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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

In his seminal book, Language Instinct, Steven Pinker argues 
persuasively that prescriptive grammar rules disallowing, among other 
things, the sentence-final use of prepositions, the splitting of infinitives 
and the conversion of nouns to verbs are both useless and nonsensical 
(1995: 371-379). As regards the conversion of nouns to verbs, he says:  
“[i]n fact the easy conversion of nouns to verbs has been part of English 
grammar for centuries; it is one of the processes that make English 
English” (1995: 379). To illustrate the easiness characterizing this type of 
conversion, he lists verbs converted from nouns designating human body 
parts, some of which are reproduced in (1): 
 
(1) head a committee, scalp a missionary, eye a babe, nose around the 

office, mouth the lyrics, tongue each note on the flute, neck in the back 
seat, back the candidate, arm the militia, shoulder the burden, elbow 
your way in, finger the culprit, knuckle under, thumb a ride, belly up to 
the bar, stomach someone’s complaints, knee the goalie, leg it across 
the town, foot the bill, toe the line (1995: 379-380) 

 
Pinker estimates that approximately a fifth of English verbs originate from 
nouns, which, as documented extensively in Clark & Clark (1979; see also 
sections 8.2.1-6), may also have to do with the fact that new or innovative 
verbs in English arise predominantly from conversion of nouns to verbs. 
Without questioning the dominance of noun to verb conversion, I shall 
claim in this book that it is not only the easy conversion of verbs from 
nouns, but, more broadly, conversion as a word-formation process that 
makes English English. Consider, for instance, (2) below demonstrating 
that the easiness of forming conversion verbs equally characterizes, though 
in a lesser degree, the conversion of nouns from verbs. The expressions 
given in (2) are modelled on Pinker’s above examples, and they contain 
nouns converted from verbs designating actions functionally related to 
different parts of the human body: 
 
(2) have your say, give a shout, let out a shriek / a cry, give a talk, take a 

look at the notes, keep a close watch, down the whisky with a swallow, 
have a chew on it, have a smell of this cheese, with a smile, the touch 
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of her fingers, Hey! Nice catch!, go for a run, it’s worth a go, go for a 
walk 

 
That conversion is a phenomenon that makes English English had 

already been noticed by Jespersen decades earlier. Considering the great 
number of formally identical words (grammatical homonyms, as he calls 
them) in English belonging to different syntactic categories, he writes that  

[the] development of such identical forms must be reckoned one of the 
chief merits of the language, for this ‘noiseless’ machinery facilitates the 
acquirement and the use of the language enormously and outweighs many 
times the extremely few instances in practical life when ambiguity can 
arise. (1954: 85)  

To the best of my knowledge the first scholarly discussion of English 
conversion is given in the first volume of Henry Sweet’s A New English 
Grammar published in 1891.1 Since then conversion research has 
repeatedly set itself the task to find answers to the following questions: 
 

1) Which field of grammar does conversion belong to? More 
specifically, is conversion a morphological or a syntactic (i.e. 
derivational and / or inflectional) or a semantic / pragmatic process 
or some combination thereof? Put differently, is conversion a 
word(=lexeme)-formation process, or, alternatively, should it be 
rather seen as a change in a word’s syntactic or semantic/pragmatic 
behaviour? 

2) How, that is to say, on what grounds can conversions proper or true 
conversions and less typical, marginal cases and cases of non-
conversion be told apart? Put slightly differently, which processes 
of unmarked word class change yield unquestionable instances of 
conversion and which should be relegated to phenomena other than 
conversion? 

1 Drawing on Sundby (1995: 36-37), Valera (2004: 20) has it that the first recorded 
use of ’converted [words]’ dates from 1741. According to Marchand (1960: 293) 
the term ’conversion’ was coined by Kruisinga (1932). Later, however, in the 
revised edition of his monograph (1969: 360) he already claims that the term 
’conversion’ was first used by Sweet (1891/1968), and other linguists, e.g. 
Kruisinga, also adopted the term. Pennanen (1970: 17), drawing on Lee (1948: 2), 
is of the same opinion and he also points out that the OED ascribes the first 
linguistic application of the term ’to convert’ to Emerson who used it in his 
Nature, Lang. Wks. in 1836 (p. 150) (cp. “Nouns or names of things, which they 
convert into verbs”).  
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3) While the formal (orthographic + phonological) identity of items 
involved in conversion is taken to be a necessary condition, what 
kinds of formal discrepancies are still permissible? Related to this 
question is another question: How can the input and the output 
conditions of conversion be established in English and, more 
broadly, in a cross-linguistic perspective?  

4) If conversion is a derivational process (whether in the 
morphological or syntactic or semantic sense), how can its 
direction be determined synchronically? To what extent should 
diachronic data be taken into account?  

 
Despite the relatively great deal of attention conversion has received in 
works on English morphology and word-formation since the publication of 
Sweet’s aforementioned work, so far no real agreement has been reached 
in answering any of these questions sufficiently (see also Bauer & Valera 
2005b: 8) and therefore its treatment is still far from being unproblematic 
more than a century later. So while this “’noiseless’ machinery” continues 
to thrive in present-day English as an effective means of vocabulary 
enrichment, its interpretation is still in need of clarification. Although in 
this work most of the controversies characterizing different authors’ 
approaches to the linguistic status of conversion will be dealt with and 
suggestions will be made to overcome them, it would be quite unrealistic 
to suppose that all problematic issues will be solved and no further 
research will be necessary. However, it is by no means unrealistic to 
suppose that, relying on the tenets of cognitive semantics, particularly on 
the conceptual metaphor and metonymy theory, the nature of processes 
underlying different types of conversion can effectively be accounted for. 
In this regard, it is important to note that my intention here is not so much 
to challenge previous interpretations of conversion by suggesting an 
entirely new interpretation, but to demonstrate and hopefully prove 
that the most adequate analytic tools for the study of this word-formation 
process of English are those originally proposed within the framework of 
cognitive semantics by Kövecses  Radden (1998), Radden  Kövecses 
(1999) and Dirven (1999). Concretely, I intend to justify the claim made 
most explicitly by the aforesaid authors that conversion is basically a 
semantic process underlain by a set of metonymic mappings. Drawing on 
my corresponding research, I also intend to point out that the interpretation 
of conversion based on underlying metonymic mappings, with some 
modification though, is also applicable to types of conversion not 
examined by Dirven, Kövecses and Radden, and that along with 
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metonymic mappings metaphoric mappings also play an important role in 
the genesis of a specific class of denominal conversion.  

Before outlining the structure of the book, one more remark is in order 
concerning the assumed Englishness of conversion. As Sweet’s 
description of conversion cited below suggests, this word-building 
technique is undoubtedly a typical characteristic of the English language, 
though it is by no means unprecedented in other languages: 

But in English, as in many other languages, we can often convert a word, 
that is, make it into another part of speech without any modification or 
addition, except, of course, the necessary change of inflection. (1891: 38) - 
Emphasis is added. 

What is claimed by Sweet is also confirmed by other authors including, 
among others, Biese (1941), Marchand (1969), Don (1993), Kiefer (2005a, 
2005b) and Manova (2005, 2011). Biese (1941) studies conversion in 
Greek, Latin, German, Swedish and Tocharian, whereas Marchand (1969) 
argues for the occurrence of conversion, more precisely zero-derivation, in 
Latin and Spanish (see also Manova  Dressler 2005). Don (1993), Kiefer 
(2005a, 2005b) and Manova (2005, 2011) examine conversions in Dutch, 
Hungarian and some Slavic languages, respectively. Some aspects of non-
English conversion will be considered in subsequent chapters, especially 
in Chapter Six.  

The present work consists of twelve chapters distributed into four 
major parts. The first three chapters, constituting Part I, peruse previous 
interpretations of conversion, namely derivational, syntactic, lexical-
semantic and non-processual interpretations. Out of derivational 
interpretations the one claiming that during conversion the converting base 
takes on a zero-suffix is the most widely accepted and, perhaps not 
accidentally, the most widely criticised. Chapter One presents both the 
appraisal and the criticism of this interpretation, placing more emphasis on 
the latter and, in more general terms, on the untenability of the notion of 
derivational zero morphemes. Chapter Two sets itself the task to give an 
overview of interpretations according to which conversion arises from 
functional or paradigmatic shifts, suggesting that conversion is in effect a 
kind of syntactic or inflectional derivation. In this chapter lexical-semantic 
and onomasiological interpretations of conversion are also taken into 
account, and the suggestion is made that the nature of conversion is best 
captured by these and not by syntactic interpretations. This is so because, 
while the latter appear to mistake the consequence of conversion, viz. the 
change of word class, for its cause, the former, i.e. interpretations based on 
lexical-semantic and onomasiological circumstances, treat conversion as a 
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process motivated by different types of conceptual mapping or conceptual 
recategorization leading subsequently to the change of word class. These 
interpretations serve as guidelines for the interpretation of conversion 
proposed in Part III. 

In Chapter Three non-processual interpretations of conversion are 
presented, two of which are of special interest. According to one of them 
conversion results from the relisting of an already existing lexical item in 
the mental lexicon, whereas the other interpretation is based on the 
assumption that a lexical item is stored or listed either without category 
specification or, alternatively, with multiple category specifications. Be 
that as it may, non-processual interpretations of conversion, though they 
highlight important aspects of conversion, also appear to confuse the 
consequence with the cause: lexical relisting or category 
underspecification is in all probability the consequence and not the cause 
of conversion.  

The main concern of Part II, also including three chapters, is to identify 
the types and scope of English conversion. First, in Chapter Four, the 
notion of unmarked change of word class, the most important formal 
characteristic of conversion is brought under scrutiny. It will be 
demonstrated that though this formal characteristic can really be used for 
the identification of conversion, and that sometimes it is even used as a 
definition of conversion, not all instances of unmarked change of word 
class signal conversion. Difference must be made between examples of 
unmarked change of word class characterizing homonymy (e.g. bankN 
‘riverside’ / bankN ‘a financial institution’), reference metonymy (e.g. 
villageN ‘a small town in the country’ / villageN ‘those who live in a 
village’, deletion (e.g. behindPREP [sth]/ behindADV), grammaticalization 
(e.g. regardingV / regardingPREP [sth]), category indeterminacy (e.g. 
CanadianN / CanadianA) and instances of unmarked word class change 
that unquestionably signal true conversion (e.g. bankN ‘financial 
institution’ > bankV ‘put money into a bank account’). In this chapter the 
notion of word class is also discussed in detail with a view to clarifying 
what constitutes a word class and the change of which constituent leads to 
the change of the whole class or only to the change of a subclass or 
secondary class.  

In Chapter Five an attempt is made to identify the types of English 
conversion and thereby determine its scope. To this end, ten classifications 
of conversion are compared and analyzed in detail. As expected, in these 
classifications there is a high degree of agreement concerning the major 
types of conversion (e.g. N>V, A>V, V>N) and, conversely, a 
considerable disagreement with respect to the status of what are commonly 
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called partial and/or minor types of conversion (e.g. A>N, Vtrans>Vintrans, 
Ncount>Nuncount). 

Conversions in other languages are discussed in Chapter Six, where 
first, relying mainly on Manova  Dressler (2005) and Manova (2005, 
2011), the difference is clarified between word-based, stem-based and 
root-based conversions. Most of the chapter is devoted to the discussion of 
Russian and Hungarian conversions based on Manova (2005) and Kiefer 
(2005a, 2005b). The principal aim of this discussion is to arrive at a more 
justifiable classification of English conversions. Based on the fifth and 
sixth chapters, the following three groups of English conversion could be 
identified: 1. N>V (e.g. refereeN > refereeV), A>V (e.g. calmA > calmV), 
CLOSED CLASS>V (e.g. downPREP/ADV > downV), V>N (e.g. catchV > 
catchN), PHRASE>N (e.g. shut downV > (a) shutdownN); 2. A>N (e.g. 
wealthyA > wealthyN), CLOSED CLASS>N (e.g. mustAUX > mustN), 
ADV>N (e.g. upADV downADV > the ups and downsN); and 3. PHRASE>A 
(e.g. up in the air > up-in-the-airA). While conversions belonging to the 
first group are characterized as full, prototypical and derivational, 
conversions making up the second and third groups are partial, non-
prototypical and syntactic. All types are examined in detail in Chapters 
Eight, Nine and Ten.  

As was suggested above, in this study conversion is treated as a 
process of semantic derivation motivated by conceptual shifts. Arguments 
in favour of this interpretation are presented in Part III, where first, in 
Chapter Seven, lexical semantic and cognitive semantic aspects of 
conversion are dealt with. As regards lexical semantic aspects, the 
interaction between lexical meaning, morphology and syntax is examined, 
as it is presented in works written by Kiparsky (1983, 1997) and Lieber 
(2004). Two implications of this interaction are of special interest for 
conversion understood as semantic derivation. One is that in the 
construction of meaning during conversion and, more broadly, during 
derivation and compounding only those aspects of lexical meaning prove 
relevant that are projected to syntax. The other implication is that 
speakers’ encyclopaedic (a.k.a. background or world or conventional) 
knowledge plays a significant role in processing meaning during 
conversion. 

The role of encyclopaedic knowledge is of crucial importance in the 
cognitive semantic treatments of conversion as well, viewing conversion 
either as semantic extension (Twardzisz 1997) or semantic derivation 
underlain by two types of conceptual mappings: metonymic and 
metaphoric. These mappings can be described in terms of conceptual 
metonymies and conceptual metaphors. It is shown in this and the 



Conversion in English: A Cognitive Semantic Approach 7 

following three chapters that during conversion metonymic mappings 
stemming from the idealized cognitive models (ICMs) of action (Kövecses 

 Radden 1998; Radden  Kövecses 1999) or event schemas (Dirven 
1999) are more fundamental than metaphoric mappings (Martsa 1997, 
1999, 2001, 2003, 2007a, 2007b). The chapter concludes with a definition 
of conversion.  

In Chapters Eight and Nine, the types of conversion identified at the 
end of Chapter Six are examined. In Chapter Ten, pertaining to Part IV, 
the nature of the semantic link between conversion pairs is explored. 
Chapter Eight is concerned with conversion verbs, concretely with verbs 
converted from nouns and adjectives and closed class items such as 
particles and interjections. In the discussion of denominal verbs, Clark  
Clark’s (1979) fine-grained classification is taken as a point of departure. 
Special attention is paid to the conceptual metonymies evoked by different 
classes and subclasses of these verbs. We shall see that verbs belonging to 
one subclass of N>V conversions, called animal verbs (e.g. apeV and 
wolfV), are motivated by metaphoric mappings as well. Finally, it is argued 
that just like N>V conversions A>V and CLOSED CLASS>V conversions 
also result from metonymic mappings. 

Nouns converted from verbs, adjectives, closed class items and 
adverbs are dealt with in Chapter Nine. It is argued that due to the 
reversibility of metonymy-producing relations within the Action ICMs 
deverbal nouns can also be taken to result from metonymic mappings. As 
regards A>N conversions, it seems reasonable to distinguish between two 
groups of input bases: adjectives designating intellectual, physical and 
other properties of humans (e.g. clever, disabled) or specific properties 
attributed to things (e.g. unbelievable, unexpected) and colour adjectives 
(e.g. green, red).  

Part IV sets out to explore three interrelated issues concerning the 
status of conversion as a morphological category: these are the polysemy 
vs. homonymy issue, the directionality issue and the productivity vs. 
analogy issue. Out of these issues only directionality has been given due 
attention in the corresponding literature, the other two having been either 
completely ignored or, especially productivity, considered self-evident and 
therefore not been studied seriously. In the chapters constituting this part 
evidence is provided to prove that these three issues are in effect mutually 
conditioned and none of them can be properly dealt with without taking 
the other two into account. Concretely, in claiming that conversion is a 
productive process, its direction must also be statable in synchronic terms. 
That conversion is a directional process directly follows from the semantic 
link between conversion pairs. As is shown in the tenth chapter, this link is 
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best definable as a kind of polysemy called intercategorial polysemy, an 
inherently directional phenomenon. It also means that the traditional view 
that conversion pairs exemplify (grammatical) homonymy must be 
rejected. It will be suggested in Chapter Eleven that the (synchronic) 
direction of conversion can be determined most reliably by using semantic 
criteria put forward by Marchand (1964). These criteria may also be seen 
as additional pieces of evidence for the close relationship between 
directionality and polysemy. In Chapter Twelve the productivity of 
conversion is examined in relation to other corresponding phenomena such 
as analogy, creativity and frequency. A word-formation process is 
productive if it is rule-governed. Consequently, if conversion is taken to be 
a productive process, its productivity must be statable in terms of rules. 
Chapter Twelve demonstrates that with the exception of a few types of 
conversions, which probably result from analogy to state such rules is 
really possible.  

Empirical data used in this study come from a number of sources, 
primarily dictionaries such as CCELD, CEGM, CIDE, LDOCE, OALD4, 
OALD8 and OED2. Attested examples, used especially in Chapters Eigth 
to Twelve, were also obtained from Newsweek magazine, the British 
National Corpus (SARA, version 0.98) and from authors (e.g. Marchand 
1964, 1969; Clark  Clark 1979; Quirk et al. 1985, Twardzisz 1997; 
Dirven 1999, and Martsa 1999, 2000, 2001, 2007a, 2007b, 2009) whose 
works were of utmost importance in the discussion of topics indicated 
above.  

Finally, it has to be noted that parts of this book have already been 
published elsewhere. In particular, section 1.2.3, presenting the criticism 
of zero-suffixation, draws on Martsa (2012b), while sections 7.2-3, 
discussing the semantic aspects of conversion, are based on Martsa 
(2007b). The role of metaphoric mappings in the interpretation of 
conversion is examined in sections 7.3.4 and 8.3. These sections derive 
from a number of previous publications, including Martsa (1997, 1999, 
2001, 2003, 2007a and 2007b). The discussions of conversion nouns and 
the polysemic link between conversion members in sections 9.2 and 10.2 
draw respectively on Martsa (2010) and Martsa (2002). Finally, Chapter 
Eleven, investigating the issue of directionality, is a modified version of 
Martsa (2012a), and some aspects of productivity discussed in Chapter 
Twelve, especially in section 12.2.1, were touched upon in Martsa 
(2007c).  
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Preliminary remarks 

This part provides a survey of interpretations of English conversion 
proposed by authors with different theoretical persuasions. Similar surveys 
are also available in other publications, including Pennanen (1971), Don 
(1993), Štekauer (1996), Twardzisz (1997), Bauer & Valera (2005), and 
Balteiro (2007), therefore here I take into account first of all those 
interpretations that have significantly contributed to my understanding of 
conversion both as a general and a specifically English word-building 
technique.  
 Interpretations of conversion that have been suggested since the 
publication of Sweet’s A New English Grammar seem to fall into two 
rather heterogeneous groups. Interpretations belonging to the much bigger 
group treat conversion as a type of word-formation, concretely, a type of 
morphological (Chapter One) or syntactic or lexical-semantic derivation, 
or an independent onomasiological process (Chapter Two). According to 
interpretations belonging to the other group conversion is not a word-
formation process per se; it is seen either as an operation of relisting words 
already existing in the mental lexicon, or as a phenomenon related to the 
inherent indeterminacy of word class specifications or, alternatively, to 
multiple word class specifications (Chapter Three).  
 



 

CHAPTER ONE 

MORPHOLOGICAL INTERPRETATIONS 

1.1. Introduction 

In the majority of interpretations listed above conversion is treated as 
word-formation. In this chapter, first some of those interpretations are 
dealt with which view conversion as a type of morphological derivation. 
Concretely, sections 1.2 and 1.3 examine conversion understood as zero-
derivation; section 1.4 presents the treatment of conversion as non-
derivation within the framework of natural morphology.  

1.2. Zero-derivation (i)  

In conversion research the term ‘zero-derivation’ designates two rather 
different approaches to conversion. According to one of them conversion 
is realized by adding a zero morpheme, i.e. a phonologically null suffix to 
the base. This is explicitly indicated by the synonymous terms ‘covert 
affixation’, ‘derivation by a zero-morpheme’ and ‘zero-affixation’. As for 
the other approach, discussed in 1.3, it regards the process of conversion 
not as adding a zero-affix to the converting base, but rather as a lack of 
affixation on that base.  

1.2.1. Zero-derivation in descriptive morphology 

The claim that conversion is a type of derivation by a zero morpheme 
and as such it parallels other types of affixal derivation was most famously 
made by Marchand: 

 
By derivation by a zero-morpheme I understand the use of a word as a 
determinant in a syntagma whose determinatum is not expressed in phonic 
form but understood to be present in content, thanks to an association with 
other syntagmas where the element content has its counterpart on the plane 
of phonic expression. If we compare such derivatives as legalize, 
nationalize, sterilize with vbs like clean, dirty, tidy, we note that the 
syntactic-semantic pattern in both is the same: the adjectives are transposed 
into the category ‘verb’ with the meaning ‘make, render clean, dirty, tidy’ 
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and ‘make, render legal, national, sterile’ respectively. In the legalize-
group, the content element is expressed by the overt morpheme -ize while 
in the clean-group the same content element has no counterpart in phonic 
expression. As a sign is a two-facet linguistic entity, we say that the 
derivational morpheme is (phonically) zero marked in the case of clean 
‘make clean’. We speak of zero-derived deadjectival vbs. (1969: 359) - 
Emphases are included. 

 
The idea of syntactic and semantic parallelism between overt and covert 
suffixation, based on the assumed syntagmatic nature of word-formation, 
is even more explicitly expressed in the proportional equations (1a) and 
(1b) adopted from the respective works of Kastovsky (1982: 79) and Lipka 
(1990: 86). Cf.: 
 
(1a) cheatV : cheatN = writeV : writerN 
  cleanA : cleanV = legalV : legalizeV  
 
(1b) legal : legal/ize = clean : clean/ø ‘make it A’ 
     atom : atom/ize = cash  : cash/ø ‘convert into N’ 
 
The concept of zero suggested by Marchand and the other aforementioned 
authors draws on Godel (1953: 31-41) who claims that the existence of 
zero affixes can be justified only by using proportional (equipollent) 
oppositions in which zeros are shown as being in complementary 
distribution with overt affixes. In Godel’s opinion the zero morpheme has 
all the features of the linguistic sign. What (1a) and (1b) represent is also 
known as the overt analogue criterion, according to which a word can be 
seen as zero-derived from another word if in the given language there is at 
least one analogous derivational process with an overt affix (Sanders 1988: 
156). So cheatV > cheatN is a process of zero-derivation justifiable by a 
precise analogue in English forming an agentive noun from a verb with an 
overt suffix: cf. writeV  writerN. In fact, in English not only one such 
analogue exists: cf. applyV  applicantN, escapeV  escapeeN, etc. The 
overt analogue criterion, just like Marchand’s above description of the 
process of derivation by a zero morpheme, is based on the fundamental 
assumption that a derivative is a syntagma whose determinatum is 
phonologically unexpressed. Where the syntagmatic nature of a process is 
questionable, for instance in the case of government in government job, no 
conversion can be postulated (Marchand 1969: 360). Thus in government 
job the word government is not an adjective converted from a noun, but a 
functional shift, “a purely grammatical matter”, characterizing all nouns 
used as pre-modifiers in noun phrases.  
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While Marchand (1969), Kastovsky (1982), Sanders (1988) and Lipka 
(1990) argue for zero-derivation on the synchronic plane, Kastovsky 
(2005) provides evidence to justify this kind of derivation on the 
diachronic plane as well. He observes (2005a: 45-46) that the originally 
overlapping systems of inflection (the formation of word-forms) and 
derivation (the formation of lexemes) in Indo-European languages, 
reflecting the root-based type of Indo-European morphology with roots 
being categorially unspecified, underwent radical changes substantially 
reshaping the morphological system. These changes, notably phonological 
developments such as changes in the placement of stress, led first to the 
shift from root-based morphology to stem-based morphology, then to the 
gradual disappearance of word-final unstressed morphemes as 
morphological exponents carrying information related to both inflection 
and derivation. There were two consequences of this. One was the split of 
morphological processes into inflection and derivation; and the other, 
directly relevant to the present discussion, was that zero emerged as a 
replacement of overt derivational and inflectional markers. This leads 
Kastovsky to the conclusion that  

 
[z]ero-derivation in the modern Germanic (and other European) languages 
can thus be related to the originally more explicit morphological system of 
Indo-European and Germanic, with zero acting as a default case in the 
absence of overt derivational marker i.e. it can be interpreted as 
‘replacing something by nothing. (2005: 46) 
 
Considering conversion as zero-derivation apparently has several 

advantages. One is the simplicity of explanation, since if conversion is 
treated as a type of derivation, namely covert suffixation, there is no need 
to postulate a separate word-formation process. Another advantage is that 
this interpretation seems to be a significant step towards solving the 
notorious problem of directionality of conversion processes, suggesting 
that that word is derived which takes the zero suffix. A further advantage 
related to the previous one is the fact that, with the exception of lexicalized 
cases, the meaning of a converted item can be safely predicted, since its 
semantic description includes explicit reference to the converting word. 
For an illustration of this, consider (2): 

 
(2) (a) kickN (< kickV) ‘an act of kicking’; (a) swapN (< swapV) ‘that 

which/who is swapped’ 
bottleV (< bottleN) ‘put sg in a bottle’; bicycleV (< bicycleN) ‘ride a 
bicycle’ 
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Relying on a set of criteria for determining the direction of derivation 
proposed by Marchand (1964; see Chapter Eleven), Lipka suggests that an 
item should be regarded as derived, that is, zero-derived, if in its 
paraphrase the other item is applied; thus nailV is derived from nailN, since 
its paraphrase is ‘fasten with a nail’ (Lipka 1990: 85-86). This is exactly 
what can be expected from the abovementioned third advantage of treating 
conversion as derivation by a zero morpheme. 

Despite the above advantages of viewing conversion as derivation by a 
zero suffix, I shall demonstrate in section 1.2.3 that this view also has 
several disadvantages that significantly outweigh the advantages just 
mentioned. Before that, however, in the next section, another approach to 
zero-affixation will be examined that emerged in generative grammar. 

1.2.2. Zero-derivation in lexical morphology  

The model of word-formation, called lexical phonology or lexical 
morphology (henceforth abbreviated as LM), is based on the recognition, 
already anticipated by Chomsky & Halle (1968) and Halle (1973), that 
there is a close link between morphological and phonological rules. The 
distribution of labour between these two types of rules is such that the former 
help to build word-structure, whereas the latter take care of stress assignment 
and pronunciation. A further aspect of the cooperation of morphological and 
phonological rules is that during the process of word-formation the latter are 
activated by the former. Traditionally, LM is believed to comprise all facets 
of concatenative morphology (i.e. inflection, derivation, compounding) and 
conversion. In the discussion of LM and its implications for conversion as 
zero-derivation I draw on Kiparsky’s theory of the lexicon (1982, 1983), 
which in turn is based on Siegel’s (1979) level-ordered morphology and 
Allen’s (1978) concept of zero-affixes. In what follows, I first briefly 
review Siegel’s and Allen’s respective tenets. 

Siegel (1979) explains that the fact that in complex words Class 1 
affixes always come closer to the base than Class 2 affixes speaks for the 
hierarchical ordering of affixes in concatenative word-formation 
processes.1 This is shown in (3) where Class 1 -ic is inside Class 2 -ism in 

1 The distinction between Class 1 (non-neutral, primary) and Class 2 (neutral, 
secondary) affixes originates from Chomsky & Halle (1968) and it is meant to 
account for the fact that Class 1 affixes (e.g. -ee, -ity, -ic) affect the stress-
assignment in complex words by the reapplication of the Main Stress Rule (e.g. 
modérnity  módern), whereas Class 2 affixes (e.g. -ism, -ly, -ness) remain neutral 
in this respect (e.g. módernism  módern). In Chomsky & Halle (1968) the 
distinction between these two types of affixes is grasped in terms of boundary 
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historicism, and, similarly, Class 1 com- and -ion are inside Class 2 de- 
and -ed in decommissioned. 
 
(3)  histor(y)+ic#ism de#com+miss+ion#ed 
  
Siegel also proposes that Level 1 and Level 2 are hierarchically ordered in the 
lexicon, and Class 1 affixes are accommodated on Level 1 and Class 2 affixes 
on Level 2. In addition, affixes at their respective levels are also arranged in 
fixed sequences. This is illustrated in (4):2 
 
(4)  Level 1: publ+ic+ity but *publ+ity+ic  

Level 2: home#less#ness but *home#ness#less 
 

Allen’s (1978) concept of zero-affixes is generally acknowledged as 
the earliest within the framework of generative grammar (see Don 1993: 
30, Lieber 2005: 419). In her opinion, the category changes and, for that 
matter, the direction of the changes that take place in N>V and V>N 
conversions can only be accounted for if we assume that a zero-suffix 
attaches to the derived words. Seeking to justify her assumption, she looks 
for evidence by contrasting certain N>V and V>N conversions with 
derived words sharing the same bases (see (5a-b)) and in the shift of stress 
in phonologically identical disyllabic verb-noun pairs (see (6)). First 
consider (5a) and (5b):  
 
(5a) conditionN,V conditionalA *conditionive 

gestureN,V  gesturalA  *gesturive 
 
(5b) respectN,V  *respectal  respectiveA 

defectN,V  *defectal  defectiveA 
 
Allen (1978: 105) claims that the unacceptability of *conditionive and 
*gesturive in (5a) and *respectal and *defectal in (5b) indirectly explains 
why in (5a) conditionV and gestureV are derived from conditionN and 
gestureN and why, on the contrary, in (5b) respectN and defectN are derived 
from respectV and defectV. As in Siegel’s level-ordered morphology -al 
and -ive are respectively attached to nouns and verbs on Level 1, the 

strength, claiming that Class 1 affixes add to weak base boundaries (marked as 
‘+’), and Class 2 affixes to strong boundaries (marked as ‘#’). Cf. modérn+ity, 
módern#ism and (3). Most weak-boundary bases are Latinate, and as such they are 
frequently bound morph(ems)s as shown in decommissioned (see (3)). 
2 Examples in (3) and (4) are adopted from Martsa (2007c: 115). 
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eligible bases must be available on this level too. Since *conditionive is 
not an acceptable formation in English, while conditionalA is, the 
conclusion can be made that conditionV is not available for suffixation 
with -ive on Level 1, so it must be taken as (zero-)derivation from 
conditionN on Level 2. ConditionalA is an acceptable formation, since 
conditionN, unlike conditionV, is available for suffixation with -al on Level 
1. The same argument holds for the interpretation of *gesturive. 

As for (5b), *respectal is unacceptable, because its required base, 
respectN, is not to be found on Level 2. By contrast, respectiveA, (zero-) 
derived from respectV on Level 1, is fully acceptable, which then entails 
that respectN must be formed on Level 2 from respectV. The same 
argument holds for *defectal.3  

In the two lists in (6) it is the verbs that are traditionally believed to be 
primary, evoking a subtype of V>N conversion.4 The examples below are 
adopted from Allen (1978: 276): 
 
(6)  Verbs   Nouns 
 

constrúct  cónstrùct  
digést   dígèst 
explóit   éxplòit 
permít   pérmìt 
tormént  tórmènt 

 
Allen’s treatment of these examples, reinforcing the primacy of verbs in 
this type of V>N conversion, draws on the cyclic analysis of stress 
(Chomsky & Halle 1968: 96ff), claiming that the final stress in the verb-
noun pairs in question is assigned to the verbs on the first transformational 
cycle. Then, on the second transformational cycle, the primary stress is 
moved to the last but one syllable by reapplying the Main Stress Rule, 
while the primary stress assigned on the first cycle is lowered by the Stress 
Lowering Convention. That this process of relocating stress marks a kind 
of derivation with a well-definable direction is confirmed by the fact that 
no reduction takes place in converted nouns such as cómbàt /`k mbæt/ 
having a full final vowel, in contrast to underived nouns having the similar 

3 Note, however, that in Kiparsky’s LM model V>N conversion is considered a 
Level 1 process. 
4 Provisionally, I ignore the fact that the status of this type of V>N conversion is 
debatable in conversion research. Manova & Dressler (2005: 77-78), for example, 
consider them instances of prosodic modification and not conversion (see section 
1.4). 
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phonological make-up where the final vowel is often reduced to schwa as 
in cómma /`k m /.  

Now we can turn to the discussion of Kiparsky’s model of LM. 
Diagram (7) below is a schematic description of the model of LM as 
proposed in Kiparsky (1982: 5). This model consists of two parts. The first 
part, the modified version of Siegel’s level-ordered morphology, contains 
three hierarchically ordered levels where morphological rules operate in 
tandem with phonological rules (Booij 1994: 4), also known as lexical 
rules. Under the assumption of LM theory, these three levels accommodate 
inflection, derivation, compounding and conversion.5 An important 
characteristic of LM is that while phonological rules are intrinsically 
cyclic in the sense that they reapply after each stage of word-formation at 
their respective morphological levels, post-lexical rules, which constitute 
the second part of the model and which apply to the outputs of lexical 
rules, i.e. words entered into syntax, are intrinsically non-cyclic (Kiparsky 
1982: 3-4). As is shown in diagram (7), each level has a morphological 
and a phonological component and each level is associated with level-
specific processes. In what follows, I discuss the implications of LM 
mainly for conversion processes V>N and N>V. Other word-formation 
processes and post-lexical rules, which constitute the second part of the 
model, are not dealt with here.  

5 In the corresponding literature the number of levels posited for English and other 
languages varies from two to five, with two being the most widely accepted 
number for English. Interestingly, Kiparsky (1983) postulates only two levels, 
whereas in Kiparsky (1982), as is shown in (7), there are three levels. Other 
versions of LM are discussed in Mohanan & Mohanan (1984), Halle & Mohanan 
(1985), Mohanan (1986), Pulleyblank (1986), and Giegerich (1999). Kornai (1994) 
argues for a two-level (inflectional) morphology in Hungarian, whereas Inkelas & 
Orgun (1994) propose a four-level analysis for Turkish morphology.  
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(7)6 
 Underived lexical entries / 

morphemes provided by 
the lexicon 

                              
              

Level 1 morphology 
+ derivation (e.g. history+ic, 
divine+ity);  
+ (irregular) inflection (e.g. 
feet, rang-rung); 
V>N conversion (e.g. to 
torment – (a) torment) 

 
 
 

Level 1 phonology 
/h st'or k/, /d 'v n t / 
 
/fi:t/, /rn/ - /r n/ 
 
/t :'ment/ – /'t :ment/ 

 
 

                
               

Level 2 morphology 
# boundary derivation 
(Calvin#ist, happi#ness) 
compounding (green#house) 
N>V conversion ((a) pattern 
– to pattern) 

 
 
 

Level 2 phonology 
/'kælv n st/, /'hæp n s/ 
 ' 
/' gri:nha s/  
 
/'pætn/ – /'pætn/ 

                                         
                                                               
Level 3 morphology 
# (regular) inflection (e.g. 
mend#ed, dog#s) 

 
 
 

Level 3 phonology 
 
/’ ' mend d/, /d gz/ 

 
                                                                                
Syntax 
(Surface structure)  
(e.g. last trip; you and me; I 
saw him) 

 
 

 

Post-lexical phonology 
 
(deletion): /l s tr p/; /ju: n 
m / ; /a  's  m)/) 

 
The first two levels follow Siegel’s and Allen’s distinction between weak 
boundary and strong boundary affixations, but in Kiparsky’s model of LM 
conversions are associated with different levels: V>N conversion, contrary 
to Allen’s proposal (see footnote 3 above), with Level 1, N>V conversions 

6 Examples in (7) are mine (SM); in the original version of (7) no examples are 
included.  
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with Level 2. In accordance with the tenets of level-ordered morphology 
class 1 (non-neutral) or ‘+’ affixation takes place on Level 1 together with 
‘+’ (irregular) inflection (see umlaut and ablaut rules) and V>N 
conversion. As regards Level 2, it accommodates Class 2 (neutral) or ‘#’ 
affixation, compounding and N>V conversion.7 Finally, Level 3 provides 
‘#’ (regular) inflections for nouns and verbs formed on earlier levels.  

Following Lieber (1980), Kiparsky assumes that affixation and 
compounding are endocentric (1982: 6). This means that the category of a 
derived word is always the same as the category of its head. In English the 
head of a complex word tends to be its rightmost constituent (e.g. 
[[friendN] lyA]A).8 The categories of affixes include lexical information (N, 
V, etc.) as well as subcategorization features such as [Transitive] (e.g. -ify, 
-ize) or [Agent] (e.g. -er, -ant). Lieber proposes that this information, 
encoded in the lexical entry of affixes as an inherent category specification 
and a subcategorization frame, percolates upward from the affix to the 
complex word which it heads. Unlike Lieber, Kiparsky prefers to construe 
inherent feature specifications and subcategorizations of affixes as 
contextual restrictions on the rules that insert them. This means that for 
Kiparsky affixes are not lexical entries and they have no inherent or 
percolated lexical features. In order to introduce A he proposes the 
following general rule, where Y and Z correspond to A’s subcategorization 
frame and X corresponds to A’s inherent categorial specification:9 
 
(8)  Insert A in environment [Y _ Z]X 
 
As an illustration, consider deverbal agent nouns such as guideN, boreN, 
gossipN formed on Level 1 by zero-derivation. In accord with the principle 
of endocentricity, Kiparsky considers zero as a phonologically empty 
suffix that functions as head and proposes the rule presented in (9) 
(Kiparsky 1982: 7): 
 
(9)  Insert /ø/ in environment [Vn_]Noun, + Agent 
  where  Vn = guide, bore, gossip 
 

7 Though it is not stated explicitly in Kiparsky’s study, other types of conversion 
can also be treated as Level 2 processes. Supporting this statement is the fact that 
in the majority of cases the outcome of conversion is a verb.  
8 Derivatives like [beV [friendN]]V, [deV [louseN]]V formed with class-changing 
prefixes may be regarded as being left-headed (Martsa 2007c: 68). 
9 (8) is also intended to replace boundary specifications ‘+’ and ‘#’. 
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Applying (9), the derivation of guideN from guideV can be described as 
follows:  
 
(10) [[guide]V]N,+Agent  >  [[guide]Vø]N,+Agent 
 
[[guide]Vø]N,+Agent is well-formed because it is endocentric, i.e. it is headed 
by ø, having the inherent categorial feature [N] and the subcategorization 
[Agent].10 It follows from the logic of level-ordered morphology that the 
formation of agentive nouns is blocked on Level 2 from verbal bases from 
which such nouns are formed on Level 1 by zero-derivation. Thus *spier 
derived from spy or *borer derived from bore are both ill-formed. 
Blocking of this kind applies to cooker as well, because, although it is 
formed from cookV on Level 2, it is not an agentive noun. 

An important fact concerning level-ordering, is that rules functioning 
on one level have no access to the structure of words formed on other 
levels; that is, the internal structure of words is not seen by rules pertaining 
to another level. To account for this behaviour of lexical rules, Kiparsky 
adopts a weaker version of the Bracket Erasure Convention proposed by 
Chomsky & Halle (1968: 20), according to which internal brackets 
(marking the  assumed stages of derivation) are erased at the end of a 
cycle. Kiparsky’s weaker version of the above convention reads as follows 
(1982: 11): 
 
(11) Bracketing Erasure: 
  Internal brackets are erased at the end of a level  
 

Now, returning to conversion viewed as zero-derivation, Kiparsky 
proposes the ad hoc rule given in (12) (1982: 13):  

 
(12) *  ] X ]  ø] 

 
This rule prohibits the attachment of zero suffixes to already suffixed 
words. At the same time (12), being an instance of (11), offers a plausible 
explanation why nouns can never be zero-derived from verbs formed with 
Level 1 suffixes (13a), and why, on the contrary, zero-derived nouns may 

10 On the analogy of (9), Level 2 N>V conversion can be accounted for by the 
following rule à la Kiparsky: 
  Insert /ø/ in environment [Nv_]Verb, + Transitive 
 where  Nv = head, knife, bicycle  
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yield verbs on Level 2 if they are suffixed with Level 1 suffixes (13b), but 
not if they result from Level 2 suffixation (13c) (see 1982b: 12). Cp.: 
 
(13a) *a publicizeN, *a demonstrateN, *a clarifyN 
 
(13b) pressureV, pictureV, commissionV, propositionV, 
  requisitionV, trialV, engineerV, referenceV, reverenceV  
 
(13c) *singerV, *beatingV, *freedomV, *promptnessV, 

*championshipV, *alcoholismV, *nationalistV, *sisterhoodV 
 
Kiparsky assumes that (13a) and (13c) ensue from (11) as well as from 
(12) and the level ordering of the type developed by him. Indeed, nouns in 
(13a) and verbs in (13c) are ruled out since they are zero-derived from 
bases that are suffixed on the same level. Verbs in (13b), on the other 
hand, comply with (12) since at Level 2, where N>V derivation applies, 
the internal brackets from Level 1 are erased by (11). In other words, 
under the assumption of level ordering it is expected that Level 2 
suffixation rules, in this case suffixation by ø, have no access to the 
structure of words formed on Level 1. This is shown in (13b). 

Another important consequence of level ordering for conversion 
understood as zero-derivation is that nouns zero-derived from verbs can be 
suffixed with Level 1 suffixes (14a), whereas this does not seem to be 
permissible for verbs zero-derived from nouns (14b). Note, however, that 
level-ordering allows Level 2 deverbal suffixation for zero-derived verbs 
(14c) (Kiparsky 1982: 13).  
 
(14a) contractual (< contractV>N), murderous (< murderV>N), rebellious 

(< rebelV>N) 
 
(14b)  *gesturation (< gestureN>V), *figurive (< figureN>V) *patternance 

(< patternN>V) 
 
(14c) placement (<placeN>V), commissionable (<commissionN>V), 

riveter (< rivetN>V) 
 
Kiparsky also assumes that a special case of the relation between Level 1 
and Level 2 derivation, illustrated in (14a-c), is that while V>N>V zero-
derivations, in fact reconversions, are possible, N>V>N zero-derivations 
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are not11. He mentions the following examples presented in (15) (1982: 
13):  
 
(15) protéstV > prótèstN > prótèstV  
  (demonstrators may prótèst but a child can only protést) 
  discóuntV > díscòuntN > díscòuntV ‘sell at a discount’ 
  digéstV > dígèstN > dígèstV ‘make a digest’ 

compóundV > cómpòundN > cómpòundV ‘join or become joined in 
a compound’ 

 
I now temporarily abandon the survey of Kiparsky’s theory; I shall 

return to it, especially to its implications for meaning construction during 
conversion, in Chapter Seven. So far we have seen that LM, as developed 
by Siegel, Allen and Kiparsky, allows phonological (see (6), (7), (15)) as 
well as morphological and semantic (see (7) - (10), (12) - (15)) 
generalizations concerning the process(es) of conversion. We have also 
seen that, just like Marchand’s syntagmatic approach to word-formation, 
Kiparsky’s assumption that word-formation is endocentric is also based on 
hypostatizing a zero suffix. So, regardless of the differences detectable in 
their respective theories of word-formation, they both come to the 
conclusion that conversion is a kind of morphological derivation by means 
of a zero suffix functioning as head (Kiparsky) or determinatum 
(Marchand). Nonetheless, one should agree with Don (1993: 28, 35), who 
remarks that neither Marchand nor Kiparsky (and, as a matter of fact, 
Allen) provide really strong arguments for the justification of zero affixes 
in derivation. According to Marchand the relation between conversion 
pairs is such that one of them is semantically derived by means of a zero 
morpheme from the other one which is semantically basic, and that the 
addition of a zero morpheme ascertains the direction of conversion. Don 
finds the notions ‘semantically derived’ and ‘semantically basic’ too vague 
to serve as evidence for the presence of zero elements. (Note, however, 
that these two notions will prove crucial in the interpretation of conversion 
outlined in Parts III and IV.) In Kiparsky’s and Allen’s theories the 
direction of conversion is actually guaranteed not by zero suffixes, but by 
level ordering, the fundamental assumption on which LM itself rests. As 
stated above, for Kiparsky zero is needed to justify the endocentricity of 
conversion. This is the reason why it is not a particularly strong argument 
for the presence of zero elements either, and why it can easily be got rid of 

11 However, relying on semantic criteria, Jespersen (1965: 125) argues that smoke, 
gossip (see also 11.3), deal and a few other words represent N>V>N conversions.  
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once the alleged endocentricity (and syntagmaticity) of conversion proves 
unfounded. This is the subject of the next section, where I present some 
important arguments against the assumption of derivational zero 
morphemes. 

1.2.3. “Soldiers in civilian clothes being said to be wearing zero 
uniforms” or contesting zero-suffixes 

For a number of linguists derivational zero morphemes are 
inconceivable (cf. Pennanen 1971; Aronoff 1979; Bauer 1983; Don 1993; 
Katamba 1993; Štekauer 1996; Lieber 1981; Manova & Dressler 2005; 
Manova 2005; Martsa 2009, 2012b). Perhaps Aronoff’s criticism of the 
notion of zero morphemes is the most devastating. He admits that it is 
really difficult to judge how many and what kind of word-formation rules 
are necessary to account for the complexity of semantic operations 
accompanying processes of conversion, especially N>V conversion; yet he 
rejects a rule like  
 
(16) [[father]N ø]V 
 
which, as both Marchand and Kastovsky claim, attaches a zero morpheme 
to fatherN to yield fatherV. He explains that 
 

[…] the concept of formless phonological substance like this (i.e. the zero 
morpheme – SM) is abhorrent, even ridiculous when we realize that for 
every WFR (=Word-Formation Rule) which has no associated 
phonological operation […], we must posit a separate such entity, with a 
resulting proliferation of zeros, one for every rule: 01, 02, …, 0n. (1979: 71) 

 
Lieber (1981: 172-181) also calls attention to the danger of 

proliferation of zero-elements, since, so she argues, a considerable number 
of zero-affixes would be necessary to account not only for all types of 
conversions, but also for various syntactic and semantic relations (e.g. 
in/transitive, inchoative, agentive, etc.) within individual types of 
conversion.12 For similar reasons Manova & Dressler (2005: 72) and 
Manova (2005: 8-9) also reject the notion of zero-suffixes in their cross-
linguistic discussions of conversion. In connection with the proliferation of 
zero-elements Martsa (2009: 288) also points out that positing a large 
number of zero-affixes inevitably would lead to the absurd supposition 
that, just like overt suffixes, zero-suffixes can also have forms in some 

12 More will be said about Lieber’s view of conversion in section 3.2. 
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vaguely defined sense and as such they can be polysemous or 
homophonous.  

Bauer (1983: 33) finds zero-affixes “theoretically dubious”, preferring 
the term ‘conversion’ to ‘zero-derivation’ since the former, owing to 
theoretical position associated with it, allows for a dynamic interpretation. 
Katamba (1993: 55) argues that the existence of zero-morphemes, for 
example, in N>V conversion would result in the controversial assumption 
that a zero suffix on the noun contrasts with a zero suffix on the derived 
verb. He concludes that it is more prudent to consider conversion as a 
distinct word-forming mechanism and notes, in agreement with Pennanen 
(1982: 248), that zero-morphemes must be relegated to inflectional 
morphology where they can be justified syntactically (for the rejection of 
zero even in inflectional morphology see Štekauer below). 

Pennanen (1971) and Štekauer (1996) also strongly criticize the 
concept of zero in morphology, especially in derivational morphology. 
Pennanen’s work in fact is a reaction to Marchand’s syntagmatic theory of 
word-formation. As regards the identification of zero in a derived lexeme, 
a corner-stone of Marchand’s theory, Pennanen adopts a practical 
approach and notes that the linguistically naïve answer to the question how 
we can recognize when clean is used as a verb is that we “infer it from the 
context” (1971: 34), that is, from the syntactic frame in which it occurs. 
Thus, we can say that clean in the sentence We clean the glasses is 
analyzable into cleanA + ø only because of the syntactic frame in which it 
is put. Consequently, to presume that it is the deadjectival verb cleanV that 
is marked by zero is an obvious case of circular reasoning, which renders 
the status of zero questionable.  

The role of zero in forming syntagmas is also problematic. Pennanen 
argues that the introduction of a zero-morpheme is a secondary procedure 
of attaching a label to the product of conversion, for instance to clean in 
the above sentence (1971: 35). In the sentence Tom cleans the glasses 
three criteria are possible for the analysis of clean as a verb: (1) the 
syntactic frame, (2) the inflectional -s, and (3) the zero-morpheme 
preceding -s {cleanA + ø} + {s}. Criterion (3) clearly shows that the zero 
is an ad hoc solution and as such it has no real explanatory value, thus it is 
unnecessary and redundant. It is even more so, if cases of reconversion 
such as wireN1 > wireV ‘to send a telegraph, message by wire’ > wireN2 ‘a 
message sent by telegraph’ are considered.13 If the operation of derivation 
by a zero morpheme is taken seriously, the structure of wireN2 must be 

13 Recall that under the assumption of Kiparsky’s LM theory N>V>N conversion 
is not permissible. 
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analyzed as {wireN +ø} + {ø}, containing two zeros. Having two 
derivational zeros next to each other, that is, stacking zeros, is really 
abhorrent (see Aronoff’s remark above), or as Pennanen has it (1971: 35): 
“Here the simile of soldiers in civilian clothes being said to be wearing 
zero-uniforms suggests itself.”14 (I return to this point at the end of this 
section.) To conclude the criticism of derivational zero morphemes and 
zero-derivational analysis à la Marchand, Pennanen notes, anticipating in a 
way Aronoff’s attitude mentioned at the beginning of this section, that 
“[i]n the particular case of zero-derivation […] the application of the 
analysis strikes one as somewhat forcible and violent, if not distortive” 
(1971: 48).  

In his monograph A Theory of Conversion in English Štekauer (1996: 
23-43) refutes not only the interpretation of conversion as zero derivation, 
but also the very notion of zero morpheme in derivation as well as in 
inflection. Here I consider only his criticism of Marchand’s and 
Kastovsky’s concepts of derivational zero morphemes. Štekauer (1996: 
32) insists that a distinction must be made between “the absence of a 
morpheme” and the introduction of a “zero morpheme”, since the latter 
cannot be identified with the former. The importance of this distinction 
will be mentioned once more in 1.3, where an alternative understanding of 
the term ’zero-derivation’ will be considered. Assuming a zero morpheme 
entails that it automatically has all the features of a ‘non-zero’ sign, 
namely that it must have a form and a meaning. This cannot be said about 
the absence of a morpheme. The untenability (and the absurdity) of the 
view that zero has a form and a meaning has already been shown above. 
Similarly to Pennanen, he also argues that to ascribe a syntagmatic 
structure to conversion by attaching a zero suffix to the converting base is 
inconceivable. For him it is not the analyzability, i.e. the alleged 
syntagmatic structure of binary formations in the case of conversion: 
‘base + ø’ which is important, but rather the relation between the 
motivating and the motivated naming units. It is only the latter that can be 
tackled in word-formation. Štekauer suggests that the opposition 
“syntagma - moneme”, based on the claim that all word-formation is 
syntagmatic, should be replaced with the opposition “motivation - non-
motivation” (1996: 38).  

In criticizing Kastovsky’s position that in the conversion pair fatherN > 
fatherV, in compliance with the binary (form + meaning) nature of the 
linguistic sign, the [Agent], the semantic facet, is expressed by adding a 
zero morpheme to fatherN, Štekauer notes that certain semantic 

14 Pennanen adopted this simile from Haas (1957: 53).  
                                                 



Chapter One 
 

26 

components may be conceptually integrated in the syntagmatically 
unstructured formation (1996: 39). In the case of the aforesaid conversion 
pair the verbal meaning of fatherV results from conceptual recategorization 
of fatherN and not from adding a zero morpheme to it. Concretely, the 
original conceptual category of fatherN, SUBSTANCE, is reanalyzed from 
the point of view of the conceptual category ACTION, which comes to be 
integrated in the semantic structure of fatherV. Further details of 
conceptual recategorization, a key notion in Štekauer’s onomasiological 
theory of conversion, will be given in section 2.4. 

Finally, Don, whose remarks on Marchand’s and Allen’s respective 
concepts of zero have already been mentioned at the end of the previous 
section, states that “the zero-affix analysis suffers from the defect that a 
zero-string is a rather artificial object” (1993: 110). Moreover, he argues 
that zero-elements “simply do not exist”, for no phonological evidence is 
available to prove their existence. In Don’s theory, conversion is treated as 
a process of derivation, but, relying on Beard’s (1987, 1988) process-
based Separation Hypothesis according to which affixation is independent 
from derivation, he assumes that in derivation there is a split between the 
morphosyntactic representation (called by him ‘AFFIXATION’) of 
complex words which accounts for content features, i.e. categorial and 
semantic properties, and their morphophonological representation (called 
by him ‘affixation’) which accounts for the formal, i.e. phonological 
properties of complex words (1993: 97). Reflecting in some respect the 
well-known form-meaning dichotomy, this split between ‘AFFIXATION’ 
and ‘affixation’ explains why in derivation there is usually a one-to-one 
correspondence between the phonological form of affixes and their content 
and why this is not so in conversion. That not all derivation is affixation 
(but all derivation is AFFIXATION) is demonstrated in (17), where in (a), 
representing deadjectival nominalization via suffixation, the morpho-
syntactic NESS has the morphophonological reflex ness, while in (b), 
representing V>N conversion, the morphosyntactic NOM, as expected, has 
no morphophonological counterpart (1993: 99, 108).  
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(17)    (a)      (b) 
 

N                            N 
 
    A            N         V              N 
                
   HAPPY      NESS     WALK       NOM 
 
              happy          ness       walk 
 
In Don’s theory of the lexicon the mapping between the morphosyntactic 
and morphophonological levels of representation is performed by an 
automaton, a Finite State Transducer (FST) which  
 

[…] reads a symbol on the morpho-syntactic tape and, simultaneously, it 
also reads a symbol on the morpho-phonological tape and iff this pair of 
symbols is an element of the lexicon, it may proceed. An essential feature 
of this automaton is that reading on either of the tapes can be ‘suppressed’, 
thus allowing for morphological over- and underdeterminacy. (1993: 97) 

 
A conclusion presents itself: it is morphophonological underdeterminacy, 
and not the attachment of a phonologically empty suffix that gives rise to 
conversion. This brings Don’s approach to conversion close to the 
approaches which are proposed by Nida (1949) and Farrell (2001) and 
which will be examined in Chapter Three. In addition, the fact that after 
mapping the two levels of representation FST can only proceed iff the pair 
of mapped symbols is an element of the lexicon lends an additional 
pragmatic dimension to Don’s theory, akin to those of Clark & Clark 
(1979) and Lieber (2004), which will also be discussed in the third 
chapter.  

The separation of the morphosyntactic and morphophonological levels 
appears to be analogous to the distinction made by Manova & Dressler 
(2005: 71) between morphosemantics and morphotactics in derivation 
from the perspective of natural morphology. In their opinion conversion is 
parallel to affixation in morphosemantics (in the addition of intensional 
meaning) but not in morphotactics, since there is no change or addition of 
derivational form. Manova & Dressler, whose interpretation of conversion 
is discussed in 1.4, suggest that while conversion changes the 
morphosemantic (i.e. the lexical/syntactic) head, it has no distinct 
derivational morphotactic head.  

So far, drawing on findings of some of the most important studies on 
English conversion, I have presented some arguments as to why the 
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interpretation of conversion as derivation by a zero-suffix should be 
abandoned. Before concluding the perusal of arguments, mention must be 
made of two more issues which have already been touched upon earlier; 
one is the stacking of zero affixes in word-formation, while the other is the 
open analogue criterion and its implications for conversion. 

The stacking or combination of overt affixes is not infrequent in 
English (cf. Lehrer 1995); both prefixes and suffixes occur stacked, the 
latter more often than the former: e.g. un-dis-put(e)-able, institut(e)-ion-al-
iz(e)-ation. As was shown above, Pennanen rejects the idea of zero affixes 
and, by implication, the stacking of them, claiming that the existence of 
zero affixes can only be proved through circular reasoning. Similarly, he 
rejects the possibility of attaching more than one zero to the base word in 
conversion. An interesting attempt to justify the existence of zero in word-
formation is Kastovsky’s (2005: 31-32) suggestion that the analogy of zero 
in mathematics be employed. He argues that zero in mathematics functions 
as a place-holder for any of the numbers between 1 and 9 and its value is 
determined by the position of the number in the place it occupies. If there 
are more zeros, i.e. if they are stacked (cf. 100, 1000, etc.), their values can 
also be easily inferred in the same way. So the value of zero in 
mathematics, whichever position it occupies, is always readily predictable. 
This, however, does not seem to be so in respect of zero in word-
formation, causing the analogy as proposed by Kastovsky to break down, 
since the value, that is, the meaning and the function of a zero suffix can 
hardly be predicted by the position it occupies. The analogy is not 
sustainable from another point of view either: while zero in mathematics 
has one and only one well-definable value determined by the place it 
occupies, derivational zero suffixes, just like overt suffixes, can have a 
number of potential values or senses. In other words, zero in mathematics 
cannot be ‘polysemous’, whereas derivational zero, provided it exists, can. 
Earlier, following Aronoff and Štekauer, the claim was made that the idea 
of polysemous (and homophonous) derivational zero morphemes is 
inconceivable. So, to my mind, is the suggestion that covert, 
phonologically unexpressed zero in derivation can be justified by using the 
analogy of zero in mathematics, in respect of which covertness is 
unthinkable.  

Turning to the other issue, one has to notice that in most works in 
which conversion is treated as zero-derivation, only a few types of 
conversion are taken into account, mostly N>V and sometimes V>N and 
A>V conversions. Undoubtedly, the explanation for this lies in the fact 
that in these cases the existence of zero suffixes is readily supported by 
analogous cases of overt suffixation as is claimed by the overt analogue 
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criterion discussed earlier in 1.2.1. According to this criterion a word can 
be seen as zero-derived from another word if in the given language there is 
at least one analogous derivational process with an overt affix (Sanders 
1988: 156). For an illustration of this criterion consider (18) containing 
semantically parallel examples of conversion and derivation: 
 
(18)  
 

  Type conversion derivation 
 

   N>V  
 
bottleV 
‘put into a bottle’ 
puréeV ‘make into a purée’ 

 
containerize 
‘put into a container’ 
youthify ‘make sy 
appear (more) 
youthful’ 

      
  A>V 

 
emptyV ‘make/become 
empty’ 
dryV ‘make dry’ 

 
legalize ‘make legal’ 
blacken ‘paint black’ 

 
  V>N 
 

 
spyN ‘one who spies’ 
swapN ‘one who is swapped’ 

singer ‘one who  
sings’ 
nominee ‘one who is 
nominated’ 

 
Drawing on (18), the claim can be made that each example of conversion 
is zero-suffixed, since there is an overt suffixation process for each of 
them with the same or similar semantic content. However, it is important 
to see that for some types of conversion, including ADV/PREP>V (e.g. 
outV, upV), INTERJECTION >V/N (e.g. hailV, ohN) and all kinds of 
secondary word class changes (e.g. runVtrans, teaNcount), no analogous 
derivational processes are available. Moreover, with the exception of a few 
established -ize derivatives such as macadamize, mercerize, fullerize, 
mesmerize, pasteurize (Biese 1941: 419) or Cubanize, Parkerize, simonize 
(Plag 1999: 271-272) overt suffixal analogues for verbs converted from 
proper nouns of the type illustrated in (19) are not available in present-day 
English.  
 
(19) My sister Houdini’d (cf. *houdinified) her way out of the locked 

closet. (Aronoff & Fudeman 2005: 135) 
The canoe Titanicked (cf. *titanicated) on a rock in the river. (Clark 
& Clark 1979: 783). 
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To make things even worse, in order to account for the syntactic-semantic 
changes characterizing certain cases of A>N conversion like (the) poorN, 
(the) disabledN, the postulation of two zero-suffixes, a nominalizer-
experiencer and a plural marker, i.e. a zero derivational and a zero 
inflectional suffix ought to be necessary. As we have already stated, the 
stacking of zero suffixes, let alone the stacking of zero derivational and 
inflectional suffixes, is not permissible; thus the interpretation of A>N 
conversion as zero-suffixation must be rejected.  

It seems, then, that in conversion the overt analogue criterion as 
evidence for justifying the presence of zero-suffixes cannot be applied 
across the board, which is another reason for disposing of these suffixes as 
analytic tools. Semantic parallelism mentioned in connection with (18) 
provides additional support for rejecting derivational zero morphemes 
resulting from this criterion. Whereas this parallelism undoubtedly exists 
between overt suffixation and conversion in general (Plag 1999: 231-233), 
there are cases where the semantic categories represented by conversion 
are not paralleled by derivation patterns. This is demonstrated in Table 1-
1, adopted from Martsa (2007b: 9), which, contrasting semantic categories 
of conversion verbs and derived verbs, shows that the open analogue 
criterion does not obtain in respect of all semantic categories either.15 Cf.: 

15 The correspondences between semantic categories shared by conversion and 
morphological derivation, including the data found in Table 1-1, will be further 
considered in 7.2. 
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Semantic 
categories 
(Plag 2003, 
Nagano 2007) 
 

Glosses 
(Lieber 2004, 
Nagano 2007) 

Expressed by 
conversion 
verbs 
(Clark&Clark 
1979, Lieber 
2004, Martsa 
2002, Nagano 
2007) 
 

Expressed by 
derived verbs 
(Plag 2003, 
Marchand 1969) 

locative ‘put (in)to x’ bottle, jail  containerize, tubify 
ornative ‘provide with x’ man, staff patinatize, youthify 
causative ‘make (more) x’ filthy, pretty randomize, 

humidify 
resultative ‘make into x’ bundle, powder carbonize, trustify 
inchoative ‘become x’ cool, dry aerosolize, mucify 
performative ‘perform/do x’ counterattack, 

waltz 
anthropologize, 
speechify 

similative ‘act like/as x’ chauffeur, 
pelican 

cannibalize, 
vampirize 

privative ‘remove x’ bark, peel debug, defrost 
instrumental ‘use x’ hammer, padlock – 
stative ‘be x’ bay, landmark – 
motive ‘move in x 

manner’ 
cartwheel, 
fishtail 

– 

 ‘move using x’ lorry, taxi – 
 ‘move on/at a 

location’ 
limehouse, 
quarterdeck 

– 

durative ‘spend x’ winter, summer – 
producing sounds ‘produce x’ meow, hiccup, 

wow 
– 

 
Table 1-1 Semantic categories expressed by conversion verbs and derived 

verbs (i) 
 
Finally, for the sake of fairness it has to be noted that Sander (1988: 167-
171) also recognizes the drawbacks stemming from overt analogue 
criterion and he is led to the conclusion that zero-morphemes in derivation 
cannot be maintained unless supplementary criteria are found for their 
justification.  

In this section I have considered arguments against the concept of a 
derivational zero suffix in conversion. Relying on the findings of 
corresponding conversion research, including my respective findings, I 
have pointed out that the three main interrelated arguments justifying the 
existence of a zero suffix in conversion, namely, directionality, 
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syntagmaticity and endocentricity, are not sufficiently convincing. As 
regards the inherent directionality of conversion, we have seen that to 
account for it there is no need for a zero suffix, since it automatically 
follows from both the semantic dependency relations that link conversion 
pairs according to Marchand, Kastovsky and Lipka and level ordering in 
LM which in turn determines the direction of conversion across levels and 
within individual levels alike. Furthermore, criticising Kastovsky’s 
position that in fatherV the meaning of Agent is expressed by a zero suffix, 
Štekauer observes that semantic elements are often incorporated in 
meanings of unstructured words and no overt phonological exponents are 
required. This is exactly what happens during conversion where 
syntagmaticity, i.e. the explicit pairing of form and meaning, and 
endocentricity, i.e. the explicit marking of the head, both being features of 
overt affixation, cannot be reasonably maintained. Consequently, 
conversion must be treated as derivation without (morpho-phonological) 
suffixation (see Don’s above view), or, paraphrasing Štekauer’s above 
statement, as absence of suffixation, and not as derivation by a zero 
morpheme. Finally, it has been demonstrated that the open analogue 
criterion, just like directionality, syntagmaticity and endocentricity, cannot 
provide reliable morphological and semantic evidence for justifying zero 
morphemes in word-formation. All this does not necessarily mean, 
however, that the term ‘zero-derivation’ altogether should be discarded; as 
it will turn out from the next section, it can be retained as a notational 
version of ‘conversion’.  

1.3. Zero-derivation (ii) 

In this section I briefly survey interpretations treating conversion not as 
a type of derivation by means of adding a zero suffix, but rather as 
derivation without affixation, a ‘zero operation’, causing the base word to 
change its part of speech. As a matter of fact, similar interpretations have 
already been mentioned in the previous section too. We have seen that 
Don (1993), Štekauer (1996) and Manova & Dressler (2005) reject the 
notion of zero derivational suffixes and propose alternative approaches to 
conversion as a change of the base’s morphosyntactic or morphosemantic 
category with no concomitant change of its form. Also, Katamba’s (1993) 
argument against a zero-suffix in N>V conversion, mentioned in 1.2.3, is 
interpretable as an argument for treating conversion as unmarked change 
of word class. 
 Below the interpretations of a few other authors will be surveyed who 
consider conversion as a kind of derivation without suffixation. Jespersen 
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(1965), for one, treats conversion as a type of word-formation process 
characterized by the lack of change, i.e. lack of suffixation on the derived 
item. He discusses in detail N>V, A>V, ADV/PARTICLE >V and V>N 
conversions and notes (1965: 83) that  
 

Instead of saying that a substantive is made into a verb, or a verb into a 
substantive, we should rather say a verb is made from a substantive, or a 
substantive from a verb, without any change. (1965: 83) - Emphasis is 
added 

 
Quirk et al. treat conversion as a derivational process “whereby an 

item is adapted or converted to a new word class without the addition of a 
suffix” (1985: 1558). Considering other terms such as ‘functional 
conversion’, ‘functional shift’, and ‘zero derivation’, they observe that the 
term ‘zero derivation’ reflects the notion of a ‘zero’ suffix being 
analogous to actual suffixes, but this, as far as one can judge from their 
discussion of various types of conversion, does not mean that Quirk et al. 
adopt or even consider suffixation by a zero suffix as an option for the 
interpretation of conversion.  

Zero-derivational analyses are challenged by analyses, which Lieber 
calls “rebracketing or category-change with no concomitant affixation” 
(2005: 419) and which would change the noun [hammerN] to the verb 
[hammerV] with no formal change involved. Drawing on Strauss (1982), 
she argues that this simple analysis is more adequate as compared to zero 
derivational analysis since in the latter case it is impossible to say 
whether the zero affix is a prefix or a suffix. Williams’s (1981) ‘headless 
rule’ is another attempt to do away with zero in word-formation and 
account for category change in generative morphology. Conversion is 
only marginally dealt with by him; nonetheless, he assumes that the fact 
that the compound verb grandstandV converted from granstandN receives 
regular past tense inflection can be attributed to the working of a 
‘headless’ rule which prevents stand from functioning as head of 
grandstandV. If stand cannot function as head, its [+ablaut] feature cannot 
percolate to the V-node dominating grandstandN, and once the [+ablaut] 
feature cannot be accessed by grandstandV, it, as a default action, will be 
regularly inflected in the past tense (cf. grandstanded). The formation of 
grandstandV ([[[grandA]standV[+ablaut] ]N]V) via the ‘headless’ rule, 
disallowing the [+ablaut] feature to percolate to the dominating V-node, 
is demonstrated in (20): 
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(20)                          V 
 
 
                         N 
 
               N 
 
                   A                    V 
 
    
                    grand                 stand[+ablaut] 
    
 One more attempt at an alternative interpretation of ‘zero-derivation’ 
must be mentioned. In a study on conversion in Hungarian, Kiefer 
proposes the following definition as a point of departure for his analysis 
of Hungarian conversion-types: 
 

The notion of conversion will be taken to mean any (syntactic) category 
changing operation by means of zero-derivation including category 
changes within a major part-of-speech category. (2005a: 51) - Emphasis is 
included. 

 
Kiefer’s interpretation of conversion is dealt with in 6.3; here it is only 
important to emphasize that the term ‘zero-derivation’ as is used in his 
definition is applied in the sense of ‘zero-operation’, i.e. derivation 
without suffixation or, in a broader perspective, word-formation without 
any phonological modification or change. This interpretation is also based 
on the tacit assumption that there is no need for a derivational zero 
element.  

That zero-derivation may be interpreted as the lack of affixation is 
most directly expressed by Beard (1984) and Adams (2001). In his 
critical re-evaluation of the concept ‘zero’ Beard (1984: 54) insists that 
“‘Zero’ morphemes turn out to be exactly what intuition promotes: no 
morpheme at all, but the absence thereof”. Adams (2001: 20) considers 
conversion a kind of transposition (an alternative term for derivation) 
without affixation and proposes that instead of positing a ‘zero’ suffix it 
is more convenient to use ‘zero’ as a shorthand term for ‘without 
affixation’. She argues that if the analogy of derivation with zero 
affixation and derivation with overt affixation is pursued, as happens, for 
instance, in Marchand’s treatment of conversion, then it is necessary to 
specify whether ‘zero’ is a prefix or a suffix (see Lieber’s similar 
argument above). PeelV (a potato) is a case in point, since if it is 
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compared with unpeelV (a banana), it must be taken to have a zero prefix, 
whereas unpeelV has a zero suffix. This is rather confusing and therefore 
it is only logical that ‘zero’ understood as ‘zero morpheme’ has to be 
dispensed with.  

Overall, on the basis of what has been said above, the term ‘zero-
derivation’ appears to have two different senses: one of them, derivation 
by a zero suffix, was presented in 1.2; the other one, a kind of derivation 
without affixation16, a zero operation, has been demonstrated in this 
section and partly in the previous one. It is the latter sense of ‘zero-
derivation’ that I shall adhere to in the rest of the book. As was 
anticipated at the end of the previous section, using ‘zero-derivation’ in 
the sense just specified also implies that it is considered a notational 
version, a synonym of ‘conversion’. 

I finish the perusal of the morphological interpretations of conversion 
by looking at its treatment in natural morphology as a morphological but 
non-derivational process. 

1.4. Conversion as a non-derivational phenomenon 

In this section the implications of natural morphology theory for 
English conversion are taken into account; further implications of this 
theory for conversion in other languages will be considered in Chapter 
Six. 

Natural morphology with its three subtheories of universal 
preferences, typological adequacy and language-specific system-
adequacy seeks to identify internal (i.e. exclusively morphological) and 
external (i.e. syntactic and phonological) motivations of morphological 
changes (cf. Dressler et al. 1987, Dressler 2000, Manova & Dressler 
2005, Manova 2005, 2011). In its universal part, based on the assumed 
analogy of possible cognitive operations performed on morphological 
forms, it recognizes five basic morphological techniques (Manova & 
Dressler 2005: 68): addition or affixation (e.g. lion  lion-ess), 
substitution (e.g. nomin-ate  nomin-ee), modification (e.g. to incréase 

 (an) íncrease), conversion (e.g. dry  to dry) and subtraction (e.g. 
lazy  to laze). These techniques represent prototypical morphological 
rules which are also ordered in a scale according to their naturalness, with 
affixation being the most natural (=iconic plus cognitively simple) and 
subtraction being the least natural (=anti-iconic, since the addition of 

16 Note that conversion is one kind of derivation without affixation; other kinds 
include back-formation (back-derivation), clipping and blending. 
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meaning is paired with the deletion of form). The other techniques 
between these two display decreasing naturalness, with substitution and 
modification being less iconic and conversion non-iconic. The non-
iconicity of conversion, as has already been mentioned in section 1.2.3, is 
due to the fact that the addition of semantic content, i.e. a change in the 
morphosemantic head, is not accompanied by adding of form, i.e. a 
change in the morphotactic head. The scale of naturalness, demonstrable 
in terms of iconicity, also signals degrees of productivity, with affixation 
being the most productive process and subtraction the least productive. 
As conversion is near to the bottom of the naturalness scale, its 
productivity is relatively low. I shall return to the issue of productivity 
later in the twelfth chapter; here I only wish to point out that the degree of 
productivity appears to depend on the actual type of conversion (N>V is 
held to be more productive than V>N) and, more significantly, on how 
the notion of morphological productivity is interpreted.  

As for the subtheory of typological adequacy, conversion can be 
word-based, stem-based and root-based. Stem-based and root-based 
conversions, to be discussed in section 6.1, are typical of inflecting or 
inflecting-fusional type of languages such as Latin, German or Russian. 
In weekly inflecting or isolating languages like English, conversion is 
predominantly word-based, which can be prototypical if it involves word 
class change with concomitant change of inflectional paradigm (cf. N>V, 
V>N, A>V) and non-prototypical (partial) as in the case of conversion of 
the type richA>(the) richN where the change of category is not 
accompanied by the change of inflectional paradigm (Manova 2005: 11). 
Prosodic modifications, stress and changes in accent-patterns (e.g. to 
incréase  (an) increase, to impórt  (the) ímport) cannot be treated as 
instances of conversion (Manova & Dressler 2005: 77-78, Manova 2005: 
12), whereas segmental, i.e. morphological and allomorphic 
modifications (e.g. belief  believe, house  to house), just like subclass 
changes, are recognized as non-prototypical instances of conversion 
(Manova & Dressler 2005: 77-78).  

I close this short survey of the natural morphology approach by a 
definition of conversion proposed by Manova:  
 

Prototypically, conversion means word class change of a base to/from 
which addition/substitution and deletion of inflectional suffixes are 
allowed. (2005: 10-11) - Emphasis is included. 

 
Note that this is a generalized definition which is meant to account for 
conversion in typologically rather different languages. I shall come back 
to this point first in sections 6.2-3, where Russian and Hungarian 
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conversions are examined, then in Chapter Seven, where a semantically 
based definition of English conversion are outlined. 

Now I turn to interpretations that do not treat conversion as 
morphological derivation.  Needless to say, these interpretations are no 
less heterogeneous than those discussed in this chapter. 





 

CHAPTER TWO 

SYNTACTIC AND LEXICAL-SEMANTIC 
INTERPRETATIONS  

2.1. Introduction 

In some interpretations of conversion the syntagmatic or syntactic 
environment has a crucial role in identifying any change of word-
category. This is shown first in section 2.2.1 where conversion is treated 
as a morphological metaphor akin to stylistic and lexical metaphors. 
Then, in section 2.2.2, such interpretations are presented that view 
conversion as an operation leading to the change of the word class and 
causing functional or paradigmatic shift (transposition), whereby a word 
assumes a syntactic function (an inflection) typical of a word belonging to 
another part of speech. Lexical-semantic interpretations are discussed in 
section 2.3; concretely, in 2.3.1 conversion is interpreted as a lexical rule, 
whereas in 2.3.2 as semantic derivation. Finally, section 2.4 deals with 
the onomasiological interpretation of conversion. 

2.2. Conversion as a category changing operation 

2.2.1. Morphological metaphor 

Crocco-Gàleas (1990: 28) claims that syntagmaticity plays an 
important role in the derivational relation between the members of 
conversion pairs. She insists that it is via the semiotic principle of 
derivational metaphoricity that this relation can be accounted for. This 
principle partly stems from a criticism of natural morphologists’ 
treatment of conversion, according to which conversion is a relatively less 
natural process than affixation, especially from the point of constructional 
iconicity or diagrammaticality (1990: 25). Constructional iconicity or 
diagrammaticality, or more precisely, the lack of it means, as was 
specified earlier in 1.2.3 and 1.4, that in conversion there is a mismatch 
between the morphosemantic head and the morphotactic head and 
because of this conversion is a less natural operation, being rare and 



Chapter Two 
 

40 

unproductive. Examining cases of conversion in English, German and 
Italian, however, Crocco-Gàleas concludes that this process is by no 
means opaque and unproductive; on the contrary, cross-linguistic data 
prove that conversion is very productive and it “[…] occurs with 
noticeable consistency” (1990: 25). 
 In developing the principle of derivational metaphoricity Crocco-

’s (1976) interpretation of conversion which in 
turn is based on the three-sided notion of the linguistic sign. The three 
sides are form (signifiant / signans), meaning (signifié / signatum) and 
‘Syntaktik’ (syntactics), proposing that the linguistic sign is determined 
not only paradigmatically (i.e. via form and meaning), but 

Crocco-Gàleas (1990: 
27), defines conversion as a process whereby the signifiant of a sign is an 
operation on (i.e. a substitution applied to) the syntactics of another sign 

-103). In other words and to somewhat simplify the 
matter, the meaning of the converted word derives from the syntactic 
environment in which the converting word (base) is placed. This is the 
reason why, so Crocco-Gàleas argues, it is necessary to emphasize the 
syntagmatic aspect of the derivational process of conversion, where “[…] 
the signans (form) remains unchanged from input to output” and where 
“[…] the meaning is syntagmatically established from basis to derivative” 
(1990: 27).1 To show how the meaning of one component is interwoven 
with that of another component on the syntagmatic level, she proposes 
that the metaphorical sense ‘old age’ of the syntagma evening of life 
arises from the fact that the word evening is used in a context that makes 
a literal (or paradigmatic) reading impossible.2 Another reading must be 
found, which in this case will be the aforementioned metaphorical sense. 
Crocco-Gàleas emphasizes the role of the interpreter in finding the 
appropriate metaphorical reading and contends that the meaning of 
lexicalized or frozen metaphors like the legs of a chair is accessed in the 
same way. By analogy, she assumes that the meaning of a converted word 
like (a) cheatN can also be indentified on the basis of the syntagma in 
which it occurs. Thus conversion can be seen as a morphological 
metaphor where the form of the derived word coincides with that of the 
base word, but where its literal or paradigmatic reading is replaced by a 
reading determined by the syntagma it is part of. So, in line with Crocco-
Gàleas’s suggestion it can be assumed that the nominal or agentive sense 
of (a) cheatN is determined by the fact that it occurs in syntactic positions 

1 For a different interpretation of syntagmaticity, see section 1.2.2. 
2 Metaphorical expressions of this kind are also called phrase or sentence 
metaphors (Dirven 1981: 90). 
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of subject complement (He is a cheat) or object (The law is aimed at 
catching tax cheats. [LDOCE]) or prepositional complement (His 
addiction has turned him into a cheat and a liar. [LDOCE]), which are 
typical syntactic positions or functions, occupied by nouns or noun 
phrases. The difference between semantic, stylistic and lexical metaphors 
and the morphological metaphor is that in the former the paradigmatic 
properties are not altered by the syntagmatic relations (evening remains a 
noun in the phrase the evening of life), whereas in the case of the latter, 
the syntagmatic relations together with the meaning alter the paradigmatic 
properties as well (e.g. cheatV becomes (a) cheatN). 
 We shall see in 2.3.2 as well as in Chapters Seven to Ten that the role 
of metaphor and metonymy as cognitive tools is of utmost importance in 
the genesis of certain types of conversion viewed as semantic derivation. 
In 2.3.2 I also argue, contrary to Crocco-Gàleas’s above proposal, that 
changes in the combinatorial or syntagmatic properties of conversion 
pairs serve as indicators and not as the raison d’être of underlying 
semantic changes (see also Clark & Clark 1979: 787) not only in the case 
of stylistic and lexical metaphors, but also in respect of conversion. If this 
is so, we have good reason to assume that it is not the syntagma that gives 
rise to conversion; it is rather because of some prior category-changing 
semantic operation, serving as primus movens (Dokulil 1968: 215) in the 
process of derivation, that a formally unaltered word enters another 
syntagma. From this it follows then that the morphological metaphor as 
formulated by Crocco-Gàleas highlights the syntagmatically marked 
category changes necessary for conversion, but it fails to account for the 
semantic mechanisms underlying conversion. In all probability this is so 
since ‘morphological metaphor’ is in reality not a metaphor. It can only 
be considered as a notational version of terms like ‘syntagma’ or 
‘syntagmatic/syntactic relations’, which brings Crocco-Gàleas’s view of 
conversion close to views discussed in the next section.  

2.2.2. Functional or paradigmatic shift 

 In dealing with conversion, some authors, including Smirnickij and 
Myers, attribute derivational functions to inflections, claiming that in the 
case of conversion the only marker of category change is paradigmatic 
shift: a word, say a noun, takes up inflections typical of words belonging 
to another word class, say a verb. Concretely, Smirnickij (1953: 24) 
considers English conversion a change of paradigm which he also views 
as a morphological word-formation process. In another publication (1954: 
12-24), probably under the influence of the interpretation of conversion in 
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Russian (see section 6.2), he goes as far as to claim that the formal 
identity of inflected forms pertaining to different lexemes also signals 
conversion. Thus in the relationship between fell, the (irregular) past 
tense form of the intransitive fallV and the present tense form of the 
transitive (and regular) fellV or between lay, the (irregular) past tense 
form of the intransitive lieV and the transitive (and regular) layV is that of 
conversion. This reasoning, however, is completely misguided, since 
conversion is a process that prototypically links two lexemes and not 
particular homographic word-forms of these lexemes. The formally 
identical word-forms mentioned by Smirnickij exemplify grammatical 
homonymy or syncretism, which cannot be confused with conversion (see 
also section 10.2.1). 
 As regards the category-changing function of inflections, Myers 
(1984), who views conversion as derivation by a zero operation, claims 
that a zero-derived word is in fact inflected, since it always belongs to an 
inflected category and like regular productive inflection it is restricted to 
the word level (i.e. to Level 3 in terms of LM, see section 1.2.2). In 
addition, similarly to an inflected word, a zero-derived word cannot be 
suffixed with a derivational suffix. Myer’s fundamental claim is that  
 

[i]nflectional suffixes in English are specified for category just like any 
other suffixes, and that zero-derivation is just the case in which that 
inflectional suffix differs in category from its sister. (1984: 66) 
 

 Let us examine some of the arguments put forward by Myers to justify 
his claim that conversion is inflection. Consider the following examples 
in (21a-c), exemplifying respectively N>V, V>N and A>N>V 
conversions (1984: 53):  
 
(21a) wordsN, pl.  wordedV, tense 
  cansN, pl.  cannedV, tense 
  segmentN, pl. segmentedV, tense 
 
(21b) walksN, pl.  walkedV, tense 
  talksN, pl.  talkedV, tense 
  tries N, pl.  triedV, tense 
 
(21c) squaresN, pl. squaredV, tense 
  calmsN, pl.  calmedV, tense 
  blacksN, pl.  blackedV, tense 
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Drawing on Williams’s (1981) Right-Hand Head Rule, stating that a 
lexical node inherits all the features of its rightmost daughter (head)3, he 
suggests that the inflectional suffixes -s and -ed, being (inflectional) 
heads associated with the features [Plural] and [Tense] and 
subcategorized for [Noun] and [Verb], determine both the category and 
the inflectional features of the words they head (1984: 54). In respect of 
zero-derivation the inflectional head, the zero suffix, differs in category 
from its sister (or base), and as every zero-derived word must be 
inflected, zero-derivation is only possible if there is concomitant 
inflection (1984: 55). This means, then, that the output of zero-derivation 
can only be a noun or a verb; adjectives and adverbs are disallowed since 
they are not inflected in present-day English (1984: 57-61). A 
consequence of this is that whereas verbs and noun can be zero-derived 
from derived adjectives (compare: bloodyA>V, dirtyA>V, universalA>N, 
conservativeA>N), no adjectives can be zero-derived from derived nouns 
and verbs (compare: XizeV>*A, XifyV>*A, XmentN>*A, XityN>*A). Two further 
consequences are that no adjectives can be zero-derived from an irregular 
(Level 1) verb or noun (compare manN>V>*A, footN>V>*A, sleepV>N>*A, 
hitV>N>*A), and no zero-derivation takes place at the root level (i.e. at 
Level 1). If zero-derivation were possible at that level, it would affect 
stress (cf. télexN>*teléxV, commúteV>*cómmuteN). Forms like récordN / 
recórdV, cónductN / condúctV, Myers argues, are not related 
synchronically; hence they do not instantiate zero-derivation. While this 
view resonates with the similar view of natural morphologists (see section 
1.4), it seems to be plainly at variance with Kiparsky’s (1982) proposal 
that these examples represent Level 1 zero-derivation (see section 1.2.2). 
 As we have seen above, one of Myers’s arguments for considering 
zero-derivation inflection is that no derivational suffixes can be added to 
zero-derived words. In order to justify this claim, he provides three 
parallel lists consisting of derivational suffixes (verbalizers, nominalizers 
and adjectivalizers) and bases they attach to and claims that these lists are 
disjoint in that no overlap is expected to occur between the bases 
belonging to any one of them (1984: 61-66). In other words, one and the 
same base is not likely to occur in more than one list. Thus while humanA 
is found in the list of nominalizers such as -ity and -ness subcategorizing 
for adjectives (cf. humanity, humanness), humanN, zero-derived from 
humanA, is not supposed to appear in the list of adjectivalizing suffixes 
such as -al and -ous subcategorizing for nouns. This is exactly what we 

3 As was mentioned in section 1.2.2, this rule is akin to feature percolation 
proposed in Lieber (1980).  
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expect, since *humanal and *humanous are ungrammatical, 
demonstrating that zero-derivation, just like inflection, cannot feed 
derivation. We must note that the ungrammaticality of *humanal and 
*humanous may also be due to blocking (Aronoff 1979: 43), since these 
adjectives would have the same meaning as humanA.  
 In accord with the above interpretations conversion can be viewed as 
paradigmatic derivation (Szymanek 1989: 81-82), whereby inflections 
function as category-changing derivational suffixes. For both Smirnickij 
and Myers conversion or zero-derivation is a morpho-syntactic word-
formation process, but the two authors differ in the judgement of the role 
of inflections. Whereas for Smirnickij inflectional suffixes mark category 
changes, rather than cause them, Myers states that zero-derivation is just 
like inflection, since the latter, similarly to derivational suffixes, both 
marks and causes category changes. However significant this difference 
is, neither interpretation is really acceptable, since it is not the change of 
category which is the consequence of attaching an inflectional suffix to 
the base, but, quite conversely, the change of category which is the 
necessary (conceptual) precondition for attaching the appropriate 
inflectional suffix to the converting base. 
 There are three other interpretations of conversion which in one way 
or another are related to category shift. Examining for the most part 
instances of conversion in Dutch, Marle (1985) points out that although 
members of conversion pairs like bolN ‘globe’ and bolA ‘round’ are 
synchronically related in form and meaning, they do not meet the criteria 
of complex words. Marle argues (1985: 145) that if morphology studies 
the systematic aspects of complex words, conversion must be excluded 
from it, and he suggests that conversion should be seen as word class 
exchange, whereby the word class nucleus, i.e. the stock of simplex 
words within a word class, is extended. On the face of it, this 
interpretation seems to be applicable to English conversion as well. 
However, it is not clear how complex words involved in conversion both 
in English (cf. commissionN>V, hostessN>V) and Dutch (cf. behoudV>(het)N 
‘to preserve / (the) preservation’, vervalV>(het)N ‘to decay / (the) decay’ 
[Don 1992: 162-163]), but not constituting the nucleus of the given word 
class (viz. nouns), should be viewed. Maybe, it would be more prudent to 
claim that conversion is a process of extending a word class as a whole. 
But even in this case the question of whether word class extension is the 
result or the cause of conversion remains unanswered.  

That conversion involves functional or paradigmatic shift was 
anticipated by Biese as early as 1941. In his classic monograph he, more 
explicitly than any of the abovementioned authors, links this shift to the 
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fact that the converted word occupies, more precisely is made to occupy, 
a new position in the respecvtive “empty syntactical scheme” (1941: 401) 
in the course of the psychological process of sentence-production (1941: 
391-407). In his opinion conversion is not only the matter of 
lexicography; it has to be examined from a syntactic point of view too, 
and, not less importantly, the psychological background of its formation, 
including the speaker’s communicative intention, also needs to be taken 
into account. Biese (1941: 400-403) chooses a quotation from 
Shakespeare’s The Rape of Lucrece (lines 939-943) to illustrate how the 
process of conversion presumably takes place. Cp.: 
 
(22) Time’s glory is to calm contending kings, 
  To unmask falsehood and bring truth to light, 
  To stamp the seal of time in aged things, 
  To wake the morn and sentinel the night, 
  To wrong the wronger till he render right.  

(Emphasis is included.) 
 
In this passage presenting characteristic features of Time the pictures and 
images rapidly follow each other in a series of similarly structured clauses 
with syntactic schemes to be filled with appropriate verbs. When the poet 
comes to line four, so Biese argues, the picture of a sentinel is in the focus 
of his attention, but the syntactic structure requires a verb and not the 
noun sentinel. The easiest solution for the poet to fill the empty scheme 
provided by the syntactic structure of the clause is to form a verb from 
sentinel. As productive derivational means are not available, conversion 
is chosen as default solution. Note that by choosing sentinel both the 
syntactic structure and the iambic pentameter characterizing each line are 
preserved. It follows from this analysis that in Biese’s opinion conversion 
is a complex process; while it is motivated by the speaker’s 
communicative need, it is strongly determined by the syntactic scheme or 
structure of the utterance.  (2003: 428) notes that the verbal use 
of sentinel also signals the creative aspect of conversion traceable first of 
all in literary writings. 

We have seen at the beginning of this section that Sminirckij (1953, 
1954) and Myers (1984) explicitly argue for the derivational function of 
inflection in their interpretations of conversion. Regarding conversion as 
paradigmatic derivation, Szymanek (1989) proposes a similar view which 
is more or less implicitly assumed in the other interpretations mentioned 
in this section. Treating conversion as functional or paradigmatic shift on 
the one hand, and attributing derivational functions to inflection, on the 
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other, inevitably raises the long-standing issue of the correlation between 
inflection and derivation. While some scholars, e.g. Perlmutter (1982), 
Anderson (1992) and Beard (1988), argue for a radical split between the 
two basic components of morphology, others, including Booij (1996) and 
Haspelmath (1996), insist that although the distinction between inflection 
and derivation must be kept, these two fields, due to parallel 
characteristics, constitute one morphological component. Booij (1996: 2-
3) draws a distinction between inherent and contextual inflection and 
claims that the former is syntactically relevant but it is not required by the 
syntactic context. It includes, among other items, the nominal category of 
number, synthetic degree forms of adjectives and the verbal categories of 
tense and aspect. The latter, contextual inflection, represents syntactically 
driven inflection such as person and number, i.e. agreement markers and 
structural case markers. In Booij’s opinion there are curious similarities 
between inherent inflection and derivation. One such a similarity is, for 
example, that many singular nouns (e.g. equipment, furniture) do not 
have plural forms, “just as many words do not have a derivative from 
every possible category” (1996: 3) (e.g. book  booklet, bookish, 
*enbook).4 Drawing on examples taken from a number of languages such 
as German, Lezgian (Nakh-Dagestanian), Turkish and Blackfoot 
(Algonquian), Haspelmath (1996: 43-66) seeks to prove that inflection, 
e.g. forming participles from verbs, can be word class changing, that is, 
derivational The assumption that there is a strong link between inflection 
and derivation appears to be fully justifiable; nevertheless I think neither 
inherent inflection, nor word class changing inflection as propounded by 
Booij (1996) and Haspelmath (1996) can be seen as possible processes 
underlying conversion. Not because, as Bauer & Valera (2005b: 9) note, 
Booij’s and Haspelmath’s suggestions muddy rather than clarify the 
correspondence between the fields of inflection and derivation, but 
because, as I have argued above, paradigmatic shift is not the cause but 
the consequence of conversion and the same applies to inherent inflection 
or word class changing inflection.  

2.3. Conversion as a lexical-semantic process 

Since in this section those approaches are surveyed that are directly 
related to the interpretation of conversion pursued in this study, several 
aspects of them will be revisited in the subsequent chapters. First, in 

4 The English examples mentioned here are analogous to the Dutch examples used 
by Booij. 
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2.3.1, conversion viewed as a lexical rule is considered; then, in 2.3.2, 
some approaches are perused that have been proposed by cognitive 
semanticists. 

2.3.1. Lexical rules 

Leech (1981: 207-230) proposes a simplified model of the lexicon of 
the English language. In this model the lexicon, being part of the native 
speaker’s linguistic competence, is “considered as an unordered list or set 
of lexical entries” (1981: 207)5, which in turn are considered 
combinations of morphological, syntactic and semantic specifications. 
The combinations of these specifications and the existence and formation 
of lexical entries thereby are generated by lexical rules which also 
account “for the ‘creative’ and ‘productive’ aspect of the lexicon” (1981: 
212). However, lexical rules differ from grammatical rules in that their 
productivity is limited. Unlike grammatical (phonological and syntactic) 
rules, which usually apply automatically, lexical rules are sporadic and 
they do not apply to all possible cases.6  
 According to Leech (1981: 215-220) there are three types of lexical 
rules: morphological derivation, conversion and semantic transfer. A 
schematic description of these rules is given in (23)  
 
(23) 
   A     B 

p  p’ 
q  q’ 

r  r’ 
 
where A and B stand for lexical entries; p, q and r signal the respective 
morphological, syntactic and semantic specifications. In (24a-c) the 
operation of the three rules is illustrated. Since the symbols used in 
Leech’s original version to describe the semantic specifications are 

5 This view is reminiscent of Bloomfield’s interpretation of the lexicon: “The lexicon 
is really an appendix of the grammar, a list of basic irregularities” (1979: 274).  
6 For example, not all transitive verbs take -er to form an Agent; and many 
transitive verbs may not take any agentive suffix at all: cf. sing  singer, show  
(?) shower, try  *trier/*triant/*triee. Or, although to form a verb from a noun 
through conversion is widely possible, it is by no means an automatic operation: 
cf. chestN > *chestV ‘put in a chest’, chocolateN > *chocolateV ‘eat / cover with 
chocolate’. 
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irrelevant here, they are replaced by a simplified definition in each case. 
Cf.: 
 
(24a) A rule of morphological derivation 
 

GENERAL FORM OF THE RULE: EXAMPLE: friendless 
 

p1  p2    Base  Base + Suffixless 
q1  q2    Noun  Adjective 
r1  r2    <having no friends> 

 
 
(24b) A rule of conversion 
 

GENERAL FORM OF THE RULE: EXAMPLE: a catch 
 

p1  p1    Base  Base  
q1  q2 Verb, Transitive  Noun, Concrete, 

Countable 
r1  r2    <that which is caught> 

 
(24c) A rule of semantic transfer 
 

GENERAL FORM OF THE RULE: EXAMPLE: doughnut of mud 
 

p1  p1    Base  Base  
q1  q1    Noun  Noun 
r1  r2 <mud shaped as doughnut> 
 

As we can see, in the case of morphological derivation all the 
specifications alter, whereas in conversion the syntactic and semantic 
specifications and in semantic transfer the semantic specification change. 
Note that in morphological derivation the syntactic specifications may 
remain unchanged (e.g. friendship, unhappy). From the point of view of 
this study the important conclusion can be drawn that conversion in 
English is not a kind of morphological derivation as it is stated by 
Marchand and many other morphologists. Rather, it is a syntactic-
semantic process whereby the output item formally does not differ from 
the input item.  

Stein (1977: 235) also emphasizes the creative role of the lexicon. Her 
approach to conversion is in many respects similar to Leech’s above 
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view, but what is regarded by Leech as a rule of semantic transfer is 
called by her semantic conversion (1977: 234). I shall discuss the range of 
processes that can be subsumed under the scope of conversion in Chapter 
Five; there Stein’s suggestions will also be considered. Here I only find it 
important to mention that Stein’s view of semantic (metaphoric and 
metonymic) transfer as semantic conversion directly follows from her 
assumption that the study of semantic change is not only the matter of 
diachronic considerations; the synchronically dynamic aspects of word 
semantics, for instance the fact that all nouns denoting a container 
potentially develop the sense ‘content of’ should be included in word-
formation. She puts forward a number of arguments to support this claim 
(1977: 234-235). One of them is that word-formation rules change the 
semantic components of existing words and another is that semantic rules 
frequently parallel word-formation rules. A further argument is that 
similarly to word-formation rules, but unlike syntactic rules (including 
inflection), semantic rules do not apply automatically. From this follows 
the final argument that in both word semantics and word-formation a 
distinction must be made between type and token, i.e. between what a 
rule allows as a possible form and what is actually realized in language 
use. It remains to be seen whether semantic transfer is indeed 
interpretable as semantic conversion and to what extent the aforesaid 
arguments are relevant for conversion. This point will be taken up in the 
seventh chapter. 

The interpretations coming under scrutiny in the next two sections are 
based on the assumption that conversion is a kind of semantic derivation 
motivated by cognitive processes of conceptual mappings.  

2.3.2. Semantic derivation 

 From a cognitive semantic point of view conversion is usually treated 
as a kind of semantic derivation or semantic extension motivated by two 
types of conceptual mappings, metonymic and metaphoric. These 
mappings, linking constituents of a domain or domains, are demonstrable 
in terms of conceptual metonymies and conceptual metaphors. Since my 
interpretation of conversion to be outlined in Part III is based on the 
tenets of cognitive semantics, here I only briefly present and illustrate 
these types of conceptual mapping with regard to N>V and V>N 
conversions. 
 Roughly speaking, metonymic mappings underlying the said types of 
conversion consist in using a participant of an event, e.g. the instrument 
implemented or the action realizing the event, for another participant of 
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that event, e.g. for the action realizing the event or an object involved in 
the action. For example, in the case of bicycleV used in (25) below  
 
(25) Tim had bicycled to the village with Gertrud. (CCELD) 
 
the instrument used in the action of riding a bicycle stands for the action 
itself, i.e. for riding a bicycle. Conversely, biteV in the sentence Give me a 
bite the action, i.e. biting, is used for the object involved in the action, i.e. 
the thing bitten. These two conceptual mappings respectively evoke the 
conceptual metonymies INSTRUMENT FOR ACTION; ACTION FOR OBJECT 
INVOLVED IN THE ACTION (Kövecses & Radden 1998: 54-55). 
 Some cases of N>V conversions are underlain by metaphoric 
mappings realized in the use of an entity belonging to one conceptual 
domain, e.g. humans, as an entity belonging to another conceptual 
domain, e.g. animals. For example, the denominal verb squirrelV in the 
sentence 
 
(26) As soon as they get paid they squirrel the money away so they 

won’t be tempted to touch it. (CIDE) 
  
evokes the conceptual metaphor PEOPLE HIDING/STORING THINGS FOR 
LATER USE ARE SQUIRRELS, being a subtype of the generic HUMANS ARE 
ANIMALS metaphor (Martsa 1997, 2003). It seems that these mappings are 
reliable conceptual tools to account for semantic mechanisms underlying 
the construal of conversion. Both metonymic and metaphoric mappings 
are related to the conceptual re/categorization of real-world entities, 
which lies at the core of the next interpretation of conversion too. 

2.4. Conversion as an onomasiological operation 

Drawing on Horecký’s (1983) onomasiological model of the linguistic 
sign and Dokulil’s (1968) onomasiological theory of word-formation, 
Štekauer (1996: 45-53) claims that English conversion has the following 
features: 
 
(27) a. Conceptual recategorization 

b. Unanalysable onomasiological level 
c. Change of word class   
d. Close semantic affinity between conversion pair members 
e. Phonematic/orthographic identity of fundamental forms  
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f. Change of system-level (paradigmatic) and speech-level 
(syntagmatic relations) 

 
Štekauer states that each naming unit (i.e. each lexeme) results from the 
intellectual analysis of extralinguistic objects or entities to be named. 
These objects fall into one of the four conceptual categories: substance, 
action (with subcategories action proper, process, state), quality, and 
concomitant circumstance. Names of new extra-linguistic objects 
frequently arise from the preliminary intellectual reanalysis or 
recategorization of these conceptual categories. This is followed by the 
linguistic recategorization of the naming units themselves. In (28) some 
cases of recategorization are mentioned which yield naming units realized 
as conversions (1996: 46): 
 
(28) Substance recategorized as Action    waterN>V 

Process recategorized as Action     experimentN>V 
Circumstance recategorized as Action   limitN>V 
Quality recategorized as Action     featureN>V 
Action recategorized as Substance    insertV>N 
Action recategorized as Person     cheatV>N 

 
Štekauer (1996: 47) argues that conceptual recategorization triggering 
linguistic recategorization is an important piece of evidence for conversion 
being an independent word-formation process and not a kind of 
suffixation; whereas linguistic recategorization, i.e. change of word class, 
is necessary for conversion, it is only possible for suffixation (see feature 
c.). Feature b., ‘unanalyzable onomasiological level’, signals the 
fundamental formal characteristic of conversion that the new naming unit 
is not syntagmatic (i.e. no zero suffix is added to the motivating word). 
This then accounts for feature e. stating that the new naming unit is 
homographic with the motivating naming unit, though some changes are 
allowed: cf. shelfN  shelveV, houseN  houseV /ha z/.  
 Cases of recategorization mentioned in (28) indirectly point to the 
relevance of feature d., that is, the semantic link between the motivating 
and motivated unit, another fundamental characteristic of conversion. The 
nature of this link as explained by Štekauer (1996: 49) is illustrated in 
(29): 
 
(29) bondN – bondV: SUBSTANCE____ Fact ____ ACTION 

Interpretation: Substance as a Result of Action 
switchN – switchV: SUBSTANCE ____ Instr/Purp ____ ACTION 
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Interpretation: Substance as an Instrument and Purpose of 
Action 

terminalA – terminalN: CIRCUMSTANCE ____ Real/Inh ____ 
SUBSTANCE  

Interpretation: Hypostasis of Circumstance, which becomes 
inherent to Substance 

clearA – clearV: Quality ____ Fact ____ Action 
Interpretation: Action resulting in certain quality 

 
Finally, feature f. indicates the crucial changes that take place in the 
paradigmatic and syntagmatic behaviour of converted naming units, 
namely that they adopt inflections characteristic of the new category and 
they are used in syntactic functions typical of words belonging to this new 
category. 
 
 



 

CHAPTER THREE 

NON-PROCESSUAL INTERPRETATIONS 

3.1. Introduction 

In this chapter I review some interpretations which do not treat 
conversion as a type of derivation, not even as a process of word-
formation. These interpretations are also rather heterogeneous; in 3.2 
Lieber’s (1981, 1992, 2004) relisting hypothesis is examined, which in an 
important respect draws on Clark & Clark’s (1979) usage-based approach. 
Interpretations considered in 3.3 are based on the assumptions that 
conversion is a phenomenon related either to the lack of appropriate 
category specifications or, conversely, to multiple category specifications 
of certain words listed in the lexicon.  

3.2. Relisting  

In Lieber’s opinion conversion is not a derivational process, nor is it a 
directional process of some sort; rather it “[is] a redundancy rule in the 
permanent lexicon” (1981: 181). She specifies this rule in terms of 
relisting or re-entering of already listed items (in fact nouns as verbs) in 
the lexicon. In two other publications concerned respectively with word-
formation within the Government and Binding Theory (1992: 159) and 
with the relation between lexical semantics and morphology (2004: 90), 
she specifies the phenomenon of relisting as follows:  
 
(30) a. The lexicon allows for the addition of new entries. 

b. Conversion occurs when an item already listed in the lexicon is 
re-entered as an item of a different category. 

 
She also claims in both works that there are a number of reasons to believe 
that the relisting analysis is the right way to deal with conversion in 
English (and German) as contrasted to the zero-affixation analysis 
proposed by Marchand and other linguists, on the one hand, and the 
treatments of conversion by means of category-changing rules that 
introduce either new category labels (e.g. paintN  paintV) or an 
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additional set of labelled brackets around the converted base (e.g. [paint]N 
 [[paint]N]V), on the other (cf. 1992: 162-165; 2004: 90-95).1 
One reason is that conversion verbs exhibit a much broader range of 

meanings than derived verbs, including those formed with the 
synchronically most productive verbalizing suffix -ize (2004: 90). As we 
have already seen in 1.2.3, if conversion were treated as derivation by a 
zero morpheme, which has all the features that overt affixes have, 
including the limited number of meanings, the range of meanings 
characterizing conversion verbs would be unexpected.2  

Another reason is that treating conversion as a random process of 
relisting in the mental lexicon sheds light on why conversion is a kind of 
creative coinage and why some recent coinages sometimes strike us as 
funny or facetious (1992: 163, 2004: 94). How innovative coinage works 
(with meanings constructed online) in converting verbs from nouns is best 
explained, in Lieber’s opinion, by THE INNOVATIVE DENOMINAL VERB 
CONVENTION proposed by Clark & Clark (1979: 787).3 In accordance with 
this convention, reminiscent of Grice’s cooperative principle (1975), the 
interpretation of (the meanings of) denominal verbs, labelled ‘contextuals’ 
by Clark & Clark (1978: 782), happens in the following way:  

 
(31) In using an innovative denominal verb sincerely, the speaker means 

to denote  
 

a. a kind of situation  
b. that he has good reason to believe  
c. that on this occasion the listener can readily 

compute  
d. uniquely  
e. on the basis of their mutual knowledge  

1 For more information on the advantages of the relisting over category changing 
rules, see Lieber (1981).  
2 The semantic patterns underlying conversion verbs, nouns, etc. will be examined 
in the eigth and ninth chapters, where other authors’ respective views will also be 
dealt with. 
3 More will be said about this in Chapter Twelve where the difference between 
creativity and productivity will be discussed. What is important at the moment is 
that words derived productively are usually not listed and, consequently, they 
cannot be relisted. 
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f. in such a way that the parent4 noun denotes 
one role in the situation, and the remaining 
surface arguments of the denominal verb 
denote other roles in the situation. 

 
Lieber also notes (2004: 94) that relisting, that is, the re-entering of nouns 
as verbs in the mental lexicon is determined by the extent in which new 
verbs get reused or entrenched. From the point of view of the 
interpretation of conversion developed in this book, I find important to add 
to this that in order for a lexeme to get relisted in the lexicon first it has to 
undergo mental recategorization which is to be seen as a cognitive 
precondition for any linguistic relisting. 
 Conversion understood as relisting, to mention a third reason, explains 
why conversions from productively formed derived words are rarely found 
(cf. hostessV, stretcherV but *happinessV, *unionizeN), whereas 
conversions formed from not productively derived words are not 
infrequently met (cf. engineerV, propositionV).5 I shall return to this point, 
together with Lieber’s discussion of the relation between lexical semantics 
and morphology, in Chapter Seven. 

As a final remark, it is necessary to observe that Clark & Clark call 
innovative denominal verbs ‘contextuals’ because, unlike denotational 
expressions (e.g. man, blue, bachelor), having fixed senses and denotation, 
and indexical or deictic expressions (e.g. he, yesterday, the bachelor), 
having variable referents, these verbs exhibit a number of potential senses 
that become fixed in the linguistic and / or communicative context in 
which they occur (1979: 782).6 This does not mean, however, as is argued 
in the next section, that the category or form class of converted verbs is 
uniquely determined by the context.  

3.3. Category underspecification or multiple category 
specification 

Using the analogy of quantum physics, where physical entities such as 
photons can be characterized either as particles (things) or waves 
(processes) depending on the context of their manifestation, Farrell (2001) 

4 Henceforth the terms ’parent nouns/verbs/etc.’ will be used here as well 
to refer to converting base nouns/verbs/etc. 
5 For an alternative explanation, see Kiparsky’s arguments discussed in 1.2.2, 
especially examples in (13b). In this connection, see also section 12.3.4 
6 For a criticism of the notion of contextuals, see Aronoff (1980). 
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argues that whether words like dance, hammer and kiss function as verbs 
or nouns is dependent on the context, more specifically on the construction 
in which they are used. Put slightly differently, these words (roots) are 
stored in the lexicon with their categories underspecified for verbhood or 
nounhood, and they receive full category specifications in or from the 
construction in which they are placed. It is the verb slots and the noun 
slots that respectively supply the process meanings of verbs and the thing 
meaning of nouns. In the case of process-centred V / N alterations (or 
functional shifts) such as jumpV / jumpN, kissV / kissN, walkV / walkN the 
nouns designate processes that are construed as things; and, vice versa, in 
the case of thing-centred N / V alterations like bagN / bagV, peelN / peelV, 
pocketN / pocketV verbs are construed as processes or activities in which 
the things designated by the nouns are typically involved (2001: 110). 
Farrell (2001: 113) observes that words involved in N / V alternations 
have a relatively elaborate conceptual structure compatible with a process 
(verb) meaning as well as with a thing (noun) meaning, which entails their 
being neither nouns, nor verbs. Which of the two meanings they 
eventually have and whether they surface as verbs or nouns are determined 
by the context of use and not by a derivational rule.7  
 With respect to conversion, the term ‘multiple category specification’, 
used by Nida (1949) and Hockett (1958), can be seen as the precursor of 
the term ‘category underspecification’, since it also implies that 
conversion is not a process of word-formation.8 Nida (1949: 434-436) 
suggests that, depending on its distributional environment, a morpheme 
can simultaneously belong to more than one class. A similar opinion is 
held by Hockett (1958: 225-227) who also argues that the multiple class 
membership of morphemes makes it possible to increase the number of 
traditional (Latin-based) word classes N, A and V in English by adding to 
them morphemes which exhibit multiple class membership features: cf. 
NA (e.g. American, human, white), NV (e.g. change, eye, love), AV (e.g. 
clean, dry, busy), NAV (e.g. black, damp, fancy). Although Hockett does 
not state how words with multiple part-of-speech affiliations come into 
existence, it can plausibly be assumed that words belonging to NV and AV 
instantiate conversion. This then implies that NV subsumes N>V (e.g. eye, 

7 Similarly to Farrell, Marantz (1997) also claims that roots are lexically stored 
without specific (or with underspecified) categorial labels. This directly follows 
from his assumption that there is no essential difference between lexical and 
syntactic word-formation and, more generally, between morphology and syntax.  
8 In the corresponding literature the terms ‘category ideterminacy’, 
‘multifunctionality’ and ‘multiple class membership’ are also used. For their 
interpretations, see section 4.3.5. 
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head, pen) as well as V>N (e.g. love, kick, run) conversions. As regards 
NA and NAV, their relatedness to conversion is yet to be examined. What 
we can already see is that words belonging to NA represent (the 
phenomenon of) multiple category specification, whereas words belonging 
to NAV display features characteristic of both conversion and categorial 
indeterminacy. Hockett also mentions the versatility of the particles down 
and up which may be used as nouns, adjectives and verbs. This is 
illustrated in (32) with examples taken from Hockett. Cf.: 
 
(32a) He went up / He fell down (prepositions)  
(32b) He went up the street / He fell down the hill (adverbs) 
(32c) He upped the price / He downed the medicine (verbs) 
(32d) We all have our ups and downs (nouns) 
 
While the uses of down and up in (32c-d) are generally acknowledged 
instances of conversion, in (32b) they may be seen as examples of 
categorial indeterminacy. 
 

In this section non-processual conversion has been examined. On the 
basis of what has been said about these interpretations, only Lieber’s 
relisting hypothesis, Clark & Clark’s contextuals and Farrell’s category 
underspecification model can reasonably be regarded as possible 
treatments of conversion. Despite the differences between them, each 
suggestion aims to account for the semantic link between the members of 
conversion pairs, and the syntactic environment or construction serves as a 
diagnostic tool for identifying (instances of) conversion. The latter feature 
is relevant for multifunctionality as well, though it does not seem to be 
able to account for the semantic relation(s) between items belonging under 
its scope.  

A possible criticism that can be directed at the underspecification 
model and conceretely at the postulation of multiple class membership is 
that if words are listed in the lexicon without (sufficiently explicit) lexical 
category specification, it is not clear how syntactic rules can find and 
insert them in the appropriate syntactic slots (Plag 2003: 114-116). 
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Concluding remarks 

Given the diversity of interpretations presented in the first three 
chapters, one cannot but agree with Lieber’s observation that “[…] 
conversion is a sort of battleground over which various theoretical camps 
have fought over the years” (2005: 418). I intend to prove in the rest of the 
book that being a sort of battleground, however, does not mean that 
conversion is a hotchpotch or a dumping ground, as was tentatively 
suggested in the title of a section of a recently published monograph on 
conversion (Balteiro 2007: 52). It will turn out that the interpretations of 
conversion propounded by authors of different persuasions are by no 
means irreconcilable. This is especially true of authors in whose 
interpretations special emphasis is laid on the conceptual and semantic 
mechanisms assumed to be at work in conversion. The aim of specifying 
the advantages and disadvantages of particular interpretations in the 
preceding chapters was to prepare the soil for the justification of a 
definition of conversion developed in the third part of this study. However, 
a word of caution is in order: while attempting to develop a comprehensive 
definition of conversion, one should bear in mind that this definition must 
also be sufficiently rigorous not to allow conversion to appear as a largely 
unconstrained operation in English. 

Finally, (33) gives a schematic summary of interpretations of 
conversion entertained in this part (WF stands for word-formation): 
 
(33)               
 

a) conversion understood as WF 
    derivation: morphological, syntactic, semantic 
   � non-derivation: lexical rule, onomasiological operation  
 

b) conversion understood as non-WF 
   � relisting 
   � category underspecification 



 

PART II 

CONVERSION IN ENGLISH 
AND OTHER LANGUAGES 
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Preliminary remarks 

Based mostly on the survey of current interpretations of English 
conversion presented in Part I, the main goal of this part is to identify the 
types of processes that belong under the scope of conversion. To this end, 
first, in Chapter Four, I propose a preliminary definition of conversion 
based on the combination of notions of word class and unmarked change. 
In sections 4.1-2 these two notions are explored with the aim to establish a 
firm ground for the identification of types of conversion in English. The 
aim of the discussion of Russian and Hungarian conversions in the sixth 
chapter is also to propose a more justifiable classification of English 
conversion. It is important to emphasize that most works on conversion 
mentioned in Part I made it clear, though not always explicitly, that the 
task of providing an adequate interpretation (and thereby a definition) of 
conversion is inseparable from the task of identifying the range of 
processes that it potentially subsumes. In other words, no matter how 
conversion is interpreted, the interpretation must take into consideration 
the specifics of processes that constitute its scope. And conversely, the 
kinds of processes that conversion as a word-building device subsumes are 
to a great extent determined by what interpretation conversion itself is 
given.  
 
 



 

CHAPTER FOUR 

CONVERSION AND SIMILAR PHENOMENA 

4.1. Introduction 

What all interpretations surveyed in Part I share in common is that 
conversion involves an obligatory change of word class which is not 
marked explicitly on the output. Thus, following Vogel (1996: 2), a 
preliminary definition of conversion can be formulated in the following 
way:  
 

Conversion is a kind of unmarked change of word class.  
 
Before examining the content of this definition, it is worthwhile to 
remember not only what the interpretations of conversion outlined in Part I 
share in common, but also what they disagree about. The most important 
thing to mention here is that whereas the descriptions of conversions 
offered by different authors are fairly unanimous in that the lack of overt 
(derivational or morphophonological) marking is a decisive feature of 
conversion, there is noticeable disagreement as to the possible 
motivation/s of this process. It is not infrequent that, for instance in the 
case of viewing conversion as syntactic derivation (Crocco-Gàleas) or 
paradigmatic shift (Biese, Smirnickij, Myers) or category 
underspecification (Farrell, Hockett), this process is taken to be the 
product of the syntactic environment in which the word at issue is put, that 
is to say, it is the syntactic environment that serves as the primary cause of 
conversion. However, attributing such a function to the syntactic 
environment, in my opinion, is like putting the cart in front of the horse. I 
shall say more about this in Part III; here I only find it important to note 
that in spite of the fact that during conversion the combinatory potential 
reflected in the argument structure of the words concerned really changes, 
this change must be seen not as the cause but, rather, as the consequence 
of conversion. In other words, the change in the argument structure 
functions as the syntactic marker of conversion and, therefore, its 
motivation/s must be sought elsewhere, outside the immediate syntactic 
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environment, specifically, as will be argued later in section 7.4, in 
different kinds of conceptual shifts.  
 Turning to the content of the above definition, let us first examine the 
notion of word class and see when or in what circumstances change of 
word class takes place.  

4.2. The notion of word class 

We shall see in the next chapter that English conversion is basically 
word-based, as opposed to Russian or Italian conversions, which are 
typically root- or stem-based. To be word-based means that the base on 
which conversion operates is a word, understood as an autonomously 
existing unit of the language. This understanding of word, adopted from 
Manova  Dressler (2005: 71), implies that it is a hyperonym of lexeme, a 
dictionary unit. An inflected form of a word-lexeme is commonly called 
word-form. Each word, i.e. each autonomously existing unit of a language 
belongs to (at least) one of several classes or parts of speech, such as 
nouns, verbs, adjectives, and so on. These classes are also called lexical or 
syntactic categories, since they can be conceived of as linguistic labels or 
names of various extralinguistic categories, including entities like concrete 
and abstract objects, events, actions and even (reified) attributes. Similarly 
to the interpretations of conversion, the interpretation of word classes, 
especially in a cross-linguistic perspective, has also been a kind of 
battleground for linguists representing different theoretical camps. In the 
analysis of the notion of word class, I shall rely on Bauer (2005a: 21-22), 
according to whom a word class or a lexical category should be seen as the 
accumulation of various value-features and not as a unitary notion. As far 
as it goes, this suggestion seems to reflect a consensual standpoint, and it 
also seems directly applicable to the description of the change/s of word 
class involved in all kinds of conversion.  

The matrix below, in (1), is the schematic description of the value-
features attributed to the noun car (Bauer 2005a: 22): 
 
(1)   
 

phonological form: /ka/  
lexical category: form: + N 

function: + N 
meaning: + N 

meaning: ‘…’   
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The phonological form obviously has to do with pronunciation and as such 
it is not a category-specific value-feature per se (but see the end of this 
section). Value-features of form, function and meaning directly determine 
the lexical category of the word; namely, the value-feature of form 
specifies the category-specific morphological feature/s of the noun car, 
which in present-day English is/are not particularly significant since word 
classes are not, or only rarely are distinguished formally; the value-feature 
of function specifies the syntactic positions eligible for the noun (viz., car 
can be a subject, object, complement, etc.) as well as its subcategory (viz., 
car is a countable noun); finally, the value-feature of meaning within the 
lexical category specifies the categorial (i.e. nominal) meaning: car as a 
noun refers to an inanimate thing. The meaning component at the bottom 
of the matrix accounts for the lexical meaning of car: ‘a vehicle with four 
wheels and an engine that can carry a small number of passengers’ 
(LDOCE). Based on (1), the following generalization can be made: the 
class to which a word belongs is specifiable in terms of form, function and 
meaning. The role of the phonological form and the semantic component 
is to individuate the word in question by allocating it a physical form and a 
lexical meaning related to the categorial (nominal, verbal, etc.) meaning. 
Thus, with respect to car, the fact that it is a noun is determined by the 
constituents of the lexical category as is shown in the matrix; it is made a 
concrete word of English by ascribing to it a phonological form and lexical 
meaning. In the following discussion, the matrix proposed by Bauer will 
be applied to the descriptions of different potential though for the time 
being unjustified instances of conversion. 
 Taking into account the constituents of the matrix in (1) and the 
functions or values attributed to them, the question can be asked: the 
change of which element/s of the matrix leads to conversion? As one 
might expect, in conversion proper changes are detectable in respect of all 
value-features save the phonological form. For instance, in the N>V 
conversion squirrelN > squirrelV (away), with the phonological forms (i.e. 
with the pronunciation) of the input and the output remaining unchanged, 
all value-features are altered when squirrelN is converted to squirrelV. This 
is demonstrated in (2): 
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(2) 
 

phonological form:  /'skw r( )l/ > /'skw r( )l/ 
lexical category: form: N > V 

function/s: subject/object/ complement > 
predicate 
meaning: animate object > transitive action 

meaning: ‘…’  ‘a small animal with a long furry tail that 
climbs trees and eats nuts’ > ‘to keep 
something in a safe place to use it later 
(LDOCE) 

 
The fact that the meaning of a converted item is often lexicalized need not 
concern us at the moment. What is important here is that the meaning of 
the output item is inferrable (or predictable) from the meaning of the input. 
We shall come back to this issue and a different interpretation of the 
meaning component in 7.2-3 as well as in the discussion of polysemy and 
productivity characterizing conversion in Chapters Ten and Twelve. 

In what can be loosely called incomplete conversion, whose judgement 
is highly controversial in conversion studies (see next chapter for more 
detail), not all value-features are changed or some are only partially 
changed, and as a result the new category is only partially adopted by the 
converted item, as in richA > (the) richNPl, where the noun converted from 
the adjective may not take the plural suffix, while it continues to accept 
adjectival inflection and adverbial collocates, cf. (the) richest, (the) 
extremely rich. Consider (3) for the description of this type of conversion; 
the question mark signals the uncertain categorial status of N: 
 
(3)  
 

phonological form:  /r t / > /r t / 
lexical category: form: A > N? 

function/s: modifier / complement > subject / 
object 
meaning: property > people having this 
(salient) property 

meaning: ‘…’  ‘wealthy’ > ‘those who are rich’ 
 

In another type of incomplete conversion it is the phonological form 
that undergoes changes. Although in the majority of cases the form of the 
output of conversion in English is identical with that of the input, some 
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segmental and suprasegmental changes nevertheless occur, even though 
they may not always be orthographically reflected. These include root-
allomorphy (4a), the tensing of the final syllable’s vowel (4b), and a shift 
of stress from the final syllable of the verb to the last but one syllable of 
the noun (4c). With the exception of (4b) (see next section), the status of 
these types as real conversions is usually not questioned. Cp.: 

 
(4a) houseN /ha s/ > houseV /ha z/, useN /ju:s/ > useV /ju:z/; beliefN > 

believeV 
(4b) appropriateA / 'pr pr t/ > appropriateV / 'pr pr e t/,  

    separateA /'sepr t/ > separateV /'sep re t/ 
(4c) torméntV > tórmentN, recórdV > récordN  
 
The conversion of houseV from houseN is demonstrated in (5): 
 
(5) 
 

phonological form:  /ha s/ > /ha z/ 
lexical category: form: N > V 

function/s: subject / object > predicate 
meaning: inanimate object > transitive action 

meaning: ‘…’  ‘a building that someone lives in’ > ‘to 
provide someone with a place to live’ 

 
 A further type of incomplete conversion is represented by the (alleged) 
conversions runVintrans > runVtrans or teaNnoncount > teaNcount, in which the 
change takes place not on the categorial, but on the subcategorial level: an 
intransitive verb becomes transitive and a noncount (mass) noun becomes 
count (concrete). In (6) the conversion runVintrans > runVtrans is 
demonstrated: 
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(6)  
 

phonological form:  /r n/ > /r n/ 
lexical category: form: V > V 

function/s: predicate > predicate 
meaning: intransitive action > transitive action 

meaning: ‘…’  ‘to move very quickly, by moving your legs 
more quickly than 
when you walk’  > ‘to organize or be in 
charge of an activity’ 

 
On the basis of (2) to (6) the interim conclusion can be drawn that the 

change of any of the value-features in the categorial matrix of a word is a 
potential sign of conversion. Examples in (4a-c) challenge the view that 
during conversion a word is used as another word belonging to a different 
word class with no attendant change in shape. Examples of incomplete 
conversion illustrated in (6) present another challenge to the above 
definition of conversion, for no change of major word class is involved in 
them. I intend to respond to these challenges in the next section, dealing 
with the notion of unmarked change constituting the other part of the 
preliminary definition of conversion suggested above.  

4.3. Unmarked change of word class 

In order to arrive at a proper interpretation of conversion, first it must 
be distinguished from similar phenomena such as homonymy, reference 
metonymy, deletion (ellipsis), grammaticalization and multiple class 
membership. Following Vogel (1996: 2) and Valera (2004: 21), I take the 
term ‘unmarked change’, or rather, ‘unmarked change of word class’ to 
refer to any relationship or process or operation involving the minimum of 
two homonymous words. First, in 4.3.1-5, I analyze and compare 
homonymy and the other instances of unmarked change of word class 
mentioned above. Then, in 4.4, I move on to cases of unmarked change of 
word class motivated in all probabilty by conversion, and I also attempt to 
clarify the status of some incomplete types which were mentioned in the 
preceding section. 
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4.3.1. Homonymy 

Consider sentences in (7a) - (7d) in which bank1 and bank2 and down1 
and down2 exemplify homonymy1: 
 
(7a) You should keep your savings in a bank1. (CIDE) 
(7b) He was drunk and drove into a snow bank2. (LDOCE) 
 
(7c) The sun went down1 below the horizon. (OALD4) 
(7d) The first down2 was beginning to appear on the young boy’s face. 

(OALD4) 
 
Homonymous words pertain either to the same or, less typically, to 
different word classes; thus bank1 and bank2 in (7a-b) are nouns, whereas 
down1 is an adverb and down2 is a noun in (7c-d). In spite of the obvious 
change of word class exemplified by down1 and down2 in (7c-d), neither 
these words nor bank1 and bank2 in (7a-b) signal conversion, for no 
semantic link is traceable between the members of these word pairs (I shall 
return to this point in section 10.2.1).  

4.3.2. Reference metonymy 

For another instance of unmarked change of word class apparently 
motivated by non-conversion, consider the uses of village1 and village2 in 
(8a-b):  

 
(8a) Leogang’s railway station is just a short walk from the village1 if 

you like to organise your own excursions. (BNC) 
(8b) The whole village2 came to the meeting. (LDOCE) 

 
There is an undeniable semantic link between village1 and village2 in the 
sense that the latter can be viewed as the metonymic extension of the 
former; however, this link is only accompanied by the change of 
subcategory, i.e. the inanimate noun becomes animate. In other words, 
village1 and village2 are two senses of the same polysemous word (noun), 
or lexeme VILLAGE, and not two separate words and this is the reason why 
this kind of metonymic extension, also known as reference metonymy 
(Dirven 1999: 275-276; Neagu 1999: 78-79), cannot be treated as 

1 Homonymous words are realized either as homographs (e.g. bank1 and bank2) or 
homophones (e.g. rain, rein, reign), with the former being only relevant here.  
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conversion. Recall, however, that Stein (1977: 234) applies the term 
‘semantic conversion’ to what is traditionally regarded as semantic 
transfer or meaning extension (see 2.3.1). However, considering unmarked 
changes of subclass as an instance of conversion is not a favourable 
option, for it would require a significant reconsideration (in fact an 
unnecessary broadening) of the notion of conversion (for a different 
opinion, see Copstake  Bricoe 1995 in section10.2.2). I shall return to 
this point presently in section 4.4 and later in section 5.2.4. 

4.3.3. Deletion (ellipsis) 

There are three more cases where unmarked changes of word class are 
presumably not caused by conversion. The first is the case of English 
prepositions that may be used simultaneously as adverbs, with their noun 
phrase complements being deleted. This is illustrated in (9a-b): 
 
(9a) I put one of the cushions behind1 his head. (OALD4) 
(9b) Don’t look behind2 or you may fall. (OALD4) 
 
It is not easy to decide whether adverbs of this type, also called 
prepositional adverbs (Quirk et al. 1985: 713-714), represent separate 
words, or they are syntactic versions of the corresponding prepositions, 
being in effect reduced prepositional phrases. The latter view seems more 
plausible, since, as is evident from the examples in (9a-b), both the 
prepositional phrase behind1 his head and the adverb behind2 function as 
place adjuncts in the respective sentences. If this reasoning is correct, 
prepositional adverbs can be viewed as alternative realizations of a 
syntactic function and not conversion proper. This is so even if, as Valera 
(2004: 24) argues, prepositional adverbs appear to have considerable 
semantic independence in expressing temporal and spatial references. 
Other examples of prepositional adverbs include, for example, alongside, 
in and out. 

4.3.4. Grammaticalization 

Consider the uses of regarding1 and regarding2 in (10a-b):  
 
(10a) Either way, astronomers are regarding1 it as a fascinating 

astronomical object and not just a record-breaker. (BNC) 
(10b) Regarding2 your recent inquiry, I’ve enclosed a copy of our new 

brochure. (LDOCE) 
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Grammaticalization, taken in the narrow sense, occurs when an inflected 
form of an open class word, say a verb, assumes the role of a closed class 
word, say a preposition.2 Exactly this is demonstrated in (10a-b). 
Campbell (1988: 241; cited in Valera 2004) observes that 
grammaticalization often goes together with the semantic bleaching and 
phonological reduction of the input word. There is an obvious parallelism 
between conversion and grammaticalization as two kinds of unmarked 
word class change, yet they should be tackled separately. From the point 
of view of our discussion the most important differences between these 
phenomena are that irrespective of their input or source forms the output 
of conversion must be an open class word, whereas the output of 
grammaticalization is usually a closed class or functional item. Another 
significant difference is that whereas semantic bleaching is an important 
characteristic of grammaticalization, it is inconceivable in the case 
conversion. Other examples of prepositions arising from 
grammaticalization include according (to), concerning and considering. 
Grammaticalization frequently gives rise to conjunctions as well, e.g. 
except, in case, provided/providing (that), save. 

4.3.5. Category indeterminacy 

The adjective Canadian1 in (11a) and the noun Canadian2 in (11b) 
signal what is called in conversion studies either category indeterminacy 
(Kiefer 2005a: 52, 2005b: 190) or multiple class membership or 
multifunctionality (Bauer & Valera 2005a: 10-11). Cp.: 
 
(11a) The letter indicated the killer had been rejected by the Canadian1 

armed forces for being anti-social, police said. (BNC) 
(11b) The Canadian2 frequently came to the net, so Petchey had to rely on 

his passing shots, but not enough of them found the mark. (BNC) 
 
Bauer & Valera define multifunctionality in the following way (see also 
3.2):  
 

If it is the case that any member of the set of words which can function as 
if being part of word class w can also be used, under appropriate 

2 Grammaticalization is a much broader phenomenon than the above discussion 
suggests; for more information on it, see Heine et al. (1991: 28), Traugott  Heine 
(1993) and Ladányi (2007: 87-100). In connection with bleaching, see also Givon 
(1975). 
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circumstances, as if it were a part of word class x (x  w), then there is a 
case of multifunctionality. (2005a: 10-11) 

 
Nationality names in English and in many other languages, including 
Hungarian (Kiefer 2005a: 55-56), are cases in point, since these names 
function automatically as nouns or adjectives. Out of English nationality 
names those formed first of all with the suffix -(i)an, as in (11a-b), and 
with -i as in Iraqi or Israeli, can be mentioned as examples of 
multifunctionality. It is important to note that words that take -(i)an, but 
belong to semantic groups other than nationality names, may behave in the 
same way. Thus Anglican, Chomskian, Christian can also be both nouns 
and adjectives. However, other nationality names such as (the) English, 
(the) Swiss, (the) Portuguese, (the) Taliban, etc. pertain to adjectives 
illustrated in (15a) below.  

Other instances of category indeterminacy in English include some 
interrogative (wh-) pronouns which may also function as relative pronouns 
or adverbs. Furthermore, Valera (2004: 249) observes that in English the 
categories adverb, preposition and conjunction have always been unstable, 
and, therefore, they can be taken to be gravitating to category 
indeterminacy, rather then to conversion. For example, because can 
function as a conjunction or a preposition, whereas but can be a 
conjunction as well as a preposition and an adverb.  

It follows from the foregoing discussion that category indeterminacy 
(or multifunctionality or multiple class membership), similarly to 
prepositional adverbs, really invokes unmarked word class change. 
Nonetheless, also similarly to prepositional adverbs, this does not seem to 
be a sufficient condition for treating it as a kind of conversion in present-
day English, first of all because it leaves the question of which item is 
derived from which other item synchronically unanswerable. 
Directionality is an important aspect of the treatment of conversion due to 
the fact that in most conversions the meaning of the output is predictable 
from the meaning of the input (see Chapters Eleven and Twelve).  

To conclude this section, mention must made of the diversity of terms 
used in the corresponding literature to label examples mentioned here and 
similar examples considered in section 3.3. While these terms ‘category 
underspecification’, ‘multiple category specification’, ‘category 
indeterminacy’, multiple class membership’ and ‘multifunctionality are 
often used as synonyms by different authors, in this study only the first 
two of them are considered as labels for different interpretations of 
conversion; the others, as we have seen in this section, label a 
phenomenon other than conversion.  
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4.4. Unmarked change of word class signalling conversion 

Turning to unmarked changes of word class that are conventionally 
held to have been caused by conversion, consider (12a-c), where we can 
see that, unlike the semantically unrelated bank1 and bank2, down1 and 
down2 mentioned earlier in (7a-d), there seems to be a close link between 
the meanings of the noun bank1 in (7a) and the verb bank3 in (12a) and the 
noun bank2 in (7b) and the verb banked4 in (12b), and similarly, between 
the meanings of the homonymous adverb down1 in (7c) and the verb 
downed3 in (12c). Cp.: 
 
(12a) You ought to bank3 that money as soon as possible. (CIDE) 
(7a) You should keep your savings in a bank1. (CIDE) 
 
(12b) Snow was banked4 up on either side of the road. (LDOCE) 
(7b) He was drunk and drove into a snow bank2. (LDOCE) 
 
(12c) I poured him a glass of Scotch and he downed3 it at a gulp. 

(CCELD) 
(7c) The sun went down1 below the horizon. (OALD4) 
 
This relation between the italicized words in the above pairs of sentences, 
similarly to (8a-b), also exemplifies polysemy motivated by a specific kind 
of semantic derivation called event-schema metonymy in cognitive 
semantics (cf. Dirven 1999: 279-286). More will be said about it later in 
Chapters Seven, Eight and Ten; here it may suffice to remember the 
suggestion made in section 2.3.2 that this type of metonymy and, in 
addition, the type of metaphor that links ape1 and ape2 in (13a-b), play an 
important role in the interpretation of conversion outlined in Part III. Cp.: 
 
(13a) Show me your identity card instead of shooting at my feet, you 

ape1! (CCELD) 
(13b) He called the new building unoriginal and said that it merely 

aped2 the classical traditions. (CIDE) 
 

Strictly speaking, the italicized words in (14a-b) and (14c-d) below do 
not represent cases of unmarked change of word class, since both play1 
and playing2 in (14a-b) are verbs (the bare infinitive and the present 
participle forms of play) and both derivation1 and derivations2 in (14c-d) 
are nouns (the singular and plural forms of derivation). More specifically, 
play1 in (14a) is a transitive verb, playing2 in (14b) is an intransitive 
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(middle) verb, whereas derivation1 (14c) is a noncount (abstract) noun and 
derivations2 in (14d) is a count (concrete) noun. Cp.: 
  
(14a) Charles likes to play1 Celtic music on his flute. (LDOCE) 
(14b) ‘Macbeth’ is playing2 at theatre Royal in York. (LDOCE) 
 
(14c) The derivation1 of a particular label is often quite obvious. 

(LDOCE) 
(14d) The kind of reasoning involved in derivations2 of this kind is called 

deductive reasoning. (BNC) 
 
The problem we are faced with here is whether the formally unmarked 
transitive and intransitive applications of a verb and the count and 
noncount applications of a noun, signalling alterations in the subclass or 
subcategory of these words, belong under the scope of conversion, or they 
represent a different phenomenon. If play1 and playing2, derivation1 and 
derivations2 are taken to be the alternative uses of the lexemes PLAY and 
DERIVATION, they must be seen as ordinary cases of semantic extension. 
By contrast, if play1 and playing2, derivation1 and derivations2 are taken to 
represent conversion of some kind, the above definition of conversion 
must be reformulated so that it become applicable to such cases as well in 
which the unmarked change concerns only a subcategory of the word. 
This, however, seems to be an unfavourable solution, since it not only 
would seriously compromise the consistency of the above definition, but it 
would cause conversion to appear as an excessively unconstrained process. 
Therefore, I consider the examples in (14a-d) further instances of 
transposition, a syntactic process, whereby due to syntactic changes a 
transitive verb becomes intransitive (middle, ergative), or vice versa, an 
intransitive verb assumes the subcategory of transitivity. Other 
possibilities for changing the subcategory are mentioned in (6) in the 
previous section and in Table 5-1 in the following chapter, where further 
comments will be given on changes concerning subcategories of words.  

From the point of view of understanding unmarked change and its 
implications for conversion, not less problematic are the italicized words 
in (15a-d) and (16a-e). Cp.: 
 
(15a) Theatre has good access for the disabled. (LDOCE) 
(15b) The newspaper, La Prensa, was shut down for nearly two years 

because of its criticism of government policies. (LDOCE) 
(15c) You can see clear to the hills. (LDOCE) 
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(15d) It would have been unthinkable for former premier Margaret 
Thatcher to go to America without being received by then-president 
Ronald Reagan amid tributes to the two country’s special 
relationship. (BNC) 

(16a) I think of him sometimes, as the birds are singing1 in the hedges and 
the rising sun glints in the windows of houses across the bay. 
(BNC) 

(16b) This operatic adaptation of classical tragedy, Euripides and Seneca 
distantly viewed via Corneille, proved then to be a formidable 
vehicle for a great singing2 actress. (BNC) 

(16c)  And the consultant wanted1 to know what she’d had to eat, of 
course. (BNC) 

(16d)  Anyway, when Sir Arnold finally died, his wife must have wanted2 
to whitewash his reputation. (BNC) 

(16e)  Other reports said up to a dozen wanted3 people had given 
themselves up in Tulkarm. (BNC) 

 
Although the words in question in each pair of sentences undoubtedly 
signal instances of unmarked word class change, in the light of the 
preliminary definition of conversion it remains uncertain whether disabled 
in (15a) is really a noun converted from the adjective disabled as it takes 
the definite article, or government in (15b) is an adjective converted from 
governmentN as it functions as a premodifier of the noun head. Similarly, it 
is not at all easy to decide whether clear in (15c) is an adverb converted 
from clearA as it follows the verb, and, conversely, whether then in (15d) 
is an adjective converted from thenADV, for it also occurs as a premodifier 
of the noun head.  
 Moreover, it seems that to state that the present participle singing1 in 
(16a) and the adjective singing2 in (16b) are related through conversion 
entails that the input of this process can be a word-form, i.e. an inflected 
form as well. In some sense the same refers to wanted1, wanted2 and 
wanted3 in (16c-e), being a verb, a past participle and an adjective, 
respectively, in that wanted3 can be seen to have converted from wanted1 
or wanted2, which in turn represent syncretism, rather than conversion. 
Note that syncretism can be postulated in respect of disabled as well, since 
it can be both the past tense form and past participle of the verb disable. If 
this is so, the case may as well be that the adjective disabled is already a 
conversion from the past participle disabled, just like the adjective 
singing2 in (16b) which is converted from the present participle singing1 in 
(16a). The conversion participle > adjective is not generally acknowledged 
in the corresponding literature (cf. Bauer & Valera 2005: 9) the 
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explanation for which may lie in the kind of automatism that was 
mentioned earlier in respect of the adjective Canadian1 and the noun 
Canadian2 (see (11a-b)). Namely, if it is the case that most present and 
past participles can be automatically used as adjectives, we are faced with 
multifunctionality and not with conversion.3 In my opinion the same 
applies to the alleged present participle > gerund conversion not discussed 
here.  
 Finally, we return to the examples mentioned in (4a-c) in the previous 
section and repeated here as (17a-c): 
 
(17a) houseN /ha s/ > houseV /ha z/, useN /ju:s/ > useV /ju:z/; beliefN > 

believeV 
(17b) appropriateA // ’pr pr t/ > appropriateV / ’pr pr e t/,  

    separateA /’sepr t/ > separateV /’sep re t/ 
(17c) torméntV > tórmentN, recórdV > récordN  
 
These examples present a potential challenge to the notion of unmarked 
change of word class. As was mentioned in section 4.1, in these cases of 
conversion the phonological forms of the input and the output are not 
identical; yet the suggestion was made that, with the exception of (17b) 
[(4b)], they are legitimate instances of conversion. In case this is a realistic 
suggestion, we need to modify the definition of conversion suggested at 
the beginning of this chapter so that it could account for this extended 
notion of unmarked change, permitting some kind of markedness of the 
output. However, I think no modification is necessary if we posit, without 
doing any harm to the consistency of the definition, that the notion of 
unmarked change by default allows for segmental and suprasegmental 
changes of the output. This is a plausible suggestion, because what really 
changes is only the pronunciation accompanied by optional changes in 
spelling, and more importantly, no extra material, that is to say, no overt 

3 The claim that the use of a participle as an adjective represents an instance of 
multifunctionality and not conversion may be revised if, just like in Hungarian (see 
6.3), the precise input conditions necessary for conversion to take place are 
identified. So far no such conditions have been proposed in conversion studies. 
Note also that though Lieber (1981: 195-199), as we have seen in 2.2.2, rejects the 
interpretation of N>V and V>N conversions as derivations by zero suffixes, she 
suggests that the Latin supine such as sessum might be legitimately analyzed as 
zero affixation from the participle sessum (formed from the verb ). 
Analogously, she argues, English adjectival participles such as given in a recently 
given talk can be viewed as derived by a zero suffix from the verbal participle 
given as in the talk was given by X.  
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morphophonological marking is added to the output, which would 
automatically rule out the possibility of conversion. At the same time it is 
important to note that the treatment of word pairs mentioned in (17a-c) is 
rather controversial in conversion research. As was mentioned in 1.2.1 and 
1.2.2, Marchand (1969) recognizes (7a) and (7c) as conversions and so 
does Kiparsky (1982) who allocates them to Level 1 in lexical 
morphology. By contrast, in natural morphology (see 1.4) these word pairs 
are regarded as examples of (prosodic) modification, a word-formation 
technique different from both derivation and conversion (Manova & 
Dressler 2005: 77-78). Finally, examples mentioned in (17b) represent a 
specific problem related to the semantic relationship between word pairs 
involved in conversion. Namely, in synchronic terms it is not always clear 
from the point of view of meaning construction which member of the 
respective word pair is the base from which the other member is derived. 
As we have seen in (16a-d), the direction of the semantic link is an 
important criterion for words to be related through conversion. Since in the 
case of (17b) the definite direction of this semantic link is not specifiable 
in synchronic terms, I take examples in (17b) to represent 
multifunctionality and not conversion.4  
 On the basis of the discussion of the notions of word class and 
unmarked change of word class, constituting a complex condition for 
identifying conversion, the following conclusions can be drawn:  
 
1. It is reasonable to conceive of word class (or word category) as the 

accumulation of value-features, which include the phonological form, 
the lexical category (composed of categorial form, function and 
meaning) and the (lexical) meaning (Bauer 2005a: 21-22);  

2. Changes affecting any of the value-features, including segmental or 
suprasegmental changes of the phonological form, can be potential 
signs of conversion;  

3. Unmarked change of word class is a necessary but insufficient 
condition for a process to qualify as conversion; 

4. Irrespective of its input, the output of conversion is always an open 
class word, as opposed to the output of grammaticalization, which is 
typically a closed class or function word;  

5. During conversion semantic bleaching never takes place;  
6. While category indeterminacy is by definition non-directional, the 

direction of derivation during conversion is usually identifiable. 

4 In contrast, Lieber (1981: 187-195) considers word pairs mentioned in (17b) 
[(4a)] instances of conversion, and she also claims that in verb noun pairs ending 
in -ate (e.g. deviateV>N, duplicateV>N) -ate cannot be considered a real suffix. 
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There is one more conclusion relating to (12a) / (7a), (12b) / (7b), (12c) / 
(7c) and (13a-b): the semantic link between the input and the output 
members of conversion pairs can be interpreted as metonymic and/or 
metaphoric transfer. A more substantial elaboration of this conclusion and 
its implication for the interpretation of conversion is postponed until the 
seventh chapter. 
 Now that the indispensability of the notions of word class and 
unmarked change of word class in the definition of conversion has been 
demonstrated, we can proceed to the discussion of the range of processes 
that can be subsumed under the category of English conversion.  
 



 

CHAPTER FIVE 

THE SCOPE OF ENGLISH CONVERSION 

5.1. Introduction 

The fact that so far we have been dealing mostly with English 
conversion does not mean that this word-formation technique is missing 
from other languages. It is indeed no exaggeration to say that the 
availability of conversion in English as a means of vocabulary expansion 
is unparalleled; nevertheless, as we shall see in Chapter Six, conversion is 
operational in typologically rather different languages as well. In the first 
part of the chapter, in section 5.2, those processes are presented that 
possibly constitute the scope of English conversion by drawing on the 
works of ten authors. Then, in 5.3, the validity of these processes as 
conversions is examined. 

5.2. Classifications of English conversion 

In the preceding chapters relatively little attention was paid to the types 
of conversion mentioned in the works of different authors. Most of them 
confine their attention to N>V, A>V and V>N conversions, and only a few 
of them provided longer lists of conversion-types. They include the ten 
authors whose classifications are presented in Table 5-1. Although the 
primary aim of presenting and thereby comparing these classifications is to 
identify those processes that are unequivocally acknowledged by the 
respective authors as instances of English conversion, debated types of 
conversion are also examined.  

In Table 5-1 Quirk et al.’s (1985: 1558-1567) taxonomy of conversion 
processes, probably the most comprehensive ever to be made, is taken as a 
point of departure, and then compared with those found in the now classic 
monographs of Biese (1941), Jespersen (1954) and Marchand (1969) as 
well as with those that are adopted from the works of authors on English 
word-formation including Stein (1977), Bauer (1983) and Plag (2003) and 
the recent monographs on English conversion written by Štekauer (1996),  
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Minor types 
Closed class > N 

 
+ 

 
– 

 
– 

 
– 

 
– 

 
– 

 
– 

 
– 

 
– 

 
+ 

Affix > N + – – – – – – – – + 
Phrase > N + – – – – + – + – + 
Closed class > V + – – + + – – – – + 
Phrase > A + + + – – + – + – – 
ADV/Interj. > N* – + + – – – – – – + 
Interj. > V* – – + + – – + – – + 
V > ADV* – + + – – – – – – – 
ADV > V* – + + – – + – – – + 
ADV > A* – + + – + – – – – – 
Change of secondary 
class 
Nnoncount > Ncount 

 
 
+ 

 
 
– 

 
 
– 

 
 
– 

 
 
+ 

 
 
+ 

 
 
– 

 
 
– 

 
 
– 

 
 
– 

Ncount > Nnoncount + – – – – + – – – – 
Nproper > Ncommon + – – – – – – – – – 
Nstative > Ndynamic + – – – – – – – – – 
Vintrans > Vtransitive + – – – + + – + – – 
Vtransitive > Vintrans + – – – – – – – – – 
Vintransitive > Vcopular + – – – – – – – – – 
Vcopular > Vintransitive + – – – – – – –   
Vmonotr > Vcompl. tr. + – – – – – – – – – 
Anongrad. > Agradable + – – – – + – – – – 
Astative > Adynamic + – – – – – – – – – 
Semantic conversion – – – – + – – – – – 
 
Table 5-1 Types of English conversion (Q=Quirk, Bi=Biese, J=Jespersen, 

M=Marchand, S=Stein, Bau=Bauer, Š= Štekauer, 
T=Twardzisz, P=Plag, Bal=Balteiro) 
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Twardzisz (1997) and Balteiro (2007).1 Plus and minus signs in Table 5-1 
indicate that the given type of conversion is found/not found (not 
mentioned) in the respective authors’ classifications. The notation ‘+/–’ 
signals that the type of conversion in question is acknowledged by the 
given author(s) though with some reservations. Instances of conversion 
marked with an asterisk among the minor types are not mentioned 
explicitly in Quirk et al.’s classification.  

As regards the amount of types of conversion, Quirk et al. cast the net 
really wide: their classification includes three groups with a total of 22 
types of conversion. There is a fourth group as well, labelled ’partial 
conversion’, including conversion of nouns from adjectives as in (the) 
poor, (the) wealthy, which according to Quirk et al. (1985: 1559) must be 
treated “in purely syntactic terms”, i.e. as adjectives functioning as heads 
of noun phrases. Below I shall come back to the controversial treatment of 
A>N together with another type of partial conversion, A>ADV, in respect 
of which Quirk et al. (1985: 1560) observe that they are colloquial and are 
“[…] firmly regarded as nonstandard in BrE, less so in AmE”. The labels 
employed by Quirk et al. and a number of other authors to name different 
types of conversion are also reconsidered below. 

Comparing the classifications of conversion in Table 5-1, it may be 
noticed that the highest degree of agreement is observable in the major 
types of conversion. Indeed, only the judgement of N>A conversion is 
problematic, probably for the same reason as A>N conversion (see also 
Bauer 1983: 227-228 and section 1.2.1 for Marchand’s respective view).  

As for the groups of minor types and changes of secondary class, the 
classifications show considerable discrepancies. Whereas for Quirk et al. 
all types within these groups are legitimate cases of conversion, other 
authors’ views vary to a great extent. In the classifications of Stein (1977), 
Štekauer (1996), Twardzisz (1997) and Plag (2003), with the exception of 
CLOSED CLASS>V and ADV>A* conversions (Stein), 
INTERJECTION>V conversion (Štekauer) and PHRASE>N/A 
conversions (Twardzisz) minor types are poorly represented. Balteiro 
(2007) recognizes most minor types, but, just like Plag (2003), she 
explicitly denies the status of conversion to types of secondary word class 
change. With regard to the latter, Bauer (1983: 227-28) assumes, similarly 
to what was argued in the previous chapter, that they are matters of 
syntactic usage and not word-formation.  

 

1 A similar conspectus of six classifications is presented in Pennanen (1971: 41), 
also including the classifications proposed by Biese, Jespersen and Marchand. 
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Although the minor types of conversion marked with an asterisk are 
not mentioned explicitly by Quirk et al., most of them can be considered 
as implicitly included in their classification too. Thus 
ADV/INTERJECTION>N* (e.g. The ups and downs [< upADV, downADV] 
of commercial speculations [Biese 1941: 8]) and INTERJECTION>V* 
(oh-ohV [< oh-ohinterj] ‘to complaint’ [Biese 1941: 7)]) can be taken to be 
versions of CLOSED CLASS>N/V conversions. Likewise, ADV>V* (e.g. 
(to) down, (to) up [< downADV, upADV]) is also related to CLOSED 
CLASS>V, whereas ADV>A* (e.g. a far-off [< far offADV] mountain 
[Biese 1941: 9]) and V>A* (e.g. (a) stay-in [< (to) stay in] strike 
[Jespersen 1954: 124]) are both relatable to PHRASE>A. Thus, we can 
also assume that in the two groups of minor types and change of secondary 
class the lack of explicit mention of a particular instance of conversion 
does not necessarily mean that it is not recognized by the given author(s). 
For example, there is good reason to believe that Stein (1977) recognizes 
all subtypes of conversion that are listed among the minor types, though 
she explicitly mentions only two of them. And the same refers to the group 
of secondary class change, where she also identifies only two subtypes.  

As is evident from the above classifications, conversion in English 
encompasses a relatively great number of rather diverse processes, out of 
which the following six types of conversion are unanimously recognized 
by the ten authors. The examples and glosses are taken from Quirk et al. 
(1985: 1958-1567), and as affixes and interjections are also closed class 
items, they will not be mentioned as distinct inputs. Cf.:  
 
(18) 

X>V  N>V refereeN > refereeV ‘to act as a 
referee’ 

  A>V calmA > calmV ‘to make calm’ 
  CLOSED 

CLASS>V 
downPREP/ADV > downV ‘to lower; to 
drink or eat quickly’ 

 
X>N  V>N catchV > catchN ‘that which is 

caught’ 
  CLOSED 

CLASS>N 
mustAUX > mustN ‘that which is 
necessary/compulsory’ 

 
X>A  PHRASE>A up in the air > up-in-theairA e.g. I 

feel very up-in-the-air 
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The types of conversion lacking unanimous recognition are listed in (19); 
unless indicated otherwise, glosses and examples are also adopted from 
Quirk et al. (1985: 1958-67). Cf.: 
 
(19)  

X>N  A>N wealthyA > wealthyN ‘those who are  
wealthy’ 

  PHRASE>N shut downV > (a) shutdownN ‘the 
closing of a business’ (LDOCE) 

  ADV>N upADV downADV > e.g. The ups and 
downs of commercial speculations 
(Biese 1941: 8) 

 
X>A  N>A brickN > brickA e.g. a brick garage 
  ADV>A far offADV > far offA e.g. a far-off 

mountain (Biese 1941: 9) 
 

X>ADV  A>ADV quickA > quickADV e.g. Come quick. 
  V>ADV slapV > slapADV e.g. He hit him slap on 

the nose (Jespersen 1954: 124) 
 

XA>XB 
(X=A or 
N or V) 

 NA>NB teauncount > teacount e.g. two teas [cups 
of tea] 
 

 
In spite of the fact that some of the types of conversion identified in (19) 
have already been rejected in the preceding chapter as real instances of 
conversion, all types mentioned in (19) will be examined to consider 
further arguments for and against their validity. We start with two less 
problematic types.  

5.2.1. PHRASE>N and ADV>N conversions 

While the conversion PHRASE>N which, in addition to phrasal verbs, 
may have a variety of input expressions like also ran, has been, teach in, 
forget-me-not, etc., has relatively high token-frequency, the conversion 
ADV>N is rather rare and marginal. Both, however, are real types of 
conversion, for they obey the complex condition of unmarked change of 
word class and their output is a noun, an open class word. In connection 
with PHRASE>N, it is important to note that practically speaking any 
linguistic unit, be it a phoneme/grapheme, a word, a phrase, a sentence or 
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a part thereof, can be used metalinguistically as a noun in an utterance if 
there is a communicative need to do so (e.g. his ‘I don’t know’s’ 
(Kruisinga 1932; cited in Marchand 1969: 360); ‘Proceed’ is spelt with 
two e’s (Stein 1977: 229)). But just because potentially any linguistic unit 
or its part can occur as a noun, implying that the input conditions are 
practically impossible to pin down, no conversion, and more broadly, no 
word-formation can be postulated here and such uses will be be dismissed 
as examples of PHRASE>N conversion (for further information on this, 
see section 12.3.3). As most PHRASE>N conversions contain a verb, they 
will be discussed as a subtype of V>N conversions in Chapter Nine 
together with ADV>N and other types of X>N conversions.  

5.2.2. A>ADV and V>ADV conversions 

 As was mentioned above, Quirk et al. (1985: 1560) consider A>ADV 
to be colloquial and non-standard, occurring more frequently in American 
English. It is necessary to note, however, that while the use of adjectives 
as adverbs in Come quick, She writes nice and He’s sure trying may really 
be seen as non-standard, other adverbial uses of adjectives as in Birds are 
flying high, It goes very fast, Take it easy or She spoke low but clearly are 
standard and fairly common (Budai 1986: 196-197; see also (15c) in the 
previous section). A further complication is that in some cases parallel 
uses are possible, as in They bought their house cheap/cheaply and The 
moon shines bright/brightly2, or there is a semantic difference between 
adjectives used as adverbs as in I shall communicate with him direct 
(=without dealing with anyone else first; note that directly is also used in 
this sense) and the form suffixed with -ly as in I will return directly (=at 
once). Moreover, the adverbial use of adjectives is often associated with 
literal (spatial) meaning as in Birds are flying high and the adverb in -ly 
with a figurative meaning as in They spoke very highly of him (the 
examples are taken from Budai 1986: 196-197). Considering everything 
that has been said so far, the only logical conclusion is that the adverbial 
use of the aforementioned adjectives does not evoke conversion. What 
probably happens here is analogous to the case of prepositional adverbs 
discussed in the previous chapter (see examples (9a-b)), since both the 
adjective and the deadjectival adverbs in -ly are used in the same syntactic 

2 Note that the sentences The moon shines bright and The moon shines brightly 
may have different readings. Bright in The moon shines bright may be interpreted 
as subject complement (or subject predicative) relating to the moon. In this case 
shines functions as a link verb. Brightly, on the other hand, in The moon shines 
brightly is only interpretable as an adverb relating to shines. 
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(i.e. adverbial) function. Alternatively, A>ADV can also be an instance of 
transposition in the Marchandean sense (see section 1.2.1).  

Exactly the same refers to the conversion V>ADV. Moreover, as we 
can see in Table 5-1, this conversion is only recognized by Biese (1941) 
and Jespersen (1954) and both authors note that it occurs very rarely.  

5.2.3. A>N, N>A and ADV>A conversions 

Conversions A>N, N>A and ADV>A can be handled together since all 
three of them apparently represent unmarked change of word class 
manifest in changes of the respective syntactic positions/functions. 
Namely, as was already documented in section 4.3 (see (15a-b, d)), in the 
case of A>N the adjective is used as the head of NP; in N>A the noun 
occurs in the position of a noun-head premodifier and in ADV>A the 
adverb assumes the function of a preadjunct. Opinions concerning the 
treatment of these types of conversion are rather controversial; they range 
from considering A>N, N>A and ADV>A kinds of partial conversion to 
denying them any morphological relevance and relegating them to syntax. 
Recall that at the beginning of this section the claim was made that 
conversion A>N must be treated in purely syntactic terms (Quirk et al. 
1985: 1559). Marchand (1969) is not quite specific in this respect, whereas 
Balteiro (2007: 41) explicitly rejects this type of conversion on grounds 
that in A>N a simple transformation of the structure Art/Det + ADJ + N 
into Art/Det + ADJ takes place by the elision of the noun head, which 
means that she, similarly to Quirk et al., considers this process a matter of 
syntax and not one of morphology. Note that the adjective used as a noun 
requires plural concord when referring to a group of people, but singular 
concord is required when the reference is made to a property as in (the) 
unexpected, (the) ugly, (the) unimaginable. 

Intriguingly, among the major types in Quirk et al.’s taxonomy another 
kind of A>N conversion is mentioned (cf. (a) final, (a) musical, (a) comic, 
(a) daily, etc.), suggesting that, unlike (the) poor, (the) wealthy, these 
forms must be treated in morphological terms. Marchand (1969: 260-261), 
on the other hand, rejects A>N conversions of this type, and so does 
Balteiro (2007: 42-43), who, following Marchand, claims that (a) facial, 
(a) musical, and so on are cases of semantic specialization stemming from 
ellipsis, i.e. from the omission of nouns from the NPs (a) facial operation 
and (a) musical comedy. In Balteiro’s view, the same refers to plural forms 
such as (the) undesirables (=people or things not wanted), (the) 
uncountables (=uncountable nouns), and to forms like nominative 
(=nominative case) and subjunctive (=subjunctive mood). Other examples 
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of this kind are colour terms referring to people who have specific political 
affiliations or who belong to different races according to the colour of their 
skin, or, alternatively, who are members of a sports team, cf. (the) reds, 
(the) greens, (the) blacks, (the) whites. These converted nouns are 
explicitly marked as plural and they also refer to people; just like (the) 
poor, (the) rich, they are not supposed to have singular reference (cf. *(a) 
black, *(a) green).  

A number of authors including Biese (1941), Jespersen (1954), Stein 
(1977), Bauer (1983), Štekauer (1996) and Twardzisz (1997) treat A>N as 
partial conversion. Rejecting the view that in A>N nouns converted from 
adjectives are not really nouns since they continue to take adjectival 
inflections (e.g. (the) richest) and can be modified by adverbs (e.g. (the) 
extremely rich), Stein (1977: 230-232) and Štekauer (1996: 16-17) argue 
that there are a lot of nouns as well that do not have plural forms (e.g. 
police, luggage, information, knowledge). Stein also mentions that the 
converted noun (the) poor behaves like a collective noun such as police 
which has no overtly marked plural form either. So both Stein and 
Štekauer consider the use of adjectives as noun-heads; according to Stein 
even the restrictive modifier ‘partial’ in the name of this type of 
conversion is unnecessary. 

On the basis of what has been said about the possible linguistic status 
of adjectives employed as nouns, it is reasonable to make a distinction 
between three groups of deadjectival nouns represented respectively by 
(the) poor and (the) disabled, (the) greens and (the) whites, (the) 
nominative and (a) musical. There seems to be a strong case for 
considering the nominal use of adjectives belonging to the first group a 
syntactic operation, rather than conversion. The main reasons for this are 
the inability of these nouns to undergo overt pluralisation, the fact that 
they continue to behave as adjectives, and, most importantly, the 
apparently unconstrained productivity of forming such nouns, which, as 
was mentioned with respect to A>N conversions, is characteristic of 
syntactic rules (cf. Quirk et al. 1985: 1559 and Bauer 2005a: 22-23). In my 
opinion, however, these reasons are not particularly convincing; the first 
and the second of them can easily be invalidated by Stein’s and Štekauer’s 
above arguments and, as we shall see in 6.2 and 6.3, by data coming from 
Russian and Hungarian. As for the third reason, unconstrained 
productivity, I shall point out in Chapter Twelve that this type of 
conversion of nouns from adjectives is in effect not an unconstrained 
process, since its input semantic conditions can be precisely determined. 
All in all, (the) poor, (the) disabled and similar formations will be 
considered to be conversions in this book. 
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Deadjectival nouns belonging to the second group must also be seen as 
results of synchronic conversion (in agreement with Quirk et al. (1985)). 
These nouns may have arisen from ellipsis, as suggested by Balteiro 
(2007), but this is a diachronic fact not relevant for the present discussion. 
It will be demonstrated in section 9.3 as well as in Chapter Twelve that 
this type of conversion is underlain by a productive pattern that allows 
certain interpretations and disallows certain others. In contrast, 
dispreferred/s, nominative, uncountable/s and other similar formations 
belonging to the third group mentioned above (e.g. (a) final, (a) musical, 
(a) comic, (a) daily)) probably do not emerge from conversion. I agree 
with Balteiro in that these forms result rather from semantic specialization 
caused by ellipsis. It is important to emphasize that what is ellipted is 
easily recoverable, which is not (necessarily)  so in respect of (the) poor 
and (the) disabled or (the) reds and (the) blacks. Thus, dispreferred/s 
comes or is shortened from dispreferred second part, a technical term 
applied in conversational analysis; nominative and uncountable/s, as was 
argued above, are shortened respectively from nominative case and 
uncountable noun, which are also technical terms used in grammar. 
Similarly, (a) final is from (a) final race, (a) musical is from (a) musical 
comedy and (a) daily is from (a) daily paper. Ellipsis and thus semantic 
specialization, and not conversion, is at work in You look good wearing 
black (LDOCE) or a nice bottle of white (LDOCE), in which the ellipted 
elements are readily recoverable: cf. black clothes/suit and white wine. An 
important feature of deadjectival nouns belonging to the second type is 
that they cannot be modified by adjectives and, unlike deadjectival nouns 
pertaining to the first type, they cannot be modified by adverbs either: cf. 
*the dark reds and *the very reds. Deadjectival nouns (the) musical, (the) 
final, on the other hand, accept preadjunctive adjectives, but reject adverb 
collocates: cf. the new musical vs. *the very much musical. 

Also problematic is the treatment of the conversion N>A, classified  
though with some reservation as a major type of conversion by Quirk et 
al. I have already mentioned in 1.2.1 that Marchand (1969: 360) does not 
consider the word government in government job an instance of N>A 
conversion; he argues that this use of government is the result of 
transposition, being “a purely grammatical matter” of functional shift, 
characterizing all nouns used as premodifiers. A similar opinion is 
expressed by Quirk et al. (1985: 1562) and Balteiro (2007: 44-47). Quirk 
et al. state that in spite of the fact that prenominal nouns can occasionally 
be used predicatively, as in The garage is brick or This porcelain is 
Worcester and, though mostly in informal use, they can be gradable as in 
His accent is very Harvard, the predicative use is not freely available for 
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these nouns. They insist that conversion of this type can only be postulated 
for nouns that can occur in both attributive (prenominal) and predicative 
positions. In countering this opinion, Stein (1977: 230-232) observes that 
not all denominal adjectives can be expected to have all adjectival 
characteristics and that there are many underived adjectives which do not 
have these characteristics either. For example, while nice and big have all 
the adjectival characteristics, i.e. they can be used attributively as well as 
predicatively and they can be suffixed for degrees of comparison and can 
serve as bases for forming abstract nouns from them (e.g. nicety, bigness), 
afraid and alone occur only in predicative use. Let me add to this that 
quite a few adjectives, just like adjectives converted from nouns, do not 
accept suffixation for comparison, cf. left, deaf, polar and so on. Be that as 
it may, we are seemingly faced with the same problem as in A>N 
conversion. But as regards N>A, it is really no exaggeration to state that 
practically speaking all nouns can be used as premodifiers. So, unlike the 
conversion of adjectives to nouns in which restrictions on the eligible 
input adjectives are possible to identify, in using nouns as premodifiers 
such restrictions are simply impossible to find. If this reasoning is correct, 
the conclusion can be drawn that what takes place here is not conversion, 
not even word-formation, but a syntactic change which is best labelled 
again as transposition. 

Given the above controversy surrounding the treatment of nouns used 
as premodifiers, there is yet another problem that works against treating 
them as adjectives. This is in fact another controversy concerning N + N 
constructions which can be treated either as compounds (e.g. 'toy factory 
‘a factory in which toys are manufactured’) or noun phrases with nominal 
premodifiers (e.g. toy 'factory ‘a toy’), with only the latter being relevant 
to the present discussion. However, so far no reliable criteria have been 
found to distinguish the two types of constructions in a principled way. 
Bauer (1998) considers six criteria listedness, spelling, stress, the 
syntactic isolatedness of the first elements compounds, the possibility of 
coordination, the replacement of the phrasal head by one that have been 
traditionally used to tell N + N compounds from NPs with premodifying 
nouns, but none of them have proved efficient enough. We can therefore 
state that until appropriate criteria are found to distinguish N + N 
compounds from NPs with premodifying nouns it is difficult to decide 
whether in an N + N construction the first N is to be treated as a noun 
converted to an adjective, or, rather, it should be taken to be the non-head 
member of a N + N compound for which the postulation of any kind of 
unmarked change of word class is irrelevant.  
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As far as conversion ADV>A is concerned, recognized only by Biese 
(1941), Jespersen (1954) and Stein (1977), it is also viewed as a syntactic 
operation and not as conversion by the majority of authors mentioned in 
Table 5-1. Stein (1977: 228-229), commenting on the combination then 
president, suggests that then is only partially converted, because it cannot 
be used predicatively (cf. *the president is then). Nor can it take 
inflections of degrees of comparison (cf. *this president is thenner than 
X), serve as the base for abstract nominalization (cf. *thenness of the 
president) or be modified by an adverb (cf. *the very then president). 
Stein’s observations concerning the behaviour of then in the preadjunctive 
position are difficult to question; nevertheless it is by no means easy to 
decide whether change of word class really takes place here, that is, 
whether then is really converted into an adjective or, alternatively, its use 
as a preadjunct is another instance of transposition, analogous to the case 
of nouns used as premodifiers. Given the overall scarcity of adverbs used 
as preadjuncts in noun phrases, the latter option seems to be more 
plausible. 

5.2.4. XA>XB conversions  

This type of conversion, involving nouns, verbs and adjectives (see 
Table 5-1), has a relatively low recognition rate. As is evidenced by Table 
5-1, it is only accepted by Quirk et al. (1985), Stein (1977), Bauer (1983) 
and Twardzisz (1997). Earlier I argued against this type of conversion, 
stating that the inclusion of the change of subcategory in its definition 
would make this word-formation process seem much too unconstrained. 
Balteiro (2007: 52), also rejecting this type of conversion, argues that in 
the change of secondary word class no word-creation is involved, and that 
it is a grammatical process, providing new uses and not new words. Based 
on these arguments, it will be assumed that XA>XB is not a valid type of 
English conversion.  

5.3. Types of English conversion 

 Having examined each type of conversion mentioned in (19), we can 
conclude that out of the eight types PHRASE>N, A>N, and ADV>N can 
be considered conversions proper. Four types A>ADV, N>A, ADV>A 
and XA>XB  do not represent processes of conversion, but the syntactic 
operation of transposition. On the basis of the above analysis of the data 
presented in Table 5-1, the following types of English conversion appear 
to be justifiable:  
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(20a)  
N>V  refereeN > refereeV 
A>V  calmA > calmV  
CLOSED 
CLASS>V 

 downPREP/ADV > downV 

V>N  catchV > catchN 
PHRASE>N  shut downV > (a) shutdownN 
CLOSED 
CLASS>N 

 mustAUX > mustN 

PHRASE>A  up in the air > up-in-the-airA  
 
(20b)  

A>N  blackA> (the) blacksN 
ADV>N  upADV downADV > (the) ups                             

and downsN 
 
Before explaining the difference between (20a) and (20b), we have to 
return to the types of conversion mentioned in (4a-c) and later in (17a-c) in 
the previous chapter. There it was suggested that changes of the 
phonological form can also signal conversion without compromising the 
condition of unmarked change. In conversion studies these types of 
conversion, provided they are recognized at all as conversion, are usually 
handled separately from those mentioned in (20a) and (20b). In the present 
study I find it more reasonable to discuss them together with conversions 
mentioned in (20a). Thus (17a) will be taken to be a subtype of N>V 
conversions and the type of conversion illustrated in (17c) will be 
discussed together with other V>N conversions.  
 In the classifications of English conversion a distinction is usually 
made between class-changing and class-maintaining, or rather, subclass- 
or secondary class-shifting conversion. Bauer (1983: 227-230) 
distinguishes between what he calls clear cases and marginal cases of 
conversion, and he treats subclass-shifting conversion as a syntactic 
process. Class-changing conversion is conventionally subdivided into full 
or total (Balteiro 2007: 47) and partial conversions reflecting different 
degrees of the process of converting a word belonging to a category to a 
word belonging to another category (Valera 2004: 20). In full or total 
conversion, as the name suggests, the converted item fully adopts a new 
inflectional paradigm, whereas in partial conversion, also in line with its 
name, the new inflectional paradigm is only partially adopted. Considering 
Quirk et al.’s classification in Table 5-1, it is not clear whether the minor 
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types of conversion constitute a distinct group or pertain to the major 
types, i.e. to full conversion, or to partial conversion or to both.  

In (20a) and (20b) I follow the traditional classification. Thus while 
(20a) presents types of full conversion in the sense specified above, in 
(20b) those processes are listed which for one reason or another fail to 
fully satisfy the complex condition of unmarked change of word class. So, 
along with A>N, which is usually the only representative of partial 
conversion in current classifications of conversion, (20b) includes another 
process, ADV>N, in which the output only partially adopts the 
paradigmatic and syntagmatic features of the new class to which it is 
converted. Concretely, in A>N and in the rather sporadic ADV>N the 
output occurs only either in the singular or in the plural. After I have 
examined the classifications of conversion in Russian and Hungarian in 
6.2 and 6.3 below, I shall propose a somewhat revised classification of the 
types of English conversion presented in (20a-b). 
 As a final remark, it is also important to observe that most current 
classifications of English conversion are based on synchronic data, which 
means that in these classifications any two formally identical and 
semantically related words that belong to different classes are considered 
potential conversions irrespective of their origin. Notable exceptions are 
Štekauer’s (1996) and Balteiro’s (2007) classifications, in which only 
diachronically justifiable conversion pairs are taken into account. Tournier 
(1985: 179) criticizes the disregard of diachronic aspects in the 
classifications of conversion and he insists that distinction must be made 
between true, i.e. diachronically justifiable and pseudo-conversion which 
is historically not justifiable. For an illustration of this point, consider 
present-day English conversion waterN > waterV, which is based on the 
Old English conversion wæter > wæterian and which therefore is 
diachronically justifiable. After the loss of the infinitival suffix in Middle 
English, the verb became formally identical with the noun (Hoad 1993: 
534). By contrast, in present-day English the synchronic homonymy of the 
members of conversion contéstV > cóntestN is accidental in the sense that 
contéstV is underlain etymologically by the Latin verb , whereas 
cóntestN is the reflex of the French noun conteste (Hoad 1993: 94-95). 
This means then that in diachronic terms what takes place here is not 
conversion, but the levelling of forms due to the loss of most inflectional 
endings in Middle English. It goes without saying that the study of 
diachronic changes is of great importance, but, as Kiparsky (1982: 22) 
notes in his work on lexical morphology, diachronic facts, that for instance 
peddle is back-formed from peddler, are only interesting for experts; for 
“linguistically unsophisticated speakers” peddler is a derivation from 
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peddle. Exploiting the analogy Kiparsky’s argument offers, we can 
confirm that for “linguistically unsophisticated speakers” contéstV > 
cóntestN, just like miscóuntV > míscòuntN or torméntV > tórmèntN (see (4c) 
an (17c) in 4.2 and 4.4), is an example of conversion, even though experts 
have long proved that it is not. Following Kiefer (2005a: 52), I consider 
the word-formation technique of conversion part of the synchronic system 
of the language, in the description of which there is no place for diachronic 
considerations.  
 



 

CHAPTER SIX 

CONVERSION ACROSS LANGUAGES 

6.1. Introduction 

The availability of conversion in English is indeed unparalleled; 
nonetheless, as is documented, among others, in Biese (1941: 339-386), 
Manova & Dressler (2005), Manova (2005, 2011), Kiefer (2005a, 2005b), 
Neef (2005) and Martsa (2009), it is an active and productive word-
formation technique in typologically rather different languages as well, 
though in a much lesser degree than in English. Discussing conversion 
within the framework of natural morphology, Manova & Dressler (2005), 
as was already alluded to in 1.4, point out that in terms of typological 
adequacy this process can be word-based, for example, in English, and 
root- and stem-based, which is typical of inflecting languages such as 
German and Italian or inflecting-fusional languages such as Russian and 
Bulgarian. During the Old English and Early Middle English periods 
English was also a strongly inflecting language, in which root- and stem-
based conversions were also present (see Biese 1941, especially Chapters 
II-IV). The three types of conversion are demonstrated in Table 6-1 below, 
with examples adopted from Manova & Dressler (2005: 69-75, 86-93) and 
Manova (2005: 14-20). Cf.: 
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word-based 
conversion 

stem-based 
conversion 

root-based conversion 
 

L. spic-aN-FEM ‘ear’ 
>  
spic-a-reV-INF 
‘supply with ears’ 

It. revoc-a-reV-INF 
‘to revoke’ > la 
revoc-a N-FEM 
‘revocation’ 

It. favor-eN ‘favour’ > favor-
i-reV ‘to favour’ 
 

SC. A-MASC.SG 
‘dirt’ > N-FEM 
‘dirt’ 

B. N-MASC 
‘advice, council’ > 

-v-a-mV-

IMPERF.1SG ‘I advise’ 

G. lauf-enV.INF ‘to run’ > der 
LaufN.MASC ‘(a) race, run’ 

R. zloA-NEUT ‘bad’ > 
zloN-NEUT ‘the bad’ 

R. igr-á-t’V-

INF.IMPERF ‘to play, 
act, perform’ > igr-
áN-FEM ‘play, game, 
sport’ 

R. bég-a-t’V-INF.IMPERF ‘to 
run’ > begN-MASC ‘(a) run’ 
 

 
Table 6-1 Examples of word-, root- and stem-based conversion 

(B=Bulgarian, SC=Serbo-Croatian, It=Italian, L=Latin, 
G=German, R=Russian) 

 
As was mentioned in 1.4, the motivation for this distinction in natural 
morphology is to specify the morphological unit constituting the base of 
conversion, or more precisely, the base of the input and the output on 
which conversion operates (Manova & Dressler 2005: 69). Conversion is 
said to be word-based, if its base is a form existing autonomously in the 
language. In Table 6-1 L. spic-aN-FEM ‘ear’, SC. A-MASC.SG ‘dirt’ and 
R. zloA-NEUT ‘bad’ are such forms. All instances of English conversion that 
have been mentioned so far in this study represent the word-based type, 
because it is more likely to occur in weakly inflecting or near-isolating 
languages such as French or the non-Latinate part of English (Manova & 
Dressler 2005: 86). Examples from French include: beurreN ‘butter’ > 
beurr-erV ‘to butter’, vivreV ‘to live’ > (le) vivreN ‘food stuff’. We shall 
see in 6.3 that conversion in Hungarian is also word-based.  
 Conversion is stem-based, if its base is that part of the word which 
remains when a suffix, usually an inflectional suffix, is removed. Cases in 
point from Table 6-1 are It. revoc-aN.FEM ‘revocation’ derived from revoc-
a-reV-INF ‘to revoke’, B. -v-a-mV-IMPERF.1SG ‘I advise’ derived from 

N-MASC ‘advice, council’ and R. igr-áN-FEM ‘play, game, sport’ derived 
from igr-á-t’V-INF.IMPERF ‘to play, act, perform’. Stems, underlined in the 
examples, usually contain thematic elements which are inflection-class 
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indicators occurring in the input or in the output of conversion (Manova & 
Dressler 2005: 72).  
 Finally, conversion is root-based, if it operates on a base from which 
all affixes, inflectional and derivational alike, have been removed and 
which cannot be further decomposed.1 Examples to consider from Table 6-
1 are It. favor-i-reV ‘to favour’ derived from favor-eN ‘favour’, G. der 
LaufN-MASC ‘(a) race, run’ derived from lauf-enV-INF ‘to run’ and R. begN-

MASC ‘(a) run’ derived from bég-a-t’V-INF.IMPERF ‘to run’. Both stem-based 
and root-based conversions are typical of strongly inflecting languages 
such as Russian which is examined in the next section.  

6.2. Conversion in Russian 

In Manova’s opinion word-based conversion in Russian is quite rare, 
which follows from the fact that in Russian as in other Slavic 
languages even the basic forms of word classes are inflected and most 
major word classes have different sets of inflections (2005: 13-14). In her 
study of conversion in Slavic languages Manova draws a distinction 
between prototypical, non-prototypical, formal and syntactic conversions 
(2005: 14-23).  

Prototypical word-based conversion, roughly corresponding to full 
conversion in English, occurs in the case of A>N (see zloA-NEUT ‘bad’ > 
zloN-NEUT ‘the bad’ in Table 6-1) where no inflectional material (i.e. no 
thematic element) is involved. Other examples of prototypical conversion 
are those in which inflectional suffixes are added to the base words as in 
the N>V and A>V conversions špionN ‘spy’ > špion-i-t’V-INF.IMPERF ‘to spy 
(colloq.)’, sovetN ‘advice, council’ > sovet-ova-t’V-INF.IMPERF ‘to advise’ and 
slabA ‘feable, weak’ > sláb-i-t’V-INF.IMPERF ‘to weaken’. In these cases, 
similarly to cases of paradigmatic shifts discussed in 2.2.2, inflectional 
suffixes are the only markers of class change. Prototypical stem-based 
conversion is represented, among other forms, by the V>N conversions 
igr-á-t’V-INF.IMPERF ‘to play, act, perform’ > igr-áN-FEM ‘play, game, 
sport’and rabót-a-t’V-INF.IMPERF ‘to work’ > rabót-aN-FEM ‘work, labour’, in 
which the verbal stem, made up of a root and a verbal thematic marker -a-, 
is converted to a noun with the same structure where -a, in accordance 
with the fact that Russian is an inflecting-fusional language, 
simultaneously marks feminine gender and the case form of nominative 
singular. Conversions bég-a-t’V-INF.IMPERF ‘to run’ > begN-MASC ‘(a) run’, 

1 For further information on the correlation between the notions of base, stem, root 
and lexeme and the correlation between them, see Bauer (1983: 20-22).  
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dél-a-t’V-INF.IMPERF ‘to do, make’ > dél-oN-NEUT ‘affair, deed’ and -áN-FEM 
‘wife’ > -í-t’(sja)V-INF.PERF/IMPERF ‘to marry off’ exemplify prototypical 
root-based conversions.  

In non-prototypical conversions, roughly corresponding to partial 
conversions in English discussed in 5.2.3, the main word class does not 
change. For instance, in the root-based conversions matemátik-aN-

FEM.INANIM ‘mathematics’ > matemátikN-MASC.ANIM ‘mathematician’ or fízik-
aN-FEM.INANIM ‘physics’ > fízik N-MASC.ANIM, it is the subclass of the base 
(inanimate >animate) and the gender of the word (feminine>masculine) 
that change (Manova 2005: 18).  

Formal conversion, being also non-prototypical as no change of word 
class is involved, concerns the formation of feminine nouns from 
masculine nouns and the formation of imperfective verbs from perfective 
ones. In the examples suprugN-MASC ‘husband’ > suprug-ø-aN-FEM ‘wife’, 
being an example of word-based conversion, and smen-i-t’V-INF.PERF ‘to 
change’ > smen-ø-já-t’V-INF.IMPERF ‘to change’, exemplifying root-based 
conversion (Manova 2005: 19), zero signals the lack of explicit 
derivational suffixes, which makes these cases similar to those discussed 
above in that the inflectional suffixes marking the feminine gender and the 
imperfective aspect assume the function of class-preserving derivational 
suffixes. Analogous conversions of this type are not found in present-day 
English, in which, as we have seen above, the change of word class is a 
crucial condition for a process to qualify as conversion. 

Word-based syntactic conversion occurs in the nominalization of 
adjectives and participles, and in the adjectivization of participles. 
Examples taken from Pete (1988: 25) and Manova (2005: 22) include 
stolovajaA-FEM ‘related to table’ > stolovajaN-FEM ‘dining room, canteen’ 
and PRES.PART ‘learning, studying’ > N-MASC ‘learner, 
pupil’, raspuhšijPAST.PART ‘swollen’ > raspuhšijA (palec) ‘swollen (finger)’ 
and ranennyjPAST.PART ‘injured’ > ranenyjA-MASC (soldat) ‘injured (soldier). 
As we can see, in Russian A/PARTICIPLE>N conversion, analogous to 
English A>N conversion, the deadjectival noun also retains adjectival 
inflection but is used in both singular and plural irrespective of animacy or 
inanimacy. Note that in Russian passive participles and the adjectives 
derived from them often differ in spelling: the former are spelt with -nn-, 
the latter with -n- as in ranennyj and ranenyj.2  

2 In Pete (1988: 25-26) an alternative classification of the types of Russian 
conversion is suggested. However, in this classification instances of conversion 
proper and grammaticalization are not differentiated  
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6.3. Conversion in Hungarian 

As is demonstrated in Table 6-1, in the case of word-based conversion 
the only difference between the input and the output is that they belong to 
different categories and consequently to different inflectional paradigms. 
While in present-day English conversion is exclusively word-based (see 
examples above in (33)), in inflecting or inflecting-fusional languages, 
where the other two types of conversion dominate, this type of conversion 
is rather sporadic and exceptional. Hungarian belongs to the Finno-Ugric 
language family and it is an agglutinative language with a rich inventory 
of nominal and verbal inflections; nonetheless, similarly to English, it also 
has mainly word-based conversions.  

Despite this similarity, the number of types of conversion in Hungarian 
is much smaller than in English. The most frequent type of English 
conversion, N>V, is not found at all in Hungarian, in which verbs are only 
derived via overt affixation (e.g. sportN ‘sport’  sport-olV-INTRANS.3SG ‘to 
go in for (some) sport’), or, more recently, through back-formation (e.g. 
szövegszerkesztésN ‘word processing’  szövegszerkesztV-INTRANS.3SG ‘lit. 
to word process; to use a word-processor’) (Martsa 2009: 291, 2011: 204). 
Kiefer (2005a: 52) argues that in Hungarian derivational conversion and 
syntactic conversion or recategorization are frequently set apart, the latter 
being more typical probably because nouns and adjectives 
morphologically are not always distinguishable. He also argues that 
Hungarian conversion operates under three determining conditions. One 
condition is context, rendering a given type of conversion possible; the 
other is syntactic condition, determining conversion with respect to the 
argument structure and thematic roles of arguments of the input element. 
The meaning of the input or the output is the third condition determining 
conversion. Each of these conditions will be further explained and 
illustrated below. Kiefer (2005a: 53-64, 2005b: 194-201) distinguishes 
five types of conversion in Hungarian: N>A, A>N, PARTICIPLE>A, 
PRESENT PARTICIPLE>N and ROOT.ACTIVE>ROOT.PASSIVE. The 
last type will not be discussed here.  

While Hungarian adjectives converted to nouns freely take nominal 
inflections, very few nouns converted to adjectives take inflections 
marking degrees of comparison. Compare examples in (34a-b): 

 
(34a) szépA ‘beautiful’ > szépN-NOM ‘(the) beautifulNOM’; szépetN-ACC 

‘(the) beautifulACC’; széppelN-INST/COMIT ‘(the) beautifulINST/COMIT, 
i.e. with whom/which who/which is/are beautiful’ 
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(34b) székN ‘chair’ > székA ‘like a chair’, székebbA-COMP ‘more like a 
chair’ or ‘more chairlike’ 

 
So, as is shown is (34a), nouns converted from adjectives can take 
nominal, accusative, instrumental or comitative case endings. Adjectives 
converted from nouns, on the other hand, besides being derivational, are 
also contextually (pragmatically) determined, for they take degree forms 
only in specific cases or contexts. For instance, székebb ‘lit. chairA-COMP, 
i.e. more like a chair or more chairlike’ in (34b) can be used when during 
an excursion something, say, a bag or a rucksack is found more suitable to 
sit on than a piece of rock or wood, that is, when it comes to sitting and no 
chair is available, a bag or a rucksack is more likely to function as a chair 
than a piece of rock or wood. Another important consequence for 
adjectives converted from nouns is that not all of them allow the formation 
of adverbs. So, whereas some adjectives like kutyaA ‘lit. doggy’ and vitézA 
‘courageous, valiant’ respectively converted from kutyaN ‘dog’ and vitézN 
‘champion, hero’ can serve as bases for adverbs kutyáulADV ‘lit. doggily or 
like a dog’ and vitézülADV ‘courageously’, for most denominal adjectives 
this is not possible. As was mentioned in 5.2.3, this type of conversion is 
not justifiable in English. 

A>N conversion is quite frequent in Hungarian, as it is in English and 
Russian. It concerns both derived (e.g. N ‘college’  ásA 
‘college-’ > N ‘a college student’; the suffixes on adjectives are 
underlined) and underived (e.g. gazdagA ‘rich’ > gazdag-okNPL ‘the rich’) 
adjectives as converting bases (Kiefer 2005a: 56-59). In the case of 
derived bases the conversion is mostly syntactic, since derived adjectives 
as a rule do not tolerate inflections of degrees of comparison and no 
adverbs can be formed from them. In contrast, the conversion from 
underived adjectives as bases is derivational since they allow the 
attachment of degree forms as well as the formation of adverbs from them. 
Animate nouns converted from adjectives are more natural in the plural, 
though singular nouns are also quite frequent. It is also important to note 
that, unlike contextually determined conversion N>A, conversion A>N is 
semantically determined, for it is the semantic properties of the input 
adjectives that primarily determine whether conversion is possible or not. 
With respect to underived adjectives these properties are physical (e.g. 
vakA ‘blind’ > vak-okNPL ‘the blind’), intellectual or psychic (e.g. bölcsA 
‘wise’ > bölcs(-ek)N(PL) ‘a wise man, the wise’, bolondA ‘foolish, crazy’ > 
bolond(-ok)N(Pl) ‘lit. the foolish/crazy; one/those who is/are foolish/crazy’) 
and social traits (e.g. idegenA ‘foreign; strange’ > idegen(-ek)N(PL) ‘(a) 
foreigner/s, (a) stranger/s’). Conversion of nouns from derived adjectives 
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is dependent on the meanings of adjectival suffixes. Concretely, nouns 
converted from derived adjectives in -i designate people coming from or 
living in a place referred to by the nominal bases of the adjectives as in 
BudapestN  budapestiA ‘from Budapest, Budapest-’ > budapesti-ekNPl 
‘people from/who live in Budapest’. The adjectival suffix -(V)s attaches to 
nouns meaning objects, animals, plants, institutions, mass nouns, proper 
names, temporal intervals, and the nouns converted from these adjectives 
denote people going in for a certain sport (e.g. bobN ‘bobsled’  bob-osA 
‘practicing bobsledA’ > bobosN ‘bob-sledder’), names of merchants (e.g. 
zöldségN ‘vegetable’  zöldség-esV ‘of vegetable’ > zöldségesN 
‘greengrocer’), musicians (e.g. dobN ‘drum’  dob-osA ‘related to drum’ 
> dobosN ‘drummer’) and people working/learning at, or being associated 
with an institution (see N mentioned at the beginning of the 
paragraph).  

PARTICPLE>A conversion, coming in two subtypes in Hungarian, 
PRESENT PARTICIPLE (formed with the suffix -ó ) >A and PAST 
PARTICIPLE (formed with the suffix -t or -(V)tt) >A, is derivational and 
syntactically determined, firstly because no inflections of comparison can 
be added to participles and secondly because in the case of present 
participles the base verb must have an experiencer argument usually in the 
object position and a subject argument of source (Kiefer 2005a: 61). As 
such clear-cut conditions are yet to be identified for past participles (e.g. 
festettA ‘painted’ as in festett képen ‘lit. a beautifully 
painted picture-in, i.e. in a beautifully painted picture’ converted from the 
past participle fest-ett ‘painted’ as in egy X által festett kép ‘lit. an X by 
painted picture, i.e. a picture painted by X’), they will be not be considered 
here (however, see Kiefer 2005b: 195-196). For an illustration of 
PRESENT PARTICIPLE > A, consider the verb idegesítV-3SG ‘irritate’, 
which has obligatory experiencer and source arguments and therefore the 
present participle idegesít-  ‘irritat(e)-ing’ (as in  ‘lit. 
PeterACC irritating noiseNOM; that is, The noise irritating Peter’) formed 
from it can be converted to an adjective A as in 
játszanak ‘lit. Irritating musicACC playV-3Pl they; that is, They are playing 
irritating music’.3 The present participles kérdez-  ‘ask-ing’ formed from 
kérdezV-3SG ‘ask’ or teljesít-  ‘accomplish-ing’ formed from teljesítV-3SG 

3 Note that irritate and irritating behave in the same way in English, viz. irritate 
has obligatory experiencer and source arguments and the present participle 
irritating can be used as an adjective as well. Thus, here we may postulate an 
instance of PRESENT PARTICIPLE>A conversion in English as well (see also 
footnote 3 in section 4.4). 
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‘accomplish’ cannot be converted into adjectives, for the underlying verbs 
have agent or instrument subject arguments and patient object 
complements. 

PRESENT PARTICIPLE>N conversion is also derivational and 
syntactically determined, but, as Kiefer (2005b: 195-196) explains, its 
inputs are formed from agentive activity verbs, that is from verbs with 
agent subject argument. The nouns converted from present participles 
designate two types of agents and occasionally places, events and tools.4 
Converted agentive nouns denote either the occasional performer of the 
action in question as in ennek a levélnek az írója ‘lit. thisDAT the letterDAT 
the writerPOSS, i.e. the writer of this letter’ or the name of a profession or, 
in other words, the professional performer of an action as in  ‘he is a 
writer’. ÍróN ‘writer’ is derived from the present participle ír-ó ‘lit. writ(e)-
ing’. The first sense of output agentive nouns, the occasional performer of 
the action in question, is its primary sense and it is much more productive 
and frequent than the second one, the professional performer of an action, 
which in Kiefer’s opinion arises not from the operation of a productive 
rule of word-formation, but from institutionalization, a process during 
which an activity, such as writing books, becomes accepted in a society as 
a habitual or professional activity.5 Likewise, the subtype of converted 
nouns denoting places (e.g. söröz-  ‘lit. beer-ing, i.e. beer-house), events 
(e.g. találkoz-ó ‘lit. meet-ing, i.e. meeting’) and tools (e.g. evez-  ‘lit. oar-
ing, i.e. oar’) are not underlain by a productive rule either.  

As a final note, in Kiefer (2005a) as well as in Kiefer (2005b) a 
considerable amount of attention is paid to the productivity of conversion 
processes in Hungarian. The productivity of English conversion will be 
dealt with in Chapter Twelve, where I shall discuss Kiefer’s observations 
and their possible implications for the productivity of individual types of 
English conversion. In the next section, I return to the types of English 
conversion identified in section 5.3 to reconsider their classification in the 
light of Manova’s and Kiefer’s above classifications of Russian and 
Hungarian conversions. 

4 Laczkó (2000: 387-392) assumes that there are two suffixes - 1 and - 2, the 
former deriving adjectives and the latter nouns. 
5 For more information on institutionalization and lexicalization, see Bauer (1983: 
42-61) and Hohenhaus (2005: 353-373). 
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Concluding remarks: 
Types of English conversion reconsidered 

Manova’s and Kiefer’s respective classifications of Russian and 
Hungarian conversions outlined in the preceding two sections offer the 
possibility to further substantiate the classification of English conversions 
given in (20a-b). Indeed, with the exception of formal conversions 
NMASC>NFEM and VPERF>VIMPERF not found in present-day English, other 
types of conversion prototypical, non-prototypical and syntactic  
mentioned in Manova (2005) seem to be equally applicable to the 
classification of English conversions. As was suggested in 6.2, 
prototypical conversion in Russian largely corresponds to full conversion 
in English, whereas non-prototypical and syntactic conversions correspond 
to partial conversions.  

Types of full conversion are prototypical in the cognitive sense of the 
word, as they can be taken to be the best representatives or exemplars of 
conversion as a morphological category. This means that in each type of 
full conversion (N>V, A>V, CLOSED CLASS>V, V>N, PHRASE>N and 
PHRASE>A) the converted items fully adopt the paradigmatic 
(inflectional) and syntagmatic features of the new classes, in our cases, 
verbs, nouns and adjectives. Notice that the prototypical nature of full 
conversion is not influenced by the frequency of use, that is, the fact that 
conversions from closed classes are much less frequent than conversions 
from nouns and verbs does not mean that the former are less prototypical 
or, conversely, the latter are more prototypical.  

By contrast, Russian non-prototypical conversions and English partial 
conversions corresponding to them seem to move along a cline in the 
sense that instances of partial conversion differ in the extent they fail to 
adopt the paradigmatic and syntagmatic features of the new class they 
have been converted to. Namely, due to the fact that in XA>XB there is no 
attendant change of word class, a major characteristic of conversion, this 
type of partial conversion must be seen as the most non-prototypical. 
Partial change of word class characterizes A>N conversions in English, 
representing a lesser degree of non-protoypicality. Corresponding Russian 
conversions are treated as syntactic conversions (Manova 2005: 20-21), 
though they can also be taken to be partial, and thus non-prototypical, for 
deadjactival nouns (e.g. stolovajaN-FEM ‘dining room’, N-MASC 
‘learner, pupil’) continue to accept only adjectival inflections. The two 
types of English A>N conversions identified in 5.2.3 display different 
degrees of non-prototypicality or partialness; therefore it is reasonable to 
tackle them separately as A1>N1 (e.g. (the) poor, (the) rich) and A2>N2 
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(e.g. (the) blacks, (the) greens). In A1>N1 both the paradigmatic and 
syntagmatic properties are only partially adopted by the converted nouns, 
since no plural suffix can be attached to them and they retain adjectival 
inflection and can be modified by adverbs (cf. *(the) poors, (the) poorest, 
(the) extremely poor). We can also say that the outputs of A1>N1 are 
halfway between nouns and adjectives. As for A2>N2, in which N2 denotes 
a group of people, the converted nouns cannot occur in the singular and 
cannot be modified by adjectives (cf. *(a) red, *(the) light reds). Notice 
that in examples such as the light reds meaning ‘the light red wines’ no 
conversion takes place (see 5.2.3). In the rather uncommon conversion 
ADV>N the converted noun is not used in the singular, but it can be 
modified by an adjective (cf. *the up and down of life but the enormous 
ups and downs of the last two years). There is one more argument for 
considering ADV>N conversion, and for that matter CLOSED CLASS>N 
conversion (e.g. mustAUX > mustN, ifCONJ > ifsN, nobodyPRO > nobodyN, 
hereafterADV > hereafterN), non-prototypical, which is that its input 
conditions are difficult to determine. I shall say more about this in 9.4 in 
Part III and in 12.3.3 in Part IV. 

In his classification of Hungarian conversion Kiefer (2005a, 2005b) 
makes a distinction between derivational and syntactic conversion (or 
recategorization), claiming that the latter is more typical owing to the fact 
that, unlike Russian where nouns and adjectives are always distinguishable 
from one another morphologically, in Hungarian these two classes do not 
always differ in this way (2005a: 52). In the case of derivational 
conversion the output belongs to an inflectional paradigm other than the 
input. Analogously, we can state that all types of full or prototypical 
conversion in English are also derivational, because for the outputs of each 
type it is true that they are inflected differently from their respective 
inputs. Partial or non-prototypical types of English conversion gravitate to 
the syntactic type, though to varying extent, since the word class of the 
outputs is determined by their syntactic position, rather than by the 
inflections they assume.  

As was mentioned in 6.3, Kiefer also claims that conversion can be 
conditioned contextually (i.e. pragmatically), syntactically and 
semantically. Conversion is contextually driven if specific contexts are 
necessary for it to obtain; contextually determined conversion is not liable 
to lexicalization. If conversion is determined by the argument structure of 
the input, it is said to be syntactically conditioned. Conversion is 
semantically conditioned if it is determined by the meaning of the input or 
the output. Let us now see whether the types of English conversion 
specified in 20 (a-b) can also be characterized in terms of these conditions. 
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Regardless of the classification into full and partial types, it is only the 
semantic condition that appears to be generally applicable to English 
conversions. For instance, in respect of A>N conversions the meaning of 
the input adjective is important for the conversion in question to take 
place. More or less analogously to the same type of conversion in 
Hungarian, those adjectives undergo the type of conversion that denote 
humans’ physical (e.g. the blind), intellectual (e.g. the clever) and social 
properties (e.g. the wealthy). Adjectives referring to aesthetic and other 
properties of things that for various reasons are important or relevant for 
humans may convert to singular nouns (e.g. the unknown, the unexpected). 
There is also good reason to believe that in the conversion of adjectives to 
verbs the meaning of the input adjectives is decisive. Usually those mono- 
or disyllabic (but underived) adjectives tend to convert to verbs which 
designate changeable physical or psychological properties characteristic of 
humans or related to human activities (cf. calmA > calmV, dryA > dryV, 
emptyA > emptyV, but uncoolA > *uncoolV). V>N conversion is also 
semantically conditioned, but here the meaning of the output noun is 
determined in that it usually refers to an instance or the result of action, to 
a person performing the action or to a place or time of the action denoted 
by the verb (cf. catchV > catchN, kickV > kickN, cheatV > cheatN, stopV > 
stopN).  

If a type of conversion is contextually determined, it means that it only 
occurs in appropriate extralinguistic or pragmatic circumstances (see 
Hungarian N>A conversions discussed in 6.3). Exactly the same idea was 
proposed with respect to English N>V conversions in 3.2, where we could 
see that in the use and comprehension of contextuals (Clark & Clark 
1979), i.e. innovative verbs converted from nouns, the role of context is of 
great significance. Likewise, the indisputable role of extralinguistic or, as 
will be suggested in section 7.3, encyclopaedic knowledge in the 
comprehension and prediction of meanings of potential conversion verbs 
such as ?boyV, ?tulipV or ?morningV is convincingly demonstrated in 
Štekauer (2005: 159-194; see also footnote 18 in section 12.3.1). It is 
important to note, however, that in the comprehension of established 
(lexicalized) conversions like chairV and wolfV (down) the role of context 
is not as significant as in the case of innovative conversions like porchV 
and tunnelV (as in porch the newspaper and tunnel the mountain; for more 
examples of this kind, see Clark & Clark 1979: 771).  

Syntactic conditioning in the sense specified above was also mentioned 
in 3.2 in connection with innovative denominal verbs. Recall that the last 
component of Clark & Clark’s INNOVATIVE DENOMINAL VERB 
CONVENTION (1979: 787) in N>V conversion has to do with the fact that 
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the input parent noun denotes one role in the given situation (e.g. goal in 
He porched (< porchN) the newspaper) and the remaining surface 
arguments of the denominal verb denote other roles in that situation (e.g. 
He and the newspaper in the above example are used respectively in the 
roles of agent and theme). Another case of syntactic conditioning is 
detectable in certain V>N conversions. For example, if N denotes a person 
such as a cheat, a cook, a flirt, a love, a bore, the underlying parent verbs 
tend to have agent or patient/experiencer subject or object arguments (e.g. 
in You’re a cheat! the parent verb of cheatN has an agentive subject 
argument).  

Table 6-2 offers a revised classification of the types of English 
conversion:  

 
Types of English conversion 

(revised) 
Semantically Contextually Syntactically 

conditioned 
 
 
Full 
Prototypical 
Derivational 

N > V    
A > V    
CL.CLASS > 
V 

   

V > N    
PHRASE > N    
PHRASE > A    

Partial 
Non-
prototypical 
Syntactic 

A1 > N1    
A2 > N2    

CL.CLASS > 
N 

   

ADV > N    
 

Table 6-2 A revised classification of the types of English conversion 
 

From the point of view of what follows the data presented in Table 6-2 
offer two conclusions. One is that in present-day English the output of 
conversion can only be an adjective, a noun or, most frequently, a verb. 
The other conclusion that presents itself is that all types of English 
conversion are semantically conditioned. It will be the task of Part III to 
further justify this conclusion and explore semantic mechanisms 
underlying the processes of conversion listed in Table 6-2. Some of these 
mechanisms have already been mentioned in passing in the foregoing 
chapters, especially in Chapter Two.  



 

PART III 

CONVERSION AS SEMANTIC DERIVATION 
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Preliminary remarks 

It has been mentioned several times in the preceding discussion that 
one of the aims of this study is to arrive at a semantically based 
interpretation of English conversion. This of course does not mean that 
the definition of conversion as a kind of unmarked change of word class, 
put forward in the previous part, will have to be discarded and replaced by 
a completely different definition. But it does mean that in the 
interpretation of conversion semantic motivations will be given 
preference over morphosyntactic considerations still dominating in most 
conversion studies. Figuratively speaking, and referring back to the 
beginning of Part II, the task of this study is to put the proverbial horse 
back in front of the cart by demonstrating that conversion in present-day 
English is basically a semantic operation. 
 Note that by emphasizing the primacy of semantic considerations I by 
no means wish to imply that these considerations have so far been ignored 
or sidelined in conversion research. A quick glance back at the survey of 
interpretations of conversion in Part I and in the discussion of the notion 
of unmarked change in Part II reveals that semantic issues, though in 
varying degrees, have always been taken into account in works dealing 
with conversion. The change of meaning, in fact the divergence of 
meaning involved in conversion, had already been mentioned in Sweet’s 
A New English Grammar. Cf.: 
 

[…] although conversion does not involve any alteration in the meaning of 
the word, yet the use of a word as a different part of speech leads to 
divergence in meaning. (1898: 39)  

 
Sweet illustrates this divergence by comparing the abstract and concrete 
meanings of the deverbal walkN in the expressions three different walks of 
life and gravel walk. Studying the role of meaning, more precisely, the 
role of meaning-change has also been a central issue in specifying the 
direction of conversion. We have seen, for instance, in the first chapter 
that usually a word is considered the output of the process of conversion 
if in its semantic description or paraphrase explicit reference is made to 
the converting base: e.g. kickN must be seen as converted from kickV for it 
can be paraphrased as ‘an act/instance of kicking’, or, conversely, 
bicycleV, converted from bicycleN, is paraphrasable as ‘ride a bicycle’ (for 
more on this, see also Chapter Eleven). Furthermore, one of the 
arguments for the existence of a zero suffix in conversion is that it ensures 
the syntactic-semantic parallelism between derivation and conversion, 
supposing as has been argued: mistakenly that the zero suffix, just like 
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overt suffixes, marks the change of the word class and has semantic 
content. The zero suffix with semantic content served as evidence to 
prove the syntagmatic (Marchand 1969) or endocentric (Kiparsky 1982) 
nature of converted words. In Aronoff’s morphological theory word-
formation rules govern the meaning of derived words, though he admits 
(1979: 71), as was mentioned in 1.2.3, that it is difficult to judge how 
many and what kind of word-formation rules are necessary to account for 
the complexity of semantic operations accompanying processes of 
conversion. Finally, in natural morphology conversion is regarded as the 
change of the morphosemantic head (roughly, the meaning) without 
changing the morphotactic head (roughly, the form) of the converted 
word.  

Especially important are from the perspective of the present study 
those interpretations of conversion in which semantic considerations are 
explicitly given preference over morphosyntactic ones. These are the 
interpretations proposed in cognitive semantics (see 2.3.2), concretely in 
the conceptual metaphor and metonymy theory as outlined first of all in 
the works of Lakoff & Johnson (1980), Lakoff (1987), Dirven (1999), 
Twardzisz (1997), Kövecses & Radden (1998) and Radden & Kövecses 
(1999). With respect to conceptual metaphor theory and its implications 
for conversion, I shall also make use of my corresponding research in the 
field (see Martsa 1997, 1999, 2001, 2002, 2006, 2007a, 2007b, 2009). It 
is important to note that the interpretation of conversion that I intend to 
develop and justify in the rest of this study is not completely new; rather, 
it is the extension of Dirven’s, Kövecses’s and Radden’s respective 
findings concerning the role that conceptual metonymy plays in the 
genesis of N>V conversions to all types of conversion mentioned in Table 
6-2. Furthermore, I shall also suggest that conceptual metaphor theory 
offers a plausible explanation for the underlying semantic mechanisms of 
animal verbs, a specific group of N>V conversions. 
 As a further source of the interpretation of conversion proposed in this 
study, Štekauer’s (1996) onomasiologically based approach is of 
particular interest for two reasons. One is that in Štekauer’s theory special 
emphasis is placed on the motivation of conversion which, as was shown 
in 2.4, is not the alleged similarity between morphological derivation and 
conversion, but the preliminary intellectual reanalysis of four conceptual 
categories: substance, action (with the subcategories action proper, 
process and state), quality and attendant circumstances. This is followed 
by the linguistic recategorization of naming units (i.e. words), which in 
some cases yields naming units realized as conversions (see (28) in 2.4). 
The reanalysis of conceptual categories and the subsequent linguistic 
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recategorization of the corresponding naming units are seemingly akin to 
Lieber’s relisting hypothesis, but the latter, as was also shown in 3.2, 
involves no prior conceptual reanalysis, but merely the re-entering of a 
word belonging to one word class in the lexicon as a word belonging to 
another word class. Relisting is taken to be a kind of coinage driven by 
pragmatic considerations, whereas conceptual reanalysis is systematic and 
its semantic consequences are to a great extent predictable (1996: 46, 49). 
The other reason why Štekauer’s approach is important to mention is that, 
though this is not stated explicitly, it is also fundamentally metonymic 
(see (29) in 2.4). When for instance the conceptual category of substance 
is reanalyzed as the result of an action involving that substance (cf. bondN 
> bondV), it can also be understood as the linguistic realization of the 
conceptual metonymy RESULT OF ACTION FOR ACTION to be discussed in 
more detail later in 8.2.4. 
 Observations made by Leech (1981) and Stein (1977) on conversion 
were also taken into account in shaping my interpretation of this process. 
Leech considers conversion a lexical rule, along with morphological 
derivation and semantic transfer. Lexical rules, so Leech argues, see to the 
combinations of morphological, syntactic and semantic specifications of 
words in the mental lexicon. In the case of conversion the combination of 
the said specifications is such that the change of syntactic and semantic 
specifications is not accompanied by the change of morphological 
specifications. This is exactly what we expect from the fact that 
conversion is characterized by unmarked change of form class. An 
important consequence of Leech’s treatment of conversion for us is that, 
similarly to Štekauer’s opinion, it also views conversion as an 
independent word-formation process and not as a kind of morphological 
derivation. In the latter, irrespective of the fact whether it is class-
changing or class-maintaining, the output always differs formally from 
the input, whereas in conversion, with some notable exceptions (see 4.2), 
the output is homophonous or homographic with the input base. Unlike 
Leech, for whom semantic transfer as a lexical rule is different from 
conversion, Stein suggests, as was also mentioned in 2.3.1, that semantic 
transfer is interpretable as semantic conversion. From our point of view 
the real question at stake here is whether semantic transfer can be 
postulated between homophonous lexemes, or in other words, given that 
conversion involves two formally identical lexemes, can we assume that 
after all these two lexemes are related through polysemy? An answer to 
this question will be offered in Chapter Ten, whereas conversion rules 
will be discussed in detail in Chapter 12. 
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 Earlier, at the beginning of Part II and here as well the claim was 
made that contrary to the treatment of conversion in which a decisive role 
is attributed to the syntactic construction, in this study semantic 
considerations are given primacy. It is important to note, however, that 
this is not to say that the syntactic environment of conversion can be 
completely ignored. There is no doubt that the view that categorially 
underspecified words receive full category specifications for verbhood 
and nounhood in verb and noun slots supplying process meanings and 
thing meanings (see Farrell 2001 discussed in 3.3) is not acceptable. 
Neither are the views that the meaning of converted words, as the 
meanings of other derived words, is “syntagmatically established from 
basis to derivative” (Crocco-Gàleas 1990: 27), or that conversion is a 
matter of paradigmatic shift, that is, the matter of assuming new 
inflectional endings (see Smirnickij 1953, Myers 1984). Nonetheless, we 
should agree with Biese (1941: 400-403; see 2.2.2) who claims that the 
choice of a word, that is to say, whether a noun or a verb is required in an 
utterance can occasionally be determined by the syntactic construction or 
syntactic scheme. A similar view is proposed by Trnka (1969) who claims 
that syntagmatic and semantic relations play an equally important role in 
determining when a noun can be used as a verb. Likewise, Dirven (1999: 
277, see section 7.3.2 later) also argues that conversion is not merely a 
word-level phenomenon; it must be situated on the predicate-argument 
level which provides the syntactic frame for the representation of the 
conceptual shift taking place during conversion. We shall see in 9.3, for 
instance, that the fact that the highly debated conversion of nouns from 
adjectives must be seen as real conversion with real conceptual shift and 
concomitant change of word class is reinforced by the syntactic 
construction in which the deadjectival noun collocates with the definite or 
indefinite article, which is a distinctive syntactic feature of nouns.  
 With this much said, let us move on to the justification of the 
assumption that conversion in present-day English is basically a semantic 
operation with attendant syntactic consequences. The structure of the 
discussion in the rest of this part will be the following: in Chapter Seven 
the relationship between meaning and word-formation is examined, 
paying special attention to conversion. This chapter concludes with a 
general description of conversion providing the analytical framework for 
the next two chapters. In Chapters Eight and Nine X>V, X>N conversions 
are analyzed; Chapter Nine also includes the discussion of the rather 
marginal PHRASE>A conversion.  
 
 





 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

MEANING AND CONVERSION 

7.1. Introduction 

In this chapter works concerning the semantic aspects of English 
conversion are surveyed with a view to demonstrating and justifying that 
this process itself is essentially a semantic operation, rather than a merely 
morphological and/or syntactic phenomenon. In section 7.2, based on 
Kiparsky (1983, 1997) and Lieber (2004), lexical semantic aspects of 
conversion are examined. Kiparsky’s (1983) analysis of denominal verbs 
is in a way the continuation of the discussion begun in Chapter One; 
Kiparsky (1997) in turn deals with the meaning of verbs converted from 
nouns and adjectives in the broader perspective of lexical semantics. 
Lieber (2004) sets out to explore the relationship between the major types 
of word-formation and lexical semantics. Finally, in section 7.3, cognitive 
semantic treatments of conversion are perused. The chapter will conclude 
with a working definition of conversion given in section 7.4.  

7.2. Conversion in lexical semantics 

Unlike Kiparsky (1982), in which N>V and V>N conversions are 
examined within the framework of lexical morphology, in Kiparsky (1983) 
more emphasis is laid on the semantic relation between the members of 
conversion pairs not only in establishing the direction of derivation during 
conversion, but also in judging by the combination of semantic and 
phonological considerations whether conversion pairs like recórdV > 
récordN really represent conversion or are merely paired because they 
share the same root. Kiparsky says that nouns that retain the verbal stress 
in pairs like exháustV / exháustN, conséntV / conséntN, resérveV / resérveN, 
etc. tend to remain predictably related in meaning to verbs, and therefore 
they can be treated as conversion pairs, while in pairs like recórdV / 
récordN, permítV / pérmìtN, rebélV / rébelN, etc. nouns are semantically 
more idiosyncratic, and because of this they do not form true conversion 
pairs synchronically (1983: 9).  
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As far as the role of semantics is concerned in judging whether a word 
pair exemplifies true conversion or not, more interesting are the types of 
noun-verb pairs such as hammerN / hammerV and tapeN / tapeV (1983: 11-
13), in which the noun denotes an instrument with which the action 
denoted by the verb is or, rather, can be carried out. Drawing on Ljung 
(1977), Kiparsky claims that the noun-verb pairs hammerN / hammerV and 
tapeN / tapeV represent two distinct semantically motivated patterns and 
consequently form two distinct types of conversion, namely that hammerV 
denotes an activity that can be performed by anything that can function as 
a hammer, whereas the activity denoted by tapeV can only be carried out 
by using a tape (in any of its senses). Consider the following examples in 
(1) and (2) adopted from Kiparsky (1983: 12):  

 
(1) He brushed his coat with his hand. 
 He paddled the canoe with a copy of the New York Times. 
 String him up with a rope! 
 Can you whistle with a blade of glass? 
 The prisoner sawed off the bars with her denture. 
 She anchored the ship with a rock. 
 He combed his hair with his fingers. 
 He wedged the window open with a screwdriver. 
 
(2) *She taped the picture to the wall with pushpins. 
 *They chained the prisoner with a rope. 
 *Jim buttoned up his pants with a zipper. 
 *He pitchforked the manure with a shovel. 
 *Let’s bicycle across France on our tricycles. 
 *Screw the fixture on the wall with nails. 
 
All denominal verbs in (1) behave like hammerV, for the activity they refer 
to can be carried out by whatever suitable instrument at hand. This is so, 
Kiparsky explains, because in these cases the activity is primary and not 
the instrument involved in the activity. A possible consequence of this is 
that the word pairs similar to hammerN / hammerV, e.g. brushN / brushV, 
paddleN / paddleV, stringN / stringV and so on, must be considered Level 1 
V>N conversions. By contrast, word pairs such as chainN / chainV, buttonN 
/ buttonV, pitchforkN / pitchforkV and so on, represent Level 2 N>V 
conversions, since the meanings of the verbs are directly predicable from 
the meanings of the nouns designating typical or canonical instruments 
with which the activities expressed by the denominal verbs can only be 
carried out. This explains the ungrammaticality of sentences in (1b), where 
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the designated activities are associated with inappropriate instruments. I 
shall return to the criticism of this point in section 8.2.5. 

In his 1997 paper Kiparsky emphasizes the role of conceptual 
knowledge and empirical experience in the understanding of the lexical 
meanings of denominal and deadjectival verbs. Criticizing syntax-centred 
approaches to the study of the meanings of words in which no autonomy is 
attributed to semantics, he says that relying solely on syntax, the 
difference between the denominal verbs saddleV and corralV occurring in 
identical syntactic structures in (3) cannot be accounted for.  
 
(3) Bill saddled the horse. 
 Bill corralled the horse. 
 
The fact that saddleV is a locatum (‘put-on’) verb and corralV is a location 
(‘put-in’) verb is not inferrable from the syntactic structure in which they 
are used; nevertheless, even speakers with no expertise in horsemanship 
easily understand this difference since they rely on their extralinguistic 
knowledge concerning horses, saddles and corrals. Discussing the 
semantics of a wide range of locatum and location verbs, he concludes that 
denominal verbs, similarly to instrumental verbs mentioned earlier, denote 
activities reflecting the canonical uses of objects expressed by the 
corresponding nouns. He proposes the following descriptions of the 
meanings of locatum and location verbs (1997: 481): 
 
(4) Locatum verbs: putting x on y is a canonical use of x. 
 Location verbs: putting x in y is a canonical use of y. 
 
Following Bierwisch (1986), Kiparsky assumes that the denominal verbs 
in question incorporate in their lexical meaning the (deepest embedded) 
thematic role expressed by the noun (1997: 483). So locatum verbs such as 
saddleV can be given the following general semantic interpretation ‘to 
cause y to have x on it’, with the underlined argument being incorporated 
in their lexical meaning. Likewise, location verbs such as corralV can be 
interpreted as ‘to cause x to be in y’, incorporating in their meaning the 
underlined segment. Locatum verbs can then be associated with pure 
possession (HAVE-ON, HAVE-IN, etc.) and location verbs with pure 
location (BE-IN, BE-ON, BE-AT, etc.).  

Kiparsky examines only a few types of N>V conversions, but there is 
good reason to believe that the claim he makes at the beginning of his 
1997 paper, “that the syntactic properties of lexical items are in a large 
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manner predictable from their meaning” (1997: 475), applies to other 
types of conversion as well.  
 Lieber (2004) is another important work dealing with the lexical 
semantic aspects of conversion. In this work Lieber proposes a lexical-
semantic representation theory the main aim of which is to provide 
justifiable analytical tools to account for the lexical semantic processes 
underlying derivation, compounding and conversion. In developing her 
theory, she relies on previous work done in the field of lexical semantics 
and word-formation, notably on Jackendoff’s (1990), Pustejovsky’s 
(1995), Szymanek’s (1985) and Wierzbicka’s (1996) respective works on 
the lexicon and lexical semantics. Lieber’s theory has two components, or 
more precisely, two analytical tools: the skeleton and the body. The 
skeleton is the decompositional part of the representation and it is a 
hierarchical arrangement of functions or features and arguments. She 
assumes that in addition to verbs other major lexical categories are also 
argument taking (2004: 16). Following Williams (1981: 86), she claims 
that nouns take at least one argument, the so-called “R” argument, which 
can be satisfied either by an overt NP of which it is predicated or by a 
determiner. “R” stands for ‘referential’, representing the referential 
function of NPs. It is important that the skeleton is meant to specify all and 
only those aspects of meaning that are projected to syntax. This idea has 
also been anticipated in earlier works on conversion. Consider, for 
example, Clark & Clark’s (1979) pragmatic principle mentioned in Part I 
(in Chapter Three) and alluded to later in this section, especially 
requirement f. which states that the parent noun and the surface arguments 
of the denominal verb (i.e. in N>V conversions) play different roles in the 
situation designated by the verb. Additionally, Lehrer (1990), partly 
drawing also on Clark & Clark (1979), classifies conversion verbs 
according to the semantic (theta) roles the corresponding parent nouns 
play in their lexical-semantic representation, for example, agentive verbs 
like butcherV, fatherV, modelV whose parent nouns specify the 
(prototypical) agents of the actions designated by the verbs (cf. 10.2.2). 
The other part of the representation is the body which, according to Lieber, 
is the holistic representation of knowledge underlying the meanings of 
lexical items, and, unlike the skeleton, nondecompositional. I shall say 
more about the body at the end of this section.  

Lieber consciously uses an anatomical metaphor in her theory. It is the 
skeleton, she argues, that “[…] forms the foundation of what we know 
about morphemes and words (2004: 10).” Also, it is the skeleton that 
makes it possible to extend the lexicon by means of different word-
formation processes, and the body, our knowledge of the world, “fleshes 
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out” this foundation. As regards the body, it can be fatter or thinner from 
word to word, “[…] and indeed from the lexical representation of a word 
in one person’s mental lexicon to the representation of that “same” word in 
another individual’s mental lexicon.” A living lexical item must have a 
body and as the life of the lexical item changes, so does its body. It can 
“[…] gain and lose weight”.  
 Now we can turn to conversions and see how Lieber’s lexical semantic 
representation is applicable to N>V conversions, and how it can account 
for meaning construction in this type of conversion.  

First, consider Table 7-1, which is a simplified version of Table 1-1 
presented in section 1.2.3, containing a selection of semantic categories 
expressed by both conversion verbs and derived verbs.  
 

Semantic 
categories 
(Plag 2003, 
Nagano 2007) 
 

Glosses 
(Lieber 2004, 
Nagano 2007) 

Expressed by 
conversion 
verbs 
(Clark&Clark 
1979, Lieber 
2004, Martsa 
2002, Nagano 
2007) 

Expressed by 
derived verbs 
(Plag 2003, 
Marchand 1969) 

locative ‘put (in)to x’ bottle, jail  containerize, tubify 
ornative ‘provide with x’ man, staff patinatize, youthify 
causative ‘make (more) x’ filthy, pretty randomize, 

humidify 
resultative ‘make into x’ bundle, powder carbonize, trustify 
inchoative ‘become x’ cool, dry aerosolize, mucify 
performative ‘perform/do x’ counterattack, 

waltz 
anthropologize, 
speechify 

instrumental ‘use x’ hammer, padlock – 
stative ‘be x’ bay, landmark – 
motive ‘move in x 

manner’ 
cartwheel, 
fishtail 

– 

 ‘move using x’ lorry, taxi – 
 ‘move on/at a 

location’ 
limehouse, 
quarterdeck 

– 

 
Table 7-1 Semantic categories expressed by conversion verbs and derived 

verbs (ii) 
 
It is important to notice that while one and the same semantic category can 
be expressed by conversion verbs as well as denominal verbs, these two 
types of verbs at the same time are in complementary distribution and 
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parallel forms such as staffV and *staffize / *staffify or youthify and 
*youthV are not expected to occur.1  

In what follows, we shall only focus on semantic categories expressed 
by conversion verbs with no rival derivational patterns. For them Lieber 
(2004: 92) postulates the skeletons presented below in Table 7-2 (for more 
corresponding examples, see Table 7-1 above):  
 

Semantic 
categories 
(Plag) 

Glossses 
(Lieber) 

Proposed skeletons (Lieber) Examples 

instrumental  use x’ [+dynamic ([ ], [  ], WITH [  ]) 
<base>] 
 

hammerV 
 

stative be x’ [-dynamic ([  ], [  ], <base>] 
 

landmarkV 
 

motive ‘move in x 
manner’ 

[+dynamic, –IEPS ([  ], [  ],  
LIKE [  ]), <base>] 
 

landmarkV 
 

 ‘move 
using x’ 

[+dynamic, +IEPS ([  ], [  ],  
WITH [  ]), <base>] 
 

lorryV 
 

 ‘move on / 
at a 
location’ 

[+dynamic, –IEPS ([  ], [  ], 
[+LOC ([  ])]), <base>] 

limehouseV 

 
Table 7-2 Skeletons of instrumental, stative, and motive denominal verbs 
 
The semantic feature [dynamic] indicates that the corresponding verbs 
denote situations. The positive value in front of this feature marks dynamic 
situations, events and processes, whereas the negative value refers to 
states. The semantic feature [+/–IEPS] in Lieber’s system stands for 
‘Inferrable Eventual Position or State’; its positive value indicates a 
sequence of places/states such that at any point between the initial and 
final place/state some progression will have taken place towards the final 
place/state. In simple terms, this means that the verbs in question (e.g. 
bicycleV, lorryV) denote oriented movement; the negative value indicates 
random movement, that is to say, typically no movement to a final place or 
destination is detectable (e.g. limehouseV, quarterdeckV). The notations 

1 For a diachronic survey of the parallel uses of verbs formed from nouns and 
adjectives by means of conversion or affixation with en-, be-, -ate, -ify and -ize, see 
Biese (1941: Chapter XVII). 
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LIKE and WITH are adopted by Lieber from Jackendoff (1990) to signal the 
semantic primitives ‘manner’ and ‘instrument’ or ‘means of transport’. 
The notation <base> in each case stands for the respective conversion 
verbs. 

Drawing on Martsa (2007b), in (5) - (9), I shall examine how these 
skeletons can account for the lexical semantic representations of 
conversion verbs by analyzing sentences in which these verbs are used. To 
begin with, consider the use of the instrument verb stapleV in (5): 
 
(5) He stapled the papers together. (OALD4) 
 
This sentence represents a dynamic situation (a telic event) in which the 
agent, He, does something to the patient, the papers, using an instrument, 
expressed by the parent noun of the predicate verb. Thus the three 
arguments indicated in the skeleton of instrumental verbs are satisfied. 
Namely, the two arguments pertaining to [+dynamic] are realized by he 
and the papers, while the argument of WITH is realized by staple, the 
parent noun of the converted verb staple. Here we can also see that the 
skeleton in question really contains only such features that have syntactic 
relevance.  

Sentence (6) containing the stative verb landmarkV is another example 
illustrating the role of the skeleton in N>V conversion. Cf.: 
 
(6) It is not necessary to landmark further success. (OED2) 
 
The skeleton in question suggests that landmarkV is a transitive verb, so it 
projects two arguments to the syntax: one is patient, realized by further 
success, the other is not expressed, or, more precisely, it can be interpreted 
as an uncontrolled or arbitrary PRO. 

Now let us turn to the skeletons of motive verbs as they appear in (7) - 
(9). Consider first (7), containing a manner-of-movement conversion verb 
cartwheelV: 
 
(7) To prove his skill as an acrobat he cartwheeled gracefully into the 

room. (CIDE) 
 
Contrary to what the skeleton in Table 7-2 suggests, in this sentence 
oriented movement is expressed, so the verb must have the skeletal feature 
[+IEPS] and not [–IEPS]. However, as cartwheelV and probably other 
manner-of-movement verbs can designate both oriented and random 
movement, it seems reasonable to posit for them the skeletal feature [+/–
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IEPS], rather than [–IEPS] or [+IEPS]. As for the arguments, similarly to 
(11), they are projected to syntax. But we have to note that the agent and 
theme arguments are simultaneously expressed by he, whereas the 
argument of LIKE, as expected, is discharged by the parent noun of the 
predicate conversion verb cartwheelV.      

Another motive verb is the means-of-transport movement verb bicycleV 
in (8):  
 
(8) Tim had bicycled to the village with Gertrud. (CCELD) 
 
This sentence also denotes a dynamic situation, a process, in which the 
agent, Tim, moves to a goal, (to the) village, by using a means of transport 
expressed by the parent noun of the predicate verb. Due to the goal 
argument and the unexpressed but implied source argument, Tim’s 
movement can be viewed as (loco)motion from one place to another, just 
as required by the skeletal feature [+IEPS]. Here the argument of WITH 
(more precisely BY) is also realized by the parent noun of the verb 
bicycleV. The sentence contains an optional comitative argument which, 
however, is not part of the respective skeleton. Note that the skeleton 
belonging to this semantic category shares WITH with the skeleton of the 
instrument category. Perhaps this is the reason why in other studies 
dealing with conversion verbs (e.g. Marchand 1969, Clark & Clark 1979, 
Lehrer 1990) the former is seen as a subcategory of the latter. 

Finally, in (9), we can see the type of skeleton assigned to conversion 
verbs expressing movement at a location: 
 
(9) He continued quarter-decking in the room for a few times in silence. 

(OED2) 
 
In this sentence, once again denoting a dynamic situation, an atelic event, 
all the arguments included in the skeleton are discharged; namely, the 
agent, he, in compliance with [–IEPS] is engaged in a random movement 
(therefore, no source or goal arguments are present) at a location, (in the) 
room, satisfying the argument of [+LOC]. Convincing as this analysis 
seems, one cannot fail to observe that quarterdeckV, just like limehouseV 
mentioned in Table 7-1, can also be viewed as a manner-of-movement 
verb, since quarterdecking, as its definition in OED2 suggests, denotes a 
special kind of movement, rather than movement on or at a location: ‘To 
walk up and down as on a quarter-deck’. The mention of “as” in the 
definition makes out a strong case for adding LIKE to the skeleton of this 
semantic category.  



Meaning and Conversion 117 

However, the case may well be that this particular information 
concerning the meaning of quarterdeck is attributable to the body, the 
other component of lexical-semantic representation. This seems to be 
entirely in line with Lieber’s tenets concerning the body, which is holistic 
and liable to changes over time. Lieber does not particularly elaborate on 
the notion of body in her book, but she notes that Clark & Clark’s work on 
innovative coinage with the concomitant theory of information may 
provide a key to its interpretation. Clark & Clark’s INNOVATIVE 
DENOMINAL VERB CONVENTION has already been mentioned in 3.2, we 
now repeat it as (10) below:  

 
(10) In using an innovative denominal verb sincerely, the speaker means 

to denote  
a. a kind of situation  
b. that he has good reason to believe  
c. that on this occasion the listener can readily compute  
d. uniquely  
e. on the basis of their mutual knowledge  
f. in such a way that the parent noun denotes one role in the 
situation, and the remaining surface arguments of the denominal 
verb denote other roles in the situation. 

 
Component f. roughly contains what Lieber calls the skeleton; as regards 
components a. to e., in Clark & Clark’s view they must be determined by 
world knowledge. World knowledge in turn comprises generic and 
particular knowledge. Here only a brief description of these types of 
knowledge can be given to see what role they play in fleshing out the 
aforesaid skeletons (cf. Clark & Clark 1979: 788-795). 
 Generic knowledge is the kind of implicit knowledge people have 
about time and space, physical laws, natural kinds, artefacts and their 
functions. So it is generic knowledge that a great number of things are, or 
potentially can be, used as instruments. In order for these things to be used 
as instruments they need to be physically present or otherwise available. 
On the other hand, it is particular knowledge what exactly these things as 
instruments can be used for; so vehicles are basically used for 
transportation, or staples for keeping sheets of paper firmly together. It is 
also particular knowledge that hammering or brushing or paddling can be 
carried out by using a piece of rock or one’s hands as makeshift hammers, 
brushes or paddles, respectively. Furthermore, that vehicles can be used as 
barricades can also be seen as particular knowledge, just like bottles which 
are occasionally used not for keeping wine in, but, say, throwing at people 
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as in Clark & Clark’s example We were stoned and bottled by the 
spectators as we marched down the street (1979: 785). Finally, while 
cartwheeling as such is not a typical or generic form of moving ahead, as 
evidenced by (7), it is by no means inconceivable that it should be. We 
may, therefore, consider this another instance of particular knowledge. 
 Generic knowledge about locations also concerns their basic functions 
as places or the activities which are typically related to, or which are 
characteristic of, these places. So kennels are places where dogs are placed 
or kept (cf. (to) kennel the dog), or books are stored on shelves (cf. (to) 
shelve the books). Particular knowledge relevant for locations can be 
illustrated by The dog treed the cat where tree appears as a place, in fact a 
goal, functioning as a haven for a cat chased by a ferocious dog. 
 Ideally, generic and particular knowledge should be mutual knowledge 
as well, shared by speakers belonging to the same community. Mutual 
knowledge is vital for effective communication, especially when proper 
names are used as conversion verbs. So it stands to reason that the 
sentences in (11) are only understandable if the speaker and the hearer 
mutually know who Houdini was and what he was famous for (the 
examples are adopted from Clark & Clark (1979: 784) and Aronoff & 
Fudeman (2005: 135)): 
  
(11) Joe was Houdini’d and died.  

My sister Houdini’d her way out of the locked closet. 
I would love to Houdini those ESP experiments. 

 
As a final remark, we can confirm that Lieber’s above concept of body, 
encompassing both generic and particular knowledge, is crucial to the 
construction of meaning in different types of word-formation, including 
conversion. We shall see in the next section and in the following chapters 
that this knowledge is given prominence in the cognitive linguistic 
treatment of conversion as well, and we can state with certainty that this 
knowledge lies at the heart of the figurative senses of conversion verbs in 
mentioned in (6), (9) and (11).  

7.3. Conversion in cognitive semantics  

In cognitive semantics different types of conversion are viewed as 
conceptual shifts or conceptual mappings (see 2.3.2). Generally speaking, 
conceptual mapping, or just mapping, “[…] is the projection of one set of 
conceptual entities onto another set of conceptual entities” (Radden & 
Dirven 2007: 12). This understanding of mapping directly follows from 
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the fact that in cognitive grammar linguistic meaning is basically a matter 
of conceptualization, which in Langacker’s opinion is “consequently 
encyclopaedic” and avoids such “largely artifactual” and “false 
dichotomies” as semantics vs. pragmatics and linguistic knowledge vs. 
extralinguistic knowledge (1987: 154). Mappings project conceptual 
entities onto other conceptual entities either across domains or within one 
domain, which in turn is understood as a “general field to which a category 
or a frame belongs in a given situation” (Radden & Dirven 2007: 11). For 
instance, a knife, depending on the situation in which it is used, belongs 
either to the domain of eating or to the domain of fighting (ibid.).  

I shall say more about these two types of mappings presently; before 
that, however, a few words need to be said about the somewhat 
disturbing diversity of terms used parallelly with ‘domain’ in cognitive 
linguistics. Such (interrelated) terms are ‘frame’, ‘schema’ and ‘idealized 
cognitive model (ICM)’. The term ‘frame’, first proposed by Minsky 
(1975), is defined by Taylor in the following way:  

 
Frames [...] are configurations of culture-based conventionalised 
knowledge [...] shared or believed to be shared by at least some segment of 
a speech community. In principle, any scrap of knowledge, even the most 
bizarre, can get absorbed in a frame, provided the association is shared by 
a sufficient number of people. (1995:89) - Emphasis is included. 

 
A frame is often associated with a word (cf. the pig - frame discussed 
in Martsa (2000)) or a group of words (cf. instrument frames discussed 
in Martsa (2002)). This interpretation of ‘frame’, also known as 
‘semantic frame’, derives from theory of frame semantics proposed by 
Fillmore (1975, 1982) and Fillmore & Atkins (1992). A schema, on the 
other hand, is understood as (a neural construct of) familiarized 
knowledge of the world (Widdowson 2007: 28). Finally, an ICM, a 
notion developed by Lakoff (1987), is the mental representation of the 
world embodied in human experience, and it guides human 
categorization in which category membership is based not on necessary 
and sufficient conditions, but on similarity to the most salient, 
prototypical representative of the category.2 Lakoff (1987: 68) 
considers ICMs as complex structural wholes, gestalts, the composition 
of which depends on four kinds of structuring principles: propositional 
structure (very much in the manner of Fillmore’s frame), image 
schematic structure (as presented in Langacker’s cognitive grammar), 
metaphoric mapping and metonymic mapping (as described by Lakoff 

2 A comparative survey of frames and ICMs is given in Evans & Green (2006). 
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& Johnson 1980). The structuring principle of propositional structure 
has to do, for instance, with the frame knowledge of the rules of 
ordering a table or food in a restaurant (Evans & Green 2006: 280). 
Image-schemas are fundamental building blocks of the conceptual 
structure of ICMs. Our space ICM, for instance, is largely structured 
by our experience and concepts of space reflected in image-schemas 
such as CONTAINER, UP-DOWN, SOURCE-PATH-GOAL, and so on.  

Metaphoric ICMs are structured by metaphoric mappings, or, as 
was stated earlier, by projecting a conceptual structure from a source 
domain to that of a target domain. Lakoff (1983) presents an extensive 
analysis of the working of the conceptual metaphor LOVE IS A JORNEY, 
demonstrating how the way speakers speak and think of love is 
structured by what they know about journeying, or, in other words, 
how they speak or think of love in terms of journey. In the present 
study another metaphoric mapping will be examined in the following 
chapter dealing with N>V conversions. This is the reciprocal 
conceptual mapping of attributes of animals onto (those of) humans 
and attributes of humans onto (those of) anaimals, evoking the basic 
conceptual metaphors HUMANS ARE ANIMALS and ANIMALS ARE 
HUMANS and a number of submetaphors pertaining to them. The use of 
apeN in (18), already mentioned in 4.4 as (13a), is an illustration of this 
point: 

 
(18) Show me your identity card instead of shooting at my feet, you  

ape! (CCELD)  
 

Some of the background assumptions of the working of this metaphor 
will be discussed in section 7.3.4; a more detailed discussion will 
follow in the next chapter. 
 As was mentioned at the beginning of this section, metaphoric 
mappings happen across domains, whereas metonymic mappings take 
place within one domain. Some of the details of this kind of mapping, 
being the fourth structuring principle for ICMs, will be dealt with in 
sections 7.3.2-3; a more detailed discussion will be given also in the 
following chapter. Metonymic mapping can be illustrated by the use of 
villageN in (13) already mentioned in 4.3.2 as (8b). Cf.: 
 
(13) The whole village came to the meeting. (LDOCE) 
 

The conceptual entity village and the villagers to whom it refers belong 
to the same domain of habitation. Drawing on Langacker’s (1993: 30) 
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explanation that “[the] metonymic process consists in mentally accessing 
one conceptual entity via another entity”, Radden and Kövecses (1999: 19) 
suggest that the former entity functions as the (prototypical) vehicle and 
the latter as the target. In the utterance She’s a pretty face, the NP ‘pretty 
face’ serves as the vehicle to access the ‘person’ as a target. In their 
opinion it is the aforementioned idealized cognitive models proposed by 
Lakoff (1987: 68-76) that best capture the metonymic process just 
described. Earlier in this section, an ICM was described as a mental 
representation of the world embodied in human experience. ICMs are 
called ‘ideal’ because, as Evans & Green (2006: 270) note, “they abstract 
across a wide range of experience rather than specific instances of a given 
experience”. ICMs as conceptual constructs guide human categorization 
and reasoning and apart from the relevant knowledge of a particular 
domain they include the cultural models that speakers live by (Radden & 
Kövecses 1999: 20). An important attribute of ICMs is that they are 
restricted neither to reality, nor to conceptualizations and the world of 
language, but cut across these ontological realms giving rise to sets of rich 
associations which, in their turn, serve as basis for various types of 
metonymic transfer.  

The above descriptions of ‘frame’, ‘schema’ and ‘ICM’ suggest that 
these terms, irrespective of their different theoretical motivations, are in 
effect alternative designations of a kind of shared knowledge that can also 
be called encyclopaedic. In the rest of the book it will be assumed that 
encyclopaedic knowledge understood in this way encapsulates “any scrap 
of knowledge […] shared by a sufficient number people“ (see Taylor’s 
above definition of ‘frame’), including not only what is conventionally 
called background or world or extralinguistic knowledge, but also the 
body and the generic and particular knowledge discussed in the previous 
section. It will be demonstrated later, particularly in Chapters Ten and 
Twelve, that encyclopaedic knowledge taken is this broad sense plays an 
important role in the construction of word meaning as well as in 
warranting the productivity of conversion.  

For studying conversion from a cognitive grammar perspective the 
works of Twardzisz (1997), Kövecses & Radden (1998), Radden & 
Kövecses (1999), Dirven (1999) and Schöneveld (2005) and Martsa 
(1997, 1999, 2001, 2003, 2007a, 2007b) are of special interest. While 
according to Twardzisz (1997) conversion arises from semantic 
extension, Kövecses & Radden (1998), Radden & Kövecses (1999), 
Dirven (1999) and Schöneveld (2005) treat conversion as metonymic 
mapping. A type of N>V conversion is regarded as the result of both 
metonymic and metaphoric mappings by Martsa (1997, 1999, 2001, 2003, 
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2007a, 2007b). In the following chapters mostly the terms ‘schema’ and 
‘ICM’ will be used and they will be taken to be largely synonymous. 

7.3.1. Semantic extension 

In Twardzisz (1997), based on Langacker’s (1987, 1991) cognitive 
grammar theory, conversion is seen as a complex cognitive mechanism of 
semantic extension triggered by the interaction of landmarks and trajectors 
with temporally segmented processes. In Langacker’s theory the 
distinction between the trajector and the landmark, or rather, the trajector / 
landmark asymmetry, as a special case of figure-ground alignment, is 
fundamental to relational predication and it underlies the universal subject 
/ object distinction (1987: 231). The trajector is a figure in relational 
profile, where other salient entities are landmarks. For example, in the 
predication X resembles Y, X is the trajector, while Y functions as the 
landmark providing a reference point with respect to which X, the 
trajector, is evaluated and situated. Trajector / landmark asymmetry 
explains why the sentences X resembles Y and Y resembles X cannot be 
taken to be semantically equivalent. 

Twardzisz demonstrates, through a series meticulous analyses, that 
conversion of nouns to verbs can be regarded as an extension of things, i.e. 
trajectors and landmarks to processes, whereas conversion of verbs to 
nouns is an extension of processes to things.3 Focussing on the extension 
sanctioning conversion of nouns from verbs, the examples below, adopted 
from Twardzisz (1997: 128-129, 133, 139), illustrate two subsets of 
semantic extensions: (14a) extensions of processes to their trajectors 
(subjects), (14b) extensions of processes to their landmarks (objects). Cp.:  
 
(14a) You’re a cheat!  

David is such a bore.  
 
(14b) The car was a good buy. 

Our new accountant had appeared to be a good swap. 
 

3 Langacker (1987: 189) claims that thing is most generally represented in 
something, referring to both discrete and abstract entities. At the same time, he also 
calls attention to the problems of equating thing with something: the latter is not 
readily used for people and locations because of the existence of someone and 
someplace.  
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We can see in (14a-b) that processes of cheating, boring, buying and 
swapping stand for their respective trajectors (agent/subject and 
patient/subject) and landmarks (patients/objects).   

Twardzisz’s work is a major contribution to the cognitive study of 
conversion; it has convincingly demonstrated that conversion is essentially 
a semantically driven phenomenon. Although Twardzisz does not 
explicitly specify the type of semantic extension motivating conversion, 
there is good reason to believe that extensions from the trajector to the 
landmark and vice versa are based on metonymic mapping investigated by 
scholars whose views of conversion are demonstrated in the following two 
sections.  

7.3.2. Event-schema metonymy 

Discussing the conversion of verbs from nouns and adjectives, Dirven 
(1999: 277) argues that conversion is not merely a process that takes place 
on the word level; rather, it must be located on the predicate-argument or 
nucleus level. This level is the syntactic frame of event schemata in which 
any participant, except for the agent/subject, can be the carrier of the 
saliency feature for the whole schema (Dirven 1999: 277-279). In other 
words, with the exception of the agent/subject any of the participants can 
represent or stand for the whole schema. For instance, in X makes the table 
clean the adjective clean denotes the end or the result of the agent’s 
“transmitted energy”, i.e. his action targeted at the table. As the resultant 
state of becoming clean is the most salient feature of the action schema 
described, it comes to stand for the whole action schema in the form of a 
verb converted from the carrier of the saliency feature. It is important to 
see that the action schema continues to be present in the resulting state 
which metonymically evokes it. Dirven observes that in the above 
example the interaction between syntax and semantics is manifest in the 
linguistic configuration S-V-O-A seen as the iconic representation of the 
conceptual configuration describing the transmission of the agent’s action 
to the table. This type of metonymic mapping, when the resultant state is 
mapped onto the whole event schema, appears to be underlying all 
inchoative verbs converted from adjectives.  

Dirven is adamant that the type of metonymy that he calls event 
schema metonymy is different from the referencing type of metonymy (see 
also section 4.3.2), which applies not on the nucleus level but on the 
sentence or clause level and in which the agent/subject is the carrier of the 
saliency feature. Consider (15) 
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(15) The hamburger left without paying. 
 
in which hamburger metonymically stands for the customer who has eaten 
the hamburger. (15) shows that in the case of reference metonymy the 
syntactic form and the semantic content are determined by the intended 
referent (human/situation), whereas in event schema metonymy it is 
determined by any of the participants.  

Dirven (1999: 280-285) posits three canonical event schemata 
underlying conversion verbs in English: the action schema, the location or 
motion schema and essive schema. In the action schema the agent’s action, 
which often involves the use of an instrument, is targeted at a patient in a 
certain way or manner: e.g. butterV, fishV, hammerV. In the location or 
motion schema the agent’s action is aimed at reaching a location or 
achieving a localized effect, often involving a path or a goal or a source as 
in beachV (a boat), bottleV, bicycleV, landV. Finally, in the essive schema, 
also known as the schema of “beingness”, class membership or an attribute 
is assigned to a participant as in authorV (‘to be/act as …’), volunteerV (‘to 
be/act as …’), knightV (‘to make someone a …’). Further details 
concerning event schemata will be mentioned in the next chapter. 

I have pointed out in Martsa (2007a) that the same underlying event 
schemata can be postulated for conversion of nouns from verbs. This type 
of conversion will be discussed in the ninth chapter. Now I turn to an 
alternative interpretation of metonymic mapping motivating conversion. 

7.3.3. Metonymic mappings  

 The explicit aim of Kövecses & Radden (1998) and Radden & 
Kövecses (1999) is to develop a cognitive linguistic theory of metonymy. 
The authors in question argue that metonymy is conceptual in nature and it 
connects two entities to form a new meaning by not merely replacing one 
entity with another one, but through establishing a conceptual link 
between them (Radden & Kövecses 1999: 18-19). Based on the 
assumptions that metonymy is a conceptual phenomenon operating within 
one ICM, they propose the following definition of metonymy: 
 

Metonymy is a cognitive process in which one conceptual entity, the 
vehicle, provides mental access to another conceptual entity, the target, 
within the same idealized cognitive model. (1999: 21) 

 
When specifying types of metonymy, a distinction must be made between 
ICMs that link entities from different ontological realms and ICMs that 
interrelate entities within the same realm (1999: 23). Linking different 
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realms yields two types of ICMs, ‘Sign ICMs’, pairing a concept and a 
form to establish a sign, and ‘Reference ICMs’, pairing a thing or concept 
and a sign, form or concept to establish a referential situation. Linking 
entities within one realm gives rise to ‘Concept ICMs’, which involve 
concepts in combination with forms. Metonymies underlain by these ICMs 
are called respectively ‘Sign metonymies’ (e.g. FORM FOR CONCEPT: dollar 
for ‘money’), ‘Reference metonymies’ (e.g. FORM-CONCEPT FOR 
THING/EVENT: the word cow for a real cow) and ‘Concept metonymies’ 
(e.g. FORMA-CONCEPTA FOR FORMB-CONCEPTB: bus-‘bus’ for bus-drivers-
‘bus-drivers’; see below). It is not my aim to deal with all possible types of 
metonymy pertaining to these ontological realms; in the subsequent 
discussion I consider only those types that have either direct or indirect 
consequences for the interpretation of conversion. 

One indirect consequence, especially for the inherent polysemy of 
converted items, discussed in detail in the tenth chapter, is that in concept 
metonymies, emerging from Concept ICMs, the metonymic transfer can 
be fully lexicalized as in White House used metonymically in the 
‘institution’ sense. White House evokes the concept metonymy FORMA-
CONCEPTA FOR FORMA-CONCEPTB. On the other hand, the metonymic 
transfer of bus and ‘bus’ in Buses are on strike to stand for bus-drivers and 
denote ‘bus-drivers’, evoking the concept metonymy FORMA-CONCEPTA 
FOR FORMB-CONCEPTB, is pragmatically conditioned (Radden & Kövecses 
1999: 28). It means that here no lexicalization takes place since the lexeme 
bus normally cannot be glossed as ‘a bus-driver’. Another indirect 
consequence is the reversibility of metonymic polysemies, which has 
already been witnessed in event schema metonymies above.  
 Conceptual relationships within ICMs that trigger metonymies are 
called metonymy-producing relations by the two authors. These 
relationships become manifest in two configurations: one is ‘whole ICM 
and its parts’ and the other is ‘parts of an ICM’ (1999: 36). The former 
may lead to metonymies in which a part of an ICM is comprehended 
through the whole ICM (e.g. America for “United States”) or, due to the 
reversibility of this configuration, the whole ICM through one of its parts 
(e.g. England for “Great Britain”); the latter configuration may lead to 
metonymies in which a part is comprehended through another part of the 
same ICM (e.g. bicycleV - the instrument comes to stand for the action; (a) 
cheat – the action comes to stand for the agent).  
  Out of the ICMs representing the configuration ‘whole ICM and its 
parts’ event ICMs are of special interest. Note that Event ICMs are 
different from event schema proposed by Dirven (1999). Metonymies 
arising from Event ICMs usually designate an event through one of its 
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subevents, or vice versa, a subevent through the event constituting it. 
Radden and Kövecses argue (1999: 32) that in the utterance Bill smoked 
marijuana the verb smoked evokes the conceptual metonymy WHOLE 
EVENT FOR SUBEVENT, profiling the most salient subevent of smoking, 
inhaling and not lighting a marijuana cigarette. Or, in Mary speaks 
Spanish the verb speaks evokes the conceptual metaphor SUBEVENT FOR 
WHOLE EVENT, profiling the ability of speaking, but involving the abilities 
of listening, reading and writing as well. Unlike event schemata, used as 
an umbrella notion by Dirven (1999), Event ICMs do not seem to be 
relevant to the interpretation of conversion. Most of the event schema 
metonymies examined by Dirven correspond to Action ICMs in Radden 
and Kövecses’s taxonomy representing, with a number of other ICMs, the 
configuration ‘parts of an ICM’. In Action ICMs, which for the most part 
accommodate N>V conversions, participants are related either to the 
predicate expressing the action (cf. nucleus, i.e. the predicate-argument 
level specified by Dirven) or to each other. So there can be metonymic 
links, among others, between the instrument used in the action and the 
action, between the agent of the action and the action, between the 
destinations of the motion and the motion, and finally, between the time of 
the action and the action.4 Consider (16) adopted from Kövecses & 
Radden (1998: 60-61; see also section 8.2): 
 
(16) INSTRUMENT FOR ACTION: ski, shampoo (one’s hair) 

AGENT FOR ACTON: butcher, author (a book) 
DESTINATION FOR MOTION: porch the newspaper 
TIME FOR ACTION: summer in Paris  

 
An important implication of the Action ICM for conversion is that it 
allows both verbalization, i.e. N>V conversions (see (16)), and, 
nominalization, i.e. V>N conversions. For the illustration of the latter, 
consider (17): 
 
(17) ACTION FOR THE PATIENT INVOLVED IN THE ACTION: bore, buy, 

dropout, love, read, swap 
 ACTION FOR INSTRUMENT INVOLVED IN THAT ACTION: clip, lock, 

pull, rattle, whistle 
 ACTION FOR AN INSTANCE OF THAT ACTION: flick, kick, punch, 

repeat, save, spin 

4 Radden and Kövecses consider nominalizations teacher and hunter also instances 
of metonymies. For a criticism of this view, see Schöneveld (2005: 141-147). 
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 ACTION FOR THE LOCATION OF THAT ACTION: flyover, hideout, sink, 
stand, stop, turn 

 
In addition, Radden and Kövecses note that these conversions are special 
cases of reversible metonymy in which the vehicle, the original word 
class, and the target, the morphologically recategorized form, conflate. 
The examples in (16) and (17) also show that the three types of event 
schema, the action schema, the location or motion schema and the essive 
schema proposed by Dirven invariably fall into Action ICM. Other ICMs 
appearing in the taxonomy of Radden and Kövecses to accommodate 
conversions also are the Perception ICM (e.g. eye someone), the Causation 
ICM (e.g. She was my ruin), the Production ICM (e.g. Did you hear the 
whistle?), the Reduction ICM (e.g. [a] must) and the Category-for-property 
ICM (e.g. [the] wealthy). 

I shall continue the exploration of conversions arising from these ICMs 
in the next two chapters. However, it can already be stated at this stage 
that N>V and V>N conversions can be seen as metonymic transfers, 
which is in line with the general claim made at the beginning of this 
chapter that conversion in present-day English is fundamentally a semantic 
process. This claim gains further support in the next section, where the 
role of metaphoric mapping is examined in the genesis of conversion. 

7.3.4. Metaphoric mappings 

 Similarly to metonymic mappings (and conceptual blending not dealt 
with in this study; but see the Concluding remarks at the end of Part III 
and Twardzisz (1997)), metaphoric mappings also confirm the long-
standing cognitive stance that (linguistic) meaning is not a static and fixed 
construct encoded in language, which is pragmatically modified or 
extended when put in context, but rather constructed online (i.e. construed) 
as a result of the joint mental effort of the speaker and the hearer. This is 
especially so in the case of what is commonly called connotative meanings 
or connotations, appended, as it were, to “off-line” meanings encoded in 

 rightly criticizes the academy 
dictionary of Russian for its definition of kozá (‘she-goat’) as ‘[a] horned 
ruminant animal of the hollow-horned family’ for being irrelevant and 
misconceived from the point of view of ordinary (non-expert) speakers 
(1972: 78-79). The information that the kozá is viewed as a cute and 
lovable animal, a quality extended to people, especially to young girls, 
who are also cute and lovable, is nowhere to be found in the above 
definition. Nor does this definition say anything about the fact that the 
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kozjól (‘he-goat) is seen as an unpleasant, unreliable animal by speakers, 
and unlike the kozá, it triggers diametrically opposite connotations when it 
refers to people (Martsa 1999, 2003).  
 One of the major functions of metaphoric mappings is to account for 

 claims are absent from dictionary 
definitions. As has already been mentioned, in metaphorical mappings 
conceptual structures from a source domain are projected or mapped onto 
a target domain. The associations between these two domains can be 
expressed in terms of conceptual metaphors, being grounded, as Lakoff & 
Johnson (1980: 3-6) claim, in speakers’ everyday interactions with the 
world, i.e. in their encyclopaedic knowledge specified above in section 
7.3. Such an interaction, for instance, is observable between the world of 
humans and the world of animals, giving rise in practically all cultures to 
countless conceptual metaphors. Human-animal interaction and the ways 
this interaction is perceived by humans lie at the core of the figurative uses 
of animal names illustrated in (18): 
 
(18) Achilles is a lion. (Lakoff & Turner 1989: 198) 
  Sam is a pig. (Searle 1993: 83) 
  It’s an ill bird that fouls its own nest. (Martsa 2007a: 217) 

She foxed him into giving her all his money (CIDE). (Martsa 2001: 
779) 

 
The following conceptual metaphors are assumed to underlie the use of 
animal terms in (18), respectively: 
 
(19) A COURAGEOUS PERSON IS A LION 

AN INCONSIDERATE/UNTRUSTWORTHY PERSON IS A PIG 
A PERSON SHAMEFULLY DAMAGING HIS FAMILY’S OR COUNTRY’S 
REPUTATION BY VILIFYING THEM IS AN ILL BIRD 
A PERSON DECEIVEING ANOTHER PERSON IS A FOX  

 
Out of the examples mentioned in (18) only the last one is relevant to our 
discussion. In the following chapter, I shall propose various types of 
conceptual metaphors underlying a specific group of N>V conversions; 
there I shall say more about the role of encyclopaedic knowledge in 
applying animals terms to humans and vice versa, applying human terms 
to animals. I conclude this section by giving a few more examples of verbs 
converted from animal terms together with the conceptual metaphors 
underlying them (see Martsa 2001: 779-780, 2003: 134-135 and section 
8.4.3). Cf.: 
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(20) He has been dogging me all day. (CCELD) 
A PERSON PERSISTENTLY FOLLOWING ANOTHER PERSON IS A DOG 

 
A group of people went hang-gliding, but a couple of people 
chickened out of (doing) it at the last moment. (CIDE) 
A PERSON WHO DECIDES AT THE LAST MOMENT NOT TO DO 
SOMETHING HE SAID HE WOULD DO BECAUSE HE IS SCARED IS A 
CHICKEN 

 
She is always pigging herself on chocolate. (CIDE) 
A PERSON EATING A LOT RAPIDLY IS A PIG  

Stop hogging the biscuits and pass them round. (OALD4)  
AN INCONSIDERATE/SELFISH PERSON IS A HOG 
  
The boys wolfed the sandwiches down and then started on cakes. 
(CIDE) 
A PERSON EATING QUICKLY, SWALLOWING BIG PIECES OF FOOD IS A 
WOLF  

7.4. Defining conversion 

 In Part II, conversion was defined as a phenomenon of unmarked 
change of word class. There we could also see how the notions of 
unmarked change and the change of word class help to tell different types 
of conversion from similar phenomena such as homonymy, reference 
metonymy, deletion, multiple class membership or grammaticalization. 
The validity of the above definition was not questioned in this part, where 
the interplay between meaning and word-formation was primarily 
explored from the perspective of lexical semantics and cognitive 
semantics. 
 An important aspect of meaning construction noticed by Kiparsky 
(1997) and Lieber (2004) is that only those elements of meaning are 
relevant for the relation between lexical meaning and word-formation, 
including conversion, that are projected to syntax in the form of arguments 
fulfilling specific thematic (or semantic) roles. Similar views, though 
against a different theoretical background, have been proposed by Biese 
(1941), Clark & Clark (1979), Dirven (1999; see section 7.3.2, especially 
the discussion of predicate-argument or nucleus level, which largely 
corresponds to the skeleton suggested by Lieber), Kövecses & Radden 
(1998) and Radden & Kövecses (1999; see section 7.3.3, especially the 



Chapter Seven 
 

130 

discussion of the relation between the predicate and other components in 
the Action ICM). What Lieber and the other authors really claim is that the 
syntactic (or syntagmatic) environment in which a converted item emerges 
is ultimately determined by the meaning of the converted item itself. In my 
opinion this is exactly what Kiparsky’s remark cited in section 7.2 
conveys: “[…] the syntactic properties of lexical items are in a large 
manner predictable from their meaning” (1997: 475). Returning to the 
proverbial horse and cart mentioned earlier, we can confirm that, 
figuratively speaking, syntactic arguments with their semantic roles make 
up the cart and the meaning is the horse that pulls this cart. It has to be 
noted, however, that in some cases, for instance in poetic texts with 
predetermined formal or metric requirements, it is indeed the syntactic 
structure that may determine the use of one or another lexical item. Recall 
the explanation Biese (1941: 400-403) gave of the use of sentinelV in 
Shakespeare’s The Rape of Lucrece (see section 2.2.2). There we could 
also see that conversion is frequently chosen by speakers as a default route 
or a fallback strategy to convert a word from another word, when the 
derivational (affixational) route for some reason is not available. To put it 
differently, due to the unavailability of other means of expression in 
comtemporary English conversion is often the only option to express a 
verbal or nominal meaning required by the interlocutors’ communicative 
intentions. This may be the reason of the relatively high type- and token-
frequency of conversion. 
 As was argued in section 7.3, event-schemas (Dirven 1999) and the 
different types of ICMs (Kövecses & Radden 1998; Radden & Kövecses 
1999) give rise to rich sets of culturally entrenched associations in the 
form of conceptual mappings grounded in speakers’ encyclopaedic 
knowledge. It is only on the basis of this knowledge that metonymic and 
metaphoric mappings can be directly accounted for. A significant attribute 
of encyclopaedic knowledge is that it is mutual or shared knowledge 
allowing not only for the effortless understanding of innovative and 
figurative uses of lexical items, including novel conversions, as is claimed 
by Clark & Clark (1979) and Martsa (2007b), but also, in a broader 
context, for the online construction of lexical meaning, as is claimed by 
Langacker (1987) and Lakoff (1987). It was also argued at the beginning 
of this part and earlier in Chapter Two, reviewing, among others, 
Štekauer’s (1996) approach to conversion (see 2.4), that the linguistic 
recategorization of extralinguistic entities, a major characteristic of 
conversion, is preceded by the conceptual re-evaluation of these entities 
motivated by the language users’ communicative intentions. However, it is 
important to see that the conceptual re-evaluation of extralinguistic entities 
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is anything but arbitrary; which entity can be re-evaluated as another 
entity, that is to say, which conceptual (metonymic or metaphoric) shift is 
allowed and which is disallowed, is strictly constrained by speakers’ 
encyclopaedic knowledge.  
 Relying on what has been said so far about conversion and related 
issues in the preceding chapters, it is now possible to offer a working 
definition of conversion which is based on the tenets of cognitive 
semantics, and which will serve as a guideline for the following chapters. 
This definition runs as follows:  
 

Conversion is a morphologically unmarked category-shifting word-
formation process motivated by metonymic and/or metaphoric mappings. 

 
This definition is sufficiently restrictive in the sense that it clearly 
distinguishes between processes of unmarked change of word class which 
do and which do not produce conversion. Treating conversion as a 
semantic process and not as a subtype of morphological derivation entails, 
in line with Leech’s (1981), Štekauer’s (1996) and Manova & Dressler’s 
(2005) corresponding claims (see 1.4, 2.3.1, 2.4), that it is an independent, 
self-contained word-formation technique, being on a par with derivation 
(affixation) and compounding. Provided this is so, the question arises 
whether conversion in English functions as a lexical rule, along with 
derivation and semantic transfer, as suggested by Leech (1981: 215-20), or 
a powerful pattern, as suggested by Kiefer (2005b: 191), at the disposal of 
speakers to enlarge the vocabulary of English. I postpone answering this 
question until Part IV, where, along with the nature of semantic link 
between conversion pairs and the direction of conversion, I shall examine 
the productivity of each type of conversion discussed in the eighth and 
ninth chapters. 

With this is in mind, now can proceed to the discussion of each type of 
conversion listed in Table 6-2. 





 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONVERSION VERBS 

8.1. Introduction 

The dominance of X>V conversions among the types of conversion in 
English is generally acknowledged. This is reflected, for instance, in the 
fact that in most works on conversion only this type is investigated, other 
types, perhaps with the exception of V>N and A>V conversions, are either 
completely neglected, or considered marginal and unimportant. In this 
study X>V conversions are also in focus; nevertheless I shall do justice to 
the other types as well. The main reason for the dominance of X>V 
conversion in present-day English, namely the lack of derivational means 
to form new verbs, has already been mentioned in 1.2.1 in Part I. It has 
been demonstrated in Table 1-1 in 1.2.3 that the diversity of semantic 
patterns of verbs formed via conversion is greater than that of verbs 
derived from nouns or adjectives by means of overt affixation. Corpus-
based works on (the direction of) conversion such as Balteiro (2007) and 
Bram (2011) also confirm the dominance and the diversity of X>V 
conversions in English.  
 Table 6-2 suggests that the input of X>V conversions can be nouns, 
adjectives and closed class or function words. In (21a) the types of 
nominal inputs are shown: 
 
(21a)  

simple (underived) nouns: e.g. author, order, party 
derived nouns: e.g. commission, interview 
compound nouns: e.g. grandstand, piggyback 
proper names: e.g. Amtrack, Greyhound, Houdini 
abbrevations: e.g. 404, Amtrack, SUV 
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Much less frequent and diverse adjectival inputs for X>V are given in 
(21b): 

 
(21b)  

simple (underived) adjectives: e.g. calm, green, narrow 
derived adjectives: e.g. bloody, lower, muddy 
compound adjectives: e.g. downscale, soundproof 

 
The inputs of X>V conversions, though rather infrequently, are 

expressed by closed class words; consider (21c): 
 
(21c)  

interjections: e.g. balls, hail, tut 
preposition, particle: e.g. down, out, up 

 
Personal pronouns and vocative forms used as verbs as in Don’t thou/sir 
me are considered closed class inputs. 

The structure of this chapter is as follows: first in section 8.2, after a 
comparative survey of well-known classifications, classes of N>V 
conversions are discussed in detail; in section 8.3, a specific class of N>V 
conversions is examined, where the parent nouns are names for animals. In 
sections 8.4 and 8.5 A>V and CLOSED CLASS>V conversions are 
examined, respectively. In each section special attention is paid to 
metonymic and metaphoric mappings evoked by the converted verbs 
belonging to the given class or subclass of X>V conversions. 

8.2. N>V conversions 

 Classifications of N>V conversions are traditionally based on 
underlying syntactic-semantic patterns. In this section, I shall rely on the 
classification proposed by Clark & Clark (1979); nevertheless first I shall 
briefly present two other classifications. One of them is Marchand’s 
(1969) classification that serves as a model for all subsequent 
classifications of N>V conversions, including the one proposed by Clark 
& Clark; in the other classification put forward by Dirven (1999) the 
underlying metonymic motivations of conversion verbs are highlighted, 
which are of primary importance for the present study. 

Marchand (1969: 368-371) views converted verbs as verbalized 
sentences and his classification rests on the syntactic-semantic relationship 
between the predicate and its complements. Concretely, his classification 
is based on the syntactic functions the parent nouns have in the sentence 
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underlying the verbs in question. He identifies the following four 
syntactic-semantic patterns (the examples are also adopted from 
Marchand): a) ‘predicate - subject complement: act as (is typical of) N’ 
(e.g. bullyN>V, chaperonN>V, apeN>V, dogN>V, flockN>V, jackknifeN>V); b) 
‘predicate - object complement: make into N; put in the form of N; convert 
into N’ (e.g. bundleN>V, cashN>V, groupN>V, beggarN>V, knightN>V, 
martyrN>V); c) ‘predicate - adverbial complement: provide with N; coat 
with N; prepare with N; use N’ (e.g. commissionN>V, documentN>V, 
butterN>V, plasterN>V, curryN>V, maltN>V, sugarN>V); d) ‘predicate - object: 
bring forth young; develop N; sprout; emit; produce N by fishing or 
hunting; harvest, collect N; move, dance; talk; general activity’ (e.g. 
calfN>V, foalN>V, bloomN>V, blossomN>V, fishN>V, sealN>V). In the sentences 
underlying converted verbs in a), b), c) and d) the parent nouns function 
respectively as subject complement, object complement, adverbial 
complement and direct (effected) object. 1  

As we have already seen in 7.3.2, according to Dirven (1999) 
converted verbs result from even-schema metonymy, i.e. from metonymic 
processes taking place in the event schema (operating on the nucleus or 
predicate - argument level), where any constituent of the schema, with the 
exception of the agent/subject, can be the carrier of the saliency feature for 
the whole schema (as opposed to reference metonymy, e.g. The 
hamburger left without paying, which as a rule applies on the sentence (or 
subject - predicate level) and in which the agent/subject is the carrier of 
the saliency feature. With regard to N>V conversions Dirven (1999: 280-
285) posits three canonical types of event schemata, which, as we have 
also seen in 7.3.3, correspond to the Action ICM suggested by Radden  
Kövecses (1999: 37). These are the action schema, the location or motion 
schema and the essive schema. Below, each schema is briefly described, 
paying special attention to the underlying metonymic mappings.  

In the action schema, roughly corresponding to patterns c) and d) in 
Marchand’s above classification, the agent acts upon a patient. The agent’s 
action often involves an instrument and it is usually performed in a certain 
manner or way (Dirven 1999: 280). Each of the italicized roles can be the 
carrier of a saliency feature; or in other words, each of the said roles in this 
schema can be brought into focus or profiled, and thus can stand 
metonymically for the whole action schema. Thus in (22a) below the 
patient is brought into metonymic focus, in (22b) and (22c) the instrument 
and the manner of the action, respectively (1999: 281): 

1 The terms ‘agent’, ‘patient’, etc., originating from Fillmore’s (1968) case 
grammar, were not used by Marchand (see also Dirven 1999: 279).  
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(22a) He was fishing (salmon). 
(22b) He was luring fish. 
(22c) He was fishing pearls. 
 
Note that the fishing schema allows for metaphoric mapping as well as in 
fish for information. There is good reason to believe that the innovative 
phishing for data, also exemplifying metaphoric extension, pertains to this 
schema too. 

The motion or location schema, roughly corresponding to patterns b) 
and d) in Marchand’s classification, involves a moving patient or theme 
and optionally the source or the goal or the path constituting the motion’s 
trajectory (Dirven 1999: 282). Here also the italicized roles can be in 
metonymic focus, the goal rather more frequently than the source.2 Dirven 
also says that the nature of the goal determines the type of arrival and, by 
implication, the meaning of the converted verbs. This is illustrated in (23a-
e): 
 
(23a) Before going home, the fisherman beached the boat. 
(23b) On the cruise we’ll first land in Casa Blanca. 
(23c) The plane was forced to land in Cairo. 
(23d) The submarine surfaced again. 
(23e) The plane was grounded there for 24 hours by the hijackers. 
 
In each sentence in (23) the goal is brought into metonymic focus and 
designated by the parent noun underlying the converted motion verb. By 
being brought into metonymic focus, the goal comes to stand for the whole 
schema, simultaneously determining the kind and/or the manner of the 
arrival. The role of possible goals is also decisive in determining the action 
or motion expressed by what Dirven, just like Kiparsky (1997), calls 
locative verbs. Cases in point are bottleV, boxV, canV, related to food 
preservation, houseV, jailV, harbourV, expressing goals in a somewhat 
more abstract sense, and bundleV, pileV, sliceV, specifying goals with 
different shapes. Dirven notes that the motion schema, similarly to the 
action schema, also gives rise to a wide range of metaphoric uses (e.g. He 
landed a job with a law firm; Joe never surfaces before midday on Sunday; 
I got home at 2 am and Dad grounded me on the spot; She began to 
harbour doubts over the wisdom of their journey (LDOCE)). 

2 Dirven, referring to Ikegami’s (1987) goal-over-source principle according to 
which goals are more salient for humans than sources, claims that goal verbs 
greatly outnumber source verbs. 
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 Finally, in the essive schema, corresponding to Marchand’s ‘predicate - 
subject complement’ pattern, the patient is in metonymic focus by 
assigning to it a class membership status or an attribute (Dirven 1999: 
283). Indeed, volunteerV can be interpreted as acting as a volunteer, 
whereas knightV as making someone a knight, with the former having an 
agentive sense and the latter a goal sense. However, the content of the 
essive schema is far from being clear-cut. Dirven admits that this schema 
may combine, though rather unproductively, with the action schema, as for 
instance in the case of knightV expressing that an agent performs “the 
institutionalized act of elevating a person to knighthood” (1999: 234). 
Assigning an attribute to a patient through a noun from which a verb is 
converted is also problematic, for this relationship is only rarely expressed 
by a noun; an attribute is typically assigned to a patient through an 
adjective as in clean the table. Unlike the previous case, this is a very 
productive pattern in English; and here the essive schema also combines 
with the action schema. It is reasonable to assume that verbs converted 
from proper names such as HoudiniV in My sister Houdini’d her way out 
of the locked closet (Aronoff & Fudeman 2005: 135), or KrishnaV and 
hippyV in She wasn’t Krishna’d out, she was only hippied out (‘affected as 
a member of the Krishna sect’), or Hieronymus BoschedV in You’re in 
danger of being Hieronymus Bosched (‘put in a nightmare setting’) (Clark 
& Clark 1979: 783) also belong to the essive schema. I suppose this is so 
because the same semantic pattern applies to all these verbs as to 
volunteerV, namely ‘act as (is perceived as typical of) N’. 
 Having examined Marchand’s and Dirven’s classifications of N>V 
conversions, we can now turn to Clark & Clark’s classification, which 
although in many respects bears resemblance to the previous 
classifications, it is undeniably the most substantial classification of N>V 
conversions ever produced. It differs from the above classifications and 
other classifications not mentioned here not only in the number of 
attested examples, but, more significantly, in the depth of analyses it 
presents. The pragmatic implications of this classification have already 
been mentioned earlier, especially in sections 3.2 and 7.2.; here our main 
focus will be the metonymic motivations of denominal conversion verbs, 
which, as it has already been pointed out, are not dealt with at all in Clark 
& Clark’s 1979 paper.  
 In their classification the two authors include innovations like 
houseguestN>V, Sunday SchoolN>V as well as established conversion verbs 
like apeN>V, landN>V, stating that innovations and established (lexicalized) 
verbs cannot be precisely delineated. They are the two ends of a 
continuum, and well-established conversion verbs were themselves once 
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innovations (1979: 769). Generally speaking, each of the six classes of 
converted verbs Clark & Clark manage to identify follow the INNOVATIVE 
DENOMINAL VERB CONVENTION mentioned in (10) in section 7.2 (and 
earlier in section 3.2). In line with (10) f., each class is based on the 
semantic role the parent noun, i.e. the motivating nominal base from which 
the verb is converted, plays in the underlying syntactic-semantic pattern 
(which is also akin to the skeleton proposed by Lieber in 7.2). Clark & 
Clark (1979: 781) call attention to the fact that some conversion verbs in 
the semantic description of which the (role of the) parent noun is not 
detectable on the synchronic plane are problematic for their classification. 
Such verbs are the idiomatized boycottN>V and lynchN>V or the semantically 
idiosyncratic verbs landN>V and groundN>V. I shall return to the problems 
characterizing these verbs in Part IV.  
 The classes of converted verbs, or as Clark & Clark put it in the title of 
their study, nouns that surface as verbs, are as follows: locatum verbs (e.g. 
blanketN>V, tunnelN>V), location and duration verbs (e.g. kennelN>V, 
summerN>V), agent and experiencer verbs (e.g. jockeyN>V, witnessN>V), goal 
and source verbs (e.g. orphanN>V, letterN>V), instrument verbs (e.g. nailN>V, 
towelN>V) and miscellaneous verbs (e.g. lunchN>V, blackberryN>V). In the 
following sections these classes and their subclasses are presented with 
examples adopted from Clark & Clark (1979: 769-780). I include for each 
class the assumed underlying generic conceptual metonymy or 
metonymies suggested by Kövecses & Radden (1998: 60-61) in respect of 
the Action ICM. If relevant, I propose further (sub)metonymies evoked by 
different subclasses. We shall see that in some cases the dominating 
metonymic mappings are accompanied by metaphoric mappings as well. 
In the discussion of classes and subclasses of conversion verbs I 
substantially deviate from Clark & Clark’s argumentation, for my focus is 
on underlying conceptual mappings and not on pragmatic principles lying 
at the heart of their classification of N>V conversions.  

8.2.1. Locatum verbs 
A locatum verb refers to an action, involving some kind of motion, 

whereby a thing (in the Langackerean sense; see footnote 4 in 7.3.1) 
designated by the parent noun of the verb is either put on / in / around / 
along / over / etc. another thing or, conversely, removed from (the surface 
of) it. The presumed generic conceptual metonymy underlying the 
meaning of verbs belonging to this class is (cf. Kövecses & Radden 1998: 
60) 

 
OBJECT OF MOTION FOR THE MOTION. 
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We shall soon see that more specific submetonymies are also available for 
this class of conversion verbs. First, however, let us briefly examine the 
subclasses of locatum verbs identified by Clark  Clark (1979: 770 -771). 
Subclasses listed in (24) are arranged according to the following 
underlying sematic patterns: ‘put N on (along/over, etc.) x’ (cf. a. - n., s.), 
‘put N in x’ (cf. o., p.), ‘remove N from the surface/inside of x’ (cf. q., r.). 
 
(24a) a. blanket the bed, slipcover the cushion, camouflage the tents 
  b. paper the wall, spray-paint the door, whitewash the fence  
  c. roof the house, tarmac the road, forest the land 
  d. marmalade the toast, grease the pan, cold-cream one’s face 
  e. powder her nose, talc the baby, sawdust the floor 
  f. chrome the knife, silver the dish, tin the tray 
  g. man the ship, people the earth, mob the speaker 
  h. ice over, fog up, cloud over 
  i. glove her hands, shawl the child, fig-leaf the statue 
  j. saddle the horse, muzzle the dog, yoke the oxen 
  k. date the check, zip-code the letter, licence-plate the car 
  l. festoon the room, sequin the dress, tin-can the wedding car 
  m. crown the tooth, bait the hook, feather the hook 
  n. fence the yard, hedge the road, bridge the stream 

o. spice the food, cream the coffee, ice the drinks 
  p. hemstitch the cuff, buttonhole the shirt, ladder the nylons 

q. skin the rabbit, shell the peanuts, husk the corn 
  r. pit the cherries, pip the grapes, bone the fish 
  s. serenade the crowd, subpoena the president, dope the horse 
 
It seems that because of the semantic diversity the examples in subclasses 
a. - s. display, further specifications are possible within the above semantic 
patterns, especially within the pattern ‘put N on (along/over, etc.) x’ 
(discussed also in Kiparsky 1997; see 7.2). We can see, for instance, that 
subclasses g., k., l. and n., pertaining to this pattern, can alternatively be 
interpreted as ‘provide / equip x with N’. Or, the same pattern allows for 
the interpretation ‘cover x with N (partly or fully)’ with respect to 
subclasses a. - j. (see also section 10.2.2). Furthermore, in subclasses o., p. 
and s. ‘put N on x’ is understood figuratively since no meaning of physical 
movement is involved in the designated actions.  

Relying on these semantic patterns, a number of submetonymies can 
be postulated for the above subclasses of locatum verbs. These 
submetonymies are in effect derivations from the generic conceptual 
metonymy OBJECT OF MOTION FOR THE MOTION and they also underlie the 
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semantic diversity characterizing locatum verbs. So verbs in subclasses a. - 
f. seem to unequivocally evoke the submetonymy  
 

A THING (USED FOR) COVERING AN OBJECT FOR THE ACTION OF 
COVERING;  

 
a slightly different submetonymy is presumably at work in subclasses h., i. 
and j.:  
 

A THING (USED FOR) COVERING AN OBJECT PARTIALLY FOR THE ACTION 
OF PARTIAL COVERING.  

 
Submetonymies motivating the meaning of verbs in subclasses g., k., l. 
and n. respectively are  
 

PEOPLE FOR THE ACTION INVOLVING THOSE PEOPLE,  
A THING ATTACHED TO AN OBJECT FOR THE ACTION OF ATTACHING 
THAT OBJECT,  
A THING USED FOR DECORATION FOR THE ACTION OF DECORATING WITH 
THAT THING and  
AN OBJECT (BROUGHT) IN SPACIAL CONTIGUITY WITH ANOTHER OBJECT 
OR OBJECTS FOR THE ACTION INVOLVING THAT OBJECT. 

 
The submetonymy evoked by verbs in q. and r. is  
 

A THING REMOVED FOR THE ACTION OF REMOVING THAT THING.  
 
Finally, the first submetonymy below is evoked by verbs in o. and the 
other two by verbs in s.  
  

A THING ADDED TO A FOOD OR DRINK FOR THE ACTION OF ADDING THAT 
THING, 
A THING APPLIED TO A PERSON OR ANIMAL FOR THE ACTION INVOLVING 
THAT THING, 
A MEASURE TAKEN AGAINST A PERSON FOR THE ACTION INVOLVING 
THAT MEASURE.  

8.2.2. Location and duration verbs 

A location verb refers to an action, also involving some kind of a 
motion, whereby a thing is put either on a thing functioning as a surface or 
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in a thing functioning as a container (in the cognitive sense) designated by 
the parent noun of the verb. A duration verb, on the other hand, refers to 
an action of staying in a place for a period of time designated by the parent 
noun. Clark  Clark argue that the rationale for grouping these two types 
of verbs into one class is that the corresponding parent nouns of both types 
typically occur in prepositional phrases (1979: 773). The two types of 
verbs represent three basic semantic patterns and evoke two different 
conceptual metonymies. The three patterns are ‘put x in/on/at N’, also 
dealt with by Kiparsky (1997; see section 7.2), ‘remove x from N’ and 
‘spend N in x’, whereas the corresponding generic metonymies are 
 

DESTINATION OF THE MOTION FOR THE MOTION 
TIME PERIOD FOR A CHARACTERISTIC ACTIVITY IN THAT TIME PERIOD 

 
(Kövecses Radden 1998: 60-61). Similarly to the verbs belonging to the 
class of locatum verbs, verbs in this complex class also evoke further 
submetonymies some of which will be specified below. The list of 
subclasses belonging to this class is given in (24b) (Clark  Clark 1979: 
772-773).  
 
(24b) a. ground the planes, beach the boat, shelve the books 
  b. bench the players, doormat the boots, floor his opponent  
  c. chart the route, screen the movie, map the area  
  d. list the participants, book the flight, inventory the goods 
  e. headquarter the troops, jail the prisoner, room at the Waldorf 
  f. cellar the wine, garage the car, file-cabinet the letters 
  g. pot the begonias, sack the potato, tin the peaches 
  h. picture the man, film the action, photograph the children   
  i. mine the gold, quarry the gold, pod the peas 
  j. summer in France, holiday in Spain, honeymoon in Hawaii 
 
Location verbs in (24b) make up subclasses a. - i., whereas duration verbs 
are only found in j. Verbs in subclasses a. - d. share the semantic pattern 
‘put x on N’, and the semantic pattern shared by the verbs in e. - h. is ‘put 
x in N’. Analogously to subclasses q. and r. in (24b), the semantic pattern 
characterizing verbs in subclass i. is the converse of the patterns 
characterizing verbs in subclasses e. - h.: ‘remove x from N’. The 
examples also show that the two- or three-dimensional locations 
expressed by N are of very different kinds and in most subclasses can be 
interpreted as either destinations or containers or both involving some kind 
of motion designated by the respective verbs. In all probability this is 
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made possible by the ontological metaphors LOCATIONS ARE 
DESTINATIONS and LOCATIONS ARE CONTAINERS (cf. Lakoff  Johnson 
1980: 25-32). However, it must be noted that the semantic patterns ‘put x 
on N’ and ‘put x in N’ underlying verbs in subclasses c., d. and h. can only 
be interpreted figuratively or metaphorically, for no physical motion is 
involved in the actions they designate. 
 We can now look for some specific submetonymies evoked by 
conversion verbs belonging to individual subclasses. One such 
submetonymy evoked by verbs in subclasses a., b., e., f. and g. is  
  

A PLACE FOR THE ACTION OF PUTTING SOMETHING IN OR ON THAT PLACE  
 
The converse of this metonymy evoked by verbs in subclass i. is  
 

A PLACE FOR THE ACTION OF REMOVING SOMETHING FROM THAT PLACE.  
 
For verbs in subclasses c. and h. with locations containing some kind of 
visual information or image the following submetonymy can be 
postulated: 
 
  IMAGE FOR THE ACTION OF PRODUCING THAT IMAGE. 
 
A similar submetonymy seems to be at work in subclass d., where the 
locations are different forms of printed material, such as lists, books, etc.: 
 

PRINTED MATTER FOR THE ACTION OF PRODUCING THAT PRINTED 
MATTER. 

8.2.3. Agent and experiencer verbs 

An agent verb belonging to this class refers to an action which is 
traditionally associated with the person (or instigator) designated by the 
parent noun of the verb. If the parent noun is an animal term and the verb 
underlain by it designates a human activity believed to be characteristic of 
the animal in question, the meaning of the verb is the result of metaphoric 
mapping. Examples of such verbs are given in c., but they will be 
commented on in section 8.3.3. Experiencer verbs, constituting the small, 
semantically rather uneven subclass d., refer to activities performed by 
human observers designated by the parent nouns. Here metaphoric 
mapping is also detectable, as in fox the people. For the two types of verbs 



Conversion Verbs 143 

one semantic pattern, ‘act as typical of N’, can be postulated which in turn 
is underlain by two conceptual metonymies: 
 

AGENT FOR A CHARACTERISTIC ACTIVITY OF THAT AGENT 
 EXPERIENCER OF AN EVENT FOR THE EVENT 
 
(24c) contains the subclasses of verbs belonging to this complex class 
(Clark  Clark 1979: 773-774). 
 
(24c) a. umpire the match, police the park, tutor the boys 
  b. monitor an exam, escort the ambassador, boss the employee 
  c. fox the people, dog the escapee, buffalo the audience 
  d. witness the accident, boycott the store, badger the officials 
 

The parent nouns of agent verbs in a. and b. respectively signal 
occupations and special roles. Experiencer verbs converted from nouns are 
rather infrequent in present-day English; boycottV and badgerV mentioned 
in d. have lexicalized or idiomatized meanings, cf. ‘do the act one would 
do to Captain Boycott’ and badgerV ‘do the act a dog would do to a 
badger’ (Clark & Clark 1979: 774; see also 8.2). As was suggested above, 
foxV and, as a matter of fact, dogV and buffaloV too can also be taken to 
have arisen from metaphoric mapping. They will be discussed in 8.3.3. 
Subclasses a. and b. are motivated by the following submetonymy, which 
in fact is a version of AGENT FOR A CHARACTERISTIC ACTIVITY OF THAT 
AGENT:  
 

A PERSON WITH A SPECIFIC JOB FOR THE ACTIVITY CHARACTERISTIC OF 
THAT PERSON.  

 
No specific submetonymy can be formulated for verbs in subclass d., in 
which witness the accident may be seen as an example of metonymic 
mapping involving two ICMs, the Action ICM and the Perception ICM.  

8.2.4. Goal and source verbs 

A goal verb refers to an action whose result is designated by the 
corresponding parent noun. By contrast, a source verb refers to an action 
of producing an entity designated by the parent noun from its components. 
The semantic patterns that can be ascribed to these two types of verbs are 
‘make/turn x into N’ and ‘make x from N’, where N is interpretable either 



Chapter Eight 
 

144 

as goal or source. The conceptual metonymies underlying the verbs 
pertaining to these patterns are (Kövecses & Radden 1998: 60-61):  
 

RESULT FOR THE ACTION THAT BRINGS ABOUT THAT RESULT 
COMPONENT PARTS OF A WHOLE FOR THE ACTION THAT PRODUCES THE 
WHOLE 

 
The subclasses of this complex class of conversion nouns are given in 
(24d) (Clark & Clark 1979: 774-776): 
 
(24d) a. fool the man, orphan the child, knight Gawain 
  b. group the actors, regiment the crowd, cluster around the hive 
  c. pile the money, carpool the people, bundle the clothes 
  d. loop the rope, plait her hair, honeycomb the hills 
  e. powder the aspirin, crumb the bread, quarter the carcass 
  f. fingerprint the immigrants, script the movie; foal, cub, calf  
  g. piece the quilt together, word the sentence, letter the sign 
 
Subclasses of goal verbs are presented in a. - f. and the small subclass of 
source verbs in g. Goals, expressed by N, are roles and states related to 
humans (a.), collective entities (b.), masses and shapes of different kind 
(c., d.), pieces (e.) and products (f.). In g. instances of N, expressing 
different kinds of sources, refer to entities that can be pieced together from 
entities designated by the parent nouns of the source verbs in question. 
Similarly to the interpretation of locations discussed in 8.2.2, the 
interpretation of results as goals in this class can also be attributed to 
metaphoric mappings making it possible to conceptualize goals in terms of 
results. In my opinion conceptual submetonymies operating in the 
subclasses of goal verbs only differ from the generic conceptual 
metonymy in that in them the interpretation of N (= result) can be made 
more specific. Thus the corresponding submetonymies evoked by the 
verbs in subclasses a. - f. are as follows:  
 

MENTAL/PHYSICAL/SOCIAL STATE FOR THE ACTION THAT BRINGS ABOUT 
THAT STATE (a.),  
A GROUP(ING) OF HUMANS OR ANIMALS FOR THE ACTION THAT BRINGS 
ABOUT THAT GROUP(ING) (b.),  
THINGS STACKED FOR THE ACTION OF STACKING or SHAPE FOR THE 
ACTION THAT BRINGS ABOUT THAT SHAPE (c.),  
THE STATE OF BEING SMASHED / DISJOINTED FOR THE ACTION THAT 
BRINGS ABOUT THAT STATE (d.). 
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For verbs in subclasses f. and g. no specific submetonimies are available. 
Specific submetonimies evoked by foalV, cubV and calfV mentioned in f. 
will be discussed in section 8.3.3.  

8.2.5. Instrument verbs 

An instrument verb refers to an action carried out by means of an 
instrument designated by the parent noun of that verb. The semantic 
pattern characteristic of all verbs belonging to this subclass is ‘act using 
N’. In positing only one semantic pattern indicates that in the discussion of 
this type of converted verbs Clark & Clark (1979: 776-778) ignore the 
difference that Kiparsky (1983) made between brushV and hammerV on the 
one hand, and chainV and tapeV on the other (see section 7.2, especially 
(1a) and (1b)), claiming that the former pair of verbs represent Level 1 
V>N conversion, the action expressed by the verb being primary, whereas 
the latter pair represents Level 2 N>V conversion. On the face of it, it is 
the latter type of verbs that Clark & Clark take into account in their 
taxonomy. However, Kiparsky’s argument is difficult to accept. Not only 
because it is at variance with diachronic facts, but because there seems to 
be no a priori conceptual difference between an activity that is performed 
by using a non-canonical instrument and an activity carried out by using a 
canonical instrument. If this difference does not exist, the difference in the 
linguistic representation of these activities is not sustainable. Instead of 
setting up two groups of verbs with basically the same semantic (and 
conceptual) content, it is more reasonable to reformulate the above 
semantic pattern to make it suitable to accommodate both types of verbs 
indiscriminately: ‘act using N or x as if N’. This pattern is in line with 
dictionary definitions of the respective types of converted verbs, for 
hammerV (belonging to subclass j. below) is defined in OALD4 as ‘hit or 
beat (sth) with a hammer or as if with a hammer’ (emphasis is added; see 
also section 10.5), whereas tapeV (belonging to subclass c. below) is 
defined in the same dictionary as ‘tie or fasten sth with a tape’.  

Clark & Clark observe that instrument verbs are the commonest 
denominal verbs and possibly because of this in the suclasses they 
occasionally only list verbs with no complements attached to them. The 
generic conceptual metonymy suggested by Kövecses & Radden for this 
class of verbs is   
 

INSTRUMENT FOR THE ACTION INVOLVING THAT INSTRUMENT 
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Subclasses of instrument verbs suggested by Clark & Clark (1979: 776-
780) are listed in (24e). 
 
(24e) a. scooter, helicopter, stretcher, tanker the oil to the US  
  b. nail, tack, staple, screw, paper-clip, rivet, wire 
  c. cement, glue, gum, tape, scotch-tape, cello-tape 
  d. chain, clamp, handcuff, fetter, gag, seat-belt 
  e. bar, latch, lock, padlock, tether, cable, anchor 
  f. buckle his belt, clasp his belt, hook her dress, strap on skis 
  g. mop the floor, floor-sweeper the carpet, Hoover the rug 

h. sponge the window clean, flannel one’s face, steel-wool the pan 
  i. shampoo his hair, Vim the bath, Windex the pain 
  j. hammer the nail, club the man over the head, lance the armour 
  k. knife the man, bayonet the enemy, tomahawk the settlers 
  l. bomb the village, torpedo the ship, shell the fort 
  m. trap the gopher, bear-trap the man, lasso the calf 

n. block the road, shield the child, screen the people from the view 
  o. shadow the suspect, track the criminal, trail the deer 
  p. trumpet the music, pipe the tune, fiddle the tune 

q. fork the pickle, tablespoon the soup into the bowl, microwave the 
chicken 

  r. laundrette the clothes, school the children, hotel it 
  s. head the ball, eyeball the data, toe the resin 

t. lever the door open, wrench the bolt loose, pitchfork the hay into 
the wagon  

u. jack up the car, catapult the rock into fortress, Xerox the article 
v. school-bell the class to order, bankroll the venture, X-ray the 

bone 
 

It goes without saying that the notion of instrument in this taxonomy is 
used in the broadest possible sense, including instruments per se as in 
subclasses a., b., k. and q., and things, objects, substances that can be 
considered instruments only with some reservations as in subclasses i., o. 
or r. Concretely, the parent nouns of the verbs belonging to this class 
express the following kinds of instruments: means of transport (a.); 
fastening with nails or similar things (b.), or with different kinds of glues 
(c.), restrainers (d.), locks and lines (e.) and parts of clothes (f.); cleaning 
implements and cleansers (g., h., i.); instruments used for hitting (j.), 
cutting and stabbing (k.), destroying (l.), catching (m.) and blocking (n.); 
musical instruments (p.), kitchen utensils (r.); body parts (s.), and simple 
and complex tools (t., u.). Parent nouns pertaining to verbs in v. are 
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difficult to classify into neatly determined types of instruments, for each 
noun must be interpreted on its own as an instrument used to accomplish 
the activity designated by the verb. Furthermore, interpreting parent nouns 
as instruments in subclasses o. and r. is somewhat problematic. In the case 
of r. parent nouns refer to places of different kinds where specific 
activities can be carried out serving at best as indirect instruments in the 
sense that activities are carried out not directly by them, but by the 
facilities or equipment they provide. As regards the interpretation of parent 
nouns of verbs in o., they can be treated as designating even less 
straightforward instruments than nouns in r., since in these cases the 
activities themselves are the instruments expressed by the denominal 
verbs; namely, shadowing, tracking or trailing are instrumental in catching 
a person or an animal without being the proper instruments or means of 
catching. The broad understanding of instruments outlined above makes it 
unnecessary to postulate specific submetonymies for conversion verbs 
belonging to individual subclasses. The generic metonymy INSTRUMENT 
FOR THE ACTION INVOLVING THAT INSTRUMENT seems to be sufficient to 
account for (the uses of) all instrument verbs converted from nouns. 

That locatum and location verbs sometimes acquire instrumental sense 
has already been implied in Kiparsky (1997). This correlation is made 
more explicit in Clark & Clark (1979: 779) in respect of verbs such as 
leashV or netV The authors point out that the expression leash the dog is 
ambiguous, since it can be paraphrased either as ‘put a leash on a dog’ or 
‘restrain a dog by putting a leash on it’, the former representing the 
locatum sense and the latter the instrumental sense. Similarly, net a fish, as 
opposed to the unambiguous net a spot-kick (Yahoo! News, March 11, 
2013), is also ambiguous for its meaning is either ‘cause the fish to be in 
the net’ or ‘catch the fish with a net’. This then entails that netV can be a 
location verb as well as an instrument verb. 

8.2.6. Miscellaneous verbs  

In addition to the types of verbs mentioned so far, there are a few other 
semantic groups of verbs that do not fit into any of the above classes. 
These are denominal verbs whose parent nouns designate meals or foods 
(a.), crops or catch (b.), parts of something (c.) and elements (d.). They are 
presented in (24f), with selected examples taken from Clark & Clark 
(1979: 780): 

 
(24f) a. lunch, luncheon, breakfast, supper, picnic, snack, cheesburger 
  b. blackberry in the woods, hay the top field, timber off the hills 
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c. the shot rimmed off the basket (basketball), wing the birds, rear-
end the van 

  c. rain, snow, hail, sleet 
 

No single generic conceptual metonymy can be postulated for this class; 
the respective submetonymies possibly evoked by the verbs in each 
subclass are as follows:  

 
A MEAL OR FOOD FOR EATING THAT MEAL OR FOOD 
CROPS FOR COLLECTING THOSE CROPS 
A PART FOR THE ACTION INVOLVING THAT PART 
ELEMENTS FOR THE ACTION INVOLVING THESE ELEMENTS 

 
According to Clark & Clark subclass b. also includes verbs whose parent 
nouns designate animals such as crab, fish, shrimp, shark, whale, pearl, 
mouse, termite, etc. and they have the meaning ‘catch N’. This allows for 
an alternative submetonymy for this subclass:  
 

AN ANIMAL FOR CATCHING THAT ANIMAL.  
 
These verbs will be further discussed in the next section. 
 Clark & Clark also observe that some of the converted verbs here 
could as well be taken to pertain to locatum verbs. Such verbs are those 
belonging to subclass a., but the authors note that the scope of these meal 
and food verbs is much more limited than that of locatum verbs. Another 
verb from subclass b. is hayV which is very much like verbs in (24a) q. and 
r., but whereas in the case of verbs belonging to the latter subclasses the 
location from which N is removed has to be mentioned (e.g. skin the 
rabbit, pit the cherry), in the case of hayV more emphasis is placed “on 
collecting hay than on ridding the field of it” as in Roger hays for living. A 
further verb from subclass c. that may also be treated as a locatum verb, 
according to Clark & Clark, is rear-endV in The car rear-ended the van, 
meaning that the car crashed into the van. However, this interpretation of 
rear-endV does not seem to be acceptable, since the crashing of the car 
into the rear part of the van designated by the parent noun cannot be 
interpreted as causing the car to be put on the rear-end of the van, that is, 
no ‘have-on’ relationship is established, which is typical of ordinary 
locatum verbs (see again Kiparsky 1997 discussed in 7.2). In my opinion 
the same refers to meal and food verbs in a., i.e. they cannot be interpreted 
as possible locatum verbs either.  
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 Careful readers will have noticed that in the above taxonomy, with the 
exception of (24a) h., e.g. cloud over, (24b) e., e.g. room at the Waldorf 
and (24e) a., e.g. scooterV, for the most part transitive verbs have been 
mentioned. It really is the case that the vast majority of English converted 
verbs is transitive; nevertheless intransitive verbs, more precisely, the 
intransitive (e.g. The window iced over) or middle uses (e.g. The wall 
papered nicely) of transitive verbs, though rather infrequently, do occur 
almost in each class (Clark & Clark 1979: 771). These uses arise from the 
same metonymic mappings and thus they evoke the same conceptual 
metonymies as the transitive verbs mentioned above. In (25) some 
intransitive and middle verbs adopted from Clark & Clark (1979: 769-780) 
are listed; the corresponding subclasses are given in brackets.  
 
(25) ice over, mist over, fog up (cf. (24a) h.) 
  hut, nest, roost, slum, youth-hostel in Europe (cf. (24b) e.) 

clown around, slave over the work, vagabond in Europe (cf. (24c) 
b.) 
cluster around the hive, club together, the fish schooled (cf. (24d) 
b.) 
the water puddled/pooled on the floor (cf. (24d) c.) 
bead with sweat, the car jackknifed, the clouds mushroomed (cf. 
(24d) d.) 
auto, caravan, Greyhound, sledge, chopper, roller-skate (cf. (24e) 
a.) 

  ranch, farm, garden, market (cf. (34e) r.) 
 
 Summing up the above classification of N>V conversions, the 
conclusion can be made that it is based on semantic-syntactic 
consideration that can be best described as metonymic mappings taking 
place in Action ICMs. In the next section we shall see that in a specific 
group of N>V conversions metonymic mappings are either replaced or 
accompanied by metaphoric mappings. 

8.3. N>V conversions arising from metaphoric mappings 

 In this section, drawing mostly on Martsa (1997, 1999, 2000, 2001, 
2003, 2006, 2007a, 2007b, 2009, 2012a, 2012b), I examine a group of 
N>V conversions in which the parent nouns are names for animals and the 
resultant verbs, called here animal verbs, denote activities that are related 
to the animals the parent nouns refer to. Consider the examples in (26), in 
which each italicized verb denotes a human activity associated with a 
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characteristic behavioural trait of the animal expressed by the 
corresponding parent noun: 
 
(26) Banks are helping ferret out Al Qaeda’s money networks with 

fancy new software. (Newsweek; December 17, 2001; p. 26) 
They survive more than rise, and Hu has wisely spent most of the 
past decade keeping a low profile and parroting the wisdom of his 
boss. (Newsweek; December 31, 2001 - January 7, 2002; p. 71) 
After all, some like Schmidt’s carping about Carter proved 
pretty close to the mark. (Newsweek; February 18, 2002; p.13) 

 
It will be demonstrated below that in the case of animal verbs occasionally 
metaphoric and metonymic mappings work simultaneuosly in triggering 
the figurative uses of animal names and the verbs converted from them. 
Before that, however, we need to consider two issues essential to the 
interpretation of the figurative uses of animal terms; one is the 
ethnobiological classification of animals and the other is the conceptual 
construct of the GREAT CHAIN metaphor.  

8.3.1. Ethnobiological classifications of animals 

Ethnobiological taxonomies are verbal manifestations of how people 
conceptualize natural kinds such as animals and plants in different 
cultures. Berlin et al. (1973), Berlin (1992), and a number of other authors, 
including Apresjan (1974), Rosch (1977), Hunn (1976), Brown (1979), 
and Wierzbicka (1985, 1996), have pointed out that ethno- or folk 
biological classifications are highly systematic as they are universally 
organized into a taxonomic hierarchy of mutually exclusive categories of 
ranks or levels such as ‘unique beginners’ or ‘kingdom taxa’ (e.g. animal), 
‘life form taxa’ (e.g. mammal, reptile), ‘generic taxa’ (e.g. cat, snake), and 
‘specific taxa’ (e.g. Siamese, rattle snake). According to Wierzbicka 
(1985), some culturally highly salient specific taxa may also subsume 
‘varietal taxa’ like cocker spaniel, golden retriever signalling subspecies 
of the specific taxa of spaniels and retrievers. 

Concerning the above animal taxa, I have argued for the high 
conceptual and cultural salience of the category of generic or basic level 
terms (Martsa 1999, 2001, 2003, 2007a, 2007b). In the cognitive sense, 
these taxa are in fact basic level terms for animals which are 
predominantly monomorphemic lexemes like dog, cat, and monkey. 
Morphological simplicity is conducive to the conceptual entrenchment of 
these terms, which means that they are not only learned earlier by children 
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than the conceptually more comprehensive superordinate life form terms 
or the less comprehensive polymorphemic or polynomial subordinate 
specific terms, but as a rule they are retrieved more readily than the terms 
pertaining to other categories. So an animal, say a reptile, is more likely 
identified by a non-expert speaker as a crocodile and not as a specimen of 
fresh water or salt water crocodile; or a feline is more probably recognized 
just as a cat and not as a Californian spangled or a Siberian snowshoe 
(Martsa 2007a: 210). Moreover, owing to their deep conceptual and 
cultural entrenchment, folk generic terms for animals, also called rigid 
designators (Cruse 1986: 141), lend themselves to figurative uses far more 
frequently than names belonging to other ethnobiological categories.  

8.3.2. The GREAT CHAIN metaphor 

Relying on the tenets of cognitive semantics, especially on Lakoff & 
Turner’s (1989) theory, Martsa (2001: 775-778) suggests that it is through 
the GREAT CHAIN metaphor that the metaphoric applications of generic 
terms can be explained most effectively. It is this metaphor that makes it 
possible to comprehend human character traits via attributes of non-human 
entities; and vice versa, it allows us to view certain non-human entities 
through human characteristics. Lakoff & Turner (1989: 166-170) explain 
that the GREAT CHAIN metaphor is not just a type of conceptual metaphors, 
but a conceptual construct made up of the implicit cultural model of the 
Great Chain of Being, a generic-level metaphor (GENERIC IS SPECIFIC), a 
commonsense theory of the Nature of Things, and the communicative 
principle of the Maxim of Quantity ‘Be as informative as is required and 
not more so’ (cf. Grice 1975). These components will be surveyed briefly 
below to specify the role they play in sanctioning conceptual mappings 
under consideration.  
 The schematic description of the cultural model of the (basic) Great 
Chain of Being is given in (27):  
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(27) 
          H  U  M  A  N  S 
 
 

    

              ANIMALS    
    
                             PLANTS   
   
                    COMPLEX OBJECTS  
             NATURAL PHYSICAL OBJECTS 

 
This decription shows that this model is a hierarchy of humans, animals, 
plants, complex objects (artefacts) and natural physical things, and it is 
structured from the top to the bottom and from the bottom to the top 
(Kövecses 1997: 328). 
 The structuring from the top to the bottom ( ), in accordance with the 
working of the GENERIC IS SPECIFIC metaphor, allows speakers to 
metaphorically comprehend human attributes not only as animal attributes 
like in Sam is a pig (Searle 1993: 83), but also as attributes of plants as in 
She is a budding beauty (Lakoff & Turner 1989: 53) and inanimate, 
natural physical things as in Sally is a block of ice (Searle 1993: 83). It is 
the conceptual metaphor HUMANS ARE ANIMALS and a number of 
submetaphors derivable from it that motivate the comprehension of human 
attributes and behaviour through animal attributes and behaviour 
(Kövecses 1997; Martsa 2001, 2003, 2007a; see also (20) in section 7.3.4). 

In the human vs. animal relation the structuring from the bottom to the 
top ( ) ensures the comprehension of animals and their attributes through 
humans and their attributes. This can be seen, for instance, in some 
English polynomial specific animal terms like monarch butterfly, crowned 
crane, ladybug, king cobra, etc., which explicitly demonstrate specific 
human characteristics such as royalty or grace attributed to the designated 
animals and which evoke the conceptual metaphor ANIMALS ARE HUMANS, 
being the reverse of the aforementioned conceptual metaphor HUMANS ARE 
ANIMALS (Nilsen 1996: 263-264).   

The Nature of Things is a folk theory motivated by the knowledge 
generations of humans have acquired about lower forms of being (Lakoff 
& Turner 1989: 169-170). In my opinion, in the case of animals, and more 
particularly, in the case of generic and specific animal terms, this 
knowledge is most adequately described by what Wierzbicka calls in her 
semantic theory thematic parts (1985: 161-179; 1996: 340-347). She 
contends that in people’s conceptualizations of animals the following 
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thematic parts are relevant: ‘habitat’, ‘size’, ‘appearance’, ‘behaviour’, 
and, most importantly, ‘relation to people’. These thematic parts constitute 
a body of culture-dependent, automatically retrievable frame or 
encyclopaedic knowledge about animals which, as will be shown 
presently, gives rise to the metaphoric applications of animal terms.  
 The communicative principle of the Maxim of Quantity imposes 
pragmatic constraints on which animal features get mapped onto which 
human features and, vice versa, which human features are usually mapped 
onto animals. As for mapping animals onto humans, it is only the 
essential, culturally and psychologically salient properties such as 
behaviour, internal states, desires, emotions, limited cognitive abilities of 
animals that are mapped onto humans, and, consequently, it is these 
properties that become lexicalized in the form of various linguistic 
constructions. Analyses of different types of animal metaphors lexicalized 
in English folk generic animal terms (e.g. pig, dog), in verbs converted 
from animal names (e.g. to pig on, to wolf down), in animal-based idioms 
(e.g. play chicken, chicken-hearted, to go the whole hog, snake in the 
grass) and proverbs (e.g. Don’t count your chickens before they are 
hatched) have revealed that in most cases what gets mapped can be 
specified in terms of one or more submetaphors (or specific level 
metaphors) derived from the ontological metaphor HUMANS ARE ANIMALS 
(Martsa 1999, 2001, 2003). Thus, for example, in (28)  
 
(28) As soon as they get paid they squirrel the money away so they 

won’t be tempted to touch it. (CIDE) 
 
(mentioned earlier in 2.3.2 too as (26)) the phrasal verb squirrel away 
evokes the conceptual metaphor PEOPLE HIDING/STORING THINGS FOR 
LATER USE ARE SQUIRRELS, which signals that, due to the operation of the 
Maxim of Quantity what gets mapped is the instinctual far-sightedness of 
squirrels as perceived by human observers and not agility, cuteness or the 
long, bushy tail which are also salient characteristics of this kind of 
animals.  

Finally, it is also important to note that along with features that are 
freely mapped in the animal vs. human relation (e.g. far-sightedness 
(squirrels vs. humans), gluttony (pigs vs. humans), and steadfastness (lions 
vs. humans)) there are human or animal features that do not seem to be 
eligible for mapping. For instance, no examples are available for 
metaphorical applications of animal terms to people with mental or 
physical disabilities. In all probability the mapping of such traits is 
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disallowed by the anthropocentric Nature of Things and the pragmatic 
principle of the Maxim of Quantity.   

Drawing on the top-to-down and the bottom-to-top hierarchy of the 
GREAT CHAIN metaphor, in Martsa (2007a: 213-214) I argued for two types 
of metaphorical mappings between the domains of humans and animals 
that give rise to the metaphoric uses of generic and specific terms for 
animals. One of them is a bidirectional, in fact reciprocal metaphorical 
mapping which consists in the projection of humans onto animals, a 
process known as anthropomorphization (cf. ANIMALS ARE HUMANS), and 
in the parallel projection of animals back onto humans, a process known as 
zoomorphization (cf. HUMANS ARE ANIMALS). This sequence of 
anthropomorphization and zoomorphization, stemming from the top-to-
bottom and from the bottom-to-top hierarchy of the GREAT CHAIN 
metaphor, is fully in keeping with Lakoff & Turner’s claim that 

 
[a]nimals act instinctively, and different kinds of animals have different 
kinds of instinctive behaviour. We comprehend their behaviour in terms of 
human behaviour, and we use the language of human character traits to 
describe such behaviour. Cleverness, loyalty, courage, rudeness, 
dependability, and fickleness are human traits, and when we attribute such 
character traits to animals we are comprehending the behaviour of those 
animals metaphorically in human terms. (1989: 194) - Emphasis is 
included. 

 
As the anthropocentric applications of the generic terms such as chicken, 
fox, pig, snake, etc. reveal, bidirectional mappings tend to evoke thematic 
parts ‘behaviour’ and ‘relation to people’ within the Nature of Things 
(Martsa 1999).  

With respect to the generic term pig the relevant thematic parts, 
reflecting the corresponding folk knowledge related to this animal, can be 
depicted in the following way. Pigs, like many other animal species, are 
often perceived by speakers in a number of cultures as creatures having or 
displaying human characteristics. Thus certain salient instinctual character 
and behavioural traits of pigs are perceived as, or associated with, certain 
human character and behavioural traits and consequently these pig-traits 
come to be comprehended as projections or mappings of human traits onto 
pigs. Indeed, the instinctual behaviour of pigs that when being fed they 
rush to the trough and keep jostling and pushing each other in order to get 
the best position and the greatest possible amount of food are seen in many 
cultures as projections of such human traits as gluttony, greediness, or 
meanness onto pigs. This is anthropomorphization, the first cognitive 
operation in the process of conceptual mapping. The next cognitive 
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operation, in accord with the structure of the Great Chain of Being, is the 
submapping of the relevant anthropomorphized traits of pigs back onto 
humans, making the process of conceptual mapping and thus the process 
of metaphorization complete. This explains why the generic term pig as a 
word metaphor can metaphorically designate a gluttonous, greedy or an 
untrustworthy, mean person, similarly to its French, German, Hungarian, 
and Russian equivalents: cochon, Schwein, disznó, svinja. As has already 
been mentioned, the mapped traits can be expressed in terms of conceptual 
metaphors. For instance, the animal verbs in (29) respectively evoke the 
conceptual submetaphors A PERSON EATING A LOT RAPIDLY IS A PIG and AN 
UNRELIABLE/UNTRUSTWORTHY PERSON IS A PIG: 
 
(29) She is always pigging herself on chocolate. (CIDE) 

What a pig! He refused to help, even though he could see we were 
having trouble. (CIDE) 

 
For the successful working of unidirectional conceptual mappings either of 
the two aforesaid cognitive operations anthropomorphization or 
zoomorphization is sufficient and each of them evokes the same 
thematic parts as bidirectional mappings. We shall see that in the case of 
animal verbs both types of mapping are relevant, with the proviso that out 
of the two types of unidirectional mapping zoomorphization is more 
frequent. ParrotV and carpV (about) mentioned in (26) above are cases in 
point, since it would be counter-intuitive to assume that their metaphoric 
senses arise from mapping some human behavioural or character traits 
onto some instinctual traits of parrots and carp and then mapping these 
anthropomorphised traits back onto humans. A more natural assumption is 
that some instinctual traits of parrots and carp as perceived by humans, 
namely that parrots can mimic what people say and that a carp, like any 
other species of fish, while breathing keeps opening and closing its mouth 
to pump water through its gills are directly zoomorphised, i.e. projected 
onto such human behavioural traits as repeating what other people say and 
talking querulously or complaining constantly about something. 

In view of these considerations we can now turn to the detailed 
discussion of conceptual mappings underlying denominal verbs converted 
from animal names. 

8.3.3. Animal verbs 

According to the underlying conceptual mappings, three types of 
English animal verbs can be identified. There are verbs which are related 
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to the motivating animal names either through metonymic mappings or 
through metaphoric mappings or through their combination. The first type 
is illustrated in (30): 
 
(30)  About September they take their Mares into the house again where 

they keep them till they foal. (OED2) 
The sea here has been fished intensely over the last ten years. 
(CIDE) 
The dogs went ratting. (LDELC) 

       Consult the vet about worming your puppy. (CCELD) 
 
We have seen earlier that these verbs in Marchand’s classification belong 
to the ‘Predicate - object’ class, and Clark & Clark list them among goal 
verbs ((24d) f.) underlain by the conceptual metonymy RESULT FOR THE 
ACTION THAT BRINGS ABOUT THAT RESULT. As far as animal verbs in (30) 
are concerned, they evoke further specific submetonymies; namely, the 
animal verb in the first sentence evokes the submetonymy YOUNG ANIMAL 
FOR BRINGING THAT ANIMAL FORTH, whereas the verbs in the other three 
sentences evoke the submetonymy ANIMAL FOR CATCHING / 
EXTERMINATING THAT ANIMAL. Other animal verbs motivated by the first 
submetonymy include calfV, cubV, kittenV, lambV, puppyV and by the 
second fishV, fleaV, foxV (mostly in Am.E.), ratV, sealV, whaleV.  
 Animal verbs of the second type arise from different kinds of 
metaphorical mapping and from the combination of metaphorical and 
metonymic mappings. These mappings are conceptually determined by the 
GREAT CHAIN metaphor, especially by two of its components, the Nature of 
Things and the Maxim of Quantity. There seem to be two distinct semantic 
patterns within this type, characterizing the relationship between animal 
verbs and their parent nouns. One rather infrequent pattern is where the 
parent noun has no metaphorical sense applying to people and therefore 
the metaphorical sense of the verb results directly from mapping an 
instinctual trait of the animal denoted by the parent noun directly onto a 
human behavioural trait expressed by the verb. What takes place here is in 
fact a type of unidirectional mapping, specified earlier as 
zoomorphization. To this pattern belong carpV, ferretV (out), hareV and 
squirrelV. In all probability the (US slang) verb storkV ‘make pregnant’ 
also belongs to this pattern; its meaning, however, results from a specific 
kind of anthropomorphization, projecting not a human behavioural trait 
but a particular piece of folk knowledge or belief that storks deliver babies 
onto storks. Another more frequent pattern is where the parent noun has 
one or more metaphoric senses applying to humans, but the metaphorical 
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sense of the verb converted from it is only indirectly related to one of these 
senses, or not related to them at all. The verb seems to result from the 
unidirectional mapping of zoomorphization, involving the projection of an 
instinctual trait (or traits) of the animal denoted by the parent noun onto 
human behavioural trait (or traits) profiled by the verb. Verbs belonging to 
this pattern include beetleV, cowV, droneV, duckV, hareV (off), parrotV, 
rabbitV and weaselV. 

In the third type the apparent metaphoric sense of the verb is directly 
related to the similar sense of the parent noun which in turn results from 
bidirectional mapping. Here the meaning of the verb can also be seen as 
the semantic extension of the noun’s corresponding sense. Moreover, the 
claim can be made that this sense of the animal verbs belonging to this 
type is metonymic, resulting from metonymic mapping whereby the 
person expressed metaphorically by an animal name stands for the activity 
typical of that person. So if a person, whether humorously or 
contemptuously, is called a chicken, he is perceived as a coward who is 
easily scared just like a real-world chicken, and the verb chickenV (out) 
will denote an activity or behaviour typical of that person; namely, he does 
not do what he said he would do because he is afraid. Other verbs 
belonging to this type are, for instance, beaverV (away), monkeyV (about), 
pigV (on) and foxV. The conceptual metonymy evoked by these verbs can 
be formulated in the following way: 

 
(31) 1ANIMAL FOR THE ACTIVITY / BEHAVIOUR (PERCEIVED AS) TYPICAL 

OF 2ANIMAL 
 
1ANIMAL metaphorically designates a person with an attribute or attributes 
of 2ANIMAL (=real-world animal) projected onto him.  
 It is an important fact about animal verbs that some of them may 
belong to more than one type. Such verbs are for instance fishV, mentioned 
in (22) in section 8.2, ferretV and wormV mentioned in (32a) and (32b) 
below. In the first sentence in (32a) ferretV illustrates metonymic mapping 
and in the second unidirectional metaphoric mapping of zoomorphization; 
in the three sentences in (32b) wormV respectively exemplifies metonymic 
mapping (see also (30)), unidirectional metaphoric mapping 
(zoomorphization) and bidirectional mapping characterizing the third type 
of animal verbs. Cp.: 
 
(32a) The tenants … have permission to ferret and dig rabbits. (OED2) 

She ferreted in her bag for a pen. (LDOCE)  
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(32b) Consult the vet about worming your puppy. (CCELD) 
He wormed his way under the fence. (LDOCE) 
Steve wormed his way out of going to the meeting. (LDOCE) 

   
 To conclude this section, in Table 8-1 a summary of the types of 
animal verbs is given:  
 
Types 
 

Underlying conceptual mappings Examples 

1 The animal verb arises from 
metonymic mapping 

 fishV, puppyV, 
whaleV 

2a The animal verb arises from 
unidirectional metaphoric mapping, 
i.e. from zoomorphization or from 
anthropomorphization 

carpV, squirrelV, 
storkV 

2b The animal verb arises from 
unidirectional metaphoric mapping 

apeV, droneV, 
parrotV 

3 The animal verb arises from 
metonymic mapping preceeded by 
metaphoric mapping underlying the 
respective sense of the parent noun 

monkeyV, horseV, 
pigV 

 
Table 8-1 Types of animal verbs according to the underlying conceptual 

mappings 
 

In the following two sections (cf. Martsa 1999) I elaborate on the 
Types 2 and 3 of animal verbs. First, in 8.3.3.1, based mostly on examples 
and explications adopted from dictionaries, I attempt to describe 
schematically the genesis of the metaphoric and / or metonymic senses of 
selected animal verbs together with thematic parts called to mind by these 
senses and justified by the explications offered by the dictionaries. Then, 
in section 8.3.3.2, drawing also on attested examples taken from 
dictionaries and the BNC, I give an overview of metaphoric mappings 
underlying animal name > animal verb conversion pairs pertaining to each 
type. 



Conversion Verbs 159 

8.3.3.1. The genesis of metaphoric and metonymic senses 
of animal verbs 

Type 2a 
The metaphorical sense/s of animal verbs belonging to this pattern derive/s 
from the unidirectional mapping of one or more instinctual traits of 
animals designated by the parents nouns and specifiable in terms of 
thematic parts onto human activities. As was mentioned in the previous 
section, the mapping in question is predominantly zoomorphization and 
the verbs that pertain to this rather infrequent type are hareN>V, ferretN>V, 
squirrelN>V and storkN>V. The presentation of each example in (33) is 
designed in the following way: in the box on the left those thematic parts are 
given the relevance of which is justified by the metaphorical applications 
given in the box on the right; ‘ ’ marks the respective conceptual mappings, 
both metaphoric and metonymic. The explications of features pertaining to 
thematic part/s as well as the explications of metaphorical senses are given in 
brackets; the two kinds of explications are adopted from the designated 
dictionaries.   
 
(33)  
a. 
hareN 
BEHAVIOUR [animals of this kind 
are known to be able to run fast, 
especially when they are frightened] 

 hareV 
[Br.E.; run or go very fast] 
He hared off down the road. 
(LDOCE) 

 
b. 
ferretN 
BEHAVIOUR [animals of this kind 
are known to be good and fierce 
hunters] 
 
 
 
RELATION TO PEOPLE [animals of 
this kind are kept by people for 
hunting rabbits and rats] 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

ferretV1 
[search busily for a thing (in not a 
very organized way) (about 
humans)]  
The General Director ferreted in 
his breast pocket for his reading 
glasses. (CEGM) 
 
ferretV2 (out) 
[find sth thoroughly searching]  
O’Connor was the person who 
ferreted out the truth in this case. 
(CEGM) 
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c. 
squirrelN 
BEHAVIOUR [animals of this kind 
are known to hide or store food in 
order to eat it later] 

 
 

 

squirrelV (away) 
[hide sth (about humans)]  
As soon as they get paid they 
squirrel the money away so they 
won’t be tempted to touch it. 
(CIDE) 

 
d. 
storkN 
RELATION TO PEOPLE [birds of 
this kind are believed to deliver new-
born babies to people’s homes] 

 
 

 

storkV 
[make pregnant] 
Jim storked her; that’s why she’s 
not back up here this year. (OED2) 

 
Type 2b 
In this pattern the parent nouns denoting animals have one or more 
metaphorical senses, but the metaphorical sense/s of the verbs converted 
from them are only indirectly related to one of them, or, as was pointed out 
earlier, not related to them at all. Similarly to verbs in Type 2a, the 
metaphorical sense/s of verbs also result/s from the unidirectional mapping 
of particular instinctual traits of animals as perceived by humans onto the 
activity/activities profiled by the verb. In the presentation of examples in 
(34), including apeN>V, cowN>V, dogN>V and wolfN>V, the metaphorical 
senses of the parent nouns are also mentioned.  
 
(34)  
a. 
apeN 
 
APPEARANCE [animals of this kind 
are perceived as having a clumsy 
build and ugly face] 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

apeN[human] 
 
[ugly, clumsy, stupid person]  
Show me your identity card instead 
of shooting at my feet, you ape. 
(CCELD) 

RELATION TO PEOPLE [animals 
of this kind are known for their 
ability to mimic human gestures, 
especially in captivity] 

apeV 
 
[imitate, mimic, usually 
unsuccessfully (about humans / 
things)]  
He called the new building 
unoriginal and said that it merely 
aped the classical traditions. 
(CIDE) 
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b. 
cowN 
 
APPEARANCE [animals of this kind 
are seen as ugly and clumsy creatures] 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

cowN[human] 
 
[a woman unpleasant in 
appearance or behaviour]  
That interfering old cow has never 
liked me. (OALD8) 

BEHAVIOUR [animals of this type 
are shy and timid] 

cowV 

 
[bring under control by violence, 
threat; frighten (about humans)]  
The people were cowed by the 
execution of their leaders. 
(LDELC) 

 
c. 
dogN 
 
APPEARANCE/BEHAVIOUR 
[some species of animals of this kind 
are fierce and dangerous] 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

dogN[human] 
 
[an unpleasant, evil person]  
He let her down, the dirty dog. 
(CCELD) 

BEHAVIOUR/RELATION TO 
PEOPLE [animals of this kind are as 
a rule faithful to their masters] 

dogV1 
 
[follow closely (animals closely)]  
He’s been dogging me all day. 
(CCELD) 
 
dogV2 
 
[be with sb all the time (about 
things)]  
We were dogged by bad luck 
throughout the journey. (LDOCE) 
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d. 
wolfN 
 
BEHAVIOUR [animals of this kind 
usually hunt in packs; male species 
are also known to roam and hunt 
alone] 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

wolfN1[human]  
 
[a person who prefers to be alone] 
A lone wolf (LDOCE) 
 
wolfN2[human] 
 
[a womanizer]  
He had the reputation of being a bit 
of a wolf. (CIDE) 
 

BEHAVIOUR [animals of this kind 
eat quickly and greedily] 

wolfV (down) 
 
[eat a large amount quickly and 
greedily (about humans/animals)]  
The boys wolfed the sandwiches 
down and then started on the cakes. 
(CIDE) 

 
Some other verbs belonging to this pattern are beetleV, bullV, droneV, 
duckV, rabbitV, snakeV and wormV. 
 
Type 3 
The metaphorical senses of animal verbs belonging to this complex type 
derive from the parent nouns’ corresponding senses. While the metaphoric 
senses of the parent nouns result from bidirectional mappings, the 
metaphoric senses of animal verbs are in effect the metonymic extensions 
of the respective metaphoric senses of parent nouns. In the presentation of 
examples in (35), including beaverN>V, chickenN>V, monkeyN>V and pigN>V, 
the three boxes are intended to describe multiple mappings underlying the 
given conversion pairs. 
 
(35) 
a. 
beaverN 
BEHAVIOUR [animals 
of this kind are known 
to be very busy] 

 
 

 

beaverN[human] 
[a hard-working 
person]  
Eager beaver. 

 
 

 

beaverV (away) 
[work hard (about 
humans)]  
He’s been beavering 
away at his 
homework for hours. 
(LDOCE) 
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b. 
chickenN 
BEHAVIOUR [birds of 
this kind are shy and 
timid; they are easily 
scared] 

 
 
 

 

chickenN[human] 
[a cowardly person] 
What a chicken – he 
won’t jump. 
(CCELD) 

 
 
 

 

chickenV (out) 
[decide not to do 
sth, because it’s 
too dangerous]  
A group of us 
went hang-
gliding, but a 
couple of people 
chickened out of it 
at the last 
moment. (CIDE) 

 
c. 
monkeyN 
BEHAVIOUR 
[animals of this kind 
are agile, playful] 

 
 

 

monkeyN[human] 
[a lively, naughty 
child] Stop it, you 
little monkey! 
(CCELD) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

monkeyV1 
(about/around) 
[behave in a silly way; 
be playful]  
The twins are 
monkeying about in 
the attic again. 
(CCELD) 
 
monkeyV2 (about) 
[interfere with sb’s 
affairs] They keep 
coming and 
monkeying about in 
my affairs. (CCELD) 
 
monkeyV3 
[behave in a careless 
way]  
It would have been all 
right if you hadn’t 
monkeyed about with 
the plug. (CCELD) 
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d. 
pigN 
APPEARANCE 
[animals of this kind are 
usually dirty, filthy] 
 
BEHAVIOUR [animals 
of this kind eat a lot 
greedily and noisily] 

 
 
 
 

 

pigN[human] 
[a dirty, greedy, 
unkind, oppressive 
person]  
What a pig! He 
refused to help, 
even though he 
could see we were 
having trouble. 
(CIDE) 

 
 
 
 

 

pigV (out/on) 
[eat a lot (on a 
particular occasion)]  
She is always 
pigging herself on 
chocolate. (CIDE) 

 
Some other verbs belonging to this type are hogV, foxV and ratV. 

8.3.3.2. Conceptual metaphors evoked 
by animal name > animal verb conversion pairs 

 As a continuation of the previous section, here specific conceptual 
metaphors or submetaphors are identified which are evoked during 
conversion of animal verbs from animal names. These submetaphors can 
be seen as versions of the ontological metaphors HUMANS ARE ANIMALS or 
ANIMALS ARE HUMANS underlying all applications of animal names 
(constituting the source domain) to humans and human character and 
behavioural traits (constituting the target domain). In each type the 
assumed submetaphors are given next to the examples with animal verbs. 
Most of the examples in (36) - (38) have already been mentioned in the 
preceding section in (33) - (35). The formulations of conceptual metaphors 
are based on the respective definitions of the LDOCE. 
 
(36)  
 
Type 2a  Conceptual metaphors evoked 
   
She is always carping at her 
children. (OALD4) 

 A PERSON WHO KEEPS COMPLAINING 
ABOUT SOMETHING IN AN ANNOYING 
WAY IS A CARP 
 

He hared off down the road. 
(LDOCE) 

 A PERSON WHO RUNS AWAY FAST WHEN 
SCARED IS A HARE 
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O’Connor was the person who 
ferreted out the truth in this case. 
(CEGM) 
 

 A PERSON INTENSELY SEARCHING FOR 
SOMETHING IS A FERRET 
 

As soon as they get paid they 
squirrel the money away so they 
won’t be tempted to touch it. 
(CIDE) 

 A PERSON KEEPING SOMETHING IN A SAFE 
PLACE TO USE IT LATER IS A SQUIRREL 
 

 
(37)  
 
Type 2b  Conceptual metaphors evoked 
   
The kids beetled off home. 
(OALD4) 
 

 PEOPLE MOVING QUICKLY ARE BEETLES 
 

The people were cowed by the 
execution of their leaders. (LDELC) 
 

 PEOPLE WHO ARE SCARED INTO DOING 
SOMETHING ARE COWS 

The chairman droned on for hours. 
(OALD4) 
 

 A PERSON TALKING IN A BORING WAY 
AND FOR A LONG TIME IS A DRONE  

He’s been dogging me all day. 
(CCELD) 

 A PERSON PERSISTENTLY FOLLOWING 
SOMEONE IS A DOG 
 

What are you rabbiting on about? 
(OALD4) 

 A PERSON TALKING FOR A LONG TIME IN 
AN ANNOYING OR UNINTERESTING WAY IS 
A RABBIT  
 

The boys wolfed the sandwiches 
down and then started on cakes. 
(CIDE) 

 A PERSON EATING QUICKLY, 
SWALLOWING BIG PIECES OF FOOD IS A 
WOLF  
 

They had to worm their way 
through the narrow channel. 
(OALD4) 

 A PERSON MOVING THROUGH A SMALL 
PLACE OR A CROWD IS A WORM 

 
(38)  
 
Type 3  Conceptual metaphors evoked 
   
I’ve been beavering away at my 
typewriter all day and I’ve nearly 
finished Chapter 2. (O’Connell) 

 A PERSON WORKING HARD AT WRITING 
SOMETHING IS A BEAVER  
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A group of us went hang-gliding, 
but a couple of people chickened 
out of it at the last moment. (CIDE) 
 

 A PERSON WHO DECIDES AT THE LAST 
MOMENT NOT TO DO SOMETHING HE SAID 
HE WOULD DO BECAUSE HE IS SCARED IS A 
CHICKEN  
 

The twins are monkeying about in 
the attic again. (CCELD) 

 A PERSON (USUALLY A CHILD) BEHAVING 
IN AN IRRESPONSIBLE WAY IS A MONKEY  
 

She foxed him into giving her all his 
money. (CIDE) 
 

 A PERSON DECEIVEING SOMEONE IS A FOX  
 

She doesn’t have an original 
thought in her head, she just parrots 
anything that Sarah says. (CIDE) 
 

 A PERSON WHO REPEATS WHAT SOMEONE 
SAYS WITHOUT UNDERSTANDING IT IS A 
PARROT  
 

She is always pigging herself on 
chocolate. (CIDE) 
 

 A PERSON EATING A LOT AT ONCE IS A PIG  
 

She’s ratted on us – here comes the 
head teacher. (OALD4) 
 

 A PERSON WHO BETRAYS SOMEONE BY 
REVEALING THEIR SECRET IS A RAT  
 

Eventually they wormed the truth 
out of him. (OALD4) 

 A PERSON MAKING SOMEONE TRUST HIM 
IN ORDER TO GET INFORMATION FROM 
THEM IS A WORM 
 

Although they had signed the 
contract, they tried to weasel out of 
the deal. (CIDE) 

 A PERSON WHO AVOIDS DOING 
SOMETHING HE SHOULD DO BY USING 
CLEVER OR DISHONEST EXCUSES IS A 
WEASEL 

 
As a final remark, it is important to note that metaphoric mappings occur 
not only in N>V conversions, in which the parent nouns are names for 
animals. We can assume that in the examples in (39), some of which have 
already been mentioned in sections 8.2.1-4, the italicized verbs also result 
from metaphoric mappings. Cf.:  

 
(39) He landed a job with a law firm. (LDOCE)  

Joe never surfaces before midday on Sunday. (LDOCE)  
I got home at 2 am and Dad grounded me on the spot. (LDOCE)  
She began to harbour doubts over the wisdom of their journey. 
(LDOCE) 

 The delegation was headed by the PM. (OALD4) 
The president has been hammered for his lack of leadership. 
(LDOCE) 
You’re in danger of being Hieronymus Bosched (Clark & Clark 
1979: 783) 
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It is important to note that all the verbs in (39), perhaps with the exception 
of Hieronymus Bosched, have lexicalized senses not directly predictable 
from the nominal senses of the corresponding parent nouns. I shall return 
to the examples of this kind in Chapter Ten, where the lexico-semantic 
status of converted items will also be dealt with. There, following Zawada 
(2006), I shall propose that in semantic terms the members of conversion 
pairs stand in the relation of non-prototypical or intercategorial polysemy 
to each other.  

8.4. A>V and CLOSED CLASS>V conversions 

 Although A>V and CLOSED CLASS>V conversions occur quite 
frequently in everyday communication, they only form two small groups 
of X>V conversions. We have also seen in (21b) and (21c) in 8.1 the 
possible adjectival inputs and the inputs expressed by words belonging to 
different closed classes. Marchand (1969: 371-372) observes that there are 
only a few verbs converted from derived or compound adjectives (e.g. 
empty, unfit, or downscale, waterproof, with unfit being the only prefixed 
adjective from which a verb is converted) and inflected adjectives (e.g. 
better, lower). As regards closed class words, only a few of them are used 
as inputs, the commonest of which are down, out, up and thwart. 
Interjections are more frequent; most of them are in effect exclamations or 
onomatopoeic words such as hail, nay, yea or bow-vow, hurrah, tally-ho.  

8.4.1. A>V conversions 

A>V conversions in present-day English are related to two syntactic-
semantic patterns: ‘predicate - object complement’ and ‘predicate - subject 
complement’ (Marchand 1969: 371-372), with the latter being much less 
frequent than the former. Regardless of these semantic patterns, all verbs 
converted from adjectives unanimously express a change of state, but 
whereas verbs pertaining to the pattern ‘predicate - object complement’ are 
transitive (causative) and have the meaning ‘make x A’, verbs pertaining 
to the pattern ‘predicate - subject complement’ are intransitive (ergative) 
and have the inchoative meaning ‘x becomes A’. In both cases x marks the 
patient or experiencer undergoing the change or being assigned a property 
expressed by A. The two types of deadjectival verbs are illustrated in (40a) 
and (40b). Cf.: 
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(40a) I’d blacked my eyebrows till they were like tarmac, I’d put 
raspberry-coloured gloss thick on my lips and I’d done my eyelids 
in a limey shade of green. (BNC) 
His account can hardly be bettered. (BNC) 
We clean the machines down at the end of each day. (LDOCE) 
The sweat-pores were obviously narrowed by pressure. (OED2) 
The hot sun had stilled the water. (OED2) 

 
(40b)  And then the lights of the chandelier dimmed. (BNC) 

Once he actually fainted in the mud and had to be carried back to 
the house and revived with cold water. (BNC) 
Sometimes he went for a walk; sometimes he just idled. (LDOCE) 
Unripe fruit is bitter oft i’ the mouth, Yet mellows with the months. 
(OED2) 
Their usual course is to cause the nail over them to thin and break 
down. (OED2) 

 
Many verbs converted from adjectives are related to both patterns, that is, 
they can be both transitive and intransitive. Consider (40c): 
 
(40c) Snowplows have been out clearingVtrans the roads. (LDOCE) 

The haze usually clearsVintrans by lunchtime. (LDOCE) 
 

The sweat-pores were obviously narrowedVtrans by pressure. 
(OED2) 
With the universe narrowedVintrans to the four walls and death 
abroad in the corridor, she was womankind the other half of 
reality. (BNC) 

 
The hot sun had stilledVtrans the water. (OED2) 
The murmurs stilledVintrans. (LDOCE)  

 
 As was mentioned above, converted verbs of either of the two semantic 
patterns denote a change whereby the patient or the experiencer is 
assigned a property expressed by the corresponding adjective. We have 
seen in section 8.2 that the assignment of a property to a patient or an 
experiencer takes place in the combination of the essive and action 
schemas (Dirven 1999: 284-285). Transitive or causative verbs converted 
from adjectives denote actions in which patients are assigned properties by 
overtly expressed agents or instruments functioning as subjects (see 
examples in (40a) and (41)). As for intransitive or ergative converted 
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verbs, they denote changes that patients or experiencers functioning as 
subjects undergo (see examples in (40b) and (41)). However, regardless of 
whether the properties expressed by adjectives are assigned to patients 
through the active participation of agents or result from processes, causing 
changes of state, it is always the properties that are in metonymic focus in 
the essive or action schemas or Action ICMs. From this it follows that 
under appropriate pragmatic (contextual) circumstances these properties 
can stand for the actions and processes through which they are assigned to 
patients or experiencers. In other words, these properties are 
metonymically mapped onto actions or processes that cause the patients or 
experiencers to have them. The metonymic mappings operating in A>V 
conversions can be formulated in terms of the following conceptual 
metonymies (see also Schöneveld 2005: 158): 
 
(41a) PROPERTY FOR THE ACTION THAT BRINGS ABOUT THAT PROPERTY  
 
(41b) PROPERTY FOR THE PROCESS THROUGH WHICH THAT PROPERTY IS 

ASSIGNED 
 
These conceptual metonymies respectively underlie the meanings of 
deadjectival conversion verbs illustrated in (50a) and (50b).  
 Finally, it is important to note that, A>V conversions are sometimes 
paralleled by synonymous verbs derived from adjectives by means of 
suffixation. Plag (1999: 233) notes that due to their low frequency parallel 
formations such as dualA>V / dualize, lethalA>V / lethalize, prettyA>V / 
prettify, romanticA>V / romanticize do not undergo token-blocking. Below, 
in (42), some of the parallel uses are illustrated. 
 
(42) Proper lethalling establishments [exist] where cats can be put to 

sleep free of charge. (OED2) 
If the proprietress consented to have the animal lethalised, as it was 
unfit for work. (OED2) 

 
It was a fairly flat scene of somewhere in Venice, a bit romanticked 
up. (OED2) 
Modern feeling has greatly romanticised, we do not say raised, the 
idea of love. (OED2) 

 
The Chief Constable came in; looking…bull-shouldered in these 
prettied surroundings. (OED2) 
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The Dido gathering should be suave and elegant but not prettified 
or frivolous. (OED2) 

 
Verbs converted from colour adjectives are also paralleled by synonymous 
verbs derived from colour adjectives through affixation, but in this case 
the suffixed verbs occur more frequently (cf. Quirk et al. 1984: 1562). In 
(43) the uses of blackV vs. blacken and whiteV vs. whiten are illustrated:  
 
(43) Old Glossop isn’t blackingVintrans up? (OED2) 

A few people, their faces blackenedVtrans by the smoke, ran out of 
the building. (LDOCE) 
The thunder became louder and the sky blackenedVintrans. (LDOCE) 

 
I bathe and dress, and paste my face in gauzy liquid, whitingVtrans 
out the spots and the sweat. (LDOCE) 
It whitenedVtrans the terrace beyond with a clear, unbroken glare. 
(BNC) 
The runes on his cheeks had whitenedVintrans. (BNC) 

8.4.2. CLOSED CLASS>V conversions 

 The two subclasses of conversion verbs constituting this class also 
result from two types of metonymic mappings. As was mentioned at the 
beginning of the chapter, a few verbs are converted from locative particles 
designating the goal of locomotion. In Dirven’s classification these verbs, 
some of which are obsolete or archaic (e.g. eastV ‘move towards the east’, 
underV ‘cast down’, westV ‘move towards the west’ (Marchand 1969: 
372)) or have only lexicalized senses in contemporary English, belong to 
the motion schema; in Radden  Kövecses’s treatises they are relegated to 
the Action ICM, where the goal or the end-state of motion or locomotion 
is in metonymic focus, which means that the goal is metonymically 
mapped onto the motion oriented to that goal. The assumed conceptual 
metonymy expressing this kind of metonymic mapping is as follows: 
 
(44) GOAL/END-STATE FOR THE MOTION ORIENTED TO THAT 

GOAL/REACHING THAT END-STATE 
 
In (45) downV, outV and upV are illustrated.  
 
(45) O’Malley downed his opponent in the first round. (LDOCE) 

I outed fast. (BNC) 
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She ups her stick and begins to belabour him across the shoulders. 
(OED2) 

 
 Another subclass of verbs in this group is converted from interjections, 
most of which, as we also saw at the beginning of the chapter, are 
exclamations or onomatopoeic words. Although verbs belonging to this 
type also frequently have lexicalized senses, their underlying metonymic 
mappings are still obvious. Interjections used as exclamations usually 
express feelings accompanying various kinds of speech acts (e.g. greeting, 
refusing, encouraging, etc.), and when they are converted to verbs they 
function as speech act verbs of greeting (hailV)3, refusing (nayV) and 
encouraging (hurrahV). In this case the utterance of the interjection is also 
in metonymic focus in the Action ICM and during conversion it is 
metonymically mapped onto the action performed by the utterance. The 
assumed conceptual metonymy evoked by this mapping is given in (46a). 
 
(46a) EXCLAMATION FOR THE VERBAL ACTION PERFORMED BY THAT 

EXCLAMATION  
 
Onomatopoeic words represent another type of interjections; they are 
words or combination of words which, when uttered, sound like the thing 
or action that they are describing. Examples include boo, boom, hiss, tut, 
etc. Some onomatopoeic words, such as bow-wow and miaow are iconic 
representations of how sounds produced by animals are perceived. When 
they are converted to verbs, these words, similarly to exclamations, can 
also be conceived of as specific speech act verbs of dislike (booV), 
disapproval (tutV), etc. (In the case of bow-vow or miaow “speech” is of 
course understood figuratively.) Here also the utterance of the 
onomatopoeic word is in the metonymic focus in the sense that it is 
metonymically mapped onto the verbal action accompanying the utterance 
of the given onomatopoeic word. The metonymic mapping underlying this 
type of conversions can be described in terms of the following conceptual 
metonymy: 
 
(46b) ONOMATOPOEIA FOR THE VERBAL ACTION PERFORMED BY THE 

UTTERANCE OF THAT ONOMATOPOEIA 
 

3 Following Marchand (1969: 372), I shall treat hailV as a verb converted 
from hailINTERJ and not as most dictionaries suggest from hailN.  
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The two types of CLOSED CLASS>V conversions are illustrated in (47a) 
and (47b):  
 
 
(47a) A young man is being hailed a hero tonight after rescuing two 

children. (LDOCE) 
He stood upon an old wall, and hurrahed the people on. (OED2) 
Come, nay me not. (OED2) 

 
(47b) François Mauriac…tried to boo the singer off the stage. (OED2) 

Bill Jordan, president of the engineers’ union AEU, was hissed 
when he told delegates a Labour government should be ready to 
play a positive role in a Nato… (BNC) 
The nurse rushed in, tutting with irritation. (LDOCE) 

 



 

CHAPTER NINE 

CONVERSION NOUNS AND ADJECTIVES  

9.1. Introduction 

 We have seen in Table 6-2 at the end of Part III that X>N conversions 
can be both prototypical (full and derivational) and non-prototypical 
(partial and syntactic). To the former belong V>N, CLOSED CLASS>N, 
PHRASE>N, to the latter A>N and ADV>N conversions. For reasons 
specified in 5.2.1 PHRASE>N conversions (e.g. shut-downN, also-ransN) 
are included in the group of V>N conversions, whereas ADV>N (e.g. ups 
and downsN, hereafterN) are discussed together with CLOSED CLASS>N 
(e.g. mustN, ifsN) conversions.  
 In this chapter I first deal with V>N (PHRASE>N) conversions in 
section 9.2, based mostly on Martsa (2010). Then, in sections 9.3 and 9.4, 
I examine A>N and CLOSED CLASS>N conversions. Low frequency 
PHRASE>A conversions are also discussed in this chapter, in section 9.5. 
My primary concern here is to demonstrate that although X>N 
conversions in English also arise from metonymic mappings operating 
mainly in the Action ICM, in the case of A>N, CLOSED CLASS>N and 
PHRASE>A conversions other ICMs should also be taken into account.  

9.2. V>N (PHRASE>N) conversions 

The conversion of nouns from verbs has been part of the English 
grammar since the thirteenth century (Biese 1941: 282-316), and I hope to 
be able to prove that the claim I made in the INTRODUCTION with reference 
to Pinker (1995), that besides V>N conversion V>N conversion is yet 
another process that makes English English. All the more so, since in most 
of the cases, as will transpire presently, converted nouns represent a 
distinct type of nominalization, denoting phenomena that are not or are 
only partly possible to denote by nouns derived from verbs by means of 
suffixation. A single instance or occurrence of an action, for example, is 
typically designated by conversion nouns as in let out a cry, the touch of 
her fingers or that’s a nasty cut, close in for a kill and not by overtly 
suffixed deverbal nouns.  
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Unlike conversion verbs, which have been widely discussed in the 
corresponding literature, conversion nouns have received relatively less 
attention even in works devoted solely to conversion. Exceptions include 
Biese’s (1941) and Marchand’s (1969) respective monographs on the 
origin and development of conversion and English word-formation, and 
the sixth volume of Jespersen’s (1954) A Modern English Grammar on 
Historical Principles. More recent exceptions are Štekauer’s (1996) and 
Twardzisz’s (1997) monographs on English conversion. That conversion 
nouns have attracted less attention in works on word-formation is arguably 
due to the fact that while converting verbs from other word categories, 
most frequently from nouns and adjectives, is a highly productive process 
in English, forming nouns from verbs and adjectives via conversion is 
somewhat sidelined by more powerful nominalization techniques. 
However, it will be argued below that the deverbal nominalization through 
conversion is by no means less significant than the more efficient 
derivational types of nominalization. Before examining the metonymic 
motivations of V>N conversion, first its types are perused in 9.2.1; then, in 
section 9.2.2, the relationship between deverbal nouns formed by 
conversion and suffixation is considered briefly.  

9.2.1. Types of V>N conversion 

Marchand views deverbal conversion nouns, similarly to other types of 
deverbal nominalizations, as nominalized sentences, and classifies them 
according to semantic-syntactic relations underlying them (1969: 373-
379). In his classification he often draws on the respective parts of Biese’s 
and Jespersen’s aforementioned works and identifies the following four 
types of V>N conversion: a) the predication type (an instance of the action 
denoted by the parent verb, e.g. a kick); b) the object type (one who/a 
thing that is acted upon by, or involved in the action denoted by the parent 
verb, e.g. a read); c) the subject type (one who/a thing which does the 
action denoted by the parent verb, e.g. a cook); and finally, d) the 
adverbial complement type (the circumstances or the place where/the time 
when/the thing with which/ etc. the action denoted by the parent verb is 
performed, e.g. a hideout). We shall briefly examine each type, paying 
special attention to the underlying syntactic-semantic relations.  

V>N conversion represents the most numerous and diverse group of 
conversion nouns which typically designate instances or occurrences of 
the actions or events or states designated by the corresponding intransitive 
or intransitively used parent verbs. In (48) below the semantic diversity of 
this group is illustrated: the first sentence includes conversion nouns 
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formed from verbs of motion; other sentences contain nouns converted 
from verbs denoting various types of activities and states such as speech, 
perceptions and emotions or the mixture of these.  
 
(48) Rush passes to Fowler…cross-field ball to Wallace…a neat back-

heel flick…Fowler again…a powerful right-foot shot…brilliant 
save. (Twardzisz 1997: 149) 
She used to drop in for a chat quite often. (LDOCE) 
I don’t really like the taste of meat any more. (LDOCE) 
Her eyes were full of hate. (LDOCE) 
Paul has a burning desire to visit India. (LDOCE) 
Mr. Pratte had very blue eyes with a great deal of laugh in them. 
(OED2) 
 

Other examples taken from Marchand (1969: 374ff) include (an) advance, 
go, jump, knock; burst, chat, cry, laugh; feel, smell, taste, touch; desire, 
doubt, envy, fear, hate, hope, love. 

Marchand (1969: 376), and for that matter Biese (1941: 287, 298-302) 
and Jespersen (1954: 117-121), observe that nouns belonging to this type 
very frequently occur in constructions ‘Light Verb + Noun’, which usually 
have the same meanings as the parent verbs underlying the respective 
conversion nouns that constitute these constructions; so, give a whistle can 
be glossed as ‘whistle’, or make a bow as ‘bow’. Jespersen notes that these 
constructions sometimes are parallel to those with cognate objects such as 
fight (~ have) a good fight.1 As shown in (49), they are typically used to 
express single or isolated instances or a series of instances or occurrences 
of actions.  

 
(49) give a break / a toss / a whistle / a sigh 

have a look / a chat / a smoke / a swim  
make a bolt / a bow / a dive / a move  
take a swim / a ride / a walk / a bath 
 
He started off with a series of quick punches, then made a spin and 
gave him two high kicks, finally landed a good hook on his chin. 
(Twardzisz 1997: 150) 

 

1 The term ‘light verb’ is adopted from Jespersen (1954: 117); Biese and Marchand 
use the term ‘phrasal verb’. 
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In connection with constructions ‘Light Verb + Noun’ Péter Pelyvás 
pointed out to me (personal communication) that it may be the case that in 
deverbal conversion the base verb is deconstructed and its schematic 
content is conveyed by the light verb. 

Nouns of the object type signal the objects/instruments or 
results/targets of actions expressed by the corresponding transitive verbs. 
More specifically, they designate humans or things related to human 
actions like (a) convert, discard, drag, invert, pervert, plan, or things like 
award, brew, burn, catch, charge ‘price’, chip, chop, cut, deposit, design, 
discount, drink, finds, handout, kill, pickles, preserves, produce, stew, 
supplies, take, toast (Marchand 1969: 376). Further examples are given in 
(50):  
 
(50) [The obvious first buyNP]i is [a pack of small resistorsNP]i. (BNC) 

Some Tory MPs have canvassed support for [a swapNP]i involving 
[Mr Lamont and Home Secretary Kenneth ClarkNP]i. (BNC) 
Because in a domestic murder [the husband or wifeNP]i is always 
[the obvious suspectNP]i. (BNC) 
I thought [his last bookNP]i was a [really good readNP]i. (LDOCE) 

 
It must be obvious from the examples that conversion nouns denote the 
inherent object/instrument or result of the processes designated by the 
underlying parent verbs.2 Thus a buy is a thing (being) bought, a swap is a 
thing/person (being) swapped for another thing/person, and a read is a 
book that is/was/will be read. The co-indexed bracketed noun phrases in 
each sentence signal that the uses of these nouns often involve implicit 
logical (token-type or type-token) categorizations in the sense that noun 
phrases with specific reference designate possible instantiations of the 
activities expressed generically by noun phrases headed by conversion 
nouns. For example, in the first sentence [a pack of small resistorsNP] can 
be interpreted as an instantiation of the activity expressed by [The obvious 
first buyNP]. 

Converted nouns constituting the subject type designate human and 
non-human subjects doing or experiencing or displaying actions or states 
(e.g. (a) bore, cheat, coach, cook, flirt, gossip, judge, pry, spy) expressed 
by the corresponding parent verbs. Marchand (1969: 376) mentions 
‘immaterial agents’ as well, which in his opinion can also be analyzed as 
instrument adverbials; cp. (a) bait, divide, drill, lift, shunt, sting, switch. 

2 For reasons mentioned in footnote 1 in section 8.2 the terms ‘agent’and ‘patient’ 
are not used in Marchand’s classification.  
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The kind of categorization characterizing the use of object nouns is 
observable in the use of this type of nouns as well. Consider the examples 
in (51a-c) in which the respective implicit categorizations can be made 
explicit in the following way: (51a) ‘He is a cheat (and a liar)’, (51b) ‘The 
enthusiast is a bore’ and (51c) ‘Klima is a flirt’:  
 
(51a) His addiction turned [himNP]i into [a cheatNP]i and [a liarNP]i. 

(LDOCE) 
(51b) [THE ENTHUSIASTNP]i: [The biggest bore of them allNP]i, and, 

again, every family has one. (BNC) 
(51c) Is [KlimaNP]i, as the angry friend alleges on this occasion, [a 

flirtNP]i, who goes from girl to girl? (BNC) 
 

The conversion nouns of the adverbial complement type denote the 
place, the time and the instrument of the action. Examples include place-
nouns like (a) bend, dump, hideout, lounge, stand; instrument nouns such 
as (a) clip, goggles, hack, pull, rattle, whistle; and a few time-nouns such 
as spring, fall, kickoff, start takeoff, breakoff (Marchand 1969: 375). More 
examples are given in (52):  
 
(52) This is your stop, isn’t it? (LDOCE) 

Dirty plates were piled high in the sink. (LDOCE) 
Take the second turn on the left. (LDOCE) 
Kickoff is at 3.00. (LDOCE) 
The wire was held on with a metal clip. (LDOCE) 

 
 Marchand’s above classification of conversion nouns seems to be 
sufficiently exhaustive; nevertheless it must be noticed that individual 
conversion nouns can be subsumed rather frequently under more than one 
type, especially in the case of nouns converted from different senses of 
polysemous parent verbs. In (53a) and (53c), for instance, read and drink 
gravitate to the predication type, whereas in (53b) and (53d) to the object 
type. Cp.:  
 
(53a) I sat down to have a nice quiet read (~ an instance of reading). 

(LDOCE) 
(53b) Award winning reads (~ books) at Blackwell Online (Yahoo! 

News; 18 Oct., 2008) 
(53c) After his retirement from the stage he took to drink (~ repeated 

instances of drinking). (LDOCE) 
(53d) Have another drink (~ something to drink). (LDOCE) 
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Difficulties in classification may also arise due to lexicalization or 
semantic drift, as illustrated in (54a-d), where the uses of go in (54a) and 
(54b) clearly exemplify the predication type, but in (54c) and (54d) go 
seems to be drifting away from this type; in fact the uses of go in (54c) and 
(54d) defy classification into any of the above types. Cp.: 
 
(54a) I'm not sure it will work but it’s worth a go (~ a try, an attempt). 

(LDOCE) 
(54b) Can I have a go (~ a turn to play) on your guitar? (LDOCE) 
(54c) There’s plenty of go (~ energy) in him. (LDOCE) 
(54d) Children are always on the go (~ busy doing things). (LDOCE) 
 
 Despite the syntactic and semantic diversity characterizing conversion 
nouns and the difficulties related to their classification, most of them 
appear to share one thing in common, which is that they denote inherent 
components of the actions, processes or states that their parent verbs 
designate.  

9.2.2. Conversion nouns vs. derived nouns 

In this section a few processes of deverbal nominalization and the 
conversion of nouns from verbs will be compared briefly with a view to 
further justifying the claim that conversion nouns represent a distinct type 
of deverbal nominalization. For reasons of space, however, only a small 
number of derivational processes can be taken into account.  
 In most cases deverbal conversion nouns and deverbal derived nouns 
sharing the same verbal base are clearly delineable semantically, and, 
consequently, they cannot be substituted for one another in the same 
syntactic environment. This is why in clusters like combineN-combination, 
divideN-division, exhaustN-exhaustion, exhibitN-exhibition, moveN-motion-
movement, and so on, the hyphenated nominals are not interchangeable. 
Consider (55): 
 
(55) In this confrontation across the divide (*division) of gender one is 

compelled to put one's whole being at risk. (BNC) 
Later on there will be a regular division (*divide) of the term into 
two projects. (BNC) 
The factory was sold to a British combine (*combination) after the 
war. (LDOCE) 
I’ll have the shrimp and chicken combination (*combine), please. 
(LDOCE) 
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It also happens, quite rarely though, that meanings of a conversion noun 
and a derived noun formed from the same verb are difficult to tell apart. 
For example, in (56a-b) resolveN and resolution can replace each other in 
(56a), but not in (56b), with the proviso that resolveN in (56a) is rather 
more formal than resolution. Cp.: 
 
(56a) This sympathy (and attention) hardened my resolve / resolution not 

to be put upon. (BNC) 
(56b) The resolution / *resolve was passed by a two-thirds majority. 

(LDOCE) 
 
 There is a strong constraint on forming nouns from verbs through 
conversion, and this is that derived verbs, usually of Latin or French 
origin, such as baptize, justify, demonstrate, etc. cannot be converted to 
nouns. In addition, verbs of Germanic origin, strong and weak verbs alike, 
relatively rarely convert to nouns.3 Some of them only occur in idioms 
(e.g. in the know, on the fly, have the bends), while others are used in 
different lexicalized senses (e.g. dig in have a dig or live in digs, make in 
on the make or British make, run in a run for presidency or in the long 
run). On the other hand, apart from the suffixation with -ing, phrasal and 
prepositional verbs can only be nominalized via conversion yielding 
PHRASE>N conversions: e.g. (a) break-in, handout, hold-up, go-between, 
pickup, shoot-out, take-off, etc.  
 Out of the types of suffixal nominalizations, it is mostly the suffixation 
with -ing, i.e. the formation of verbal nouns that conversion of nouns from 
verbs has to compete with. Whereas to form verbal nouns by means of -ing 
is practically always possible, conversion of nouns from verbs, as we have 
already seen, is restricted.4 The example in (57), adopted from Biese 
(1941: 310), is an apt illustration of the essence of competition between 
these two types of nominalization. 
 
(57) And if the daily shavings of one year could be put into one shave, 

the operation would be more than flesh and blood could bear. 
(Southy: Doctor, CLIII, V; 203.) 

 

3 In this connection, see also section 12.3.4 in Chapter Twelve. 
4 According to Biese (1941: 309) verbal nouns formed with -ing are much earlier 
than conversion nouns; forming nouns by adding -ing potentially to every verb was 
already becoming established in the fourteenth century. Note that only conversion 
nouns occur in ‘Light Verb + N’ constructions. 
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The meanings of shavings and shave, and in a broader perspective, the 
meanings of verbal nouns (drinking, swimming, walking) and conversion 
nouns (drinkN, swimN, walkN), are closely related; they denote similar 
processes and differ only with regard to aspect (Biese 1941: 308-316). 
Namely, verbal nouns tend to name continuous, habitual processes, having 
no specific beginning and end, whereas conversion nouns name 
momentary instances of actions, having implicit beginning and end. In 
other words, the difference between the two types of nominalization in 
question is parallel to the difference made between the progressive and 
perfective uses or aspects characterizing the underlying parent verbs. We 
shall return to this point soon in section 9.2.3 below. 
 As a final remark, the aspectual difference between verbal nouns and 
conversion nouns sharing the same verbal base completely disappears in 
cases of lexicalization or semantic drift. So, no aspectual differences are 
detectable between the members of the following pairs of nouns in (58): 
 
(58) building - buildN, cutting - cutN, feeling - feelN, finding - findN, 

holding - holdN, saying - sayN  

9.2.3. Metonymic mappings underlying conversion nouns 

In his article mentioned already in section 4.2, Bauer observes that  
 
[i]t seems to me, just intuitively, that the derived verb to bridge has a much 
more verby meaning, than the derived noun fall has a nouny meaning, and 
that we could distinguish these two in terms of the meaning feature for 
lexical category […]. (Bauer 2005a: 22) - Emphasis is included. 
 

In this section, drawing on the tenets of cognitive semantics, an attempt is 
made to account for the apparently reduced “nouniness” of conversion 
nouns. Note that the aspectual difference between verbal nouns and 
conversion nouns, mentioned at the end of the previous section, can 
already be seen as an explanation for the lesser degree of “nouniness” of 
conversion nouns.  
 As we have seen in 4.2, Bauer views the notion of lexical category as 
the accumulation of three types of value-features: phonological, lexical (or 
categorial) and semantic. Lexical value-features in turn are made up of the 
lexical form, function and meaning. In the case of nouns converted from 
verbs the phonological features are identical with those of the motivating 
verbs: e.g. inviteV - inviteN, readV - readN, repeatV - repeatN, and so on. As 
regards lexical value-features, conversion nouns can be both countable and 
uncountable (e.g. (a) desire/s, fall/s, kick/s; (the) hate, love, resolve); they 
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occupy the syntactic positions that nouns typically occupy in sentences; 
usually they refer to entities, abstract or concrete as well as animate or 
inanimate, human or non-human. We have seen in the previous section 
that conversion nouns as a rule designate instances or occurrences, results, 
actors, experiencers, etc. of actions, processes or states expressed by the 
parent verbs. It seems that so far as their syntactic behaviour is concerned 
conversion nouns are just like ordinary nouns. If this is really so, then why 
are they nonetheless felt to be less “nouny” as compared to conversion 
verbs being more “verby”?  
 In addition to the abovementioned aspectual differences, we can look 
for another possible answer to this question in works dealing with 
conversion from a cognitive semantic perspective. Four works already 
mentioned in the previous chapters, those of Twardzisz (1997), Kövecses 
& Radden (1998), Radden & Kövecses (1999) and Dirven (1999) are of 
special interest. In Twardzisz (1997), based on Langacker’s (1991) 
cognitive grammar theory, conversion is seen as a complex cognitive 
mechanism of semantic extension triggered by the interaction of 
landmarks and trajectors with temporally segmented processes. Twardzisz 
claims that conversion of nouns to verbs can be regarded as an extension 
of things, i.e. trajectors and landmarks to processes, whereas conversion of 
verbs to nouns can be conversely treated as an extension of processes to 
things, i.e. to trajectors and landmarks. Focussing on the extension 
sanctioning conversion of nouns from verbs, the examples below, adopted 
from Twardzisz (1997: 128-129, 133, 139), illustrate two subsets of 
semantic extensions: extensions of processes to their trajectors / subjects 
(59a) and extensions of processes to their landmarks / objects (59b). Cp.:  
 
(59a) You’re a cheat!  

David is such a bore.  
(59b) The car was a good buy. 

Our new accountant had appeared to be a good swap. 
 
What we can see in (59a-b) is that processes of cheating, boring, buying 
and swapping stand for their respective trajectors (agent/subject and 
patient/subject) and landmarks (patients/objects). Comparing Marchand’s 
classification of conversion nouns and the interpretation of conversion 
nouns as semantic extensions from processes to trajectors and landmarks, 
we can conclude that while the subject type of conversion nouns correlate 
with (59a), the other types correlate with the conceptually more complex 
(59b). 
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 As for Dirven’s taxonomy of conversion verbs discussed in 8.2, we can 
state that the same underlying event schemata can be postulated for 
conversion of nouns from verbs as for the conversion of verbs from nouns. 
This is so because there seems to be a strong parallelism between the types 
of conversion nouns discussed in section 9.2 and the event schemata put 
forward by Dirven. Conversion nouns of the predication type (e.g. (an) 
advance, go, jump; chat, cry, laugh; feel, taste, touch; desire, doubt, envy, 
hope, love), the object type (e.g. (a) convert, discard, drag, invert, pervert, 
plan) and the adverbial complement type (e.g. (a) bend, dump, hideout, 
lounge, stand) simultaneously gravitate to the action schema as well as to 
the location or motion schema. Conversion nouns of the subject type (e.g. 
(a) bore, cheat, coach, cook, flirt, gossip), they show affinity with the 
essive schema. That event schemata can serve as conceptual basis for 
forming conversion nouns too follows from the reversibility of metonymic 
mappings within individual schemata (with the exception of the essive 
schema): not only can the constituents/participants of a schema stand for 
(be mapped onto) the whole schema, but vice versa, the schema, the event 
can also stand for (be mapped onto) its constituents/participants. 
Consequently, conversion nouns, just like conversion verbs, can also be 
seen as realizations of event-schema metonymy. Taking the three 
schemata into consideration one by one, we can confirm that in the action 
schema the actions and states, being in metonymic focus, come to stand 
for (i.e. they are mapped onto) their instances or occurrences, 
objects/patients and instruments, and so on. Consider the examples in (60) 
repeated from (48), (50) and (52): 
 
(60) She used to drop in for a chat quite often. 
   I thought his last book was a really good read. 

The wire was held on with a metal clip. 
 

In the motion or location schema the action, more specifically an 
instance of (loco)motion, stands for its conceptual constituents such as 
location, path, and so on. The examples in (61) are repeated from (52): 
 
(61) Take the second turn on the left. 
   Dirty plates were piled high in the sink. 
 

Finally, in the essive schema the action stands for its subject / agent or 
subject / patient / experiencer. The examples in (62) are repeated from 
(51): 
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(62) His addiction turned him into a cheat and a liar. (LDOCE) 
Is Klima, as the angry friend alleges on this occasion, a flirt, who 
goes from girl to girl? (BNC) 

  
 It has already been demonstrated in section 7.3.3 that the Action ICM, 
as specified by Kövecses & Radden (1998) and Radden & Kövecses 
(1999), allows for both N>V and V>N (and, for that matter, PHRASE>N) 
conversions which arise from different metonymic mappings. Kövecses & 
Radden (1998: 54-55) propose three conceptual metonymies (metonymy-
producing relations) reflecting three metonymic mappings in V>N 
conversions. They are given in (63a-c): 
 
(63a) ACTION FOR AGENT: snitch (slang: ‘to inform’ and ‘informer’)   
(63b) ACTION FOR THE OBJECT INVOLVED IN THE ACTION: Give me one 

bite.  
(63c) ACTION FOR RESULT: a deep cut 
 
Conversion nouns may also arise from the combination of the Action and 
Causation (e.g. cut, ruin) or Production ICMs (e.g. rattle, whistle). In 
comparing again conceptual metonymies in (63a-c) and Marchand’s 
classification of conversion nouns in 9.2, it seems that while (63a) 
undoubtedly corresponds to the subject type (see (51)), (63b) and (63c) are 
relatable either to the predication type or to the object type (see (48), (49) 
and (50)), since both a bite and a cut can be conceptualized as instances or 
results of the respective actions. On the basis of conversion nouns obtained 
from the OALD4, further conceptual metonymies underlying conversion 
nouns can be postulated. They are given in (63 d-k): (see also Schöneveld 
2005: 142, 158-159) 
 
(63d) ACTION FOR THE PATIENT INVOLVED IN THAT ACTION: cf. bore, buy, 

dropout, love, suspect, swap 
(63e) ACTION FOR THE INSTRUMENT THAT IS USED TO PERFORM THAT 

ACTION: cf. clip, lock, pull, rattle, whistle 
(63f) ACTION FOR THE EVENT INVOLVING THAT ACTION: cf. break-in, shoot-

out, take-off, talk, walk  
(63g) ACTION FOR AN INSTANCE OF THAT ACTION: cf. flick, kick, punch, 

repeat, save, spin  
(63h) ACTION FOR THE LOCATION OF THAT ACTION: cf. flyover, hideout, 

sink, stand, stop, turn 
(63i) ACTION FOR THE TIME OF THAT ACTION: cf. breakup, countdown, 

finish, kickoff, start 
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(63j) ACTION/PROCESS FOR THE SENSATION CAUSED BY THAT 
ACTION/PROCESS: cf. feel, smell, taste, touch 

(63k) PROCESS FOR THE STATE CAUSED BY THAT PROCESS: cf. delight, 
hangover, hate, surprise, worry 

 
Comparing (63d-j) and Marchand’s above classification of conversion 
nouns here as well, one can confirm that (63d) corresponds to the Subject 
type, (63e), (63h) and (53i) conform to the adverbial complement type, 
and (63f), (63j) and (63k) all pertain to the predicate type.  

As events are located in time and space, metonymic mappings evoking 
the conceptual metonymies in (63h) and (63i) are not always easy to tell 
apart. In (64), for instance, the conversion nouns shootN and stopN have 
both time and place references. Cp.: 
 
(64) The royal party was on a shoot, when the accident occurred. 

(LDOCE) 
  The trip includes an overnight stop in London. (LDOCE) 
 
Other cases of overlap also occur, predominantly due to the inherent 
polysemy of parent verbs. In (65a) and (65b) loveN respectively evokes the 
conceptual metonymies (63k) and (63a). Analogously, in (65c) and (65d) 
pullN respectively evokes the conceptual metonymies (63g) and (63b) or 
(63e). Cp.:  
 
(65a) What these kids need is love and support. 
(65b) He was her first love. 
(65c) He gave her a sharp pull forward. 
(65d) He popped the ring pull on another can of lager. 
 

We can conclude from the above discussion that, irrespective of the 
differences between the alternative cognitive semantic approaches to 
conversion proposed by Dirven and Radden  Kövecses, the event 
schema and the Action ICM, occasionally in combination with the 
Reduction and Causation ICMs, are equally capable of accommodating 
both conversion verbs and conversion nouns. This is made possible, as 
was argued in 7.3.3, by the partial reversibility of metonymic mappings or 
metonymy-producing relations that hold between the event schemas or the 
Action ICM and their constituents. It is also important to note that while in 
the case of converting verbs from nouns (or adjectives) on the predicate-
argument (or nucleus) level, representing the syntantic frame in which 
semantic extensions through metonymic mappings are made explicit, an 
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argument (patient, source, etc.) becomes the predicate, in converting nouns 
from verbs, by contrast, the predicate itself turns into an argument of 
another predicate. Arguments are syntactically and semantically dependent 
on their predicates. This, of course, also applies to arguments expressed by 
conversion nouns, which at the same time remain firmly linked in the 
semantic sense to their parent verbs. Together with the aforesaid aspectual 
differences between verbal nouns and conversion nouns, this link may also 
be responsible for the apparently reduced “nouniness” of these nouns. As 
far as conversion verbs are concerned, their semantic dependence on their 
parent nouns seems to be suppressed by their status as predicates having 
their own arguments. This may be the reason why the “verbiness” of 
conversion verbs is usually not questioned  

9.3. A>N (A1>N1, A2>N2) conversions 

Despite the differences in their syntactic behaviour it seems reasonable 
to discuss the two types of deadjectival conversion nouns (cf. poorA>N vs. 
blackA>N) together, for they are motivated by the same semantic 
mechanisms. In the concluding remarks of Part II, it was argued that 
converting nouns from adjectives is a semantically conditioned process 
which means that, more or less analogously to the corresponding 
Hungarian conversions, both the input and the output conditions of A>N 
conversions can be determined. Thus in A1>N1 conversions the resultant 
nouns refer either to specific groups of people characterized by the 
properties intellectual, mental, physical, physiological and 
social denoted by the respective input (parent) adjectives (cf. cleverA, 
luckyA, wealthyA, handicappedA) or to things with specific properties also 
designated by the input adjectives (cp. unbelievableA, unexpectedA, 
unknownA). In A2>N2 conversions the output nouns also refer to specific 
groups of people identified by salient colours expressed by the input 
adjectives (cf. blackA, greenA, yellowA, whiteA). The colour adjectives 
occurring in this type of A>N conversions usually designate the colour of 
skin or sports dress or they are metaphorical designations of political 
views or affiliations. Examples in (66a-b) and (67) illustrate A1>N1 and 
A2>N2 conversions, respectively. 
 
(66a) Most of the dead and injured had been passengers on the bus. 

(LDOCE) 
This was no place for the living. (BNC) 
It might also unleash the musical gifts of the handicapped. (BNC) 
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In addition to its use as a versatile doorchime, the Courier can also 
be used by the elderly, the disabled and bedridden as a handy low-
cost call device. (BNC) 
The rich, the good, the pretty, the blessed all shared the same fate 
as the poor, the bad, the ugly, the deprived. (BNC) 
The clever are not held back by their slower classmates, for the 
bright child and the less able, working with children of their own 
level, are able to compete intellectually on equal terms. (BNC) 
You do not know what a thoughtless, heartless stupid I have been. 
(OED2) 
He lumps the insane and children with animals as incapable of 
introspection. (BNC) 
The deceased left a large sum of money to his children. (LDOCE)  
  

(66b) Losing the indefinite interest of the unknown, it acquired the charm 
of a riddle. (OED2) 
The unexpected usually occurs in military affairs for the simple 
reason that what can be foreseen can be deterred and so tends not to 
happen. (BNC) 
The next day the unbelievable happened, and you entered the 
Spanish class for foreigners. (BNC) 
The Cotswolds have quite a variety to offer – small bare exquisite 
churches, the self-important wool churches, the eccentric, the 
beautiful, the ugly. (BNC) 

 
(67) If they [sc. Japanese] are to colonise at all they must colonise 

among the yellows and the blacks. (OED2) 
The Greens remained the third strongest party with 0.2 per cent 
more than before at 8.4 per cent. (BNC) 
A fight occurred between Indians and cowboys near that post, and 
… three of the reds were killed. (OED2) 
There came the depredations of the Russian civil war, first from the 
Reds then the Whites. OED2) 
The Blacks won the match 8-5. 

(http://www.ghajnsielem.com/ghajnsielemfc/news.xml?nocache
=639; 10 Oct 2011) 

 
Similarly to the types of conversion discussed so far, the semantic 
relationship between the members of A1>N1 and A2>N2 conversion pairs is 
also underlain by metonymic mappings. There is, however, an important 
difference between metonymic mappings operating in X>V and V>N 
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conversions and the metonymic mappings that make the two types of A>N 
conversions possible. While the conceptual mappings considered in the 
previous sections and in the previous chapter (and the conceptual 
metonymies evoked by them) represent event schema metonymies 
operating in different types of event schemata (Dirven 1999) or in the 
Action ICM (Radden & Kövecses 1999), the conceptual mappings and 
thereby the conceptual metonymies evoked by A>N conversions represent 
a kind of metonymic relation reminiscent of reference metonymies 
mentioned earlier in sections 4.3.2 and 7.3.2. This metonymic relation is 
based on contiguity, i.e. on the mental access of a concept via another 
concept within the same conceptual domain (Radden & Kövecses 1999: 
19; see also section 7.3.3). Thus, for instance, the sense ‘villagers’ of 
village in The whole village came to the meeting can be metonymically 
accessed through the concept of village in the conceptual domain of 
habitation. A consequence of this is that the word village can have the 
fully lexicalized sense ‘villagers’. Analogously, the assumption can be 
made that an entity can be accessed metonymically through a salient 
property it possesses. The difference between reference metonymy proper 
exemplified by village, and the metonymy underlying the parent adjectives 
of nouns in (66a-b) and (67) is that the lexicalization of their senses 
triggers word class changes, namely the adjectives in question convert to 
nouns.  
 Radden & Kövecses (1999: 35) suggest that A>N conversions are 
underlain by the (generic) conceptual metonymy DEFINING PROPERTY FOR 
CATEGORY related to the metonymy-producing relation ‘Whole ICM for its 
part(s)’, as opposed to X>V and V>N conversions, which, as was stated 
earlier, are the realizations of the metonymy-producing relation ‘Parts of 
an ICM’. Within ‘Whole ICM for its part(s)’ it is the Category-and-
Property ICM that renders it possible for a salient (i.e. defining or 
essential) property to stand for the category it defines or it is part of. In 
other words, when in metonymic focus, a salient property may stand for 
the category it is part of. As was also illustrated earlier in (66a-b) and (67), 
it is salient intellectual, mental, social, physical and physiological 
properties that are brought into metonymic focus along with properties 
such as political views or affiliations, the colour of skin and dresses worn 
by the members of a sports team. Based on the examples in (66a-b) and 
(67) the following specific conceptual submetonymies can be postulated 
for A1>N1 and A2>N2 conversions:  
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(68a) A1>N1 
INTELLECTUAL/MENTAL PROPERTY FOR (THE GROUP OF) PEOPLE 
SHARING THAT PROPERTY (e.g. the clever, the stupid, the insane) 
PHYSICAL/PHYSIOLOGICAL PROPERTY FOR (THE GROUP OF) PEOPLE 
SHARING THAT PROPERTY (e.g. the dead, the handicapped, the 
bedridden) 
SOCIAL STATUS FOR PEOPLE SHARING THAT SOCIAL STATUS (e.g. the 
rich, the poor, the deprived) 
PROPERTY FOR THE THING THAT HAS THAT PROPERTY (e.g. the 
beautiful, the eccentric, the unknown) 

 
(68b) A2>N2 

COLOUR OF SKIN FOR PEOPLE HAVING THAT COLOUR OF SKIN (e.g. 
the blacks, the yellows, the whites) 
COLOUR FOR PEOPLE SHARING POLITICAL VIEWS ASSOCIATED WITH 
THAT COLOUR (e.g. the Greens, the Reds, the Whites…) 
COLOUR OF DRESS FOR THE SPORTS TEAM THE MEMBERS OF WHICH 
WEAR THAT DRESS (e.g. the Blacks) 

 
I have already mentioned at the beginning of this section that in A2>N2 
conversions some input colour adjectives (e.g. red, green) are viewed as 
conventional or metaphoric designations of political views or affiliations. 
This then entails that the metonymic mappings underlying A2>N2 
conversions are in all likelihood preceded by metaphoric mappings 
causing the extension of the meaning of the input adjectives.  

Now we turn to two minor types of X>N conversions. 

9.4. CLOSED CLASS>N and ADV>N conversions 

 To prove that these two types of conversion also arise from metonymic 
mappings is by no means an easy matter. First of all, consider the 
following examples in (69a) and (69b), illustrating CLOSED CLASS>N 
and ADV>N conversions, respectively: 
 
 
(69a) CLOSED CLASS>N 

With winding streets hidden behind massive stone walls, the old 
town is a must to visit, particularly in the cool of evening when the 
traders in the street markets display their wares and the old shops 
open after the afternoon siesta to sell gold, silver, leather and furs at 
reasonable prices. (BNC) 
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For lovers of wild flowers and all things natural, Malcesine is a 
must. (BNC) 
Warm clothes are a must in the mountains. (LDOCE) 
A film and a song made the Trevi Fountain a ‘must’ for tourists. 
(OED2) 
[T]here’s bags of useful stuff in PC Tools 8 that will still make it a 
must-have for many DOS users. (BNC)  

 
No ifs and buts - just make sure the job is done by tomorrow! 
(LDOCE) 
There are too many ifs in this plan of yours. (LDOCE) 
I was a nothing and a nobody with everything to prove. (LDOCE) 
It takes a while to recover from the operation. (LDOCE) 

 
(69b) ADV>N 

Suffering is part of our preparation for the hereafter. (BNC) 
I had a very varied time and learnt something of the inside of a 
country. (OED2) 
We have our ups and downs like all couples. (LDOCE) 

 
The italicised nouns in the above examples do not fit into any metonymic 
patterns discussed so far. Indeed, one cannot readily pin down metonymic 
‘stand for’ relations between the members of the conversion pairs such as 
mustAUX > mustN, ifCONJ > ifsN, nobodyPRO > nobodyN, hereafterADV > 
hereafterN. As regards mustAUX > mustN, for instance, it is difficult to see 
in what sense mustAUX, expressing the deontic meaning of necessity or 
obligation, stands for mustN, denoting something that must take place or 
obtain, or something that one must have or do in a given situation. Even 
more problematic are the conversions ifCONJ > ifsN or ifsCONJ (and) butsCONJ 
> ifs and butsN where ifsN and ifs and butsN refer to the observed hesitation 
or indecision of a person to perform an action. Also problematic are 
conversions nobodyPRO > nobodyN or hereafterADV > hereafterN where the 
meanings of the input and output words do not seem to be directly related. 
The meanings of nobodyN ‘someone who is not important and has no 
influence’ (LDOCE) and (the) hereafterN ‘a life after death’ (LDOCE) are 
not or only partly found in nobodyPRO ‘no one’ and in hereafterADV ‘from 
this time’. A further problem related especially to conversions ifCONJ (and) 
butCONJ > ifs and butsN and upADV (and) downADV > ups and downsN is that 
it is not at all clear what their exact input bases are. This may also refer to 
the conversion mustAUX > mustN in which mustN appears to have a broader 
meaning than mustAUX. 
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 Despite the problems outlined above, CLOSED CLASS>N and 
ADV>N are widely recognized as valid, though marginal or non-
prototypical types of conversion. Probably this is so because in both cases 
the result of conversion is a noun, an open class word, which, as I argued 
in 4.3.4, is a criterion of utmost importance in drawing the line between 
grammaticalization and conversion. These types of conversion are 
regarded as marginal or non-prototypical not necessarily because of their 
low frequency, but rather because of the aforesaid uncertainty concerning 
their input or parent words. In such circumstances the following question 
arises: if the input words cannot be identified with certainty, how is it 
possible to ascribe to these conversions underlying metonymic mappings? 
It seems that it is only possible if we assume that CLOSED CLASS>N and 
ADV>N conversions are related to two ICMs, the Reduction ICM and the 
Sign ICM (cf. Radden  Kövecses 1999: 23, 36), and because of this they 
are underlain by two consecutive metonymic mappings, one of which is 
responsible for the selection of input words while the other takes care of 
conversion. First, due to the working of the PART OF THE FORM FOR THE 
WHOLE FORM5 metonymy in the Reduction ICM, one constituent of an 
utterance or a construction is brought into metonymic focus and it comes 
to stand for that utterance or construction, e.g. mustAUX for mustAUX + V or 
hereafterADV for a life hereafterADV. Once the input word is identified, it 
may undergo conversion and as a result of another metonymic mapping it 
may come to stand for the content of the respective utterance or 
construction. The assumed conceptual metonymy evoked here is:  
 
(70) WORDS FOR THE THINGS/EVENTS/STATES THEY EXPRESS 
 
This conceptual metonymy can be seen as a version of the FORM FOR 
CONCEPT sign metonymies postulated by Radden & Kövecses (1999: 24) 
within Sign ICMs. Drawing on Lakoff & Turner (1989: 108), Radden & 
Kövecses insist that sign metonymies are based on the fundamental 
metonymic nature of language, namely on the fact that in language and in 
other communication systems forms conventionally stand for the concepts 
(meanings) they express. 

A consequence of double metonymic mappings is that there is an 
indirect semantic link between the nouns resulting from CLOSED 
CLASS>N and ADV>N conversions and the things, events, etc. that are 

5 This metonymy is a version of FORMA-CONCEPTA FOR FORMB-CONCEPTB 
mentioned in section 7.3.3. It pertains to Concepts ICMs which includes the 
Reduction ICM as well.  
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denoted by the expressions containing the corresponding closed class 
words or adverbs. Thus, in all probability the meaning of (the) hereafterN 
‘a life after death’ derives from a life hereafter, potentially occurring in 
expressions such as his belief in God and a life hereafter (LDOCE) or If 
there is a life hereafter, then surely we shall find Fred Daly strolling down 
an Elysian Fairway, whistling in his own inimitable style… (BNC), and 
not directly from hereafterADV which, as we saw, has the meaning ‘from 
this time’. Likewise, the meaning of mustN ‘something that you must do or 
must have’ (LDOCE) is presumably related not directly to mustAUX, but 
potentially to any expression containing the construction ‘mustAUX + V’ in 
which mustAUX is used in the deontic sense.6 It can also be assumed that 
the meaning of a noun converted from a closed class item is occasionally 
related not only to the expressions that potentially contain that item, but 
also to the situations in which these expressions are typically used, 
suggesting that this type of conversion is also pragmatically or 
contextually conditioned. The conjunction if, for instance, may occur in an 
utterance used by an interlocutor as a reaction to another interlocutor’s 
hesitation, indecision or uncertainty in performing an action in a particular 
situation. Hence the metonymic sense of ifsN ‘something that may or may 
not happen’, used in utterances such as There are too many ifs in this plan 
of yours (LDOCE). The same can be said about ifs and butsN used in 
utterances like The Pole should be achieved around January although 
there are obviously ifs and buts before then (BNC) or No ifs and 
buts just make sure the job is done by tomorrow! (LDOCE).  

As was suggested above, pragmatic or contextual conditioning plays an 
important role in CLOSED CLASS>N and ADV>N conversions as well.7 
I shall return to this point in Chapters Ten and Twelve, where further 
aspects of these conversions will be discussed. 

9.5. PHRASE>A conversion 

 Similarly to CLOSED CLASS>N and ADV>N conversions, 
PHRASE>A is also widely recognized as a type of conversion in the 
corresponding literature; nevertheless it is rather sporadic and marginal, 
attested examples rarely finding their way into dictionaries. Quirk et al. 

6 The first attested use of mustN in the OED2 is from 1892. Note that the epistemic 
sense of mustAUX ’inferred probability’ is not relevant here.  
7 Pragmatic or contextual conditioning is akin to institutionalized pragmatic 
inferences proposed by Bauer (2001: 81). For more on this, see section 12.2.1. 
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mention only two examples, up-in-the-air and upper-class, used in the 
following sentences (1985: 1563): 
 
(71a) I feel very up in the air. 
  His manner is very upper-class. 
 
Other examples taken from Bauer (1983: 211-212) and Plag (2003: 134) 
include  
 
(71b) before-tax profits, in depth study, pass-fail tests, stop-go 

economics, high-rise tower, see-through blouse, tow-away zone, 
wrap-around skirt, pain-in-the-stomach gesture, pipe-and-slipper 
husband  

 
A relatively frequent input pattern of this type of conversion is ‘must - V- 
(O/ADV)’ illustrated in (71c) with examples taken from the BNC: 
 
(71c) Stacker proved to be the hit of 1992 and this was clearly a ‘must-

have’ utility.  
Manufacturers and distributors of spare parts for computer 
equipment must familiarize themselves with the ‘must-fit’ and 
‘must-match’ exceptions and their scope.  
A must-see-at-least-twice movie!  
None of the reviews were great, and John Candy isn’t one of those 
must-see stars so why did you bother? 
In the must-win, must-make-money world of the NFL, it is unlikely 
that player safety is ever going to be the top priority. 

 
The above examples, especially those in (71b) and (71c), clearly 
demonstrate why PHRASE>A conversion must also be seen as non-
prototypical: its input is not easily identifiable, just like the inputs of 
CLOSED CLASS>N and ADV>N conversions. This is further confirmed 
by the use of inverted commas in (71c), indicating that the phrases in 
question ‘must-have’, ‘must-fit’ and ‘must-match’ can frequently be 
viewed as nonce formations; speakers of English, as yet, do not consider 
them established elements of the language (see in this regard Bauer (1983: 
42-43) and Cruse (1986: 68)). For this reason pragmatic or contextual 
conditioning apparently plays an important role in this type of conversion 
too.  

PHRASE>A conversions are similar to CLOSED CLASS>N and 
ADV>N conversions in another aspect as well, for they seem to be the 
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products of the same or similar underlying metonymic mappings, 
involving the same two ICMs. First, the input phrases, motivated by the 
PART OF THE FORM FOR THE WHOLE FORM metonymy in the Reduction 
ICM, come to stand for utterances which they are part of. Then, as a 
second step, during conversion they acquire the sense ‘property’ thanks to 
the working of the conceptual metonymy  
 
(72) FORM FOR THE PROPERTY EXPRESSED BY THAT FORM. 
 
The formulation of (72) is very similar to that of (70), suggesting that (72) 
can also be regarded as a version of FORM FOR CONCEPT sign metonymies 
working in the Sign ICM.  

Concluding remarks 

 In this part an attempt has been made to justify the definition of 
conversion proposed in Chapter Seven according to which present-day 
English conversion is fundamentally a semantic process, in fact a process 
of semantic derivation, motivated by a set of metonymic mappings. As it 
has been emphasized in Chapter Seven, this view of conversion is 
implicitly present in Štekauer’s (1996) onomasiological approach and it is 
explicitly stated in two seminal studies written on the possibilities of 
developing a cognitive semantic theory of metonymy. Kövecses  Radden 
(1998) and Radden  Kövecses (1999) claim that N>V and V>N 
conversions arise from metonymic mappings taking place for the most part 
in the idealized cognitive model of action. In this part I have tried to 
further substantiate this claim by extending it to other types of conversion 
identified in Part II and clarifying the details of metonymic mappings, 
especially in respect of the subclasses of N>V and V>N conversions in 
Chapter Eight and Nine. Drawing on my previous research, I have also 
pointed out that along with metonymic mappings metaphoric mappings 
also play an important role in the genesis of N>V and other conversions, 
where for instance in the case of verbs converted from names for animals 
metonymic and metaphoric mappings work hand in hand.  
 We have seen in Chapter Nine that while X>V and V>N conversions 
undeniably result from (partly reversible) metonymic mappings that are 
related to the Action ICM, other types of conversion, including A>N, 
CLOSED CLASS>N, ADV>N and PHRASE>N conversions, in all 
probability arise from other ICMs. The two types of A>N conversions 
result from the metonymy-producing relation ‘Whole ICM for its part(s)’ 
that holds between whole ICMs and their parts, as opposed to X>V and 
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V>N conversions, which are the realizations of the metonymy-producing 
relation ‘Parts of an ICM. Concretely, in the case of A1>N1 conversion, 
salient intellectual, mental, social, physical and physiological properties, 
whereas in A2>N2 conversion such features as people’s political views or 
affiliations, the colour of their skin or the colour of dresses worn by the 
members of a sports team are brought into metonymic focus due to the 
operation of the conceptual metonymy DEFINING PROPERTY FOR 
CATEGORY related to the Category-and-Property ICM.  

I have tentatively suggested in Chapter Nine that CLOSED CLASS>N, 
ADV>N and PHRASE>N conversions are products of two consecutive 
metonymic mappings taking place in the Reduction ICM and the Sign 
ICM, respectively. Whereas metonymic mapping relating to the former 
make it possible for a part of a form to stand for the whole form (PART OF 
THE FORM FOR THE WHOLE FORM), metaphoric mappings relating to the 
latter make it possible for the given form to stand for the concept it 
expresses (WORDS FOR THE THINGS/EVENTS/STATES THEY EXPRESS).  

It follows from the interpretation of conversion as semantic derivation 
that conversion pairs are semantically related so that the meaning of one of 
them is derived from that of the other. In other words, we can also say that 
the meaning of the converted word is predictable from the meaning of the 
base word. If this is so, it also stands to reason that conversion has a 
predictable direction. Since being predictable is an important prerequisite 
of productivity as well, the assumption can be made that conversion is 
altogether a productive process. The task of Part IV is to justify this 
assumption. 

However, before we proceed to Part IV, we need to emphasize that 
considering conversion as a process underlain by metonymic or 
metaphoric mapping must be seen as one of the possible explanations 
within the framework of cognitive grammar. Péter Pelyvás (personal 
communication) called my attention to the possibility of treating 
conversion, especially conversion involving a verb, alternatively as the 
result of conceptual integration or blending. The fact that metonymic (and 
metaphoric) mappings entail obligatory change of word class in 
conversion, in Langacker’s sentence-centred theory can be accounted for 
by the change in the mode of (conceptual) scanning: while verbs are 
sequentially scanned, all other parts of speech are characterized by 
summary scanning (see Langacker 1987: 144-146). In the case of an 
instrumental verb evoking the conceptual metonymy INSTRUMENT FOR 
ACTION, for instance, this may mean that the verb does not merely stand 
for one of the constituents of the given Action ICM, as is suggested in this 
book, but it also integrates in itself the mode of scanning of some 
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schematic verb and its aspectual and other features (e.g. telicity). It was 
mentioned in 7.3.4 that conceptual blending as a possible source of 
conversion is not dealt with in this book, but as is evidenced by Twardzisz 
(1997), it certainly provides an alternative way of studying conversion 
within cognitive grammar. 

 
 





 

PART IV 

POLYSEMY, DIRECTIONALIY, 
PRODUCTIVITY 
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Preliminary remarks 

 Out of the phenomena mentioned in the title of this part only 
directionality, i.e. the issue of determining which word is converted from 
which other word, has been given due attention in previous work on 
English conversion. That conversion is a productive word-building 
technique in English has been taken as fact by the majority of 
morphologists (but see Kiefer 2005b, Manova  Dressler 2005) and 
maybe because of this it has never been studied seriously. Likewise, in 
works dealing with conversion the problem of polysemy vs. homonymy 
has attracted little scholarly interest, probably because most authors, with 
some exceptions like Miller (1978), Lehrer (1990), Martsa (2002) and 
Zawada (2006), view conversion pairs as examples of (grammatical) 
homonymy.  
 In this part all the three issues will be given equal treatment, though 
not because of the aforesaid general neglect of two of them, but because 
they appear to be firmly related to each other. Indeed, none of them can be 
properly interpreted without taking the others into consideration. Take, for 
instance, the issue of productivity. Arguably, stating that conversion or 
rather a specific type of conversion is productive only makes sense if its 
direction can be clearly stated, e.g. a verb is productively formed from a 
noun or vice versa, and, not less importantly, if we can determine the kind 
of semantic relation that productively links the base, the parent item, and 
the word converted from it. In all probability, this semantic link is a 
hitherto neglected kind of polysemy, rather than homonymy, since for the 
latter productivity is irrelevant, whereas for the former it is a prerequisite. 
Or take directionality. Assuming that conversion is a directional process 
necessarily implies that conversion pairs must be linked productively 
through polysemy, for if they were seen as instances of homonymy, which 
is the currently dominant view in conversion studies, the direction of 
conversion could not be reasonably stated; in fact it would not make sense 
to posit a direction at all, for homonymy, unlike polysemy, is not a 
directional process. I am very well aware that what I have just said about 
polysemy vs. homonymy, directionality and productivity and their 
relations in the process of conversion begs for further justification. It is my 
intention to provide this justification in the following chapters. 
 Drawing on Martsa (2002), I shall point out in Chapter Ten that what 
really takes place during conversion is developing a new meaning from the 
meaning of the parent word with no attendant change of form. In other 
words, what happens during conversion is in effect the coming into 
existence of a polysemic link between the parent word and the word 
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converted from it. An important consequence of this is that the traditional 
notion of polysemy based on the related senses of a single word-lexeme 
should be reconsidered. Chapter Eleven will be devoted to the problem of 
directionality of conversion, recapitulating first what has already been said 
about it in Part I. This will be followed by the survey of Balteiro’s (2007) 
and, most importantly, Marchand’s (1964) proposals concerning the 
treatment of directionality. Finally, in Chapter Twelve I address the 
question whether different types of English conversion are really 
productive processes; or rather they result from the analogous applications 
of salient patterns. We shall see that in order to answer this question first 
the notion of morphological productivity needs to be explored by 
examining not only its standard interpretations, but also its relation to such 
notions as creativity, frequency and above all analogy. In an attempt to 
answer the above question, I shall rely mainly on Plag’s (1999) and 
Bauer’s (2001) respective monographs on morphological productivity as 
well as on Bauer (2005b) and Ladányi (2007, 2009), dealing with 
productivity and analogy in word-formation, and on Kiefer (2005a, 2005b) 
and Manova (2005, 2011), respectively discussing conversion in 
Hungarian and in some Slavic languages.  

 





 

CHAPTER TEN 

INTERCATEGORIAL POLYSEMY 

10.1. Introduction 

In lexical semantics, as well as in lexicology and lexicography, 
homonymy and polysemy are traditionally treated as two types of 
semasiological relations that respectively hold between two or more 
phonemically and/or graphemically identical but semantically unrelated 
lexemes, or between the related senses of the same lexeme. Relying on this 
distinction, instances of homonymy or polysemy are relatively easily told 
apart. Consider (1a-e):  
 
(1a) You should keep your savings in a 1bankN. (CIDE) 
(1b) Come on! One evening at theatre won’t break the 2bankN. (OALD4) 
(1c) My house is on the south 3bankN. (OALD4) 
(1d) The snow has 4bankedV up against the shed. (OALD4) 
(1e) You ought to 5bankV that money as soon as possible. (CIDE) 
 
 
In the above examples 1bankN (‘an establishment for keeping, borrowing 
money’) and 2bankN (‘a sum of money held by the owner of a gambling 
table’) are homonymous with 3bankN (‘a raised ground’) and 4bankedV 
(‘rise as if a bank’); also, 3bankN

 together with 4bankV are homonymous 
with 5bankV (‘put money in a bank’). Furthermore, 1bankN and 2bankN are 
linked by polysemy, since the latter can be seen as the metaphoric 
extension of (or the metaphoric mapping from) the former. This then 
implies that 1bankN and 2bankN are the two different meanings of the same 
lexeme. 

A closer inspection, however, reveals that, similarly to the meanings of 
1bankN and 2bankN in (1a) and (1b), the meanings of 1bankN

 and 5bankV in 
(1e) or 3bankN and 4bankedV

 in (1c) and (1d) are also related. Namely, 
5bankV appears to be the metonymic extension of (or metonymic mapping 
from) 1bankN, whereas 4bankV

 in all probability relates to 3bankN 
metaphorically, suggesting that these pairs of words are polysemous rather 
than homonymous. This view is clearly at variance with the traditional 
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view that one lexeme cannot be polysemous with another, for polysemy is 
a semasiological relation that holds not between lexemes but between the 
related senses of the same lexeme. To resolve this apparent contradiction 
at least partially, in what follows I shall assume that English conversions, 
e.g. verbs converted from nouns like the ones illustrated in (1d) and (1e), 
constitute a non-standard or non-prototypical type of polysemy (cf. 1bankN 
> 5bankV or 3bankN > 4bankV) as opposed to what can be seen as standard 
or prototypical polysemy (cf. 1bankN  2bankN), on the one hand, and 
homonymy (cf. 1bankN / 4bankV), on the other.  

In the next section the feasibility of this assumption is justified by 
briefly examining first the problems concerning the disctinction between 
homonymy and polysemy. As it is not my aim to give a comprehensive 
survey of what different authors with different theoretical backgrounds 
have said about this distinction, I mainly rely on Lyons (1977) and Taylor 
(1995). In the second part of the section, drawing on Miller (1978), Lehrer 
(1990), Martsa (2002) and Zawada (2006), I consider evidence for treating 
conversion as the realization of a kind of polysemy, challenging the 
traditional view that despite the obvious semantic link between conversion 
pairs conversion must be allocated to the field of (grammatical) 
homonymy (cf. Jespersen 1954: 84; Lipka 1990: 140).  

10.2. Conversion: homonymy or polysemy? 

10.2.1. Homonymy vs. polysemy 

According to Lyons (1977: 550-569) the traditional distinction made 
between homonymy and polysemy, two types of lexical ambiguity, is 
based on general terms, rather than on objective criteria.1 The 
pretheoretical criteria of absence or presence of formal identity and 
relatedness of meanings commonly used to distinguish between 
homonymy and polysemy are difficult to justify in objective terms. One of 
the problems that Lyons (1977: 552) identifies is that semantic relatedness 
is a matter of degree; its judgement may vary from speaker to speaker. It is 
impossible to determine, both theoretically and practically, when two 
meanings are still related and when their relatedness ceases to exist. For 
instance, the meanings of sinkV ‘to go down below the surface of water, 
mud etc. (LDOCE)’ and sinkN ‘a large open container that you fill with 

1 Panman (1982: 106) proposes the term ’polyvalency’ to designate the 
phenomenon that a word can have more than one meaning, arising from either 
homonymy or polysemy.  
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water and use for washing yourself, washing dishes (LDOCE)’ intuitively 
may be felt related; nevertheless to determine the exact nature of this 
relatedness is far from being straightforward.  

Lyons argues that to use native speakers’ judgement to decide whether 
two words are semantically related or not is not a reliable method, since 
semantic relatedness on the synchronic plane may be taken as fact by 
native speakers, even if etymological information does not support it. This 
is exactly what happens in the case of 1earN ‘the organ of hearing’ and 
2earN ‘the top part of a plant such as wheat that produces grain (LDOCE)’, 
which derive from formally and semantically distinct Old English words, 
but which nonetheless are thought to be related through polysemy 
(synchronically). By way of contrast, despite the etymological link 
between the word pairs like 1portN ‘harbour’ and 2portN ‘strong sweet 
Portuguese wine’ or 1pupilN ‘learner’ and 2pupilN ‘the small black round 
area in the middle of the eye’ these words are taken to be synchronically 
unrelated by most speakers. Due to the fact that native speakers are usually 
unaware of the history of particular words, the etymological criterion is 
also an unreliable means to draw the line between homonymy and 
polysemy, even if information on the origin of words is frequently 
accessible in standard dictionaries (Lyons 1977: 551). This is in line with 
the claim that Kiparsky (1982: 22) and Kiefer (2005a: 52) made 
concerning the role of diachronic data in word-formation (see 5.3). 

Another problem is the formal identity of words involved in 
homonymy and polysemy. According to Lyons and other authors too, e.g. 
Panman (1982) and Copestake & Briscoe (1995), the formal identity of 
two words, just like semantic relatedness, is not an entirely reliable 
criterion to set homonymy and polysemy apart. In this connection Lyons 
mainly considers what he calls absolute homonymy (e.g. siteN / sightN / 
citeV and canV / canN) and partial homonymy realized either by 
homographs (e.g. readVpresent / readVpast) or homophones (e.g. readVpast / 
redA.) Absolute homonymy holds between formally identical but distinct 
word-lexemes belonging to the same or different syntactic class/es, 
whereas partial or grammatical homonymy holds between word-forms of 
the same word-lexeme (e.g. readVpresent and readVpast) or between 
morphosyntactic word-forms (e.g. wantedV and wantedA) belonging either 
to the same word class or different word classes. Lyons does not deal with 
conversion explicitly, but there is a good reason to believe that he also 
considers it an instance of partial or grammatical homonymy.  

Whereas Lyons does not really explain why formal identity is not a 
reliable criterion to tell homonymy from polysemy, in fact he is mostly 
concerned with homonymy and says hardly anything about polysemy, 
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Panman (1982: 105) suggests that it is preferable to view homonymy and 
polysemy as relations between word-tokens, i.e. word-forms actually 
occurring in communication, and not as a relation between lexical items or 
lexemes, as is suggested by Lyons (1977: 557). Panman also claims, 
apparently disagreeing with Lyons, that there are a lot of similarities 
between these two phenomena and the only valid criterion which helps to 
distinguish homonymy from polysemy is the presence or the lack of 
similarity of meaning based on the judgement of native speakers. In my 
opinion, it is in partial homonymy where these similarities are most readily 
observable, first of all because it is in this type of homonymy, at least in 
the interpretation proposed by Lyons, where the criterion of the presence 
of semantic relatedness gains the upper hand over the criterion of the 
sameness of forms. I shall return to this point presently, after I have looked 
at two alternative proposals made by Lyons to overcome the difficulties 
concerning the distinction between homonymy and polysemy, namely the 
maximization of homonymy at the expense of polysemy and, alternatively, 
the maximazition of polysemy at the expense of homonymy. 

Lyons (1977: 553-555) admits that these two proposals are only “two 
possible ways of circumventing, rather than solving, the problem” of 
distinguishing between homonymy and polysemy. Maximizing 
homonymy means that every single sense of a polysemous lexeme is 
associated with a separate lexeme, a possible consequence of which is that 
the number of lexical entries will be much bigger than it is now in standard 
dictionaries. Other consequences are that the maximization of homonymy 
leads to considerable redundancy in the dictionary, for instance, by 
presenting the same syntactic information for each new lexeme originating 
from the senses of a polysemous word2, and that it would reduce polysemy 
to an arbitrary, unmotivated phenomenon (cf. Taylor 1995: 105). We shall 
see that the last consequence is especially important from the point of view 
of the present discussion. Maximizing polysemy, on the other hand, would 
lead to fewer entries in dictionaries. According to Lyons this is a 
preferable solution, but, as Taylor notes, it may lead to “relaxing the 
requirement that the senses of a polysemous item are associated with a 

2 For example, if the different senses of the lexeme bachelor (i.e. ’a young knight, 
not old enough, or having too few vassals, to display his own banner, and who 
therefore followed the banner of another’; ’a novice in arms’; ’one who has taken 
the first or lowest degree at a university’; ’an unmarried man’; ’One of the young 
male fur-seals which are kept away from the breeding-grounds by the adult bulls’ 
[OED2]) are made into separate lexemes, the morphosyntactic information that it is 
a regularly inflected count noun has to be repeated in the dictionary entry of each 
lexeme. 
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single syntactic category” (1995: 105). It remains to be seen, however, 
whether this is really as problematic as Taylor seems to imply, or possible 
to postulate a kind of polysemy that is associated with different syntactic 
categories.  

It was mentioned above that in partial homonymy, as described by 
Lyons, the two semasiological relations, homonymy and polysemy, come 
close to each other in the sense that there appears to be an obvious 
semantic link between partially homophonous words such as readVpresent 
and readVpast or wantedV and wantedA. This of course is even more obvious 
in the case of conversion, regarded as partial homonymy, since conversion 
pairs are not simply related semantically, but, as was demonstrated 
extensively in Part III, one member of the pair is semantically derived 
from the other, which cannot be said about words involved in partial 
homonymy. In my opinion it is exactly because of this type of semantic 
link between the two words involved in conversion that it cannot be 
treated as partial homonymy. A further substantial difference between 
conversion and partial homonymy, directly following from the type of 
semantic link between the members of conversion pairs, is that conversion 
is a process of forming one word from another word, whereas homonymy, 
whether absolute or partial, is a relation between two or more word-forms 
based merely on the sameness of forms; that is, homonymy is not a 
processual phenomenon.  

10.2.2. Evidence for polysemy 

In Martsa (2002) I claimed that N>V conversion, or more precisely, 
two versions of this type of conversion in which the input nominal base is 
either an instrumental noun (e.g. bicycle, iron) or a noun denoting an 
animal (e.g. ape, beaver), are the instantiations of non-default polysemy 
and not homonymy, as is generally believed. In the remainder of this 
chapter I intend to justify this claim and demonstrate whether it can be 
extended to other types of conversion examined in Chapters Eight and 
Nine.  

An important finding of polysemy studies is that polysemy, understood 
as related senses of a word, is systematic, which makes polysemous senses 
of a word largely predictable. Lehrer hypothesizes that “[p]olysemy 
(related multiple senses of words) can be predicted from very general 
functions and/or general cognitive principles” (1990: 211). A similar 
suggestion is formulated by Lakoff within the framework of cognitive 
semantics: 
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Polysemy arises from the fact that there are systematic relationships 
between different cognitive models and between the elements of the same 
model. The same word is often used for elements that stand in such 
cognitive relations to one another. (1987: 13) 

 
Predictability of senses is a major characteristic of different interpretation 
of polysemy. So, it seems that from the point of view of the predictability 
of senses it does not matter whether polysemy is interpreted as derivation 
of one sense from another, more basic or core sense (Allerton 1979), or as 
a meaning chain based on family resemblance, or as a radial network of 
senses based on different conceptual mechanisms (cf. Taylor 1995, Dirven 
& Verspoor 1998, Evans & Green 2006), or as a phenomenon deriving 
from the qualia structure proposed by the generative lexicon theory (cf. 
Pustejovsky & Boguraev 1996). 

In his  
(2001: 178) observes that two kinds of polysemy are commonly 
recognized: systematic and non-systematic.3 Within systematic polysemy a 
distinction is often made between regular and referential polysemy. The 
latter is based mostly on asymmetric metonymic patterns or mappings (see 
also 4.3.2) such as ‘container for content’ (e.g. I only want one glass, not a 
whole bottle. (LDOCE)), ‘producer for product’ (e.g. Trying to recreate 
something as well-known as Layla must be like trying to forge a Picasso. 
(BNC)) and ‘instrument for agent’ (e.g. He had the ability to phrase his 
long melodies in a particularly intense and poignant fashion, asking the 
violins to use bows which were ten feet long. (BNC))4 Referential 
polysemy is occasionally based on metaphoric patterns or mappings as 
well. Consider for instance animal names like fox, used for designating 
people as in He was a sly old fox (LDOCE). For more examples, see 
section 8.3.3 where animal verbs and their parent nouns are discussed. 
Which feature of an entity will be in metonymic focus or, less frequently, 
in metaphoric focus, i.e. which feature becomes conceptually salient or 
perspectivized is determined by embodied human experience concerning, 
for example, the relation between a container and its content, between a 

3 Non-systematic polysemy, not dealt with in this study, holds between senses of a 
-179) 

observes, the three senses of glass referring to a certain material, or to a kind of 
container and a kind of optical aid made of this material are not systematically 
related, for no rules can be given to account for these senses and therefore they 
have to be included in the lexicon. Non-systematic polysemy appears to be akin to 
what Copestake & Briscoe (1995: 15) call constructional polysemy, where a single 
sense assigned to a lexeme is contextually determined.  
4 An exhaustive list of metonymic patterns is given by Norrick (1981). 
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producer and his product and between a customer in a restaurant and the 
dish he has ordered. Thus in the now classic example, occurring in 
different versions in the corresponding literature (cf. Nunberg 1980, 1995; 
Fauconnier 1985, Deane 1988; see also 7.3.2) 
 
(2a) The ham sandwich is waiting for his check. 
 
ham sandwich is in metonymic focus, i.e. it is made conceptually salient in 
the given context, and therefore it can function as the metonymic 
designation of the customer having eaten it. Other examples of the same 
kind, adopted from Deane (1988: 331-332), are provided in (2b-d) where 
possession, costumes and location are the salient features respectively 
standing for the possessor, the wearer (of blue jerseys) and the occupants 
(of the room). Cf.: 
 
(2b) The ten million inheritance just walked in. 
(2c) The blue jerseys are winning. 
(2d) The room was shocked at the news. 
 
I take embodied human experience making certain features conceptually 
salient to be part of encyclopaedic knowledge, the signifance of which has 
already been discussed in 7.3.4 and will be further cosidered below.  
 Systematic regular polysemy is also based on metonymic and 
metaphoric patterns or mappings. X>V and X>N conversions dealt with in 
Chapters Eight and Nine are apt illustrations of this type of polysemy; 
conceptual metonymies and metaphors underlying these conversions 
display the kind of systematicity and regularity suggested by Lehrer’s and 
Lakoff’s above descriptions of polysemy, allowing for a concept of 
polysemy extending over class boundaries. Lehrer (1990: 208-209) 
explicitly states that she uses the term ‘polysemy’ in a non-standard way 
for cases, including conversions such as combN > combV, where 
phonological and orthographic identity of forms is accompanied by 
sematic relatedness. As was mentioned earlier and as is briefly shown 
below, to consider conversion as intercategorial polysemy is not 
unprecedented in the corresponding literature, though it is undoubtedly at 
odds with the traditional view according to which conversion is a relation 
of (partial / grammatical) homonymy. In this regard it is interesting to 
mention that Lipka (1990: 139-140), following Lyons (1977: 554), also 
admits that there is no sharp borderline between polysemy and 
homonymy, and he argues that they form “the two end-points of a scale 
with a continuum in between”; yet owing to the grammatical differences 
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and the parallelism between conversion and overt suffixation he finds it 
more prudent to include conversion with homonymy.  

Investigating semantic relations among words in the mental lexicon, 
including the semantic link between verbs and the nouns they are 
converted from, Miller (1978: 104-105) postulates a construal rule to 
account for the extension of new senses from a core sense (1978: 102). 
This rule ensures the use of a set of English nouns as verbs, where the 
meanings of the verbs are derived from the meanings of nouns in a regular 
manner. Miller examines the semantic relation between the nominal and 
verbal uses of words such as butter, colour, dye, enamel, grease, on the 
one hand, and blanket, carpet, paper, on the other. These verbs, so he 
argues, have the core sense ‘cover the surface of y with x’, and he 
proposes the following rule for constructing the sense of the verb from the 
sense of the noun in the noun-verb pairs of this type:  

 
(3a) When nouns of type M are used as verbs, the meaning of x Ms y is 

to be construed as “x covers the surface of y with M.” 
 
However, he notes that without independent criteria to determine which 
nouns belong to Type M rule (3a) is relatively weak. As far as I can see, it 
could nevertheless be made stronger or at least more comprehensive if the 
scope of M is understood more broadly, including what Clark & Clark 
(1979) and Kiparsky (1997) call locatum verbs, which, as we saw in 7.2 
and 8.2.1-2, share the semantic pattern ‘put N on/in x’, where x marks the 
thing denoted by the parent nouns and corresponds to M in (3a). The class 
of locatum verbs contains verbs of covering as well (see also 8.2.1); 
putting something on or in an entity after all can optionally be 
conceptulized as covering its outer or inner surface, fully or partially. Rule 
(3a), then, can be reformulated as (3b): 
 
(3b) When nouns of type M are used as verbs, the meaning of x Ms y is 

to be construed as “x puts M on/in y.” 
 
An important implication of the rules in (3a) and (3b) for the present 
discussion is that in specific circumstances, e.g. in conversion, polysemy 
may extend over the boundaries of individual lexemes, i.e. the scope of 
systematic polysemy can be broadened, involving formally identical but 
categorially different words. It will be demonstrated in the following 
section that the mechanism of semantic derivation suggested by (3b) is 
applicable not only to other subtypes of N>V conversions, but to other 
types of conversion as well. In connection with converted verbs of 
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covering Miller emphasizes the role of functional knowledge related to the 
conventional uses of things expressed by the parent nouns of these verbs. 
He argues, for instance, that the “covering” construed for He salted his 
steak is different from the construal of “covering” needed for He buttered 
his bread. The claim that functional knowledge “must be included in 
entries in the mental lexicon” (1978: 102) can be seen as the anticipation 
of what a decade later Langacker (1987: 154) suggested concerning the 
encyclopaedic nature of linguistic meaning (see also section 7.3). 

Copestake & Briscoe also suggest that the verbal sense of bankV ‘put 
money in a bank’ “is polysemous with the nominal financial institution 
sense” of bankN (1995: 15-16). However, while they state that there is a 
relation of polysemy between bankN and bankV, this does not mean that 
they recognize the existence of intercategorial polysemy. They in fact 
broaden the scope of both polysemy and conversion, considering for 
instance the use of a count noun as a mass noun to be an instance of 
conversion too. Concretely, in connection with systematic (or as they call 
it: conventional) polysemy Copestake & Briscoe contend that the senses of 
formally identical but syntactically different lexical items such as 
chickenN, being a count noun denoting an animal and a mass noun 
denoting food made from that animal are predictably related (1995: 37), 
for the latter sense is derived from the former one. Such nouns represent 
categorial polysemy as opposed to categorial homonymy (e.g. rain /reign), 
where predictability is irrelevant. From this the conclusion can be drawn 
that Copestake & Briscoe allow for an interpretation of conversion in 
which no change of the major word class takes place. The broadening of 
the scope of polysemy is fully acceptable; nevertheless, as regards the 
interpretation of conversion proposed in this study, treating the two 
nominal senses of chickenN and other nouns of the same type (e.g. lambN, 
rabbitN) as examples of conversion cannot be maintained.5  

As was previously noted, Lehrer (1990) proposes a non-standard 
interpretation of polysemy that is applicable to formally identical, 
semantically related but syntactically different pairs of words. She only 
examines N>V conversions, but as we shall see presently in sections 10.3-
4, this interpretation of polysemy, just like Miller’s aforementioned 
construal rule, may be applied to other types of coversions as well. 
Drawing partly on Clark & Clark (1979), she classifies verbs converted 
from nouns according to the semantic (theta) roles in which the 
corresponding parent nouns typically occur in sentences (1990: 230-241). 

5 Recall that conversion XA>XB is rejected by Balteiro (2007: 52) on the grounds 
that a change in the subcategorial frame (or secondary word class) is a grammatical 
process and it does not involve word-creation of any kind (see section 5.2.4). 
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These groups are as follows: 1. Agent verbs: butcherV, fatherV, modelV; 2. 
Instrument verbs: bicycleV, hammerV, mopV; 3. Patient verbs: buttonV, 
farmV, lightV; 4. Goal verbs: groupV, loopV, pileV; 5. Location verbs: 
benchV, porchV, treeV; 6. Body part verbs: armV, handV (in), headV. There 
seems to be some inconsistency in this grouping, since in the last group 
not the typical semantic role of the corresponding parent nouns is taken 
into account; it would be more reasonable to allocate verbs belonging to 
this group to groups 2. and 3., for the parent nouns denoting body parts are 
usually employed in the instrument or patient role. This inconsistency 
notwithstanding, Lehrer’s classification is based on conceptually 
justifiable generalizations, which, in agreement with Lakoff’s above 
description of polysemy, ensure the predictability and, consequently, the 
polysemous nature of the meanings of verbs converted from nouns. In like 
manner, innovative cases of conversion like the use of the noun mist as a 
verb in Don’t mist the ribbon instead of choosing the traditional 
expression Don’t squirt the ribbon with water (on a Christmas wreath) are 
treated as examples of intercategorial polysemy by Zawada (2006: 247). 

Following Lehrer and Zawada, I also regard conversion as the 
instantiation of non-standard or non-prototypical or intercategorial 
polysemy which, unlike standard or prototypical or categorial polysemy 
involving related senses of one lexeme, involves the systematically related 
senses of two categorially different but formally identical and 
derivationally related lexemes.  

From what has been said so far it follows that predictability must be 
taken to be the most important feature of systematic polysemy, regardless 
of whether its prototypical (intracategorial) or non-prototypical 
(intercategorial) interpretation is considered. As we shall see in Chapter 
Twelve, predictability of meaning is a major criterion to decide whether 
the process of conversion and any other process of word-formation is 
productive or not. So the meaning of writer is predictable from the 
meanings of writeV and the agentive suffix -er; or the meaning of the 
endocentric compound steamboat is predictable from the meanings of its 
constituents steamN and boatN. However, to claim that the metonymic 
meaning ‘villagers’ of villageN is predictable from its basic meaning ‘a 
very small town’, or the metaphoric meaning of foxN ‘a cunning person; a 
trixter’ is predictable from its basic meaning ‘an animal similar to a dog 
with reddish-brown fur, with a pointed face, and a bushy tail (LDOCE)’ is 
only possible if meaning, as is suggested by Langacker (and, as we have 
seen above, anticipated by Miller), is taken to be truly encyclopaedic, 
encapsulating speakers’ linguistic and extralinguistic knowledge 
concerning the designated entities such as villages or foxes. It can be 
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assumed then that the aforesaid metaphoric sense of foxN is predictable 
from the encyclopaedic knowledge people have of real-world foxes, which 
also includes myths and beliefs contained in legends and fables about 
foxes.  

Similarly, in the discussion of the semantic aspects of conversion in 
7.2, based on Kiparsky (1983, 1997) and Lieber (2004), and in the 
discussion of the metonymic and metaphoric nature of conversions in 7.3, 
it has been emphasized repeatedly that in processing the meaning of 
converted items speakers’ encyclopaedic knowledge is of utmost 
importance, for it guarantees the predictability and, as a result of this, the 
motivatedness (or non-arbitrariness) of the meanings of converted items. 
Take for instance the denominal verbs pigV ‘eat a lot, overeat’ or chainV 
‘fasten with a chain’ whose meanings are to a great extent predictable 
from the meanings of pigN or chainN, or more precisely from the 
knowledge speakers possess about real-world pigs and chains (see 10.3.1 
below). I have also suggested in the preceding chapters that the conceptual 
mappings and conceptual metonymies and metaphors they evoke can be 
viewed as concise manifestations of speakers’ encyclopaedic knowledge 
concerning the entities designated by the converted words. It has to be 
noted, however, that the relationship between the parent word and the 
word converted from it differs in important respects from the relationship 
holding between writeV and writerN and steamN / boatN and steamboatN. 
The formal difference is obvious: the lexemes involved in the process of 
conversion are phonologically and graphemically identical. From the point 
of our discussion a more significant difference is that converted words 
appear to be word metonyms (e.g. swap(V>)N ‘one who/that which is 
swapped’) or word metaphors (e.g. ape(N>)V ‘imitate, mimic’), which is 
inconceivable in the case of writer or steamboat.  

In the next section the types of conversion examined in the eigth and 
ninth chapters are revisited, and it will be demonstrated that, disregarding 
obvious cases of lexicalization, the semantic link between conversion pairs 
is indeed describable in terms of intercategorial polysemy. 

10.3. X>V conversions 

10.3.1. N>V conversions 

 In demonstrating the polysemous nature of N>V conversion I rely on 
section 8.2, discussing classification of denominal converted verbs and on 
section 8.3.3, dealing with verbs converted from names for animals. For 
reasons of space, only the meanings of a few selected verbs are analyzed 
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in each class, and verbs belonging to the miscellaneous class discussed in 
8.2.6 will not considered.  

10.3.1.1. Locatum verbs 

As was specified in 8.2.1, a locatum verb, evoking the generic 
conceptual metonymy OBJECT OF MOTION FOR THE MOTION, refers to an 
action involving some kind of motion, whereby a thing designated by the 
parent noun of the verb is either put on / in / around / along / over / etc. 
another thing or, conversely, removed from (the surface of) it. There are 
four semantic patterns chacterizing the meanings of locatum verbs: ‘put N 
on x’ (e.g. blanketV, whitewashV, roofV), ‘put N in x’ (e.g. gloveV, creamV, 
spiceV,), ‘remove N from the surface of x’ (e.g. skinV, shellV, huskV) and 
‘remove N from inside of x’ (e.g. pitV, pipV, boneV). The first pattern can 
also be interpreted as ‘provide/equip x with N’ (e.g. manV, zip-codeV, 
festoonV). Considering these semantic patterns as well as the examples 
pertaining to them in (24a) a. - s. and the corresponding conceptual 
metonymies identified in 8.2.1, the predictability of the meaning of 
converted verbs and thus the polysemous nature of this type conversion is 
undeniable. So is the fact that the predictability of the meaning of 
converted locatum verbs is guaranteed by the encyclopaedic knowledge 
speakers have about things denoted by the parent nouns. Conretely, most 
things the parent nouns of locatum verbs denote can be used (and 
construed; see Miller’s construal rule discussed in the previous section) 
either as various kinds of covers or constituent parts that are put on/in or 
removed from (the surface of) other things. A few things denoted by the 
parent nouns are used to provide / equip other things with them. Thus 
typically a roof is put on a house, marmalade is put on toast, shells are 
removed from peanuts or eggs, pits are removed from cherries and a room 
can be equipped, that is, decorated with festoons. And the respective verbs 
roofV, marmaladeV, shellV, pitV, and festoonV denote acts or activities 
involving, and at the same time being determined, by the things the parent 
nouns of verbs refer to. Consider (4):  
 
(4)  We're going to roof in the yard to make a garage. (LDOCE) 

Eating steamed haddock along with marmaladed toast. (OED2) 
But still, somewhere the nuts are shelled. (BNC) 
Peel and pit two avocados. (LDOCE) 
The arcades were festooned. (OED2) 
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10.3.1.2. Location and duration verbs 

A location verb (see 8.2.2), evoking the conceptual metonymy 
DESTINATION OF THE MOTION FOR THE MOTION, refers to an action, also 
involving some kind of a motion, whereby a thing designated by the parent 
noun of the verb is put either in a thing functioning as a container (in the 
cognitive sense) or on a thing functioning as a surface. A duration verb, 
which in turn conjures up the conceptual metonymy TIME PERIOD FOR A 
CHARACTERISTIC ACTIVITY IN THAT TIME PERIOD, refers to an action of 
staying in a place for a period of time designated by the parent noun. The 
two types of verbs represent two different semantic patterns: ‘put x in/on 
N’ (e.g. jailV, cellarV, potV) and ‘spend N in x’ (e.g. summerV, holidayV, 
honeymoonV). The meaning of verbs mentioned in (24b) a. - j. (see 8.2.2) 
in most cases are directly predictable from the meanings of their parent 
nouns, that is, from the knowledge speakers possess about things denoted 
by the parent nouns. Thus a jail is typically a place where prisoners are 
put, a cellar is a place where wine is commonly stored, a pot is a container 
where flowers are or can be put; and summer, holiday and honeymoon are 
periods of time spent somewhere. This is illustrated in (5). 
 
(5)  They ought to jail her killer for life. (LDOCE) 
  A pipe of port wine, which was cellared for the plaintiffs. (OED2) 
  Bring potted primulas and other plants indoors. (BNC) 
  A lady from Boston was summering in that village. (OED2) 
  They're holidaying in Majorca. (LDOCE) 

 Since you could not go abroad you honeymooned on the south coast 
at resorts such as Bournemouth where there was barbed wire on the 
beaches. (BNC) 

10.3.1.3. Agent and experiencer verbs 

An agent verb refers to an action which is conventionally associated 
with the person designated by the parent noun of the verb and which 
evokes the conceptual metonymy AGENT FOR A CHARACTERISTIC ACTIVITY 
OF THAT AGENT (see 8.2.3). Verbs whose parent nouns are animal terms 
such as foxN or dogN will be considered together with metaphoric 
mappings in 10.3.1.6. Experiencer verbs refer to activities performed by 
human observers designated by the parent nouns and they are motivated 
by the conceptual metonymy EXPERIENCER OF AN EVENT FOR THE EVENT. 
The two types of verbs share the same semantic pattern: ‘act as typical of 
N’. The meanings of verbs in this class are predictable from the meanings 
of their parent nouns denoting people performing actions characteristic of 
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their job or profession. Thus, as illustrated in (6), the meanings of the 
agent and experiencer verbs umpireV, policeV, escortV, tutorV and witnessV 
are directly inferrable from the encyclopaedic knowledge that an umpire is 
in charge of a match (e.g. in tennis), police control public places such as 
parks, an escort is a person who goes with someone (e.g. with an 
ambassador) to protect him, a tutor is a person who gives private lessons to 
a student or a small group, and a witness is a person who happens to see a 
crime or an accident (not necessarily being involved in it).  
 
(6) At their request he umpired their boat-races on the River Wear. 

(LDOCE) 
During contests, photographers were policed and only two were 
allowed in the water at any one time. (BNC) 

  He had escorted her to the first of her parties. (OED2) 
He is a demonstrator for Daler-Rowney, lecturing and tutoring to 
art societies. (BNC) 

  Several residents claim to have witnessed the attack. (LDOCE) 

10.3.1.4. Goal and source verbs 

A goal verb (see 8.2.4), evoking the conceptual metonymy RESULT FOR 
THE ACTION THAT BRINGS ABOUT THAT RESULT, refers to an action whose 
result is designated by the corresponding parent noun. By contrast, a 
source verb, evoking the conceptual metonymy COMPONENT PARTS OF A 
WHOLE FOR THE ACTION THAT PRODUCES THE WHOLE, refers to an action of 
producing an entity designated by the parent noun. The two semantic 
patterns ascribed to these two types of verbs are ‘make/turn x into N’ and 
‘make x from N’, where x is interpretable either as goal or source both in 
the concrete and figurative sense. As expected, the meanings of goal and 
source verbs are also predictable from the meanings of their parent nouns, 
which in turn are attributable to the encyclopaedic knowledge that people 
possess of things denoted by these nouns. So, as is illustrated in (7), the 
meaning of orphanV, loopV, pileV, podV and wordV is directly derivable 
from the knowledge that an orphan is a child whose parents have died, a 
loop is a shape like a curve or a circle made by a rope or piece of wire or 
string, a pile is a group of things of the same type that are put on top of 
each other, a pod (just like a school) is a group of whales, dolphins, seals, 
etc. that swim together and a word is a unit of language that is usually used 
to build a sentence together with other words. Verbs in this class more 
frequently occur in passive constructions. 
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(7) She was orphaned when her parents died in a plane crash. 
(LDOCE) 
They stood gazing out at the few early swallows looping around the 
hazy, fragrant air. (BNC) 

  Dirty dishes were left piled in the sink. (LDOCE) 
  Females [seals] are often podded with the ‘bachelors’. (OED2) 
  A final warning ought not to be worded vaguely. (BNC) 

10.3.1.5. Instrument verbs 

It was pointed out in 8.2.5 that an instrument verb, evoking the 
conceptual metonymy INSTRUMENT FOR THE ACTION INVOLVING THAT 
INSTRUMENT, refers to an action carried out by means of an instrument 
designated by the parent noun of that verb. The semantic pattern pertaining 
to all instrument verbs is ‘act using N’ or a version of this pattern ‘act 
using N or x as if N’. It is in this class of denominal verbs that the 
meanings of verbs are most directly predictable from the meanings of the 
parent nouns. Undoubtedly this is due to the most widely available and 
shared encyclopaedic knowledge concerning the instruments denoted by 
the parent nouns and the uses to which these instruments can be put. 
Concretely, as illustrated in (8), a wheelbarrow is a small cart with one 
wheel and two handles that one uses outdoors to carry things, especially in 
the garden (LDOCE); an achor is used to hold a ship or boat to hold it in 
one place (LDOCE); a tomahawk is a light axe which was often used by 
Native Americans as a weapon; a fork is used for picking up and eating 
food and finally a pipe, among other things, is a musical instrument.  
 
(8) He was regularly attending to the pumps on Sundays for which he 

was paid 10 shillings; the ‘stem’, or day, and he assisted in the 
workings by wheelbarrowing and other miscellaneous jobs. (BNC) 
Three tankers were anchored in the harbor. (LDOCE) 
They … were treacherously tomahawked. (OED2) 
Anna forked some more potatoes onto her plate. (LDOCE) 
An old man has been playing the guitar, but he has left off playing 
to listen to a young shepherd piping. (BNC) 

10.3.1.6. Animal verbs 

 Animal verbs, that is, verbs converted from names of animals have 
been thoroughly discussed in 8.3.3. There I have also elaborated on the 
role that speakers’ encyclopaedic knowledge about animals plays in the 
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genesis of the meanings of animal verbs. Two aspects of this knowledge 
have been given special emphasis: the ethnobiological classifications of 
animals and the conceptual construct of the GREAT CHAIN metaphor and its 
components, out of which the commonsense theory of the Nature of 
Things is of particular importance. I have suggested that it is basic level 
terms or folk generic taxa of animals that most frequently undergo 
metonymic or (uni- and/or bidirectional) metaphoric mappings, reflected 
in the meanings of animal verbs. I have also suggested that the Nature of 
Things, a folk theory reflecting the knowledge that generations of speakers 
have acquired about lower forms of being, is most adequately accounted 
for by thematic parts proposed by Wierzbicka (1985, 1996). The semantic 
parts, conjuring up facets of animal life as perceived by humans, are 
‘habitat’, ‘size’, ‘appearance’, ‘behaviour’ and ‘relation to people’. In 
8.3.1-2 I have pointed out that these thematic parts, especially ‘behaviour’ 
and ‘relation to people’, play a crucial role in the emergence of metonymic 
and metaphoric senses of nouns denoting animals and the verbs converted 
from them. A survey of the types of animal verbs was presented in Table 
8-1 in section 8.3.3. This table is repeated below: 
 
Types 
 

Underlying conceptual mappings Examples 

1 The animal verb arises from 
metonymic mapping 

 fishV, puppyV, 
whaleV 

2a The animal verb arises from 
unidirectional metaphoric mapping, 
i.e. from zoomorphization or from 
anthropomorphization 

carpV, squirrelV, 
storkV 

2b The animal verb from unidirectional 
metaphoric mapping 

apeV, droneV, 
parrotV 

3 The animal verb arises from 
metonymic mapping preceeded by 
metaphoric mapping underlying the 
respective sense of the parent noun 

monkeyV, horseV, 
pigV 

 
Table 8-1 Types of animal verbs according to the underlying conceptual 

mappings 
 
What we can see in Table 8-1 is another example of constructing 
intercategorial polysemy. While in the previous sections polysemy was 
motivated solely by metonymic mappings, here polysemy arises from both 
metonymic and metaphoric mappings and their combination. Since verbs 
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of Type 1 can also be seen as goal verbs, it can be assumed that the 
generic conceptual metonymy they evoke is also RESULT FOR THE ACTION 
THAT BRINGS ABOUT THAT RESULT (see 8.2.4). As is also pointed out in 
8.3.3, these verbs evoke specific submetonymies YOUNG ANIMAL FOR 
BRINGING THAT ANIMAL FORTH and ANIMAL FOR CATCHING / 
EXTERMINATING THAT ANIMAL. Thus, in the conversion fishN > fishV, one 
of the meanings of fishV ‘catch fish’, is inferrable from the encyclopaedic 
knowledge that fish is a major source of food for people and therefore it is 
caught in huge quantities. From the point of view of polysemy this means 
that the meaning of fishV is derived through metonymic mapping from this 
knowledge, which, in accordance with the encyclopaedic nature of 
meaning, is incorporated in the lexical meaning of fishN. Other examples 
are mentioned in (30) in section 8.3.3. 

The nature of polysemy characterizing the verbs of Types 2a and 2b is 
rather different from what we have seen in Type 1, because the meanings 
of verbs of Type 2a, e.g. carpV, squirrelV, storkV, do not directly derive 
from the meanings of the corresponding parent nouns, but from 
zoomorphization, projecting animal instinctual traits onto human, or, 
rarely, from anthropomorphization, projecting human behavioural traits 
onto animals (e.g. storkV; for more details, see 8.3.3). These two kinds of 
projection can be seen as part of the encyclopaedic knowledge which 
speakers have about the animals designated by the parent nouns and which 
constitutes part of the lexical meaning of these nouns. We can state then 
that the source of polysemy in this conversion is the aforesaid knowledge 
contained in the meaning of the parent nouns, which can be illustrated by 
the conversion pair squirrelN > squirrelV in which the meaning of 
squirrelV ‘keep something in a safe place to use later (LDOCE)’ is derived 
through metaphorical mapping from the encyclopaedic knowledge that 
squirrels store nuts for the winter. It is assumed here as well that this 
knowledge concerning the said instinctual trait of squirrels is incorporated 
in the lexical meaning of squirrelN. Further examples are given in (33) and 
(36) in sections 8.3.3.1 and 8.3.3.2. 

Not less complicated is the case of verbs belonging to Type 2b. The 
meanings of verbs such as apeV, droneV, parrotV arise from a specific kind 
of unidirectional conceptual mapping, where the meanings of the verbs 
and the meanings of their parent nouns are only indirectly related. 
Concretely, in these conversion pairs the nouns may have one or more 
metaphoric senses motivated by bidirectional (anthropomorphization + 
zoomorphization) metaphoric mappings (for details, see 8.3.3), but the 
meanings of verbs are related to none of these senses. Similarly to verbs of 
Type 2a, verbal meanings derive from zoomorphization, another 
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metaphoric mapping. Thus in the conversion apeN > apeV the metaphoric 
sense of the noun ‘an ugly, clumsy, stupid person’ derives from projecting 
certain human behavioural traits onto apes (anthropomorphization) and 
from the subsequent projection of these traits back onto humans 
(zoomorphization). By contast, the meaning of the verb ‘imitate, mimic, 
usually unsuccessfully’ is not derivable from the said metaphoric sense of 
the noun, but from an additional cognitive operation of zoomorphization, 
projecting a specific instinctual trait of apes that they, especially when 
kept in zoos, frequently mimic what people do, onto humans (and 
occasionally onto non-humans). In line with the encyclopaedic nature of 
meaning, the knowledge concerning this behaviour of apes must also be 
seen as part of the meaning of apeN. Other examples are presented in (34) 
and (37) in sections 8.3.3.1 and 8.3.3.2. 

Finally, the meanings of verbs belonging to Type 3, e.g. monkeyV, 
horseV, pigV, result from a series of conceptual mappings. As was 
suggested in 8.3.3, the metaphoric senses of parent nouns, similarly to 
what happens to parent nouns of Type 2a, derive from bidirectional 
metaphoric mapping (anthropomorphization + zoomorphization). But the 
meanings of converted verbs, unlike the meanings verbs of Type 2a, 
derive from the metaphoric senses of parent nouns through metonymic 
mapping, which means that the meaning of chickenV ‘decide at the last 
moment not to do something you said you would do, because you are 
afraid (LDOCE)’ can be seen as the metonymic extension of the 
metaphoric sense ‘a coward’ of chickenN underlain by the conceptual 
metonymy 1ANIMAL FOR THE ACTIVITY / BEHAVIOUR (PERCEIVED AS) 
TYPICAL OF 2ANIMAL. For the interpretation of this metonymy and other 
examples, see section 8.3.3 and (35) and (38) in sections 8.3.3.1 and 
8.3.3.2. 

10.3.2. A>V and CLOSED CLASS>V conversions 

 These two types of conversion were discussed in detail in Chapter 
Eight where we could see that they are also underlain by conceptual 
metonymies. Given this fact plus what has been said about N>V 
conversions in the previous section, the preliminary claim can be made 
that both A>V and CLOSED CLASS>V conversions instantiate polysemy. 
Let us first examine A>V conversions. 
 Converted verbs resulting from A>V conversions, as was demonstrated 
in 8.4.1, pertain to two semantic patterns ‘make x A’, e.g. blackV, betterV, 
cleanV, and ‘x becomes A’, e.g. dimV, faintV, thinV. In both patterns x 
marks the patient or the experiencer undergoing a change or being 
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assigned a property expressed by the parent adjective (see (40a-b) in 
8.4.1). A lot of verbs, including clearV, narrowV, stillV, pertain to both 
patterns (see (40c) also in 8.4.1). It was pointed out in section 8.2 that the 
assignment of a property denoted by the corresponding parent adjective to 
a patient or an experiencer happens in the combination of essive and action 
schemas (Dirven 1999: 284-285). It was also mentioned in the same 
section that transitive (causative) verbs converted from adjectives refer to 
actions in which patients are assigned properties by overtly expressed 
agents, whereas intransitive (ergative) verbs converted from adjectives 
denote changes that patients or experiencers undergo. In both cases the 
properties denoted by parent adjectives are perspectivized and brought into 
metonymic focus. This provides the conceptual basis for polysemy, which 
can be expressed in terms of the conceptual metonymies PROPERTY FOR 
THE ACTION THAT BRINGS ABOUT THAT PROPERTY and PROPERTY FOR THE 
PROCESS THROUGH WHICH THAT PROPERTY IS ASSIGNED. Properties in 
metonymic focus are then mapped onto patients, causing them or a part of 
them to have this property. Thus, the meaning of blackV ‘make black’ is 
derived from the meaning of blackA ‘having the darkest colour’ in the 
sense that the designated colour is mapped metonymically onto a patient 
(see eyebrows in (40a) in 8.4.1: I’d blacked my eyebrows till they were like 
tarmac…). This mapping is conceptualized as a change of state usually 
caused by an agent. Similarly, the meaning of thinV ‘become thin’ derives 
from the meaning of thinA ‘having a small distantance between the two 
opposite sides or surfaces of a thing’ by mapping this property onto an 
experiencer (see a nail in (40b) in 8.4.1: Their usual course is to cause the 
nail over them to thin and break down). This mapping is also 
conceptualized as a change of state or a process that comes about in 
certain circumstances.  
 The meanings of verbs converted from the closed classes of locative 
particles (e.g. downV, outV, upV) and interjections (e.g. booV, hissV, tutV), 
can also be taken to emerge from intercategorial polysemy, concretely 
from metonymic transfer. The former verbs converted from locative 
particles originate from the Action ICM (Radden  Kövecses 1999), 
where the goal or the end-state of motion or locomotion is in metonymic 
focus in the sense that it is metonymically mapped onto the goal-oriented 
motion. In other words, the goal stands for the motion oriented to it, 
evoking the conceptual metonymy GOAL/END-STATE FOR THE MOTION 
ORIENTED TO THAT GOAL/REACHING THAT END-STATE that underlies this 
type of conversion. For instance, one of the meanings of upV ‘move 
upwards, lift’ derives from the meaning of upPART ‘towards a higher place 
or position’ through the metonymic mapping of the higher place or 
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position onto the movement upwards. More examples are given in (45) in 
section 8.4.2. 
 Somewhat more complicated is the case of the latter, verbs converted 
from two types of interjections, exclamations and onomatopoeic words. As 
I tentatively suggested in 8.4.2 with respect to exclamations, it is the 
utterance of interjections (e.g. hailINTERJ, nayINTERJ, hurrahINTERJ) that is in 
metonymic focus in the Action ICM. More specifically, INTERJ>V 
conversion takes place when the uttering of interjections gets mapped onto 
the action performed by the utterance itself, and the resultant verbs, 
evoking the conceptual metonymy EXCLAMATION FOR THE VERBAL 
ACTION PERFORMED BY THAT EXCLAMATION, assume the role of speech act 
verbs of greeting (e.g. hailV), refusing (e.g. nayV), encouraging (e.g. 
hurrahV) and so on. As an illustration of polysemy characterizing 
INTERJ>V conversions of this type, consider the conversion hurrahINTERJ 
> hurrahV. The meaning of hurrahV ‘receive or encourage with shouts of 
“hurrah” (OED2)’ presumably derives not directly from the meaning ‘a 
shout of encouragement or exultation (OED2)’ of hurrahINTERJ, but from 
the utterance containing it. So the metonymic mapping of hurrahINTERJ 
onto the speech act of encouraging performed by uttering it gives rise to 
hurrahV. Provided that this assumption is correct, we can confirm the 
claim made in section 8.4.2 that this kind of conversion is conditioned 
pragmatically or contextually. More examples are available in (47) in 
section 8.4.2.  

The same can be said about the polysemy detectable in the other type 
of INTERJ>V conversions in which the parent bases are onomatopoeic 
words. As a result of conversion, these verbs also assume the role of 
speech act verbs, and here also the uttering of the given onomatopoeic 
words gets metonymically mapped onto the speech acts of dislike, 
disapproval, etc. Similarly to the meaning of interjections in the previous 
paragraph, the meaning of the converted verbs functioning as speech act 
verbs of refusal, dislike (e.g. booV and hissV), disapproval (e.g. tutV) and 
so on derives from the utterance/s that contain the onomatopeic words 
booINTERJ, hissINTREJ and tutINTERJ. The corresponding conceptual 
metonymy underlying this type of conversion is ONOMATOPOEIA FOR THE 
VERBAL ACTION PERFORMED BY THE UTTERANCE OF THAT ONOMATOPOEIA. 
The conversion booINTERJ > booV may serve as an illustration of polysemy 
characterizing INTERJ>V conversions of this type. The meaning ‘show 
dislike of people, a performance, etc.’ of booV converted from booINTERJ 
supposedly derives not directly from the meaning of the latter ‘a sound to 
show dislike’, but from the fact that its utterance is metonymically mapped 
onto the speech act of refusal or dislike it is part of. Needless to say, this 
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conversion is also pragmatically conditioned. More examples are also 
given in (47) in section 8.4.2  

10.4. X>N conversions 

10.4.1. V>N (PHRASE>N) conversions 

The fact that both V>N and N>V conversions can be viewed as results 
of alternative types of metonymic mapping in the Action ICM (Kövecses 
& Radden 1998; Radden & Kövecses 1999) allows us to state that these 
two kinds of conversion represent two sides of the same coin. Evidently 
this is due to the (partial) reversibility of some event-schema metonymies 
(see 7.3.2) which ensures that in the ICM not only can the result or the 
instrument of an action stand for the action itself as in orphanV or anchorV 
(see 8.2.4-5 for the corresponding conceptual metonymies), but, 
conversely, the action can also stand for its result or instrument as in cutN 
or rattleN. The conceptual metonymies that cutN and rattleN evoke are 
ACTION FOR RESULT and ACTION FOR THE INSTRUMENT THAT IS USED TO 
PERFORM THAT ACTION (see (63c) and (63e) in 9.2.3). It will be assumed 
that, just like N>V conversions, V>N conversions also exemplify 
intercategorial polysemy, where the nominal sense of the converted nouns 
(which, as we have also seen in 9.2.3, are often felt to be “verby”) is 
derivable from the meanings of the parent verbs. Concretely, the actions 
denoted by the parent verbs are brought in metonymic focus and are 
mapped onto one of their constituents, which can be an instance (e.g. a 
kickN, a saveN), the result (e.g. a cutN, a breakN), the time (e.g. a breakupN, 
a finishN), the place (e.g. a flyoverN, a hideoutN), the instrument (e.g. a 
whistleN, a rattleN), etc. of actions in question. These conceptually 
justifiable constituents are part of people’s encyclopaedic knowledge 
concerning the action in question and, consequently, they are also part of 
the meaning of the verb denoting that action. What really happens during 
V>N conversion is that one of the constituents of the designated action 
becomes substantivized through metonymic mapping of the action onto 
this constituent. Thus the meaning of kickV ‘hit something with one’s foot 
(LDOCE)’, involves an object being kicked and the instance of kicking, 
out of which the latter is denoted by the noun kickN converted through 
metonymic mapping from the verb kickV. Other examples of this type of 
conversion nouns include saveN and hitN. Consider (9a):  
 
(9a) From a free kick on the right, Foggo chipped on and the net bulged 

with relief. (OED2) 
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Martin made a brilliant save from Nichol’s shot. (LDOCE) 
Give it a good hit. (OED8) 

 
In examples in (9b-d) the actions denoted by the parent verbs are 
respectively mapped onto the object or the result (buyN, killN), the subject 
(pryN, gossipN) and the spatial, temporal or other circumstances (hideoutN, 
dumpN) of the actions in question. 
 
(9b) Are you going for a buy then? (BNC) 

The cubs will share the remains of the kill. (LDOCE) 
(9c) Froissart is an insatiable pry who revels in all the sights of his day. 

(OED2) 
Well, I always was a gossip, always will be, it’s in my nature… 
(BNC) 

(9d) He must have been watching, presumably after finding his hideout 
violated. (LDOCE) 
The dumps were being worked over for uranium ores in 1907. 
(OED2 

10.4.2. A>N (A1>N1, A2>N2) conversions 

 Following Radden & Kövecses (1999: 35), I suggested in 9.3 that A>N 
conversions evoke the generic conceptual metonymy DEFINING PROPERTY 
FOR CATEGORY stemming from the metonymy-producing relation ‘Whole 
ICM for its part(s)’. More specifically, within this relation it is the 
Category-and-Property ICM that makes it possible for a conceptually 
salient property, when in metonymic focus, to stand for the category it 
defines or it is part of. With regard to A1>N1 conversion such salient 
properties, expressed by the parent adjectives, relate either to intellectual, 
mental, physical, physiological and social capacities of people (cf. cleverA, 
luckyA, wealthyA, handicappedA), or to specific features of things (cp. 
unbelievableA, unexpectedA, unknownA). Salient properties expressed by 
the parent colour adjectives in A2>N2 conversions (cf. blackA, greenA, 
yellowA, whiteA) relate to the colour of skin characteristic of different races 
of people and to the colour of dress worn by the members of a sports team, 
or to people’s political views or affiliations, in which case, as was pointed 
out in 9.3, the metonymic mapping is preceded by a metaphoric mapping. 
Recall that an important morpho-syntactic difference between A1>N1 and 
A2>N2 conversions is that N2 can take the plural suffix (cf. the blacksN, the 
greensN), which is not possible for N1 (cf. *the poors ‘those who are poor’, 
*the luckies ‘those who are lucky’). 
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Now let us examine why the meanings of nouns converted from 
adjectives can also be taken to instantiate polysemy. It is part of speakers’ 
encyclopaedic knowledge that a property such as cleverness or colour 
never occurs independently or in isolation; it can only be conceptualized 
together with a bearer, who or which possesses it inherently or otherwise. 
One of the properties of a bearer can be conceived as more typical or 
characteristic than another one, that is, it may become more salient, and 
thus may ultimately become capable of conjuring up its bearer. This is 
exactly what happens in A>N conversions, where, as was suggested in the 
previous paragraph, a sufficiently salient property calls to mind a person or 
a thing that typically possesses that property. In semantic terms, this is a 
clear case of metonymic transfer, a major type of polysemy, which is 
confirmed by the generic conceptual metonymy mentioned above and 
other submetonymies such as INTELLECTUAL/MENTAL PROPERTY FOR (THE 
GROUP OF) PEOPLE SHARING THAT PROPERTY (e.g. the clever, the stupid, 
the insane), or COLOUR FOR PEOPLE SHARING POLITICAL VIEWS 
ASSOCIATED WITH THAT COLOUR (e.g. the blacks, the yellows, the whites) 
mentioned in (68a) and (68b) in section 9.3. Comparing other types of 
conversion with A>N conversions, it can be stated that it is perhaps in 
converting nouns from adjectives where the metonymic, or more broadly, 
the polysemous nature of conversion is the most obvious for language 
users. In all probability this explains, as will be argued in the final chapter, 
why this type of conversion is especially productive in many languages. 
Finally, it is important to note that it is determined to a great extent by 
pragmatic or contextual factors which properties become conceptually 
salient and thus liable to metonymic mapping. The role of these factors is 
even more significant in the following types of conversion 

10.4.3. CLOSED CLASS>N, ADV>N 
and PHRASE>A conversions 

As I argued in 9.4 and 9.5, these conversions share two features in 
common: one is that they are pragmatically or contextually conditioned; 
the other is that they are underlain by two metonymic mappings, evoking 
the conceptual metonymies PART FOR THE WHOLE, on the one hand, and 
WORDS FOR THE THINGS/EVENTS/STATES THEY EXPRESS in the case of 
CLOSED CLASS>N and ADV>N conversions and FORM FOR THE 
PROPERTY EXPRESSED BY THAT FORM in the case of PHRASE>A 
conversions, on the other. As a result of the first metonymic 
mapping PART FOR THE WHOLE the input items of the said conversions 
(cf. mustAUX, hereafterADV, and tow awayV) are identified on the basis of 
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expressions or constructions in which these items potentially occur (cf. 
mustAUX in mustAUX + V; hereafterADV in a life hereafterADV; tow awayV 
from tow awayV a car from a place where parking is forbidden). Then 
after they have undergone the second metonymic mappings WORDS FOR 
THE THINGS/EVENTS/STATES THEY EXPRESS and FORM FOR THE PROPERTY 
EXPRESSED BY THAT FORM , the input items are converted to nouns and 
adjectives, respectively, and come to stand for what the expressions or 
constructions they have been taken from designate, i.e. things, events, 
states or properties (cf. a mustN, the hereafterN and tow-awayA (zone)).  

However, despite the obvious semantic link between the input and 
output elements of these conversions, the kind of intercategorial polysemy 
characterizing the types of conversion discussed so far seems to be only 
partially relevant for CLOSED CLASS>N, ADV>N and PHRASE>A 
conversions. A possible explanation of this state of affairs is that in these 
conversions, as was suggested in the previous paragraph as well as in 9.4 
and 9.5, the meanings of converted nouns and adjectives do not directly 
derive from the meanings of their parent words and the encyclopaedic 
knowledge underlying them, but from the meanings of sentences or 
constructions originally containing the parent words. An alternative 
explanation has to do with the fact that, as we have also seen above, the 
selection or identification of parent words in all the three conversions in 
question happens through institutionalized pragmatic inferences (Bauer 
2001; see also section 12.2.3.2). The role of these inferences is still 
relatively poorly understood; further research is necessary to fully 
comprehend the role of pragmatic factors not only in the genesis of 
systematic polysemy, but also in the broader perspective of lexical 
semantics (  2001: 220). We shall see in Chapter Twelve that in 
addition to contextual or pragmatic factors, analogy may also play an 
important role in the creation of CLOSED CLASS>N and ADV>N 
conversion. 

10.5. Further notes on intercategorial polysemy  

 The polysemous nature of the semantic link between conversion pairs 
discussed in 10.3-4 is based on the assumption that the senses of converted 
words are largely predictable through metonymic and/or metaphoric 
mappings from the relevant senses of parent words, or, perhaps more 
frequently, from the language users’ encyclopaedic knowledge 
encapsulated in the lexical meanings of parent words. This, however, does 
not necessarily mean that there is always a direct correspondence between 
the senses of converted words and their parent words. It happens rather 
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frequently that not all senses of converted words are derivable from actual 
senses of parent words. Consider, for example, the conversion pairs headN 
> headV and hammerN > hammerV.  

In the LDOCE the number of senses of headN is 51, whereas for headV 
six senses are identified. The latter are illustrated in (10a): 
 
(10a) headV   1 ‘move towards a particular place,  

especially in a deliberate way’ 
       e.g.: The ship was heading for Cuba. 
      2 ‘be likely to happen’ 

e.g.: Forecasters predict the region’s economy is 
heading for disaster. 

      3 ‘be in charge of sth’ 
e.g.: David was asked to head up the technical 
team. 

      4 ‘be at the top of a list, a page, etc.’ 
e.g.: The movie heads the list of Oscar 
nominations. 

      5 ‘be at the front of a line of people’ 
       e.g.: a procession headed by the Queen 
      6 ‘hit the ball with one’s head’ 

  e.g.: He could head a ball faster than he could 
kick it. (CCELD) 

 
Of the 51 senses of headN specified in the LDOCE, only two, the fourth 
and the fifth, seem to underlie verbal senses directly; they are given in 
(10b): 
 
(10b) headN   4 ‘a person in charge’ (cf. sense 3 in (10a)) 

e.g.: You should discuss the matter with your 
head of department. 

5 ‘the front of sth or the most important position’ 
(cf. sense 5 in (10a)) 
e.g.: Jenny marched proudly at the head of the 
procession. 

 
Other senses of headV are not directly derivable from any corresponding 
senses of headN, yet they are also felt to be related to headN. This is 
presumably so because, in line with the interpretation of non-prototypical 
polysemy outlined in this chapter, these verbal senses are related to the 
encyclopaedic knowledge concerning the head as a body part. Part of this 
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knowledge can be formulated in the following way: the head is the most 
important and the most salient body part (verbal sense 4); people (and 
means of transport controlled by people) typically move in the direction 
where they (and their drivers) look (verbal sense 1); in some games 
players can strike the ball with their heads (verbal sense 6). Sense 2 of 
headV ‘be likely to happen’ is a metaphoric extension of sense 1, and as 
such it is outside of the scope of polysemy characterizing the semantic link 
between headN > headV. This is by no means unexpected, since both 
members of the conversion pair behave like independent lexemes, and 
though they are firmly linked through (non-prototypical) polysemy, they 
have their own (idiosyncratic) semantic characteristics.  

This is even more obvious in the case of the conversion pair hammerN 
> hammerV, in which hammerV has a number of metaphoric senses that are 
independent of the senses of hammerN. In the LDOCE seven senses of 
hammerN are differentiated as opposed to the eight senses of hammerV, out 
of which only two, the first and the second, are derivable from the first 
nominal sense; all the others are metaphoric extensions of verbal senses 1 
and 2. It means that the scope of polysemy characterizing this conversion 
pair is restricted to the correspondence between one nominal sense and 
two verbal senses. This is illustrated in Table 10-1 (next page), where 
nominal and verbal senses of hammerN and hammerV are compared.   

The scope of polysemy characterizing N>V conversions is 
occasionally restricted so that the meaning of the verb is underlain by one 
of the derived (lexicalized) senses of the parent noun, just like in chairN > 
chairV and tableN > tableV. The meaning of chairV ‘be the chairperson of a 
meeting or committee’ as in The inquiry was chaired by a judge (LDOCE) 
is metonymically linked to the nominal sense ‘the position of being in 
charge of a meeting or committee, or the person who is in charge of it’ of 
chairN as in Who will be in the chair at tomorrow’s meeting? (LDOCE). 
Note that the nominal sense in question can be seen as the metonymic 
extension of the nominal sense ‘a piece of furniture for one person to sit 
on, which has a back, a seat, and four legs’ (LDOCE). The conceptual 
metonymy underlying this sense of chairN is OBJECT FOR THE PERSON 
OCCUPYING THAT OBJECT, whereas the meaning of chairV evokes the 
conceptual mertonymy AN OBJECT FOR THE ACTIVITY PERFORMED BY A 
PERSON OCCUPYING THAT OBJECT. Similarly, the senses of tableV ‘formally 
present a proposal etc. for other people to discuss’ as in Dr Clark tabled a 
motion for debate at next month’s committee meeting. (LDOCE) and 
‘leave a bill, etc. to be discussed or dealt with in the future’ as in They 
voted to table the proposal until the following meeting. (OALD8) appear 
to be related metonymically to the derived (lexicalized) nominal sense ‘an 
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offer, idea, etc. that is on the table has been officially suggested and 
someone is considering it’ of tableN present in The offer on the table is a 
10% wage increase (LDOCE).  

  
hammerN hammerV 

1 ‘a tool with a heavy metal or wooden 
head with a long handle’ 
e.g.: We knocked holes in the tin with a 
hammer and a big nail. (CCELD) / an 
auctioneer’s hammer 

1 ‘hit something with a hammer in 
order to force it into a particular 
position or shape’6  
e.g.: Hammer the nails into the back of 
the frame. 

2 ‘sth offered for sale at an auction’ 
e.g.: come/go under the hammer 

2 ‘hit something many times, especially 
making a loud noise’ 
e.g.: Daniella hammered at the door. 

3 ‘an event that damages something 
very seriously’ 
e.g.: The decision is a hammer blow for 
the coal industry. 

3 ‘hurt someone or something by 
causing them a lot of problems’ 
e.g.: British industry was being 
hammered by the recession. 

4 ‘a loud fight or argument’ 
e.g.: We could hear the neighbours 
going at it hammer and tongs. 
(OALD8) 

4 ‘hit or kick something very hard’ 
e.g.: Robinson hammered the ball into 
the goal. 
 

5 ‘the part of a gun that hits the 
explosive charge that fires a bullet’ 
e.g.: Percussion-gun, with an improved 
under-box and a safety hammer. 
(OED2) 

5 ‘strongly criticize or attack someone 
for something they have said or done’ 
e.g.: The president has been hammered 
for his lack of leadership. 
 

6 ‘a heavy metal ball on a wire with a 
handle at the end, which one throws as 
far as possible’ 
e.g.: throwing the hammer 

6 ‘make sure that people understand 
something by repeating it many times’ 
e.g.: The message must be hammered 
home that crime doesn’t pay. 

7 ‘a wooden part of a piano that hits the 
strings inside to make a musical sound’ 
e.g.: The dulcimer, laid upon a table or 
frame, is struck with hammers. (OED2) 

7 ‘if one’s heart hammers, one feels it 
beating strongly and quickly’ 
e.g.: She stood outside the door, her 
heart hammering. 

 8 ‘defeat someone completely at a 
sport’ 
e.g.: Arsenal hammered Manchester 
United 5-0. 

 
Table 10-1 Nominal and verbal senses of hammerN and hammerV as 

presented in the LDOCE 
 

6 For an alternative definition of this sense, see section 8.2.5. 
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In some N>V conversions the meanings of verbs are (synchronically) 
not or at least not systematically predictable from the meanings of nouns. 
The meaning of doorV ‘hit someone with a car door when they are riding 
past on a bicycle’ (cf. I nearly got doored as I went past the flats in 
Camden Street. (LDOCE)), for instance, does not relate to any 
corresponding senses of doorN. A possible explanation of this is that 
normally no instrumental meaning is attributed to door even if it is a well-
known fact that a driver accidentally may hit a cyclist when opening a car 
door in a careless way. In other words, being an instrument of hitting is not 
an integral part of the encyclopaedic knowledge constituting the lexical 
meaning of doorN; consequently, the assumption can be made that in 
semantic terms the meaning of doorV is related to the meaning of doorN 
through non-sytematic polysemy (see footnote 3 in 10.2.2), which is 
probably motivated by what Clark  Clark (1979) consider particular 
knowledge (see 7.2). Other N>V conversion pairs whose members appear 
to be linked via non-systematic (and non-prototypical) polysemy is not 
difficult to find. It can also be said that these converted verbs, similarly to 
those mentioned in section 8.3.3.2 (and, as a matter of fact, in section 7.2, 
cf. fishtailV, limehouseV), have lexicalized or idiosyncratic, i.e. not readily 
predictable senses. Consider the following five examples (the glosses are 
based on LDOCE): badgerN ‘an animal which has black and white fur, 
lives in holes in the ground, and is active at night’ > badgerV ‘to try to 
persuade someone by asking them something several times’, balloonN ‘an 
object made of brightly-coloured thin rubber, that is filled with air and 
used as a toy or decoration for parties’ > balloonV ‘to suddenly become 
larger in amount’, or bitchN ‘a female dog; a woman that one dislikes or 
thinks is unpleasant’ > bitchV ‘to make unpleasant remarks about 
someone’ bloodN ‘the red liquid that your heart pumps around the body’ > 
bloodV ‘to give someone their first experience of an activity, especially a 
difficult or unpleasant one’, doctorN ‘someone who is trained to treat 
people who are ill’ > doctorV ‘to dishonestly change something in order to 
gain an advantage’, eyeballN ‘the round ball that forms the whole of the 
eye, including the part inside the head’ > eyeballV ‘look directly and 
closely at something or someone’, etc. Since the lexicalized meanings of 
verbs are not systematically predictable from the meanings of their parent 
nouns, they cannot be treated as productive conversions in contemporary 
English and as such they fall beyond the scope of this book.7 

In respect of V>N conversions, also interpreted as metonymic 
mappings and instantiations of systematic non-prototypical polysemy (see 

7 For more information on non-systematic polysemy  
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10.3.1), the meanings of converted nouns are not always related directly to 
the meanings of their parent verbs. Apart from obvious cases of 
lexicalization (compare the different lexicalized senses of goN illustrated in 
(65a-d) in section 9.2.3), the meanings of converted nouns are 
metonymically related to one, or not infrequently more than one 
component of the ICM evoked by the corresponding parent verbs. A 
consequence of this is that converted nouns themselves become 
polysemous in different ways, simultaneously representing two or more of 
the four types of converted nouns. We have seen for example in section 
9.2.1 that readN and drinkN simultaneously belong to both the predication 
type and the object type of converted nouns. This was illustrated in the 
previous chapter in (53a-d) repeated here as (11a-d):  
 
(11a) I sat down to have a nice quiet read (~ an instance of reading). 

(LDOCE) 
(11b) Award winning reads (~ books) at Blackwell Online (Yahoo! 

News; 18 Oct., 2008) 
(11c) After his retirement from the stage he took to drink (~ repeated 

instances of drinking). (LDOCE) 
(11d) Have another drink (~ something to drink). (LDOCE) 
 
In these cases each converted noun refers to an instance of the action and 
the object involved in the action designated by the parent nouns. Other 
examples of polysemous nouns converted from verbs exemplifying the 
predication and the object types include loveN and swapN. However, unlike 
readN and drinkN, the object involved in the action or state denoted by 
loveN and swapN can also be animate. Consider (12a-d) also mentioned in 
the previous chapter as (65a-d): 
 
(12a) What these kids need is love and support. (LDOCE) (cf. (65a)) 
(12b) He was her first love. (LDOCE) (cf. (65b)) 
(12c) Let’s do a swap. You’ll work Friday night and I’ll do Saturday. 

(OALD8) 
(12d) Our new accountant had appeared to be a good swap. (Twardzisz 

1997: 139) (cf. (70b)) 
 
Furthermore, as events or actions are located in time and space, converted 
nouns such as shootN and stopN, representing the adverbial complement 
type, may have both time and place reference (cf. (64) in the previous 
chapter):  
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(13) The royal party was on a shoot, when the accident occurred. 
(LDOCE)  

  The trip includes an overnight stop in London. (LDOCE)  
 
Occasionally polysemous senses of converted nouns refer to more 
components of the respective Action ICMs. WalkN, for instance, may refer 
not only to a distance covered by walking (cf. (14a)), but also to the time 
(cf. (14b)) or the path or route (cf. (14c)) of the action designated by 
walkV. In addition, it can also refer to the manner of action (cf. (14d)).  
 
(14a) The beach is only a short walk away. (LDOCE) 
(14b) From here to the bus station is a five-minute walk. (LDOCE) 
(14c) There are some interesting walks in the area. (OALD8) 
(14d) I recognized him by his walk. (OALD8) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

DIRECTIONALITY 

11.1. Introduction 

 So far it has been a tacit assumption in this study that conversion is a 
directional process whereby one member of a conversion pair, being 
primary in the morphosemantic sense, is the base from which the other 
member is formed. The definitions of conversion put forward in sections 
4.2 and 7.4 have also implied directionality, just like the claim made in the 
previous chapter that different types of conversion realize a kind of 
polysemy, a phenomenon presupposing inherent directionality. Along with 
the implicit references to directionality, in the notations such as N>V, 
V>N, CLOSED CLASS>V, etc. explicit reference to directionality has 
also been made continuously in the preceding chapters. Moreover, in Part 
I, especially in the first and second chapters, where different 
interpretations of conversion were perused, directionality was explicitly 
dealt with and it was demonstrated that directionality is part and parcel of 
a number of theoretical approaches to conversion. We saw in 1.2.1 that in 
interpretations of conversion as zero-derivation the addition of a zero-
suffix to the motivating base guarantees the directionality of conversion in 
the morphosemantic sense. Concretely, considering conversion zero-
derivation, i.e. derivation by a zero suffix, we are accepting that it is 
actually a type of morphological derivation. Once morphological 
derivation is inherently directional, conversion, being a type of word-
formation similar to derivation, should also be taken to be directional. The 
parallelism between overt and covert suffixation, i.e. between derivation 
proper and conversion, is detectable in the semantic sense as well. Lipka 
(1990: 85-86; see also 1.2.1), for instance, considers that member of the 
conversion pair (zero-)derived whose semantic description includes the 
other member (e.g. killN (< killV) ‘an act of killing’; spongeV (< spongeN) 
‘wash with a sponge’)).  

That conversion is a directional process, morphologically as well as 
semantically, is also implied in Kiparsky’s (1982, 1983) approach to 
conversion proposed within the framework of lexical morphology. It was 
demonstrated in 1.2.2 that as a consequence of level ordering conversion 
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of nouns from verbs takes place on Level 1, whereas conversion of verbs 
from nouns on Level 2. Ignoring the fact that the notion of the zero-
affix/es serving as evidence for the syntagmatic (Marchand 1969) or 
endocentric (Kiparsky 1982) nature of converted verbs and nouns is not 
sustainable (see 1.2.3), it is also important to observe that both Marchand 
and Kiparsky emphasize the primacy of synchronic semantic criteria over 
diachronic facts in determining the direction of conversion. I return to this 
point below, after I have looked at some problems concerning the 
treatment of directionality of English conversion. 

Since directionality is in the foreground of recent conversion reseach 
(cf. Balteiro 2007, Bram 2011), this chapter, based on Martsa (2012a), will 
give only a short survey of arguments that consider directionality either as 
a synchronic or a diachronic phenomenon.  

11.2. Arguments against directionality 

While to determine the synchronic directionality of conversion is 
relatively unproblematic in a number of languages, including Dutch (Don 
1992, 1993), German (Neef 2005), Hungarian (Kiefer 2005a), Latin and 
Italian (Manova & Dressler 2005), Russian and Bulgarian (Manova 2005) 
and Swedish (Biese 1941), in present-day English, presumably due to the 
disappearance of inflectional means (case marking, thematic vowels, 
infinitival suffixes) to differentiate between words belonging to different 
part-of-speech categories, the treatment of directionality is controversial. 
Quirk et al. (1985: 1558) and Štekauer (1996: 127) argue for the 
irrelevance of directionality on the synchronic plane. For Štekauer the 
analysis of direction is only of secondary importance and it only serves 
classificatory purposes. Similarly to Quirk et al., he contends that the 
analysis of logico-semantic relations between members of conversion pairs 
reveals that directionality does not affect these relations. According to him 
the same logico-semantic analysis, schematized by him as 
SUBSTANCE__fact__ACTION, can be applied to both V>N conversions 
(e.g. rejectV>N and designV>N) and N>V conversions (e.g. branchN>V or 
bondN>V). Using the terminology adopted in this study, we can state that 
the said conversion pairs are underlain by a metonymic mapping evoking 
the conceptual metonymies SUBSTANCE FOR ACTION INVOLVING THAT 
SUBSTANCE and ACTION FOR SUBSTANCE INVOLVED IN THAT ACTION. 
 Other linguists, including Ljung (1976), Lieber (1981, 1992, 2004) and 
Farrell (2001), expressly reject the notion of directionality in respect of 
conversion. In Ljung’s (1976: 169-74) opinion there is no derivational and, 
consequently, no directional relation between the nominal and verbal 
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senses of hammerV/N and combV/N in sentences like John hammered the 
nails in with his shoe and John combed his hair with his fingers, since 
there is nothing unusual in the non-canonical use of the instruments in 
question. After all, a shoe can be used as a hammer and one’s fingers can 
be used for combing, if a hammer or a comb is not available. This then 
entails that in the semantic description of hammerV and combV the mention 
of hammer or comb is not necessary or at least should be optional, which 
sometimes is supported by dictionary definitions as well. In the OALD4, 
as was mentioned in 10.5, the definition of hammerV runs as follows: ‘hit 
or beat (sth) with a hammer or as if with a hammer (emphasis is added)’.1  

To postulate directionality for conversion understood as a redundancy 
rule (Lieber 1981: 186) or the relisting of a word belonging to a word class 
as a word belonging to another word class (Lieber 1992: 159; 2004: 90) is 
not necessary either (for more details see 3.2). This is so even if speakers 
of English, as Lieber (1981: 183) admits, may feel one member of a 
conversion pair to be more basic than the other. The directionality of 
conversion is denied by Farrell (2001: 109-110) as well. He insists, as was 
shown in 3.3, that conversion arises from category underspecification and 
it depends on the immediate syntactic environment, or more specifically, 
on the construction in which words like dance, hammer and kiss are used 
as to whether they will function as verbs or nouns. These words are listed 
in the lexicon with their categories being underspecified for verbhood or 
nounhood, and they receive full category specifications in or from the 
construction in which they occur.  
 In a broader perspective, word-based morphology, originating in 
Aronoff’s 1976 work on word-formation, apparently resolves the 
problematic issue of directionality concerning conversion and other word-
formation processes. Ignoring some important but from the point of view 
of the present discussion irrelevant details, the claim can be made that in 
word-based morphology, as opposed to morpheme-based morphology, the 
main morphological objects are words, whether derived or underived or 
compounded, and not morphemes as suggested, among others, by Selkirk 
(1982) and Lieber (1992). As regards directionality, a great advantage of 
word-based morphology over morpheme-based morphology is that along 

1 Recall that drawing on Ljung’s data, Kiparsky comes to a different conclusion in 
his 1983 work discussed in 7.2. He claims that because of the non-specific or non-
canonical uses of instruments in the case of hammerN/V or paddleN/V the activity 
must be considered primary; consequently, it is more plausible to consider them as 
V>N conversion than N>V conversion, where the instrument is of primary 
significance, as in buttonN/V or chainN/V (see (1a-b) in 7.2). For a criticism of this 
view, see section 8.2.5 
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with word-formation processes involving affixation it also appears to 
account for non-concatenative processes. This is possible because in word-
based morphology the relationship between morphologically related words 
is expressed not by decomposing words into their constituent elements and 
thus specifying which word is derived from which other word, as is done 
in morpheme-based morphology, but by a morphological schema in which 
shared features of sets of words are formalized and contrasted (Plag 2003: 
184; Martsa 2007c: 149-150). In a morphological schema, the features of 
underived and derived or truncated words (clippings) are related so that 
the direction of derivation is not specified; only their morphosemantic 
relatedness is stated.  

11.3. Arguments for directionality 

 Despite the above arguments against (synchronic) directionality, in 
most interpretations of conversion directionality is recognized, either 
explicitly or implicitly, as a crucial feature of conversion. As we have seen 
above, directionality is part of the interpretations of conversion proposed 
by Marchand and Kiparsky. In other interpretations directionality is not in 
primary focus; nevertheless it can be taken as fact, perhaps most obviously 
in the cognitive semantic interpretations (see 7.3 and Chapters Eight and 
Nine), for they treat conversion as a process of semantic derivation 
motivated by inherently directional metonymic or metaphoric mappings. 
In like manner, directionality is implied in the interpretations of 
conversion in natural morphology (cf. Manova 2005, Manova & Dressler 
2005; see 1.4 and 6.2) as well as in various syntactically motivated 
interpretations (cf. Biese 1941; Smirnickij 
Myers 1984; Marle 1985; Szymanek 1989; Crocco-Gàleas 1990; see 
sections 2.2.1-2) and in Stein’s (1977) and Leech’s (1981) semantically 
motivated interpretations (see 2.3.1). Directionality is taken to be a 
synchronic phenomenon by most of the aforementioned authors; this 
stance, adopted in this study too, will be presented in the next section, 
drawing first of all on Marchand (1963, 1964 and 1969) and Kiefer 
(2005a). In the rest of this section Balteiro’s dia-synchronic (diachronic + 
synchronic) approach to directionality is presented. 
 Balteiro’s (2007) corpus-based work is a most substantial attempt in 
conversion studies to tackle the problem of directionality.2 In examining 

2 Another major attempt to determine the direction of the types of full conversion 
is Bram’s (2011) doctoral dissertation based on a large database gained from 
various corpora and dictionaries. 
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over seven hundred potential conversion elements, verbs and nouns, she 
applies both synchronic and diachronic criteria, paying, however, special 
attention to clear, diachronically justifiable cases of conversion (2007: 98). 
In her view, conversion is a unidirectional process determined by the 
following ten dia-synchronic, i.e. diachronic and synchronic, criteria: 
etymology, dates of first records, semantic dependence, restriction of 
usage, semantic range, semantic pattern, phonetic shape, morphological 
type, stress, and principle of relative markedness (2007: 98-201). Out of 
these criteria the first two are diachronic; all the others, adopted from 
Marchand (1964) with the exception of the principle of relative 
markedness, are synchronic. Here I can only give a short account of 
Balteiro’s conclusions as to the effectiveness of the dia-synchronic 
approach to determining the direction of N>V and V>N conversions.  
 In spite of the gaps and inconsistencies which characterize both types 
of criteria, Balteiro insists that in general most of the criteria do provide 
clearly identifiable directions for conversions, and it only rarely happens 
that the direction remains uncertain or cannot be established at all (2007: 
176). Whenever synchronic criteria fail to provide reliable data for 
determining the direction of conversion, data provided by diachronic 
criteria, first of all by etymology, should be given primacy. Besides, the 
study of diachronic data allows her to conclude that for a word to undergo 
conversion an average of three centuries is needed (Balteiro 2007: 184). 
Concretely, she has found that in terms of time conversion from verb to 
noun takes longer, on average 375 years, than conversion from noun to 
verb, which takes an average of 311 years (2007: 187). Out of the 
synchronic criteria semantic dependence appears to be the most reliable; it 
helped to solve the problem of direction in 95% of cases (Balteiro 2007: 
124). Notwithstanding its reliability, this criterion also has several 
setbacks (2007: 190-191). One is that on the basis of semantic dependence 
conversion cannot always be distinguished from other processes such as 
borrowings or levellings. Another setback is that it cannot account for such 
conversions in which the base is a now obsolete word as in boycottN (from 
BoycottN) > boycottV. Furthermore, the inherent polysemous nature of 
linguistic units, including those involved in conversion, is also problematic 
for this criterion, since in some cases it allows for bidirectionality or 
multidirectionality too. For instance, gossipN1 / gossipN2 and gossipV may 
be seen as related through N>V>N conversion in the following way (see 
section 1.2.2 and Jespersen 1965: 125; Kiparsky 1982: 13): gossipN1 
‘information that is passed from one person to another about other 
people’s behaviour and private lives (LDOCE)’ > gossipV ‘to talk about 
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other people's behaviour and private lives (LDOCE)’ > gossipN2 ‘one who 
gossips’.  

Finally, one cannot help observing that if the criterion of semantic 
dependence solves the problem of directionality in the 95 percent of cases, 
as Balteiro claims it does, then its setbacks may not be taken so seriously. 
Exactly because of this, there is good reason to suppose that this criterion, 
along with other synchronic criteria, should be given preference over 
diachronic criteria in determining the direction of conversion.  

11.4. Directionality: a primarily synchronic phenomenon 

 It has already been stated in 5.3 in Part II that in this study, following 
Kiparsky (1982: 22) and Kiefer (2005a: 52), the word-formation technique 
of conversion is considered part of the synchronic system of the language, 
in whose description there is no place for explicit diachronic 
considerations. In his monograph on conversion Twardzisz (1997: 167) 
also treats conversion as a synchronic process, and in agreement with 
Kiparsky’s view of speakers’ linguistic knowledge (see section 7.2) he 
claims that “[…] the contemporary speaker is believed to have primarily 
established his schemas based on the frequency of activation of particular 
forms” and not on considering historical evidence. Likewise, with respect 
to the criterion of first records Marchand (1963: 226) notes that historical 
evidence fails us with word pairs whose members are recorded at the same 
time or which go back to Old English and thus first records are not 
available. For synchronic linguistics historical evidence is no solution, and 
the etymological aspect is completely different from the derivational one 
(1963: 229-230). As an illustration, he discusses the conversion pair 
moanN / moanV in which the noun was recorded much earlier (c. 1225) 
than the verb (c.1548); nevertheless, by derivational criteria moanN is 
commonly analysed as ‘act of moaning’, suggesting that it is a conversion 
from moanV. The following excerpt cited from Adams also confirms the 
dubious role of historical evidence in determining the direction of 
conversion:3  
 

Historical evidence, such as it is lexicographical records cannot always 
tell us all we want to know may not be helpful, and we should not expect 
it to be, since we are not usually aware of the history of words when we 
use them. (2001: 21) 

3 Interestingly, in Adams (1973: 39) historical evidence is still given precedence 
whenever the direction of conversion cannot be established by means of 
synchronic criteria. 
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If conversion is viewed as a synchronic process, and in most works 
dealing with conversion this really is the case, it is only logical to deal 
with its direction also in synchronic terms, using synchronic criteria such 
as the widely recognized, albeit often criticized criteria suggested by 
Marchand (1964). These include the following criteria along with the 
already mentioned criteria of semantic dependence and relation of usage: 
semantic range, semantic pattern, phonetic shape, morphological type and 
the criterion of stress. Here we can only deal with and comment on the 
first criterion in detail: the others will only be considered briefly. 
 According to semantic dependence, being not only the most widely 
accepted synchronic criterion to establish the direction of conversion, but 
also the most comprehensive semantic criterion, that word of a conversion 
pair is considered converted (i.e. derived) whose analysis is dependent on 
the content of the other word (1964: 12). One example that Marchand 
discusses is the conversion pair whistleV > whistleN, where the instrument 
designated by the noun is secondary, for the primary instruments are the 
lungs and the lips that make the action designated by the verb possible 
(1964: 13). Consequently, whistleN must be seen as natural derivation from 
whistleV, because its interpretation relies on the content features of the 
verb and not vice versa: the content features of whistleN do not play any 
role in the interpretation of whistleV. This is reflected in the dictionary 
definitions as well: cp. whistleV ‘make a high or musical sound by blowing 
air out through your lips (LDOCE)’ and whistleN ‘a small object that 
produces a high whistling sound when you blow into it’ (LDOCE)’. This 
reasoning is also supported by the semantic criterion of semantic range, 
according to which in the case of two homophonous words exhibiting 
similar semantic features the more specific one with the smaller field of 
reference is the derivative (Marchand 1964: 14). WhistleV has a bigger 
semantic range than whistleN, since whistling can be performed by 
whatever instrument, be it one’s fingers or a blade of grass, whereas the 
range of instruments that qualify as whistles is restricted; one’s fingers or a 
blade of grass can indeed function as whistles, though they can hardly be 
called whistles. This then means that in line with Marchand’s suggestion 
whistleV must be considered the primary base from which whistleN is 
converted. It is the criterion of semantic range that underlies the 
directionality rule proposed by Kiefer with respect to Hungarian 
conversion:  
 

[the] direction of conversion is X > Y if the domain of Y is smaller than X, 
and if it is possible to specify the conditions for X > Y, but not for Y > X. 
(2005a: 52) 
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The fact that semantic dependence is the most important synchronic 
criterion to establish the direction of conversion does not necessarily 
mean, however, that all senses of converted words are semantically 
dependent on their parent words. Marchand (1964: 12) observes that one 
sense of actN ‘simulated performance’ is derived from one corresponding 
sense of actV ‘behave in a particular way; pretend’ as in act like a 
madman, he is merely acting, but the nominal sense ‘division of a play’ is 
not related to any of the verbal senses. This restriction on the 
comprehensiveness of the criterion of semantic dependence, and perhaps 
other synchronic criteria not discussed here, can be extended to other types 
of conversion as well. I have noted in 10.5 that the sense ‘hit the ball with 
one’s head’ of headV is not derivable directly from the nominal senses of 
headN. Similar examples are not difficult to find among N>V and other 
types of conversion. Consider animal verbs of Type 2a, discussed above in 
10.3.1.6 and earlier in 8.3.3, whose meanings are not directly dependent 
on, and consequently not directly derivable from nominal senses of 
corresponding parent nouns, that is, names for animals. So the meaning 
‘mimic’ of apeV is not directly connected to the metaphoric sense ‘an ugly, 
clumsy, stupid person’ of apeN. Or, consider brownV whose metonymic 
and metaphoric senses like ‘heat food so that it turns brown, or become 
brown by being heated (LDOCE)’ (e.g. First brown the meat in a pan.), 
‘become brown because of the sun’s heat, or make something brown in 
this way (LDOCE)’ (e.g. The children’s faces were browned by the sun.) 
and ‘annoyed or bored (LDOCE)’ (e.g. They are getting browned off by 
the situation.) do not appear to be directly, if at all, dependent on the 
meaning of brownA ‘the colour of earth, wood, or coffee’. Otrher examples 
for the lack of full correspondence between the senses of converted words 
and their parent words were also mentioned in 10.5. 
 In the rest of the section we shall peruse other synchronic criteria 
proposed by Marchand (1964) to determine the direction of conversion. In 
accordance with the criterion of the restriction of usage, that member of 
the conversion pair is derived which has a smaller range of usage 
(Marchand 1964: 13). Thus authorV must be seen as converted from 
authorN, for the range of the latter is much wider than that of the former, 
and, in addition, authorN is much more frequent than authorV. A further 
criterion has to do with the semantic pattern underlying one of the 
members of a conversion pair. It is formulated by Marchand as follows 
(1964: 15): “Certain words have characteristic meanings which mark them 
as derivatives”. According to this criterion, being closely related to the 
criteria of semantic dependence and semantic range, if the content analysis 
of a noun draws on a semantic pattern connected to a homophonous verb, 
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the noun must be seen as converted, as in the case of cheatV>N, flirtV>N, 
pryV>N, etc.  
 The criterion of phonetic shape may help to put a certain word in a 
definite word class (Marchand 1964: 16). Suffixes like -(a/o)tion, -ition, -
ment, -(t)ure and -ade are typical nominal suffixes, so verbs that are 
homonymous with nouns having these suffixes must be seen as converted 
from these nouns, cf. commissionV, complimentV, captureV, fractureV, 
gestureV, cascadeV, crusadeV, serenadeV. Similarly, the morphological 
type, another criterion, can also be decisive in determining which word of 
a conversion pair is derived in the case of compounds having the structural 
pattern ‘A/N + N’ (1964: 16). If a verb, e.g. blacklistV, snowballV or 
sideslipV, has the same structural pattern, it must be considered derived. A 
final non-semantic criterion, the criterion of stress, allows Marchand to 
state that the stress of complex words (derivative and compounds alike) is 
indicative of a derivational relationship between a noun and a verb (1964: 
17). Verbs like óuthouseV or úndercurrentV must be seen as derived from 
the corresponding homonymous nouns, since they are stressed on the first 
syllable, which is typical of nouns. This is so because compound verbs 
with the formal pattern ‘locative particle + verb’, e.g. outlíveV, 
underéstimateV, typically have heavy stress on the second element and 
middle stress on the first element. This criterion applies to certain pairs of 
words of French or Latin origin, which can be analyzed diachronically as 
prefixed derivatives. These word pairs include conflíctV / cónflìctN and a 
number of other pairs discussed in 1.2.2 in Part I (e.g. constrúctV / 
cónstrùctN or digéstV / dígèstN). The reason for this distinction, as 
Marchand explains, is probably the fact that educated speakers are aware 
of the complex structure of the Latin and French verbs (1964: 17).  

Finally, it has to be noted that although the synchronic criterion of 
semantic dependence helps to establish the direction of conversion most of 
the time, problematic cases still remain which other semantic criteria 
cannot tackle either. For instance, on the basis of the semantic pattern the 
direction characterizing the word pairs cookN / cookV, guideN / guideV and 
judgeN / judgeV cannot be easily determined (Marchand 1963: 235). The 
semantic analysis ‘act as a cook, guide, judge’, seems to be more plausible 
for the verbs, suggesting that in respect of these word pairs N-to-V is a 
more favourable direction than V-to-N. This is supported by additional 
morphosemantic and diachronic facts. As far as the former are concerned, 
in English deverbal agent nouns are usually marked with the suffix -er, 
and, in addition, the morphologically unmarked deverbal nouns (e.g. 
cheat, runabout, pickpocket, upstart) have a negative emotional overtone. 
Furthermore, Marchand notes that diachronic evidence also favours the 
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denominal interpretation; according to the OED2, cookN is recorded earlier 
(c. 1000) than cookV (c. 1380). As regards judgeN / judgeV and guideN / 
guideV, the semantic pattern characteristic of the nouns (cf. ?‘one who 
judges/guides’) is not suitable for the verbs of these word pairs, since both 
the nouns (judgeN, guideN) and the verbs (judgeV, guideV) are separate 
loans from French where no proper derivational connection exists between 
them (Marchand 1963: 235-236). We can see here that Marchand, though 
he argues for the primacy of syncnhronic criteria in determining the 
direction of conversion, in problematic cases does not hesitate to turn to 
diachronic data when synchronic criteria prove insufficient. 

 



 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

CONVERSION: 
RULE OR ANALOGY? 

12.1. Introduction 

 Paraphrasing the title of this chapter, the following question can be 
asked: is English conversion a productive process regulated by a well-
definable rule or rules, or is it an analogy operation based on (a set of) 
patterns of forming a word from another homophonous word belonging to 
a different word class? There is no easy answer to this question.  

To begin with, consider how onversion in Hungarian is described by 
Kiefer:  
 

Conversion is rule-governed if the input and output conditions to 
conversion can be specified. Conversion may be rule-governed but 
unproductive, but productive conversion is always rule-governed. (2005a: 
50) 

 
In another publication he insists that productivity implies semantic 
transparency, which, in his view, does not seem to apply to established 
English N>V conversions such as badgerN>V, bottleN>V, commissionN>V, 
mailN>V, mushroomN>V, skinN>V and vacationN>V (2005b: 191). Due to the 
lack of semantic transparency, these conversions, adopted by him from 
Bauer (1983: 229), are unproductive and, as the above quote suggests, they 
must also be seen as non-rule-governed. This means that the verbs bottleV, 
commissionV, mailV, etc. do not result from the operation of a rule but 
from exploiting the existing pattern N  V, that is, from the repeated 
application of this pattern. Furthermore, Kiefer (2005b: 189) contends that 
being productive and thus semantically transparent and rule-governed also 
implies that the change from one word class to another is automatic. This, 
in his opinion, does not characterize the above examples; neither does it 
characterize napalmN > napalmV in They decided to napalm the village, 
another example adopted from Bauer (1983: 32). We shall see in section 
12.3 that in the light of what has been said about polysemy and 
directionality in the previous two chapters and the interpretation of 
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conversion proposed in this study, Kiefer’s argumentation, convincing 
though it is, cannot be fully accepted.  
 There is a more general reason as well why the above question is not 
easy to answer. Similarly to the interpretation of conversion as a word-
formation technique, the interpretation of productivity, or more precisely, 
morphological productivity and its relation to other phenomena such as 
creativity, regularity, frequency and analogy is also surrounded by 
uncertainty, and there is a considerable degree of indecision as to its 
precise nature. As it would be impossible and perhaps unnecessary to 
present a detailed survey of the corresponding literature, in this chapter, 
especially in section 12.2, only those facets of morphological productivity 
are dealt with that are particularly relevant for conversion understood as 
semantic derivation. So, along with the notions of productivity, creativity 
and analogy, special attention will be paid to rule-governedness and its 
relation to semantic transparency or predictability. For a survey of current 
interpretations of morphological productivity, see Bauer (2005b). 

In works dealing with morphological productivity a difference is often 
made between competence-based (qualitative) and performance-based 
(quantitative) approaches to productivity. The validity of this distinction, 
originating in Kastovsky (1986), cannot be questioned in general; in this 
chapter, however, the former will be given preference. In section 12.2, 
focussing mostly on derivation, I shall examine the notion of productivity 
and its relation to creativity, frequency and analogy. Then, in section 12.3, 
I shall attempt to specify rules for individual types of conversion discussed 
in Chapters Eight and Nine. Concretely, by stating a series of rules, I shall 
try to prove that most types of conversion are productive; nevertheless, I 
also intend to point out that for the verification of these rules further 
research is necessary.  

12.2. Productivity and related notions  

 It was mentioned at the beginning of Part IV that in most works on 
English word-formation conversion is viewed as a productive process, 
though productivity of this particular process has never been studied 
seriously. A possible cause for taking the productivity of conversion as 
fact may be the ease with which verbs or nouns are formed from other 
parts of speech through conversion. Indeed, it is not an overstatement to 
say that conversion in English always comes in handy when affixal means 
of forming verbs or nouns are not available. Additional support to consider 
conversion a largely productive process may also come from innovative 
uses such as those mentioned by Clark  Clark (1979) and discussed in 
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section 8.2. Similar examples are mentioned by Aitchison (1998: 160-
161), some of which are given in (15). These examples show that speakers 
of English, children and adults alike, are particularly good at coining new 
verbs from nouns by means of conversion. Cp.: 
 
(15a) He is keying the door (commented by a three-year old, watching 

someone unlock the door) 
I’m shirting my man (said by a five-year-old dressing her doll) 
Is it all needled? (asked by a three-year-old as a pair of pants were 
mended) 

 
(15b) Henry Moulinexed the vegetables. 
    John squeegeed (a type of floor-mop) the floor. 
 
(15c) Sammy pizza-ed (=dropped the pizza on) the floor.  
     Felicity pizza-ed the dough (=gave the dough the shape of a pizza) 
 
The question may logically arise whether the verbs in (15) reflect a 
productive word-formation technique or they should rather be seen as 
examples of analogous formations following a word-formation pattern or 
patterns. If morphological productivity, as authors like Aronoff (1976), 
Mayerthaler (1981), Dressler (1999), Kiefer  Ladányi (2000), Booij 
(2002), Kiefer (2002, 2005a, 2005b), Bauer (2005b) and Ladányi (2007, 
2009) claim, has to do with the formation of potential or possible words in 
the first place, then the types of N>V conversion illustrated in (15) must 
be seen as results of a productive mechanism. These verbs are not likely to 
occur in dictionaries and some of them (e.g. Moulinex, squeegee) are not 
even likely to make it to dictionaries in the long run. However, if another 
important prerequisite of morphological productivity is morphosemantic 
transparency (i.e. compositionality), as is also claimed by the majority of 
the above authors, then the productivity of conversions in (15) cannot be 
unequivocally stated. Kiefer is right when he claims that converted verbs 
are not transparent, but I think in the case of English conversion 
morphological transparency and semantic transparency must be separated. 
The lack of morphological transparency is unquestionable; the meanings 
of converted verbs in (15) are nevertheless not difficult to compute, which 
in all probability is due to some kind of semantic transparency or semantic 
predictability guaranteed by the obvious semantic link between the 
converted verbs and their parent nouns. In other words, as was suggested 
in the tenth chapter, semantic predictability is encoded in the polysemic 
relationship that holds between the members of conversion pairs, in this 
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case between verbs and their parent nouns. Finally, if morphological 
productivity is understood as a possibility for language users to form 
countless new words unintentionally, as is claimed by Schultink (1961: 
113; quoted in Booij 1977: 4), then the productivity of conversions in (15), 
especially those in (15a) attested in the speech of young children, is again 
hard to question. I return to the problems raised in this paragraph in 
section 12.3. 
 In the following subsections competence-based productivity is further 
examined, paying special attention to other related issues such as creativity 
and rule-governedness. Performance-based productivity focussing on the 
frequency of usage is also dealt with to demonstrate that though in this 
study preference is given to competence-based productivity, the difference 
between the two approaches is by no means as antagonistic as it is 
sometimes suggested in the corresponding literature. In sections 12.2.1-2 
examples, for the most part representing selected types of morphological 
derivation and compounding, are considered. In section 12.2.3 the 
relationship between analogy and rule is briefly discussed, which, in 
section 12.3, is followed by a detailed discussion of the productivity of 
conversion-types identified in the eigth and ninth chapters.1  

12.2.1. Productivity, creativity, rule-governedness  

 Kiefer (2002) and Ladányi (2007) assert that morphological 
productivity based on potentiality, transparency and unintentionality is 
competence-based or qualitative, and productive morphological processes 
constitute part of the grammatical competence of language users.2 This 
means that productive morphological processes, like deadjectival 
nominalizations in -ness and -ity, are predictable or regular both formally 
and semantically (see also Carstairs-McCarthy 2002: 86). Formal and 

1 In publications dealing with morphological productivity, derivational 
morphology and inflectional morphology are usually not separated. Here, however, 
we shall not be concerned with the productivity of inflectional processes. The 
productivity of compounding, being highly debated in studies on word-formation 
(Bauer 2005b: 316), is also beyond our concern. Compounds will only be 
mentioned in connection with creativity and blocking. 
2 It is necessary to note that the criteria of potentiality, transparency and 
unintentionality do not always prove entirely reliable. Bauer (2005b: 317), for 
example, observes that “the notion of a possible word is slightly hazy” and 
frequently there may be no sharp borderline between possible and impossible 
words. This is an important remark, though due to constraints on space, problems 
related to the validity of this and other criteria cannot be dealt with here.  
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semantic regularity is corroborated by morphosemantic transparency, as 
evidenced by potential nominalizations such as wordhood, everydayness 
and turncoatism, whose meanings are directly predictable from their 
forms. It is also important to note, however, that while these and, 
generally speaking, all other productively formed complex nouns need 
not be listed, established nominalizations often undergo lexicalization and 
become semantically but not necessarily morphologically opaque and 
because of this they need to be lexically listed. Examples of this kind from 
-ness and -ity nominalizations are highness, celebrity and (at least in one 
of its senses) royalty. Generally speaking, the assumption can be made that 
if a complex word formed by a productive rule becomes established, it 
frequently undergoes lexicalization and develops idiosyncratic senses 
(Plag 2003: 47). Highness, celebrity and royalty are cases in point, but 
examples of productive deverbal adjectivalization with -able can also be 
mentioned. For instance, the adjective readable means ‘enjoyable; 
pleasant to read’ rather than ‘possible to read’ when used in the phrase a 
readable book. 

Unintentionality, another feature of morphological productivity, has to 
do with the fact that productive word-formation rules apply automatically. 
A corollary of the automatic applications of rules is the phenomenon 
called semi-productivity (Matthews 1974: 51, 69). Word-formation 
processes can frequently be semi-productive in the sense that they do not 
always apply to eligible bases, causing in this way gaps in the respective 
derivational paradigm/s. For an illustration of this point, Matthews 
explains that 
 

[one] can say he dilutes his whisky and dilution of whisky, but not The 
salution of officers is compulsory as an alternative to One must salute 
officers. (1974: 51) - Emphases are included. 
 

Semi-productivity is typically caused by (lexical or token) blocking: the 
seemingly regularly formed noun *salution is blocked by the already 
existing complex noun salutation. Analogous examples discussed in 
Aronoff (1976: 35-42) are *gloriosity or *furiosity blocked by glory and 
fury, respectively (cf. curiosity, fugacity [  fugacious], tenacity [  
tenacious]).  

Unintentionality is indeed an important feature of productivity, but it 
should be borne in mind that automatic application of rules may also lead 
to overgeneration (Bauer 2004: 80). For instance, the process of agentive 
nominalization with the suffix -er productively yields words like goer or 
comer, which occur in theatre-goer or new-comer, suggesting that they 
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have the status of actual words, but which in themselves are normally not 
used productively to designate anyone who goes or comes, so, 
paradoxically, they may as well have the status of potential words. 
Similarly, although answerer, asker, giver can also be seen as actual words 
of English, used for instance in discourse and conversation studies, they do 
not seem to be readily applicable merely to anyone who answers, asks, and 
gives (Martsa 2007c: 152).  

Productive word-formation taken to be unintentional and automatic 
frequently contrasts with creative and rule-bending word-formation which 
involves a certain degree of consciousness on the coiner’s side, especially 
in the case of using foreign word-building elements (see Shultink 1961, 
van Marle 1985). (For a different opinion, however, see Bauer below.) 
Lyons attributes creativity to  

 
[u]tterances whose novelty does not solely consist in the fact that they have 
never occurred in the previous experience of the speaker or writer, but in 
their originality of style. (1977: 77) 
 

One can add to this that the novelty of such utterances mainly lies in 
words whose applications cannot be accounted for by productive word-
formation rules. These words often arise from semantic (figurative) 
extensions accompanying creative word-formation processes, as in the 
exocentric compounds bluestocking, head-hunter, redcap, tallboy and so 
on, in which compounding goes hand in hand with metaphoric and 
synecdochical extensions. Thus, the meaning of head-hunter ‘a person or 
firm paid to find or recruit staff at a senior level’ is metaphorically related 
to the (diachronically) primary meaning ‘a member of a tribe that collects 
the heads of its enemies as trophies’. When redcap has the meaning ‘a 
railway porter’, the railway porter is denoted synecdochically by referring 
to the red cap he wears. Creative word-formation often involves 
playfulness and humour, as in couch potato, computer potato or ping-
pong diplomacy. Other examples of this kind of creative compounding 
include Wordbirths, Worddeaths, Wordfutures, coined by David Crystal 
to signal titles of chapters in his book Words, Words, Words published in 
2006. An example from the field of derivation to illustrate creativity 
involving intentionality (and, for that matter, playfulness) is the proper 
noun Seedlings spotted in Newsweek magazine (April 22, 2002; p. 28). 
This word, obviously intended to be a pun (cf. seedling ‘young plant 
newly grown from a seed’), was coined to denote high-ranking British 
politicians who had been converted to the Catholic faith by Michael Seed, 
a charismatic Franciscan monk (Martsa 2007c: 144). An analogous 
attested example of creativity from the field of conversion is meeting’d in 
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the utterance ‘I’m going to get a shower. I’m just about meeting’d out’ 
(Newsweek, July 31, 2006; p. 31). This was reportedly said by President 
Bush, following a session at the G8 summit held in St. Petersburg to 
express that he had got tired of the numerous meetings he had had with 
leading politicians of the world during the day.  

A further type of creative word-formation, called word manufacture, 
is represented by certain types of clippings or by words created, as Bauer 
(1983: 233, 239) has it, ex nihilo. They occur in scientific terminology 
(e.g. prepreg formed from preimpregnated) or in brand names such as 
Kodak, Kleenex, Teflon, Walkman and Xerox. Some of these previously 
nonexistent words have become common nouns denoting products in 
general. Thus kleenex, a brand name for a kind of facial tissue, has come 
to denote facial tissues in general; while xerox, a brand name for a type of 
photocopying machines, is used to denote the product of photocopying 
and also the action of photocopying (Akmajian et al. 1990: 23).  
 Being rule-governed is the most significant property of competence-
based productivity. We have seen at at the beginning of section 12.1 that 
according to Kiefer (2005a: 50-51) conversion is rule-governed if it is 
possible to identify its input and output conditions. By extension, the 
same should apply to productive derivation, and indeed such conditions 
are relatively easy to identify for the abovementioned productive -ness 
and -ity nominalizations. For both nominalizations the output semantic 
condition is that the derived item must be an abstract noun with the 
meaning ‘the quality, state (or character) of being A’ (OALD8); thus 
happiness and sensitivity respectively mean ‘the state of being happy’ and 
‘the quality of being sensitive’. The input conditions are somewhat more 
difficult to pin down, first of all because -ness, as was alluded to earlier, 
tends to attach to potentially all adjectival bases of Germanic origin (e.g. 
redness, calmness), and occasionally to some bases of non-Germanic, 
Latin or French origin (e.g. certainness, exclusiveness, effevtiveness, 
?divinness, ?pureness). Complex adjectives in -ly are also nominalised 
with -ness rather than with -ity (e.g. friedliness, kingliness). The (pre-
accenting) suffix -ity, on the other hand, exclusively attaches to bases of 
non-Germanic origin (e.g. divinity, purity, but *reddity, *calmity). 
Nominalizations in -ity display a high degree of formal regularity in that 
their bases are predominantly complex adjectives formed with the 
suffixes -able/ible, -al/ar, -id, -ive and -ous (e.g. availability / visibility, 
locality / polarity, rigidity, productivity, curiosity). Exceptions include 
nouns like oddity, purity and vanity (Bauer 2001: 76). Apart from the fact 
that their bases are adjectives (or, rather infrequently, nouns; e.g. 
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everydayness, Omabaness), no specific formal input conditions can be 
identified for -ness nominalizations.3  

The schematic descriptions of rules underlying the application of the 
suffixes -ness and -ity are given in Table 12-1, where a), b) and) c) 
respectively signal the pronunciation along with the impact of the suffix 
on the assignment of stress (-ness is a neutral suffix, -ity is a pre-
accenting suffix), the input base (X) and the output derivative (Y) and the 
meaning of the suffix in question. 
 
-ness 
 

-ity 

a) – /n s/  
b) class-changing; X=A(-ly)/(N); 

Y=Nabstract 
c) ‘the quality, state or 

character of being A/related 
to N’ 

 
E.g.: redness, calmness, 

friendliness; everydayness 

a) – / T/ 
b) class-changing; X=A(-able/ible, -

al/ar, -id, -ive, -ous) ; Y=Nabstract 
c) ‘the quality or state of being 

A’ 
 
  E.g.: availability, polarity, 

rigidity, productivity, 
curiousity, purity 

 
Table 12-1 Nominalization rules underlying the uses of -ness and -ity 
 
More will be said about word-formation rules in section 12.2.3. 
 From the above discussion the conclusion for the moment is that those 
processes of word-formation are productive which are automatic and 
comply with the criteria of potentiality, morphosemantic transparency and 
unintentionality. Besides, as was argued earlier, productive word-
formation processes yield possible words that are typically not listed. A 
consequence of this is that dictionaries, containing actual, i.e. listed words, 
cannot provide reliable information on morphological productivity 
(Baayen  Renaouf 1996: 69). On the other hand, processes of creative, 
rule-bending or rule-changing word-formation based on semantic 
extension, word manufacture and playfulness involve consciousness and 
they are difficult to account for in terms of consistent criteria (Bauer 2001: 
66). Words formed by creative word-formation are obviously not 

3 Problematic nominalizations in -ness and -ity, including formally and 
semantically irregular cases as well as parallel formations (cf. certainty vs. 
certainness), are also discussed in Chomsky (1970: 188-189), Aronoff (1976: 37-
45), Riddle (1985: 438) and Carstairs-McCarthy (2002: 86-89).  
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automatic; they must be memorized and lexically listed. A few remarks are 
in order, however.  

Despite the above difference between productivity and creativity, 
there is substantial reason to suppose that these two phenomena are not 
fundamentally different. Bauer (2001: 66-71; 2005b: 330) criticizes the 
suggestions made by Shultink (1961), van Marle (1985) and Motsch 
(1977) that foreign word-formation elements should be relegated to 
creativity, for they involve consciousness, and he points out that the 
application of native word-formation elements may also involve a certain 
degree of consciousness.4 In my opinion this contradiction can only be 
eliminated if we assume that foreign elements can also be used 
productively, as is evidenced by the productive uses of foreign elements 
such as -ity, discussed above, or -ee (e.g. emailee ‘a person receiving an 
email message’ as in Johnny Thunder needs to learn that to be the 
emailee you have to be the emailer5 and -esque (e.g. Kerryesque ‘having 
the style of the former presidential candidate John Kerry’ (Martsa 2007c: 
142)). In more general terms, we can also claim that instances of creative 
word-formation are not only rule-bending, as the aforementioned 
exocentric compounds, but they can also be rule-governed and they 
contain easily identifiable patterns, as for instance the root compounds 
Wordbirths or Worddeaths which have the structural pattern N + N, the 
most frequent pattern characterizing nominal compounds in English. 
Moreover, owing to the fact that they are endocentric compounds, their 
morphosemantic transparency is guaranteed. The same kind of 
transparency characterizes the derivative Seedlings considered earlier in 
this section. The suggestion can be made that, in partial agreement with 
Lyons’s above definition of creativity, it is primarily not because of their 
rule-bending nature, but because of their playfulness, innovativeness and 
originality of style that examples of this kind have come to be considered 
representations of creative and not productive word-formation. Provided 
this is really so, one can reasonably assume that the two phenomena, 
productivity and creativity, constitute the two sides of the same coin, and 
along with syntactic rules they are included in native speakers’ linguistic 
competence. Supporting this view is Ladányi’s (2007: 52) observation 
that in generative grammar no real distinction is made between creativity 
and productivity. That this is indeed a plausible assumption is further 
confirmed by Lyons’s earlier definition of productivity, which is very 

4 On the productivity of foreign affixes in Hungarian word-formation, see Ladányi 
(2007, 2009). 
5 Retrieved from http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Emailee on 
Februry 4, 2012. 
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similar to, if not identical with, the generative view of creativity (1977: 
76; see also Bauer 1983: 63). Cp.: 

 
By productivity […] is meant that property of the language system which 
enables native speakers to construct and understand an indefinitely large 
number of utterances, including utterances that they have never previously 
encountered. (1977: 76)  

 
This definition also suggests that the difference between productivity and 
creativity may in fact be only notational. 

12.2.2. Frequency 

 Attempts to account for morphological productivity in terms of (type 
and/or token) frequency stem from the desire to provide quantitative 
means that can objectively measure how often an affix is used to produce 
new words at a particular time in a (computerized) corpus containing great 
numbers of naturally occurring words. While the interpretation of 
productivity based on the criteria specified in the previous section is 
primarily concerned with the formation of possible words that may never 
actually be used, performance-based interpretation is mainly concerned 
with words that are actually used. According to Plag (2003: 52) the most 
widely used and at the same time the most widely rejected method of 
measuring productivity is counting the type frequency of an affix, that is, 
counting how many times different words with that affix occur in a corpus 
at a given point of time. A serious problem with this way of measuring 
productivity, as is observed by Plag (ibid.) and also by Bauer (1983: 55), 
is that there are many different words formed with an affix which, while 
being indeed frequent and general, is in fact unproductive in present-day 
English, for no new words can be formed with it. The suffixes -th and -
ment are cases in point; they do indeed occur frequently (cf. health, 
strength, warmth; achievement, government, payment), yet they are no 
longer used as productive nominalizing suffixes.6  
 While type frequency is not a reliable marker of productivity, token 
frequency of derivatives formed with a particular suffix, as is suggested 
first of all by Baayen and his colleagues in a number of publications 
(1989, 1992, 1993; Baayen  Lieber 1991, Baayen  Renaouf 1996), may 
provide useful information on the rate of the given suffix’s synchronic 

6 Bauer (1983: 55) found only one example, the word Englishment meaning 
’rendering into English, anglicization’, for the innovative use of -ment in Barnhardt  
et al. (1973). 
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productivity. To somewhat simplify the matter, counting token frequency 
of derivatives means that the productivity of an affix in a corpus at a 
certain period of time is determined by the number of derivatives with that 
affix (Plag 2003: 53). More specifically, from the point of view of 
measuring the productivity of an affix two things have to be taken into 
account: the number of tokens formed with that affix and, within these 
tokens, the number of hapax legomena, i.e. tokens that occur only once in 
the corpus under investigation. This way of measuring productivity within 
the constraints of a corpus, was proposed by Baayen (1992). In his opinion 
the productivity of an affix can be expressed by using the following 
formula: P= n1/N, where n1 and N respectively stand for the number of 
hapaxes and the number of tokens. Concretely, in order to measure 
productivity the number of hapaxes has to be divided by the number of 
tokens.7 If, for instance, derivatives with the suffix -ment are counted in a 
corpus, in all probability a lot of familiar (i.e. listed) words will be found, 
whereas the number of hapaxes among tokens will certainly be very low. 
The case may as well be that no hapaxes will be found at all. Dividing the 
low number of hapaxes by the overall high number of (high-frequency) 
tokens yields a low productivity value for -ment, and this is exactly what 
we expect from an unproductive suffix. By contrast, if -ness derivatives 
are counted in a corpus, we are likely to find many familiar words and a 
relatively high number of hapaxes. In this case, due to the high rate of 
hapaxes, the value of productivity will be high(er), and this is in line with 
the behaviour of a productive suffix like -ness (Bauer 2005b: 325).  
 Despite the undeniable effectiveness of the quantitative approach to 
productivity in terms of token frequency, especially in respect of huge 
corpora, in the rest of this chapter the qualitative approach is given 
preference. By placing rule-governedness into focus, we believe that the 
qualitative approach to productivity is more comprehensive and 
fundamental, as it allows for a greater degree of generality in the sense that 
it ranges over all types of word-formation and its scope is not restricted to 
data available in various types of databases but encompasses the whole 
lexicon.8 We shall see in 12.3 that this approach to productivity, though to 
varying degrees, is applicable to different types of conversion as well. 

7 Baayen (1993) proposed a more refined formula to measure hapax-conditioned 
productivity in which the relevant morphological category and the number of 
hapaxes of all types are taken into account. 
8 Drawing on the tenets of prosodic morphology, Kubozono (1991) and Lappe 
(2003; both quoted in Plag 2003: 118, 122) demonstrate that even such “oddities” 
(Aronoff 1976: 20) as clippings and blends turn out to a considerable extent to be 
regular and thus rule-governed. 
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Another important reason for giving preference to the qualitative approach 
to productivity in this chapter is that the quantitative approach, based the 
frequency of affixes in a corpus, does not seem to be applicable to the 
morphological category of conversion, simply because this process does 
not involve affixation. Before examining the productivity of conversion 
concretely, however, we need to return to the issue of word-formation 
rules. In addition, we also need to clarify the relationship between the 
notions of rule and analogy. 

12.2.3. Rule vs. analogy 

12.2.3.1. Word-formation rules revisited 

 We have already seen in section 12.2.1 that a word-formation rule, also 
called lexical rule (Leech 1981, Kiparsky 1982) or word-structure rule 
(Plag 2003), specifies the input and output conditions of a derivational 
process. In practical terms it means that the rule specifies the input base, 
on the one hand, and the pronunciation, the category and the meaning of 
the output, on the other (for an illustration, see Table 12-1 in section 
12.2.1). Specifying the input base also involves restrictions on the form 
and meaning of the base in question. As regards the rule of attaching -ity, 
for example, a formal restriction is that the base is preferably a derived 
adjective formed with one of the following suffixes: -able/ible, -al/ar, -id, 
-ive and -ous. Or the rule of -ness suffixation requires, as was shown in 
12.2.1, that the base be of Germanic origin or suffixed with -ly. We can 
also say that the suffixation rules of attaching -ity and -ness and, as a 
matter of fact, affixation rules in general are sensitive to the make-up of 
the input bases (Katamba 1993: 217). Both -ness and -ity suffixations, as 
was also shown in 12.2.1, specify the meaning and subcategorization of 
the outputs which must be abstract nouns with the meaning ‘the quality, 
state (or character) of being A’. Note, however, that word-formation rules 
do not apply across the board, that is to say, they frequently do not apply 
to apparently eligible bases (cf. *effectivity, *oddness) and their outputs 
often undergo lexicalization (cf. celebrity, highness; see also semi-
productivity in 12.2.1).  

These and some other features, including, among others, the 
impossibility of recursiveness, distinguish word-formation rules from 
syntactic rules, one of the most important features of which is that they are 
recursive.9 In addition, the outputs of syntactic rules are usually exempt 

9 The recursiveness of affixes in general is disallowed by the repeated morph 
constraint (Bauer 2004: 91).  
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from lexicalization and apply exceptionlessly (Katamba 1993: 217). 
Proponents of morpheme-based morphology, however, argue that the 
function of word-formation or morphological rules, namely the linking of 
morphemes to form complex words, is very similar to that of syntactic 
rules with the help of which words are combined to form phrases and 
sentences. Based on this similarity, some scholars, including Selkirk 
(1982), Lieber (1992), and Ackema & Neelman (2004), claim that, 
analogously to context free phrase structure rules used in syntax to build 
phrases and sentences, there are word structure rules that build complex 
words, and that how complex words are created by means of word-
formation rules is determined by word syntax. Selkirk’s word syntax is the 
application of X-bar syntax to word structure, in which Word, just like 
sentence, is a maximal projection and word structure (rewriting) rules 
operate on words, roots and affixes to produce complex words. It has to be 
noted, however, that in spite of the similarities that undoubtedly exist 
among word-formation rules and syntactic rules, the differences among 
these rules and between their scopes are too significant to consider them 
identical. In the rest of this chapter, I take word-formation rules to be 
independent of syntactic rules, which start to function only after word-
formation rules have supplied words for the syntactic component.  

Word-formation rules are part of the morphological subcomponent of 
the lexicon, and they can be viewed as dynamic and static (Csapó 1991: 
69) or active and inactive (Aronoff 1976: 47-86). This means that certain 
word-formation rules help to create new complex lexemes, whereas certain 
others rather help to analyze or interpret word-structure.10 The latter, static 
or inactive rules, also called redundancy rules (Plag 2003: 36), are no 
longer available to create new words; nevertheless, they can be employed 
for the analysis of existing, i.e. lexically listed words such as amusement, 
length and bishopric. They play an important role in speech comprehension, 
while dynamic or active rules are inevitable for both speech production and 
speech comprehension. I consider the two types of word-formation rules 
equally important, though from the point of view of morphological 
productivity discussed in this chapter only dynamic or active rules are 
taken into account. This is so because productive word-formation rules are 
by definition dynamic or active.  

10 This distinction between word-formation rules is roughly the same as the 
distinction made in German morphology between Wortbildung ‘word-formation’ 
and Wortgebildetheit ‘word-formedness’. The latter, dealing with the structure of 
words as they appear in the lexicon, accounts for the online understanding of 
words. 
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A parallel phenomenon that often rivals productivity is analogy, to 
which I turn in the next section.  

12.2.3.2. Analogy  

 Commenting on the formation of words like earwitness, cheeseburger 
and airsick, Plag (2003: 37-38) observes that these words do not result 
from the operation of specific word-formation rules, but from analogy 
based on one or more model words. He suggests that analogy can be 
modelled as a proportional relation between words, as illustrated in (16): 
 
(16) a. a : b :: c : d 
  b. eye : eyewitness :: ear : earwitness 
  c. ham : hamburger :: cheese : cheeseburger 
  d. sea : seasickness :: air : airsickness 
 
(16) suggests that earwitness, cheeseburger and airsickness are formed 
respectively on the analogy with eyewitness, hamburger and seasickness. 
If new words can be created not only by means of productive rules, but 
also through analogy, the question arises: how are rules and analogy 
related in creative word-formation?11  

In her study on creative neologisms, Lehrer argues that the question of 
whether words like pizzaburger, shopaholic, meatitarian are formed by a 
general rule or on the basis of a specific item, i.e. via analogy, reflects a 
false dichotomy and she insists that  
 

[w]hat happens very often is that a neologism may originate by analogy, 
but it very quickly (after 2 or 3 new words) generates a rule so that 
additional neologisms need not be based on any specific word. (1996: 67) 

 
The conclusion that immediately presents itself is that word-formation 
rules and analogy appear to be chronologically related, so that rules 
develop from analogies based on model words or local schemas. With 
respect to pizzaburger, shopaholic and meatitarian such model words 
were hamburger, alcoholic and vegetarian, which subsequently gave rise 
to words like pizzaburger and cheeseburber, chocoholic and shopaholic, 

11 Note that the proportional equations mentioned in (1a-b) in section 1.2 can also 
be interpreted as expressions of analogy between conversion understood as zero-
derivation and derivation proper, i.e. derivation by means of overt affixes. 
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meatiterian and fishiterian.12 By contrast, Anderson’s (1992: 367) claim 
that analogy is “the extension of an existing rule to cover new forms” 
seems to run against Lehrer’s view which suggests that a rule usually 
stems from analogy, more precisely, from the analogous or repetitive uses 
of a pattern. The uncertainty concerning the difference between rule and 
analogy is also reflected in Bauer (2001). 
 Dealing with the correspondences between word-formation rules and 
analogy, Bauer’s main concern is to identify criteria along which these two 
notions can be told apart in a principled way. Concretely, and in a polemic 
manner, he addresses the following question: “To what extent is 
morphological innovation rule-governed”… [and] … “to what extent is it 
driven by analogy?” (2001: 75). He says that since there are a number of 
arguments for and against considering morphology rule-governed or 
analogy-driven, the answer to the aforementioned question greatly 
depends on the weight one gives to these arguments.  

An important argument for considering innovative word-formation 
rule-governed rather than determined by analogy is that the latter “fails to 
make suitable predictions” (2001: 76). In other words, on the basis of rule-
governed morphology potential words such as beigeness are predictable, 
whereas beigity is ruled out as a potential word (see the discussion of -ness 
and -ity nominalizations in the previous sections). By contrast, 
morphology determined by analogy cannot account for the impossibility of 
beigity, though there are nouns such as oddity, purity, sanity which could 
serve as bases for analogous formations. A possible counter-argument 
against this reasoning is, as Bauer observes in respect of Becker’s (1990: 
23) claim that “there are obviously no impossible analogical formations”, 
that beigity is indeed a potential word, but, unlike beigeness, it happens to 
be a rather improbable potential word. Another argument in favour of rule-
governed morphology is that contrary to rules which are more restrictive, 
analogy is more permissive (Bauer 2001: 77). In order to illustrate the 
permissiveness of analogy, Bauer considers the possibility of creating new 
paradigms (2007: 78). Although new paradigms are occasionally created, 
cf. words in -burger, -teria and -nomics (see previous paragraphs too), 
they are quite rare. According to Bauer this is unexpected, if analogy is 
taken to be the leading principle of word-formation. Why are there, he 
asks, no words like petrolmobile, gasmobile and electromobile based on 
automobile? In rule-governed morphology the absence of such forms is 
expected, but in analogy-driven morphology their absence has to be 

12 Lehrer lists 44 -holic words, including 39 items supplied her by Patrick Hanks 
from the Oxford English Dictionary.  
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explained. A possible counter-argument here is that it is not true that 
analogy allows too much. Based on the denial of observed facts, the 
assumption can be made that things that are claimed to be impossible “are 
not only possible, they do occur” (Bauer 2001: 78). 

According to Bauer (2001: 83-84) arguments for considering word-
formation analogy-driven rather than rule-governed include irregular 
semantic relationships as well as irregular formal relationships (such as the 
apparently inexplicable gaps in certain derivational paradigms, cf. 
commission, remission, transmission vs. commitment, remitment, 
*transmitment), irregularity of some morphophonemic processes (such as 
the vacillation concerning the doubling of the final /l/ in front of -ly in 
adjectives with final-syllable stress, e.g. banal, dull, whole) and 
phonaesthemes (recurrent sounds and sound sequences with apparent 
semantic content; e.g. /gl/ occurring in gleam, glimmer, glare, etc. seems 
to refer to light). Here I can only deal with the first argument concerning 
irregular semantic relationships.  

The fact that the meanings of output complex items formed with 
apparently productive rules are often not entirely predictable may suggest 
that these items in reality are formed by analogy, in which case semantic 
predictability is unexpected. To illustrate this point, Bauer (2001: 79-80) 
mentions the nominalizing suffix -ication which can have at least four 
possible glosses: ‘the result of the action or process of V-ing’ as in It is a 
simplification to express it that way; ‘action or process of V-ing’ as in The 
purification of the water is not yet complete; ‘state of being V-ed’ as in 
These days everyone looks for instant gratification; and ‘that which is V-
ed’ as in Geography in any extended signification of the word. He suggests 
that if someone needs to interpret innovations or nonce-formations such as 
electronification or commidification13, for them an interpretation based on 
analogy with one of the said four senses of -ication is a more likely option 
than an interpretation based on a debatable rule.14 
 The argument against the rejection of rules due to observed semantic 
irregularities accompanying their applications is that a rule, in the above 
case a nominalization rule, generates only a very broad meaning which is 

13 One of these two nouns occurred in a written source, the other is from a spoken 
source (Bauer 2001: 80): 
- It needs such people, what with increased mechanisation and electronification – if 
there is such a word. (Lyall, Gavin, Uncle Target. Seven oaks: Coronet, 1988: 47) 
- …the commidification of culture 
14 Here we also have to mention that it was semantic idiosyncracy characterizing 
nominalizations in general that made Chomsky (1970) reject the assumption that 
complex words are formed by meaning preserving syntactic transformation rules. 
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made more precise by institutionalized pragmatic inference or a by a series 
of such inferences. 
 Drawing on the above arguments and counter-arguments (including 
those that could not be discussed here), Bauer confirms that the rule vs. 
analogy debate cannot be easily settled (2001: 96). He, unlike Lehrer, does 
not explicitly state that the question of whether a complex word results 
from the working of a rule or from analogy reflects false dichotomy. He 
points out that along with rules, being responsible for productive and 
regular word-formation, analogy (and irregular word-formation such as 
clipping and blending), being often relegated to creative word-formation 
because of its rule-bending nature (cf. Ladányi 2007: 54), is also 
responsible for a large part of lexical innovation (2001: 95). Nevertheless, 
he concludes that  
 

[r]ule-governed productivity may […] be a better research strategy than 
analogy, even if analogy, by allowing for greater variation in output, 
permits the researcher to present a more accurate picture of speaker 
behaviour. (2001: 97) 

 
Before examining the productivity of different types of conversion in more 
detail, two more views of the relation between analogy and productivity 
are worth considering. According to Saussure (1969: 221-230), analogy 
presupposes the regular imitation of a model or pattern which must be 
based on a complex, analyzable word, for an unanalyzable simplex word 
does not have a structural pattern that can be imitated and therefore cannot 
serve as a model for analogical formations. Saussure also argues that an 
analogous form is a form that is created on the basis of similarity with one 
or more other forms generated by specific rules (1969: 221).15 It follows 
from the interpretation of conversion proposed in this study that, 
irrespective of its base (cf. hostN>V having a simplex base and hostessN>V 
having a complex base), a converted word as a lexeme must be seen as a 
simplex word (see also section 12.3.4 below) and as such it cannot be 
generated by analogy.  

A similar conclusion can be drawn from Bybee’s treatment of analogy. 
Dealing with analogy and similarity in word-formation, she confirms that 
words of high frequency are less likely to undergo the influence of analogy 
than words of low frequency (2010: 75). In her opinion it is unlikely for 
strong verbs of high frequency such as do, eat and give to have regular 

15 “L’analogie suppose un modèle et son imitation régulière. Une forme analogique 
est une forme faite à l’image d’une ou plusieurs autres d’après une règle 
déterminée.” For a criticism of this view, see Bauer (2001: 13-14). 
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past tense forms *doed, *eated and *gived under the analogous influence 
of the regular majority pattern of past tense. By contrast, the regular plural 
form *oxes of the rather infrequent ox is more likely to occur due to the 
analogous influence of the regular majority pattern of plural.16 Bybee’s 
suggestion is similar to the claim made by Bauer (2001: 79) that 
“analogical change usually makes changes towards a majority form”, the 
result of which in diachronic terms was that most strong verbs in 
Germanic moved to the regular paradigm. Extending Bybee’s argument to 
conversion, it can be assumed that, due to their high frequency, most types 
of conversion in all probability result from the operation of underlying 
rules and not from analogy.  

Now that we have looked at the notion of morphological productivity 
and other related notions, we can return to conversion and find an answer 
to the question asked in the title of this chapter and repeated in the title of 
the next section. 

12.3. Conversion: rule or analogy? 

12.3.1. Arguments for and against  

The first problem one immediately encounters in connection with 
competence-based qualitative productivity outlined above is that it does 
not seem to be applicable to conversion as it is understood in this study. 
As was anticipated in section 12.2.1, converted words, be they nouns or 
verbs, differ from complex words such as -ity and -ness nominalizations 
(and, as a matter of fact, from -ify and -ize verbalizations) in an important 
respect: these words lack in morphosemantic transparency, since during 
conversion semantic change is not accompanied by the corresponding 
change of form. Using the terminology borrowed from natural morphology 
(see section 1.4), derivation (affixation) and conversion represent two 
different degrees of naturalness; while derivation, being constructionally 
iconic (i.e. compositional), is maximally natural, conversion, being non-
iconic (i.e. the change of meaning is not accompanied by the change of 
form), has a very low degree of naturalness. According to Manova  
Dressler (2005: 68), this difference in naturalness reflects a difference in 
the degree of productivity as well: whereas processes of derivation are 

16 It has been pointed out to me by A. C. Rouse (personal communication) that ox 
may be infrequent, but it is iconic in that it appears in the Bible and Christmas 
services, thereby reducing chances of changes in inflection. 
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very productive, conversion, occupying the last but one place on the five-
member naturalness scale, has a rather low productivity rate.17  

In natural morphology the plausibility of this difference between 
derivation and conversion cannot be denied; nonetheless, in conversion 
missing morphosemantic transparency appears to be made up, at least in 
respect of semantic transparency, by the encyclopaedic knowledge 
speakers possess about things (processes, properties) that are denoted by 
the converting (parent) words and inherited, as it were, by the words 
converted from them. Encyclopaedic knowledge, as was pointed out 
section 7.3 and Chapter Ten, is incorporated in word meaning and plays a 
fundamental role in establishing semantic (polysemic) relations between 
the senses of a word or between the senses of formally identical but 
categorially different words. The verb napalmV mentioned in 12.1 is an apt 
illustration of this role of encyclopaedic knowledge. One can reasonably 
assume that its meaning ‘drop (a) napalm bomb/s’ in They decided to 
napalm the village is directly derivable from the knowledge, incorporated 
in the meaning of napalmN, that such bombs were widely used by US 
forces to burn the jungle and villages in the Vietnam war (LDOCE). Put 
differently, the meaning of the verb napalmV is fully regular since it can be 
predicted from the meaning of its parent noun napalmN. Analogously, the 
same seems to refer to the conversions bottleN>V, commissionN>V, mailN>V, 
mushroomN>V, skinN>V and vacationN>V, mentioned also in 12.1, in which 
the meanings of verbs are also predictable from the encyclopaedic 
knowledge incorporated in their parent nouns’ lexical meanings.  
 We have seen in sections 9.3-4 that in CLOSED CLASS/ADV>N and 
PHRASE>A conversions semantic predictability is also guaranteed by 
institutionalized pragmatic or contextual inferences. For the proper 
understanding of these conversions and innovative conversions mentioned 
above in 12.3 speakers have to rely on the circumstances or context in 
which the utterances containing the innovative words in question are used. 
Take for instance the verb pizzaV (see (15c)) as it is used in Sammy pizza-
ed (=dropped the pizza on) the floor and in Felicity pizza-ed the dough 
(=gave the dough the shape of a pizza). Without the contextual support 
described in brackets the meanings of this verb would be rather difficult to 
guess. This is in accord with what Clark  Clark (1979) said about the 
understanding of innovative conversion verbs or contextuals (see sections 
3.2, 7.2, 8.2, 10.3.1). There is every reason to presume that what has been 

17 As was shown in section 1.4, the processes that make up the naturalness scale in 
Natural Morphology are addition or affixation, substitution, modification, 
conversion and subtraction. 

                                                 



Chapter Twelve 260 

said about pizzaV can be extended to the comprehension of innovative 
potential words in general. It can also be presumed that once pragmatic 
inferences based on the context of utterance are institutionalized, they 
become part of the encyclopaedic knowledge underlying the given word’s 
lexical meaning. This in turn is in accord with Bauer’s (2001: 81) above 
suggestion concerning the role of institutionalized pragmatic inferences in 
making very broad lexical meanings generated by productive rules more 
precise. It is difficult to foresee in what meaning or meanings pizzaV will 
be institutionalized or established in English, provided that it ever 
happens, but it can safely be stated that this meaning (’?eat pizza’) will 
arise from a series of pragmatic inferences based on utterances in which 
this verb occurs.  

Quite different is the case of conversion pairs such as bitchN>V, 
bloodN>V, goV>N, etc., linked by non-systematic polysemy (see section 
10.5), in which the meaning of the converted word at least on the 
synchronic plane does not seem to be derivable and thus predictable 
from the meaning of the corresponding parent word. The reason for this is 
semantic lexicalization, i.e. the lack of obvious semantic (polysemic) link 
between the pair words of these conversions (Bauer 1983: 55-59). 
Conversions involving non-systematic polysemy or semantic 
lexicalization, manifest in the loss or addition of semantic content, are not 
in primary focus in this study; though it should be borne in mind that, as 
Clark  Clark (1979: 769) note with respect to nouns used as verbs (see 
section 8.2), innovations and lexicalized (or established) verbs cannot be 
precisely delineated and as regards the latter, lexicalized (or established) 
conversion verbs, once they were also innovations.  

At the same time, I need to point out that to state that in conversions 
the role of morphosemantic transparency, an important prerequisite of 
competence-based productivity, is taken over, as it were, by encyclopaedic 
knowledge is not yet enough to prove that conversion is a productive 
word-formation technique. Neither are the two other prerequisites of 
productivity, potentiality and unintentionality, sufficient, though they also 
prove to be relevant for innovative conversions mentioned in section 8.2. 
To be able to state that English conversion is a productive, rule-governed 
process, we should search for rules such as those specified by Kiefer for 
types of conversion in Hungarian. According to him N>A and A>N 
conversions in Hungarian are underlain by the following rules (cf. Kiefer 
2005a: 54-59): 
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(17a) N>A (contextually determined, derivational; see 6.3) 
 

If P is a salient property (or set of properties) associated with the 
entity E, then N referring to that entity can be converted into ADJ 
expressing that particular property (or set of properties) (2005a: 54-
55) 

  
E.g.: piszokN ‘dirt’ > piszokA ‘dirty’, eretnekN ‘heretic’ > eretnekA 
‘heretical’ 

 
(17b) A>N (derivational; see 6.3) 

 
If P is a salient property of entity E then ADJ expressing P can be 
used to denote E. 
(2005b: 56) 

 
E.g.: bölcsA ‘wise’ > bölcsekN ‘the wise.PL’, gazdagA ‘rich’ > 
gazdagokN ‘the rich. PL’ 

 
If in a construction ADJ N, ADJ is an adjective derived from a 
place name N* by means of the suffix -i and N means a person then 
ADJ can be substantivized with the meaning ‘person coming from 
or living in N*’ (2005b: 57-58). 

 
 E.g.: PécsN > pécsiA ‘person coming from or living in Pécs 
 

If an adjective is derived by means of the suffix -(V)s from a noun 
meaning sports equipment, goods or a musical instrument, then it 
can be also used to denote the person who practises the sport in 
question, the merchant who sells the goods or the musician who 
plays the instrument (2005b: 58). 

 
E.g.: (suffixes are underlined) zöldségN ‘vegetables’  zöldségesA 
‘of vegetables’ > zöldségesN ‘greengrocer’, klarinétN ‘clarinet’  
klarinétosA ‘playing the clarinet’ > klarinétosN ‘clarinettist’ 

 
If an adjective is derived by means of the suffix -(V)s from a noun 
denoting an institution then it can also be used to denote a person 
who works at that institution or who is associated with that 
institution (2005b: 59). 
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E.g.: (suffixes are undelined) N ‘college’  ásA 
‘related to college’ > ásN ‘college student’, óvódaN ‘nursery 
school’  óvódásA ‘related to nursery school’ > óvódásN ‘nursery 
school child’  

 
We shall see presently that such rules, also called principles by Kiefer, are 
not impossible to formulate for English conversions, which means that the 
formation of the majority of conversions, innovative and established alike, 
seems to be regulated by rules. This is not unexpected if we take into 
account what was said about polysemy and directionality in the preceding 
two chapters, where special attention was paid to semantic regularity 
characterizing the relation between conversion pairs. Moreover, recall that 
the discussion of individual classes of conversion in Chapters Eight and 
Nine was based on the assumption that these types are motivated by 
underlying metonymic and metaphoric mappings, which can equally be 
seen as conceptual sources of experientially grounded semantic 
regularity.18 It should be noticed, however, that in spite of the undeniable 
semantic regularity linking conversion pairs, the rules specified below for 
each class of conversion are not hard and fast rules. They can be 
considered at best tentative and, as was mentioned earlier, further research 
is necessary not only to refine them, but also to further clarify the exact 
nature of the relation between productivity, analogy and creativity in 
generating conversions.  

In the following sections the formulation of rules will be modelled on 
the rules proposed by Kiefer; thus each rule will have the format ‘If …, 
then …’ in which the if-clause specifies the input conditions and the then-
clause the output conditions of the given class of conversion. Notice that 
although most classes of conversion will turn out to be rule-governed, 
analogy cannot be completely excluded as a possible source of certain 
classes of conversion. 

18 A major effort to describe the underlying cognitive mechanisms regulating 
semantic predictability in word-formation, including potential instances of N>V 
conversions (e.g. boyN>V, lionN>V, tulipN>V, etc.), is Štekauer (2005). Drawing on a 
considerable amount of experimental data, obtained from the judgements of both 
native and non-native speakers of English, Štekauer sets up a scale of potential 
senses for each word examined. For boyV, for instance, the sense most informants 
identified, namely ’act or behave the way boys do (immaturely)’, was most likely 
motivated by the knowledge they had of characteristic behavioural traits of boys 
(2005: 159). 
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12.3.2. X>V conversion rules 

12.3.2.1. N>V conversion rules 

 In order to identify rules operating in N>V conversions, I shall rely on 
the classification presented in sections 8.2 (with the exception of 
miscellaneous verbs examined in section 8.2.6) and 8.3.3. As we saw in 
8.2, verbs arising from N>V conversion can be classified into locatum 
verbs (e.g. blanketN>V, tunnelN>V), location and duration verbs (e.g. 
kennelN>V, summerN>V), agent and experiencer verbs (e.g. boycottN>V, 
witnessN>V), goal and source verbs (e.g. orphanN>V, letterN>V) and 
instrument verbs (e.g. nailN>V, towelN>V).  
 
Locatum verbs  
 

Verbs of this class are characterized by the following semantic 
patterns: (a) ‘put N on x’ (e.g. paperN>V, tarmacN>V), (b) ‘put N in x’ (e.g. 
creamN>V, spiceN>V), (c) ‘remove N from the surface of x’ (e.g. shellN>V, 
skinN>V) and (d) ‘remove N from inside of x’ (e.g. boneN>V, pitN>V). For the 
generation of this type of conversion, evoking the conceptual metonymy 
OBJECT OF MOTION FOR THE MOTION, the following rules can be postulated: 
(If not indicated otherwise, the examples in this section are taken from 
Clark  Clark (1979).)  
 

Rule 1a: If N denotes an entity E which is put on entity F, then V 
converted from N can be used to mean putting E on F or covering F 
with E. 

 
E.g.: blanket the bed, forest the land, cold-cream one’s face, muzzle 

the dog, licence-plate the car  
 

Rule 1b: If N denotes an entity E which is put in entity F, then V 
converted from N can be used to mean putting E in F. 

 
E.g.: spice the food, cream the coffee, ice the drinks, buttonhole the 

shirt, ladder the nylons 
 

Rule 1c: If N denotes an entity E which is an organic part of F or 
which is functionally related to N, then V converted from N can be 
used to mean removing E from (the surface or the inside of) F. 
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E.g.: skin the rabbit, shell the peanuts, husk the corn, pit the 
cherries, pip the grapes, bone the fish 

 
The meaning of the verb put used in Rules 1a and 1b is occasionally 
interpretable as ‘provide/equip x with N’ (cf. festoon the room, sequin the 
dress) or ‘cover x with N’ (cf. marmalade the toast, silver the dish; for 
different construals of ‘covering’, see section 10.2.2) or used in figurative 
senses (cf. serenade the crowd, subpoena the president, dope the horse). 
Comparing Rules 1a, 1b and 1c, it becomes evident that V converted from 
N means putting E denoted by N on or in F if E (forest, roof, spice) and F 
(land, house, food) form a functional or structural whole, which implies 
that E is not a necessary constituent of F: e.g. a piece of land is not 
necessarily covered with forest, or a houses is conceivable without a roof, 
just like a meal without spice. By contrast, V converted from N means 
removing E from the surface or from inside of F if E (bone, pit, skin) 
constitutes an organic, though removable, part of F (fish, cherries, rabbit).  
 
Location and duration verbs 
 

The semantic patterns pertaining to this class of verbs converted from 
nouns are: (a) ‘put x on N’ (e.g. beachN>V, shelveN>V), (b) ‘put x in N’ (e.g. 
jailN>V, stationN>V), (c) ‘remove x from N’ (e.g. mineN>V, podN>V) and (d) 
‘spent N in X’ (e.g. summerN>V, vacationN>V). Verbs resulting from this 
class of N>V conversions evoke the conceptual metonymies DESTINATION 
OF THE MOTION FOR THE MOTION and TIME PERIOD FOR A CHARACTERISTIC 
ACTIVITY IN THAT TIME PERIOD. The following rules can be postulated for 
the formation of these verbs. 
 

Rule 2a: If F is an entity which is put on entity E denoted by N, then 
V converted from N can be used to mean putting F on E.  

 
E.g.: ground the planes, beach the boat, shelve the books 

 
Rule 2b: If F is an entity which is put in entity E denoted by N, then 

V converted from N can be used to mean putting F in E. 
 

E.g.: headquarter the troops, jail the prisoner, room at the Waldorf 
 

Rule 2c: If F is an entity which is naturally contained in entity E 
denoted by N, then V converted from N can be used to mean 
removing F from E. 
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E.g.: mine the gold, quarry the gold, pod the peas 
 

Rule 2d: If N denotes a time period T related to a place P, then V 
converted from N can be used to mean spending T in P. 

 
E.g.: summer in France, holiday in Spain, honeymoon in Hawaii 

 
The meaning of the verb put in Rules 2a and 2b, just as in the case of 
Rules 1a and 1b, can occasionally be interpreted figuratively, involving no 
real physical motion (cf. map the area, picture the man, photograph the 
children). Comparing Rules 1c and 2c, it is necessary to emphasize that 
whereas in the former the fact that entity E (e.g. skin, shell, bone) is an 
organic part of F (e.g. rabbit, peanuts, fish) entails that F is inconceivable 
without a specific E, i.e. normally there are no rabbits without skin, 
peanuts without shell and fish without bones, in the latter, in Rule 2c, F’s 
(e.g. gold, stone, peas) being naturally contained in E (e.g. mine, quarry, 
pod) allows for non-specific F’s, i.e. there are gold mines/quarries, coal 
mines/quarries, diamond mines/quarries. So along with mine/quarry the 
gold expressions mine/quarry the coal, mine/quarry the diamond are also 
possible. Also, there are pea pods, bean pods, vanilla pods, hence along 
with pod the peas, pod the beans and pod the vanilla are also possible. 
 
Agent and experiencer verbs 
 

For these subclasses of verbs arising from N>V conversion one single 
semantic pattern can be identified, ‘act as typical of N’ (e.g. umpireN>V, 
bossN>V, witnessN>V), which in turn evokes two conceptual metonymies 
AGENT FOR A CHARACTERISTIC ACTIVITY OF THAT AGENT and 
EXPERIENCER OF AN EVENT FOR THE EVENT. As in this group there are two 
types of verbs, for their formation two different rules need to be 
postulated. 
 

Rule 3a: If N denotes a person P with a specific job or occupation, 
then V converted from N can be used to mean acting as (is typical 
of) P. 

 
E.g.: umpire the match, police the park, tutor the boys, escort the 

ambassador, boss the employee 
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Rule 3b: If N denotes a person P being involved in, or exposed to, an 
event R, then V converted from N can be used to mean P’s 
experiencing R.  

 
E.g.: witness the accident, boycott the store, badger the officials 

 
Verbs belonging under the remit of Rule 3b are scarce in present-day 
English; for further comments on the semantics of these verbs, see 8.2.3. 
Animal verbs belonging under the scope of Rule 3a can also be given 
metaphoric interpretations (e.g. fox the people, dog the escapee, buffalo 
the audience). For more on them, see section 8.3.3 and below. 
 
Goal and source verbs 
 
 Two semantic patterns can be ascribed to verbs constituting this class, 
namely ‘make/turn x into N’ (e.g. orphanN>V, groupN>V) and ‘make x from 
N’ (e.g. pieceN>V, wordN>V), where x is interpretable either as goal or 
source. While this type of N>V conversion evokes two generic conceptual 
metonymies (RESULT FOR THE ACTION THAT BRINGS ABOUT THAT RESULT 
and COMPONENT PARTS OF A WHOLE FOR THE ACTION THAT PRODUCES THE 
WHOLE), the generation of conversion verbs can be accounted for by one 
rule. Cp.: 
 

Rule 4: If N denotes an entity or state S functioning as the goal or 
source of an activity involving Z, then V converted from N can be 
used to mean making/turning Z into S or making S from Z.  

 
E.g.: knight Gawain, orphan the child, fool the man, group the 

actors, pod the seals, swarm the bees, pile the money, 
carpool the people, loop the rope, powder the aspirin, piece 
the quilt together, word the sentence 

 
The values of S expressed by N vary from roles and states (e.g. knight, 
orphan, fool) to collective entities (e.g. group, pod, swarm), masses and 
shapes (e.g. pile, carpool, loop) and pieces and products (e.g. powder, 
piece, word). This diversity of values of S explains the variety of 
conceptual submetonymies motivating this type of N>V conversions (see 
section 8.2.4).  
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Instrument verbs 
 

In all likelihood, this class of converted verbs is the largest, yet verbs 
belonging here can be characterized by the single semantic pattern ‘act 
using N or as if N’. The formulation of this pattern, as was argued in 
section 8.2.5, has to do with the fact that N can mark both canonical and 
non-canonical instruments by means of which the action in question is 
carried out. The process of N>V conversion yields instrument verbs which 
evoke the conceptual metonymy INSTRUMENT FOR THE ACTION INVOLVING 
THAT INSTRUMENT. For the generation of verbs in this type of conversion 
the following rule can be postulated: 
 

Rule 5: If N denotes an instrument I of an action J, then V converted 
from N can be used to mean performing J by means of I. 

 
E.g.: hammer the nail, club the man over the head, lance the 
armour; helicopter, scooter 

 
Animal verbs 
 
 Verbs of this type converted from names of animals form a subclass of 
agent and experiencer nouns and, as was demonstrated in section 8.3.3, 
arise from both metonymic and metaphoric mappings expressed by 
conceptual metonymy 1ANIMAL FOR THE ACTIVITY / BEHAVIOUR 
(PERCEIVED AS) TYPICAL OF 2ANIMAL (where 1ANIMAL metaphorically 
designates a person with an attribute or attributes of 2ANIMAL (=real-world 
animal) projected onto him) and the conceptual metaphors HUMANS ARE 
ANIMALS and ANIMALS ARE HUMANS. The following three rules can be 
postulated to account for the semantic diversity of animal verbs: 
 

Rule 6a: If N denotes an animal M with (a set of physical and 
instinctual) salient properties, then V converted from N can be used 
to mean a human action/s or behaviour (perceived as being) similar 
to M’s (typical) action/s or behaviour. 

 
E.g.: The General Director ferreted in his breast pocket for his 
reading glasses. (CEGM) 

 
Rule 6b: If N denotes an animal M commonly hunted by humans or 

used by humans to hunt for other animals O, then V converted from 
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N can be used to mean either hunting for M or hunting for O by 
means of M. 

 
E.g.: The tenants … have permission to ferret and dig rabbits. 

(OED2) 
He wished to take it [the dog] ratting. (OED2) 

 
Rule 6c: If N denotes the young of an animal M, then V converted 

from N can be used to mean bringing forth M. 
 

E.g.: About September they take their Mares into the house again 
where they keep them till they foal. (OED2) 

 
Animal verbs belonging under the scope of Rule 6a denote actions which 
typically assume human agents or experiencers (18a). This is so even if the 
human agent or experiencer is only implied as in (18b):  
 
(18a) He could ape his teachers perfectly. (LDOCE) 
(18b) He called the new building unoriginal and said that it merely aped 

the classical traditions. (CIDE) 
 
Rule 6a accounts for the metaphoric uses, whereas Rules 6b and 6c 
underlie the metonymic uses of animal verbs. 

12.3.2.2. A>V and CLOSED CLASS>V conversion rules 

As was demonstrated in section 8.4.1, A>V conversions pertain to two 
syntactic-semantic patterns, namely to patterns ‘predicate - object 
complement’ (e.g. We clean the machines down [i.e. ‘make the machines 
become clean’] at the end of each day (LDOCE)) and ‘predicate - subject 
complement’ (e.g. And then the lights of the chandelier dimmed [i.e. 
‘became dim’] (BNC)). Regardless of these patterns, of which the latter is 
much less frequent than the former, all verbs converted from adjectives 
express a change of state. Note, however, that whereas verbs of the pattern 
‘predicate - object complement’ are transitive (causative) and have the 
meaning ‘make x A’, verbs pertaining to the pattern ‘predicate - subject 
complement’ are intransitive (ergative) and have the inchoative meaning 
‘x becomes A’. In both cases x marks the patient or experiencer 
undergoing the change or being assigned a property expressed by A.  

For the generation of conversions of this type, evoking the conceptual 
metonymies PROPERTY FOR THE ACTION THAT BRINGS ABOUT THAT 
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PROPERTY and PROPERTY FOR THE PROCESS THROUGH WHICH THAT 
PROPERTY IS ASSIGNED, the following rules can be postulated:  
 

Rule 7a: If A denotes a salient property P of entity E, then V 
converted from A can be used to mean bringing about P of E. 

 
E.g.: The hot sun had stilled the water. (OED2) 

 
Rule 7b conforms to the pattern ‘x becomes A’. 

 
Rule 7b: If A denotes a property P assigned to entity E, then V 

converted from A can be used to mean assigning P to E. 
 

E.g.: Their usual course is to cause the nail over them to thin and 
break down. (OED2 

 
 In CLOSED CLASS>V conversions discussed in section 8.4.2, two 
types of closed class items as inputs are of special interest: locative 
particles or adverbs (e.g. down, out) and interjections (e.g. boo, tut). We 
have seen that in cognitive semantic terms verbs converted from locative 
particles or adverbs pertain to the motion schema (Dirven 1999) or Action 
ICM (Kövecses  Radden 1998), where the goal or the end-state of 
motion is in metonymic focus. The conceptual metonymy evoked by these 
verbs is GOAL/END-STATE FOR THE MOTION ORIENTED TO THAT 
GOAL/REACHING THAT END-STATE. For this kind of CLOSED CLASS>V 
conversion the following rule can be formulated: 
 

Rule 8a: If PART/ADV denotes the direction D of action/motion M, 
then V converted from PART/ADV can be used to mean M-ing in D.  

 
E.g.: No one throws things away any more. They ‘out’ them. 

(OED2);  
Storms downed trees and power lines. (OALD8) 

 
 Verbs resulting from the rather infrequent INTERJ>V conversion 
evoke the conceptual metonimies EXCLAMATION FOR THE VERBAL ACTION 
PERFORMED BY THAT EXCLAMATION and ONOMATOPOEIA FOR THE VERBAL 
ACTION PERFORMED BY THE UTTERANCE OF THAT ONOMATOPOEIA. 
Although in this conversion two different types of inputs, exclamations 
and onomatopoeic words, are involved, it suffices to posit only one 
underlying rule. This rule is meant to account for the fact that 
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exclamations and onomatopoeic words designate strong feelings and 
emotions, and that when verbs are converted from them these verbs 
assume the function of speech act verbs, expressing the verbal actions of 
greeting, refusal, encouragement, dislike, disapproval and so on.  
 

Rule 8b: If INTERJ marking the emotinal state E of P is converted to 
V, then V, functioning as a speech act verb, can be used to mean P’s 
experiencing or displaying E.  

 
E.g.: François Mauriac…tried to boo the singer off the stage. 

(OED2);  
The nurse rushed in, tutting with irritation. (LDOCE);  
A young man is being hailed a hero tonight after rescuing 
two children. (LDOCE);  
He stood upon an old wall and hurrahed the people on. 
(OED2) 

12.3.3. X>N and PHRASE>A conversion rules 

 While to prove that the types of X>V conversions are rule-governed is 
relatively easy, no word-formation rules can be found for CLOSED 
CLASS>N, ADV>N and PHRASE>A conversions. It can be stated with 
considerable certainty that CLOSED CLASS>N (e.g. mustN, ifsN), 
ADV>N (e.g. hereafterN, ups and downsN) and PHRASE>A (e.g. up-in-
the-airA, before-taxA) conversions reflect creative word-formation 
motivated in all probability by analogy. In the case of nouns converted 
from closed class items and adverbs, the analogy may be based not only on 
the alleged analyzability of the corresponding bases (see 12.3.1 above), 
but also on the general tendency that permits that any word and, as a 
matter of fact, any grapheme and phrase can function as a noun when used 
metalinguistically (Stein 1977: 229; see also section 5.2.1). It seems 
logical to assume that words or phrases that are frequently used as nouns 
after some time may undergo unmarked category shift and eventually 
become institutionalized as nouns which remain semantically related to the 
corresponding closed class words and phrases. It is exactly because of 
this pragmatically corroborated semantic (polysemic) link that these 
category shifts must also be regarded as instantiations of conversion (see 
section 9.3).   
 Somewhat different is the case of nouns converted from verbs. In 
discussing V>N conversions as metonymic mappings in section 9.2.3, it 
was argued that in cognitive semantic approaches conversion nouns arise 
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from the same Action ICMs (Kövecses  Radden 1998, Radden  
Kövecses 1999) as conversion verbs due to the (partial) reversibility of 
event-schema metonymies. So not only can a component or participant 
stand for the whole event schema or Action ICM (e.g. beach the boat 
[location/goal for action], tutor the boys [agent for action], but vice versa, 
the latter also can stand for one of its components (e.g. The car was a good 
buy [action for object] and The wire was held on with a metal clip 
[instrument for action]). The corresponding conceptual metonymies 
underlying different types of V>N conversions are listed in (63a-k) in 
9.2.3. Despite the diversity of these conceptual metonymies, similarly to 
goal and source verbs discussed above, the postulation of a single rule 
seems to be sufficient. Cp.:  
 

Rule 9: If P is a participant or an instance of action A expressed by V, 
then N converted from V can be used to mean P.  

 
E.g.: Kickoff is at 3.00. (LDOCE)  

   His addiction turned him into a cheat and a liar.  
 
The claim that A>N conversion is a rule-governed process has already 
been made several times; see for instance the concluding remarks of Part 
III and section 9.2. Now we are in a position to substantiate this claim. 
First of all, as was also mentioned in 9.2, a difference must be made 
between A1>N1 and A2>N2 conversions. In the former type of A>N 
conversions the resultant nouns refer either to people characterized by 
certain intellectual, mental, physical, physiological and social properties 
(cf. clever, lucky, wealthy, handicapped) or to things with specific 
properties designated by the input adjectives (cf. unbelievable, unexpected, 
unknown). Nouns formed by the latter type of A>N conversions refer to 
groups of people identified by the salient colours of skin and sports dresses 
and by colours metaphorically associated with people’s political views or 
affiliations. Adjectives designating these colours and thereby serving as 
input bases for conversions in question include, among others, black, 
green, yellow and white.  

Given the above difference between the types of A>N conversions, the 
following rules can be postulated, which can also be seen as two versions 
of the same rule. As regards the formulations of these rules, we can rely 
directly on the formulation of the corresponding rule suggested by Kiefer 
(2005a) for A>N conversion in Hungarian (see section 12.3.1): 
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Rule 10a: If A denotes a salient property of entity E, then N converted 
from A can be used to mean E.  

E.g.: This was no place for the living. (BNC); The next day the 
unbelievable happened, and you entered the Spanish class for 
foreigners. (BNC) 

 
Rule 10b: If A denotes a salient colour associated with the entity E, 

then N converted from A can be used to mean E.  
 

E.g.: The Blacks won the match 8-5. (BNC); The Greens remained 
the third strongest party with 0.2 per cent more than before at 
8.4 per cent. (BNC) 

 
While E in Rule 10a can designate a specific group of people or things and 
events, in Rule 10b it exclusively refers to a specific group of people. 
 We have seen in section 2.3.1 that according to Leech (1981: 215-220) 
there are three lexical rules that accout for the creative aspect of the 
lexicon; they are morphological derivation, conversion and semantic 
transfer. Since Rules 1-10 contain explicit reference to the obligatory 
change of word class as well as to the derivation of the meanings of 
converted words from the meanings of their parent words, they can 
reasonably be claimed to be the fusion of two of the three lexical rules 
proposed by Leech, conversion and semantic transfer. This fact also 
follows from the cognitive semantic interpretation of conversion 
advocated in this book. 
 Rules 1-10, except for the requirement of obligatory change of word 
class, do not include other formal conditions or constraints on individual 
types of conversion. We shall see in the last section, however, that such 
constraints do exist. In fact, some of them have already been mentioned in 
passing in Chapters One, Two, Eight and Nine.  

12.3.4. Formal constraints on conversion 

As regards the possibility of identifying conversion rules in present-
day English, Bauer states that “[…] conversion is a totally free process and 
any lexeme can undergo conversion into any of the open form classes as 

 2003: 433-434). Moreover, 
he argues, contrary to what has been suggested in the previous section, that 
because of this freedom of converting words belonging to one word class 
to words belonging to another word class, specific conversion rule may not 



Conversion: Rule or Analogy? 273 

even exist and the only morphological constraint that can be mentioned, 
following Marchand (1963: 372-373), is the blocking of conversion of 
derived nouns such as arrival to verbs, with the meaning ‘arrive’. Derived 
nouns can be converted to verbs if lexical or token blocking, i.e. the 
existence of a word with the same meaning, is not a real concern. To 
illustrate this point, Bauer (1983: 227) mentions the series signN > signV 

 signalN > signalV and commitV  commissionN > commissionV, in 
which signalV and commissionV are not precluded by the semantically 
different signV and commitV. We have seen in the previous section that, 
contrary to Bauer’s above remark, conversion rules do exist; nonetheless, 
it is really true that these rules do not specify formal or morphological 
restrictions on conversion, making this process in English seem largely 
unconstrained. In the rest of this section, drawing first of all on Martsa 
(2007c, 2008 and 2010), I shall argue that this is not so and that, in 
addition to semantic constraints specified in the previous section, it is 
possible to specify formal constraints on the productivity of conversion, 
especially on the productivity of N>V conversion.  
 To begin with, let us re-examine the conversion of derived nouns to 
verbs.19 Generally speaking, it is really so that, unlike underived nouns, 
derived nouns relatively rarely undergo noun verb conversion. However, 
in this regard there seems to be a difference between native (Germanic) 
and non-native words. It can be stated with great certainty that native (or 
nativized) derived nouns suffixed with -er, -ship, -ness (and probably with 
many other suffixes) normally do not convert to verbs. Exceptions include 
nouns such as hostessN (> hostessV ‘act as a hostess’) and some 
instrumental nouns in -er, e.g. chopperV (< chopperN) ’fly by chopper’, 
gliderV (< gliderN) ‘fly by glider’, stretcherV (< stretcherN) ‘carry on a 
stretcher’, sweeperV (< sweeperN) ‘use a sweeper’ (Clark & Clark 1979: 
773, 776-779). Note that sweeperV may also be seen as a clipping from 
floor-sweeperV or carpet-sweeperV. On the other hand, non-native derived 
nouns, especially those of French origin, are relatively freely converted to 
nouns: cf. pressureV ‘use pressure; pressurize’, proportionV ‘adjust sth to 
sth’ (as in proportion expenditure to one’s gains), propositionV ‘propose 
sexual intercourse’, commissionV ‘give a commission’, engineerV ‘arrange 
or cause, esp. by cunning or secret means’.20 A common feature of derived 
nouns in -ness and -ity, having more or less the same sense (see section 
12.2.1), is that they unanimously resist conversion to verbs. As for derived 
verbs, native and non-native alike (e.g. baptize, justify, methanate, 

19 A summary of the types of input bases of X>V conversions was given in 8.1. 
20 Some of these examples were also mentioned in (13b) in section 1.2.2 
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strengthen, enlarge, befriend), they also resist nominalization through 
conversion (see also Myers 1984: 57-61). 
 Theoretical framework of lexical morphology outlined by Kiparsky 
(1982) offers a plausible explanation for the different behaviour of native 
and non-native derived nouns in N>V conversion. As was mentioned in 
section 1.2.2, lexical morphology is a level-ordered model of word-
formation, where Class 1 affixation the attachment of non-native, often 
stress-fixing affixes to simple (underived) nouns and V>N conversions 
take place on Level 1. Nouns formed on this level may become available 
not only for Level 3 (regular) inflection, but also for Level 2 processes 
such as (neutral or regular) affixation, compounding and N>V 
conversions. This is so because, under the assumption of level ordering, 
word-formation rules applying on one level have no access to the internal 
structure of words formed on an earlier level. When a non-native derived 
noun enters Level 2, its structure is not seen, as it were, by level-specific 
processes and, as a consequence of it, it may serve as an input for Level 2 
affixation (e.g. non-native-ness, education-wise, re-application), 
compounding (e.g. education board, application form, maternity leave) as 
well as for any of the N>V conversion rules mentioned in the preceding 
sections (more examples are mentioned in the previous paragraph). We 
have seen in section 12.3.1 that irrespective of their inner structure 
converted items must be seen as simplex words. It is only logical then that 
from the point of view of the application of Level 2 conversion rules Level 
1 derived nouns count as underived simple words and therefore they may 
serve as potential bases for conversion to verbs.  

Somewhat different is the case with native derived nouns formed on 
Level 2 by means of Class 2 (neutral) affixes, for they usually do not 
qualify as eligible inputs for N>V conversion operating on the same level. 
A possible reason for this is that their structure, that is, the fact that they 
are derived words remains transparent (after all they are usually formed by 
productive affixation rules), which blocks the application of conversion 
rules, preferring, as is observed by Marchand (1963: 372-373), underived 
inputs. Notable exceptions are instrumental nouns in -er, which 
occasionally undergo N>V conversion (see examples above). We argued 
in sections 8.2.5 and 12.3.2.1 that converted verbs are derived most 
frequently from instrumental underived nouns, and that therefore it is 
reasonable to assume that analogy overriding Level 2 conversion rules also 
plays an important role in the conversion of derived instrumental nouns to 
verbs. Concretely, it can be assumed that on the analogy of underived and 
compound instrumental nouns (see below) which are formed on Level 2 



Conversion: Rule or Analogy? 275 

and which readily convert to verbs some derived instrumental nouns with 
secondary suffixes may also undergo noun verb conversion.  

The fact that compound nouns formed at Level 2 can be converted to 
verbs fully complies with the level ordering hypothesis, since both 
compounding and N>V conversion are Level 2 processes. However, 
compound verbs, mainly resulting from back-formation, cannot be 
converted to nouns, because V>N conversion is a Level 1 phenomenon. 
Level 2 compound verbs could only convert to nouns if they took recourse 
to Level 1, but this is not possible under the assumption of level 
ordering.21 As is evidenced by Table 12-2, adopted from Martsa (2007c: 
126) compound verbs converted from compound nouns are also 
predominantly instrumental verbs (see also Jensen 1990: 96).  
 

Verbs converted from compound 
nouns 

(permissible) 

Nouns converted from back-
formed compound verbs 

(not permissible) 
 
grandstandN>V, sailplaneN>V, 
snowballN>V, steamrollerN>V, 
wallpaperN>V, wheelbarrowN>V 

 
*air-conditionV>N, *baby-sitV>N,  
*back-formV>N, *stage-
manageV>N 

   
Table 12-2 Conversion of compound nouns to verbs and compound verbs 

to nouns 
 
Complex derived words represent important constraints on other types of 
conversion as well, with the exception of A>N conversion, whose inputs 
are often derived adjectives, e.g. the livingN, the unknownN, the beautifulN. 
No such inputs are permissible for A>V conversion, so verbs like 
*beautifulV, *fantasticV and *furiousV are not likely to occur. 
 As regards other types of conversion, formal constraints, perhaps less 
frequently than in the case of derived nouns, are imposed on the 
conversion of underived or simple verbs to nouns as well. Simple nouns 
converted from strong verbs, for instance, tend to occur as parts of idioms 
like in the know, on the fly, have the bends, it’s worth a go, in the long run 
or in combination with light verbs such as have a go, have a swim, take a 
ride (see section 9.2 and Marchand 1963: 376, Martsa 2010: 148, 151) 
rather than as grammatical subjects and objects (in this respect, see Biese 
1941, especially Chapter XIII therein).  

21 Notice, however, that in a version of lexical morphology (Mohanan 1986) 
recourse or ’looping back’ to an earlier level is permissible. 
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 Finally, an important constraint on forming adverbs and adjectives 
through conversion, as Myers (1984: 57-61) notes, is the fact that they are 
not inflected in present-day English. (The possibility of taking suffixes 
marking degrees of comparison can be ignored, since a lot of adjectives 
and adverbs, especially complex adjectives and adverbs cannot be 
inflected for degrees of comparison at all.) So, as we have seen in section 
2.2.2, while nouns and verbs are freely converted from adjectives (e.g. 
bloodyA>V, dirtyA>V, universalA>N, conservativeA>N), no adjectives can be 
converted from complex nouns and verbs (e.g. XizeV>*A, XifyV>*A, 
XmentN>*A, XityN>*A). 

Concluding remarks 

 I have argued in Chapter Ten that the interpretation of conversion as a 
fundamentally semantic process with definite morphosyntactic 
consequences makes it necessary to reconsider the standard categorial 
view of polysemy. Concretely, the fact that the meaning/s of one 
conversion pair belonging to a word category is/are systematically linked 
to, or derived from, the meaning/s of the other conversion pair belonging 
to another word category allows for an intercategorial view of polysemy 
advocated in this chapter. I have also argued, however, that the derived 
sense/s is/are often inferrable not directly from the respective sense/s of 
the parent word but rather from the encyclopaedic knowledge associated 
with its lexical meaning.  
 To claim that during conversion one pair word is derived 
morphosemantically from the other pair word entails that this process, as 
probably all other word-formation processes, is inherently directional. It is 
so even if the direction of conversion is not always easy to determine on 
the synchronic plane. I have demonstrated in Chapter Eleven that although 
diachronic data occasionally help to clarify problematic cases, 
directionality must be viewed as a predominantly synchronic phenomenon.  

That directionality also plays a decisive role in treating conversion as a 
productive word-formation process is confirmed in Chapter Twelve. In 
this chapter the qualitative or competence-based interpretation of 
productivity has been adopted which suggests that a word-formation 
process is productive if it is ruled-governed. Altogether 20 conversion 
rules have been identified that underlie four major types (N>V, V>N, 
A>V, A>N) and one minor type (CLOSED CLASS>V) of conversion. 
The postulation of these rules is possible even if one of the preconditions 
of rule-governedness, morphosemantic transparency, is apparently missing 
from conversion. I have suggested that in conversion it is encyclopaedic 
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knowledge warranting the (intercategorial) polysemic link between the 
parent word and the word converted from it that makes up for missing 
morphosemantic transparency (or compositionality).  

For three types of conversion (CLOSED CLASS>N, ADV>N, 
PHRASE>A) no underlying rules could be identified. In all probability, 
these conversions represent analogy-based creative word-formation.   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
 

In the INTRODUCTION, I called attention to the fact that while the 
Englishness of conversion can hardly be doubted, no real agreement has 
been reached in answering the main questions that the research of this 
morphological category has continually been concerned with ever since 
Sweet’s New English Grammar, containing the first scholarly treatment of 
conversion, was published more than a century ago. These questions have 
had to do with the possible interpretations and types of conversion as a 
word-building technique, as well as with the notions of unmarked change 
of word class and directionality. I also made the claim that, relying on the 
tenets of cognitive semantics, this book addresses these questions too, yet 
it would be quite unrealistic to expect that it will provide irrefutable 
answers to them, making further research unnecessary. However, as was 
also suggested in the INTRODUCTION and hopefully proved all through this 
study, it is by no means unrealistic to suppose that the conceptual tools 
provided by cognitive semantics help to account for processes underlying 
the genesis of conversion in terms of form and meaning rather more 
effectively than the approaches based either on the hypostatization of a 
category-changing zero suffix added to the converting base, or on 
assumptions viewing conversion as the marker, or, alternatively, as the 
result of (the) change/s that take/s place in a word’s immediate syntactic 
environment. I also intended to demonstrate that cognitive semantic tools 
make it possible to deal with such issues which have been either 
completely ignored (e.g. conversion as instantiation of polysemy) or which 
only have received little attention in conversion research (e.g. 
productivity). Below, the major findings of the book are summarized. 
 
 1. It has been demonstrated in Part I that interpretations of conversion, 
whether they are derivationally or syntactically motivated, suffer from one 
major drawback: they mistake the effect for the cause. Concretely, in most 
interpretations discussed in the first three chapters conversion is regarded 
as an unmarked change of the base’s word class with concomitant 
change/s in its meaning. In Marchand’s (1969) and Kiparsky’s (1982) 
interpretations, based on the assumed syntagmatic or endocentric nature of 
word-formation, the unmarked change of word class is attributed to the 
attachment of a zero suffix to the base, which, like an overt suffix in 
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derivation, ensures the syntagmaticity or endocentricity of conversion. 
According to different types of syntactic interpretations (cf. Biese 1941; 
Smirnickij 1954, 1956; Myers 1984; Crocco-Gàleas 1990; etc.) conversion 
is caused by changes in the immediate syntactic environment and the 
simultaneous changes in the base’s inflectional paradigm. In other words, 
in these interpretations conversion is considered an instance of syntactic or 
inflectional derivation. Relying on my own and other authors’ research (cf. 
Štekauer 1996; Kövecses  Radden 1998; Radden  Kövecses 1999; 
Martsa 2007c, 2009), I have argued (see also below) that contrary to what 
the above interpretations suggest the alleged zero suffix or the alterations 
taking place in the syntactic environment do not cause but only mark the 
change of word class. The change of word class, i.e. morphosyntactic 
recategorization in effect is caused by preliminary conceptual 
recategorization which in turn is dictated by the interlocutors’ 
communicative needs. Conceptual recategorization is directly reflected in 
semantic changes, so we can also state that the change of the base’s word 
class during conversion is conditioned by changes in its meaning and not 
vice versa as the above interpretations imply.  

In the non-processual interpretations conversion is seen either as the 
relisting of a word as a word of another class (Lieber 2004) or as category 
underspecification (Farrell 2001) which, so the argument goes, inherently 
characterizes words (in fact nouns and verbs) listed in the lexicon. In view 
of these interpretations, conversion is largely determined by the 
idiosyncracies of language use and because of this it is not an independent 
derivational category. We could see in Chapter Three that although non-
processual or non-derivational interpretations admit the role of language 
use in the genesis of conversion, they still imply that the morphosyntactic 
recategorization of the base and the simultaneous change of its meaning 
are to a great extent arbitrary and unpredictable. This is exactly what the 
interpretations based on the tenets of cognitive semantics challenge.  

 
 2. Apart from the aforesaid interpretations, conversion is also 
interpreted as semantic derivation, and this view has been accepted and 
justified in this book. To be a kind of semantic derivation in this case 
means that conversion is a semantic process in the first place driven by 
different types of conceptual shifts, which, as was suggested above, are 
ultimately dictated by the interlocutors’ communicative intentions. From 
the point of view of cognitive semantics, conceptual shifts lying at the 
heart of conversion are basically of two types: semantic extensions of 
trajectors to landmarks, and vice versa, from landmarks to trajectors 
(Twardzisz 1997), on the one hand, and conceptual mappings (Lakoff 
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1990; Kövecses  Radden 1998; Radden  Kövecses 1999; Dirven 1999; 
Martsa 2001, 2003, 2006), on the other. The latter in turn are also of two 
types: metonymic, underlying most types of conversion, and metaphoric, 
underlying specific instances of conversion, often in combination with 
metonymic mappings. The definition of conversion offered at the end of 
Chapter Seven in Part III and based on the extensive discussion 
concerning the notions of unmarked change of word class and conversions 
in other languages in Chapters Four, Five and Six is built on the said 
conceptual mappings. This definition, paralleling similar definitions 
proposed by Kövecses  Radden (1998), Radden  Kövecses (1999) and 
Schöneveld (2005), suggests that conversion is a morphophonologically 
unmarked category-shifting word-formation process motivated by 
metonymic and/or metaphoric mappings.   
 
 3. In cognitive semantics, notably in conceptual metaphor/metonymy 
theory, conceptual mappings are conventionally represented in terms of 
conceptual metonymies and metaphors formulated respectively as X 
(STANDS) FOR Y and X IS (PERCEIVED AS BEING SIMILAR TO) Y. The 
analyses of types of conversion in Chapters Eight and Nine have revealed 
that most conversions in English are motivated by metonymic mappings 
and that the set of basic conceptual metonymies proposed by Kövecses  
Radden (1998) and Radden  Kövecses (1999) can be substantially 
extended to account for all types of conversion including, in addition to 
N>V, V>N and A>V conversions, CLOSED CLASS>V/N (e.g. hailINTERJ 
> hailV, mustAUX > [a] mustV), PHRASE>N/A (e.g. bail outPHRASE > [a] 
bailoutN, upper classPHRASE > upper classA), A>N (e.g. wealthyA > [the] 
wealthyN) and ADV>N (e.g. hereafterADV > [the] hereafterN) conversions. 
It has also been demonstrated in Chapter Eight that in a subclass of N>V 
conversions, called animal verbs, metaphoric mappings play an equally 
significant role in the converting verbs from nouns designating animals. 

Metonymic and metaphoric mappings presented in terms of conceptual 
metonymies and metaphors tend to have a classificatory function as well, 
in the sense that one and the same conceptual metonymy or metaphor is 
applicable to, or, alternatively, is evoked by words belonging to a class or 
subclass of converted words sharing one or more semantic components 
inherited from their parent words. In the class of goal or source verbs (see 
section 8.2.4), for instance, the conceptual metonymy 
MENTAL/PHYSICAL/SOCIAL STATE FOR THE ACTION THAT BRINGS ABOUT 
THAT STATE seems to be evoked by verbs pertaining to the subclass of 
verbs whose parent nouns designate human roles or states (cf. fool the 
man, orphan the child, knight Gawain). Or, the conceptual metonymy 
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YOUNG ANIMAL FOR BRINGING THAT ANIMAL FORTH reflects the 
metonymic mapping underlying the animal verbs calfV, cubV, kittenV, 
lambV and puppyV. These verbs share the semantic component ‘bring forth 
or give birth’. As was demonstrated in section 8.3.3, the conceptual 
metaphors HUMANS ARE ANIMALS and ANIMALS ARE HUMANS reflect the 
kind of metaphoric mapping on the basis of which the subclass of animal 
verbs can be distinguished within the major class of converted verbs. 

 
 4. To consider conversion in English as a word-formation process 
motivated by the aforementioned conceptual mappings has three 
interrelated consequences which can be summarized in the following 
statements:  
 

- Conversion instantiates intercategorial polysemy 
- Conversion is a directional process 
- Conversion is a productive process 

 
Although the directionality of conversion (and, as a matter of fact, the 
directionality of word-formation in general) is occasionally questioned on 
different theoretical grounds, in most works dealing with conversion 
directionality is taken as fact. Even the different names of this process, viz. 
‘conversion’, ‘derivation by a zero morpheme’, ‘zero-derivation’, 
‘functional shift’, presuppose directionality. In Chapter Eleven, I argued 
that since conceptual mappings, whether metonymic or metaphoric, are 
inherently directional, the types of conversion they underlie must also be 
directional. From this point of view it is of secondary importance whether 
directionality is a synchronic or diachronic phenomenon; yet in this 
chapter I considered arguments put forward in favour of synchronic 
directionality. 
 The treatment of the issues of polysemy and productivity in works on 
conversion is rather controversial for different reasons. We have seen in 
the tenth chapter that the semantic link between conversion pairs is only 
rarely interpreted in terms of polysemy. The standard view is that 
conversion represents grammatical homonymy, which implies that the fact 
that conversion pairs are strongly related semantically in fact one pair 
word is semantically derived from the other pair word is of secondary 
importance; what is really important is that they belong to different 
categories. Relying on Miller (1978), Lehrer (1990), Lakoff (1990), 
Zawada (2006) and on my own findings (Martsa 1997, 2002), I have 
demonstrated that if different types of conversion arise from metonymic 
and metaphoric mappings, i.e. if conversion is viewed as semantic 
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derivation, the semantic link between the pair words of conversion can 
only be interpreted as polysemy. Traditionally, the relation of polysemy 
holds between the senses of a word (lexeme) and not between senses of 
formally identical but categorially different words. To resolve this 
controversy, I proposed in Chapter Ten that the traditional interpretation of 
polysemy needs to be reconsidered to include cases of intercategorial 
polysemy represented by conversion. This seems to be a justifiable move, 
since conceptual mappings, as was shown in Chapter Seven, take place 
within a category (schema or ICM) as well as across categories. Since 
polysemy involves directionality, it can also serve as an additional piece of 
evidence for the directionality of conversion. Finally, to claim that 
conversion instantiates polysemy is consonant with the opinion expressed, 
among others, by Stein (1977), Leech (1981) and Lipka (1990) that 
metonymic and metaphoric extensions can also be seen as means of word-
formation.  
 Conceptual mappings are not only inherently directional, but they also 
take care of semantic predictability, a significant criterion of 
(morphological) productivity understood in the qualitative sense. As was 
mentioned at the beginning of Chapter Twelve, the productivity of English 
conversion is generally acknowledged, though it has never been studied 
thoroughly. Some linguists, on the other hand, question the alleged 
productivity of English conversion. In Kiefer’s (2005b) opinion, for 
instance, English conversion arises from the analogous applications of 
patterns like V  N, N  V, A  V, etc., rather than from the application 
of productive rules. Furthermore, natural morphologists claim that due to 
its low position on the scale of naturalness conversion is characterized by 
low productivity. Contrary to these claims, I have argued in Chapter 
Twelve that relying on metonymic and metaphoric mappings discussed in 
detail in the seventh, eigth and ninth chapters and on the encyclopaedic 
nature of lexical meaning, productive conversion rules are possible to 
identify for most types of conversion discussed in this book. As a final 
remark, let me note that what has been said about the productivity of 
conversion in Chapter Twelve appears to be in full agreement with the 
claim made by Quirk et al. (1985: 1558) that “[c]onversion is unusually 
prominent as a word-formation process, through both the variety of 
conversion rules and their productivity” (emphasis is added). 
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