Fast-paced world spawns ‘retronyms’
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Acoustic guitar. Natural flavour. Hard copy. Oil-based paint.
Retronyms.
We use them, and create them, almost every day, but most people don’t even know what they are.
Don’t reach for your dictionary; you won’t find it there. Not unless it’s the most current American Heritage dictionary - the only one, to date, to list the word for this whole category of new words:
“Retronym: a word or phrase created because an existing term that was once used alone needs to be distinguished from a term referring to a new development or variation.”
Time was when all guitars were “unplugged” but now we have the retronym “acoustic guitar,” thanks to the electric guitar.
In its early years, television was ... well, television.
But with colour television came the retonym “black-and-white TV.” And with digital television, we now have the retronym “analog TV.” And there was a day when all mail came via a postal delivery person. Now we send e-mail and voice mail along with “snail mail,” or “hard mail” (a preferred retronym by some to avoid being derogatory toward the carriers.)
For youngsters, learning about retronyms may serve to clarify some confusing things in their world. Like the young girl who doesn’t understand “counterclockwise.” Or the little boy who tears up in frustration when confronted with a rotary phone because he has no idea how to use it. And some kids under 12 (or under 30, for that matter) who cannot imagine milk in just one flavour and only one level of fat content.
Often the digital, cellphone and 1 per cent generation knows the retronyms, but not the original items.
Older folks, who grew up when all clocks had moving hands, phones had dials and wires, and milk was just plain old milk, are usually familiar with both the item and its retronym (analog clock, rotary and land-line phones and whole milk).
Even so, most retronyms evolve without any of us being fully aware of them (manual transmission, real butter, woodburning fireplace), and we integrate them naturally into our lexicon.
Credit for the term “retronym” goes to Frank Mankiewicz, a broadcaster and journalist. His favourite retronyms include “natural turf” for grass, he says, and more recently, “two-parent family.”
