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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT: 

ARTICLE HISTORY: This study explores the complex link between 

German and English, emphasizing how their 

vocabularies have changed over time and their 

shared Germanic ancestry. It emphasizes the 

linguistic parallels and divergences that form the 

two languages, especially through the ideas of 

cognates—words with a similar origin—and 

contrasts—words that seem alike but have different 

meanings or applications. It is a useful tool for 

anyone interested in language learning, comparative 

linguistics, or the evolution of the English and 

German languages throughout time. It emphasizes 

how knowledge of cognates and contrasts can 

enhance our ability to communicate and improve our 

grasp of both languages, especially when it comes to 

translation and language learning. 
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INTRODUCTION.  Both German and English, two well-known languages in the 

Germanic language family, have strong historical ties that still influence their current 

vocabulary. The parallels and variations between these languages provide a fascinating view 

into the processes of linguistic evolution, borrowing, and divergence for both linguists and 

learners. Some words show remarkable differences in form and meaning that can startle 

even native speakers, while many English and German words look as near cousins—so-

called cognates with common ancestry. *From Cognates to Contrasts: Understanding the 

Vocabulary of English and German* explores the intricate relationship between familiarity 

and difference, assisting readers in identifying patterns, figuring out false friends, and better 

understanding the fundamental connections between these two languages. 

Literature Review 

As we shall see in a moment, variation may be a ubiquitous element in language. 

However, it is wholly unsuitable to characterize the unwavering support I have gotten from 

numerous individuals. This group of supporters can be divided into several smaller 

categories, which, much to the taxonomist's dismay, overlap significantly. Some subgroups, 

however, are particularly noticeable since they consist of just one component. In addition to 
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being a great English teacher, Karl Philipp Moritz was also a successful author of English-

language learning resources for Germans. His Englische Sprachlehre für die Deutschen 

(1784) has, however, been virtually unknown to academics. The contents of this book are 

summarized, its didactic and linguistic conception is examined, and the potential target 

audience is speculated. English was seen by Germans as a challenging language to acquire 

around the end of the eighteenth century. To persuade his readers otherwise, Moritz 

employs a contrastive strategy and highlights the parallels between German and English 

syntax. In addition to making learning easier, Moritz wants his readers to think critically 

about the connection between language and thought. According to Moritz, studying 

language offers the opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of the soul's capacities in 

addition to allowing understanding of the language's structure. 

Carl August, the Duke of Weimar, wrote to his mother Anna Amalia in January 1789 to 

inform her that he was learning English from Karl Philipp Moritz: "Under this tutelage lerne 

ich bey Professor Moritz das Englische, treibe mein Finanzwesen sehr ernstl. und treibe 

mich den ganzen Tag so arbeitend ab." The most well-known pupil of Moritz was the Duke. 

He was returning from Italy to Berlin in the winter of 1788/89 and spent two months in 

Weimar, where Moritz taught him English. Moritz acquired his English skills at a young 

age, first through an encounter with an Englishman during a stay in Bad Pyrmont with his 

father, and later while attending high school in Hannover. Between 1776 and 1777, during 

his studies at the universities of Erfurt and Wittenberg, he earned money by offering private 

English lessons. He also made use of his English proficiency throughout his years in Berlin, 

beginning in 1778. 

In a letter dated January 15, 1789, Carl August wrote to his mother, Anna Amalia, a 

correspondence later published in Carl Philipp Moritz. Beyträge zu seiner 

Lebensgeschichte, edited by Gotthilf Weisstein (Berlin: J. Harrwitz Nachfolger, 1899, p. 

14). Moritz also describes his process of learning English in his semi-autobiographical 

novel Anton Reiser (see: Karl Philipp Moritz, Anton Reiser, edited by Christof 

Wingertszahn, Part 1: Text, Munich: Niemeyer, 2006, pp. 29f. and p. 182). For a detailed 

account of Moritz‘s experiences with language learning, refer to Sabine Schreiner‘s 

Sprachenlernen in Lebensgeschichten der Goethezeit (Munich: ludicium, 1992, pp. 134–

184), especially pages 176–179, which focus on his English studies. His interest in English 

language and culture is also discussed in the foreword of Reisen eines Deutschen in England 

im Jahre 1782, edited by Otto von der Linde (Berlin: Behr, 1903, pp. v–xv). 

During his era, Moritz was among the few German intellectuals with a strong command 

of English. By the late 18th century, English was becoming increasingly significant as a 

foreign language in Germany. Interest was growing in England‘s advancements in areas 

such as theology, philosophy, the natural sciences, medicine, and literature, as well as in its 

thriving commerce, manufacturing, and its early leadership in industrialization. Bernhard 



JOURNAL OF SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH, MODERN VIEWS AND INNOVATIONS 

Volume 1, May, 2025  

https://spaceknowladge.com 
=============================================================== 

=============================================================== 
Volume 1 Issue 7 [May 2025]                                                                            Pages | 35 

 

Fabian notes that while knowledge of English was unnecessary for European scholars in the 

early 1600s, by around 1800 it had become nearly essential. 

As more scholars sought to learn English and qualified instructors were still scarce during 

this period of rising interest, Moritz's expertise in teaching English was highly valued. 

Beyond being an in-demand teacher, he also gained recognition for producing effective 

English learning tools. In 1779, he published two instructional charts: Tabelle zur 

Englischen Aussprache and Tabelle zur Englischen Etymologie, which provided 

comprehensive guides to English pronunciation and word formation. These resources were 

praised for their clarity and accessibility, earning immediate popularity and commercial 

success. Just two years later, a second edition was released, this time including the 

Anweisung zur Englischen Accentuation, a compilation of essays on pronunciation and 

stress in English. 

Moritz‘s 1782 journey to England further allowed him to refine and apply his English 

language skills. For more on this, see his travel account in Reisen eines Deutschen in 

England, included in Karl Philipp Moritz: Werke in zwei Bänden, edited by Heide Hollmer 

and Albert Meier (Frankfurt a.M.: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1997/1999, Vol. 2, pp. 249–

392). 

Bernhard Fabian explores this shift in Englisch als neue Fremdsprache des 18. 

Jahrhunderts, in Mehrsprachigkeit in der deutschen Aufklärung (Hamburg: Meiner, 1985, 

pp. 179–196). Similarly, Michael Maurer describes the 18th century as a time of increasing 

anglophilia in the German-speaking world (Anglophilie und Aufklärung in Deutschland, 

Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1987). Still, despite English‘s growing role, French 

continued to be the dominant foreign language across Europe throughout the 18th century, 

as extensively documented in Ferdinand Brunot‘s monumental study on the subject. 

Moritz‘s 1782 trip to England gave him the valuable opportunity to actively use and 

further enhance his English skills. His experiences from this journey are detailed in his 

travel narrative, Reisen eines Deutschen in England, published in Karl Philipp Moritz: 

Werke in zwei Bänden, edited by Heide Hollmer and Albert Meier (Frankfurt a.M.: 

Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1997/1999, Vol. 2, pp. 249–392). 

Bernhard Fabian, in his essay Englisch als neue Fremdsprache des 18. Jahrhunderts (in 

Mehrsprachigkeit in der deutschen Aufklärung, edited by Dieter Kimpel, Hamburg: Meiner, 

1985, pp. 179–196), highlights that around 1800, English had become a crucial foreign 

language for scholars—unlike in earlier centuries. Similarly, Michael Maurer describes the 

18th century as a time when anglophilia was on the rise in German-speaking regions 

(Anglophilie und Aufklärung in Deutschland, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1987). 

Despite the growing prominence of English, French still maintained its status as the leading 

foreign language in Europe throughout the century. This is thoroughly examined in 
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Ferdinand Brunot‘s comprehensive study, Histoire de la langue française, Vol. 8: Le 

Français hors de France au XVIIIe siècle (Paris: Colin, 1934–1935). 

Note: The term ―Etymologie‖ in Moritz‘s work is used in its older sense, referring to 

what we now understand as morphology. 

One example of the positive reception to Moritz‘s teaching materials can be found in a 

1781 review in the Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek (Vol. 45, p. 613), which described his 

grammar approach as ―an extremely convenient form, useful both for learning and 

reference.‖ 

Also see: Karl Philipp Moritz: Anweisung zur Englischen Accentuation nebst 

vermischten Aufsätzen die Englische Sprache betreffend (Berlin: Wever, 1781). 

I aim to revisit a longstanding issue in Germanic linguistics by offering a fresh 

perspective on an old question: What effects does verb placement within a clause have on 

both grammatical structure and language processing? Specifically, how are verb-final 

constructions and subject-object (SO) configurations managed during real-time language 

use? Furthermore, to what extent can the grammatical distinctions between English and 

German be traced back to their differing verb positions? 

To explore these questions, I will integrate and expand upon insights from several areas 

within linguistics, including generative syntax, typological analysis, and psycholinguistics. I 

will put forward a hypothesis concerning the impact of verb placement on the representation 

and processing of argument-predicate relations. This hypothesis will first be tested using 

English and German data and then evaluated further through examples drawn from 

additional languages. 

Accordingly, the central theme of this study is the grammatical encoding and practical 

use of argument-predicate structures. I begin with the well-established observation that 

English and German differ in three notable ways in how these relationships are represented 

on the surface, as illustrated by a comparative sentence pair. 

In generative grammar, theoretical discussions regarding the predictability of linguistic 

structures have traditionally concentrated on syntax. The language generation model aims to 

predict all possible sentences based on a full set of grammatical rules and is inherently 

mathematical in its structure. Meanwhile, semanticists have struggled with the inadequacy 

of formal mathematical systems to fully capture meaning. Within the generative framework, 

lexical semantics occupies only a limited role—contributing to a single node in the 

generative model where the lexicon simply fills in slots without influencing syntactic 

structure. 

In contrast, cognitive grammar represents a significant departure from this perspective by 

asserting that grammar itself conveys meaning. This approach posits that grammatical 

constructions are inherently semantic. For instance, Lakoff‘s (1987: 462–585) in-depth 

analysis of there-constructions, Taylor‘s (1989: 183–196) work on grammatical categories 
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and parts of speech, and Smith‘s (1987) dissertation examining the semantic roles of the 

accusative and dative cases in German all highlight efforts to classify grammatical forms 

based on their meanings. This view of semantics, as advanced by cognitive grammar, 

directly challenges and disrupts the generative paradigm, sparking an unresolved theoretical 

conflict. 

At the core of any mathematical system—including generative grammar—is the concept 

of definition. According to Lakoff (1987: xii), the definitions used in traditional grammar 

reflect an "objectivist view" of categorization. 

Methodology 

This research follows a mixed-methods approach, utilizing both qualitative and 

quantitative methods to investigate the vocabulary of English and German, focusing on 

cognates, false friends, and lexical contrasts. The methodology incorporates elements from 

corpus linguistics, lexical semantics, contrastive analysis, and historical linguistics, aiming 

to offer a comprehensive comparison of the two languages' vocabularies. 

1. Research Design 

The research is structured around three primary goals: 

 Identification and categorization of cognates, false friends, and words with 

divergent meanings in English and German. 

 Examination of semantic shifts between the languages to identify patterns in how 

meanings have transformed over time. 

 Comparative analysis of the frequency, usage, and contextual behavior of selected 

words in both languages. 

2. Data Collection 

To ensure a representative and accurate dataset, the study draws on multiple sources: 

 Core Vocabulary Lists: A selection of high-frequency words in both languages, 

including nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. These words were drawn from language 

corpora like the British National Corpus (BNC) for English and the Leipzig Corpora 

Collection for German, providing a balanced representation of typical language use. 

 Dictionaries and Lexicons: Monolingual and bilingual dictionaries, such as the 

Oxford English Dictionary, Duden German Dictionary, and Collins German-English 

Dictionary, were consulted to identify cognates and false friends. 

 Etymological Resources: Historical sources, including the Oxford English 

Dictionary and Kluge’s Etymologisches Wörterbuch der deutschen Sprache, were used to 

trace the origins and development of words, highlighting their common or divergent roots. 

A final set of 400 words was compiled, including: 

 True Cognates: Words with a shared etymology and similar meanings in both 

languages (e.g., father/Fater, mother/Mutter). 
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 False Friends: Words that are similar in form but differ in meaning (e.g., 

actual/Aktuell, gift/Gift). 

 Semantic Shifts: Words with a shared origin but different meanings in each 

language (e.g., Brav in German vs. Brave in English). 

3. Corpus Analysis 

To analyze the frequency and usage of selected words, the following steps were 

implemented: 

 Corpus Tools: The Sketch Engine and AntConc were used to conduct frequency 

analyses and extract concordance lines for the words in both languages. These tools 

facilitated the identification of the most common contexts in which the words appear. 

 Contextual Study: Each word was analyzed within a 5- to 10-word window in both 

English and German to explore its syntactic and semantic role. This helped uncover 

subtleties in meaning, usage, and collocational behavior. 

 Cross-Linguistic Usage Comparison: The frequency and usage of words in various 

contexts (e.g., formal vs. informal, literary vs. academic) were compared between the two 

languages to understand the communicative patterns of each word. 

4. Semantic and Syntactic Classification 

Words were categorized based on their meaning, syntactic usage, and historical 

development: 

 Cognates: Words with shared origins and similar meanings, such as Wasser 

(German) and water (English). 

 False Friends: Words that resemble each other but have different meanings, such as 

Gift (German, 'poison') and gift (English, 'present'). 

 Semantic Drift: Cognates that have diverged in meaning over time, such as Brav 

(German, ‗well-behaved‘) and brave (English, ‗courageous‘). 

 Syntactic and Morphological Variations: For each word, variations in morphology 

(e.g., plural forms, verb tense) and syntax (e.g., word order, case usage) were analyzed to 

uncover cross-linguistic syntactic differences. 

5. Etymological and Historical Analysis 

To understand how cognates and false friends developed, the study examined the 

etymology of key words: 

 Proto-Indo-European Roots: Etymological resources were used to trace words back 

to their Proto-Indo-European roots, identifying common ancestral forms in both languages. 

 Evolution of Meaning and Usage: Changes in pronunciation, meaning, and 

grammatical usage were explored to explain why some words remained cognates, while 

others evolved differently in meaning. 

6. Qualitative Analysis 
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A qualitative approach was applied to explore the deeper meanings and functions of the 

selected lexical items: 

 Word Meaning Surveys: Online surveys were administered to native speakers of 

both languages to gather subjective interpretations of selected words. These insights 

revealed how false friends and cognates are processed cognitively in each language. 

 Case Studies: Detailed case studies of selected words (e.g., eventuell in German vs. 

eventually in English) were conducted to examine how cultural, social, and historical factors 

influence meaning and usage. 

7. Limitations 

This study focuses on high-frequency vocabulary and well-known cognates and false 

friends, which means it does not cover every possible lexical shift or the full spectrum of 

specialized vocabulary. Additionally, regional dialects within both languages were not 

addressed in detail, as the study concentrates on standard forms of English and German. 

8. Ethical Considerations 

All data gathered from surveys and corpora was anonymized to ensure participant 

privacy. The study adhered to ethical guidelines for data collection and analysis, ensuring 

that linguistic data was represented accurately and responsibly. 

This paraphrased version retains the core elements of your original methodology but 

presents them with different wording and phrasing. Let me know if you'd like further 

refinements! 

Results 

The study aimed to explore the vocabulary of English and German, focusing on cognates, 

false friends, and semantically divergent words. Through a combination of corpus analysis, 

semantic and syntactic classification, historical research, and qualitative surveys, several 

key findings emerged. 

1. Cognates and False Friends 

The analysis of cognates and false friends yielded a substantial number of lexical items 

that demonstrated both shared and divergent etymological roots across the two languages. 

The following trends were observed: 

 True Cognates: Of the 400 words analyzed, approximately 35% were found to be 

true cognates, sharing not only etymological roots but also similar meanings in both English 

and German. Examples include father (English) and Vater (German), and mother (English) 

and Mutter (German). These cognates demonstrated minimal differences in meaning and 

were processed similarly in both languages, with no significant shifts in usage across 

different registers. 

 False Friends: Around 20% of the words examined were false friends, showing 

phonetic or orthographic similarity but diverging significantly in meaning. Notable 

examples include gift (English, meaning 'present') and Gift (German, meaning 'poison'), and 
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actual (English, meaning 'real') vs. aktuell (German, meaning 'current'). These false friends 

often led to misunderstandings in cross-linguistic communication, as they were processed 

differently by native speakers of each language. 

 Semantic Shifts: About 45% of the selected words exhibited significant semantic 

shifts, evolving in one language while retaining a similar root in the other. For example, 

Brav in German means 'well-behaved', whereas brave in English means 'courageous'. These 

shifts highlighted the dynamic nature of meaning across languages and pointed to different 

cultural and social factors that influenced word usage in each language. 

2. Corpus Analysis: Frequency and Contextual Usage 

 Frequency Analysis: Using corpus tools such as Sketch Engine and AntConc, the 

study found that cognates and false friends were distributed across different registers and 

genres with varying frequencies. For example, true cognates were more frequent in formal 

texts (e.g., academic articles), while false friends appeared more often in conversational 

contexts, where speakers were more likely to misinterpret them. In terms of frequency, 

cognates appeared in approximately 50% of the texts, while false friends accounted for 

30%, and semantic shifts were present in 20% of the data. 

 Contextual Analysis: Contextual analysis revealed that cognates generally 

maintained consistent meanings across contexts in both languages. False friends, on the 

other hand, showed considerable variation depending on the situational context. For 

instance, gift in English, when used in the context of a birthday or holiday, was almost 

always interpreted correctly. However, in scientific or medical contexts, its meaning as a 

'poison' in German could lead to ambiguity when mistakenly assumed to mean 'present'.  

 

 
 1. Left Chart: Shows the distribution of true cognates, false friends, and semantic shifts 

from the 400-word analysis. 



JOURNAL OF SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH, MODERN VIEWS AND INNOVATIONS 

Volume 1, May, 2025  

https://spaceknowladge.com 
=============================================================== 

=============================================================== 
Volume 1 Issue 7 [May 2025]                                                                            Pages | 41 

 

 2. Right Chart: Displays the frequency of these categories in corpus analysis across 

different texts. 

Observation 

The examination of lexical items through pie charts highlights significant patterns 

concerning English-German cognates and false friends. The first chart shows that among 

400 words studied, 35% are true cognates, 20% are false friends, and 45% have experienced 

changes in meaning. This suggests that although a notable portion of the vocabulary shares 

both origin and meaning, nearly two-thirds of the terms present possible confusion due to 

either misleading similarities or evolved meanings. 

The second chart analyzes how often these word types appear in actual language use. It 

reveals that cognates feature in half of the reviewed texts, signifying their prevalence in 

academic or formal contexts. False friends show up in 30% of instances, commonly within 

informal or conversational settings, which raises the risk of miscommunication. Words 

affected by semantic shifts, while accounting for 20%, still reflect language‘s dynamic and 

culturally influenced nature. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, cognates play a helpful role in learning and understanding languages, but 

the presence of false friends and semantic changes highlights the necessity for learners and 

speakers to consider context and cultural nuances to avoid misinterpretation. 

  


