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A more ʻEuropeanʼ description of loanwords?

• status quo: loanwords have usually been studied with regard to one donor and one recipient language, often focussing formal correspondences
• a single act of borrowing?

→ often acts of reborrowing or borrowing at different times (and of different senses) have to be taken into account

How to describe loanwords from a more ʻEuropeanʼ perspective?

• major European scholarly dictionaries provide information on word history and sometimes additional information with a European added value
• for example

◦ 2DWB occasionally provides information on loanwordsʼ relations to other languages besides the direct source language, for example
▪ FAYENCE f. lehnwort aus frz. faïence f.; vgl. engl. faience subst.
▪ FELONIE f. lehnwort aus mlat. fel(l)onia f.; vgl. frz. félonie f.
▪ FAKIR m. lehnwort aus arab. faquīr. vgl. im bezeugungsbeginn entsprechendes engl. frz. fakir

→ addition of European information – shows that the (German) word has very similar equivalents in other languages
• these words are in a way described as potential Europeanisms – they often show Latin or Greek origin

• suggestion: integrate and synchronise lexical data provided by major European scholarly dictionaries that supply information on word history

→ potential achievements:
• reveal relations between a word in the donor language and different recipient languages
• reveal relations between loanwords and their meanings that go back to one (the same?) source word
• trace cultural, historical or other developments embodied in language transfer
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Example I– FABULOUS adj. – semantic range 

engl. fabulous ger. fabulös dut. fabuleus fr. fabuleux

first attestation 15th c. late 15th c. 1551 1380

senses (simplified)
related to fable, fiction, myths + + + +
unhistorical, mythical, legendary + + + +
similar to myth, legend (in character, style etc.) + + + +
extraordinary, exceptional, incredible + (+) + +

relations of loanwords based on lat. fabulosus
direct borrowing relation as suggested in dictionaries (OED, 2DWB, WNT, TLFi, EWN)
relations between loanwords as suggested in dictionaries (OED, 2DWB, WNT, TLFi, EWN)
supposed relation between source word and loanword 

engl. fabulous ger. fabulös 

dut. fabuleus
fr. fabuleux

lat. 
fābulōsus 
adj.
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Example II – ESCALATION n.

ger. Eskalation dut. escalatie pl. eskalacja

engl. escalation

← escalate vb. + suffix 
-tion

engl. escalate vb. (ʻto use 
an escalatorʼ, ʻto increase 
by stagesʼ)

escalator n. ʻmoving staircaseʼ 

escalator clause, designating a 
clause, that provides for an increase 
in wages, prices etc.

engl. escalade vb. ʻclimb up or 
over something (with the help 
of a ladder)ʼ

engl. escalade n. ʻaction of 
scaling the walls of a fortified 
place by the use of laddersʼ

elevator n. ʻliftʼ

fr. escalade

lat. scalae pl. ʻstairs, ladder‘

relations of engl. escalation and its counterparts in other languages
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Integrating information from (large) historical dictionaries: escalation

engl. escalation ger. Eskalation dut. escalatie fr. escalade
definition
(as found in dictionary)

An increase or development 
by successive stages; spec. the  
development of ‘conventional’ 
warfare into nuclear warfare, 
or the use of successively 
more powerful types of 
weapons in war
(OED)

stufenweise Steigerung, 
Ausweitung eines Konflikts, 
vor allem im politischen und 
militärischen Bereich
(2DWB)

Stapsgewijze vermeerdering, 
uitbreiding (meestal van 
onaangename zaken of 
aanleidingen daartoe), 
leidend tot een ongewenschten 
toestand; vaak in de politieke 
sfeer ter aand. van een 
uitbreiding van een 
conflictsituatie tot een punt 
waar men niet meer terug kan,  
waar oorlog onvermijdelijk 
wordt (WNT)

Augmentation progressive, 
comme par paliers successifs, 
des moyens utilisés dans un 
conflit, une compétition, ou 
une action donnée 
(TLFi)

first attestation 1938 (American English) 1965 1969 1966

synthesis – common 
description of usage in 
different languages

Escalation generally denotes a process of increase or expansion. Since the 1960s it is typically used to describe a gradual 
increase of intensity in a political or military conflict, that seems to move to a climax. This aspect of the wordʼs meaning, as 
well as its borrowing from (American) English into other languages are possibly connected to its usage in the context of the 
Vietnam War (1955–1975). Being usually used bearing a negative connotation, less frequently escalation is employed to 
refer to an increase in a more neutral context, not related to a conflict situation.
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