
Conversion in the Process 
of Assimilation of Loan-Words

Conversion is a prominent matter of debate. It is
common knowledge that conversion is one of the

most productive ways of creating new words in English, yet
not every word can be converted; a great number of cases of
conversion can be found in contemporary English, yet not
every pair can be treated as a clear case of conversion.

Since it is doubtful in contemporary English whether we
are dealing with two meanings of the same word or two words
of different origins which have been formally merged as a
result of the influence of phonetic development, etymological
analysis can provide a solution to the problem of conversion.

We can get a more adequate picture of what conversion is
by employing a diachronic approach to the problem in question. It is the latter approach
that will enable us to reveal the two-fold nature of conversion which consists in the fact
that it can be both the cause and the result of word assimilation.

Conversion sprang into being in the Middle English period and became one of the
three main types of word formation (together with affixation and compounding)
characteristic of the English language. There are no morphological restrictions on the
forms which can undergo conversion, so that compounds, derivatives, acronyms, blends,
clipped forms and simple words are all acceptable inputs to the conversion process. The
significant productivity of conversion is also displayed by the ability to form new words
practically from any part of speech, including prepositions and adverbs. Thus, for
example, among French borrowings we come across the adverb encore (a borrowing of
the  17th c.), which gained the meaning of a substantive in English  – 1. a call (= Please
do it again!) which is made by listeners who are pleased with a song or other
performance, 2. a song or other performance which is given again because it is asked
for. In the same century this word was converted into a verb in English with the
following meaning to express approval of (a performer or a performance) by shouting
ENCORE.1 What we have here is the assimilation of the loan-word encore by means of
conversion.

Our investigation of French loan-words comes to prove that cases of noun-verb
conversion are of frequent occurrence, such as for example, the French word  campagne,
which penetrated into English in the 17th century in the expression dans la campagne (a
trip into a village). In English the use of this expression was reduced to a single word
campagne, which in its turn, was converted into a verb in the following centuries. 

Another example was the 16th c. French borrowing bandage with the meaning of strip
of material for binding. Soon it was converted into a verb (to bandage in the meaning of
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