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The enduring influence of the Latin language on modern Western civilization is not merely a matter of historical 

sentiment but a foundational reality of contemporary linguistics, jurisprudence, and scientific taxonomy. James 

Morwood’s seminal work, A Dictionary of Latin Words and Phrases, serves as a critical bridge between the

classical world and the modern professional landscape. This technical analysis explores the linguistic architecture,

lexicographical methodology, and practical application of Latin phrases that have permeated English discourse. By

examining the structural components of these lexemes, we can better understand the mechanisms through which a

so-called "dead language" continues to dictate the precision of modern technical communication.

Theoretical Framework of Latin Lexicography

Lexicography, the art and science of compiling dictionaries, requires a systematic approach to etymology, 

semantics, and syntax. Morwood’s dictionary distinguishes itself by focusing on the survival and adaptation of 

Latin within the English language. To understand this, one must first grasp the three primary tiers of Latin influence: 

Classical Latin (the literary standard), Vulgar Latin (the spoken registers that evolved into Romance languages), 

and Neo-Latin (the post-Renaissance language of science and law).

The Morphosemantic Structure of Latin Phrases

Latin phrases typically function as formulaic expressions—stable linguistic units whose meanings are often non-

compositional. In the context of James Morwood’s research, these phrases are categorized based on their

functional utility in modern prose. The technical components of these phrases include:

•  Substantive Phrases: Units that act as nouns (e.g., ad nauseam, used as an adverbial phrase describing 

repetition).

•  Sententiae: Short, pithy axioms or proverbs that convey a complex moral or philosophical truth (e.g., caveat 

emptor).

•  Mottoes: Phrases adopted by institutions to signify identity and values (e.g., per ardua ad astra).

The technical challenge for a lexicographer like Morwood is to provide not just a literal translation, but a contextual 

mappingthat accounts for the "semantic drift"—the process by which a phrase’s meaning shifts over centuries of

usage.

Technical Analysis and Core Mechanics

Analyzing a collection of over 1,000 phrases requires a granular look at the grammatical mechanics that govern 

Latin. Unlike English, which is an analytic language relying on word order, Latin is a highly synthetic language

characterized by complex inflectional systems (declensions for nouns and adjectives, and conjugations for verbs).

Syntactic Integrity in Borrowed Phrases

When a Latin phrase is imported into English, it often retains its original grammatical case, which can create friction 

within English syntax. Morwood provides the necessary scaffolding to ensure these phrases are used with 



technical accuracy. For instance, the distinction between data (plural) and datum (singular) is a classic example of 

keeping the nominative plural ending intact.

Mathematical and Algorithmic Logic in Latin Maxims

Many Latin phrases operate under a logic that mirrors algorithmic processes. Consider the phrase Mutatis 

Mutandis. In a technical workflow, this serves as a command to "change those things which need to be changed."

We can represent this logic in a pseudo-code format:

IF (Context_A == Context_B) THEN

    Apply (Process_X)

ELSE

    Identify (Variable_Differences)

    Apply (Mutatis_Mutandis)

    Apply (Process_X)

END IFThis systematic approach is why Latin remains the standard for logic and legal definitions; it provides a

shorthand for complex procedural instructions that would otherwise require lengthy explanation.

Comparison and Evaluation of Lexicographical Categories

To evaluate the utility of various categories of Latin phrases found in the dictionary, the following table provides a

side-by-side comparison of their application across different professional domains.



Category Primary Domain Function Example Lexeme Technical 
Significance

Legal Maxims Jurisprudence Establishment of 
precedent and 
principle

Stare decisis Ensures 
predictability and 
stability in law.

Scientific Taxonomy Biology/Medicine Standardized 
nomenclature

Homo sapiens Removes ambiguity 
across different 
languages.

Logic/Rhetoric Philosophy/Academia Identification of 
structural fallacies

Ad hominem Facilitates rigorous 
peer-reviewed 
debate.

Common Usage General Prose Stylistic elevation 
and brevity

Et cetera Efficiency in listing 
non-exhaustive 
items.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Technical Writers

Using Morwood’s dictionary effectively involves more than just looking up a definition. It requires the integration of

Latin into a 21st-century document workflow. The following steps outline the procedure for correct Latin integration

in technical documentation:

Step 1: Verification of Case and Number

Ensure that the phrase used matches the number of the subject. Using alumni (plural) when referring to a single 

individual (alumnus) is a common technical error that undermines the author's credibility.

Step 2: Assessment of Semantic Necessity

Determine if the Latin phrase provides a degree of precision that English cannot. For example, prima facie(at first

sight/on its face) is technically superior to "at first glance" in a legal or investigative report because it carries a

specific evidentiary weight.

Step 3: Formatting and Typography

While many common Latin phrases (like e.g. and i.e.) are no longer italicized in most style guides (APA, MLA), rarer 

phrases should be italicizedto signal to the reader that they are looking at a foreign-derived technical term.

Morwood’s entries often provide guidance on the historical weight of a phrase, which influences its formatting.

Case Studies: Troubleshooting Common Linguistic Failures

Failure to consult a dedicated dictionary like Morwood’s often leads to "Malapropisms of Antiquity." Here we

analyze two common failure modes.

Failure Case A: The Misapplication of 'Per Se'

Error: "The technology was not bad per se, but it didn't work well."Analysis: Many writers use per se as a generic 

intensifier. However, its technical meaning is "by, of, or in itself." A technical writer must ensure the phrase is used 

to isolate a property from its surroundings.Solution: Use per se only when discussing intrinsic qualities (e.g., "The 

compound is not toxic per se, but becomes so when metabolized.")



Failure Case B: 'Post Hoc' Fallacy in Root Cause Analysis

Error: Confusion between Post Hoc (after this) and Propter Hoc (because of this).Analysis: In engineering and 

failure analysis, assuming that Event B was caused by Event A simply because it followed Event A is a logical error. 

Morwood’s dictionary clarifies the full phrase Post hoc ergo propter hoc.Solution: In technical reporting, explicitly 

distinguish between temporal sequence and causal relationship to avoid logical fallacies.

The Role of Morwood’s Dictionary in Digital Humanities

With the advent of Natural Language Processing (NLP) and Large Language Models (LLMs), the structured data 

provided by James Morwood is more valuable than ever. Lexicographical data acts as a ground-truth dataset for 

training models to recognize and translate specialized jargon accurately. The dictionary provides the metadata

(etymology, citations, historical context) necessary to disambiguate Latin terms when they appear in massive

corpora of legal or medical text.

Quantitative Insights from the Dictionary

Morwood’s collection of 1,000+ phrases can be broken down by their linguistic roots. Approximately 65% of the 

entries originate from the Classical period (Ciceronian and Augustan Latin), while 20% are Medieval adaptations, 

and 15% are early modern scientific coinages. This distribution highlights the diachronic evolutionof the language

—it is not a static fossil but a modular system that has been expanded to meet the needs of each successive

technological era.

Synthesis of Lexicographical Principles

The utility of a resource like A Dictionary of Latin Words and Phrases extends beyond mere translation. It serves as 

a manual for precision engineering in language. By providing the first citations and historical examples of usage,

Morwood allows modern professionals to wield Latin with the same intentionality as the Roman orators or the

Enlightenment scientists who first standardized these terms.

Understanding the internal logic of Latin—its preference for economy of expression and its rigid structural hierarchy

—enables writers to produce more authoritative and clearer prose. In an era of information density, the ability to 

summarize a complex legal status as sub judice or a permanent state as in perpetuityis an essential skill for the

technical communicator. Morwood’s dictionary remains an indispensable tool for maintaining the high standards of

accuracy required in the global intellectual and professional community. As we continue to navigate a world built on

the foundations of Roman law and Greek logic, the mastery of our Latinate lexicon ensures that we remain

connected to the precise mechanisms of human thought and institutional structure.
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