Blend structure in Lewis Carroll’s “Jabberwocky”:

Using empiric-based OT toward a creative understanding of the poem

Nathan Go
In Through the Looking Glass, Lewis Carroll’s poem “Jabberwocky” presents a paradox: How could something that means so little means so much? Indeed, when Alice first encountered the poem, her reaction was, “Somehow it seems to fill my head with ideas—only I don’t exactly know what they are!” Alice’s reaction may represent that of any reader; twice so with modern readers, whose evolved language no longer enables them to detect certain words peculiar to the Victorian era. But alas, most of them still get the “feel” of the poem. In Alice’s own words, “…Somebody killed something: that’s clear, at any rate—”
Perhaps the key to “Jabberwocky”, as some scholars have suggested, is that Lewis Carroll never intended for it to be purely nonsensical in the first place. The difference between Carroll’s well-thought-out poem, and a poem made out of words with letters randazardly
 strewn together, is the difference between non-sense and nonsense (Rose 1995; or see Flescher 1969 for a comparison to “absurd”). Carroll’s meticulous instructions for the publication of the poem itself reflect his mathematical penchant for order, a trait that is likely to have reflected in his text (Reed 1926). Most of Carroll’s “made-up” words also have a trace of genuineness, especially his verbs (Kelly 1990). “Jabberwocky” has often been used in undergraduate linguistics and English classes to demonstrate the difference between syntax, morphology and semantics: Whereas a sentence can be semantically vague, it can provide syntactical and morphological clues to unfamiliar words as being verbs, nouns, or adjectives (see Rundus 1967). 

It is in this light that I hope to prove a systematicity of so-called nonsense words in “Jabberwocky” beyond the level which has presently been offered by Carrollian scholars. Specifically, I wish to apply for the first time advances made in Optimality Theory (OT) with that of quantitative analysis of English blend structures. In the end, what I hope to achieve, rather than an academication of such a delightful book, is the further enhancement of its enjoyment through an acute awareness of its creativity.

I. English blend structures and OT
English words that are formed by combining two or more words, concatenating some segments in the process, are usually called blends or portmanteaus. A classic example is the combination of “breakfast” and “lunch” into “brunch.” Though seemingly simple, blends have continuously baffled linguists who try to trace a pattern to English blending rules. What accounts for “brunch” and not “brench”? What about “motel” and not “hotor”? Bauer (1983 cf. Kelly 1998) observed that some blends seem to be blocked because they are not as pleasant-sounding. However, he came to a conclusion, as with most linguists in the field, that blend-formation in English is “random.”

In 1998, Kelly revisited the study of English blends but tried a different approach. Instead of cataloguing the different forms of English blends, which his predecessors have already said does not bode well for a general theory of their structure (Cannon 1986), Kelly instead used a more empirical and statistical approach. He focused on determining the predictability of three variables prominent in English blend formation, and found the following to be statistically significant: 

1) First word represented in blends tends to be higher in frequency, contain fewer syllables, and denote more prototypical category members than the second word. 
2) Boundaries between blend components fall primarily at major phonological joints, such as syllable, onset, and rime boundaries.

3) Breaks at onset-rime boundaries were more than four times more common than breaks at body-coda boundaries.

  

(Kelly 1998)

However, Kelly’s approach did not allow for the ranking of his variables, since doing so would revert to the original problem of futility, owing to the number of exceptions needed to accommodate a general theory. Hence, though his findings may be able to explain the probability of blend formations, it could not predict them. 
In “Jabberwocky”, however, the number of blends that exist are already set, and thus also the variables causing their formation. Therefore, it is possible to hypothesize that a general theory to blend formation here can be found. By applying Optimality Theory (Prince & Smolensky 1993), I hope to see relatedness between variables that are otherwise obscure. 
II. Data and Procedure 

Studying blend formations in Lewis Carroll’s “Jabberwocky” is particularly apt, due to the intrigue behind its non-sense words. Moreover, while blends are not the most common source of English neologisms, making up only about 3 percent of present-day English (Simonini 1966), they may comprise up to half of all the neologisms in “Jabberwocky.”
 

There are four sources I based in coming up with the blends and their supposed meanings in “Jabberwocky.” The first is from Carroll’s own explanations, which he wrote in Mischmasch, the private little “periodicals” circulated among his family. The second is from Humpty Dumpty as he tried to explain the words to Alice. The third is from scholars, including Gardner, who wrote annotated books of Carroll’s works. Finally, the fourth comes from personal inquiry, looking into dictionaries of modern English, German, and Anglo-Saxon, which heavily influenced “Jabberwocky”. 

Once these words were acquired, they were put into tableaux of constraints that were based on Kelly’s (1998) variables. I have chosen to expand certain variables more, however, hoping to see specific effects. Thus, though Kelly looked at onset-rime boundaries, I chose to break them down further into 1SW (first source word) rime MAX, 1SW rime DEP, 2SW onset MAX and so forth. 
 To derive word frequency, I equated number of hits in an Internet search engine as representative. Blair and Urland (2002) found Internet search engines to be highly reliant and comparable to traditional methods of obtaining word frequency, such as CELEX and focus groups. The particular search engine recommended, and which I used, was AltaVista. 

 After counting the number of violations for each variable, an OT ranking was set up to reflect the general pattern of blend formation in “Jabberwocky.” Alternative blends were explored, as well as applying the rankings to an existing English blend word. The blend words explicitly suggested by Carroll (henceforth “original” vs. “inclusive”) were also isolated and compared with the derived rankings.
III. Discussion
All blend formations in “Jabberwocky” ascribe to the variable of 2SW rime preservation, which Kelly (1998) also found highly significant in English. This constraint tops all others, with no violations incurred. 1SW onset preservation is also high on the list, with just one violation incurred by “mome”. However, since there is only one such violation
, I theorized that another variable “temporal” is at play, which is the highest-ranking variable. Indeed, Kelly controlled for this variable, remarking that “temporal order of events tends to be persevered in conjunct word order.” On the other hand, the least-ranked of all variables is the 1SW frequency test for prototypicality, with 58 percent violation and even over 70 percent for the “original” blend words. The original blend words seem to share a general pattern as the inclusive list, also having 2SW rime preservation and 1SW onset preservation as highest-rank. The only difference is in the order of ranking for syllabic break and IDENT (voicing) (manner). Syllabic break seem to be more predictive with the inclusive list, while IDENT (voicing) (manner) is more predictive for the original blends.
When applied to an existing English blend word “brunch”, the constraint rankings of “Jabberwocky” seem to coincide, eliminating two out of the four alternatives as fatal. However, the other two blends [last] and [lεk.fast] seem to be acceptable in Jabberwockian ranking, violating only the lowest constraint of 1SW frequency. Of course, the temporal variable, which as earlier theorized, automatically chooses the blend that takes time into account, and therefore eliminates the two. 
When applied to alternative blend words of existing “Jabberwocky” blend word such as “slithy”, the derived constraint ranking again was able to successfully weed out two alternatives. However, the other two were left with only low-ranked violations. In this case, the rule of minimal violation was used to ultimately settle on the correct alternative. 
Among the things the results above may indicate include: (1) that the list of blend words were pretty accurately derived and therefore matched Carroll’s originals; or (2) that Carroll’s blend formations are very similar to English blend formations that the inclusive list need only to fit intuitively into this system to match the originals; or (3) that the variables used in this study are already highly biased towards English; or (4) that the violations for variables other than onset and rime preservation and 1SW frequency test are not spaced out enough to conclusively differentiate the inclusive from the original; and thus (5) a caveat needs to be emphasized that the differences in violations may not be statistically significant, and therefore that the constraint ranking only offers predictability as it applies to blend words in “Jabberwocky.”
The reason for not subjecting the results to standard statistical tests of significance again goes back to the motive of this paper, which is to prove a sense of order and logic to Lewis Carroll’s non-sense poem in its blend formations. After having demonstrated a constraint ranking within the confines of “Jabberwocky’s” blends, I hope that the reader would take this knowledge to spur further creativity. I dread, as G.K. Chesterton once remarked, of Alice’s story falling under the heavy hand of scholars, making it “cold and monumental like a classic tomb.” Or as Carroll would perhaps say in Jabberwockian—“conumental like a clomb.”
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    Diagram 1. Schematic illustration of empiric-based constraint ranking of “Jabberwocky” blends
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    Diagram 2. Schematic illustration of empiric-based constraint ranking of the original “Jabberwocky” blends

    Temporal

2SW rime MAX

2SW rime DEP
1SW onset DEP (  

1SW onset MAX





    

syllabic break (                    


                                  1SW syllable conservation                 IDENT (voice) (manner) (                 No SW transpose/metathesis


1SW frequency test (prototypicality)
� “random” and “haphazard”


� Including apparent blends not explicitly suggested by Carroll.


� “frabjous” has an alternative formation that does not violate this variable.
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