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WORD-FORMATION NESTS OF OLD LATIN LOANWORDS IN THE POLISH 

LANGUAGE 

 

The article is dedicated to the analysis of three Latin borrowings into the Polish language: 

natura (nature) pasja (passion), and afekt (affect). The earliest attestations of these units date 

back to the second half of the 15th century (natura) and the 16th century (afekt and pasja). The 

study's primary aim is to present the semantic relationships between the Latin etymon and its 

Polish equivalent, as well as the relationship between the derivational activity of the borrowing 

and its stability in the language. 

The rich linguistic literature on Latin borrowings usually focuses on two main issues: 

morphological adaptation or semantic characterization. In the presented text, both perspectives 

are combined, allowing for the observation of connections between derivational analysis and 

semantic analysis. Based on this methodological approach, the following research questions are 

posed: 

1. What was the correspondence between the meaning of the root in the donor language and 

its meaning in the recipient language at the time of borrowing? 

2. Which semantic values have persisted, and which have weakened over the course of the 

borrowing's history in Polish? 

3. How has the activity of the centre of the word-formation nest influenced semantic 

changes? 

A diachronic review of dictionary and corpus material led to the formulation of preliminary 

conclusions as follows: 

 The Latin borrowing did not enter Polish with its full range of meanings. The dominant 

meaning in the recipient language initially was the most general one, present in all the specific 

meanings in the donor language: natura ('something innate, the essence of a thing'); pasja ('the 

Passion of Christ'); afekt ('feeling, passion, emotions'). 

 In the borrowed word, the most stable semantic values are those constituting the core 

meaning in the donor language. The basic meaning persists regardless of what new meanings 

emerge or how the hierarchy of meanings within the root's nest is structured. Meanings that were 

secondary in the donor language sometimes appear in the recipient language but are unstable and 

may be ephemeral (e.g., natura meaning 'male semen'). 

 The larger/wider the word-formation nest is (i.e., the greater the activity of the "top of the 

nest"), the more diverse the semantic changes, and the more semantic elements attach themselves 

to the root morpheme.  

A preliminary review of the relationship between meanings in the donor and recipient languages 

revealed that examining the word-formation nest in both languages is essential. It may turn out 

that semantic values, which seem new in the recipient language, have already existed within the 

nest in the donor language. Therefore, an examination of Latin cognates is necessary—could 



some meanings have been adopted from them? (for example, compare Latin naturalia meaning 

'sexual organs, genitalia' vs. 16th-century natura meaning 'male semen'). 

The theoretical value of such studies would significantly increase if they also included other 

languages for which Latin served as an important lexical reservoir. The study of the dynamics of 

Polish word formation nests centred around lexemes of Latin origin is also crucial for 

comparative studies within Slavic linguistics. Furthermore, such research should also encompass 

native units (and their nests) that form relationships of broad semantic similarity with the 

borrowings; for example, for natura, units based on the root rod-; for afekt, those based on the 

root czu-, for pasja on the root mil-(zamiłowanie) and zł-. 
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