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Lexical flexibility (also called conversion, functional shift, heterosemy, polycategoriality,
zero derivation, and many other terms) is when a lexical item is used for more than one
discourse function—either to refer (as a noun), to predicate (as a verb), or to modify (as an
adjective). In traditional terms, flexible words are those which can be used for multiple parts of
speech. Examples of flexible words in English and Nuuchahnulth are shown below (English
data are from the Open American National Corpus).
(1)

(2)

English (Indo-European > Germanic)
N: And the spots of paint would change every hundred degrees.
(OANC: FrancisClem)
V: One story does come to my mind though where you painted the foundation
coating on the house and got tar all over you.
(OANC: BorelRaymondHydeII)
A: And it happened to be one of the rare paint jobs.
(OANC: sw2236)
Nuuchahnulth (Wakashan > Southern Wakashan)
N: watqšiƛ ʔaƛimt
watq-ši(ƛ)
ʔaƛa-imt
swallow-MOM
two-PAST
completely.swallowed two
‘he swallowed two of them’
(Louie 2003: Qawiqaalth 57)
V: wik̓aƛ haʔukšiƛ ʔaƛiičiƛ
wik-ʼaƛ haʔuk-ši(ƛ) ʔaƛa-ʽi·čiƛ
not-FIN
eat-MOM
two-INCEP
didn’t
ate
became.two
‘He (Mink) didn’t eat them and the crabs became two.’
(Louie 2003: Mink 266)
A: hiiɬtqyaap̓ up ʔaƛa qʷayac̓ iik
hiɬ-tqya·p̓ i-up
ʔaƛa
qʷayac̓ iːk
there-back-MOM.CAUS
two
wolf
put.on.the.back
two
wolf
‘Two wolves put (the dead wolf) on their back.’

(Louie 2003: FoodThief 46)

In each of these examples, the same stem (paint for English and ʔaƛa ‘two’ for Nuuchahnulth)
is used as a noun, a verb, and an adjective, respectively.
While many researchers have focused on how best to analyze cases like these in individual
languages, it has usually been with the goal of showing that flexible words are in actuality
members of some category X or Y in the language. Some researchers lump flexible words into
the traditional categories of noun, verb, or adjective; other researchers invent new categories
such as “contentives” or “non-verbs” (Hengeveld & Rijkhoff 2005). Still others embrace the idea
of flexibility and claim that some or perhaps even all languages lack lexical categories entirely,
at some level or another (Hopper & Thompson 1984; Gil 1993; Broschart 1997; Siddiqi 2018).
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It is only recently that scholars have started to treat lexical flexibility as an object of study
in its own right, rather than as a problem to be solved (Hengeveld 1992; Launey 1994; Rijkhoff
2000; Lois & Vapnarsky 2003; Rijkhoff 2003; Hengeveld, Rijkhoff, & Siewierska 2004; Launey
2004; Evans & Osada 2005; van Lier 2006; Rijkhoff & van Lier 2013; van Lier 2016; Vapnarksy &
Veneziano 2017; Mithun 2019). As a result, we are just beginning to understand how lexical
flexibility varies both within and across languages, and what the constraints and principles
underlying that variation are. Studies show, for example, that flexibility can happen at the level
of the root, stem, or even inflected word (Błaszczak & Klimek-Jankowska 2015; Mithun 2017;
Mithun 2019). Additionally, Croft (2000; 2005) shows that lexical flexibility is constrained by
certain typological markedness universals.
What we do not yet know is just how prevalent lexical flexibility is in the world’s
languages, or even within particular languages. As a first foray at addressing this gap, in this
talk I present the results of a quantitative corpus-based study which aims at expanding our
empirical coverage of lexical flexibility. I examine data from corpora of English and
Nuuchanulth (both of which are often claimed to be highly flexible languages) to determine
just how flexible individual words in each language are, and how the two languages compare
in terms of overall flexibility. To do this, I use a quantitative metric of the lexical flexibility of a
word in a corpus developed specifically for this study. I also discuss the interaction of
frequency and corpus dispersion with flexibility, and the semantic patterns that correspond to
high or low degrees of flexibility for individual words.
I find that lexical flexibility in both English and Nuuchahnulth is more prevalent than has
previously been assumed. I also show that the two languages differ significantly not just in
their overall flexibility, but also in how that flexibility is realized. Words in English consistently
exhibit flexibility, but to a somewhat marginal degree. Words in Nuuchahnulth, on the other
hand, exhibit a high degree of flexibility, but almost entirely along the noun-verb dimension
rather than the adjective dimension. For both languages, however, the most flexible words are
property words (adjectives). Finally, the data show that frequency and corpus dispersion do
correlate with higher degrees of flexibility, although the effect is a small one.
Taken together, the results of this study provide greater empirical support for a discoursefunctional approach to lexical categories (Hopper & Thompson 1984; Croft 1991; Croft 2003) in
which categories emerge from the ways that speakers utilize words in discourse. I conclude
that lexical flexibility should be viewed as a natural result of the cognitive and diachronic
processes at work in language, rather than as an exceptional phenomenon.
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Abbreviations
CAUS
causative
FIN
finite
INCEP
inceptive
MOM
momentaneous
PAST
past
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