
Linguistik online 43, 3/10 

Morphologically Complex Nouns in English Scientific Texts  
after Empiricism* 

Isabel Moskowich (A Coruña) 
 
 

Abstract 
The present paper aims at providing a new viewpoint on the development of scientific writing 
as regards its lexicon following the introduction of the scientific method in England. Although 
it will not provide universally valid evidence, new vocabulary formations (in nouns) will be 
examined in order to ascertain whether the morphological processes in these special lan-
guages behave the same way across the different scientific disciplines and levels of formality 
of texts or if, on the contrary, each adapts to the needs of its particular type of users (intended 
audience). Samples of texts pertaining to the eighteenth-century disciplines of astronomy and 
medicine have been studied. The differences observed in morphological behaviour will be 
accounted for resorting to several extra-linguistic factors so that a vision of the scientific 
register as a non-monolithic entity can be offered. 
 
 
 
 
1 Introduction 
The way in which language was used in the early days of the scientific register has been 
studied by different authors in a number of different ways. Thus, medical writing has been 
approached from a discourse perspective (Taavitsainen 2004), from the point of view of its 
lexicon (Norri 1998, 2004), in studies on code-switching (Pahta 2004), etc. Other disciplines 
within the scientific register/genre have also been the object of study, mainly as regards the 
particular processes by which they acquired new vocabulary; in other words, how a lexical 
repertoire particular to it was created (Cowie 1998; Moskowich/Crespo 2006; Crespo/Mos-
kowich 2007) in a period known to have been especially rich from a lexical point of view 
(Görlach 1991: 136f.). 
This paper examines the different characteristics of new vocabulary formations (in nouns) 
following the introduction of the scientific method in the 17th century in order to ascertain 
whether the morphological processes in these special languages behave the same way across 
two different scientific disciplines and levels of formality of texts or if, on the contrary, each 
adapts to the needs of its particular type of users and audiences. In the latter case, the use of 
different morphological devices could be viewed as an in-group strategy on the part of 
authors. Our analysis and results should not be, however, interpreted as extensible to other 
periods, text-types or disciplines due to the scarcity of the data under survey at this particular 
stage of the research. 

                                                 
* The research which is here reported on has been funded by the Xunta de Galicia through its Dirección Xeral de 
Investigación e Desenvolvemento, grant number PGIDIT07PXIB104160PR. This grant is hereby gratefully 
acknowledged. 
Here I use the term 'complex' in the same sense as Adams (2001); that is to say, to refer to any noun to whose 
root some other linguistic material has been added so that it represents both compounding and derivation. 
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For some time now there has been a growing interest in the features and development of 
scientific English. However, it has been often dealt with as if it were a monolithic structure. It 
is the aim of this paper to show that variation may be also inherent to scientific English and 
that the study of word-formation pattern choice behind texts may help, though very modestly, 
draw a better portrait of that development. To this end, section 2 offers an outline of the 
different word formation processes present in the second half of the 17th century, in the period 
known as empiricism or modern science (Latour 1999), while section 3 contains a description 
of the material from which my data have been extracted. In section 4, I present the results of 
my analysis in relation to each individual word-formation process. Unclear cases will be dealt 
with in section 5 and some very preliminary conclusions extracted in the very last section (6). 
 
2 Some Preliminary Remarks 
Though there were calls to enhance the eloquence of English through borrowings and other 
devices, scholars at the time, such as Galileo, Bacon and Lever (as early as 1573), argued that 
accurate language tools were needed to describe complex natural phenomena (Stubbs 1996: 
18). Experimentation and observation according to the new scientific method should have 
their verbal equivalent in language, they claimed. The polysemy and ambiguity of everyday 
language were deemed unacceptable and the mechanisms of a 'new language' designed to 
avoid both began to take form. 
Halliday (1978: 195f.) identifies seven strategies used in the formation of specialised termino-
logy: 
1. Reinterpretation of existing words 
2. Creation of new words from a native word stock 
3. Borrowing of words from foreign languages 
4. Calquing 
5. Invention of totally new words 
6. Creation of locutions 
7. Creation of new words from a non-native word stock. 
In my analysis of the patterns by which scientific language created new lexical units in the 
17th century texts analysed, I will be concentrating on Halliday's strategies 2 and 7, that is to 
say, the creation of new words from already existing material.1 These methods encompass 
probably the two most important word-formation processes in the English language: 
compounding and derivation or affixation. 
By derivation, I understand the combination of two or more elements, where one of them 
functions as the base (being either a free or a bound morpheme, as in greatnesse, 
Strangehopes 1663: 15) and the remaining elements are affixes. The result of this merging is 
the creation of a new word. While the number of affixes listed in grammar books or other 
linguistic works dealing with word-formation can vary,2 my own approach here will include 
all those affixes that are considered by most authors. Similarly, I will adopt for the purpose 
here Dalton-Puffer's (1996) view of derivation where forms such as restorative are not 
considered borrowings (although containing a foreign, non-native element) but as derivatives. 
As in earlier periods, language contact favoured the introduction of new vocabulary items, 
both simple and complex. In the dissemination of scientific knowledge, authors reading works 

                                                 
1 Strategy number 1 will not be dealt with since it entails semantic shift rather than any word-formation process. 
Strategy number 5, though also related to word creation, has been excluded from this study because it does not 
resort to forms or parts of forms already existing in the language. 
2 For example, Zandvoort (1972) lists around 70 different prefixes and suffixes, Stockwell/Minkova (2001) list 
129 affixes, Hay/Baayen (2002) 80 affixes, and Plag (2003) 49. 
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published in other languages (Latin mainly, though not exclusively) would have acquired new 
words and structures which, once assimilated by the scientific discourse community, could 
then be used in combination with more familiar native bases (e. g. unfortunately). The reverse 
was also true: foreign bases could be combined with native affixes (observing). I share 
Adams's (2001: 11) view that a complete account of English word formation must take into 
consideration the hybrid nature of English vocabulary and the external circumstances under 
which the processes involved in enlarging the lexicon developed. However, no such complete 
account is relevant for our purposes here. 
The issue of compounding has proved much more complicated. In fact, Plag (2003: 132) is 
right on the mark when he explains that  

Although compounding is the most productive type of word-formation process in English, it is 
perhaps, also, the most controversial one in terms of its linguistic analysis and I must forewarn 
readers seeking clear answers to the questions that compounding is a field of study where 
intricate problems abound, numerous issues remain unresolved, and convincing solutions are 
generally not so easy to find. 

Plag (2003) proposes a characterisation of compound nouns in terms of the properties 
observed in formations of this kind, which he groups according to four different levels of 
linguistic analysis: syntactic, morphological, phonological and semantic. 
(a) Syntactic properties 
 (i) Recursivity: a compound formed by N+N may also contain an additional pre-
  modifier, which may, in turn, be preceded by another N, and so on and so forth; 
  for example, brown sugar-candy (Shears 1653: 13). 
 (ii) The right-hand head rule: this term, first coined by Williams (1981: 248), refers to 
  the position occupied by the head of a compound noun and the semantic/syntactic 
  information it transmits to the whole compound. 
 (iii) Modification by very: an adjective pre-modifying an N, thus creating an NP, may, 
  in turn, be pre-modified by the intensifier very, as in tempestuous wind > a very 
  tempestuous wind. Compound nouns, however, do not allow this kind of modifi-
  cation; consider, for example, burning feaver > *a very burning feaver. The 
  problem of distinguishing between the two is discussed by Kastovsky (1992). 
(b) Morphological properties 
 The head generates the morphological properties of the resulting compound. When 
 expressing the plural, likewise, it is the right-hand element that is marked for number.3 
 Along the same lines, Jespersen (1942) first and Adams (2001) later have suggested that 
 the first element in a compound is grammatically neuter, as in barlie corn (Shears 
 1653). 
(c) Phonological properties 
 Stress patterns are another criterion that some authors mention to distinguish between 
 compounds and NPs. According to the general rule, the stress should fall on the first 
 element, though the criterion is hardly a universal one given the quite substantial 
 number of systematic exceptions. In any case, it cannot be applied to written texts. 
 Adams (2001) suggests that there must be some kind of correlation between the first 
 stressed member of a compound and its corresponding hyphenated form. She admits, 
 however, that the criterion is not a reliable one. I should add it cannot be applied to the 
                                                 
3 This phenomenon is known in the literature on word-formation as 'feature percolation': the right-hand member 
is the head, from which the grammatical properties are transferred to the whole compound. 
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 texts under survey here since they belong to a period in which spelling in general and 
 hyphenation in particular had not yet been systematised. 
(d) Semantic properties 
 The meaning of a compound is not the sum of the meanings of the individual items it 
 comprises. However, it is possible to show a sense relation between them (Kruisinga 
 1932; Jespersen 1942; Bauer 1978; etc.) which gives rise to certain patterns according 
 to which compound nouns can be classified, though I will not be studying those patterns 
 here. Bauer's work (1978) raises a question that has still not found a satisfactory answer: 
 how to establish the difference between a compound and an idiom/collocation. 
To illustrate his point, he quotes Weinreich's (1963) definition of idiom as 'a grammatically 
complex expression a+b whose designatum is not completely expressible in terms of the 
designate of A & B respectively'. However, Bauer himself (1978, 1983) claims a stage of 
lexicalisation in the formation of a compound. There would seem, therefore, to be no clear-cut 
distinction between the concepts of compound and idiom/collocation. 
What is it that makes us consider celestial body/glittering star (Strangehopes 1663: 63) a 
compound, a single entity referring to some kind of star or planet, rather than an NP in which 
celestial is just a pre-modifier denoting the properties of a body?4 Conversely, what makes us 
reject widely used collocations (in the broad sense of the term) such as whisky and soda5 as 
compounds and class them together with other co-ordinated constructions. To answer these 
questions, we have often relied upon semantic criteria (cohesion, mainly), and intuition.6 
Where both compounding and derivation are involved, certain authors (Bauer 1983) claim 
that if derivation takes place subsequent to compounding, the result should not be taken as an 
example of compounding. My own survey contains formations of this kind that have 
undergone both processes. However, in all instances derivation appears to have taken place 
first. Ecliptick line (Strangehopes 1663: 2l, 22), for example, seems to have been formed later 
than the word ecliptick itself. 
 
3 Corpus 
For the present paper I have, once again, selected texts of two sorts. Firstly, medical texts, 
represented by A Choice Manual of Rare and Select Secrets in Physick and Chyrugery; 
Collected, and Practised by the Right Honorable, the Countesse of Kent, late deceased by 
William Shears, 1653. This text has been transcribed by the team working at present on the 
compilation of the Corpus of Early English Recipes (CoER).7 Astronomy texts, secondly, are 
represented by Vincent Wing's fifth book in the Armonicum Coeleste: or, the Coelestial 
Harmonie of the Visible World, dated 1651; and A Book of Knowledge in three Parts, 
published in 1663 by Samuel Strangehopes. These last two have been extracted from CETA (a 
Corpus of English Texts on Astronomy), the astronomy section of the Coruña Corpus of 
English Scientific Writing.8 Though they are all scientific texts there is a difference in domain 

                                                 
4 Speakers' intuition can be used for these particular examples since, though recorded in seventeenth-century 
texts can be perfectly understood by the modern reader. 
5 Zandvoort (1972: 278) mentions this particular example, but does not provide any further explanation. 
6 In this respect, I agree with classical authors such as Zanvoort (1972: 277) that compounds are 'felt and used as 
single words' (cf., for example, Zandvoort 1972: 277). 
7 This particular sample has been transcribed by Dr. Alonso Almeida and Dr. Ortega Barrera to whom I am 
deeply indebted. 
8 The Coruña Corpus is a project currently being carried out in the University of A Coruña (Spain) by the 
Research Group for Multidimensional Corpus-based Studies in English (MuStE). The main interest of the group 
is the study of language change as observed in scientific texts, not only from a diachronic point of view but also 
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or discipline that will be useful to see whether word-formation patterns are related to 
discipline and intended audience or not. 
My three samples contain 36'268 words overall, as Table 1 shows, which is just a small 
corpus for a very preliminary approach to the topic. Of those, 20'874 words belong to the 
medical recipes sample, and 15'394 to the astronomy texts (Strangehopes contains 8'634 and 
Wing 6'650). 
 

Title, author Date Discipline Nr. of 
words 

A Choice Manual of Rare and Select SECRETS IN PHYSYICK AND 
CHYRURGERY; Collected, and Practised by the Right Honorable, 
the Countesse of KENT, late deceased by William Shears. 

1653 Medicine 20'874 

Armonicum Coeleste: or, the Coelestial Harmonie of the Visible 
World, by Vincent Wing 

1651 Astronomy 6'650 

A Book of Knowledge in three Parts, written by Samuel Strangehopes 1663 Astronomy 8'634 

TOTAL NUMBER OF WORDS 36'268 

Table 1: Corpus material 

For the purpose of my study, those word classes which could be subject to different native 
morphological processes seem to be especially significant. I have elected to examine the 
lexical category of nouns in order to observe how they combine with affixes of different 
origins or other lexical stems, and to see to what extent the scientific register has been able to 
create and increase its own repertoire as a reflection of the identity and specificity of the field. 
The lexicon of the scientific register feeds off nouns more than off any other part of speech 
since they are used to convey ideas or to identify new objects or inventions, processes in 
nature, etc. In fact, as Nevalainen (1999) states, nouns are one of the largest and most 
important lexical categories in scientific terminology. 
Place names and proper nouns have been excluded from my data, except when they appear as 
part of a compound (e. g. Jordan almonds) or when used to denote ingredients or other things 
of that nature. Thus Arundell, for instance, is excluded as it appears in 
(1) Receipts for Bruises, approved by the Lady of Arundell (A ChoiceManuall 1653: 74), 

whereas proper nouns have been included when they form part of an ingredient, as in 
(2) oyle of Ben (A Choice Manuall 1653: 27), 

or in 
(3) boil them in white / Wine, and with a little Cinnamon and / Benjamin beaten in pouder 
 (A Choice Manuall 1653: 38). 
Cardinal points and nouns denoting seasons, days of the week, months of the year, constel-
lations and zodiac signs have also been ignored. Adjectival nominalisations (the good) and 
-ing nominalised forms (rising, akyng) have been taken into consideration. 
 

                                                 
for each linguistic period. Its purpose is to facilitate investigation at all linguistic levels, excluding phonology. 
More information about the research group can be found at http://www.udc.es/grupos/muste. 
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4 Analysis of Data 
The three variables I will be looking at here are: word formation processes involved, namely 
derivation and compounding; etymological origin, i. e. the source language from which a 
particular item has been adopted; and discipline, namely medicine and astronomy. 
After manual collection of data, I have found 1'013 different nouns or types, corresponding to 
9'681 tokens (astronomy: 2'654 + 2'010; medicine: 5'017). This represents 26.7 % of the total 
36'268 words in our samples which seems to support Nevalainen's (1999) claim. 
 
4.1 Word Formation Processes 
Analysing the word formation processes in these nouns, the results show that simple forms 
predominate (581 types), followed by derivation with 311 types and, finally, compounds with 
121 types. These figures are displayed in Graph 1 below: 
 

 
Graph 1: Word formation processes 

The reason for this higher proportion of derivative forms may lie in the abundance of 
borrowed forms in general attested since the Inkhorn controversy. Many of these borrowings 
were derivatives themselves already in the source language, taken mainly from Latin through 
translations and later adapted and incorporated into the English language. This is in line with 
the findings presented in 3.2 below, where items of Romance origin clearly predominate. 
Compounding provided a useful mechanism for conveying scientific content in a simple, 
clear, concise style, in keeping with the new demands upon contemporary writers in the field. 
That is the case of Zodiacal circle (Wing 1651) where the form zodiacal shows both a 
Latinate base and suffix (according to the Oxford English Dictionary, OED). 
Were we to consider derivatives from a different perspective (i. e. Moskowich/Crespo 2006), 
our figures for them and compounds would be more balanced. Moreover, all the texts studied 
here were produced at a time when vernacularisation was already well established, though 
some authors did still continue to write in Latin. 
 
4.2 Etymological Origin 
In order to examine the second variable I have resorted to the Oxford English Dictionary. In it 
a number of different origins – OE, F, OF, ON, L, Gr, NLG, NHG, MDu, AF9 – is given but, 
for the sake of simplicity, I have decided to separate them into two groups, Romance or 

                                                 
9 These abbreviations used in the OED correspond to the following source languages: Old English, French, Old 
French, Old Norse, Latin, Greek, North Low German, North High German, Middle Dutch, Anglo-French. 
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Latinate (Harley 2006: 165) and Germanic. Graph 2 shows the clear predominance of nouns 
of Romance origin:10 
 

 
Graph 2: Etymological origins 

Taking the two variables so far considered, we find that in derivation Romance forms 
predominate, with both affixes and bases sharing a common origin: 
 

 
Graph 3: Etymology in derivative forms 

The examples below illustrate the types of formations found in my samples in relation to their 
different provenance, all of them taken from Shears (1653): 
(4) Germanic: rednesse, swelling, handful (Shears 1653: 22, 24, 41) 

(5) Romance: restorative, consistence (Shears 1653: 17, 36) 

(6) Hybrids: vomiting, faintnesse (Shears 1653: 16, 37) 

The hybrids in example 6 can be considered to illustrate the degree of vernacularisation in 
English scientific writing: the OED dates the first occurrence of the verbal noun vomiting to 
1495 and the verb vomit, from which it derives, to 1422, which seems to prove a very rapid 
development. In the case of faintenesse, the abstract noun is first recorded in 1398. 
Upon closer inspection, compounds also show some peculiarities with regard to etymology. In 
this case, and in contrast to what has just been described for derivatives, the nouns seem to 
stem, preferably, from Germanic sources. The results of my analysis are displayed in Graph 4: 
 
                                                 
10 When referring to Romance origin forms here we have not analysed the possible influence of Latin 
constructions since that is not the aim of this paper. No doubt, the works by Charles D. F. Du Cange (Glossarium 
mediae et infimae Latinitatis. Paris: 1678) and Alexander Souter (Glossary of later Latin 150–600 AD. Oxford: 
1949) would have been relevant if this were the case. 
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Graph 4: Etymology in compounds. 

These data seem to confirm the general tendency in the English language to adopt derivative 
forms from the Romance languages but to create compounds out of native stock. Consider 
examples (7) to (9): 
(7) Germanic: Midsummer day (Strangehopes 1663: 35), wormwood (Shears 1653: 29) 

(8) Romance: sallade oyle (Shears 1653: 3) 

(9) Hybrids: claret wine (Shears 1653: 4), dead palsie (Shears 1653: 2) 

According to the OED, the hybrid compounds in (9) were introduced later than the hybrid 
derivatives described previously: claret wine in 1513 and dead palsie in 1592. The cohesion 
between the elements, since they are in phrases rather than in single words, in these instances 
seems to be less than that between the elements of hybrid derivatives. 
 
4.3 Word Formation and Etymology in the Two Disciplines 
In this section two variables, the analysis of word formation processes and the etymology of 
the elements involved according to their distribution in the two disciplines under survey, have 
been combined. The results will be presented separately. 
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4.3.1 Astronomy Texts 
As Table 2 shows, derivation is the predominant process in astronomy texts: 
 

 Romance Germanic Hybrids Unknown Total 

Derivation 229 76.8 %   53 17.7 % 16   5.3 % 0    0 % 298 

Compounding   7 11.6 %   31 51.6 % 22 36.6 % 0    0 %   60 

Simple forms 246 56.5 % 188 43.2 %   0      0 % 1 0.3 % 435 

Table 2: Word formation and etymology in astronomy texts 

It also shows there is a considerable difference in the number of types between derivation and 
compounding. Most of these derivatives are of Romance or Latinate origin as the ones in the 
example below: 
(10) Distempers, diversitie, supportation, conjunction, projection (Wing 1651) 

In compound nouns we observe the reverse process, where Germanic forms (51.6 %) 
predominate over those of Romance provenance (11.6 %). Some of such Germanic forms are 
exemplified in (11) below: 
(11) eye-brow, blackspots, shipwrack, sun set, sun rise, pineapple, rosewater, brooklime, flax seed. 
 (Strangehopes 1653) 

What is outstanding here is the number of hybrid formations that can be found in examples 
such as (12) following: 
(12) Windchollick (Strangehopes 1663: 40) 

In fact, the percentages in my table illustrate that hybrid formations prefer compounding 
(36.6 %) over derivation (5.3 %) in the same way that native structures do (where 51.6 % 
involve compounding against only 17.7 % derivation). This may be due to the fact that many 
of these hybrids are felt as native forms by speakers and therefore undergo similar processes. 
 
4.3.2 Medicine Text 
My study of the medical text reveals a clear preference for compounding over derivation 
(with examples such as handful, restorative, swelling), as seen in Table 3: 
 

 Romance Germanic Hybrids Unknown Total 

Derivation   5 35.7 %   7 50 % 2 14.3 % 0      0 %   14 

Compounding 19 31.14 % 28 45.9 % 14 22.9 % 0      0 %   61 

Simple forms 45 43.26 % 57 54.8 % 0      0 % 2 1.92 % 104 

Table 3: Word formation and etymology in the medicine text 

Here, too, the compounds found have different origins, as Table 3 shows: 31.14 % of my 
cases are of Romance provenance, as in examples (12) to (14); 22.9 % have a mixed 
etymology (see (16)); and 45.9 % have been obtained from native forms (see (17)): 
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(13) ambergreece 

(14) bole armoniack 

(15) aquae vitae 

(16) fixed stars (Strangehopes 1663: 68) 

(17) brimstone (Shears 1653: 1) 

The striking difference between the number of derivatives and compounds in my data is not 
due to the discipline to which the text could be ascribed but to the provenance of the lexicon 
used. The medical sample used for this study is not an academic text but rather a practice-
oriented one (Taavitsainen 2004). The selection of vocabulary, therefore, is undoubtedly 
determined by its intended audience. The author, keeping in mind the average practitioner, 
may have decided to resort to common words to ensure his message was understood. Indeed, 
writers at the time, such as Ralph Lever in the Arte of Reason (quoted by Jones 1953: 126), 
highlighted the usefulness of forming compounds in the English language. As Gotti (1996: 
22) points out: 

[…] these transparent terms were usually obtained by the juxtaposition of already existing Eng-
lish words. This process of compounding was particularly favoured by the brevity of English 
words; in fact, most were monosyllables and could therefore be easily linked to form com-
pounds, which in turn were not too long. 

An example of this is found in (18) below, which also meets the pragmatic principle of 
maximum transparency:11 
(18) pennyworth (Shears 1653) 

It would seem, therefore, that etymology is the decisive factor in choosing between derivation 
and compounding: derivation is linked to the use of Romance-origin or Latinate words while 
native stock seems to have a tendency to follow compounding patterns. In other words, it 
seems it is not discipline but the etymological origin of the base that determines the choice of 
word formation process. 
 
5 Some Unclear Cases 
Not all the nouns examined have been easy to classify as either derivatives or compounds; 
such cases have not been included in my database. Problems arose when analysing them as I 
realised that the formations in question in many cases were somewhere in the middle of a 
lexicalisation process. How, for instance, should one categorise constructions such as the ones 
in examples (19) to (23)? 
(19) Lord of the assendants (Strangehopes 1663: 60) 

(20) lord of the eclipse (Strangehopes 1663: 69) 

(21) fall of the leaf (Strangehopes 1663: 42) 

(22) angle of the south (Strangehopes 1663: 54) 

(23) wheel of fortune (Strangehopes 1663: 56) 

In an attempt to clarify the issue, I applied, when possible, the various criteria posited by Plag 
(2003) and mentioned in section 1 that are normally used to distinguish between compounds 
and other structures: 

                                                 
11 Gotti (1996: 21) defines it as "the principle by which the specialist creates terms in such a way that their forms 
clearly reflected the concepts to which they refer". 
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The phonological criterion was of no use, since stress cannot be an indicator of compounding 
in written material. 
Turning to the syntactic criteria, I found that none of my unclear cases fulfilled any of the 
properties listed there (recursivity, right-hand head rule, modification by very). 
In relation to morphology, I observed that not all my examples behave the same. When 
expressing the plural, for instance, the right-hand element is not always marked for number, 
owing, it would seem, to some inherent semantic constraints upon the right-hand element 
(such as being a proper or an abstract noun). 
(24) *angle of the souths (Strangehopes 1663: 54)12 

(25) *wheel of fortunes (Strangehopes 1663: 56) 

The varying degree of lexicalisation in each instance may also account for the difference in 
behaviour between examples (20) and (21), on the one hand, and (22) and (23), on the other. 
Other proposals view prepositional phrases in these cases as phrasal adjectives functioning as 
post-modifiers in the noun phrase (Gross/Millar 1990). 
Finally, from a semantic point of view, however, these unclear cases can be considered com-
pounds since they are perceived as a single unit and express a single content (Zandvoort 
1972), because, as Bauer (1978, 1983) has explained, a certain degree of lexicalisation is 
present in the formation of compounds. 
No doubt further research is needed in order to try to classify these unclear cases and see 
which are the criteria that apply in each case. 
 
6 Concluding Remarks 
Though the samples analysed are not at all sufficient to obtain any definitive conclusions, 
some preliminary ones can be posited. Almost half the types examined exhibit some word 
formation process, primarily derivation. The process of compounding tends to concentrate 
meaning and this was a practice that was to increase gradually from the second half of the 17th 
century onwards as part of the effort to use the resources of the English language for scientific 
purposes (Jones 1930; Shapin 1984), but one which is not yet prevalent in the texts in my 
survey. As regards origins and disciplines, I have seen that a Germanic origin is more 
frequent in the medical text while Romance is more so in astronomy. However, it could be 
claimed that this distribution is not determined by discipline but by the text's intended audi-
ence. That is to say, the pragmatic concerns of the sub-genre are dictating linguistic choices: 
the choice of word-formation patterns can be considered a tool employed to meet the expec-
tations of different readerships. 
Although the texts included in my analysis all belong to the so-called 'scientific register' and 
though samples are not large at all, my data have demonstrated that the register is not 
monolithic but, rather, shows different levels of scientism. Scientific writing depends on its 
users and what their needs are because the linguistic mechanisms employed will vary 
according to what is to be transmitted. 
Similar results have been obtained for earlier periods in the language using comparative 
samples from the same two disciplines (Moskowich/Crespo 2006; Crespo/Moskowich 2007). 
This parallelism may be explained by the fact that in the seventeenth-century special 
languages were not so different from the general language (Gotti 1996), and that would 
continue until the Royal Society was created and authors such as Boyle and Priestley became 
conscious of the necessity of creating a particular way of writing about scientific matters. 
                                                 
12 The asterisk indicates these are unattested forms. 
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All in all, we have seen that some ad hoc constructions are created for scientific writing, 
especially in particular disciplines as is the case of Astronomy. Perhaps we need to rethink the 
existing taxonomy of text-types/genres (particularly in terms of how we conceive of science 
as a discipline or different disciplines), and our understanding of the relationship between 
word-formation processes, level of technicality and genre. 
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