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INTRODUCTORY REMARKS ON THE STRATIFICATION OF
BORROWINGS THROUGH THE WORK OF MARY SERJEANTSON

Abstract: This paper examines the area of borrowings, the definition of borrowing as a process, the broader debate on the conditions of
borrowing, reasons for borrowing describing both linguistic and extralinguistic aspects, the stratification of borrowings with its subclasses and
consequent terminology. All of these issues are debated on the basis of the work of Mary Serjeantson.
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1. Introduction

The English language in general, and its lexis specifically, have
been expanding through the process of borrowing. This particular
enlargement of English vocabulary, in contrast to the previous
periods, has not had such an impact as it used to have in the past,
for instance in the Middle English period. However, as defined by
David Crystal, “English has been open to a huge number of bor-
rowings and it seems to have far more words in its vocabulary
than other languages” [4, p. 42]. That is why it is of importance to
deal with the linguistic stratification of borrowings and their defi-
nition as well.

2. Borrowing and extralinguistic factors

Interestingly, it was already in the 1930s when Mary Serjeantson
stated in the initial part of her book related to the problematic of
the foreign element in English that “the English language has
throughout its history accepted with comparative equanimity words
from other languages with which it has been in contact, and though
there have been periods during which speakers and writers of
English have made use of foreign words to an exaggerated extent,
it is probable that most people will agree that the foreign element
in normal English usage has been of value” [9, p. 1]. This introduc-
tory statement brings a concerned reader to at least two signifi-
cant points that fit the area of interest of present-day linguists as
well. The first of them is the importance of language contact that
has been under a more thorough focus in the recent years under
the title contact linguistics [cf. 11], while the second one refers to
the value of the foreign element in the history and present-day state
of the English language [cf. 3]. With respect to the former point
of the language contact, M. Serjeantson specifies, in her own typol-
ogy, several extralinguistic factors that have been playing a crucial
role in the history of the foreign element within the English lan-
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guage or a language in general /a more up-to-date theoretical debate
on the issues of extralinguistic reality and extralinguistic factors in
general can be seen for example in: [6], [10] and [5].

The first extralinguistic phenomenon of the aforementioned
typology describes the situation in which two different languages
meet under certain circumstances and it is the number or quantity
of speakers, one in majority and the other one in minority, which
plays a significant role in the context of borrowing. As Serjeantson
specifies, “when one nation subdues another which speaks a dif-
ferent language, the conquerors, if their object has been political
power rather than settlement, may constitute an authority, or ruling
class, which is from the point of view of numbers, much in the
minority with the whole body of the conquered people. In case like
this, it is usually the native language that survives, though the incom-
ing dialect will very probably transfer to the native vocabulary words
which express its own methods of government, and other cultural
words” [9, pp. 1-2]. As Serjeantson adds, the epoch of Norman-
French in England is a suitable example for this extralinguistic
characterology. However, with respect to this specification it must
be noted that the number of the Norman-French was, despite the
majority English element, growing considerably during the Middle
English period [cf. 2].

The second factor of the typology, as put by M. Serjeantson,
refers to the opposite situation where “the conquered country or
province does not become an independent state under its new rulers,
but is controlled by the original government, so that the ruling
class is in constant contact with, and continually reinforced by,
people speaking their own language, it has usually happened that
the dialect of the rulers has won the day, and has spread through-
out the community, absorbing some words from the native speak-
ers, chiefly such as concern local products, natural features, etc.,
but without necessarily undergoing radical changes in itself” [9,
p. 2]. However, this example of the typology is illustrated by Ser-
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jeantson in a different context than the English one, i.e. by the rel-
ative position of the Romans in Gaul where Latin absorbed a rel-
atively small amount of the native Gaulish dialect words and thus
became established.

The third factor of the typology points again to the English-
speaking context and historical experience. M. Serjeantson claims
that “a different set of circumstances arises when the invasion is
for the purpose of settlement or colonization rather than merely
for the sake of political power. If the newcomers arrive in such
numbers as to form a majority over the native speakers, and in such
military or political strength as to acquire complete control over
these, or dispossess them, the dialect of the conquerors or colonists
will have the upper hand from the start, wherever they establish
themselves. They will, however, adopt from the natives whom they
displace words which denote native products, etc., and occasion-
ally native customs, which may have been unfamiliar before” [9,
pp. 2-3]. Upon the given situation, the arrival of Anglo-Saxons to
England and the consequent development of Old English could
be seen as a clear example.

The fourth aspect of her diachronic perspective refers to the
last centuries of Old English period and particularly to the lan-
guage contact with the Norsemen or in other words with the Scan-
dinavian element. As it is provided by M. Serjeantson, “sometimes
warfare aiming at conquest results in a type of immigration, rather
than colonization, as in the case of the Scandinavians in this
country, where conflict led finally to more or less peaceful settle-
ment, where the invaders established themselves side by side with
the natives without overwhelming them or driving them out, and
where the race, customs, and even the language, of the two peoples
were sufficiently alike to make intercourse between the two, and the
subsequent bilingualism, easy and natural” [9, p. 3]. Here, besides
speaking about borrowings, this epoch of the language contact is
also of a rather high level of importance in relation to the devel-
opment of the present-day analytical character of the English lan-
guage, mainly when analyzing the consequent loss of inflectional
endings that were the point of difference between the English and
Scandinavian languages at the turn of the Old English and Middle
English periods, and thus these inflectional endings were, as some
scholars assume, left out to ease the mentioned communication
[ef. 2, p.157].

The fifth factor regarding the importance of extralinguistic
phenomena in the study of borrowings refers, according to M. Ser-
jeantson, to such contexts as can be seen for instance in American
English and the immigrant experience. “If the immigrants come in
a large enough body to form a small community of their own
within the greater one, they are likely to retain their own speech,
for a time at least, even though eventually yielding to the pressure
of the language spoken all about them” [9, p. 3]. There are many
examples of this type of the communities which came to the
U.S. /e.g. Germans, Jews, etc./, preserved their own language, but
gradually have been losing it /for a better understanding of this
phenomenon illustrated on the basis of the Slovak immigrant expe-
rience in the US and consequently American English, see [8]/. In
spite of this, it was these communities that influenced the language

COMMINICIONS

of the majority so that the language of the majority finally absorbed
some of the foreign elements from the lexis of the aforementioned
communities.

Finally, as it can be summarized in accordance with M. Ser-
jeantson’s diachronic concept from the 1930s, there is the sixth
extralinguistic factor of a rather significant value for the English
language in the area of borrowing, and that is a merchant-adven-
turer issue, or in simpler terms the phenomenon of trade. “For the
English speakers, trade has always been an important factor in the
introduction of new words and of new ideas. Even before English
had separated from its Germanic stock it was trade almost as
much as conquest which brought into it its first words from other
languages [...]. In this respect trade and scientific exploration go
hand in hand, and can hardly be separated; and the merchant-
adventurer holds an important place in the history of the English
language” [9, pp. 3-4]. It is useful to add a comment that despite
the fact that M. Serjeantson published this typology of hers in the
first half of the 20th century, long before WWII, the issue of trade,
besides the aforementioned phenomenon of conquest of any extend,
bridges the gap between her period and the beginning of the 21st
century, i.e. the global period of the Internet Age and Permanent
Information Revolution.

3. Stratification of borrowings defined by
M. Serjeantson

Given the above mentioned specifications, it may be stated
that it was M. Serjeantson [9] who presented a systematic outline
of extralinguistic phenomena playing an important role in the lin-
guistic analysis of the problematic of borrowings. However, with
respect to the stratification of borrowings, or - as defined in her
own words - the loans, the analysis she presented is quite brief,
pointing just to general subcategories. Thus we can state that accord-
ing to the already defined and when paying attention to the given
process of borrowing, M. Serjeantson [9] speaks about six, let us
say, categories: loans, learned words, repeated loans, indirect bor-
rowings, translation-loans, and loans whose clarification is later
extended [cf. 11]. As she characterized, under the already men-
tioned extralinguistic phenomena, words are borrowed either in
actual speech, or secondly, there are situations in which words are
borrowed through the written language. A suitable example for this
case of lexical borrowing could be seen on the role of Latin in the
history of the English language “when English writers and trans-
lators took over, from Latin originals or models, Latin words to
serve their purpose, sometimes retaining their original inflexions,
sometimes using the appropriate English inflexion” [9, p. 4]. M.
Serjeantson calls these words “learned words”. They belong to such
areas as science and literature, but the area of popular speech, too.
As to the above mentioned third type of borrowings presented by
her, it is in fact a word, either a popular, learned or technical one,
which is borrowed from the same or different source more than
once. These, the so-called “repeated loans”, are represented in
English in large numbers [9, pp. 4-5] and it may be even added
that the given statement also deals with the diachronic point of
view, i.e. the historical development of the English language when,
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for instance, English came into contact with the Latin language in
the Old English period, then in the early period of Middle English
it came into an extensive and massive contact with the French lan-
guage and its varied dialects, and in the period of Renaissance
again with Latin, Greek, French and other Romance languages.

The next M. Serjeantson’s category of borrowing is the so-
called “indirect borrowing”, i.e. borrowing through an intervening
language. Many words from the east integrated firstly in the early
times to Greek, then to Latin and finally into English /e.g., pepper,
camel, etc./. These indirect ways of borrowing were even more
complex, involving more than three or four languages /e.g., elephant,
albatross, apricot, etc./ [9, pp. 5-6].

A regular present-day subcategory of loanwords, the loan-trans-
lations, is characterized by M. Serjeantson as “translation-loans,
especially common in case of compounds in the older periods of
English, when a foreign word expressing a new idea is represented
by the nearest equivalent of each of its elements, as when in Old
English, for the Latin word uni-cornus, the English form an-horn
Jone-horn/, is coined...” [9, p. 10], or for the word evangelium the
English variant god-spell /gospel/ was used.

Finally, as it is clear from the discussed source, it may be stated
that borrowings at the beginning of their functioning can chiefly
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refer to the phenomena connected with the countries they come
from, but later on these borrowings can extend their meaning in
a wider perspective. Thus they construct another, separate sub-
category, or in better words a phase through which they respond
to the need of expressing the additional meaning. Truly, even the
linguistic means arranged, for a certain time, in J. Algeo’s regular
column Among the New Words point to the true character of this
Serjeantson ‘s statement (see the extended sense of, for example,
the word perestroika [1, pp. 244-245]).

4. Conclusion

The above typology of borrowings and their subcategories
introduced by M. Serjeantson was later supplemented in a more
exact and certainly a more elaborated manner by a number of dis-
tinguished scholars. So, this area needs to be further discussed in
a more extended way, most suitably in some of the coming publi-
cations. Nevertheless, it is significant to take into consideration
the fact that it was M. Serjeantson who, early in the 1930, con-
tributed to the area of foreign elements in the English language
with a careful analysis of loanwords.
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