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7 HEN we first notice some-
§ thing unusual we often think
Jthat we must be the first per-
soh to have seen or heard it.
I have heard comments that
speakers are starting to break up the
word ‘“‘another”, typically inserting
“whole”, as in “that's a whole nother
story”. Some of these comments show ex-
citement at hearing something so
innovative, but other commentators are
less enthralled by what they see as vet
another perversion of the English
language.

This phenomenon has been around for
quite some time, and not just in New Zea-
land, but also in the United States, Brit-
ain, Australin — in fact, pretty much
wherever English is spoken. At least four
descriptions have been offered. One is
that we have a cute example of how
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Iinguistic innovation in children’s speech
cazn persist in adult speech, This implies
that we are more kikely to find this in
children’s speech, but there appears to be
little supporting evidence.

The next description is that “another”
is really “a + nother” and not “an +
other”. There is some support for this in

historical documents, reflected in entries

in the Oxford English. Dictionary. This

Hsts “nother” with meanings includirig
“different” and “second”.

A Hdth-century source has “on a
nother day”, but this coyld reflect- incon-
sistency in writing dowr the spoken form
“another”, particilarly.-given the lack of
stability in the written forms of English
at the time However, this explanation
would not hold for the ITth-century ci-
tation “one laugh'd, the nother swore, and
the third preach'd”.

The third description is relate& fo th
nother (ie second) one, and invoives the

n” has become “an +”. For example, i
stead of “a napron” {"napkin” is a related
word), we now say “an apron” and

Shakespeare used “nuncle” for what is’

now uncle" Thss reanalysm goes both

‘ways: the small amghibian now known as

“a newt” used to be “an ewt”, and “a
nickname” used to be “an ekenamse”
(“‘also-name™).

“Orange” is interesting — it entered
European languages (probsbly French or
Italian first, though some claim a Spanish
route) from Arabic, 'where it was
“naranj”. It lost its “n” in French by a
similar effect to that noted in the English
examples above — the "n” was absorbed
into the preceding “une”, which in its
spoken form already ended with the “n"
sound: It was after this loss of the “n” that

‘the-word entered English, buf, in 10th-

century-Scots English, the “n'” reappears:
“an--orange” becoming agaid, albeit
Jocally and briefly, “a nirrange”.

A reanalysis description of “a whole
nother” wouid be that “an other” has

been- reinterpreted as *“a nother” so that

instead of “a whole other” we get “a
whole nother”,

A final deseription is in terms of infix-
ation, or inserting a meaningfui element
inte-the middle of a word. This is com-
mon i many languages, but only cccurs
in Véfy restricted cases in English, and
miost, frequently with swear words as the
infix;“as in “kanga-bloody-roo”, or liza
Doolitfle’s “abso-bloomin lutely” in My
Fair Lady, So the suggestion is that the
analysis is a-wholenother story.

115 interesting ‘thit there is'a highiy
restricted set of words that appear in the
“a nother” construction. “Whole” is the
most frequent — 3 Google seqrch gave
around 24,000 hifs, ‘fmany more than
“complete” (746), “entire”  (623),
“f...in{gy" (982) or “total" (166). The
possibility that “nother” is an adjective

(like “different™) is supported by the
finding that it can be modified by an ag-
verb: there were 304 hits for “a completely
nother”, 228 for “totally”, 208 for “en-
tirely”, ang 51 for “wiwolly™.

Which is the most accurate descrip:
tion? It is difficuit to say. The fact that
there is just a limited set of words that
can oceur in the “a nother” construction
highlights a similarity to the situation for
swear word infixation in English, but the
instances with adverbs makes more
plausible the ahalysis of "a nother” as a
sequence of article and adjective. Mayhe
this is one nother case of a set of factors
conspiring to make a lingnistic phenom-
enon more likely,
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