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Nominalization, verbalization or both?  
Insights from the directionality of noun-verb 

conversion in French

Abstract: Nominalization in French can be done by means of conversion, which is 
characterized by the identity between the base and the derived lexeme. Since both 
noun→verb and verb→noun conversions exist, this property raises directionality 
issues, and sometimes leads to contradictory analyses of the same examples. The paper 
presents two approaches of conversion: derivational and non-derivational ones. Then 
it discusses various criteria used in derivational approaches to determine the direc-
tion of conversion: diachronic ones, such as dates of first attestation or etymology; 
and synchronic ones, such as semantic relations, noun gender or verb inflection. All 
criteria are evaluated on a corpus of 3,241 French noun~verb pairs. It is shown that 
none of them enables to identify the direction of conversion in French. Finally, the 
consequences for the theory of morphology are discussed.

Keywords: conversion, directionality, historical criteria, synchronic criteria, French, 
paradigmatic morphology

1.  Introduction

In French, as in many languages, verbs can be nominalized by means of 
different suffixes. The most frequent ones are –ion (e.g. division ‘division’ 
from diviser ‘to divide’), –age (e.g. lavage ‘washing’ from laver ‘to wash’) 
and –ment (e.g. changement ‘change’ from changer ‘to change’). But the 
nominalization of a verb can also be done with a zero suffix as can be seen 
with the examples in (1).

(1) a. marcher ‘to walk’ → marche ‘a walk’
 b. attaquer ‘to attack’ → attaque ‘an attack’
 c. oublier ‘to forget’ → oubli ‘forgetfulness’

Cases such as in (1) have long been called dérivation régressive ‘regressive der-
ivation’ because of the deletion of the verb’s –(e)r ending (see Nyrop 1936). 
However, this ending is a mere inflectional marking on the infinitive form of 
the verb and plays no role in the derivation (it is also deleted before suffixes 
such as –ion, –age and –ment). In more recent literature, nouns in (1) are 
referred to as zero derivation/zero suffixation (Dubois 1962) or conversion 
(Corbin 1987; Kerleroux 1996, 1999; Fradin 2003). The present study will 
use the latter term and focus on verb→noun conversion like the examples in 
(1) compared to noun→verb conversion as illustrated by the examples in (2).
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Conversion is a widely discussed phenomenon that is usually defined as the 
change of category of one lexeme without any change in its form. Because 
there is no change in the form, conversion raises specific issues regarding the 
direction of the derivation, as it has already been noticed by many authors 
(Marchand 1963, 1964; Kerleroux 1996; Balteiro 2007; Rodrigues Soares 
2009, among others). Indeed, since the lexemes involved in conversion are 
identical, one cannot formally determine which one is the base and which 
one is the converted lexeme. Moreover, this sometimes leads to contradic-
tory analyses of the same pairs. For instance, the noun~verb1 pairs in (3) are 
analysed by Adouani (1989) as cases of verb→noun conversion, whereas 
Labelle (1992) considers them to be noun→verb conversions.

(3) a. chasse ‘hunting’ ~ chasser ‘to hunt’
 b. danse ‘dance’ ~ danser ‘to dance’
 c. guide ‘guide’ ~ guider ‘to guide’

The aim of the present study is to discuss this directionality issue and quan-
tify the different problems it can raise on the basis of a corpus of French 
noun~verb conversion pairs. Next section will outline different approaches 
to conversion with respect to directionality. Sections 3 and 4 will discuss 
various criteria to determine the direction of conversion. Finally, section 5 
will draw out theoretical implications and conclusions will be presented in 
section 6.

2.  Different approaches to conversion

There are two different theoretical ways to deal with the directionality 
problem: the first one is to postulate no derivational relation between the 
noun and the verb, so that neither derives from the other. The second one 
is to assume a derivational relation between lexemes and to identify criteria 
in order to determine the direction of the derivation. Both approaches are 
found in the literature.

Studies postulating a non-derivational relation are found in diverse 
frameworks but most of them share the common assumption of 
underspecified categories. For example, the analysis by Farell (2001) is 
carried out within the frameworks of Cognitive Grammar (Langaker 1987, 

(2) a. colle ‘glue’ → coller ‘to glue’
 b. poivre ‘pepper’ → poivrer ‘to pepper’
 c. singe ‘ape’ → singer ‘to ape’

1 Throughout the article, conversion pairs will be presented as “noun~verb pairs” 
when the direction of the conversion is either not relevant or unknown.
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1991) and Construction Grammar (Goldberg 1995) and relies on the under-
specification of categories. According to Farrell, the meanings of words are 
schematic concepts compatible with both nouns and verbs and the nominal 
or verbal aspects of their meaning is given by the morphosyntactic context in 
which they appear. Bag and kiss, for instance, are neither nouns nor verbs but 
have a conceptual structure compatible with the meaning of both an event 
and a thing. Thus, according to Farrell, since words do not have categories, 
there is no rule deriving a noun from a verb or a verb from a noun. Barner 
and Bale (2002) is another study arguing for category underspecification, 
which relies on earlier assumptions in the Distributed Morphology frame-
work (Halle and Marantz 1993, Marantz 1997; cf. Borer 2013). According 
to Barner and Bale, words derive from lexical roots that are underspecified 
with respect to categories. Roots are inserted into syntax under functional 
heads that give the nominal or verbal status to words. Thus, according to 
the authors, no noun is derived from verb or vice-versa, and there is no need 
for conversion rules.

To a certain extent, these analyses relying on category underspecification 
solve the problem of directionality: because there is no derivation, there is 
no direction. However, underspecified categories have been criticized by 
different studies. For instance, according to Croft (1991), words have an 
inherent category that is defined by two factors: their semantic class and 
their pragmatic function. Prototypically, nouns are words that denote an 
object and their pragmatic function is the reference, adjectives denote prop-
erties and their pragmatic function is to modify, while verbs denote an action 
and allow for predication. While the pragmatic function could be an effect of 
the syntactic context, the semantic class of a word does not, in Croft’s view, 
depend on the context. According to the author, words bear a category out-
side any syntactic context. Don (2004) has also argued against the category 
underspecification in Dutch. In this language, nouns and verbs have phono-
logical properties that distinguish them very clearly. The syllabic structure 
of nouns is more complex than that of verbs, which allows speakers to iden-
tify the category of a word, even outside any syntactic context. Moreover, 
Don ran an experiment on nonsense words that confirm speakers’ ability 
to classify words as nouns or verbs according to their syllabic structure. In 
a more recent study on English, Lohmann (2017) also argues for a lexical 
specification of categories. The author tested various phonological proper-
ties of unambiguous nouns and verbs taken from the Celex database, such 
as the word length, syllabic complexity, word onset complexity, vowel 
height and backness, types of consonants. Results reveal that nouns and 
verbs differ in many phonological dimensions: of fifteen variables that have 
been tested, thirteen significantly allow for a distinction between nouns and 
verbs. All these studies question the validity of underspecified categories, 
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and consequently, the validity of a non-derivational relation between nouns 
and verbs. They rather argue for fully specified lexemes with respect to cate-
gories and thus, for a derivation from one lexeme to another.

Just like non-derivational approaches, derivational approaches to con-
version are found in various frameworks: in structuralist works such as 
Jespersen (1942) or Bally (1944) for French, in transformational anal-
yses such as Marchand (1963, 1964), Dubois (1962), or in Distributed 
Morphology (Harley 2005), but also in cognitive analyses such as those by 
Dirven (1988, 1999) or Labelle (1992, 2000), and in Lexemic Morphology 
such as Aronoff (2007), Kerleroux (1996, 1999). In these analyses, the 
assumption of a derivation arises from the comparison with affixation. 
Indeed, many studies claim that the meanings of converted words are sim-
ilar to those of affixed ones (see for example Marchand 1963; Dubois 1962; 
Corbin 1976; Plag 1999; Don 2005) and because affixation overtly marks 
the derivation, the same principle is applied to conversion. In derivational 
analyses, the identification of the basic lexeme and the derived one is there-
fore a crucial issue. Approaches differ according to the authors. Hale and 
Keyser (1993) or Harley (2005), for instance, within the framework of 
Distributed Morphology, postulate that verbs always derive from nouns. 
This assumption, however, cannot hold in situations where the verb already 
derives from another lexeme. For example, in French, in the pair allonge 
‘extension’~allonger ‘to lengthen’, the verb already derives from the 
adjective long ‘long’ with the meaning ‘to make longer’, so that it cannot 
derive from the noun. Conversely, the noun cannot derive from the adjec-
tive because the prefix a– cannot form nouns in French. This shows that the 
directionality problem cannot be solved by postulating a unique direction 
for all cases. Analyses that assume a derivation from one lexeme to the other 
must set criteria to determine the direction of the derivation.

Various criteria have been proposed in the literature in order to deter-
mine the direction of conversion. They are of two types: either historical 
or synchronic. The next sections will present both types of criteria and 
evaluate them on a corpus of 3,241 noun~verb conversion pairs in French. 
These noun~verb pairs have been gathered from two French dictionaries: 
Trésor de la Langue Française informatisé (hereafter TLFi) and Petit Robert 
Électronique.

3.  Historical criteria

Historical criteria are dates of first attestation and etymology. From a the-
oretical point of view, the use of such criteria has often been criticised. In 
French, Corbin (1976), for instance, disapproves the use of historical criteria 
because, according to her, it blurs the distinction between synchronic and 



Nominalization, verbalization or both? 191

Die Online-Ausgabe dieser Publikation ist Open Access verfügbar und im Rahmen der Creative Commons 
Lizenz CC-BY 4.0 wiederverwendbar. http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

diachronic analyses. Disregarding the theoretical aspect of the question, this 
section aims at assessing the reliability of both criteria on empirical grounds 
and at quantifying cases where they can be useful or must be ruled out. In 
order to evaluate the criteria, a random sample of 15% of the whole dataset 
has been extracted. This sample gathers 483 noun~verb pairs. The date of 
first attestation and the etymology of each noun and verb in the sample have 
been collected from the reference dictionary of etymology for French: the 
Dictionnaire Historique de la Langue Française (hereafter DHLF) and from 
the historical section of the TLFi when needed.

3.1.  Dates of first attestation

Dates of first attestation give a direction to the derivation for 463 pairs, that 
is, for 96% of the data. The lexeme that is attested first is considered to be 
the base of the conversion. According to dates, 331 pairs are noun→verb 
conversions and 132 are verb→noun conversions. Only 20 pairs cannot be 
determined by using dates. Examples are given in Table 1. In these partic-
ular cases, the direction cannot be decided because either both lexemes are 
attested during the same year, or the dates are not accurate enough. For 
instance, compte and compter are both attested during the year 1100. As 
for bague and baguer, the datation of the verb is not accurate enough to 
know if it appeared before or after the noun.

This kind of problems has already been noticed by Marchand (1963). 
As they concern only a few pairs (4% of the data) one may think that dates 
make a good criterion. However, using dates is problematic because of their 
lack of reliability. Indeed, Corbin has pointed out in different works (par-
ticularly in Corbin (1976) and Corbin (1987)) that they highly depend on 
chance. Moreover, as it has already been noticed by Tournier (1980) and 
Balteiro (2007), the minimum number of years between the two dates for the 
interval to be reliable is debatable.

Tab. 1: Examples of indeterminacy due to first attestation.

Noun 1st attestation 
of noun

Verb 1st attestation  
of verb

bague ‘ring’ 1416 baguer ‘to ring’ 15th century
compte ‘count’ 1100 compter ‘to count’ 1100
conjecture  
‘conjecture’

1246 conjecturer  
‘to conjecture’ 

13th century

pagnot ‘bed’ end of  
19th century 

pagnoter ‘to go to bed’ 1859

profil ‘profile’ 1621 profiler ‘to profile’ 1621
trace ‘mark’ 1120 tracer ‘to draw’ 1120
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More importantly, dates of attestation raise a problem never discussed so 
far: they are sometimes inconsistent with the morphological construction 
of lexemes. For example, louanger ‘to commend’ is attested in 1155 and 
louange ‘praise’ in 1160. According to these dates, the pair should thus 
be a verb→noun conversion. However, the noun louange already derives 
from the verb louer ‘to praise’ by means of the old suffix –ange, just like 
vidange ‘emptying’ derives from vider ‘to empty’ or mélange ‘mixing, 
mixture’ from mêler ‘to mix’. Moreover, there is no suffix –anger that could 
form a verb out of a verb. Therefore, the morphological analysis of the 
pair indicates a noun→verb conversion (louer →)louange→louanger, 
in contradiction with the chronological analysis. The problem is similar 
with charroi ‘convoy, carting’ and charroyer ‘to carry along’. Since 
the noun is first attested in 1150 and the verb in 1225, the pair should be 
a noun→verb conversion. Yet, the verb morphologically derives from the 
noun char ‘cart’ by means of the suffix –oyer, like festoyer ‘to feast’ from 
fête ‘party’, guerroyer ‘to wage war’ from guerre ‘war’, foudroyer 
‘to strike’ from foudre ‘lightning’ etc. The morphological analysis thus 
indicates a verb→noun conversion (char→)charroyer→charroi, in con-
tradiction, once again, with the chronological analysis. This inconsistency 
between the morphological analysis and the attestation of lexemes is not 
specific to conversion and can be observed with suffixation too. For instance 
biffure ‘crossing-out’, which derives from the verb biffer ‘to cross out’ 
with the suffix –ure, is attested in 1580 while the base verb is attested in 
1584. In the case of suffixation, we can doubt that we would put more trust 
in dates than in the morphological construction. Therefore there is no reason 
to do it for conversion.

To conclude, even if dates of first attestation give a direction to the conver-
sion in most cases, they raise significant problems. They are not reliable: nei-
ther theoretically, because they depend on chance; nor empirically because 
we cannot assess what would be a reliable interval between two dates and 
because they sometimes contradict morphology.

3.2.  Etymology

According to Balteiro (2007), the etymology provided by dictionaries is the 
best criterion to assess the directionality of conversion. When applied to the 
sample under study, the reference dictionary of etymology for French gives a 
direction to 387 pairs, i.e. 80% of the data. According to etymology, 278 pairs 
are noun→verb conversions and 109 are verb→noun. Unlike dates of attes-
tation, etymology is always consistent with the morphological analysis. For 
each pair, the DHLF gives the etymology of the lexeme that is supposedly the 
base of conversion, and indicates this base as the etymology of the supposedly 
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converted lexeme, as shown in Tables 2 and 3. It seems that, at least for the 
supposed derived lexeme, the difference between a morphological and an ety-
mological analysis is blurred, so that, from a theoretical and methodological 
point of view, we can question the boundary between the two domains.

Tab. 2: Noun→verb conversions according to etymology.

Noun Etymology of noun Verb Etymology of verb
centre ‘center’ Latin centrum centrer ‘to center’ derived from  

centre
coton ‘cotton’ Arabic qutun cotonner  

‘to cover with cotton’
derived from  
coton

enthousiasme   
‘enthusiasm’

Greek  
enthousiasmos

enthousiasmer  
‘to fill with  
enthusiasm’ 

derived from 
enthousiasme

gazon ‘turf’ Francique ◦waso gazonner 
 ‘to grass over’

derived from  
gazon

tag ‘tag’ English borrowing taguer ‘to tag’ derived from  
tag

Tab. 3: Verb→noun conversions according to etymology.

Verb Etymology of verb Noun Etymology of noun
ambler ‘to amble’ Old Provençal 

amblar
amble ‘amble’ deverbal of ambler

annoncer ‘to 
announce’

Latin adnunciare annonce 
‘announcement’

deverbal of 
annoncer

embarrasser ‘to 
embarrass’

Spanish embarazar embarras  
‘embarrassment’

deverbal of 
embarrasser

flipper ‘to freak 
out’

from English to 
flip

flip ‘anguish’ from flipper

layer ‘to cut a 
path’

Francique lakan laie ‘path’ derived from layer

In her study, Balteiro (2007) only took into account data that are similar 
to situations illustrated in Tables 2 and 3. That explains why she considers 
etymology to be the most reliable criterion. However, as already noticed by 
Marchand (1963), besides these situations there are cases where etymologies 
do not allow to determine the direction of the conversion. These cases repre-
sent 96 pairs, that is 20% of the sample dataset. Unlike cases illustrated in 
Tables 2 and 3, for these pairs the DHLF provides an etymology for both 
lexemes, so that none seems to derive from the other. Examples of such cases 
are given in Table 4.
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Tab. 4: Unknown directionality according to etymology.

Noun Etymology of noun Verb Etymology of verb
argument  
‘argument’

Latin argumentum argumenter ‘to 
argue’

Latin argumentari

ban ‘exile’ Francique ban bannir ‘to banish’ Francique 
◦bannjan

coach ‘coach’ English word coacher ‘to 
coach’

from English to 
coach

forge ‘forge’ Latin fabrica forger ‘to forge’ Latin fabricare
solde ‘balance’ Borrowed from It. 

saldo
solder ‘to settle’ Borrowed from It. 

saldare

This kind of situation, where both the noun and the verb were inherited 
from Latin, Greek or old French, or borrowed from another language, 
seems to be rather frequent according to the information collected on the 
sample (20% of the data). Yet, even if lexemes are inherited or borrowed 
by pairs, there can still be a morphological relation between them that is 
perceptible for speakers. For example, argumenter ‘to argue’ and argu-
mentation ‘arguing, reasoning’ have both been inherited from Latin (the 
verb comes from the latin verb argumentari and the noun from the latin 
noun argumentatio), but they display in contemporary French the same 
kind of morphological relation as between nationaliser ‘to nationalise’ 
and nationalisation ‘nationalisation’ that were both coined in French: a 
relation between a verb and its deverbal action noun suffixed with –ation. 
This shows that having an etymology does not mean that a morphological 
analysis is not possible. More generally, the example of argumenter and 
argumentation reveals that etymology and morphology do not have the 
same goals: etymology studies the history, the genealogy of words, while 
morphology analyses the morphological relations between lexemes in a 
given state of a language. Since they do not have the same purpose, ety-
mology may not be a good tool for a morphological analysis, including the 
case of conversion.

3.3.  Conclusion on historical criteria

As it has been argued, even when it can provide a direction, historical infor-
mation is not reliable to decide on the directionality of conversion. On the 
one hand, dates of first attestation are not always accurate enough and often 
contradict the morphological analysis of lexemes. On the other hand, ety-
mology is of no help when both lexemes were borrowed or inherited together.
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Another more important, yet never discussed, problem arises when these 
two historical criteria are compared. Indeed, the analyses provided by dates 
and etymology are sometimes contradictory. For example, from a chrono-
logical point of view, the pair aide ‘help’~aider ‘to help’ can be considered 
to be a noun→verb conversion because the noun is attested before the verb, 
as can be seen in Table 5. However, according to the etymologies provided 
in Table 6, it is a verb→noun conversion because the verb comes from the 
Latin adjutare while the noun comes from the verb. The problem is sim-
ilar with rime ‘rhyme’~rimer ‘to rhyme’: according to the attestation dates 
it is a verb→noun conversion because the verb is attested first, but it is a 
noun→verb conversion if we rely on etymology because the noun comes 
from the Latin glosa while the verb derives from the noun. Table 7 provides 
examples of such inconsistencies between the two types of analysis.

Tab. 5: Dates of first attestation of certain lexemes.

Noun 1st attestation of noun Verb 1st attestation of verb
aide ‘help’ 842 aider ‘to help’ 10th century
charroi 
‘convoy, carting’

1150 charroyer ‘to 
carry along’

1225

glose ‘commen-
tary’

1175 gloser ‘to  
annotate’

1130

louange ‘praise’ 1160 louanger ‘to 
commend’

1155

regard ‘look’ 980 regarder ‘to 
look’

1080

rime ‘rhyme’ 1160 rimer ‘to 
rhyme’

1119

Tab. 6: Etymology of lexemes in Table 5.

Noun Etymology of noun Verb Etymology of verb
aide derived from aider aider Latin adjutare
charroi derived from 

charroyer
charroyer derived from char

glose Latin glosa gloser derived from glose
louange derived from louer louanger derived from 

louange
regard deverbal from 

regarder
regarder from garder with 

prefix re-
rime lat. rhythmus rimer derived from rime
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Tab. 7: Contradictory analyses according to dates and etymology.

Noun Verb Direction 
according to dates

Direction 
according to  
etymology

aide aider noun→verb verb→noun
charroi charroyer noun→verb verb→noun
glose gloser verb→noun noun→verb
louange louanger verb→noun noun→verb
regard regarder noun→verb verb→noun
rime rimer verb→noun noun→verb

These examples of inconsistency between dates and etymology raise a tricky 
issue: if we want to use historical information, we will have to make a choice 
between the two criteria in cases of contradictory analyses. Yet, there seems 
to be no obvious reasons to favour one criterion over the other.

4.  Synchronic criteria

Marchand (1963, 1964) is the first to propose systematic synchronic criteria 
in order to determine the direction of conversion in English. These criteria 
are the following: comparison with affixation, semantic dependency of one 
lexeme on the other, frequency and semantic range of lexemes, semantic 
patterns between lexemes, phonetic shape, morphological types of lexemes 
and stress patterns. These criteria have been discussed by many studies on 
conversion, and some of them have been ruled out as not being operative. 
See for instance Sanders (1988) for a criticism of the comparison with affix-
ation, Ljung (1977) for the rejection of the semantic dependency and the 
semantic range. Stress patterns have been described as a reliable criterion by 
Kiparsky (1997) in English and by Rodrigues Soares (2009) in Portuguese, 
but it is of no help in French because there is no word stress difference 
between nouns and verbs. Semantic patterns between lexemes is the most 
widely used criterion and will be discussed in the following section. Other 
criteria have been proposed in diverse studies on different languages. For 
instance Don (2004) has claimed that noun gender and verb inflection can 
determine the directionality in Dutch. Similarly, Rodrigues Soares (2009) 
argues that certain thematic vowels on verbs indicate the direction of con-
version in Portuguese. Building on these studies, the following subsections 
will evaluate these criteria on French.

4.1.  A reference database of 626 directional noun~verb pairs

In order to be sure that these criteria can help to determine the direction of 
conversion, they must be evaluated on conversion pairs the directionality of 
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which is certain. To obtain these pairs, a morphological criterion was first 
applied, following Rodrigues Soares (2009): if one lexeme already derives 
from another by other means than conversion, then it is the base of conver-
sion. For example, for the pair parlement ‘parliament’~parlementer ‘to 
negotiate’, the morphological analysis gives the result in (4a): since the noun 
parlement already derives from the verb parler ‘to talk’ by means of the 
suffix –ment and with the meaning ‘group of persons who talk’ (just like 
gouvernement ‘government’ is the ‘group of persons who govern’), then 
it is the base of the conversion and the verb is derived. In the pair rappel 
‘recall’~rappeler ‘to call back’, the morphological analysis gives the result 
in (4b): the verb rappeler already derives from the verb appeler ‘to call’ by 
means of the prefix r(e)–, which forms verbs out of verbs, so that rappeler 
is the base and rappel is the converted lexeme.

(4) a. parler ‘to talk’ → parlement ‘parliament’ (lit. ‘group of persons who talk’) → 
parlementer ‘to negotiate’ (lit. ‘to act like the parliament’)

 b. appeler ‘to call’ → rappeler ‘to call back’ → rappel ‘recall’

This morphological analysis has been applied to each lexeme of the corpus. 
According to it, the directionality of conversion can be decided in 626 pairs: 
460 are noun→verb conversions and 166 are verb→noun. Examples are 
given in Table 8.

Tab. 8: Examples of directional pairs.

N→V conversion
 
 
 

barricade ‘barricade’ > barricader ‘to barricade’
grillage ‘fence’ > grillager ‘to fence’
rature ‘crossing-out’ > raturer ‘cross out’
règlement ‘rules’ > règlementer ‘to regulate’

V→N conversion
 
 
 

décharger ‘to unload’ > décharge ‘dump’
dégeler ‘to thaw’ > dégel ‘thaw’
épurer ‘to refine’ > épure ‘sketch’
réexaminer ‘to reexamine’ > réexamen ‘reexamination’

In the remainder of this section, three synchronic criteria will be evaluated 
on the basis of these 626 pairs: semantic patterns in 4.2., noun gender in 4.3. 
and verb inflection in 4.4.

4.2.  Semantic patterns

Marchand (1964) suggests that semantic patterns between nouns and verbs, 
such as “act of V-ing”, “to use N” etc., can determine the direction of conver-
sion. This synchronic criterion is most often used by linguists when they decide 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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on the direction of conversion. In French for instance, it is used by Corbin (1987) 
and Kerleroux (1996). Corbin (1987) analyses the pair vol ‘flight’~voler ‘to 
fly’ as verb→ noun conversion because vol can be defined as “action de voler” 
‘act of flying’, which instanciates the “act of V-ing” pattern. Although this cri-
terion is often used, its practical application has never been measured. It can be 
done by listing all patterns in both directions and comparing them.

Thus, in order to evaluate the usefulness of this criterion, the semantic 
relation between noun and verb has been analysed for the 460 noun→verb 
and the 166 verb→noun pairs of the directional database. The classification 
of the semantic patterns for converted verbs builds on that provided by Plag 
(1999), to which 2 patterns have been added: a causative one and a pattern 
for verbs of feeling. Overall, ten different semantic patterns have been 
observed. They are provided in Table 9 with examples. As for converted 
nouns, the list of semantic patterns comes from Plénat (2005). Six different 
patterns have been observed, as indicated in Table 10. Both classifications 
have been applied to all directional pairs with the help of the definitions 
found in the two dictionaries: TLFi and Petit Robert Électronique.

Tab. 9: Semantic patterns for noun→verb conversions.

Pattern Name Example
put in/into N locative remiser = to put into the remise (‘shed’)
put N in/on ornative cartonner = to put carton (‘cardboard’) on 

something
remove N privative œilletonner = to remove the œilleton 

(‘buds)’
do/perform N performative aubader = to do a aubade (‘dawn serenade’)
produce N resultative raturer = to produce a rature  

(‘crossing-out’)
act/be like N similative parlementer = to act like the parlement 

(‘parliament’)
use N instrumental téléphoner = to use the téléphone (‘phone’)
be N stative préluder = to be a prélude (‘prelude’)
cause N causative confusionner = to cause confusion  

(‘confusion’)
feel N feeling compassionner = to feel compassion  

(‘compassion’)

Tab. 10: Semantic patterns for verb→noun conversions.

Pattern Name Example
act of V-ing action rappel = act of rappeler (‘call back’)
result of V-ing result amas = result of amasser (‘amass’)
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the one that V-s agent marmotte = animal that marmotter 
(‘mutter’)

what is V-ed patient débours = what is débourser (‘spend’)
object to V instrument réveil = object to réveiller (‘wake up’)
place where one V-s location décharge = place where one décharger 

(‘unload’)

As can be seen by comparing the semantic patterns observed for the two 
types of conversions, many patterns in one direction have a counterpart 
in the other direction. Indeed, except for ‘what is V-ed’, every verb→noun 
pattern has a reverse noun→verb pattern, as is summarised in (5).

(5) a. do/perform N ↔ act of V-ing
 b. produce N ↔ result of V-ing
 c. act like N ↔ the one that V-s
 d. use N ↔ object to V
 e. put in(to) N ↔ place where one V-s

Because of these reverse semantic patterns, all conversion pairs that involve 
one of the patterns given in (5) can almost always be analysed in both 
directions, as shown in Table 11. Indeed, from a semantic point of view, 
each pair in the table can either be analysed as noun→verb conversion or as 
verb→noun conversion. For each one, the pattern noted in bold fonts is the 
one whose direction is made certain by the morphological analysis.

Tab. 11: Reverse semantic patterns.

N~V pair N→V pattern V→N pattern
aubade~aubader do a aubade ‘serenade’ act of aubader ‘serenade’
rappel~rappeler do a rappel ‘recall’ act of rappeler ‘call back’
rature~ raturer produce a rature  

‘crossing-out’
result of raturer ‘cross out’

amas~amasser produce a amas ‘heap’ result of amasser ‘amass’
parlement~ 
parlementer

act like a parlement  
‘parliament’

the one that parlementer  
‘negotiate’

marmotte~ 
marmotter

act like a marmotte 
‘marmot’

the one that marmotter ‘mutter’

téléphone~ 
téléphoner

use a téléphone ‘phone’ object to téléphoner ‘call’

réveil~réveiller use a réveil ‘alarm 
clock’

object to réveiller ‘wake up’

remise~remiser put into a remise ‘shed’ place where to remiser  
‘put away’

décharge~ 
décharger

put into a décharge 
‘dump’

place where to décharger 
‘unload’
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This study of the semantic patterns carried out on 626 conversion pairs has 
revealed that in most cases the semantic relation between the noun and the 
verb does not allow to decide on the directionality of conversion because of 
reverse semantic patterns. A few patterns seem to be reliable, though, because 
they have no counterparts. For instance, within verb→noun patterns, only 
the patient one (see débours ‘disbursement’ in Table 10) seems to have no 
counterpart in the other direction. However, this pattern is very uncommon: 
it was observed in only 8 pairs only out of 166, that is, less than 5% of 
the data. Moreover, it could also have the ornative or instrumental patterns 
as counterparts. As regards noun→verb conversion, the ornative, privative, 
causative, stative and feeling patterns could be reliable indications of the 
directionality because they seem to have no reverse pattern. However, the 
privative pattern was observed only once and therefore is not very helpful 
with respect to directionality. Causative, stative and feeling cases could 
probably be merged with the performative pattern. Moreover, they are the 
least common patterns in the subset (23 pairs out of 460, i.e. 5% of the data) 
together with the privative one. The only pattern that could be a reliable 
clue for the directionality is the ornative one that has been observed in 58 
pairs, that is 12.6% of the data. However, ornative verbs are often merged 
with instrumental verbs because they imply the use of the object denoted by 
the base noun. For example, to salt can be analysed as an ornative verb 
with the pattern ‘put salt in/on’. But it can also be analysed as an instru-
mental verb that instanciates the pattern ‘use the salt’. This is the solution 
that Aronoff (1980) recommends.

The analysis and comparison of all semantic patterns observed in both 
conversions has shown that, except for the privative pattern, which can only 
be found in noun→verb conversion (but is very rare), semantic patterns do 
not enable the identification of the conversion directionality because they all 
have counterparts in the opposite direction.

4.3.  Noun gender

Don (2004) claimed that noun gender is a good indication of the direction 
of conversion in Dutch. There are two genders in Dutch: neuter and non-
neuter. According to Don, verb→noun conversion, like all nominalization 
processes in Dutch, can only form non-neuter nouns so that when the noun 
is neuter, it must be the base of the conversion and the verb is derived. French 
also has two genders: feminine and masculine. Both of them can be found 
on nominalizations, as well as on nouns that are used for other derivations. 
When looking at the database of directional noun-verb pairs described in 
section 4.1., we can see that both genders are evenly distributed between the 
two conversions, as shown in Table 12.
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Tab. 12: Noun gender and conversion.

Gender 
Noun→Verb Verb→Noun

 # % # %
feminine 195 42.4 74 44.6
fem. or mas. 1 0.2 1 0.6
masculine 264 57.4 91 54.8

Contrary to what Don has argued on Dutch, noun gender in French proves 
not to be associated with one direction over the other. Therefore, it cannot 
be used as a criterion to determine the directionality of conversion.

4.4.  Verb inflection

Kiparsky (1997) relied on verb inflection to decide on the conversion type 
in English. According to him, an irregular verb cannot be derived from the 
noun and must derive from a root, together with the noun. Don (2004) made 
a similar statement in Dutch: noun→verb conversion can only form regular 
verbs, so that all pairs with irregular verb must be verb→noun conversions. 
As for Portuguese, Rodrigues Soares (2009) claimed that converted verbs 
can only bear the thematic vowel /a/. Therefore, when the verb displays the 
thematic vowel /i/ or /e/ it must be a verb→noun conversion.

In French, verbs fall into three classes, named groups. The first group is 
the most important one. It includes verbs that are all regular, end in –er, have 
a past participle in –é and a simple past in –a. The Petit Robert Électronique 
dictionary includes almost 6,000 first group verbs. The second group is com-
posed of verbs, usually regarded as irregular, that end in –ir and have a pre-
sent participle in –issant. They are about 310 in the Petit Robert Électronique. 
Finally, the third group comprises all other irregular verbs. They are 374 
in the Petit Robert Électronique. The distribution of verbs among the three 
groups in the directional database (see section 4.1.) is given in Table 13.

Tab. 13: Verb inflection and conversion.

Group 
Noun→Verb Verb→Noun

 # % # %
1 460 100 159 95.8
2  0  0   3  1.8
3  0  0  4  2.4

The results in Table 13 seem to correlate with those observed in Dutch and 
Portuguese, that is, that irregular verbs (2nd and 3rd groups) are only found 
in verb→noun conversion. However, these results come from the directional 
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database where all nouns and verbs are morphologically complex, as they 
are derived from other lexemes. So, the numbers in Table 13 only indicate 
that morphologically complex nouns cannot be converted into verbs of 
the second and third groups. But they say nothing about the possibility for 
non-complex nouns to be converted into second or third group verbs. For 
example, some people would analyse examples in (6) (2nd group verbs) and 
(7) (3rd group verbs) as noun→verb conversion.

(6) a. gauche ‘left’ → gauchir ‘to reorientate the politics to the left’
 b. nord ‘north’ → nordir ‘to turn to the north’ (speaking about the wind)

(7) a. discours ‘speech’ → discourir ‘to give a speech’
 b. secours ‘help’ → secourir ‘to rescue’ (lit. ‘to bring help’)

From a semantic point of view, at least for examples in (6), it would not 
seem illogical to consider the nouns as the bases and the verbs as converted, 
because it would be very odd to define the noun gauche as ‘the direction 
towards which one reorientates a politics’ or nord as ‘the direction where 
the wind blows’. Examples in (7) are less convincing because they can also 
be analysed in the opposite direction.

To conclude, the situation in French with respect to verb inflection is less 
clear than in English and Portuguese. Second and third group verbs could 
be a hint of the direction of conversion but it is not fully reliable. Moreover, 
even if it were fully reliable, it only applies to very few pairs (4.2% of the 
directional data), so that it is not very helpful to determine the directionality 
of conversion.

5.  Theoretical implications

The previous two sections have demonstrated that most of the time the 
directionality of noun~verb conversion in French cannot be identified. On  
the one hand, historical criteria can sometimes indicate a direction, but 
they are not reliable. On the other hand, synchronic criteria cannot pro-
vide a direction because each of them is compatible with both directions. 
These results raise problems for derivational analyses of conversion. Non-
derivational analyses relying on category underspecification have been shown 
to be problematic in section 2. Thus, a non-derivational analysis with fully 
specified categories such as the one proposed by Lieber (1981, 2004) could 
be an interesting solution. Lieber argues that nouns and verbs do not derive 
from one another and are rather linked by relisting rules in the lexicon. That 
is, they are fully specified for categories, they are separately listed in the 
lexicon, and redundancy rules link them. According to the author, conver-
sion is thus non-directional. This analysis seems to solve the directionality 
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problem. However, Lieber argues that conversion is directional on the 
semantic level: “whereas neither member of a conversion pair is structurally 
more basic, one member of a pair will always be semantically more basic 
and the other semantically derived.” (Lieber 1981: 185). Thus, she adds 
directional semantic rules to link nouns and verbs, so eventually conversion 
is directional, at least on the semantic level. Yet, this solution is not satisfac-
tory because, as section 4.2. has shown, semantic relations between nouns 
and verbs are almost always ambiguous between both directions in French.

In fact, this directionality problem is not specific to conversion. Corbin 
(1976) already noticed this problem with –ie and –ique suffixes, as in 
symétrie ‘symmetry’ and symétrique ‘symmetrical’. Indeed, symétrie is 
the property of being symmetrical, and symétrique means ‘that displays 
symmetry’. She noted that this kind of data is a problem for the deriva-
tional analysis she supports. Roché highlighted the same problem in various 
studies on different suffixes: –ier and –erie as in mercier ‘haberdasher’ and 
mercerie ‘haberdashery’ because mercier is the person who works in a 
haberdashery and mercerie is the activity of a haberdasher (Roché 2004); 
–isme and –iste as in fascisme ‘fascism’ and fasciste ‘fascist’ because 
fascists are followers of fascism and fascism is the ideology of fascists (Roché 
2007); or in country names-demonyms pairs, such as hongrie ‘Hungary’ 
and hongrois ‘hungarian’ where hongrie is the country of hungarians and 
hongrois are inhabitants of Hungary (Roché 2008).

In order to account for such cases, Roché talks about mutual motivation 
between lexemes. Umbreit (2011) also highlights mutual motivations between 
lexemes and extends the notion to the whole derivational family, even when 
one lexeme clearly derives from another, such as fishy and fish where the 
adjective derives from the noun by means of the suffix –y. According to 
Umbreit, morphological families form motivational networks where motiva-
tion between members of one family can not only be bidirectional, but also 
multidirectional. In a quite similar fashion, word or lexeme-based approaches 
to morphology have recently extended the notion of paradigms to deriva-
tion. Such paradigmatic analyses of derivation allow to describe morpholog-
ical families and compare their organization across the lexicon (see Hathout 
and Namer 2019 for an overview). As mentioned by Štekauer (2014) there 
are different definitions of derivational paradigms. Bonami and Strnadová 
(2019), for example, define derivational paradigms as sets of aligned families 
sharing the same organization. In such paradigms, derivational relations are 
regarded as multidirectional relations between members of a family. Hathout 
and Namer (2019) noticed that one advantage of a paradigmatic approach 
to derivation is that it enables analyses of phenomena that are not easily 
described by traditional directional rules. Conversion, with its directionality 
problems, is undoubtly one of these phenomena.
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6.  Conclusion

This study on French noun~verb conversions has presented and discussed 
the main criteria mentioned in the literature when dealing with the direction-
ality of conversion between nouns and verbs. Each criterion has been eval-
uated on different subsets of a corpus containing 3,241 noun~verb pairs.

From an empirical point of view, it has been demonstrated that none of 
these criteria is reliable enough to determine the direction of conversion for 
all noun~verb pairs: dates of first attestation are not always accurate enough 
and often conflict with morphology, etymology does not always allow to 
identify a direction and both historical criteria often lead to contradictory 
analyses. When it comes to synchronic criteria, morphological complexity is 
one reliable test, but it only helpfully applies to 626 pairs over 3,241, that is 
to 19.3% of the data. Semantic patterns often enable reverse analyses, but 
some of them such as the privative (see Table 9) and the patient ones (see 
Table 10) correlate with only one direction. However, these patterns apply 
to very few cases. In individual cases, the semantic relation between the 
noun and the verb could also indicate a direction, as in the examples in (6), 
but it cannot be generalised to all pairs. Noun gender is not helpful because 
both genders are found in both conversions, and verb inflection seems not 
to be reliable. To conclude, all these criteria might help to decide on a reli-
able direction for few individual cases, but none of them is applicable to all 
noun~verb pairs. Therefore, in most cases the directionality of conversion in 
French seems not to be determinable. This non-directionality is not specific 
to conversion and can also be found with a number of suffixes. Whereas 
these problematic derivations challenge the traditional conception of deri-
vation rules, paradigmatic morphology seems to offer a good framework to 
account for such phenomena.
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