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Biologists need to be Linguists too! 



•  Chloro-phyll 

•  Erythro-cyte  

•  Doloro-genic 

•  Sinistr-aural 

•  Haemo-fuscin 

•  Geni-culated 

•  Nigri-tude 

Seeing through the glasses  
of Latin and Greek! 

•  Green-Leaf  
•  Red-Cell 
•  Sadness-Birthing 
•  Left-Ear 
•  Blood-dark 
•  Knee-like (Bent) 
•  Black-ness 

•  “Folio” 

•  “Dolorous” 
•  “Sinister” 
•  “Obfuscate” 
•  “जानu” 
•  “Nigger” 



What is Cholecystectomy? 
Chole-cyst-ectomy 

	
  

Removal 
“Vasectomy” 

“Appendectomy” 

Hollow sac of 
some sort 

Bile 

“Cholera” 
“Cholesterol” 
“Melancholy” 

“Bile-Sac-Removal” 



Why Greek and Latin? 

Classical	
  La)n	
  
62%	
  

Classical	
  
Greek	
  24%	
  

Old	
  English	
  7%	
  

Others	
  7%	
  
•  Western Medicine 

descends in an unbroken 
tradition from Greek 
medicine.  

•  Many of Hippocrates’ 
terms are still used: 
Asthma, Epidermis 

•  Latin was the dominant 
language of knowledge 
production till about 100 
years ago. 

Turmezei (2012) 



•  Greek and Latin are freely 
mixed. 

•  Grammar of neither is 
observed. 

•  The word inflections are 
Latin. 

•  Biology has its own 
conventions independent 
of the two languages. 

How are words generated? 

Bucco-pharyng-eal 

Latin Greek Latin 

-alis -bucca 
“mouth” 

-phárunx 
“throat” 

Greek 
compounding 

The Greek word for mouth “stoma” has acquired a different meaning. 



Prefix + Root(s) + Suffix 

ANTI PYR ETIC 
Against Fire  Pertaining to 

Anti 
pyretic 

THERM, DYNAM 
Heat, Power 

IC 
Pertaining to 

Thermo 
dynamics 

Note: O is usually added as a connector between roots. 

Eg. 
The Latin root ject means “throw” 
So project mean “to throw forward”	




Prefixes 
 
•  Attach at the beginning of 

words. 
•  All prefixes do not have well 

defined meanings. 
•  They can be Greek or Latin. 
•  Often they are not logical. 
•  Sometimes the same prefix 

gives different meanings to 
different roots. 

•  Hundreds of prefixes: but 
most are familiar! 

IN-CLUDE 

EX-CLUDE 

PRE-CLUDE 

SE-CLUDE 
RE-CLUSE 
OB-CLUDE 
CON-CLUDE 

Root: 
claudere 

“To close” 



ISO META PRO PRE ACRO 

ENDO EX/EXO HYPO HYPER INTER 

 
PERI 

 
APO SYN EN BRADY 

 

MACRO MICRO TACHY ECTO INFRA 
 

SUPRA 
 CIRCUM MESO EPI ENDO 



Roots 
 
•  A root is a set of letters that 

have meaning. 
•  Affixes are added to the root 

to create a new word. 
•  Roots can appear more than 

once. 
•  Roots can be at the 

beginning, middle or end of 
the word. In some cases they 
can be the whole word! 

Word Meaning 
geology earth-study 

telegraph distance-writing 
tricycle three-wheels 
asocial not-companiable 



 
ISO 

CHRON 
 

META 
PHASE 

PRO 
PHASE PRE ACRO 

ENDO EX/EXO 
DERM 

ANA 
PHASE 

TELO 
PHASE INTER 

 
PERI 

 
APO SYN 

ERG-Y 
EN 

ERG-Y 
BRADY 

CARDIA 
 

MACRO MICRO TACHY 
CARDIA 

ECTO 
PLASM/DERM 

INFRA 
 

SUPRA CIRCUM MESO 
DERM 

EPI 
DERMIS 

ENDO 
PLASM/DERM 



 
AN 

ALGIA 
TRACHE 

OTOMY 
LOBO 

TOME 
SARC 

OMA 
METALL 
OID 

NEUR 
OSIS 

TONSIL 
ITIS 

APPEND 
ECTOMY 

COLO 
OSTOMY 

DIA 
RRHEA 

ABIO 
GENESIS 

THORA 
CENTESIS 

ERYTHRO 
BLAST 

RETINO 
PEXY 

APO 
PTOSIS 

Suffixes 



Dealing with two word names 

Homo Sapiens 
Raghavendrus Gadagkarus 

A-xantho-som-ella gadagkari 

erector spinae 
Escherichia coli 



For non-Biologists: 
Improves 
reading 

experience! 

The Emperor of All Maladies, pg. 
299, Siddhartha Mukherjee 



Joy of seeing hidden connections! 

CARNIVORE 
“Flesh-eating” 

CARNATION 
“Red like flesh” 

CARNIVAL 
“Flesh-raising” 

INCARNATE 
“Coming again in flesh” 

CARNAL 
“Relating to flesh” 

CARNAGE 
“Flesh cutting” 



Pop Quiz: What is 

Cholecystenterostomy? 



Thank you for your attention. 


