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ABSTRACT

Australian English (AusE) represents a unique variety of the English language,
shaped by historical, cultural, and social influences. This article explores the history
and theoretical foundations of its lexical system, drawing on linguistic theories such
as lexical borrowing, semantic shift, and sociolinguistic variation. Through a
systematic review of historical texts and linguistic studies, we identify key phases in
the development of AusE vocabulary, from colonial origins to contemporary
innovations. The findings highlight the role of Indigenous languages, British dialects,
and global influences in forming a distinct lexicon. Discussions address implications
for language policy and identity in multicultural Australia. This review underscores
the dynamic nature of lexical evolution in postcolonial Englishes.
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INTRODUCTION

The lexical system of a language encompasses its vocabulary, including words,
phrases, and their meanings, which evolve through historical processes and theoretical
frameworks. Australian English (AuskE), as a major variety of World Englishes, has
developed a distinctive lexicon influenced by its colonial history, geographic
isolation, and multicultural society. This article aims to examine the history of AusE's
lexical system and its theoretical underpinnings, addressing how lexical items have
been borrowed, adapted, and innovated over time.

Historically, AusE traces its roots to the late 18th century with the arrival of
British settlers in 1788, bringing dialects primarily from southern England, Ireland,
and Scotland. Theoretical foundations draw from models like Schneider's Dynamic
Model of Postcolonial Englishes (2007), which posits phases of foundation,
exonormative stabilization, nativization, endonormative stabilization, and
differentiation. In Ausk, lexical development aligns with nativization, where local
innovations emerge to describe unique flora, fauna, and cultural practices.

The purpose of this review is to synthesize existing scholarship on Ausk
lexicon, identifying key historical milestones and applying theories such as lexical
stratification (from contact linguistics) and prototype theory (from cognitive
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linguistics) to explain semantic structures. This contributes to understanding how
AusE reflects Australian identity amid globalization.
METHODS

This study employs a systematic literature review methodology to investigate
the history and theoretical foundations of AusE's lexical system. Sources were
selected from peer-reviewed journals, books, and linguistic databases, focusing on
works published between 1980 and 2023 to capture both foundational and recent
scholarship.

SEARCH STRATEGY

Literature was sourced using academic databases such as JSTOR, Google
Scholar, and Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts. Keywords included
"Australian English lexicon," "history of Australian vocabulary," "lexical borrowing
in Ausk," and "theoretical models of AuskE semantics." Inclusion criteria required
sources to address historical development or theoretical aspects directly related to
lexicon. Exclusion criteria eliminated non-English sources or those focused solely on
phonology or syntax. A total of 45 sources were initially identified, with 28 selected
after screening for relevance and quality (e.g., peer-reviewed status and citation
impact). These included seminal works like Moore's Speaking Our Language (2008)
and Burridge's studies on AusE colloquialisms.

ANALYSIS APPROACH

Data were analyzed qualitatively through thematic coding. Themes were
derived inductively: (1) historical phases of lexical evolution, (2) sources of
borrowing (e.g., Indigenous, British, American), and (3) theoretical frameworks (e.qg.,
semantic fields, lexical gaps). Theoretical application involved mapping historical
events to models like Kachru's Three Circles of English (1985) and Trudgill's dialect
contact theory (2004).

No empirical data collection was conducted; instead, synthesis relied on
secondary sources to ensure a comprehensive, evidence-based overview.

RESULTS

The review reveals a multifaceted lexical system in Ausk, characterized by

distinct historical layers and theoretical constructs.
HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT

The lexicon of AusE can be divided into three main phases:

Foundation Phase (1788-1850s): Early vocabulary was predominantly British,
with adaptations for the Australian environment. Lexical borrowings from Aboriginal
languages filled gaps for local phenomena, such as "kangaroo" (from Guugu
Yimithirr) and "boomerang" (from Dharug). Convict slang contributed informal terms
like "swag" (bundle of belongings), reflecting social stratification.

Nativization Phase (1860s—1940s): Gold rushes and federation spurred lexical
innovation. British dialects merged, leading to unique compounds like "fair dinkum™
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(genuine) from Cornish mining slang. American influences post-World War |l
introduced terms like "truck™ alongside British "lorry,” creating lexical doublets.
Semantic shifts occurred, e.g., "paddock" expanding from a small enclosure to a large
field.

Contemporary  Differentiation  (1950s—Present):  Multiculturalism  via
immigration has enriched the lexicon with borrowings from Italian ("cappuccino"),
Greek ("souvlaki™), and Asian languages (e.g., "dim sim" from Cantonese). Internet
slang and youth culture have produced neologisms like "selfie™ (coined in Australia
in 2002) and abbreviations such as "arvo" (afternoon). Environmental terms like
"bushfire” have gained global prominence due to climate events.

Quantitative insights from corpora like the Australian National Corpus show
that Indigenous borrowings constitute about 1-2% of common vocabulary, while
slang terms comprise up to 10% in informal speech.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

Theoretically, Ausk lexicon is explained through several lenses:

Language Contact Theory: Lexical borrowing follows Haugen's (1950) model
of loanwords, loanshifts, and loanblends. In Ausk, Indigenous terms are often
phonologically adapted (e.g., "billabong" from Wiradjuri), demonstrating integration.

Semantic Field Theory: AuskE organizes vocabulary into fields like flora/fauna
(e.g., "eucalypt,”" "wombat"), where prototypes (Rosch, 1973) define core meanings.
Semantic broadening is evident in words like "mate," extending from friendship to
egalitarian address.

Sociolinguistic Variation: Lexical choices vary by region (e.g., "devon™ in
Queensland vs. "fritz" in South Australia for processed meat) and social class,
aligning with Labov's variationist framework (1972). Gender and age influence slang
usage, with younger speakers favoring shortenings like "uni" (university).

Table 1 summarizes key lexical sources and examples:

Table 1.

Source Example Theoretical aspects

e Sheila (woman), bludger (lazy Dialect leveling
British dialects person) (Trudgill, 2004)

Indigenous . . -
Languages Koala, dingo Lexical gap filling
American e 1 o

English Gas (petrol), cookie (biscuit) Cultural diffusion
Immigrant Pavlova (dessert, debated origin), Multicultural integration
Languages kebab
Innovations Thongs (flip-flops), barbie Nativization (Schneider,

(barbecue) 2007)
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DISCUSSION

The historical trajectory of AusE's lexical system illustrates a shift from
exonormative dependence on British English to endonormative creativity, as per
Schneider's model. Theoretically, this underscores the role of contact-induced change
in enriching vocabulary, challenging monolingual norms in postcolonial contexts.

Implications include educational policies promoting AuskE in schools to foster
national identity, rather than privileging British or American standards. Challenges
arise from globalization, where Americanisms may erode unique terms, prompting
debates on linguistic purity.

In conclusion, the lexical system of AusE is a testament to Australia's diverse
heritage, theoretically grounded in dynamic models of language evolution.
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