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Theoretical background
1.1 Relevance of the issue of directionality

Examples of N/V conversion in English:

(1) attemptN [EVENT] / attemptV [ACTION]

(2) smileN [GESTURE] / smileV [ACTION]

(3) coverN [INSTRUMENT] / coverV [ACTION]

Various issues surrounding conversion have been a source of disagreement among authors, since the early works
by Sweet (1891/1898), Koziol (1937), Biese (1941), Nida (1949), Zandvoort (1975), Marchand (1969),
Kastovsky (1969), or Lipka (1971).
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Theoretical background
1.1 Relevance of the issue of directionality

Directionality in conversion has received renewed scholarly attention over the past years (cf., among others,
Umbreit 2010; Bram 2011; Kopecka 2013; Lohmann 2017; Kisselew et al. 2016; Valera 2017, 2023;
Iordăchioaia et al. 2020; Tribout 2020; Ševčíková 2021; Don 2023), however, it remains unresolved:

“[W]e seem to have reached an impasse, with neither of [the] two main approaches being capable of proving its
correctness across the board. Where the two contradict each other (which happens not infrequently) we have no
way to choose between them – which means, in effect, that the question of directionality is currently
unresolved and irresolvable” (Bauer & Valera 2005: 11)
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Theoretical background
1.2 Conversion as a directional lexeme-creation process

Conversion as a dynamic or asymmetrical word-formation process whereby a base lexeme is used for the
formation of a derivative (cf. among others, Leech 1974: 214; Lieber 1980: 187 et passim; Bauer 1983: 32;
Quirk et al. 1985: 1520, 1558; Don 1993; Štekauer 1996: 15 et passim; Vogel 1996: 258 et passim; Bauer &
Huddleston 2002: 1640; Manova 2011: 55 et passim; Bauer et al. 2013: 562–563; Valera 2014, 2015).

The conditions for canonical conversion are understood as follows (cf. Marchand 1963a: 176; Cetnarowska 
1993; Kerleroux 1999; Valera 2014, 2015, among others):

i. It involves at least two lexemes, which belong to two different word-class categories.

ii. There is formal identity (Bauer 1983: 32) between the lexemes.

iii. The lexemes are morphologically related (base ⟶ derivative).

iv. There is a semantic relation between the lexemes or the senses they express.

v. There is directionality between the lexemes or their senses (cf. Plank 2010).
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i. Historical criteria

ii. Intuition criteria

iii. Morphological or phonological criteria

iv. Structural criteria

v. Contextual or paradigmatic criteria

iv. Semantic criteria

v. External quantitative criteria
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Theoretical background
1.3 Directionality criteria



iv. Semantic criteria (cf. Marchand 1963a, 1963b, 1964, 1969, as content criteria):

a. Semantic dependence (SD): “[t]he word that for its analysis is dependent on the content of the other pair

member is necessarily the derivative” (Marchand 1964: 12), e.g. knifeN⟶ knifeV ‘to cut with a knife’

b. Restrictions of usage (RU): “[i]f one word has a smaller range of usage than its pair member, it must be

considered the derivative” (Marchand 1964: 13), e.g. restrictions to some forms, poetic, slang, etc.

c. Semantic range (SR): “[o]f two homophonous words exhibiting similar sets of semantic features the one with

the smaller field of reference is the derivative” (Marchand 1964: 14), e.g. convertV⟶ convertN ‘one who has

been converted to a religion/belief’

d. Semantic pattern (SP): “[c]ertain words have characteristic meanings which mark them as derivatives”

(Marchand 1964: 15), e.g. ‘to act as N’, ‘one who Vs’, ‘to make ADJ’

v. External quantitative criteria (Marchand 1964: 13): Frequency of occurrence (FO) and the range of

registers (RR) covered by the pairs (based on corpus data).
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Theoretical background
1.3 Directionality criteria (selected in this study)



The relevance of the (semantic) criteria has been discussed in the literature (cf., among others, Trnka 1969;

Aronoff 1976; Cetnarowska 1993; Katamba 1993; Rainer 1993; Kerleroux 1996; Plag 1999, 2003; Iacobini

2000). For English, however, semantic or quantitative-distributional criteria were not put to test until quite

recently.

Previous empirical studies which test semantic criteria alongside other criteria are e.g. Balteiro (2007), Bram

(2011), or Kisselew et al. (2010). These:

i. Take historical information as the standard of directionality and then apply other criteria to investigate

whether they indicate the same direction.

ii. Do so at the level of lexeme.
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Theoretical background
1.4 Key differences with previous empirical studies



Aims of the study

i. To test the applicability of Marchand’s (1964) semantic criteria and quantitative-distributional criteria for

directionality in a sample of noun/verb English conversion.

ii. To see how measurable the criteria are when applied at the level of sense, and which methodological

challenges arise.

Directionality should be studied by word senses and not by lexemes (Plank 2010).
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Methods
3.1 Data sampling: Noun/verb conversion
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1. CQPWeb: retrieval of the entire lemmatized frequency list of the BNC. (https://cqpweb.lancs.ac.uk)

2. A matching test/list crossing to generate a list of all lemmas tagged both as noun and verb in the
lemmatized frequency list, alongside their frequency of occurrence.

3. Terms which are not actual words were discarded using Excel searches and conditional formatting rules,
e.g. p4/t3 (1/2).

4. Manual screening: to discard terms not attested in the BNC, those wrongly tagged as noun or verb,
misspellings, acronyms, among others.
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Methods
3.1 Data sampling: Noun/verb conversion
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5. Decision to restrict the frequency to 1,000 in the BNC, as one word class or the other.

Table 1. Raw frequency distribution of the terms attested both as noun and verb in the BNC up to frequency 1,000



Methods
3.1 Data sampling: Noun/verb conversion
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6. First stratified sample of the list (52 lexemes, 26 pairs):

- The sampling interval started at an aleatory number (5)

- One lexeme every 160 was selected from a list ordered
by the frequency of the noun

- One lexeme every 160 was selected from a list ordered
by the frequency of the verb

Table 2. First stratified sample



Methods
3.1 Data sampling: Noun/verb conversion
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7. Sample was enlarged by systematic doubling, so that it remains representative.

Table 3. Number of pairs/terms sampled from the BNC screened frequency list per sample extraction stage



Methods
3.2 Resources: Dictionary and Corpus
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The study combines the use of dictionary and corpus data:

i. The Oxford English Dictionary (OED2 and OED3): used for retrieval of semantic information.

ii. The British National Corpus (BNC) (ca. 100 million words; 1960–1993): used to collect all
concordances available for each of the lexemes included in the sample.



Methods
3.2 Sense classification of the concordances
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2. Manual classification of the concordances according to the information in the OED.
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2. Manual classification of the concordances according to the information in the OED.

Methods
3.2 Sense classification of the concordances



Methods
3.3 Semantic classification of the senses: Derivational semantics
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Table 4. The semantic categories for noun-to-verb conversion (adapted from Plag 1999: 9; Bauer et al. 2013: 285, plus EFFECTIVE 
and DIRECTIONAL from Rainer 1993: 239; Valera 2023: 158–161; and DURATION from Clark & Clark 1979: 773)



Methods
3.3 Semantic classification of the senses: Derivational semantics
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Table 5. The semantic categories for verb-to-noun conversion (Plag 1999; Bauer et al. 2013: 286; and 
PROCESS in Bauer 1983: 185, for nominalizations in -ation)



Methods
3.3 Semantic classification of the senses: Base semantics
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Ontological categories:

i. Base verb senses: Dixon ([1991] 2005) and Levin (1993).

ii. Base noun senses: Szymanek (1988), Dixon ([1991] 2005), Lieber (2004), Murphy (2010), Haselow (2011),
and Schulte (2015).

As claimed in Schulte (2015: 4.1), ontological categories have been used in linguistic research from very
different backgrounds and are candidates for universally accepted classifications.
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Methods
3.4 Application of Marchand’s (1964) semantic criteria: SD

Table 6. Analysis of the criterion of SD at the level of sense for the conversion-related pair fussN/V

SD analysis

Each sense was marked as:

i. Showing SD to a conversion 

related sense (+)

ii. Not showing SD (–)

iii. Unclear (?)
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Methods
3.4 Application of Marchand’s (1964) semantic criteria: RU

Table 7. Restrictions of usage (in grey font) in the pair skiveN3/V3

RU analysis

i. Showing RU (+)

ii. Not showing RU (–)
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Methods
3.4 Application of Marchand’s (1964) criteria: SR (qualitative analysis)

Table 8. Semantic range (SR) for the pair whimperN/V

Qualitative analysis of SR

≈ : similar

> : wider

< : narrower

≲ : narrower/close to similar

? : unclear
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Methods
3.4 Application of Marchand’s (1964) semantic criteria: SP

Table 9. Analysis of the criterion of SP at the level of sense for the conversion-related pair fussN/V

SP analysis

i. Showing SP (+)

ii. Not showing SP (–)

iii. Unclear (?)
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Methods
3.4 Application of the quantitative-distributional criteria: FO

Table 11. Raw frequency of occurrence (RF) for whimperN/V at the level of sense (BNC)

FO analysis

A Chi-squared test (χ²) was performed using the

Excel function CHISQ.TEST.

Aim: to statistically assess whether the observed

differences between related pairs of senses are

significant (P < 0.05) or due to random variation

(P > 0.05).
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Methods
3.4 Application of the quantitative-distributional criteria: FO

Table 12. Analysis of FO for dupeN2/V2, lesionN/V, scytheN/V, and skidN/V based on a Chi-squared test. 
An asterisk is used for repeated senses, i.e. related to more than one sense in the pair lexeme
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Methods
3.4 Application of the quantitative-distributional criteria: RR

Table 13. Register classification of sledgeV by senses. The absolute frequency of
each register is under column number four Freq.

RR analysis

According to two classifications:

i. David Lee’s corpus retrieval classification: 71
categories

ii. Lee’s (2001) grouping: 12 categories

Fisher’s Exact Test was used to test whether the
difference in RR between the pairs is significant:
more reliable for the estimation of statistical
significance (p-values) for small-size categorical
data, where a Chi-squared test could be inaccurate
(Brezina 2018: 113).
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Results and discussion
4.1 The influence of methodological decisions
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Methodological decisions may have an impact on the results, among others:

i. The use of criteria of dissimilar nature yield dissimilar results (e.g. diachronic vs. synchronic).

ii. The sources selected for the analysis of the criteria (lexicographic and corpus), or different samples being
selected.

iii. The level of analysis: lexeme vs. sense.

iv. An analysis of senses in use vs. one that examines all senses, including those no longer in use.

v. The interpretation of the criteria. There is a need to:

i. Provide a more precise description of the criteria when applied to conversion and elsewhere.

ii. Establish significance levels when distributional criteria are studied.



Results and discussion
4.2 Sense distribution into orders of derivation

Although it may admittedly introduce bias as semantic criteria are primed (SD, SP), sense distribution into 
orders of derivation is used because:

i. The identification of directionality by considering other methods, e.g. counting the total number of senses 
following one criterion would lead to unreliable results.

ii. It accounts for polysemy.

iii. It allows for representation of subsequent derivation between senses.

iv. A more detailed analysis is allowed, as well as exclusion of senses which are extended or figurative, and for 
which no related converted sense is found.
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Results and discussion
4.3 Individual applicability of the criteria
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Table 15. Directionality of the semantic criteria for the pairs by senses in D1. 
Not applicable includes cases where the differences found between the senses are not significant (N) for the criteria of FO and RR
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Results and discussion
4.3 Individual applicability of the criteria
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Table 15. Directionality of the semantic criteria for the pairs by senses in D1. 
Not applicable includes cases where the differences found between the senses are not significant (N) for the criteria of FO and RR



Results and discussion
4.4 Cross-criteria consistency: SD
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Table 16. Consistency between SD and the rest of criteria in D1.
(Y) and (N) stand for senses for which SR, FO, and RR signal a direction, even if the difference is not significant (N)



Results and discussion
4.4 Cross-criteria consistency: RU
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Table 17. Consistency between RU and the rest of criteria in D1. 
(Y) significant (N) not significant



Results and discussion
4.4 Cross-criteria consistency: RU
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Table 18. Individual applicability of RU by senses in D1



Results and discussion
4.4 Cross-criteria consistency: SR
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Table 18. Consistency between SR and the rest of criteria in D1. 
(Y) significant (N) not significant



Results and discussion
4.4 Cross-criteria consistency: SP
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Table 19. Consistency between SP and the rest of criteria in D1.
(Y) and (N) stand for senses for which SR, FO, and RR signal a direction, even if the difference is not significant (N)



Results and discussion
4.4 Cross-criteria consistency: FO
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Table 20. Consistency between FO and the rest of criteria in D1. 
(Y) significant (N) not significant



Results and discussion
4.4 Cross-criteria consistency: RR
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Table 21. Consistency between RR and the rest of criteria in D1. 
(Y) significant (N) not significant



Results and discussion
4.4 Cross-criteria consistency
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Table 21. Consistency between FO and SP where both are applicable. (Y) and 
(N) stand for senses for which FO signals a direction, even if the difference is 

not statistically significant (N)
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Conclusions
5.1 Unexpected results
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Higher consistency between the results of the criteria tested was expected.

The results were not as expected in that:

i. Low applicability was found for some of the criteria (SR, RR, and RU) for various reasons and,
consequently, also low consistency was found between these and other criteria.

ii. Even if the criteria focus on the use of the pairs synchronically, the results across criteria point to opposite
directions in some cases, which casts doubts on the applicability of the criteria as a set.



Conclusions
5.2 Applicability of the criteria

37/40

Overall applicability of the criteria:

i. SD and SP give the best results in a sense-based analysis of directionality.

ii. Distributional criteria (FO and RR) may not be as reliable for the study of directionality in conversion as
previously thought. The derived sense is not necessarily always the less widely used one.

iii. The applicability of SR to study directionality is questioned, partly because it is a criterion which is best
applied by lexemes, thus not allowing the identification of multiple directions at the sense level, and partly
because it is argued that a wider semantic range does not necessarily point to a consistent derivational
direction, even between monosemous pairs.

iv. RU is highlighted as a secondary criterion, and one which is applicable for very specific cases and only at
the level of sense.



Conclusions
5.3 Directionality types

38/40

Directionality identified as:

i. Unidirectional: a single direction can be found between some pairs. However, as new senses may emerge
for the lexemes, the possibility for multiple conversion remains open.

ii. Multiple: various directions may be found between pairs of lexemes in polysemous lexemes, according to
specific senses. For most cases, a direction can be established, which is typically best decided according to
SD or SP.

iii. Ambiguous: cases where both directions are possible based on a semantic analysis, might need to be
described as ambiguous or bidirectional.



Conclusions
5.4 Overall conclusions
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Overall, this thesis shows that:

i. The criteria can be applied at the level of sense and the results obtained by a sense analysis are undoubtedly
closer to how the derivational process may have operated in each case.

ii. The relevance of the criteria when applied by sense varies. While the semantic criteria of SD or SP seem
to give the best results, misleading cases arise in the application of other criteria:

i. the derivative sense is used less frequently than the base sense, or

ii. the semantic range of the derivative is narrower.



Conclusions
5.4 Overall conclusions
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The proposal in this thesis is, thus, in line with Plank (2010): directionality is a property of senses between
lexemes and should be studied at the sense level.

The identification of recursive sense derivation in conversion as in subsequent orders of derivation is argued to
be an effective method for the identification of directionality in conversion between polysemous pairs.

However, the results show that directionality in conversion can hardly be ascertained according to
Marchand’s (1964) criteria viewed as a unitary set of criteria, even less when run according to senses
instead of by lexemes.
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