
   Book Reviews 85 

Alexander Onysko: Anglicisms in German, Borrowing, Lexical Productivity and 
Written Codeswitching. (Linguistik - Impulse & Tendenzen 23) Berlin / New York: 
Walter de Gruyter, 376 pp. 

 
Lukas Pietsch (University of Hamburg) 

 
The German weekly news magazine Der Spiegel has long been a favourite object of research in 

the lexicography of English borrowings in German. One of the most influential and widely read 
print periodicals in the German language, comparable in prestige to the American Time Magazine or 
Newsweek, Der Spiegel has a reputation of exerting a significant influence on present-day German 
at large, not least in the field of lexical innovation. Its trend-setting use of anglicisms  has been the 
object of several previous studies, which together have covered more than forty years of diachrony 
in the language of the German press, most notably Carstensen (1965, 1971) and Yang (1990). The 
new monograph by Alexander Onysko, based on the author’s PhD dissertation submitted to the 
University of Innsbruck in 2006, comes as a sequel to these studies as far as its empirical coverage 
is concerned, extending the period under study to the time between 1994 and 2000. 

1 Structural overview 

The book is organised in three parts: a theoretical introduction discussing definitions and 
classifications of anglicisms within an overall theory of contact-induced language change; a data-
oriented part introducing the design of the study, its corpus and methodology; and the third and 
main part presenting the bulk of the corpus-based analysis. Within the theoretical part, following a 
brief overview (chapter 1), chapter 2 introduces a discussion of various models and classification 
schemes of loan formations, referring back to the seminal works of Betz (1936), Weinreich (1953) 
and Carstensen (1965), and then pursuing an approach within the framework of Van Coetsem 
(2000). A good amount of discussion focuses on the difficulties inherent in the definition of indirect 
loan influences, such as loan translations and semantic interference. This discussion provides the 
backdrop for Onysko’s methodological decision to exclude such phenomena from the practical 
scope of the following corpus study. Chapter 3 serves to place his approach into the wider 
framework of contact-induced language change, again drawing heavily on Van Coetsem (2000) and 
also on Myers-Scotton (1993). Its main interest lies in a discussion of phonological and 
morphological adaptation of loan elements (ch. 3.2).  

Chapter 4 is devoted to problems raised by “pseudo-anglicisms” (anglicisms formed in German 
based on English material) and “hybrid anglicisms”. The latter part deals mostly with English-
German compounding. It provides the theoretical foundations for an important part of the data 
analysis to follow, which deals with lexical productivity of nominal compound elements. Chapter 5 
contains a discussion of diachronic trends in the assimilation of English loans in German, and of 
empirical problems in reconstructing the precise etymologies and paths of borrowing with some 
items. Chapter 6, rounding off the theoretical part of the work, synthesises the results of the 
preceding chapters by presenting the author’s definition of anglicisms within a “model of 
transmission” from a source language to a target language. 

In Part 2 (chapters 7 and 8), the author presents his database and discusses his research questions 
and methodology. Chapter 7 introduces the news magazine Der Spiegel as the object of the study. It 
contains a description of the electronic corpus edition employed, but also serves to introduce the 
magazine to the non-German readership, with a detailed discussion of its distribution, readership, 
and previous studies regarding its role in German society, its stylistic preferences and its linguistic 
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influence. The discussion comes out in support of the hypothesis that Der Spiegel may continue to 
exert a significant trend-setting role with respect to establishing novel anglicisms in German, an 
observation that echoes a continuous theme of related studies since Carstensen (1965). This 
hypothesis, on the one hand, underlines the importance of Der Spiegel as an object of linguistic 
study, while, on the other hand, leading to the necessary proviso that findings about its usage may 
not automatically be representative for the whole register of German newspaper language, let alone 
German as a whole.  

Section 7.2 deals with the methodology of the study, returning to the issue of practical 
definitions of how and what to count as an anglicism. Chapter 8 then presents a summary 
quantitative breakdown of the occurrence of anglicisms in the corpus, comparing token counts for 
the year 2000 (the main focus of the study) with those for the previous six years, and finally with 
findings from earlier lexicographical studies, especially Yang (1990). This allows some conclusions 
about long-term trends in anglicism usage in German. Its main result is a (not particularly 
surprising) confirmation of the hypothesis that there is a constant growing trend in the use of 
anglicisms (p. 146), and that significant recent shifts in usage have mostly been related to 
technological innovations in the field of computers and electronic communication (p. 147). 

Part 3 is entitled “Types and integration of anglicisms: structural patterns, word formational 
productivity, and codeswitching”. Its three large chapters, 9–11, together make up about half of the 
body of the book and present the bulk of the discussion of corpus data. Chapter 9 contains a detailed 
and insightful discussion of inflectional patterns observed in nominal anglicisms (by far the largest 
group of words under study and the one most extensively analysed). It covers patterns of gender 
assignment, plural inflection and genitive inflection. Chapter 10 deals with the rest of morphology, 
with a focus on word formation and lexical productivity: nominal compounds, other processes of 
nominal word formation, verbal morphology, and adjectives and adverbs. Finally, chapter 11 
tackles the problem of codeswitching and the integration of multi-word borrowed units. This 
chapter again starts out by dealing with some problems of definition in distinguishing borrowing 
from code-switching. Onysko makes the important point that such a distinction cannot easily be 
made on the basis simply of single-word versus multi-word syntactic units. He deals with this 
problem by providing a detailed analysis of the types of syntactic units that allow English multi-
word material to occur, and the complex interaction between English and German syntactic patterns 
governing them. A particularly interesting discussion, in light of the fact that codeswitching in the 
written medium is subject to quite a different set of principles than spontaneous codeswitching in 
spoken language, covers the textual strategies employed by the newsmagazine authors, their 
stylistic and sociolinguistic values, and textual cues employed for integrating them into the German 
discourse and making them accessible to German-speaking readers. 

In his concluding chapter (ch. 12), the author returns to an issue that was also the opening theme 
of his introduction: that of language purism and popular concerns over a perceived inundation of 
German with foreign linguistic elements. Based on his quantitative findings, Onysko reassures the 
reader that the English-German situation is merely characteristic of a “stable language contact 
scenario” involving a gradual expansion of the German lexicon (p. 317), and that German still 
“stands undisputed in its integrity on the lexical and structural level” (p. 322). On a more theoretical 
level, the author concludes with a call for further research into the psycholinguistic mechanisms 
governing lexical choice, which could serve to integrate a psycholinguistic approach with 
typological models of contact-induced change. 

2 Critical evaluation 

The book contains a wealth of observation, based not only on a solid investigation of overall 
quantitative patterns but also many careful and often highly insightful analyses of individual tokens 
in context. While in large parts it confirms findings about lexical borrowing made in earlier 
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research, it provides a valuable contribution to a deepened understanding of the mechanisms and 
patterns involved on a theoretical level. 

This said, I would nevertheless like to pick out two passages where I find Onysko’s  approach 
less than totally convincing. Without wishing to take away from the overall merits of the work, I 
believe these warrant some more critical discussion in detail.  

In p. 108f., the author discusses where he has drawn the line between anglicisms included or 
excluded in his study. This is based on a previous, more theoretical discussion of a formal set of 
definitions of anglicisms and “borderline anglicisms” adopted for that purpose (p. 69–78). Without 
a doubt, the existence of a fuzzy boundary and large grey areas between prototypical anglicisms and 
non-anglicisms is something that needs to be treated, and a certain amount of arbitrariness in 
choosing a cut-off point for the practical purposes of designing a study is unavoidable. 
Nevertheless, I have to profess some puzzlement at some of the individual lexical decisions Onysko 
arrives at.  

The author has previously declared some scepticism as to the reliability of etymological 
information: “etymology turns out to be a thin layer of ice that looks solid from the distance but 
whose actual resistance is limited” (p. 69.) Instead, he opts for a “formal approach” that treats 
synchronic saliency (i.e. lack of formal integration in the receiving language system) as paramount 
for the definition of anglicisms. This leaves him with three classes of borderline items: those that 
historically derive from English but have been formally assimilated and are no longer identifiable as 
foreign (e.g. Keks < cakes; Streik < strike); those that are “unobtrusive”, i.e. do not require 
substantial formal change in order to become assimilated in the receiving system (e.g. Film; Test); 
and those that are synchronically marked as non-native but where the etymological information is 
deemed unreliable or inconclusive. Onysko systematically excludes the first class – no doubt an 
easily justifiable choice –, as well as the third. With the second class, the most problematic one 
under his approach, he opts for a mixed and somewhat arbitrary treatment: borderline cases are 
included if there is “strong evidence”, based on standard reference dictionaries, of etymological 
provenance from English. This criterion is, arguably, of somewhat questionable value both on a 
theoretical and on a practical level. Theoretically, it is not entirely clear why the degree of 
confidence in the historical record should have any bearing on the decision, in the context of an 
overall approach where Onysko has in fact previously all but excluded etymology from the picture. 
Practically, not all of the decisions listed among the examples are easy to follow. Thus, why is Film 
in, but Poster is out? Why is Report in, but Analyst is out? The latter is a recently  borrowed doublet 
of older Analytiker, restricted to the  specialised meaning of ‘financial analyst’; I can find no hints 
why one should doubt the English provenance of this borrowing as reported by Carstensen/Busse 
(1993–1996) and Duden Fremdwörterbuch (2000).  

In some cases Onysko even rules out items, apparently on grounds of supposedly uncertain 
etymology, that are in fact formally unassimilated, and would thus qualify easily as salient foreign 
elements. For instance, I fail to understand why Bluff, with its non-native sound-letter 
correspondence (<u> = [a] or [œ]), was excluded. The same goes for Tattoo, a recent borrowing 
doublet of older Tätowierung, with distinctly English orthographical properties (<a> = [�] or [ə], 
and <oo> = [u�]). Surely, the fact that English itself borrowed this word from somewhere else, and 
that many other languages borrowed it in parallel, cannot disqualify it as an English borrowing  in 
German? 

A second passage in need of critical review occurs in chapter 9.1 (p. 157–180), where Onysko is 
discussing the mechanism of gender assignment to borrowed nouns. His approach draws heavily on 
Steinmetz (1986, 2001), who explains German gender assignment as the result of a competition 
between different default rules of either phonological, morphological or semantic nature. Onysko 
follows Steinmetz in proposing and illustrating several plausible rules which he claims are active in 
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integrating English loan nouns in German. Unfortunately, he  sometimes displays what I feel is 
over-eagerness in finding motivating patterns. For instance, on page 163f. he proposes a 
phonological rule according to which words ending in C+[i,�] are assigned feminine. Thirteen 
examples are cited to illustrate this pattern: Beauty, City, Comedy, Community, Company, Economy, 
Identity, Lobby, Party, Rallye, Society, Story, and Military (the latter used in the sense of  equestrian 
‘eventing’, militaire). However, of the thirteen examples, at least eleven are open to quite 
straightforward independent explanations: they have obvious feminine native lexical equivalents 
(Party=Feier/Partei, Story=Geschichte etc.) and/or older etymological doublets (Comedy/Komödie, 
Economy/Ökonomie, Identity/Identität, etc.), and/or refer to feminine humans (Beauty). City can be 
explained through its native equivalent die Stadt just as well as its near-synonym Town can, a case 
in which the author invokes just that explanation a few pages later (p.169, die Chinatown). The case 
of die Military may be explainable through the principle of ‘gender trace’ from its native equivalent 
die Vielseitigkeitsprüfung or some other compound of which the erstwhile adjective military was 
the determinans (both are mechanisms acknowledged by the author elsewhere in the context of the 
same discussion.) This leaves us with just a single item  unaccounted for: die Rallye.  On the other 
hand, the author also quotes several counterexamples where the supposed C+[i:,�] pattern is 
overruled by higher-ranking constraints, such as gender trace in clipped compounds (hypothesized 
for das Handy and das Hobby) or other clipped items in general (der Pulli < der Pullover). 

Even more elusive than the phonological rules are the semantic ones. Here, Onysko’s discussion 
is in danger of circularity, because when positing a semantic rule or assigning some item to it, he 
usually has no independent empirical evidence except just the morphological behaviour that the rule 
is supposed to explain, and his personal semantic intuition. Thus, he assigns die Shopping-Mall to a 
semantic pattern “{collective of individuals = feminine}”, grouping it together with items such as 
die Gang, die Band, die Task-Force etc. He justifies this with the assertion that it “induces the 
image of a collection of separate stores forming a larger unit” (p. 165) – a claim about conceptual 
representation that remains unsubstantiated and subjective. Similarly, for das Interface (p. 171) the 
author invokes a rule “{superordinate = neuter}” (based on Steinmetz 1986: 192). In the absence of 
further explanation, I at least fail to see for what cognitively salient class of related items interface 
should be the superordinate (hyperonym), making it in any sense comparable to how das Möbel 
‘(piece of) furniture’ is the hyperonym for chairs, tables and cupoards.  

The same two supposed semantic rules, about feminine “individualized collectives” and neuter 
“superordinates”, become even more problematic where Onysko invokes them to account for the 
different gender assignment to a pair of near-synonyms: die Crew and das Team (p. 165, 171). The 
existence of such pairs is of course a prima facie obstacle for semantic rules of this kind. Onysko 
solves this by asserting a conceptual difference, where Crew describes “groups of individuals” 
whereas Team “evokes highly generalized implications which blur the image of individuals in a 
group” (p. 165). The same type of speculative begging the question seems to occur in a discussion 
of variable gender usage within the same word. The author claims there is a “palpable” (p.175) 
semantic difference between instances of der Cyberspace, supposedly conceptualized as a “bounded 
entity with instrumental function”, and das Cyberspace, supposedly conceptualized as “an 
unbounded, continuative medium and to a superordinate entity that is remote from earthly 
limitations” (ibid.). I must profess that I cannot follow the author’s semantic intuation with respect 
to the interpretation of the examples he offers to illustrate this claim. Similar subjective claims are 
made with respect to variable usage of der/das Cash and der/das Event.  

3 Minor issues 

For the sake of completeness, I will conclude with a list of a few minor gripes and apparent 
errata, which are not serious enough to affect the overall progression of the argument: 

On page, 87, in a discussion of an example involving the phrase the same procedure as every 
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year, the author notes the lack of any “obvious co-textual and contextual trigger” accounting for the 
apparent codeswitch. It would probably have been advisable here to point out the rather obvious 
motivation of the codeswitching: the phrase is a direct allusion to a culturally entrenched meme, 
obvious as such to the German but quite probably not to the Anglophone reader, as it quotes a 
catchphrase from the staple New Years Eve comedy sketch Dinner for One. 

On page 140, it seems slightly confusing to count die Interviewten (‘the interviewed persons’) as 
an example of German nominal “-(e)n plural suffixation”, on a par with Farmen or Boxen, since 
unlike the latter it is a nominalised adjectival participle, and its inflection (complete with the strong 
vs. weak declension contrast typical of German adjectives) is thus dictated by its form class 
membership in a rather straightforward way. 

On page 173, some kind of error must have occurred in a list of items where das Girl, das 
Groupie, das Model (meaning ‘female fashion model’) and das Starlet are listed as illustrating a 
proposed semantic rule “{neutral biological gender of animates = neuter}”. Surely, girls, models, 
starlets and groupies are anything but biologically neutral. Here, interference from German das 
Mädchen,  the famous case of gender mismatch in German, may well be partly responsible for the 
gender assignment found in the examples – and perhaps also for the mistake that has crept into their 
analysis. 

On page 193, the appropriate English translation of the German compound Anwendungssoftware 
is not usage software, as Onysko translates, but application software. The author may have 
overlooked the status of Anwendung, which in this software-related usage in German is in itself a 
loan translation from application. 

On page 233, the borrowed verb dealen (‘to deal’) seems to have been misplaced in a list of 
verbs that “retain the broader meaning of their English models” without having undergone a process 
of semantic narrowing otherwise typical of items whose borrowing is closely associated with 
specific contexts. In fact, as Onysko correctly states a few pages later (p. 246), dealen is very 
substantially narrowed in just this way, since in German it is restricted to dealing with drugs and 
similar clandestine activities. 

On page 253, discussing why in one example the attributive adjective stonewashed appears 
uninflected, resisting German case inflection (presumably *stonewashede?), Onysko takes recourse 
to the explanation that it occurs as part of a “set, lexicalized phrase” together with the following 
noun. This explanation sounds not too convincing, since the noun, Jeanshemden (‘denim shirts’) is 
not at all particularly frequent, but it is also in fact hardly necessary. In an earlier discussion on p. 
235, Onysko has already given an entirely sufficient explanation, grouping this word under items 
that “have originally been borrowed as adjectives from English” and have not gone through the 
stage of being borrowed first as verbs and then undergoing de-verbal particicple formation within 
German.  

Finally, page 306 contains a syntactic misreading of the German text of an example, which, 
although not affecting the valid analytical point the author is making, should be pointed out here. 
The German text of ex. 235 reads, “Wenn man die 1 Meter 20 auf 1 Meter 80 großen Frauenkörper 
sieht, […]”. This happens to be a translation from an original English quote, whose wording was 
apparently similar to: “When you see it - a four-by-six-foot picture of a woman's torso […]”.3 
Onysko translates this back into English as “If, on 1 meter and 80 centimeters, you see the 1 meter 
20 centimeters tall women’s bodies […]”. Apparently he has failed to recognise the preposition auf, 
used here in the meaning of the multiplication operator ‘by’ rather than in the spatial meaning ‘on’.  

                                                 
3According to a version of the same story published in the English press: “Breasts that shocked San Francisco 
are reinstated”, The Independent, 10 February 2000. 
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These minor points aside, and despite the weight that this review has given to criticism of certain 
details, I will repeat that the book is on the whole a valuable and innovative contribution, and 
worthwhile reading for students of language contact and lexical innovation. 
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