
Procécding' of Ihe XXlIlllIernalional C'onfercncc ofAEDEAN. 117·122. E,k P. Gallardo i E. L1urda . L1cida: Uni\'c"iI31 de L1cida. 2000 

WORD FORMATION AND CREATIVITY IN 

AMERICAN ENGLlSH 1 

Isabel de la Cruz Cabanillas 

UNIVERSIDAD DE ALeAL" 

Agains/ /he general belief of American English being a conserva/ive varie/y, we defend /he crea/ivity 
of American English regarding word formation. America is /he leading coun/ry in mos/ fields related 
to science, technology or new concep/s in life, so many of the /erms that are coined in these areas 
happen to be of American origino The present article will focus on the linguistic devices /hat are 
used in American English regarding lexis 10 form new words. We will concentrate on /hose uses 
tha/ can be considered Americanisms in contras/ with others prevailing in British English or other 
varieties of English. The analysis of /he data will reveal how American English is quite active regarding 
word forma/ion. The processes devised are varied, but some of the most creative ones are the use 
of specific American a {fixes, blends, shorlenings, abbreviations and acronyms. 

l. Introduction 

American English has very often bcen regarded 
eonservative due 10 the pre ervation of some 
features, whieh have gone out of use in the standard 
speeeh of Britain. This i a general belief whieh 
has not been suffieiently eontrasted, as American 
English tums out to be quite more ereative at 
forming words or using new linguistie deviees, for 
instanee. 

Ameriea is thc leading eountry in most fields related 
to seienee, tcehnology or new eonecpts in Iife. so 
man)' of the terms that are coincd in these areas 
happcn to be American. although the English 
speaking eommunity assimilates them quite easily 

regardless of their origino Some linguists already 
rcalised the tendeney of lhe American variety 
towards ereativit)' through different meehanism . In 
the lexical ficld Craigic points out how thi trend 
manifests itself in: "( 1) the addilion of new ensc 
\O exisling words and phrase , (2) the formation of 
new derivative form and attributive colloeations or 
other eompounds. (3) the introduetion of words nOI 
previously in use" ( 1940. 6) . 

We will focus on the last two points in order to 
diseover whieh lingui tic devices are used in 
American English 10 form new words and highlight 
t.hose uscs that can be eonsidered proper Ameri
canisms. 

l. 1 wanl lO acknowlcdge Ihe granl cndowed by Ihe John Filtgerald Kcnncdy-In. lilul in Berlin lhanks 10 which lhis anicle was 
wriucn. 
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2. American Neologisms 

The use of old words to refer to new conccpts \Vas 
definitely used in Arnerica. when the first explorers 
and settlers applied sorne lexieal items to na me 
different entities discovered in the New World. 
Some other times, they nccded to borrow from the 
native languages. as no similarity eould be found 
between the new flora and fauna 01' landscape and 
the one they had at horneo In this respect. terms 
like raccoolI. lIIoose 01' skllllk can clearly illustratc 
how the traditional English word-stock \Vas enlarged. 

Different scholars have already Illentioned ho\V 
creative American English turns out to be. if 
comparcd to Sritish English. For instance. Ferguson 
follow5 this vie\V (1981, xxx vii). although 
Marckwardt extrapolates this idea to extend it to 
a wider concept: "The freedom \Vith which certain 
English grammatical and Icxical patterns were 
treatro in America rellects this independence of 
spirit and laek of regard for aeeepted tradition" 
(1958, 108). Partridge even states that the difference 
between Sriti h and American English líe. on the 
fact that .. cience and democracy. work with less 
restraint in the United States than in Great Britain" 
(1968, 205). Though clearly these opinions are far 
from being objective, il doe nOl seem exaggerate 
lO poinl oul that many of the new words. whieh 
have come inlo use in English in lhe last twenty 
year. are of American origin somehow. That 
means. they were created in the United State .. even 
if they u e the traditional methods of word 
formation. The Arnerican origill is undeniable when 
we refer to sorne specific fields, like computing. 
where every new application , prograrn or 
development scem to have sprung there. However. 
one rnust bear in rnind that some of thesc terms 
are not exclusive of the computing jargon any 
longer. as computers. Internet and other devices are 
part of the daily life 01' the majority of industrial 
population. 

Before attempting to classify the collected lexieal 
items. one must be absolutely aware of how 
ephemeral some of these tenns can be. This is 
panicularly true when dealing with teehnology. 
since such a changeablc environment líke Internet 
-which is con. tantly evolving- will make some 
of these new creations useless in a couple of years. 

Others refer mainly to an event that took place at 
a speeific period of lime and will grow out of use 
very soon. 

3. New meanings for old words by extension 
or transfer 

This is a necessary and recurrent device not only 
in English . but also in any other language. as the 
vocabulary 01' a specific language would become 
excessively large otherwise. Old items acquire new 
meanings. That is \Vhat Maurer and High caH 
lIeoselllall/icislII. as they are "\Vords or groups of 
words already in the language that acquire fresh 
mcanings by use in new situations" (1980. 184). 
A recent examplc of this is beta, which is now uscd 
to mean "experimental use of software by conslImers 
during its final stage 01' development" (Algeo 1996. 
87). In the same way. we have modified our 
conception of slIrfand I/{/I'igate whieh can be done 
not only in the usual environment, but also on the 
web now. Likewise. vi/'llses and I'accil/es have also 
extended their original field of application. 

4. Affixation 

Some of the affixes in Americanisms are usual in 
British English. However. a grollp of them seem 
to be peculiar or more recurrently u. ed in American 
coined tefms. 

4.1. Prefixes: 

Tecl1llo- is widely used, as in /ecJlllogovemmenl, 
/ecllllopoli/ics, /ec/¡lIoealldidacy. In the same way. 
telc- seems lO be quite a productive prdix in 
telee/ora/e. /eledemocrao)'. telepoli/ici(lII, tele
pollillg. /ele-poplllist or telel'o/il/g. 
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4.2. Preferellce or produclivily of cerlain 
suffixes: 

tA,:." .' 

-ee: IIsee. <b "a female user". takee. sholee or 
sQllee8ee. rcferring to "the person \Vho wipe the 
screenshield of a car stopped at a traffic light". 

- ie/y: preppie. ¡·eggies. webbie. whole-Joodie or 
loosie. but it can also be applied to followers of 
a politician like in hllshie. or to people who frequent 
a shopping mall. as in mallie. The variant with -
y is also very l11uch found. a, in Kissy-kissy 
(mot i f): ~ 

-is/(/: Most 01' thelll are eponyms denoting a 
particular political tendency. as in EWlllisla. Perolista. 
elil/lol/ista. Sal/dil/ista or Somocista. sOl11e 01' 
which are 01" Spanish origino but not exc1usively. 
as the ¡¡rst three refer to the follo\\'ers of Evan 
Mechan. Perot and Clinton respectively. 

Rodríguez c1aims that "because of the 1Il1lmate 
contact of Spanish with English in the USo Spanish 
has also left an imprint on English derivational 
morphology. and this is something Ihal cannot be 
said of rno t other living languages" (1995. 421). 
We have observed how this is true in Ihe previous 
examplcs wilh -iSla. but it can also be applied to 
other languages like German and Russian. In IIber
agel/I. iiberbarber. iiberbimho, iiherc:ar, 
IIberel/lerleil/er. iiber-Fmher. etc .. all 01' them come 
from the German preflX iiber or the anglicised 
variant IIber. From the Rus. ian suffix -I/ik, we have 
BIIS/lI/ik, freezel/ik . I/erdl/ik. relllmik or spacel/ik: 

- ile: Chernobylite. reaganite, c\intonite: 

i:e/izaliol/: Bascd on sl/eakers. sl/eakerize was 
created to mean "to increa e greatly the number of 
options available for a product" (AIgeo 1995.210). 
From the verb emerged the noun sl/eakeari:;.miol/ . 
used not only for products. but for any other 
serviccs. 

5. Compounding 

5.1. 10UIlS 

'Iost 01' the compounds that havc been coined 
bclongs to this word group. Some adjectives can 
also be found. like I/elsmarl or Mac-like. but 
compound verbs are practically non-existen!. Wilhin 
the noun group we have MOI//(lIlabahl/. Ihe second 
item comes from German. as in iI/Joha/lI/: Mexican 
people tended to be called \Velhads. thal is why 
they now call dryback 10 thoseAmericans who work 
in a Mexican joinl-venture; or others like Be/(/zoid 
applied 10 someone eager 10 lesl lhe beta version 
01' a soflware application. 

5.2. Unu,ual collocalions: mOllse PO/{¡IO . . Harle!" 
marriage: retiremel/I pregl/al/cy ,IXI reliremel/I 
haby bOlh referring 10 the fact of geuing pregnant 
and dclivering a bab) being a post-menopausal 
woman; grall1/y dllmpil/g 01' abandoning the clderly 
at hospitals. 

6. Conversion or functional shift 

6.1. From adieclive 10 noul1s: 

Fron reCllmbel/1 (bicyc1e). by omission of lhe 
second ciernen!. the adjective ends up being used 
as noun. 

6.2. Back·formalions or verbs from 110uns: 
/O lase < laser. /O lell/el < lele+l/el. Bookmark is 
recorded first as a noun. but a a verb appcars in 
1996 according to AIgeo (1996. p. 424). Some of 
these new formations will not Iive long. like 10 

bobhil or lO O.J. meaning "to beat up in a dome lic 
dispule". TO_lrImk "to lock the owner of a stolen 
cal' in its trunk before joyriding and abandoning iC' 
(AIgeo 1996. 97). 

2. Thi, phcnomenon doc, nO! ,ecm lO be cxclu,i\"cly American. ", Crowlc)' rCIX)n, on how fond AU'lralian and I ew Zcaland 
Engli,h are of lhe addilion of lhi, .,uffix ( 1997. 160). 
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A spccial case of back-formalion is Ihal 01' 10 01/1. 

from 10 come 0111 of Ihe c1osel. 10 0111 implies lO 
deliberalcly rcveal Ihe homoscxualilY of someonc. 

6.3. Nouns (rom verbs: 

A curious casc is thal of w{///lwbe. as synonym of 
somcone or somelhing Ihal even Irying lO work their 
way Oul fails lO succecd. [n Ihis sensc, il is 
employed by Algeo. when lalking aboul words Ihal 
did nOI achievc lO survivc: "Thcse wannabes fall 
into several scmanlic areas" (1993, [90). 

6.4. Others: 
make l/ice, whcre l/ice funclions as an advcrb. 

7. Blends 

Apan from Ihe Iradilionally acknowledged American 
blendings or Ihe recent ones like, Newseum, 

guesslimate or g/ilz)', olhers seem lO be emcrging 
and are crealed by means of: 1) Clipping of one 
ilem or bOlh: Mel-car/melcal' (metal-carbon), vaClor 

(virtual actor), Te/epol'l/_ (tclevision pornography), 
asy/ee (asylum and refugee). afrobics "aerobics 
with African and Caribbean l11usic", soflOho/ie 
( oflware + - oholic) or soflral (software + ral): 2) 
clipping and aphesis: gl/slllado (gusI + lomado): 3) 
clipping, overlapping and aphesis: I/everel/dl/II/ 

(never end referendum), screel/ager (screcn + 
leenager) "a person for whom television and 
compuler screen are a part of daily life"; 4) aphesis 
of onc of the item: webaho/ic coined after 
1V0rkahotic, 01' videorazzi ror Ihose paparazzi who 
use video cameras. 

8. Eponyms 

The word is named afler a person's name, Ihe 
di coverer or inventor usually. as in arma/cotile 

from Ihe names of Ihe three American aSlronaulS 
Arm Irong, Aldrin and Collins. More recenl ones 

are bobbil or 0.1. u. ed bOlh as nouns and verbs 
and mentioned aboye. A new acquisition a well 
is Ihe Al/ita Hill-slress-s)'ndrome. as shc seems lo 
have been one of Ihe firsl women who dared lO talk 
about sexual harassmelll on part of some polilicians 
or judgcs. 

9. Clippings or abbreviations 

COI' for "Governor". Rep for "Representalive", Sen 

for "Senalor". Prez for "Prcsidcnt", bi::. for "busi
ness", e-mail for "elcclronic mail" and based on Ihis 
many olhc!':,. likc: r¿;cash. e-mOl/e); e-paper, e-leXI, 

e-Iherapy or e-file. Olhcrs originaled in Ihe US are: 
prep. lelco, I/arc, bi, deti. SilCOlII, <lecaf. vegan, se;

ji. Bio. shorl for biography (or bi%gica/). 

Olhers are quile prolific. like ob (obese) in ob gel/e, 

ob mOllse or ob prOleil/. 1 01 so common arefabber 
(fabbricaloQ "Slereolithographer, a machine for 
making a Ihree-dimen ional copy of an object" 
(Algeo 1996, 91), N-sile (nuclear sile), ml//liel//li 

(multicultural) and quile frequenlly we can find 
~ (rehabililalion) for a problem wilh drugs. 

10. Acronyms 

This device, evcn if il may seem rather new due 
lO the increasing use which is undergoing in Mo
dern American English. lurns oul 10 be an old one. 
Romans used il in Lalin in widely known examples 
like DNS for Domil/I/s or /NR/ for lesl/s Nazarel/us 

Rex JI/daeorllm. The praclice was preserved during 
Ihe Middle Ages, bUI il is now when we are living 
a flourishing period for acronyms. 

From a clear American origin are yllppie and yumpie 

and based on Ihern /'limpie. "rural upwardly rnobile 
professional". By Ihe end of the eighlies Ihere was 
a creative fever regarding Ihis particular device, o 
one could also find buppie (black yuppie), suppie 

(Soulhern yuppie) or skippie (school kids with 
income and purchasing power). Somc olher acronyms 
are coined by hornonymy such as ECC (evaporaling 
gas/gaseous globule), pe which serves lO mean 
bOlh "personal compuler" and "polilically correcl", 

120 



1..(,.\;.\ 

SEAL ( aval) "Sca Air Lancl commanclo forcc" or 
a mcmber of il. 

Somc taxonomies have been established according 
to what extent the acronym needs to be reacl as a 
sequence of Iclters, letters and a word. or is properly 
adopted as a word. So \vc can clistinguish betwcen: 
1) Lineation or initialism : IIp. hlm/. Pe. IVIVW, IP. 
DNS. DRV (claily refcrcncc value). RD(reference 
daily intake). NRJ fraucl (never receivecl isslIecl 
fraud) which implies "lhe lhcft and use of a newly 
isslIed crcclil card bcforc il rcaches lhc inlenclecl 
cardholder". 2) Mixed lypCS: CD-ROM. MS-DOS. 
3) Acronyms: SoHolSOflO (small office. homc 
office), ToHo (liny officc. home office) or ILYA 
(lncomplelcly Lallnched Young Adlllt), WORM. 

11. Trade names 

Rollerb/ade, was originally a lrade mark name lhal 
have become synonyrnous wilh in-line roller skates. 
Roofie or l3ib Roche bOlh refcr to "rohypnoL brand 
name of the Hoffmann-La Roche company for 
flunilrazepam, a strong Valium-like sedativc that 
produces confused memory" (Algeo 1997. 193). 

12, Nonce-words 

Some of lhe scientific terms makc use of nonc of 
Ihe aboye mcntioned dcvices or probably of a 
combinalion of severa!. In Ihis respecl. /eplin "a 
hormone that removes fal from the body", made 
up of a Greek etymon /eplOs meaning "lhin" and 
a particle -in. Taken from Greek etymons as \Vell, 
parho/ysis was a term coined by Dr. J. Devorkian 
10 designale lhe assisted suicide. 

13. Conclusions 

American English seems lO bc quile aClive regarding 
word formation. The processes devised !O do so are 
varied, bUl so me of lhe most creative oncs are the 
u e of specificAmerican affixes. blends. shortening . 
abbreviations and acronyms. This shorl rcview of 

lhc tcndcncies regarding word formation contradict 
Ihe widespread bclicf 01' American English being 
conscrvalive and archaic. 11' wc lalk about the 
creation of new words, Amcrican English seems 10 

be one 01' thc most productive within lhe varieties 
of Eng1ish. bOlh for quantily and for lhe wide range 
of dcvices cmp10yed. 

Works cited 

ALGEO, J., & A. ALGEO. "Among Ihe ew words". 
American Speecll 68 (1993): 178-204. 

- "Among lhe New words". Americall Speech 70 
(1995): 200-10. 

- "Among lhc New words". Americall Speech 7\ 
(1996): 86-97: 421-34. 

- "f\mong lhe 1 cw words". Americall Speech 72 
(1997): 183-97. 

CRAIGIE. W. A. Tlle Crowlh 01 Americall ElIg/ish. 
Oxford: Oxford UP, 1940. 

CROWLEY. T. Allllllrodllclion 10 Historica/ Linguistics. 
Oxford: Oxford UP, 1997. 

FERGUSON. C. A .. & S. HEATH. umgllage illllle USA. 
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1981. 

MARCKWARDT, A. H. American ElIglish. Oxford: 
Oxford UP. 1958. 

MAURER, D. W., & E. C. HIGH. "New Words - Where 
do Ihey come from and where lhey goT' 
American Speech 55 (1980): 184-94. 

PARTRIDGE. E., & J. W. C1ark. Brilish and American 
Eng/ish since 1900. ew York: Greenwood 
Press, 1968. 

RODR[GUEZ, F. "Spanish influence on Eng1ish word
formalion: the suffix -lSTA". American Speech 
70 (1995): 421-29. 

121 




