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Abstract:
In this study we examine a class of exocentric nominal compounds (i.e. compounds with an unexpressed noun head) in Spanish, French, and Chinese. This class consists of nominal compounds formed by a verb plus a noun complement, usually though not necessarily a direct object, which combine to describe a function or characteristic of a new whole. In the three languages studied here, compounds of this type tend to fall into three semantic groups: (1) utilitarian objects, such as ‘paperweights’ and ‘armrests’, which are perhaps best and most easily described by their functions; (2) specialized professions, like ‘drivers’ and ‘switchmen’; plus a subcategory of often pejorative, tongue-in-cheek descriptions of certain types of people, like ‘wet blankets’ and ‘quack dentists’; and (3) plants and animals. The fact that languages in such diverse families as Indo-European and Sino-Tibetan – selectively comparing, however, only SVO languages – exhibit the same type of compound, and use it to indicate extremely similar referents, suggests that certain objects with a

prominent function or peculiar characteristic (e.g. an umbrella, the main function of which is to protect one from the rain) are more likely than words not of this type to be expressed in a Verb + Noun exocentric compound, in languages in which this compound type commonly occurs. This is also true of profession names, in which function is an outstanding element, as well as of certain types of people, who are identified chiefly by a particular characteristic (such as being a ‘fight-picker’), and plants and animals possessing some salient feature. A similar compound type occurs in Burmese and Persian, both SOV languages, but in an inverted Noun + Verb format, bearing out Comrie’s (1989) observation that the syntax of a language is reflected in its morphology.
1. Introduction
There is a class of compounds in many languages – to a much greater extent in some than in others – in which a verb and a noun complement combine to form another noun with a new meaning. The verb describes an action, and the noun is generally the direct object or patient or recipient of the action, though sometimes the noun complement stands in a looser relationship to the verb, e.g. when the verb is intransitive. The result is a descriptive, one-word gloss of an object or person by one of its/his/her functions or characteristics. There is only a small number of such Verb + Noun function-describing nominal compounds in English. One common example, probably seldom thought of in terms of its component parts due to vowel neutralization and other phonetic change (as also happened with cupboard), is breakfast, a meal taken to ‘break’ a ‘fast’. ‘Breakfast’ is itself neither a breaking’ nor a ‘fast’, but the two concepts combine morphosyntactically to describe one of its characteristics. Because the noun head or referent of the compound (‘meal’) is not expressed, this compound type is defined as exocentric, following Bloomfield (1933).

Exocentric compounds are contrasted with endocentric ones, in which the nominal element is the noun head, e.g. snowstorm (a type of storm) and starfish (a type of fish). Exocentric compounds are also known by a term borrowed from classical Sanskrit scholarship, bahuvrihi.

Marchand (1969:11-17) argues that formations like these which lack a head are “pseudo-compounds” or a kind of unspecified “derivation” rather than full-fledged compounds. He reserves the term “compound” for those which are an “expansion” of an expressed noun head, or as Bauer (1978:154-159) puts it, “a hyponym (i.e. subclass) of its own head”. We will not restrict the term “compound” to endocentric compounds as Marchand does, but will continue to use the term in referring to the exocentric compounds under study here.

Some common compounds in English with this composition are breakwater, lockjaw (‘tetanus’, from the earlier term locked jaw), passport (a document allowing one to pass through a foreign port), pastime (the extra s has been dropped), pickpocket, scarecrow, shearwater (a kind of sea bird that skims the water), spoilsport, tattletale, wagtail (another bird), plus the somewhat dated cutpurse (‘pickpocket’), cutthroat (‘murderer’), dreadnought (‘a thick woolen coat’ or ‘early 20th century British battleship’), killjoy, lickspittle, makeweight, rotgut (‘bad whiskey or liquor’), sawbones, scofflaw, and turnkey. While some compounds of this type may have originated as a second-person verbal command form, a reanalysis appears to have subsequently taken place without a corresponding inflectional adjustment. The form seems now to be analyzed as a third person singular verb – in spite of its lack of an -s marker – plus an object or other noun complement, i.e. ‘one who (V)s (N)s’ or ‘something that (V)s (N)s’, e.g. scarecrow = ‘something that scares crows’.
…
References

Adams, Valerie. An introduction to modern English word-formation. New York: Longman,

1973.

Aitchison, Jean. Language change: progress or decay? Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, 1991.

Bauer, Laurie. English word formation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983.
More on formatting your bibliography according to the MLA style sheet:

http://www.liunet.edu/cwis/cwp/library/workshop/citmla.htm
(Remember to use italics instead of underlining.)
