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Description 

While derivational word-formation is guided by constraints as to the compatibility of affixes 

and their bases (e.g. word-formation rules, subcategorization frames, stacking restrictions, 

semantic selection), no such constraints are available for the process traditionally referred to 

as conversion (e.g. to soft-pedal, to Marconi, to oh-la-la, to clean, the ups and downs). Thus, 

other processing strategies are required to account for the non-overt shift from one 

(conceptual) category to another. The aim of this project is to develop a usage-based model 

for English conversion which efficiently describes this highly dynamic yet non-arbitrary 

process. The main database comprises 507 innovative converted verbs from the Oxford 

English Dictionary.      

During the first two years, the focus of research was on 

o the semantic relations underlying innovative converted verbs and the ranking of these 

relations in accordance with the relative salience of the motivating concepts and the 

thematic roles these concepts are associated with 

o the cognate-object problem and metaphorical meaning extension 

o the creation of argument structures for converted verbs 

o the semantic distribution of noun-verb conversion and -ize derivation 

 

The unified approach aimed at in the project is designed to model not only polysemy 

(including context-free and contextually determined readings), but also the rich metaphorical 

potential of conversion which has been largely neglected in previous works. A basic 

hypothesis is that the factors which determine conversion operate at different levels of 

genericity in the sense of Cognitive Linguistics. The multi-level approach allows us to analyse 

products of conversion on the basis of low-level (i.e. generic) information as to entities, 



individuals, situations, etc. and to identify abstractions over low-level models at a higher level 

of representation (e.g. thematic or spatial relations). An additional primary level contributes 

cognitively grounded information which is particularly relevant for the metaphorical transfer 

of low-level scenarios to different domains of experience (e.g. gas prices rocketing to record-

high levels). Another important aspect of the project is to show that context-free 

interpretations of innovative denominal verbs raise expectations as to the argument structures 

of these verbs and that these expectations are either met or modified by the discourse context, 

which also provides the syntactic context and hence the ‘surface’ argument structure 

constructions.  

 

The third year is devoted to contrastive analyses English – German with respect to noun-verb 

conversion and to the question whether the three-level model developed for conversion can 

provide a solution to the problem of allegedly left-headed prefix verbs. Since prefixation – as 

compared to the dominance of conversion and -ize/-ify suffixation – plays a subordinate role 

in Modern English verb formation, the analyses are performed for German denominal verbs 

displaying the inseparable prefixes be-, ent-, er-, ver-, and zer-.  

In addition, we investigate the function of an interesting syntactic pattern which has not 

received much attention in the literature and which is typically (though not necessarily) 

instantiated by converted verbs – namely the ‘verb + it’ construction (e.g. to au-pair it, to bus 

it, to motel it). A peculiarity of this construction is that the morpheme it does not have a 

referential function and lacks an antecedent. 
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