Introduction to Etymology

Part of why we have such an unruly phonetic system is that English is a bit of a linguistic
mash-up. Understanding etymology (the origins of words) can help provide an
understanding of why some words in English are spelled the way they are. This may help
readers see patterns and remember new words. If there's a word that doesn't fit the
code-like “canoe,” look up its etymology and lo and behold you might see an explanation
for this irregularity. In this case, it comes from the Arawakan languages of the people
indigenous to the Caribbean.

The four biggest influences:

e Old English/Anglo-Saxon layer, common irregular words: eye, goat, would, rough
e French layer, influence of French vowels and consonant pronunciations: cousin,
peace, hotel, salad, chandelier
Latin layer, affixes, “content” words: aquarium, locomotion, solar, extremity
Greek layer, science: school, agoraphobia, decathlon, chlorophyll
Read more about these four big influences here.

Here are a few other examples of English words from different languages:

Algonquian languages: squash, moose, pecan, raccoon
Dutch: still life, easel, cookie, boss

Spanish: guitar, cargo, renegade, plaza

Nahuatl: tomato, coyote, chocolate, avocado
Quechua: potato, llama, jerky

Arawakan languages: tobacco, hammock, barbecue, canoe, hurricane
Italian: cartoon, graffiti, umbrella and of course PIZZA
Hindi and Urdu: pajamas, khakis, jungle, loot

Arabic: coffee, cotton, algebra, lemon

Japanese: anime, emoji, ramen

Norwegian: ski

African languages: banjo, banana, gumbo, zombie
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