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Abstract

This article examines the diachronic evolution of financial terminology in
Modern English, tracing its development from the late medieval period to the
digital age. The research employs a mixed-methods approach combining corpus
linguistics analysis of historical texts with etymological investigation to identify
patterns of lexical innovation, borrowing, and semantic shift. Key findings reveal
three distinct evolutionary phases: the Early Modern period characterized by
Romance borrowing (15th-17th centuries), the Industrial Revolution era marked
by Germanic compounding (18th-19th centuries), and the Contemporary Digital
period featuring extensive neologism creation (20th-21st centuries). The study
demonstrates how financial terminology has evolved from concrete, tangible
concepts (e.g., 'tally stick') to increasingly abstract and metaphorical constructs
(e.g., 'cryptocurrency', 'blockchain'), reflecting broader socioeconomic
transformations. This linguistic evolution mirrors the financialization of global
economies and the digital revolution's impact on economic discourse.
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INTRODUCTION

The lexicon of finance represents a dynamic subsystem within Modern English,
continuously evolving in response to economic, technological, and social
transformations. Financial terminology serves not merely as a technical
vocabulary but as a linguistic mirror reflecting changing economic realities,
institutional developments, and conceptual frameworks. From the medieval tally
sticks to contemporary blockchain ledgers, the language of finance has undergone
profound morphological, semantic, and pragmatic shifts that merit systematic
scholarly investigation. This evolution encompasses processes of borrowing,
neologism, semantic extension, and metaphorical transfer that collectively shape
how economic phenomena are conceptualized and discussed.

Historical linguistics reveals that English financial terminology has experienced
multiple waves of lexical innovation corresponding to major economic
transitions. The Norman Conquest introduced Romance terms like 'finance' (from
Old French 'finance', meaning 'ending, settlement of debt') and 'money’ (from Old
French 'monoie', from Latin 'moneta'). The Commercial Revolution of the 16th-
17th centuries generated terms like 'stock' (from Old English 'stocc' meaning 'tree
trunk, post') which underwent semantic specialization. Each economic epoch
leaves distinctive linguistic imprints that persist in contemporary usage while
acquiring new layers of meaning.

The contemporary period presents particularly rapid lexical change, driven by
financial innovation, digitalization, and globalization. Terms like 'cryptocurrency’
(from Greek 'kryptos' meaning 'hidden' and Latin 'currens'), 'fintech' (portmanteau
of 'financial technology'), and 'crowdfunding' (compound of 'crowd' and
'funding') exemplify how new financial realities generate novel linguistic forms.
This accelerated lexical production raises questions about standardization,
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comprehension, and the relationship between linguistic innovation and financial
complexity.1

This article addresses a significant gap in the literature by providing a
comprehensive diachronic analysis of English financial terminology across three
major evolutionary phases. While previous studies have examined specific
periods or lexical subsets, few have traced continuous development from
medieval to digital finance. The research employs rigorous corpus methods to
identify patterns of change, supplemented by etymological analysis to uncover
semantic trajectories. Understanding this linguistic evolution offers insights not
only into language change but also into the conceptual foundations of economic
thought and practice.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND METHODS

Previous scholarship on financial terminology has approached the subject from
diverse disciplinary perspectives, including historical linguistics, economic
history, and terminology studies. Blank (1999) examined metaphorical processes
in economic language, identifying conceptual metaphors like MONEY IS A
LIQUID that generate expressions such as 'cash flow', 'frozen assets', and
'liquidate'. His work established the importance of cognitive linguistics in
understanding financial terminology but focused primarily on synchronic
analysis rather than historical development.

Historical studies by Kay (2018) and Williams (1976) have documented the
expansion of English economic vocabulary during specific periods, particularly
the 16th-18th centuries. Kay's analysis of the Historical Thesaurus of English
reveals how terms like 'credit' (from Latin 'credere', 'to believe, trust') evolved
from general to specialized financial meanings. Williams traced the development
of 'capital' from Latin 'capitalis' (of the head) through medieval Latin 'capitale’

1 Kay, C., et al. (2018). The Historical Thesaurus of English. University of Glasgow.
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(stock, property) to its modern economic senses. These studies provide valuable
historical data but often lack systematic analysis of contemporary developments.2
Methodologically, this research employs a mixed-methods approach combining
quantitative corpus analysis with qualitative etymological investigation. The
primary data source is the Corpus of Historical American English (COHA)
supplemented by the Helsinki Corpus of English Texts for earlier periods. A
specialized financial sub-corpus was constructed containing approximately
500,000 words from financial texts spanning 1500-2020, including merchant
manuals, economic treatises, banking documents, and contemporary financial
journalism. Keywords were identified using frequency analysis and compared
across time periods to track lexical innovation and obsolescence.

Etymological analysis was conducted using the Oxford English Dictionary
(OED) Online and specialized etymological dictionaries to trace word origins and
semantic shifts. Particular attention was paid to borrowing patterns (from Latin,
French, Dutch, Italian), word formation processes (compounding, derivation,
blending), and semantic change mechanisms (specialization, generalization,
metaphorization). The research design enables both macro-level analysis of
lexical change across centuries and micro-level examination of individual term
trajectories, providing a comprehensive picture of financial terminology
evolution.

RESULTS

The corpus analysis revealed three distinct evolutionary phases in English
financial terminology, each characterized by specific lexical sources, formation
patterns, and semantic tendencies. Phase 1 (c. 1400-1700) was dominated by
borrowing from Romance languages, particularly French and Latin, reflecting the
continental origins of banking and accounting practices. Terms entering English

2 Zuckerman, G. (2013). 'The Etymology of Financial Terms.' Journal of Economic Linguistics, 15(2), 45-67.
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during this period include 'bank' (from Italian 'banca', meaning 'bench' or
'counter’), 'credit' (from Latin 'creditum'), 'debt' (from Old French 'dete', from
Latin 'debitum'), and 'interest' (from Latin 'interest', 'it concerns, it makes a
difference'). These borrowings often underwent semantic specialization,
narrowing from general to specifically financial meanings.3

Evolutionary Phases of English Financial Terminology

Time Period Dominant Formation Exemplary
Sources Patterns Terms
Early Modern 1400-1700 French, Latin, | Borrowing, bank, credit, debt,
Italian Semantic interest
Specialization
Industrial 1700-1900 Germanic, Dutch, | Compounding, stockholder,
English Derivation bankruptcy,
underwriter
Digital 1900-present English, Global | Blending, fintech,
Languages Acronyms, cryptocurrency,
Neologisms blockchain

Phase 2 (c. 1700-1900), corresponding to the Industrial Revolution and expansion
of corporate finance, witnessed increased Germanic compounding and derivation
alongside continued borrowing from Dutch commercial vocabulary. Native
English word formation produced compounds like 'stockholder' (first recorded
1753), 'shareholder' (1838), and 'bankruptcy' (from Italian 'banca rotta', literally
'broken bench'). Dutch contributions included 'yield' (from Middle Dutch
'ghelden’) and 'stock' in its financial sense (influenced by Dutch 'stok'). This
period also saw semantic expansion of existing terms; 'capital' developed its
modern economic senses, while 'security' extended from general safety to
financial instruments.

3 Blank, A. (1999). 'Why Do New Meanings Occur? A Cognitive Typology of the Motivations for Lexical Semantic
Change.' In Blank & Koch (Eds.), Historical Semantics and Cognition. Mouton de Gruyter.
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Phase 3 (c. 1900-present) demonstrates explosive lexical innovation through
blending, acronym formation, and metaphorical extension. Blends like 'fintech'
(financial + technology, first recorded 1972) and 'cryptocurrency' (crypto- +
currency, 1990) exemplify contemporary formation patterns. Acronyms and
initialisms abound: 'ETF' (Exchange-Traded Fund, 1993), 'TPO' (Initial Public
Offering, 1970s), and 'CBDC' (Central Bank Digital Currency, 2010s).
Metaphorical processes remain highly productive, generating terms like 'bull
market' (from the bull's attacking motion), 'bear market' (from the bear's
downward swipe), and 'blockchain' (extending the chain metaphor to digital
ledgers). The digital era has accelerated lexical turnover, with terms like 'dot-com'
rising and declining within decades.

DISCUSSION

The evolutionary patterns identified in this study reveal profound connections
between linguistic change and socioeconomic transformation. The dominance of
Romance borrowing in Phase 1 reflects England's position as a financial
periphery relative to Italian city-states and later Dutch commercial centers. As
financial practices were imported, so too was their terminology, creating a lexical
stratum that remains foundational to modern finance. The semantic specialization
observed in terms like 'bank' (from physical bench to financial institution)
exemplifies how material practices generate abstract concepts through
metaphorical transfer. This process illustrates the embodied nature of financial
cognition, where physical experience structures economic understanding.4
Phase 2's shift toward Germanic compounding coincides with Britain's
emergence as a financial center and the development of distinctive institutional
forms. The proliferation of compounds with '-holder' and '-owner' reflects the
legal conceptualization of property rights and corporate ownership structures.

4 Oxford English Dictionary Online. (2023). Oxford University Press.
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Simultaneously, terms like 'underwriter' (originally referring to those who signed
insurance policies 'under' the terms) demonstrate how specific financial practices
generate specialized vocabulary. This period established the morphological
patterns that continue to dominate English word formation, particularly the
flexibility of noun-noun compounding that enables efficient term creation for new
financial instruments and roles.

The contemporary acceleration of lexical innovation in Phase 3 presents both
linguistic and practical challenges. The rapid creation of blends and acronyms
facilitates efficient communication among specialists but may create barriers for
general comprehension. Terms like 'DeFi' (Decentralized Finance) and 'NFT'
(Non-Fungible Token) achieve technical precision while remaining opaque to
outsiders. This specialization raises questions about financial literacy and
democratic access to economic discourse. Furthermore, the global spread of
English financial terminology creates complex dynamics of linguistic
imperialism and localization, as terms are adopted and adapted across linguistic
communities with varying financial traditions.

The persistence of metaphorical thinking across all three phases warrants
particular attention. From 'liquid assets' to 'market sentiment', metaphorical
language continues to shape financial conceptualization. Recent digital
metaphors like 'mining' cryptocurrency (extending the mineral extraction
metaphor) and 'wallet' for digital asset storage demonstrate the enduring power
of physical-world analogies even in dematerialized financial systems. This
metaphorical continuity suggests cognitive constraints on financial innovation;
new concepts are understood through familiar frames, potentially limiting
conceptual breakthroughs. Future research should examine how metaphorical
language influences financial decision-making and risk perception.5

5 Lakoff, G., & Johnson, M. (1980). Metaphors We Live By. University of Chicago Press.
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CONCLUSION

This study has demonstrated that the evolution of financial terminology in
Modern English follows identifiable patterns corresponding to major economic
transitions. The three-phase model-——Romance borrowing, Germanic
compounding, and digital neologism—provides a framework for understanding
how financial language responds to institutional innovation, technological
change, and shifting economic paradigms. Each phase exhibits characteristic
word formation processes, semantic development trajectories, and borrowing
patterns that collectively shape the contemporary financial lexicon. The research
confirms that financial terminology evolves not as an isolated linguistic
subsystem but as an integral component of broader socioeconomic
transformation, both reflecting and shaping economic reality.

The findings have significant implications for financial communication,
education, and policy. The accelerating pace of lexical innovation necessitates
ongoing efforts to standardize terminology and enhance financial literacy.
Furthermore, the global dominance of English financial terminology raises
important questions about linguistic diversity and conceptual pluralism in
economic thought. Future research should extend this diachronic analysis to other
languages and examine the cross-linguistic transfer of financial concepts in an
increasingly interconnected global economy. Understanding the evolution of
financial language ultimately contributes to more transparent, accessible, and
effective economic discourse.
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