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The etymological background of international vocabulary in English traces the 

historical development of loanwords, which have been incorporated into English from 

a variety of source languages over the centuries. Understanding the etymology of these 

international words not only provides insight into their linguistic origins but also helps 

explain the phonetic changes they have undergone as they were adapted to English. 

The vast majority of international vocabulary in English has come from three primary 

sources: Latin, French, and Greek. Additionally, in more recent centuries, words have 

been borrowed from languages like German, Italian, and Spanish, particularly in the 

fields of science, philosophy, and technology. 

Latin as a Primary Source 

Latin has historically been the most influential source language for international 

vocabulary in English. During the Roman Empire, Latin was the language of 

administration, culture, and religion, and its influence spread throughout Europe. Even 

after the fall of the Roman Empire, Latin continued to be the dominant language of 

scholarship and the Catholic Church. 

The Christianization of England in the early medieval period brought numerous 

Latin loanwords, particularly in religious and educational contexts. Many Latin words 

have maintained their original forms or only undergone slight phonetic changes in 

English. Examples include: 

 "altar" (from Latin "altare") 

 "bishop" (from Latin "episcopus") 

 "school" (from Latin "schola") 

 "church" (from Latin "ecclesia") 

The influence of Latin in scientific, legal, and technical language became 
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particularly pronounced during the Renaissance and Enlightenment periods. Words 

like "universe," "data," "analysis," "radius," and "scientific" are all derived from Latin 

and have been adopted into English with minimal phonetic alteration, though they may 

have undergone shifts in stress or vowel sounds. 

French Influence After the Norman Conquest 

The Norman Conquest of 1066 brought a massive influx of French vocabulary 

into English. The Normans, who spoke a variety of Old French, ruled over England for 

several centuries, and as a result, French became the language of the English 

aristocracy, law, and governance. Over time, many French words were adopted into 

English, especially in areas such as law, administration, and art. Many of these French 

terms retained their phonological forms with slight modifications to conform to English 

sound patterns. 

Examples of French-derived internationalisms include: 

 "government" (from Old French "governer") 

 "court" (from Old French "cour") 

 "parliament" (from Old French "parlement") 

 "council" (from Old French "conseil") 

 "cuisine" (from French "cuisine") 

The phonetic transformation of French words was marked by changes in stress 

and vowel sounds to fit the English phonological system. For example, "ballet" 

(French) became /bæˈleɪ/ in English, with a shift in the final vowel sound. 

Greek Influence: The Language of Science and Philosophy 

Greek has been another significant contributor to the international vocabulary of 

English, particularly in the realms of science, philosophy, and medicine. Greek words 

entered English through two main channels: directly from Ancient Greek during the 

Renaissance and through Latin as a mediating language. 

Greek-origin words typically retain their Latinized form in English, though their 

pronunciation has been modified to fit English phonetic patterns. These words are often 

associated with academic, technical, and scientific terminology. Examples include: 

 "philosophy" (from Greek "philosophia") 

 "biology" (from Greek "bios" meaning life, "logos" meaning discourse) 

 "theater" (from Greek "theatron") 

 "economy" (from Greek "oikonomia" meaning household management) 

Phonetic changes that occur when Greek words are adapted to English typically 

involve stress shifts (e.g., "biology" becomes stressed on the second syllable in English, 

compared to Greek where it may have been stressed differently) and vowel adjustments 

(e.g., the Greek "ph" is often pronounced as /f/ in English). 

Recent Borrowings: German, Italian, and Other Languages 

In more recent centuries, the expansion of scientific knowledge, technological 
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advances, and global trade has led to the borrowing of many words from languages 

such as German, Italian, and Spanish. These words tend to enter English in specialized 

fields, reflecting the scientific, artistic, and technological dominance of the countries 

from which they originated. 

 "chemistry" (from German "Chemie") 

 "piano" (from Italian "piano" meaning soft, referring to the instrument's 

dynamics) 

 "taco" (from Spanish "taco") 

 "rendezvous" (from French "rendezvous" meaning meeting) 

These words often retain their original spelling but undergo phonetic 

transformations to suit English phonology. For example, the "ch" in "chemistry" is 

pronounced /k/ in English, unlike in German, where it would typically be pronounced 

/ʧ/. 

Modern Borrowings 

In contemporary times, the globalization of culture and the rise of technology have 

led to an influx of loanwords from languages such as Japanese, Russian, Chinese, and 

Arabic. Many of these words, such as "karaoke" (Japanese), "sushi" (Japanese), and 

"emoji" (Japanese), are relatively new to the English lexicon and reflect the influence 

of modern media and technology. 

The phonetic adaptation of international vocabulary into English involves several 

processes, including vowel shifts, stress changes, and consonantal alterations. As 

foreign words are borrowed from other languages, they undergo phonetic 

modifications to fit the phonological system of English, which differs significantly 

from the original language. These adaptations are often influenced by the specific 

characteristics of the source language and the historical context of borrowing. 

Vowel Changes and Adjustments 

One of the most common phonetic features when foreign words are borrowed into 

English is the change in vowel sounds. English often adapts foreign vowels to the 

nearest equivalent in its own vowel system. 

For example: 

 The French word "rendezvous" (meaning a meeting or gathering) is pronounced 

/ˈrɒndeɪvuː/ in English, with the original French pronunciation [ʁɑ̃.de.vu] undergoing 

a shift in vowel sounds. 

 The Greek word "economy" (from Greek "οἰκονομία") undergoes a shift in the 

vowel sounds to fit the English system, where /o/ and /i/ are used instead of the Greek 

/o/ and /ɛ/. 

Consonantal Alterations 

In addition to vowel changes, many foreign words also experience alterations in 

their consonantal sounds when adopted into English. One notable example is the way 
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"ph" is pronounced in many borrowed Greek and Latin words. 

For instance: 

 In Greek-derived words such as "philosophy," "physics," and "photo," the Greek 

"ph" is typically pronounced as /f/ in English. The Greek sound [ph] is a voiceless 

bilabial plosive, while in English, it corresponds to the voiceless labiodental fricative 

/f/. 

 Another example is the word "psychology" (from Greek "ψυχή" meaning soul), 

where the initial "ps" combination is pronounced as /s/ in English, omitting the initial 

[p] sound found in the Greek. 

Additionally, the "ch" combination in words borrowed from French often 

undergoes a phonetic change when integrated into English. In French, the "ch" sound 

is pronounced as /ʃ/ (a "sh" sound), while in English, it is often pronounced as /k/, as 

in "chef" or "chateau." 

Stress Patterns 

Stress patterns are another key aspect of phonetic peculiarities when international 

words are adopted into English. Many borrowed words retain the stress patterns of their 

source languages, but in many cases, English has altered the stress to suit its own stress 

system. 

For example: 

 "banana" is pronounced with the stress on the second syllable in English 

(/bəˈnænə/), while in its original language of origin (possibly from an African 

language), the stress may vary. 

 "data" was originally borrowed from Latin, where the stress falls on the first 

syllable (/ˈdætə/ in English), though some speakers retain the stress on the second 

syllable, reflecting the influence of the Latin "datum". 

In many cases, stress patterns are adjusted in borrowed words to make them easier 

to pronounce for native English speakers. "Sociology" (from Latin "socius" meaning 

companion) and "geography" (from Greek "γεωγραφία") both shift stress in their 

English forms to /səʊˈsɪɒlədʒi/ and /dʒɪˈɒɡrəfi/, respectively. 

Spelling vs. Pronunciation 

Another common phenomenon when borrowing international words into English 

is the discrepancy between spelling and pronunciation. Many borrowed words maintain 

their original spelling from the source language, but the pronunciation is modified to 

align with English phonetic rules. 

For example: 

 "debacle" (French origin) is spelled as d-e-b-a-c-l-e but is pronounced /dɪˈbɑːkəl/ 

in English, with the "e" at the end remaining silent and the "a" pronounced differently 

from its French counterpart. 
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 "plaza" (Spanish origin) maintains the same spelling, but the "z" is pronounced 

as /s/ in English, as opposed to the [θ] or [z] sound typically found in the original 

Spanish. 

Influence of Non-Latin Alphabets 

Some international words come from languages that use non-Latin alphabets, such 

as Arabic, Russian, or Japanese. In these cases, not only are the phonetic features 

adapted, but also the spelling often undergoes modifications to suit English 

orthographic conventions. 

For example: 

 "sushi" (from Japanese 寿司) is a relatively recent borrowing, pronounced 

/ˈsuːʃi/ in English, with the "u" in Japanese becoming a long /u/ sound in English. 

 "yoga" (from Sanskrit योग) retains a similar pronunciation across both 

languages, but in English, the "y" is pronounced as /j/ instead of the [j] sound found in 

some Indian dialects. 

Consonant Clusters and Simplification 

In some cases, English simplifies complex consonant clusters found in the source 

language, particularly when the foreign word would be difficult for native English 

speakers to pronounce. 

For example: 

 "schadenfreude" (a German word meaning pleasure derived from others' 

misfortune) has been borrowed into English, but the "sch" cluster is often simplified to 

/ʃ/ in English, leading to the pronunciation /ˈʃɑːdənˌfrɔɪdə/, rather than maintaining the 

original German pronunciation with the [ʃk] sound. 

 

This section outlines the various phonetic peculiarities that occur when 

international words are borrowed into English, highlighting changes in vowels, 

consonants, stress patterns, and spelling. Understanding these adaptations helps 

explain how English has made foreign vocabulary fit within its phonological system. 
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