as the one in (13), they opt instead to essentially translate the English word into a 
form made up in a similar way with native material and according to their own grammatical rules. 

(14) German Babysitter, Trend, Meeting 
 French hamburber, chewing-gum/gomme, super(market) 

Whether a language, in borrowing a concept from another language, chooses also to borrow that lan-
guage's word for it or to calque that word by using more native material depends on several factors.  
Surprisingly, most of these factors are not inherently linguistic; they rarely have anything to do with, 
for instance, how different the relevant grammars or linguistic structures are.  They usually have a 
lot more to do with attitudes of ethnic pride. 

It's been noted that English has never had any qualms about borrowing words from other languages; 
i mentioned earlier that well over 70% of the vocabulary of Modern English is foreign in origin.  Con-
sider how different this is from Chinese.  While the Chinese nation has been willing to adopt the ma-
terial accouterments and paraphernalia of modern, technological civilization, Modern Chinese has 
on the whole resisted adopting Western names for these things but instead has preferred to calque 

 
6in Chinese, ‘意譯’ as opposed to ‘音譯’ 
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them, coming up with expressions built out of native material that convey the appropriate meaning.  
Consider the examples in (15). 

(15) ‘microscope’ 顯微鏡 
 ‘baseball’ 棒球 

 ‘photosphere’ (太陽的)光球 

A more interesting — and possibly more telling — example is given in (16). Apparently at one time 
there was an attempt to adapt the English word ‘telephone’ (derived ultimately from Greek roots) to 
Chinese phonology by coining the expression 德律風.  However, this expression never seems to have 
caught on; it survives today only as a historical curiosity, and i wouldn't be surprised if it's new to 
most if not all of you.  電話 is the expression that, as far as i can tell, is used throughout the Mandarin-
speaking community for this device. 

(16) ‘telephone’ 電話 vs. 德律風 

Now, it may be and has been pointed out that the unacceptability of 德律風 to the Chinese nation as 
opposed to 電話 may be simply due to a fundamental structural incompatibility between Chinese and 
English.  As we all know, in Chinese every syllable is a morpheme, a meaning-bearing unit, not a 
meaningless sequence of sounds as most individual syllables are in English or other Western langua-
ges.  德律風 may sound somewhat like the English ‘telephone’, but every one of its syllables means 
something, and the combination ‘virtue-law-wind’ just is not a very convincing representation from 
the semantic point of view of the concept ‘telephone’; ‘electric talk’ just makes a lot more sense. 

This is true, but it's not completely convincing when you consider that, while calques seem to have 
been successful with regard to ‘microscope’ and ‘telephone’, they have not with regard to ‘micro-
phone’. The calques in (17a) exist, in the sense that i can find them in a dictionary, but i've never 
actually heard 播音機 or 擴音器; the word i routinely hear used to refer to this instrument is 麥克

風, which means literally something like ‘wheat-gram-wind’, which if anything makes even less 
sense as a ‘translation’ of ‘microphone’ than ‘virtue-law-wind’ does for ‘telephone’.  And in fact, i 
frequently hear this expression as 麥克, without the last syllable, which is the only one that carries 
any meaning at all related to the meaning of the whole. 

(17) a. ‘microphone’ 播音機/擴音器 vs. 麥克(風) 

 b. ‘motorcycle’ 機動腳踏車 vs. 摩托車 
 c. ‘combine (harvester)’ 聯合收割機 vs. 康拜因 
 d. ‘tomato’ 蕃茄 / 西紅柿 vs. [tamato] 
 e. ‘bus’ 公共汽車 vs. 巴士 

 f. ‘chauvinism’ 沙文主義 (vs. 狹隘的主義) 

I have a suspicion that the story is roughly similar with regard to (17b), that the (partial) borrowing 摩
托車 is more commonly used than the calque 機動腳踏車; this may be merely because the latter is 
longer.  In the case of (17c), i have no idea which is the more commonly-used form; both are given 
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in my dictionary.  In the case of (17d), i am told that here in Taiwan a lot of people prefer the form 
[tamato], borrowed from Japanese,7 for which i am furthermore told there is no decent, generally-
recognized representation in 漢字.  In the case of (17e), 公共汽車 is what i keep finding in the dic-
tionaries, etc., but 巴士 is what i keep seeing on the actual busses.8  As for (17f), so far as i know 
there is no generally-recognized Chinese expression for the concept ‘chauvinism’ that is based on in-
digenous Chinese morphemes; the expression 狹隘的主義 really doesn't fit, being a little too general 
in its meaning. 

So obviously, the fact that the Chinese and English languages differ significantly with regard to lin-
guistic structure cannot be the sole explanation for why Modern Chinese in general has preferred 
calquing to borrowing.  Further evidence that this is the case comes from borrowings from Indo-
Aryan languages such as Sanskrit.  There are a lot of Sanskrit borrowings in Chinese.  They've been 
around for a long time and have been fairly thoroughly assimilated into the Chinese language phono-
logically, but they're there and can be recognized by anybody who knows how to look for them.  
I've given a few examples in (18).9  Now Sanskrit is if anything even more unlike Chinese structur-
ally than English is; for instance, Sanskrit is a highly inflected language while both Chinese and 
English are relatively isolating languages.10  So how come Chinese is willing to adopt words like 
these from Sanskrit when it is reluctant to adopt words like ‘microscope’ or ‘telephone’ from English? 

(18) 禪 < *jyan < Sanskrit dhyana ‘meditation’ 
 玻璃 < *boli < *phadi < Sankrit sphatika ‘crystal, glass’ 
 葡萄 < *puti < Sanskrit bodhi ‘pipal tree’, Ficus religiosa 
 蘋果 < *pimpo < Sanskrit bimba ‘spherical fruit’ 

The answer has to do with religion. The words in (18), even those which are not overtly religious in 
content, were all borrowed from Sanskrit at the time Buddhism was making its conquest of the Chi-
nese nation; and at that time Buddhism expressed itself primarily in Sanskrit and some other Indo-
Aryan languages such as Pali. 

It should be noted in this connection that the Chinese nation has long been known for its great ethnic 
pride and its conviction that it is the most civilized nation on Earth.  Throughout much of their his-
tory, the Chinese have been reluctant to adopt foreign ideas, foreign products, foreign commodities 
or to admit that anything originating outside of the ‘Middle Realm’ can be of much value. But, as 
one of my teachers once put it, when you're adopting somebody else's religion it's rather hard to dis-

 
7 Which, of course, borrowed it from English, which borrowed it from Spanish, which borrowed it from Nahuatl. 
8I'm told that in common conversational usage, the most commonly-used expression is the abbreviation 公車. 
9The derivation of 葡萄 from Sanskrit bodhi is due at least in part ultimately to the fact that in both cases the fruit in 
question has customarily been used for rosary (念珠) beads. 
10Yes it's true that Chinese is more isolating than English.  But English is definitely much closer to the isolating end of 
the spectrum than to the inflecting end, and therefore in this as in other respects typologically much closer to Chinese than 
either is to Sanskrit, even though English is distantly related to Sanskrit and Chinese, as far as anybody knows, is not. 
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miss hanns culture as barbaric; adopting Aryan-speaking Buddhism opened up the Chinese nation, 
at one critical period, to a lot of linguistic and other cultural imports from India.11

In recent decades China has become more cosmopolitan in its outlook, increasingly willing to adopt 
foreign ideas and products.  In general, however, it has remained reluctant to adopt foreign names 
for them.  This may change in time, witness the willingness of the Chinese to use 麥克風 to refer to 
microphones. 

This whole issue of borrowing vs. calquing remains very complicated, however.  Consider the Japan-
ese.  Like the Chinese, the Japanese are an extremely proud nation with a very high and exclusive 
notion of the quality of their own civilization and a consequent tendency to despise every other na-
tion's culture.12  However, it is evident from the examples in (12) and many others like them that the 
Japanese have absolutely no qualms about borrowing words from English or, as far as i know, other 
languages; their traditional national pride has obviously not had the linguistic effect on them that 
similar pride has had on the Chinese.13

↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓ 

Another language which, like Chinese, has tended to resist borrowing words from other languages, 
preferring to develop calques for them out of native material, is Icelandic.  Note that unlike Chinese 
Icelandic is not only structurally fairly similar to English but is in fact closely related to English; not 
close enough for mutual intelligibility but close enough to create a strong suspicion in the mind of 
any English-speaker who may not be aware of the fact but is otherwise intelligent and fairly well-
educated.  Apart from foreign place names and obvious things like that, Icelandic has very few loan-
words; a few examples are given in (19).14  For most concepts that Icelanders have adopted from the 
outside world, they have preferred to make up their own words as shown in (20). 

(19) melona ‘melon’ 
 jeppi ‘jeep’ 
 berkill ‘tuberculosis bacillus’ 

 
11In this respect, it's of some interest to note that in adopting one English expression — the colloquial expression ‘bye-
bye’ — the Chinese have chosen to represent this orthographically by 拜拜, which seems to restore the original religi-
ous implications of the expression in question.  I have no idea to what extent this is coincidence. 
12I'm told there are many Japanese people who even sincerely believe that the kanji [漢字] writing system was invented 
in Japan, rather than being imported from China. 
13It's interesting to note in this respect the parallels between the Japanese and the British, both island nations off the coast 
of Eurasia that have risen to become great world powers, and both of which are very willing to accept foreign words 
into their respective languages. 
14And most loans in Icelandic tend to be stigmatized as characteristic of the speech of the capital, Reykjavík, which is 
regarded as necessarily more cosmopolitan — and therefore less ‘pure’ — than the rest of the country. 
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(20) English Icelandic
 photosphere ((太陽的)光球) ljóshvolf ljós (光) + hvolf (球) 
 conversation (會話) samtal sam (同) + tal (話) 
 literature (文學) bókmentir bók (書) + ment (術) + -ir ‘plural’ 
 telecommunication (電信) síma síma (線) 
 telephone (電話) talsíma tal (話) + síma (線) 
 telegraph (電報) ritsíma rit (寫) + síma (線) 

The motivation behind the Icelandic resistance to borrowing seems to be based on pride directed not 
so much towards the Icelandic nation in general but rather specifically towards its literary culture.  
The Icelanders have long had one of the highest literacy rates in the world; for centuries, virtually 
every Icelander past a certain young age has been quite capable of reading Icelandic.  And one of 
the things Icelanders have traditionally done to entertain themselves during the long winter nights 
— when the sun may be gone for as much as 20 hours at a time — is to read and enjoy their ancient 
literature, of which there is a great deal dating back to the Middle Ages.  This literature, and the lan-
guage in which it is written, means a very great deal to them.  And their strong preference for calquing 
out of native material over borrowing from other languages seems to be essentially an expression of 
that pride, that deep emotional attachment to their traditional language, a sense that ‘Icelandic mor-
phemes were good enough for Snorri Sturlusson and by golly, they're good enough for us’.15  They're 
quite willing to adopt all the scientific and technological conveniences of modern civilization, but 
they will come up with their own words for them, thank you, based on indigenous linguistic resources. 

One particularly interesting example of this attitude on the part of the Icelanders has to do with the 
history of the word ‘síma’ to refer to modern telecommunications.  This word is attested in the ancient 
Icelandic vocabulary, but only barely; as far as i know, it occurs only once in all of the vast trove of 
traditional Icelandic literature.  Judging from the context of that one instance, at that early time it 
meant something like ‘string’ or ‘wire’.  Nobody knows for sure exactly what ‘síma’ meant in the 
12th century, but modern-day Icelanders have decided that now, in the 20th century, it definitely means 
‘wire’ and that's how they use it; it’s now quite a productive part of the Icelandic lexicon, being used 
to form compounds to refer to things like telephones, telegraphs, etc. 

Icelandic is an example of a very successful movement by a nation to preserve its language almost 
completely pure from overt lexical borrowing in spite of adopting plenty of concepts and technolo-
gical innovations from the world outside.  As far as we can tell, Iceland was successful in this ven-
ture because by and large the entire society was in favour of this kind of linguistic ‘purity’ or linguis-
tic ‘nationalism’; pride in the traditional Icelandic language is something that is shared pretty much 
equally by all sectors and classes of Icelandic society.  Similar attempts have been made in other 
European nations, but with much less success.  France from time to time makes protesting noises 
against the extent to which loans from English are invading their sacred, noble language, but by and 
large the French people can't seem to get up enough enthusiasm about the purity of French to stop 
using English words. 

                                                 
15 The reference is to Snorri Sturlusson (1179–1241), the great mediæval Icelandic historian and poet. 
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A rather interesting situation exists in Germany.  Over the course of several decades from the late 
19th through to the middle of the 20th centuries, German government departments gradually rid their 
official language of a lot of foreign loans, replacing them with calques based on authentic German 
roots; these efforts were especially encouraged during the Third Reich by Nazi racial policies that 
exalted the German nation and everything pertaining to it, including its language, over all other ethnic 
groups.  As a result, the version of Standard German in use nowadays by the German government 
and related departments and offices is remarkably free of foreign loans. 

However, many of the native-based calques that have been developed for use in official German have 
failed to be accepted into the general usage of the German people.  The result can almost be described 
as a diglossic situation, rather like what i described for Greek in Chapter 19; i've given a few examples 
in (21).  Government offices and related official agencies use the rather ‘super-German’ expressions 
on the right-hand side, based on purely German roots and formed according to purely German mor-
phological conventions.  And the German people understand what the officials mean by these words, 
but generally don't use them themselves, preferring to use the words on the left-hand side. 

(21) general use official use 
 Radio Rundfunk ‘radio’ 
 Telephon Fernsprecher ‘telephone’ 
 Fernseher Fernsehgerät ‘television’ 

For instance, German state radio broadcast stations never use the word ‘Radio’ in their official names; 
the word they use is ‘Rundfunk’.  But, as far as i know, no ordinary German citizen ever says ‘Ich 
will den Rundfunk anhören’; it's ‘Ich will das Radio anhören’, as in (22a).  Likewise, public telephone 
booths in Germany, because the government wishes it so, may be labelled ‘Öffentliche Fernsprecher’, 
as in (22b), but people go into them not to ‘fernsprechen’ but to ‘telephonieren’, as in (22c), using a 
verb formed in a typical German fashion but on foreign (ultimately Greek) roots.16

 (22) a. *Ich will den Rundfunk anhören. 
  Ich will das Radio anhören. ‘I'm going to listen to the radio.’ 

 b. Öffentliche Fernsprecher / *Öffentliche Telephon ‘public telephone’ 

 c. *Ich möchte fernsprechen. 
  Ich möchte telephonieren. ‘I have to make a phone call.’ 

The last item in (21) is rather interesting in this respect.  In this case the general German populace 
has accepted the official preference for indigenous linguistic forms — up to a point.  As far as i know, 
the word ‘Television’ is used in Germany only by the television industry itself.  Everybody else has 
accepted the basic idea of referring to this sort of technology by means of the stem fernseh- derived 
from indigenous German roots.  As you can see in (23), the roots in this case mean respectively ‘far’ 
and ‘see’ — in other words, they are a literal translation of the etymology of the word ‘television’, 

 
16My dictionary doesn't even acknowledge the existence of a verb ‘fernsprechen’, although it does mention a lot of puta-
tive derivatives therefrom for things of an official sort like ‘telephone company’, ‘telephone service’, ‘telephone subscri-
ber’, and ‘telephone directory’.  My guess is that even the most snobbishly bureaucratic of German officials still use the 
verb ‘telephonieren’ to describe what they're doing when they're making use of a ‘Fernsprecher’. 
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which is based on the Greek words for ‘far’ and ‘see’.  However, where from the official point of 
view the agent noun ‘Fernseher’ would mean literally ‘someone who sees far’, and therefore ought 
in principle to refer to a person watching TV, the general public use this as the word for the machine 
that sits in the living room and actually does the work of bringing television pictures into the house; 
only official types, when on their ‘best linguistic behaviour’, make use of the fuller form ‘Fernseh-
gerät’, literally ‘machine for seeing far’.

(23) Television  (used only by TV industry) 
 fern+seh- ‘遠’ + ‘看’ (used by everybody) 
 Fern+seh+er ‘遠’ + ‘看’-er (used by everybody) 
 Fern+seh+gerät ‘遠’ + ‘看’ + ‘機’ (used only in official circles) 

In the end, we're faced with the question: Why do languages like Chinese and Icelandic resist borrow-
ing, preferring calquing, while languages like English and Japanese accept and even seem to welcome 
borrowing?  The answer to this question clearly depends far more on social and political considera-
tions than on purely linguistic ones. 

↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑ 

What sorts of things get borrowed? 
Question (2c) asks, ‘What kinds of things can be borrowed from one language to another?’  Well, 
it's very obvious that words can be borrowed.  But that's not a complete or adequate answer to the 
question.  For one thing, as we shall see shortly, other things besides words can be borrowed.  For 
another, just saying ‘words can be borrowed’ isn't enough; it turns out that some kinds of words are 
much more easily borrowed than others. 

Content Words vs. Function Words 
The words we've looked at so far have mostly been either nouns, verbs, or adjectives.  As you may 
remember from last term, these are typically content words, words whose primary purpose is to 
carry semantic meaning rather than to serve as grammatical markers.  And as a general rule, content 
words are much more easily borrowed than function words; a language's stock of function words 
tends to stay pretty much its own. 

This is not, however, a hard-and-fast rule. It has been known to happen that a language has borrowed 
function words from another. One example is shown in (23). One whole set of pronouns in Modern 
English is derived, not from inherited Old English sources, but from late Old English loans from 
Old Norse.17  Please note that the forms in (23) are all 3rd-person plural pronominal forms, equiva-

 
17This is perhaps the best time for me to mention something that some of you may have noticed.  I frequently use the 
pronoun ‘hann’ when i want to refer to some unspecified human being without specifying that person's gender.  This is 
because Modern English has not yet completely resolved the grammatical issue of gender-neutral pronouns and, as was 
noted in Chapter 19, the concept of the generic ‘he’ is untenable.  Since English has already borrowed one set of pronouns 
from Scandinavian languages, i decided several years ago to borrow another for this purpose.  There is a deliberate ambi-
guity here, however: The pronoun i borrowed is actually not from any of the ‘Scandinavian’ languages in the narrow 
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lents of the Chinese 他們.  Like other borrowings from Old Norse such as skirt and egg, this was a 
case of need-borrowing; as a result of various sound-changes, the inherited English pronouns had 
become quite unstable and, ultimately, unusable; as you can probably see, they quickly became vir-
tually indistinguishable from the singular forms. 

(23) Old English Old Norse Modern English
 hie their they 
 him theim them 
 hire theirra their 

Dan Everett, a specialist in the languages of the Amazon river basin, has argued that the Pirahã lan-
guage has borrowed not just a few, not just a handful, but its entire set of pronouns from another 
language.18

Morphology 
So far we've been talking about the borrowing of whole words, whether content words or function 
words. But it is also possible for languages to borrow bound morphemes and morphological proces-
ses. Usually this is done by first borrowing lots of words formed by a certain morphological process 
that is productive in the source language.  For instance, in the course of borrowing huge amounts of 
vocabulary from French during the Middle Ages, English acquired the words in (24).  As a result of 
borrowing these adjectives — and, in most cases, also the verbs from which they are formed — English 
ended up having a large number of verbs with adjectives derived from them by means of the suffix  
-able or -ible.  Under these circumstances, the English people, in many cases probably having forgot-
ten that the words in (24) and their related verbs were originally foreign loans, saw no reason not to 
attach those same suffices also to native English verbs, thereby forming the adjectives in (25).  And 
thus a morphological process that has long been (and, as far as i know, still is) productive in French 
also became productive in English.  This is an example of the borrowing of both bound morphs and 
morphological processes. 

(24) acceptable redoubtable treatable visible blamable 
 permissible notable chantable allowable changeable 
 defensible deceivable potable passable movable 

(25) playable readable understandable believable laughable 

Phonology 
It is also possible for elements of phonology to be borrowed by one language from another. Looking 
back at (10), i mentioned that these are a few examples of words borrowed by English from French 

                                                                                                                                                                  
sense of the term (i.e., North Germanic) but from Finnish, a language with no grammatical gender at all in which the pro-
noun ‘hän’ simply means ‘3rd person singular’ with no indication of gender.  However, the orthographic form in which i 
borrowed it — and the inflexional paradigm i use for it — is based on a phonetically similar pronoun in Norwegian and 
Swedish, in which, however, it is specifically a masculine form.  I'm telling you this mainly so you'll understand where 
this word that i insist on using is coming from, why i use it, and that it is nevertheless not part of ‘Standard English’. 
18Cf. his Website http://amazonling.linguist.pitt.edu for further details. 
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and German, languages whose phonemic inventories are different for that of English.  I also mentioned 
that words like these are typically adapted to the phonology of the borrowing language, the foreign 
phonemes being replaced by approximations more characteristic of the borrowing language. 

This is not invariably the case, however; among well-educated English-speakers — the ones who are 
likely to have some real knowledge and familiarity with French or German or whatever — there is a 
tendency to try to pronounce these words the way they are pronounced in the source language.  I, 
personally, have no qualms at all about saying [ªu¹] and [pª°sti¹] — i may not trill the ‘r’ the way i 
would if i were actually saying them in French, but the obstruent at the end is a fricative for me, not 
an affricate.  This has been going on long enough in English, with regard to loans like these from 
French, that nowadays a large number of native English-speakers will pronounce these words this 
way; after all, we do have the appropriate palatal fricative, it's just that most English-speakers aren't 
quite used yet to pronouncing it at the ends of words.  Furthermore, as a music-lover who also speaks 
pretty good German i have no qualms about pronouncing the name of the composer J. S. Bach with 
a good velar fricative at the end.  And there are enough English-speakers who feel similarly that the 
phoneme /x/ seems to be coming back into Standard English after being gone for several centuries, 
if only in loan-words like this. 

↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓隨便↓↓↓ 

A complication arises in connection with the often partial, imperfect awareness that language users 
sometimes have of the differences between phonological organizations of different languages.  For 
instance, the sequence /an/ is typically pronounced [æn] in English; however, in many South Asian 
languages the same sequence is pronounced [\n] or [ã].  As a result, words from South Asian langua-
ges are often borrowed into English with highly ‘Anglicized’ pronunciations.  An example is the very 
name of the Sanskrit language, which in that language is pronounced [s\nskr£t\] or [sãskr£t\] but which 
is pronounced [sænskrˆt] in English. 

(26) Sanskrit sanskrta- [s\nskr£t\]  >  English Sanskrit [sænskrˆt] 

In order to avoid this ‘mispronunciation’, some South Asian words have entered English with altered 
spellings.  For instance, there is a State in northern India whose name is Panjab, literally ‘five rivers’. 
This name is commonly spelled Punjab in English, the idea being that the first syllable is supposed 
to be pronounced roughly like the English word ‘pun’.  However, a great many English speakers, 
seeing this name in print and recognizing it for a ‘foreign’ name, assume that the vowel ‘u’ is to be 
given its ‘Continental’ pronunciation, as it would be if the word were German or Italian.  And so they 
pronounce it [pund¹ab] as indicated in (27a), thereby defeating the purpose behind the spelling. 

(27) a. ‘Punjab’ [p\nd¹a…b]  >  English [pund¹ab] 
 b. 木蘭 [mulæn] > English [mula…n] 

Overcompensating, as it were, for this tendency, in recent years educated English-speakers have been 
striving to break themselves of, among other things, the above-mentioned habit of ‘Anglicizing’ the 
pronunciation of /an/.  And of course this has backfired.  Disney has recently introduced Western 
movie-goers to the legendary Chinese heroine 木蘭.  Recognizing that this story is set in a foreign 
culture and that the heroine's name is foreign, the English-language soundtrack of the movie assidu-
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ously pronounces it [mula…n] — in spite of the fact that Mandarin, at least, actually pronounces the 
string /an/ exactly the way English does!19

A similar problem applies to the North Indian word raja, ‘king’, whose written form includes the let-
ter ‘j’.  This letter actually represents in Hindi and related North Indian languages the same palatal 
affricate sound that it represents in English, but a great many native speakers of English don't know 
this and, recognizing that the word is foreign, assume that the ‘j’ is to be pronounced the way it is in 
French, as a palatal fricative rather than a palatal affricate. 

(28) ‘raja’ [rad¹a]  >  English [ra¹a] 

↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑隨便↑↑↑ 

Idioms 
So far we've talked about borrowing phonetic segments and morphological patterns as well as indi-
vidual words. But you'll remember that back in Section 1 i raised the question of what constitutes a 
word, and that this turned out not to be a simple question.  We had to consider the status, among 
other things, of idioms, expressions made up of several ‘words’ (in the most obvious sense of the 
term) but whose meanings cannot be derived simply by understanding the meanings of the words 
that make them up and how they are combined, and which therefore must be memorized — lexical-
ized — just like ordinary words. 

Idioms can be borrowed just like ordinary words.  At least, that's how this process is usually described 
— on the rare occasions it's discussed at all in the historical-linguistics literature.  Actually, it would 
be more correct to say that idioms can be calqued, like the expressions in (13), (15), and (20).  To the 
best of my knowledge, idioms are never borrowed in the sense that the words used to express them 
in one language are adopted to express them in another language.  Rather, the ‘borrowing’ language 
uses words that it already has which are (roughly) equivalent to the words used in the ‘loaning’ lan-
guage.  I've given you a few examples in (29) of idioms in Modern English that have been borrowed 
from Chinese in (29a) and from French in (29b–c).  It should be obvious from (29a) that the calquing 
— the translating of the idiom from one language to another — tends to be as literal as possible; in 
this case, 好久不見 may be grammatically good Chinese, but ‘long time no see’ is definitely not 
good grammatical English!  Likewise, ‘it goes without saying’ is rather awkward English, although 
‘il va sans dire’ is quite decent French. 

(29) a. long time no see 好久不見 
 b. it goes without saying il va sans dire 
 c. marriage of convenience mariage de convenance 

The example in (29c) is particularly interesting.  In this case, the French words have been replaced 
by English words that approximate them not only in meaning but in sound — and the result is a lit-
tle misleading, because although the English word ‘marriage’ is exactly equivalent in meaning to the 
French word ‘mariage’, being a borrowing thereof, the English word ‘convenience’ does not mean 

 
19This has led to repeated arguments between me and my daughter.  On the one hand, i know how /mulan/ should be 
pronounced in Mandarin.  On the other, my daughter, who knows almost no Mandarin but knows very well what she 
hears when she watches the movie (in English, of course), insists with passion that the heroine's name is [mula…n]. 
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quite the same thing as the French ‘convenance’.  French ‘convenance’ means roughly ‘agreement’ 
in a legal sense (契約), an agreement reached between two parties to their mutual benefit.  The French 
expression ‘mariage de convenance’ implies that a negotiation has taken place, involving issues of 
property, real estate, etc.  Implied in this, of course, is that both of the parties taking part in the actu-
al marriage — the husband and the wife — have property, are relatively wealthy, and that each of them 
is bringing wealth into the marriage and that wealth is to be combined and some kind of agreement 
has to be made about the details of its combination and how it will be administered in the future and 
how it will eventually be passed on to any children they may have.  When the expression came into 
English and was naturalized in the phrase ‘marriage of convenience’, it still had this meaning at least 
in a legal sense — it referred to marriages involving two persons from wealthy families, involving 
all sorts of legal documents discussing property and real estate and the administration and disposal 
thereof, etc., etc.  But in practice, because of the other meanings of the English word ‘convenience’, 
it often ended up meaning a formal marriage that involved no emotional or spiritual bond at all.  A 
wealthy gentleman took a wife of good family to bear his children, but she had to accept the fact that 
she had no real rights over his affections; he retained the right to continue disporting himself with 
various other women as he saw fit; she was his wife merely insofar as marriage was ‘convenient’  
(便利) for him. 

Convergence 
So far i've mentioned lexical borrowing — the borrowing of actual words (including idioms); mor-
phological borrowing; and phonological borrowing.  There is one last area that hasn't been mentioned 
yet, which is syntax.  Syntactic borrowing does occur, but it's rather a special category.  By and large 
languages only borrow whole syntactic constructions from each other when they've been in contact 
for a very long time, in cases where a substantial community of people bilingual in both languages 
has been maintained for a long time. Such situations are often referred to as ‘Language Areas’ or, 
in German, ‘Sprachbunden’, and the process that is going on is often called not ‘borrowing’ but 
‘convergence’.  In the past couple of decades, there are several linguists who have gotten particularly 
interested in investigating such language areas, and have identified a few regions of the planet where 
languages that are not otherwise closely related have been living together and influencing each other 
for many, many centuries, with the result that at a syntactic level they've begun to look remarkably 
alike. 

Some very striking examples of convergence have been found in a village in southwestern India 
called Kupwar.  It should be noted that all of South Asia, including the whole country of India, is 
commonly regarded as a language area;20 the situation in Kupwar is merely a particularly noteworthy 
example of convergence.  Although only a few thousand people live in Kupwar, they speak 3 or 4 
different languages representing two completely distinct language families. 

In what are usually regarded as more typical language-contact situations, such as the situation between 
English and French that have been borrowing from each other for close to 1000 years, it's primarily 
individual words that get borrowed; the languages remain pretty much distinct at the level of gram-
mar.  In a convergence situation like that in Kupwar however, the reverse seems to be the case.  In 

 
20Cf. Colin Masica's fine 1976 book on this subject, Defining a Linguistic Area: South Asia (University of Chicago Press). 
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Kupwar the various languages resolutely keep their own distinct vocabularies as separate from each 
other as they can but have almost indistinguishable grammars.  It is thus possible in Kupwar to trans-
late a sentence from any one of the local languages into any one of the others merely by replacing 
the words appropriately.21  Cf. (30). 

(30)  pala jara kat-ke le-ke aya. (Urdu) 
 pala jara kap-un ghe-un alo. (Marathi) 
 tapla jara khod-i tagond-i bayn. (Kannada) 

 ‘greens’ ‘some’ ‘cut’ ‘take’ ‘come’ 
  ‘I cut some greens and brought them.’ 

Note that, in the different versions of this sentence from the three most important languages in Kup-
war, one word occurs in all three, the word ‘jara’ meaning ‘some’.  This is one of the few examples 
of lexical borrowing in the Kupwar community, a word that has been borrowed from one of the local 
languages (Urdu, in this case) into the others.  The Urdu and Marathi versions also share the word 
‘pala’ meaning ‘green vegetables’, but that's because they are related languages and have both inher-
ited this word from their common ancestor.  Kannada, belonging to a completely different family, 
uses a completely different word for the same concept. 

Note also the hyphenated forms in (30).  These are examples of each language using forms which 
are derived by independent morphological processes that, at least in terms of the overt forms of the 
morphemes, are peculiar to each language, but that are nevertheless in terms of function completely 
equivalent to each other; in each case, each language is producing a non-finite form of the relevant 
verb in order to distinguish it from the finite verb at the end of the sentence.  Each language has its 
own means of deriving non-finite verb forms, and each language uses those means on both of the 
verbs representing, respectively, ‘cut’ and ‘take’ in (30).  The morphological processes are distinct 
in that the forms of the roots and the affixes are peculiar to each language, but they are nevertheless 
alike in two important respects: 1 they all involve suffixation and 2 they are used for exactly the 
same purposes in all 3 languages. 

In other words, not only are the sentences in (30) word-for-word translations of each other, they are 
morpheme-by-morpheme translations; in each case, the 1st morpheme in one language is exactly 
equivalent in meaning and function to the 1st morpheme in each of the other two, likewise the 2nd 
morpheme, likewise the 3rd, and so on, all the way to the end.  This is what linguistic convergence 
can do. 

I hope i've given you enough information to convince you that languages can borrow just about any-
thing from each other, whether vocabulary or grammar, though some things are easier to borrow than 
others and some languages are particularly finicky about borrowing.  In the next chapter i'll be talk-
ing about a much more intensive variety of language contact, in which ultimately whole new langua-
ges can be created out the contact between two or more previously-existing ones. 

 
21Note i say ‘local languages’.  The languages in question are spoken elsewhere by large numbers of people.  Of the 4 
languages spoken in Kupwar, 3 have official status as state languages in 3 different states in India, and the fourth has 
official status in neighbouring Pakistan.  But the convergence phenomena characteristic of Kupwar have affected only 
the local dialects of these languages, which as a result differ in the relevant respects from the versions used elsewhere. 
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