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WHAT IS A NEOLOGISM ?

CHAPTER 1
WHAT IS A NEOLOGISM 7

Now that we plan to engage on the study of neologisms we will have a
number of questions, perhaps the one that needs to be answered in the first
place being: what exactly is a neologism? First and foremost, neologism itself
is a mongrel word, a word of two languages in origin. “Neo” comes from
Greek and “Logism” from Latin. “Neo” means new and “Logism” means
word or expression. And so, a neologism is a new word or expression or an
old word or expression that has been pressed into service with altered
meanings. The italicized words and expressions in the following sentences fall
into this category.

— There is going to be a Shandong Derby in Qingdao next Sunday
afternoon.

— TERXTFEESERT—HILERBEAAR LA
— He has got no originality— he is just a Huang Zhou clone.

— k= MO —Ad R B A E

— Do you have some do-re-mi you could loan me?

— IREEFE R T —L £ 157

— This car isn’t exactly a steal but it’s still a good value.

— XWEREA L XEH, HERRIE,

— If you Tom it like that, they will walk over you.

— IRANR N BHMZ , MATSERE ERRBUR .

— It’s not good only to do desk work here.

— REXIL KL ERE BRI TERN,

— Isn’t it a waste of wood to popularize disposable chopsticks in China?
— FEPEITZER —ABETF AT ARM ERIR B

— Let’s withdraw some money from an ATM just around the corner.
— RATHABHE 8 Bt EBURERIE

— I can lick the garden into shape asap, | promise.

— REN, e SREEEBERE T TEE,

— He’s contracted nothing but affluenza.

— W RAAIBT FHfMH
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We have come across ten neologisms in the above ten sentences.
“Derby” is a freely coined new word, which has become so popular in the
sports circles the world over that our Chinese soccer fans have already
borrowed it into our language by way of sound translation. Hence the Chinese
equivalent “fZ}t”. In soccer and other sports it is used to refer to a match
between two teams based in the same area. “Clone” is a new word which
emerged with the development of botanical technology. It is now used to refer
to an animal or plant that has been produced artificially in a lab from the cells
of another animal or plant. In the year 1959, the word began to be used as a
verb, meaning “to cause to reproduce so as to form a clone”. e. g “One of
the most extraordinary of the possibilities now being explored...is referred to
as cloning people— the creation of genetically identical individuals from body
cells” (20th Century Words p.330). The word was first explained as
“something produced nonsexually” ( B4 %% ), and now we find it more
convenient to give it a sound translation ( 5% f&). In our sample sentence
above it is used metaphorically to mean “a person who seems to be a copy of
someone else” (F A BN ). The American slang word “do-re-mi” is
closely connected with “dough” which has long been used informally to refer
to money. We cannot but feel amused to ponder why some Americans started
using the funny word “do-re-mi” instead of “dough” in the 1920s. Although
it is still regarded by some people, those who are strongly opposed to the so-
called barbarism in particular, as an inadvisable informal slang word, yet
more often than not we hear it fall from the lips of youngsters in the English
speaking world as a whole.

The word “steal” is a familiar word. It becomes a new word simply
because it has acquired a new meaning “a good bargain” ({EE#T).

I call the expression “Tom it” a new expression simply because it is formed
in accordance with the structure “n. + ambiguous it” which has made a
reappearance after becoming oblivious for quite a long time. This structure was
quite the vogue in Shakespeare’s times and the small word “it” used in this way
has been termed by grammarians as “ambiguous it” or “sham object”. “Tom it”
now means “to resign oneself to unreasonable treatment” (i¥i3R/M3Z). We will
come across more examples like this in the following chapters.

The compound “desk study” does by no manner of means indicate “the
study at a desk”. Its connotation of “being an arm-chair strategist” (4 ik
££) cannot keep us long guessing.

“Disposable chopsticks” is also a new noun phrase simply because we
Chinese people started using them only several tens of years ago.
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“ATM” is an initialism and the three capital letters stand for “automatic
teller machine”. Its history is no more than half a century. In our country
ATMs have not yet spread far and wide.

“Asap”, a new acronym which was and is still sometimes written as
“ASAP” or “A.S. A.P”, was formed from the initial letters of “as soon as
possible”. It varies with ATM in that it can be pronounced as a common word.

The word “affluenza” may strike us as rather odd at first sight. It is a
new blend originating from the contraction of two existing words: affluence +
influenza. It is used to refer to “the disease of being too rich”.

We have already made an acquaintance, a nodding acquaintance of
course, with the word “neologism” by dealing tentatively with the above ten
words and expressions. Obviously ten words and expressions are but a drop in
the ocean.

It is a truth universally acknowledged that the English language has
acquired a special global status. Following Greek, Latin and French, which
all have played an exceedingly important role as a means of communication on
an international scale at different times in human history, English has now
taken the place of them all and become the universally received globish
(global language) for today.

At a rough estimate, there are about 1.5 billion speakers of English in
the world at the present time. This number includes 400 million native
speakers of English, 350 million official language speakers of English and
approximately 750 million foreign language speakers of English. What is
especially noteworthy is that this number is certainly on the increase as time
goes on. Given this enormous number of speakers of English, it would be
unimaginable if English didn’t have the largest vocabulary of all the 2796
languages spoken by people in the world today.

English and our mother tongue, Chinese are the two of the most
important languages in the world. Roughly 58000 characters have ever been
used throughout our long history. Nowadays, some 10000 are still in current
use with the rest becoming archaic. Our newspapers work with about 6000
Chinese characters. However, people, including native speakers of English,
cannot but panic while being asked about the exact total number of words in
the English language that have been used ever since the Angles, Saxons,
Jutes and Fritians started to settle down and procreate in the British Isles in
the 5th century.

Being a mongrel language, English must have had a sea of words. It’s a
sure thing that in its course of development quite a number of words, having
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been freely coined on the inspiration of a moment, were ephemeral, shining in
an instant like comets and disappearing into thin air all of a sudden. Quite a
number of others, though they might have had a comparatively longer life,
were not popular enough to find their way into dictionaries. No reliable
statistics are available as to the total number of words that have ever been used
throughout the more than one thousand years of history of the English
language, the current globish for today.

Julian Burnside, an Australian barrister and philologist of mark says in his
book Word Waiching (p.102), “The latest estimate is that English comprises
616500 words”. Please notice that this number is but an outcome of “estimate”.
However, we have two more figures for reference. Webster’s Third New
International Dictionary lists 450000 words and the revised Oxford English
Dictionary has 615000, but that is only part of the total. Technical and scientific
terms and words that have fallen by the wayside would add millions more.

Now we have four figures in hand 58000, 616500, 450000 and 615000.
Comparatively speaking, the absolute number of characters in Chinese is
much smaller than that of the words in English. However, Chinese is by no
manner of means limited in expressiveness by the side of English simply
because characters in Chinese collocate more strongly than words in English.
That’s why a primary school graduate in China is expected to get a hang of
only 3000 characters and anyone who can read and write 800 characters is
considered to be literate.

What about the number of neologisms? It seems more of anybody’s guess.
The thing is the standard of being considered as a neologism is relative instead of
absolute. But according to John Ayto, the compiler of 20th Century Words “
about 90000 new words or words with new meanings that came into the English
language in the 20th century have been recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary
(p. II)”. Another thing that is also worth bearing in mind is what E. W.
Burchfield says in The New Fowler’s Modern English Usage. Under the entry
“neologism” we read “In broad terms the language tolerates the introduction of
something the order of 450 neologisms a year of a kind admissible to our largest
dictionary,, the OED, but many fall by the wayside as time goes on”.

Let’s have a look at things in the U.S. A, Canada and down under, or
anywhere where English is used as the first language. As the 20th century
rolled on, young native speakers of English all over the English speaking
world found it appealing to accept black English as a mark of their generation
under the influence of American youngsters. They wanted to be “cool”
(excellent) or “groovy” (pleasant). They didn’t like to be “square” (old-
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fashioned). “Being mellow” (relaxed) was their only way in life. They
“blow their top” (lost their temper) at every turn. They tried in every way to
“make it big” ( become successful, especially financially). They used at will
“far out” instead of extraordinary, “jack” of “money”, “tomato” of an

t

attractive girl and so on and so forth. And “no way”, “no go”, “no-no” and
“no nothing” were heard to fall frequently from the lips of even some educated
speakers of English.

The exclamation “right on” denoting full agreement is black American

English and was first recorded in 1925, e. g

Dialogue 1 (right on = I fully agree)
Situation; Two people are talking about art.

— Only in a capitalist society will art be turned into profit.
— Right on. (20th Century Words p. 500)

People now find it hard to associate the use of words like what I have just
mentioned above with any special social groups. President Nixon, the famous
politician once couldn’t but drift with the time and said in public “Right on”
and gave his “thumbs up” ( The Adventure of English p. 325).

I have a personal story to tell here, I think I will be long forgetting the talk
given to us by my father about his experience when he was receiving an
American professor of English by the name of Dr. Blatchford nearly thirty years
ago. He was a scholar of no small achievements in the field of sociolinguistics
and teaching English as a second language. He was at that time invited to teach
English at Lanzhou University while still holding the post of vice chairman of
TEASL in the USA. My father, as chairman of the Foreign Languages
Department of Northwest Normal University in Lanzhou had the pleasure of
inviting him to give a lecture to the students on the topic of “How to Improve
Your Proficiency in the Use of English as a Foreign language”. Dr. Blatchford
made a big hit by holding the listeners spell-bound. My father had a casual talk
with him after the lecture. He said, among other things, that some students
posed some difficult questions that “floored him but good”. My father failed to
catch on at first and looked at him puzzled. Seeing this, he repeated by saying
that one of our students asked him a question that he found it hard to answer.
“But good”, though not out of my father's comprehension, sounded a little
strange to his ears. What's more, that it should have fallen from the lips of an
American professor was really way over my father’s head. The rude awakening
came to him after he had consulted several up-to-date dictionaries: It was not
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the American professor who was over the common run, it was my father who
lagged far behind the development of the English language.

Various speakers of English seem to be swimming in a sea of words
and surfing in big waves of neologisms. We Chinese speakers of English
can neither keep ourselves aloof from the others. That’s why I don’t deem
it unnecessary to resort to more examples which have become very popular
in everyday life. Please make a pause before every italicized word or
expression in the following dialogues and ponder a little more over and see
if you are already quite familiar with them, If not, try to guess their
meanings from the context. Chinese translations of all the dialogues in this
book are attached at the end of this book for reference. Please look at
them if the need arises.

Dialogue 2 (Let’s see the bad news = Bill please)

Situation; A family of five Americans has just finished their lunch at a
restaurant in Beijing. An old man is ready to pay the bill.

— Hey, miss, let’s see the bad news?

— Pardon?

— Could we have the bill please?

— Ah, yes, sir. Just a moment. Here is the bill.

— Wah, the news is really bad today. Let’s see, 485 yuan. Here is 500

yuan, don’t give us back the change.
— Thank you, sir, but we don’t accept tips.

Dialogue 3 (uni-grad = university graduate; hy = lvy League, a
prestigious university; biz = business; teleworker = one who
works at home with the aid of various communication tools)

Situation: Two passengers are talking about their work while making a

train journey.

— Very glad to make acquaintance with you.

— Me too, 'm lucky to have someone to speak English with while
making such a long journey on the train. The way you look you must
be a university student.

— I’'m a uni-grad from Harvard.

— Harvard? That’s one of the Ivies in America.

— Yes, it is.

— What biz you in now?

— I'm a teleworker.
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— I work at home rather than in the office with the aid of various

— Sorry?

communication tools like making telephone calls, sending e-mails,
surfing the net and so on.

Dialogue 4 ( Good-arvo = Good afternoon ; What’s the damage for = How
much should I pay; bird = one hundred dollars; rip-off =
swindle)

Situation: An old Australian goes for his car at a garage. He’s now

talking with a young American mechanic who has just fixed his car.

— Good-arvo, mate. I’'m here to see about my car.

— Good afternoon, sir. Your car is ready now.

— What’s the damage for the repair of my car?

— All in all, it’s just a little over five birds. Well, just give me a round
number, five birds. You are one of my most valued clients.

— You don’t say? Five hundred dollars for a small fault like that ? What
a ...erm ... well ... whatchamacallit your American expression just
escaped me. Wah, I remember it now. What a rip-off?!

— Your car is nearly beyond repair. The engine was coughing and
missing. It’s no picnic fixing a junk car like yours, sir.

Dialogue 5 (soaps = soap opera; couch potato = television fan; idiot
box = TV set; vegetable = stupid person)
Situation . A kid is asking his mother if he can turn on the TV.
— Mum, can I turn on the TV? My favorite soaps will be on.
— You just do that, you little couch potato. Go upstairs and get ready
for bed. If you go on spending so much time in front of the idiot box,
you’ll become a vegetable. '

Dialogue 6 (to have a lot going for sb. = to have a lot to recommend
sb. ; anymore = nowadays)
Situation; An old couple are talking about the necessity of letting their
grandchildren know something about the basic knowledge of sex.

— Well, darling, do you still remember the woolen fabric jacket we
bought for our grandson, Bob, last year?

— How can I forget? That jacket was sort of big for him at that time and
you intended to take it back to the store and demand a refund, right?

— Dead right.



s 1l
Their Emergence, Formation & Usage]

— What did I say?

— You said you were sure he would grow into it a year later.

— Yes, that’s just what I said.

— How right you were! He tried the jacket on yesterday, and, to my

happy astonishment, it is now just his fit. He’s nearly grown into a
cool young man. His class teacher says time and again that he really
has a lot going for him. But there is one thing I am worried stiff
about: he is now going about with some girls. Don’t you think it’s
high time we told him something about the birds and bees.

— No worries, dear. Anymore kids tell us what to do as far as those facts
of life are concerned.

Dialogue 7 (go steady = be boyfriend or girlfriend; to give somebody
the air = to stop going steady with; you should worry with
= you needn’t worry)

Situation; Two bosom friends are sitting under a tree and chatting away to

each other about their private life.

— How are things with your parents?

— About the same as usual. What about you? I mean you and Helen.

— Helen? Oh, she is just history. We are already through.

— You don’t say? Tell me another.

— It’s true. I'm not having a joke with you.

— But you've been going steady so long. What’s up with her?

— She has found a sugar daddy, so to speak, a rich American
businessman.

— So she gave you the air?

— It was I who took the initiative in breaking off the relationship with
her.

— Well done, Xiao Wu! You should worry with your good looks, good
health, and great ability. She is not the only fish in the sea.

— But you know what. She even intended to play on both sides of the
street and suggested brazonly that we might as well keep on going
steady on the sly.

— Terrible! Really it takes all sorts of people to make up the world.

Dialogue 8 (to moonlight = to work at a second job at night; on the
never-never = by installments).
Situation: Two friends are talking over the phone.
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— Hello, Jane. I went to see you last Saturday evening but found myself

— Hello, Jane speaking.

on the wrong side of the door.

— Why didn’t you call before you came?

— I tried to drop in on my way back from a meeting with some soccer
fans. I thought you were at home. Where were you that evening? Did
you go partying?

— Go partying? That'll be the day! 1 was moonlighting.

— You wanna take it easy. What price money if you don’t have good
health?

-— 1 couldn’t agree more. 1 know health is the greatest wealth, but I
can’t help it.

— You short?

— Yap... we bought a car on the never-never. You know my hubby has
been pressed for money, and that makes two of us. I have got to
make some side money to pay off the loan.

Dialogue 9 (umfriend = unmarried husband or wife; biopsy = excision
of living fissure for diagnostic study)
Situation; Two people, (one of whom is a visiting scholar from China) ,
are talking about their neighbor’s misfortune.

— How come our neighbor has been looking sort of depressed recently?

— Well, he doesn’t want me to tell anybody about what has happened to
him, but just between you and me... do you know Helen?

— Sure. She’s John’s steady.

— Well, more than that... She’s John’s umfriend.

— Pardon?

— They cohabit.

— Co-what?

— They live in defacto state of marriage.

~— You mean they now live together as husband and wife although they
are not married?

— That’s about the size of it. You know Helen has been diagnosed to
have cancer in her right kidney.

— Oh, no. Very, very sorry to hear that. Has everything been
confirmed ?

— Yes, she has gone for a biopsy.

— What’s the doctor’s advice?
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— Her trouble is well advanced. Chemotherapy, radiotherapy and hormone
treatment will not do the trick. Doctors have decided to perform an
operation on her.

— An extraction?

— No, a transplant, because they fear that the cancer might move on to
the other one.

— Well, it never rains but it pours. It will cost them an enormous sum
of money, I'm afraid.

— The good thing is that her life insurance will cover everything. In
addition their fathers are both millionaires. They are willing to do
everything to save her life.

— This is a “good luck in misfortune” , just as we Chinese put it. I

thank you to pass on to him my deepest sympathy when you see it fit.
— T will.

Dialogue 10 (on an as-is basis = according to what you see; freebie =
something given free; on appro = to be returned without
payment ; cheapie = something cheaply made).

Situation : A man is having a browse in a crazy shop where a great variety

of goods is on sale.

— Can I help you, sir?

— Thank you, I'm fine. I need to have a look first.

— You are welcome.

— Oh, emrm... excuse me, miss, but where can I see some irons?

— Step this way, if you please. Here we are, irons of different makes.

— Is this one made in Japan?

— No, it’s a Chinese product, and the quality is just good.

— How much is it?

— Ninety nine dollars.

— Any discount or preferential price today?

— Yes, we've been on a clearance sale for more than a week. Our

special offer is: if you buy one and the other is a freebie.

— Sounds attractive, ah. But can I buy anything here on appro?

— No, sir. Sales are done here on an as-is basis, with no returns. But

you can try out anything you plan to buy.

— I'm just wondering if the iron is but a cheapie.

— Well, sir, it’s cheap indeed, but it’s not a cheapie. It lasts wonderfully

well, I assure you.



