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The lexicon. Characteristics of word-formation in English. Prefixation, 
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0. INTRODUCTION 

 
 
The lexicon of a language is the set of all the words and idioms of that language. In this sense, 
lexicon is a synonym of vocabulary, although the former is a more technical word than the latter. 
 
The term lexicon, in its specific meaning in the context of Chomskyan linguistics, refers to the 
items listed in the base component of a a generative-transformational grammar and all the 
information about their structural properties, which are of three types: 
 
a) Their phonology (described using distinctive features) 
b) Their syntax (co-occurrence with other elements within a sentence, described using 

syntactic features) 
c) Their semantics (described using semantic features) 
 
Another common distinction in linguistics is that between phonological words, morphological 
words and orthographic words. The first are units which have a distinctive and unique 
pronunciation; the second have distinctive morphological features and the latter have an 
identifiable and unique spelling. 
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1. LEXICON 

 
 
1.1. LEXICOGRAPHY 
 
Lexicography is the procedure of arranging and describing items of vocabulary in such works as 
dictionaries, glossaries, thesaurus, synonym guides, and usage guides. These items can be 
classified as lexical words, which have lexical meaning and semantic content (i.e. nouns, 
adjectives, verbs and adverbs) and grammatical words, those whose functions is to signal 
grammatical relationships in or between sentences (conjunctions, prepositions and articles). 
 
Traditionally, lexicography has been of two kinds: alphabetic lexicography, whose best-known 
product is the dictionary properly so called, and thematic lexicography, which arranges words 
by themes and topics, usually accompanied by an index; Roget's Thesaurus being a leading 
example. 
 
The products of lexicography are varied. In terms of dictionaries, they range from the 20-volume 
Oxford English Dictionary, to the concise or compact (the Concise Oxford Dictionary), the pocket 
(the Pocket Oxford Dictionary), and even smaller works (the Collins Gem series). 
 
Lexicographic work may be monolingual (dealing with one language only), bilingual (with 
sections that define a language A in terms of another language B and vice versa), or multilingual 
(covering three or more languages), and may be undertaken for general purposes or for (among 
others) children, school students, or a range of other special interest groups. 
 
1.2. THE EVOLUTION OF THE MODERN DICTIONARY 
 
It is hard to say which the first dictionary was because we find lists of words deep into the Middle 
Ages. But these lists of words were two-language dictionaries -e.g., Latin words with English 
translations. The first English-English word list was published in 1603, and this is usually called 
the first English dictionary. Its title was A Table Alphabetical and its author ROBERT CAWDREY. 
It contained 2500 words. They were all "hard words", words that readers might be expected to 
stumble over. For the most part, the words were copied from an earlier Latin word list. From 
the very beginning, as we can see, plagiarism in dictionary-making is next to inevitable. 
CAWDREY copied from his predecessors, and his successors copied from him. But each 
lexicographer produced more words that he had dredged up by himself, and as the seventeenth 
century wore on, dictionaries grew larger and larger. 
 
In the second half of the century an important addition to the dictionary was made: etymologies. 
The dictionaries of the seventeenth century were all hard-word dictionaries. Shortly after 1700 
a man named JOHN KERSEY took the step of including common words too. 
 
But the great figure of lexicography in the eighteenth century was DR. SAMUEL JOHNSON. His 
dictionary was originally intended to regulate the English Language. It did not do that, of course, 
but it contributed much to the growth of lexicography. His definitions are mostly strong and 
clear. He also made a couple of lexicographical innovations. One was the practice of separating 
and numbering word meanings. Another was the citing of contexts to show word meanings or 
particular usage. 
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In the late eighteenth century synonymies were added to entries in dictionaries and dictionaries 
began to include lists of pronunciation. 
 
However, the greatest lexicographical effort in England in the nineteenth century -perhaps the 
greatest of any century anywhere- was the Oxford English Dictionary. The idea was that the 
dictionary would draw its data from English writing and would not only give word meanings but 
would systematically cite contextual evidence to verify the meanings given. It included all words 
in use between the year 1100 and the date of publication. It was intended to cite the first 
occurrence of each word in English writing and the last occurrence if the word had dropped out 
of use, together with other citations across the centuries to show developments in meaning. 
The idea for the Oxford English Dictionary was born and nurtured in the Philological Society in 
England. 
 
1.3. DICTIONARIES IN AMERICA. 
 
In America the great pioneer in lexicography was NOAH WEBSTER, whose name came to be 
closely linked with lexicography in this country as JOHNSON'S was in England. WEBSTER brought 
out his last and greatest effort in lexicography in 1828 under the title An American Dictionary of 
the English Language, the American counterpart of JOHNSON'S dictionary. 
 
WEBSTER'S book was revised once in his lifetime. In 1843 the rights were purchased by CHARLES 
and G. MERRIAN, and the MERRIAN firm continued, and continues, to bring out editions of all 
sizes, all bearing the WEBSTER name. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
6 

 
2. ENGLISH WORD FORMATION 

 
 
There are several ways of forming words in English, the main ways being: 
 

• Affixation: either using prefixes which are added to the front of a base; or using a suffix 
which is added to the end of a base, with or without a change of word-class. 
E.g. agreement - disagreement 
drive - driver 

 

• Compounding: Two bases, which in other circumstances can stand alone, are joined 
together to form a new word. 
E.g. super + man - superman 

 

• Conversion (or Functional Shift): some words can change their word-class either by means 
of a shift in stress (e.g. 'contract/con'tract), or with no marked difference (e.g. drive, land 
or water can be both a noun or a verb). 

 
Apart from these major word-formation processes, a number of minor devices - reduplication 
(e.g. bye bye), blends (e.g. brunch) and acronyms (e.g. NATO), among others, are also called 
upon as means of forming new words. 
 
Root, stem and Base 
 
A root is the smallest form of a word which cannot be further analysed without total loss of 
identity. It is what is left after all the affixes are removed. For example: re-arrange-ment 
 
It is to the stem that inflectional affixes are attached. The stem of a word may consist of a single 
root, and this would be a simple stem, such as hand, two or more morphemes, and this would 
be a compound stem, such as handset, which has two roots, or a root morpheme plus a 
derivational affix, and this would be a complex stem, such as friendliness. 
 
The form to which a process of word-formation is applied is called a base. Once a base has 
undergone a process of word-formation, the derived word itself may become the base for 
another derivation; and so, by reapplication, it is possible to derive words of considerable 
morphological and semantic complexity. 
 
An example is the word "unfriendliness", whose derivation we set out as follows: 
 
  1. friend    Noun 
  2. friend-ly    Noun → Adjective 
  3. un-[(friend)-ly]   Adjective → Adjective 
  4. {un-[(friend)-li]-ness}   Adjective → Noun 
 
On the other hand, it is possible to mix processes of derivation in the same word; for instance, 
compounding and affixation are both found in "colour-blindness". 
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3. PREFIXATION 

 
 
3.1. CHARACTERISTICS OF PREFIXES 
 
A PREFIX is placed before and joined to a word or a stem to add to or to qualify its meaning. 
 
Prefixes do not generally alter the word-class of the base: 
e.g. cook (verb) - undercook (verb) 
 
All English prefixes are inseparable, contrary to what we find in other Germanic languages. Note, 
however, the prefix "non-" which always has a hyphen following it. 
 
Most prefixes commonly used in English are of Latin, Greek, or French origin; except for "a-", 
"be-", "fore-", "mis-", "un-", which are of Germanic origin. 
 
Prefixes normally carry a light stress on their first syllable, but the main stress falls on the base. 
The prefix does not normally alter the stress pattern of a word: 
e.g. 'graduate - under'graduate 
 
English prefixes can be grouped according to their meaning (negative, reversative, pejorative...).  
Sometimes a prefix can belong to more than one class (e.g. "un-"; unattractive = negative/untie 
= reversible). 
 
3.2. NEGATIVE PREFIXES 
 
a) un-. This is the most common negative prefix.  It is used with native English words, 

especially adjectives, adverbs and -ed or -ing participles used as adjectives. E.g. unfair, 
unadorned, unfortunately, unwilling 

 
b) non-. It can be derived from a clause of negation. 

e.g. a non-smoker = a person who doesn't smoke. 
It is added to adjectives: e.g. non-conformist, non-existent; nouns of action: e.g. non-
politician; a verb-stem: e.g. non-stop. 

 
c) in-. (il- before l, im- before labials, ir- before r).  These prefixes are generally preferred to 

un- in front of words of Latin or French origin. 
e.g. invisible, illogical, impossible, irresponsible. 

 
d) a(n)-. This prefix denotes the absence of a quality.  It is mostly found in borrowed or Neo-

classical words.  It may be added to adjectives and nouns: e.g. amoral, atheist. 
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3.3. REVERSATIVE PREFIXES 
 
a) un- . added to a noun means "to reverse the action" and when added to a noun, it means 

"deprived of". E.g. undo, undress, unhorse 
 
b) de- . It means "to remove", "to get rid of", "to reverse a process. It forms verbs from nouns: 

e.g. to defrost (noun = frost), and modifies verbs: e.g. to de-politicise. 
 
c) dis- . It is used before verbs: e.g. to disconnect, participles: e.g. discouraging, disheartened, 

or nouns: e.g. disinterest. 
 

3.4. PEJORATIVE PREFIXES 
 

a) mis- . Added to verbs, abstract nouns and participles means "wrongly" or "badly": e.g. to 
mishear, misconduct, misleading. 

 
b) mal- . meaning "bad".  The second element is always a word of non-Germanic origin.  It is 

mainly added to verbs: e.g. to maltreat, adjectives: e.g. malfunction. 
 
3.5. PREFIXES OF DEGREE OR SIZE. 
 
a) arch-. meaning "supreme", "highest" or "worst".  It is used before nouns, mainly human.  

E.g. archduke, archenemy. 
 
b) super-. meaning "above", "more than", "better". It is added to nouns: e.g. supermarket, 

superman. When used before adjectives it means "beyond": e.g. superhuman, 
supernatural. 

 
c) out- . This prefix is highly productive.  Added to intransitive verbs, it transforms them into 

transitive verbs. E.g. to outdo, to outrun, outlive. 
 
d) sur- . meaning "over and above".  It is usually added to nouns: e.g. surcharge.  In many cases 

it has lost its original meaning: e.g. surname. 
 
e) sub- . meaning "under", "lower than". It is usually used with adjectives: e.g. subnormal, 

substandard. 
 
f) over- . meaning "too much"/ under- . meaning "too little". 
 
g) hiper- and ultra- . meaning "excessively" or "extremely".  They are used to form adjectives: 

e.g. hiper-tension, ultramodern. 
 
h) mini- /micro- . meaning "little"; macro- meaning "on a large scale". 
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3.6. PREFIXES OF ATTITUDE 
 
a) co-. This implies accompanying, etc.  It is used as a prefix with verbs: e.g. to cooperate, to 

cohabit; nouns: e.g. co-education; adjectives: e.g. cooperative. When referring to position, 
status, "co-"(written with a hyphen) is used: e.g. co-director, co-proprietor. 

 
b) counter- . This carries the meaning of "against", "in opposition to".  It is used before verbs: 

e.g. counteract, counterbalance; or abstract nouns: e.g. counter-espionage, counter-attack. 
 
c) anti-, pro- . Meaning "against" or "in favour of" with regard to ideas, etc.  Both prefixes can 

be used with adjectives and nouns: e.g. anti-nuclear (adj); anti-democracy. 
 
3.7. LOCATIVE PREFIXES 
 
The main prefixes used here are: super-, sub-, under-, trans-, pan-, inter- . 
 
They carry a literal (i.e. physical) or metaphorical meaning.  E.g. sub-: in "subway", the prefix 
literally means "below" in a physical sense.  In "subsection" the prefix has a more abstract, 
metaphorical sense of "below". 
 
3.8. PREFIXES OF TIME AND ORDER 
 
a) pre- / post- . These mean "before" and "after" respectively.  They can both be used with 

adjectives and nouns: e.g. post-war, pre-war; pre-historical, post-marital. 
 
b) ex- . meaning "former".  It is usually fixed to human or personal nouns, especially those 

related to occupation or status.  E.g. ex-minister, ex-wife. 
 
c) re- . This prefix is very commonly used to mean "again".  It often occurs with words 

borrowed from Latin or French and is used with nouns, verbs and adjectives: e.g. rebuild, 
relocation, re-eligible. 

 
3.9. NUMBER PREFIXES 
 
English used a mixture of Greek and Latin prefixes to express number: 

 
e.g. uni-/mono-, meaning "one" e.g. monosyllable, unilateral. 
Bi- /di-, meaning "two": e.g. dichotomy, bifocal. 
Multi-/poly-/pluri-, meaning "many": e.g. multiracial. 

 
Other prefixes which are more difficult to categorise are "auto-". "neo-", "semi-", "proto-". 
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4. SUFFIXATION 

 
 
4.1. CHARACTERISTICS OF SUFFIXES 
 
Unlike prefixes, suffixes frequently alter the word-class of the base and they are placed at the 
end of the base. 
 
Prefixes, though not used as separate words, mostly have a distinct meaning of their own. 
However, suffixes rarely have a distinct meaning. 
 
As a rule they serve to modify the meaning of the base (e.g. red/reddish) or to convert one word 
class into another part of speech. Suffixes can be classified not only according to the part of 
speech they form, (noun suffixes to form nouns, etc.) but also to the class of base they are added 
to (de-nominal, de-adjectival, etc). 
 
When we add suffixes, a change in stress sometimes occurs. 
 
As we have said, suffixes usually alter the word class or subclass of the base to which they are 
added and that is why, as we will see, their analysis and classification needs to pay attention to 
the word class of the resulting word (noun, adjective, etc.), the meaning or connotation added 
by the suffix (inhabitant of, abstract noun, etc.) and the word class to which they can be added 
(denominal, deverbal, etc.)  
 
4.2. NOUN SUFFIXES 
 
These suffixes are added to create new nouns, but each of them is used to add a different 
connotation: 
 
1. OCCUPATIONAL 

 
a) -eer. (a person concerned with or engaged in an occupation or activity).  It is added to 

nouns to form personal nouns: e.g. engineer, auctioneer. 
b) -ster. (person engaged in an occupation or activity).  Added to non-personal nouns, it 

forms personal nouns.  E.g. gangster, gamester, trickster. 
c) -er. Has varied meanings: e.g. "hatter" = maker of (hats) 

"Londoner" = inhabitant of 
"banker" = person of a trade or profession. 
“reader” = “the one who (+vb)” 
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2. DIMINUTIVE AND FEMININE 
 

Compared to other languages, English is poor in feminine and diminutive suffixes and they 
are used with decreasing frequency. 

 
a) -let. (small, unimportant). This is added to countable nouns, especially names of things, 

to form diminutives. E.g. booklet, owlet, piglet. 
b) -ette. Is added to nouns to form diminutives of things: e.g. cigarette, kitchenette. 

Applied to personal nouns, the suffix expresses femininity: e.g. usherette. 
c) -ess. Used to denote female persons: e.g. countess, hostess. It also occurs in the names 

of some animals: tigress, lioness 
d) -y. This suffix is largely restricted to family contexts and implies affection or familiarity. 

E.g. Johnny, daddy, pussy, etc. 
 

3. STATUS, DOMAIN, ETC 
 

a) -hood. (status). It is added to nouns to form abstract nouns: e.g. boyhood, 
brotherhood. It can also be added to adjective bases: e.g. falsehood, likelihood. 

b) -ship. (status, condition). This may be added to nouns (mainly names of persons) to 
form abstract nouns: e.g. friendship, companionship. Other suffixes used in this sense: 
"-dom", "-ocracy", "-ery/-ry". 

 
4. QUANTITY 
 

-ful. Is added to countables to form new countable nouns to express quantity: e.g. handful, 
spoonful. 
 
There are many other suffixes which can be used to form nouns, both from other nouns or 
from verbs. They are too numerous but some other examples are: -age (postage, village), -
al (burial, arrival), -ance / -ence (preference, dominance), -dom (freedom, boredom), -ee 
(employee, addressee), -ity / -ty (cruelty, equality), -ment (equipment, supplement), -ness 
(happiness), -ry (rivalry, entry), or –sion / tion (expression, population)  

 
4.3. NOUN / ADJECTIVE SUFFIXES 
 
The following suffixes are added to nouns or adjectives (denominal or deadjectival) to form new 
nouns or adjectives: 
 
a) -ite. May be added to proper nouns denoting places or persons, in the sense of "member 

of a tribe or community": e.g. Israelite, Yemenite, Carmelite.  
b) -(i)an. Means "belonging to".  It is added to proper nouns to form personal and non-

gradable adjectives: e.g. Shakespearian, Elizabethan. 
c) –ese (Also -i (Iraqi, Pakistani), -ian (Canadian)). Refers to nationality. It is used to form 

personal nouns and adjectives from names of countries and towns.  E.g. Japanese.  It is also 
used for names of languages and dialects: e.g. Cantonese, Portuguese. 

d) -ist. Used to denote personal nouns or adjectives.  It means "a member of a group or of an 
occupation". E.g. novelist; violinist; typist.  It is added to verbs and nouns. 

e) -ism. Means point of view, political or artistic movement, etc.  It is added to nouns and 
adjectives to form abstract nouns. E.g. Communism, imperialism. 
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4.4. VERB SUFFIXES 
 
There are very few of these in English. 
 
a) -ify. Is added to nouns (denominal), etc. To form transitive verbs.  E.g. to certify, to identify 
b) -ize. (spelt -ise in Br. English). As with "-ify", it is normally added to nouns and adjectives 

(denominal or deadjectival) to form transitive verbs. It is normally used with borrowed and 
neo-classical words adopted from Greek, Latin or French. E.g. scandalise, organise. 

c) -en. Is added to adjectives (deadjectival) to form transitive or intransitive verbs with the 
sense of "become". E.g. blacken, sadden. 

 
4.5. ADJECTIVE SUFFIXES 
 
a) -able (-ible). Is chiefly added to transitive verbs with a passive meaning (deverbal), (worthy 

of, able to be X-ed).  E.g. readable, drinkable. 
b) -al (also -ical, -ial) is used to form adjectives: e.g. chemical, criminal, special. 
c) -ful is added mainly to abstract nouns, meaning "full of having".  E.g. beautiful, plentiful.  It 

is also used with verbs: e.g. forgetful. 
d) -ed is added to nouns or noun phrases to form adjectives meaning "having".  E.g. blue-eyed, 

odd-shaped. 
e) -en is used as a suffix in a few adjectives derived from names of material: e.g. wooden, 

leaden. 
f) -ic is used to form adjectives and language names.  The stress usually falls on the last syllable 

of the base: e.g. Germanic, specific. 
g) ish is added to proper and countable nouns in the sense of “belonging to”( e.g. Swedish, 

English) or “having the character of” (foolish, boyish, snobbish) 
h) -less may be added to nouns with the meaning of "without". E.g. helpless, useless. 
i) -like/-ly are added to nouns and give the adjectives the meaning of "having the quality of". 

E.g. friendly, childlike. 
j) –ive is usually added to nouns and adds the meaning of “who does the action of”. E.g. 

creative, sensitive 
 
There are many other suffixes which can be used to form adjectives from nouns or adverbs. They 
are too numerous to mention here. Some more examples are: -ous (dangerous, famous) or –y 
(cloudy, rainy). 
 
4.6. ADVERB SUFFIXES 
 
a) -ly forms adverbs of manner etc., from many adjectives and nouns: e.g. happily, freely, 

instantly. 
b) –ward(s) (deadverbial or denominal) is added to prepositional adverbs and nouns to form 

adverbs, and to nouns particularly to form adverbs of manner or direction: e.g. onwards, 
eastwards. 

c) The suffix -wise can also be used to form adverbs of manner: e.g. clockwise. 
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4.7. OTHER DEVERBAL SUFFIXES 
 
The following are suffixes which may be added to verbs to form nouns. 
 
a) -er (-or) is used to form personal nouns.  It is an extremely productive suffix, potentially 

affixable to any verb. E.g. worker, onlooker, drinker.  The spelling is often "-or" in borrowed 
and neo-classical words: e.g. inspector, actor. 

b) -ant. Forms personal or impersonal nouns. E.g. inhabitant, occupant. 
c) -ation. It forms: 

• abstract nouns meaning "state", "action": e.g. operation, exploration. 

• Collective nouns: e.g. organisation, foundation. 
d) -ment. Is added to verbs to form abstract nouns: e.g. arrangement, argument. 
e) -al. Forms nouns (usually countable abstract nouns) from verbs, mainly of French origin: 

e.g. approval, refusal. 
f) -ing. Is used with verbs to form: 

• abstract nouns expressing activity or state: e.g. swimming, living. 

• Concrete nouns expressing "that which results from": e.g. painting, building. 
g) -age. Forms mass abstract nouns expressing: 

• amount or collectivity: e.g. package, peerage. 

• Condition: shortage, etc. 
 
4.8. OTHER DE-ADJECTIVAL SUFFIXES 
 
The following are suffixes which may be added to adjectives to form abstract nouns expressing 
"state". "quality", etc. 
 
a) -ness. Is a very productive suffix.  It is the normal way of forming an abstract noun from an 

adjective except where a borrowed form already exists or when "-ity" is preferred.  E.g. 
goodness, happiness, selfishness. 

 
b) -ity. Is added to many adjectives of classical or French origin, and to those with the suffixes: 

"-able", "-ible", "-al" and "ic(al)". 
 

E.g. readable - readability 
Visible - visibility 
Sentimental – sentimentality 
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5. COMPOUNDING 

 
 
Compounding, or composition, is, roughly speaking, the process of putting two words, or rather 
two lexemes, together, to form a third word, as in the following examples: 

 
Oil-paper (to) wallpaper 
Paperclip wastepaper 
Paper aeroplane wastepaper basket 

 
These words are called compounds and they are independent from the type of class of the new 
word, the number of elements involved, if they are written as one or two words or if they are 
hyphenated, and so on. 
 
The normal way of classifying compounds is according to the function they play in the sentence 
(as nouns, verbs, adjectives, etc). The subclassification of compounds can be done in many 
different ways: according to the class of items that make up the compound (MARCHAND, 1969), 
by semantic classes (HATCHER, 1960, WARREN, 1978), according to the presumed underlying 
semantic function (LEES, 1960), and so on. But any method of subclassification is bound to be 
controversial. 
 
5.1. COMPOUND NOUNS 
 
A single noun is often not sufficient to refer clearly and unambiguously to a person or thing. 
When this is the case, a compound noun is used. A compound noun is a fixed expression which 
is made up of more than one word and which works in the clause as a noun. 
 
"I wrote out a new address book last month". 
"we had to buy a tea table". 

 
Most compound nouns consist of two words, but some consist of three, or more words: "Mary 
is my sister-in-law". 
 
Some compound nouns are written with hyphens instead of spaces between the words; but 
some are written with either a hyphen or a space between them. 
 
A few compound nouns which consist of more than two words are written partly with hyphens 
and partly with spaces. 
 
"They are looking for a baby-sitter". 
"Air-conditioner/air conditioner" 
"Children from one-parent families". 
 
1. COMPOSITION OF COMPOUND NOUNS 

 
Most compound nouns consist of two nouns, or an adjective and a noun. 
 
"They sat at the tea-table" 
"He became ill in his old age" 
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The compound nouns consisting of two nouns is the largest subgrouping of compounds of this 
class. They are endocentric, that is, the compound has the same linguistic function as one of its 
parts; and this pattern is very restricted in productivity: e.g. "skinhead". 
 
The second group is made up of appositional compounds and, in a large proportion, the first 
element marks the sex of a person: "manservant". All the other groups are endocentric: gerund 
+ noun (e.g. "fishing rod"), proper noun + noun (e.g. "Utah effect"), common noun + common 
noun (e.g. "family planning"). 
 
Other compound nouns come from: 
 
a) Verb+noun: the noun can be the direct object of the verb (e.g. "pick-pocket"): a group in 

which there is a problem of knowing whether the second element is a noun or a verb (e.g. 
"nosebleed"). 

b) Verb+verb: this pattern is rare, and probably non-productive (e.g. "make-believe"). 
c) Adjective+noun: these phrases are frequently turned into compounds by a change in stress 

(e.g. "fast-food"). 
d) Particle+noun: it is quite a productive pattern (e.g. "over-kill"). 
e) Adverb+noun: it is a restricted pattern (e.g. "new generation"). 
f) Verb+particle: the majority of words of this form are nominalizations of phrasal verbs (e.g. 

"press down"). 
g) Phrase compounds: there are several kinds of constructions (e.g. "son-in-law", "Whisky-

and-soda"...). 
 
The plural forms of compound nouns change according to the type of words they consist of. If 
the final word of a compound noun is a count noun, the plural form is placed in this word, when 
the compound noun is plural. 
 
"His voice was heard through letter-boxes". 
 
Compound nouns which consist of two nouns linked by the prepositions of or in, or a noun 
followed by to be, have a plural from in which the first noun in the compound is plural. 
 
"He visited his comrades in arms" 
 
2. GROUPS OF COMPOUND NOUNS 

 
Compound nouns may be countable, uncountable, singular or plural; according to this they can 
be grouped as follows: 
 
a) Common countable compound nouns: 

 
Address book Compact disk Passer-by 
Air conditioner Contact lens Pen-friend 
Air raid Credit card Polar bear 
Baby-sitter Film star Police station 
Bank account Fire engine Post office 
Brother-in-law Heart attack Swimming pool 
Bus stop High school Tea bag 
Can opener Human being Tea table 
Car park Letter-box Washing machine 
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b) Common uncountable compound nouns: 
 

Birth control Family planning Lost property Remote control 
Central heating Fancy dress Mail order Social security 
Common sense Fast-food Make up First aid 
Dry-cleaning Income tax Old age Water-skiing 

 
c) Common plural compound nouns: 

 
Armed forces Human rights Social services 
Civil rights Luxury goods Winter sports 
High heels Road works Yellow pages 

 
5.2. COMPOUND ADJECTIVES 
 
Compound adjectives are made up of two or more words, usually written with hyphens between 
them. They may be qualitative classifying, or colour adjectives. 
 
"She was a good-looking girl" 
"He bought a bottle-green car" 

 
The forming of compound adjectives is a productive feature in English. Compound adjectives are 
formed according to a large number of different patterns; the most common and least restricted 
patterns for forming compound adjectives are: 
 
a) adjective or number + noun + "-ed":  e.g. "red-haired", “two-sided”. 
b) Adjective or adverb + past participle: e.g. "low-paid". 
c) Adjective, adverb, or noun + present participle: e.g. "good-looking". 
 
Some less common and more restrictive patterns for forming compound adjectives are: 
 
a) noun + past participle: e.g. "wind-blown". 
b) Noun + adjective: e.g. "accident-prone". 
c) Adjective + noun: e.g. "deep-sea". 
d) Past-participle + adverb: e.g. "run-down". 
e) Number + singular count noun: e.g. "five-page". 
 
A few compound adjectives are made up of more than two words and they are often written 
with hyphens when they are used in front of nouns and without hyphens when they are used as 
the complement of a link verb: 
 
"It was a free-and-easy relationship". 
"That book is out of date". 

 
Some compound adjectives are borrowed from foreign languages, especially French and Latin. 
 
"He was left hors de combat" (“out of combat”). 
That’s an avant-garde technique. 
This is an ad-hoc solution for this urgent problem. 
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1. GROUPS OF COMPOUND ADJECTIVES 
 

a) Compound qualitative adjectives 
 

Absent-minded Old-fashioned Tender-hearted 
Easy-going Open-minded Well-behaved 
Low-paid Second-class Well-dressed 
Nice-looking Starry-eyed Well-known 

 
b) Compound classifying adjectives: 

 
audio-visual duty-free Home-made One-way 
brand-new first-class Long-distance Second-hand 
built-up ice-cold Made-up Tax-free 
deep-sea part-time North-east Top-secret 

 
c) Compound colour adjectives: 

 
blood-red 
bottle-green 
nut-brown 

royal-blue 
sky-blue 
snow-white 

 
5.3. COMPOUND VERBS 
 
Most of compound verbs in English are not formed by putting two lexemes together to form a 
new verb, but by back-formation or conversion from compound nouns. Compound verbs, in any 
case, are rather rare. It is important to realise that we cannot always guess the meaning of a 
compound verb if a we are not familiar with it. 
 
They are usually written with a hyphen, but some compound verbs can be written with a space 
between the words, and some as single words. 
"Children ice-skated on the sidewalks". 
 
The patterns for forming compound verbs are: 
 
a) Noun + verb: e.g. "sky-dive" 
b) Verb + noun: e.g. "shun-pike" 
c) Verb + verb: e.g. "freeze-dry" 
d) Adjective + verb: e.g. "double-book" 
e) Particle + verb: e.g. "overboard". 

 
1. GROUPS OF COMPOUND VERBS 

 
a) Intransitive compound verbs: 

 
baby-sit 
ice-skate 
water-ski 

 hitch-hike 
roller-skate 
window-shop 
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b) Transitive compound verbs: 
 

back-comb 
cross-examine 
dry-clean 

ill-treat 
spoon-feed 
tape record 

 
c) Compound verbs used in transitive or intransitive clauses: 

 
bottle-feed 
mass-produce 
short-circuit 

sight-read 
spring-clean 
tie-dye 

 
 
 

 
6. MINOR PROCESSES OF WORD FORMATION 

 
 
6.1. REDUPLICATION 
 
Reduplication is a process of repetition whereby the form of a prefix or suffix reflects certain 
phonological characteristics of the root. 
 
In some compounds thee elements are either identical or only slightly different: goody-goody, 
walkie-talkie, criss-cross) 
 
Most reduplicatives are highly informal or familiar. 
 
6.2. CLIPPING 
 
One or more syllables are substracted from a word. The shortening may occur at the beginning 
(telephone-phone), at the end (photograph – photo) or at both ends (influenza – flu). 
 
6.3. BLENDING 
 
Two elements which do not normally co-occur come together within a single linguistic unit. At 
least one of the elements is fragmentary when compared with its corresponding uncompounded 
word form. Blends are usually informal and many have only a short life. 
 
Breakfast + lunch – brunch 
Motor + hotel – motel 
Smoke + fog – smog 
Transfer + resistor – transistor 
 
6.4. ACRONYMS 
 
Acronyms are words formed from the initial letters or larger parts of words. New acronyms are 
freely produced, particularly for names of organizations, technological gadgets and processes 
and brands. 
 
In some cases, the letters represent full words (EU – European Union) 



 
19 

In some others, they represent elements in a compound or just parts of a word (TV- television, 
NV – Nevada) 
 
Many acronyms are pronounced as words: radar (radio detecting and ranging), laser (light 
amplification by stimulated emission of radiation), AWOL (Absent without leave), asap (as soon 
as possible), afk (absent from keyboard)... 
 
Nowadays we should also mention the influence of the internet and mobile phone technology 
in the creation of new words. In this sense, the combination of letters and numbers is becoming 
an increasingly productive process of word formation. The resulting “words” are called 
numeronyms.  For example, G8 (great), 2+O (tomorrow), sk8 (skate)... 
 
6.5. BACK-FORMATION 

 
Back-formation is the process of forming new words by removing affixes from another word. 
The resulting word usually belongs to a different word class.  
 
Sometimes, what is removed is understood as a suffix and it is not actually one. The reason to 
distinguish back-formation from affixation is always historical. That is, sometimes it is difficult 
to know whether the word with the affix was first or whether it is just a base to which an affix 
was attached later. 
 
Some examples are: televise (from “television”), laze (from “lazy”), housekeep (from 
“housekeeper”). 
 
6.6. BORROWING 
 
Borrowing is not in itself a process of word formation but rather a process of introducing a 
foreing already-exisiting word into the language. However, it contributes to enlarging its lexicon. 
 
A borrowing is a word adopted from another language with no change at all or with slight 
orthographic or phonological adaptations. Throughout time, some of these words may become 
part of the core vocabulary of the language, which is what happened in English with many words 
from French origin. In this case, although they are diachronically borrowings or loanwords, we 
no longer analyse them as such. 
 
Loans or loanwords are also other terms usually used for words taken from another language. 
However, and although most times they are used as synonyms, we prefer these two terms when 
the words have already been integrated in the language. They are then the opposite of a native 
word or inherited word. 
 
Some examples of borrowings perceived as such in English are: kindergarten (from German), 
mosquito (from Spanish), manouvre (from French), curriculum (from Latin), among many others. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

 
 
Word formation processes represent about eighty per cent of the new English lexical items, the 
remaining twenty per cent consisting of borrowings and changes in meaning. Derivations and 
compounds account for half the word-formation processes, the rest being formed by clipping, 
conversion, blending and acronyms. 
 
We must bear in mind that languages reflect the reality of the people who speak them and they 
are changeable, adaptable and necessarily productive. From there stems the possibility of being 
useful for the speakers’ communicative intensions. And all languages have the possibility of 
creating, borrowing or coming up with new terms to enlarge their lexicon as it is needed to talk 
about the upcoming reality. 
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