












166 Word Origins 

this derivation is right) pretended to be a clipped form of Old 
French mangonne, so that upstarts began to look like old-timers. 
This should not be interpreted in the sense that bob and gun 

have two etymologies each, but it means that the survival of a 
word may depend on the soil from which it springs up. Our 
inability to choose among several equally reasonable solutions 
should not be used as a plea for the ability of a word to have 
multiple etymologies. 

The knowledge of things around us cannot be derived from 
words (or names, as Plato called them), but the sidelight from 
etymology occasionally illuminates the past. If ship is really 
cognate with Latin scipio (staff, pole), this fact confirms our 
notion of the most primitive sailing vessels. However, in re­
search, the process starts at the opposite end: to aiTive at a plau­
sible etymology of ship, we must have an idea about primitive 
ship building. Etymology is not about the word's "true mean­
ing," because any meaning acceptable to a given community is 
"true." Its goal is to break tlu·ough the conventional natnre of 
the linguistic sign. When success crowns this endeavor, cuckoo 
emerges as an onomatopoeia, balance as "two weighing scales," 
and lord as "the guardian of bread." 

As a general rule, a good etymology is simple (only finding it 
is hard). Name givers use the material close at hand: a husband 
is a homeowner, a lady is a bread kneader, a galley is a weasel, 
and a cloak is a bell-shaped (clock-shaped) garment. Etymolo­
gies presupposing many complicated moves need not be wrong 
but usnally are. 

It appears that we already know a good deal about an etymologist's 
work. Yet the most rewarding part of the story lies ahead. 

167 


